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Barrow Sinister

INTRODUCTION
They have closed the barrow, and once more the grass ripples over it in the soft breeze beneath the birches. The remainder of the money collected by the Children of Scandinavia was unanimously diverted to restoring the castle. It seemed a pity to rebuild such an uncomfortable place, but they would do it as a kind of Danegeld, and how could we refuse?
My husband says we may yet be glad to have it, as a healthy summer place for the children—but I know this is merely a loving euphemism. How could he not want Stierna, which has been burned and sacked repeatedly, but has stood where it is for thirteen hundred years? At least we were able to install some basic plumbing and wiring while the walls were open, but I wonder if anything will ever completely eradicate the faint sour smell of fire?
Perhaps it is merely imagination, for in retrospect, the horror of those moments seems no more real than a performance of Gotterdammerung. My mind does not recreate it, yet how was it possible to go through such an experience without a memory, a scar? I sleep soundly, dreaming the absurd dreams I have always dreamed: of talking kittens, or romantic flower gardens in which the postman is helping me to plant chives among the tulips. I feel no quiver at the siren of a fire engine—I still enjoy the crackle of a hearth fire on nippy evenings—the rune stone that triggered the tragedy does not disturb me.
I look from the windows of Stierna, and see only the grape hyacinths along the flagged walks—the increase of valley lilies that will inevitably conquer the east lawn unless I do something about transplanting—the roses heavy with the promise of perfumed air. . . . It seems no more than last month that I leaned from the tower, watching those dark shadows moving down the paths among the trees in the demi-light of Swedish summer.
Now my son rolls joyously on the dew-soft grass, while his sister staggers uncertainly after him, uttering Viking cries of battle! Can it really be five years? Am I fluffy-minded to be so wrapped up in the present and future, or is it simply that, in the long centuries of Stierna, my contribution of fear and devastation is insignificant?
Certainly I have only one regret—that the Throne Chair is empty.
Or is it?
I have felt the ceremony only once—but the other day I found my son asleep in the Throne, positioned oddly crossways—as though he were sitting on someone's knee.
CHAPTER I

“You're always saying you'd like a job abroad—here's your chance! Three months, all expenses paid, and exactly at the right moment. Not as if you had anything settled, after all, and if Mr. Blake had to die, it was sweet of him to do it before you'd taken an apartment. I should think you'd leap at it, Amanda.”
“But I don't speak a word of Swedish.”
“You won't need more than a few phrases, Scandinavians all know English,” Katrin stated, “even the peasants—not that there really are any. All you have to do is list what's found where, see the photographs aren't lost. Archeologists can get so carried away by a hunk of stone, you wouldn't believe! Someone has to nursemaid them, but it's only typing and making records.”
“If it's so plummy, why don't you want it?” I countered. “The whole reason I don't have an apartment was because you were going to Sweden, and I could stay here until I found a job. I thought it was settled, heaven knows you've talked enough about it. You even bought clothes, and now you want to dump it on me. Why?”
“I didn't know they were sending Justin Adams,” she said after a moment. “Everybody expected Anders—Oh, it doesn't matter.” She raised her chin defiantly. “It's not much of a job. Far better for him to take a team out to Trebizond.” Her voice trailed away, but I had the picture.
I didn't know how Anders Rollefsen felt, but Katrin was sick as a horse he hadn't got the appointment.

Ever since boarding school, Katrin was going to be an archeologist. She was absorbed by origins, digging up or out, wildly enthusiastic about Indian arrowheads or bits of rock with formless squiggles she insisted were some sort of prehistoric worm. I never had the faintest idea what I wanted to be or do, aside from getting married—because with a name like mine, anything would be better. I don't mind “Amanda,” although it doesn't fit me very well. One thinks of “Amanda” as a tall, slender, sophisticated blonde with a long jade cigarette holder and a flair for epigrams—perhaps because of Private Lives. Unfortunately, I am barely five feet two, furnished with a mop of curly black hair and eyes to match, and while reasonably stacked at the top, I am equally stacked at the bottom, having inherited the Gallic thighs of Daddy's Parisian great-grandmother.

Even more unfortunately, in a moment of parturitive exaltation (I was her first procreative effort), Mother tacked on her Mayflower ancestress, and Daddy let her get away with it. The Fathers' Pacing Room produced the usual guilt feeling: he'd had the fun, she'd done the work—let her name the baby.

“Why couldn't you wait until she came out of the anesthetic?” I demanded when I was ten. “And if it wasn't fun, why do we have Lois and the Doublets?”
I forget how mother explained that, and to this day she apologizes for her aberration—but the fact remains that I was stuck with old Faithful Uxham. When you flank this with “Amanda” and “Smith,” it's a bit much.
The only person who never laughed was Katrin. “'Williams' isn't any better than 'Smith,' and Mother got 'Katrin' out of a soppy novel. At least you were named for a real person. Don't you wish you knew what Faithful Uxham was like?”
“I know what she was like,” I said bitterly. “We've got a miniature, and she has a long neck and a long nose. Even with women at a premium in the Colonies, she had to wait until some other woman died to get a husband.” Still Katrin's reaction was cheering. I wasn't the only student with Colonial ancestry, but I was the only one who could belong to everything; we even had one of those punchbowls. It was Katrin who looked it all up and defended me when necessary—such as when my chest expansion led to the nickname of “Suxy-Uxham.”
Katrin breezed through Radcliff with straight honors. She spent every spare moment digging up things in various parts of the world and, upon graduation, was instantly snapped up by a very exclusive archeological group. I only got into Wellesley because Daddy knew the board of trustees, and as he pointed out, “You can't turn out nothing but leaders; my daughter is a perfect follower, which will give the others something to practice on.”
Actually, I'd absorbed enough to know how to cope with leadership—which made me invaluable with temperamental bosses. I hadn't got a husband thus far, but I was only twenty-seven and enjoying life. Then my Boston man died, and the firm dumped me on the New York partner. I was quite willing, I'd always liked New York without particularly panting to get there.

And the very day I arrived bag and baggage, Mr. Blake was killed in an auto accident on the Bronx River Parkway. The firm didn't know what to do with me; there was no suitable post. They gave me four month's pay, so it wasn't a matter of money but of crossroads. I could stay in New York—I could go back to Boston—I could spend the summer at home with my parents—or go abroad in Katrin's place.

Well, why not? I'd always thought in terms of London, Paris or Rome, but every place in Europe is no more than a spit away from any other place these days. If I went to Sweden, surely I could cover Scandinavia on weekends, and take two weeks for the major capitals later on. It wasn't the glamorous vision of a clever little apartment in Chelsea, frequented by the international names in music, art or literature, but I knew that was pure Waltermittyism. If you put me on a desert island with Casanova and Frank Harris, they would talk to each other.

The clincher was that it would relieve Katrin. In two weeks I'd realized she was head over ears in love with Anders Rollefsen, for all he was thirteen years older than she. I suspected she'd staked everything on this summer, when she'd be able to seduce him subtly into realizing how marvelous it would be to have a woman you could talk to in bed. Now that he was going to Trebizond (wherever that was), Katrin had no interest in Sweden. In itself, that told the story; it was the first time in my knowledge that anything had taken precedence over her fanatic enthusiasm for digging.
Privately, I thought Anders was exactly right, although somebody would have to tell him to marry her. He was not merely not groovy, he was not even in a rut, either mentally or physically. I'm not sure he'd have known what it meant, although he could tell you the most astonishing things about Sappho or Alcibiades.

“Are you sure you don't want to go? Don't cut off your nose because Anders didn't get it.”
She shook her head. “No, I don't want to go now, even if Justin would take me, and I'm not sure he would. A dig needs absolute harmony for best results, and he must know how I feel about Anders. Everybody does,” she muttered disconsolately.

“It's simply foully incomprehensible,” she burst out after a moment. “He gave up hours and hours of time, Amanda, and it's not as if he gave a damn. He's third generation Swedish, but his grandparents were founders of the Children of Scandinavia. He felt—oh, they were confused old visionaries. They wanted to send Count Stiernebjorn a package deal to carry on his work. A lot of them originally came from the locality, they felt a personal interest in Stierneholm, but they hadn't the faintest idea how to plan.

“Anders put the whole thing together, they never offered him a cent.” Her voice trembled. “I made him take paper supplies and use the office phone, but we worked a whole weekend to type the final presentation. There had to be dozens of copies; I spent three days Xeroxing and collating. When the Count finally got it, he wrote back that he'd be grateful for the money.” Her eyes flashed indignantly. “But the work would be done by local men in whom he had confidence!”
“Good Lord!”
“Oh, you never imagined such a row.” Katrin shuddered. “It would have been funny, except it wasn't. After all the effort, everybody was at cross purposes, and insulting each other by every mail. So Anders had to straighten that out; it took the State Department and the Swedish Ambassador, but they finally got the Count to understand the Children of Scandinavia only wanted to send a trained assistant, and got the Foundation to realize the Count only wanted local men to earn salaries to repay the time they'd given him gratis.

“But after all that, naturally we supposed . . . and Anders didn't specially want the job, but he felt obligated. Then—out of the blue, they appoint Justin Adams! It's a slap in the face!”
“Perhaps they knew it wasn't good enough for Dr. Rollefsen.”
“No more it is,” she snorted, “but they might at least have given him the refusal of it.”
“It sounds typical, though. Who and what is this Justin Adams?”
“Tall, dark and handsome—one of the outstanding youngsters. He was on the Newfoundland job my sophomore summer,” she said absently. “I wouldn't have thought he'd take this. Scandinavia isn't his field. He concentrates on prehistory of North America.”
“Maybe he wants to work on the source of Norse explorations.”
Katrin shook her head. “Stierna isn't Norse.”
“I thought it was Viking. What is it, then?”
“Sacred burial ground of the Sveas. They were Vikings, but they went the other way.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The word 'Viking' comes from vik, which means to yield or withdraw. A vik could be either a human settlement, or a place where the land yields to the sea. To go 'a-viking' originally was to follow the shoreline and trade in vik-places,” she said patiently. “Later on, if a vik didn't want to trade, it was subdued by force and set under a governor to collect local tribute to the home tribe—but all the Scandinavians moved in different directions.”
“Riding rapidly,” I murmured, but Katrin never had any sense of humor about archeology.

“The Norse went west to Ireland, Iceland, Greenland and America. The Danes went to England and south into France. The Sveas, or Swedes, went east to Latvia and Russia, or across to Poland and south by the rivers. They rarely made a full-scale trip beyond the Baltic.”
“I suppose I understand that, if I think about it.”
“I'll get you some books,” she murmured. “You know, it is funny Justin took this. He's extremely capable, but very ambitious. I wonder if he wanted the Cape Cod job MacReady got?” Katrin chuckled ghoulishly. “I bet that's it! There's a dig in Wisconsin, and McGill is doing something in Nova Scotia. Either would fit Justin's specialization, but he wouldn't be head.”
“He won't be head in Sweden, either.”
“Doesn't matter,” Katrin shook her head. “He'll be head of the American group, on equal footing with Count Stiernebjorn. That's better than being first assistant for still another year, because he's certainly ready for his own dig.”
For some reason, the thought of his disappointment lessened the blow of her own. I shall never understand academic politics! However, I said I'd take the job if Adams would take me. “Oh, he'll take you,” she said cryptically. “He's a bit of a lady-killer, nothing you can't handle, but he likes a bit of fluff after hours.”
“Not even my mother would call me a bit of fluff,” I protested, but Katrin only laughed.

“Compared to what's usually on a dig, you're Helen of Troy!”
At first glance across the rolling breakfast table in his hotel suite, I could see why Justin Adams would want something more than garden variety. Wow, was he a hunk of man! “Tall, dark and handsome” didn't begin to describe him. He had the classic proportions of a Greek statue, the muscles of an Olympic runner, and a good tailor. I found out later that he couldn't carry a tune in his hat, and had three left feet on a dance floor, but when he pushed aside the table and stood up, I went weak at the knees. It wasn't love at first sight, but a confused sense that it would be awful nice to look at anything this beautiful for three months.

And if you'd seen my previous employers—dear as they were, but complete with spectacles and hearing aids—I think I can be forgiven.

“Miss Smith—or shan't I call you 'Amanda' right away?—Katrin says you are exactly what I need.” He laughed, holding my hand and looking me over with flattering approval. He had a pleasant tenor voice with a faint Midwestern accent, and an ingratiating boyish smile.

“Be careful,” I warned, “Katrin's inclined to think all her duckling friends are swans,” but in about five minutes I had the job.

Justin (he wouldn't hear of my calling him “Dr. Adams”) was briskly efficient on my duties. I said I wasn't trained, but Katrin thought I could do it, and when he'd gone over it point by point, it did seem simple.
“It is. To anyone with your business background, it's no challenge,” he said frankly, “and if this were a long-term affair, I wouldn't take you. You'll be bored to tears in two weeks, but you can last the summer, I know—and I can't resist having a cute secretary at least once in my life.”
I laughed involuntarily. “I'd better tell you Katrin briefed me: you're a lady-killer who likes a bit of fluff, but nothing I can't handle.”
His dark eyes flickered. “Oh, you can handle me,” he agreed. “The question is whether I can handle me, but if you're willing to chance it, shall we give it a whirl?” He stood up with a grin. “Dinner Tuesday night? And tell Katrin if she thinks you're a bit of fluff, she'd better read up on witches.”
With only two weeks, life was a frenzy of packing and shopping, complicated by daily phone calls from Justin, who appeared to think I'd nothing better to do than race about collecting research for him. It didn't take me three seconds to realize he was the sort to expect double work from adoring minions in return for a smile. I didn't doubt it never failed with the usual assistants; even Katrin would knock herself out for an expedition chief—but I wasn't an archeology bug who felt privileged to work under the brilliant Dr. Adams. Furthermore, I wasn't on the payroll until we left New York—and even when we got to Sweden, I had no intention of working overtime.

Perhaps I wouldn't have been so firm, but that Tuesday's dinner was not a deux. This didn't bother me, I was happy to meet the photographic technician and his wife. What I didn't like was Justin's deliberate silence beforehand—because it was very deliberate. He asked me to dinner, he asked Rolf and Nancy Dahl when they reached New York on Monday night, he told Katrin on Tuesday morning to make a reservation for four—and in two subsequent phone calls to me, both of which referred to dinner, no mention of the Dahls was made.

That pulled me up short, and all unpaid cooperation ended as of then. I didn't doubt, considering Justin's gorgeous appearance, that every neophyte on a dig chased him—but if he couldn't tell the difference between a clerk and an executive secretary, he would have to learn.

Accordingly, I went home the next day for a week, telling Katrin to look surprised if he fussed, and remind him that anything I did was out of the goodness of my heart, since I wasn't on salary. “He won't like that,” she said uneasily. “I can tell from the way he acts in the office that he's gotten used to having people jump when he says frog.”
“Well, there's still time for him to change his mind—and you can tell him so.”
When I returned, she reported that he was certainly startled to learn I was unavailable, but smoothed out at once as soon as non-salary was mentioned. “He said he didn't know, or he wouldn't have dreamed of asking you to run errands.”
So for the rest of the time, I saw and heard nothing of my boss. I asked the Dahls to dinner at Katrin's apartment, and did not include Justin. Let him understand that I didn't expect any playing around, either. Besides, it was the last time to see Nancy; she wasn't coming to Sweden, because of two small children.

It was sheer chance I bumped into Margo Andressen coming out of Bergdorf s two days later. We squeaked at each other and did the usual kisses for fellow alums, after which we went around the corner to Rumpelmayer's and put on six pounds' worth of chocolate with whipped cream and pastries. Margo was married with (as she put it) one and a half babies, living in Minneapolis and obviously happy to pieces, but generous enough to admire my paltry achievements.

“Sweden?” she said. “Why, it must be the thing Aunt Helga is financing. There wouldn't be two, would there, Amanda?”
“I don't know. Who's Aunt Helga?”
“John's great-aunt—filthy rich widow, hipped on Scandinavian genealogy.” Margo wrinkled her nose. “But otherwise an old pet. I wonder—” She took a swallow of her chocolate and stared intently at nothing while licking a whipped-cream mustache from her lips. “There's this distant cousin—or nephew, or someone,” she said. “I've never met him, but all winter he's been hounding Aunt Helga about some excavation. John was fit to be tied when he found out—she's 'way over eighty with a wonky heart, and this man chivied her into a seventy-mile drive to attend some board meeting so's he'd get a job. I wish I'd listened more carefully, I can't remember the name.”
“Justin Adams? Anders Rollefsen?”
“They don't ring a bell.” She frowned. “To tell you the truth, I never pay much attention, Amanda. Aunt Helga's always on some kick or other, and we don't care what she does with her money. If she wants to set up wacky competitions, let her have fun. I only remember John was furious at her being fussed and overtired, but it was probably something entirely different. Anyway, be sure to write! Even if this isn't one of her projects, she'll adore hearing about it.”
I promised, and we talked of other things, but in the cab going home her words returned to puzzle me. I thought she must have been mistaken, she was always so addlepated we never knew how she got through college. I didn't doubt her husband's great-aunt was contributing to the expedition, but it couldn't be Justin who'd wheedled her into getting him the job. For one thing, he wasn't Swedish, and Margo had said it was a relative of the old lady—and it couldn't be Anders, because he hadn't got the job.

Anyway, why would Justin connive for such a minor assignment? Not that he wasn't pleased to have it as an alternative to teaching summer school. He'd been quite frank the night we had dinner with the Dahls. In fact, I gave him a good-conduct mark for saying he supposed he'd only been asked because Anders turned it down. I hadn't commented on Katrin's story; it wouldn't hurt Justin Adams to feel modest.

No, Margo had fouled up as usual; it was somebody else. When Katrin said, Thank God we were out of her hair, because the library endowment was in a mess, I thought that was probably what Margo had remembered. I finished packing, and forgot about it.

CHAPTER II

It was my first overseas flight, but aside from the number of hours and an excellent dinner, it was no more. exciting than the shuttle to Boston. The plane was un-crowded so early in the season, and after one look at Justin, the stewardesses were devoted to our party. Rolf sat beside me, making sotto voce comments in an exaggeratedly pedantic voice, until we were all nearly strangling in an effort to be dignified. Justin was evidently used to Rolfs teasing; he played up to the hilt, and ended with the hot-eyed blonde, plus extra measures of aquavit. “Hey, what about us?” Rolf demanded, indignantly.

“Every man for himself,” Justin returned. “Besides, you've got Amanda, and she requires a cool head, boy.” He sank back into his seat and I could hear a conversational murmur drifting back to us, while Rolf chuckled. To my surprise, it appeared to be some foreign language. “Is that Swedish? I didn't know he spoke it.”
“Oh, Justin speaks enough of any language to get along with the girls,” Rolf said affectionately. “What an operator! No matter where the boondocks, he'll get someone to cook or do laundry for the price of a smile. Worth his weight in gold, he is—let alone he's great to work with.” He chatted along pleasantly of various digs in the past and what could be expected from this summer. “Not much,” he said impersonally, “but eventually all the old barrows will have to be opened. It's a grab bag, you know. You can work for weeks, and find you picked an empty one for a guy killed in battle. Sometimes there are old rune markers or family papers that give a clue. If we're lucky, Count Stiernebjorn may know where to dig.”
Before I could say I hoped to heaven he did, because it would be the outside of enough after such a fuss for the Children of Scandinavia to discover their money had drawn a row of lemons, Justin relented. His stewardess (her name was Inga) swished her tail back to the galley and returned with fresh coffee plus aquavit for all of us. Justin peered over the seat at Rolf. “Join us for a nightcap?” he asked politely.

“Thanks, we thought you'd never ask.”
In the end we sneaked quietly into the first-class lounge and sat up all night. As Justin said, you only get cramps from trying to sleep, and if you' re going to have to adjust to the time difference when you get there, why not be completely exhausted? It sounded reasonable, although by the time I was stumbling down the steps at Arlanda Airport and wincing at the primrose clarity of midday in Stockholm when my watch said 5:00 A.M., I began to feel I was already too old for this.

At the foot of the landing steps, Justin was shaking hands with some men, introducing, “Dr. Dahl, my technician. And this is Miss Smith, our secretary-assistant. Mr. Eric Ragnor, Amanda. Mr. Svenson, Mr. Ahlgren.” I shook hands politely, conscious of weariness, while Justin and Rolf were laughing heartily with the welcoming committee. Everybody was speaking Swedish. I looked at them, and I hated them.

“Don't be too harsh on us—you'll emerge like the phoenix after a good night's sleep, Miss Smith.” Mr. Ragnor's voice was deep with suppressed amusement. His hand braced my elbow, turning me to follow those blithely striding figures. “If you will permit me to lead you?”
“Anywhere, if there's a bed at the end,” I said thoughtlessly, and suddenly realized how that sounded. I unglued my eyes and stared at him severely. “A single bed,” I amended.

He laughed outright at that. “Oh, you must not believe everything you have heard about Swedish morals,” he assured me irrepressibly. “Even here, this is obviously not a moment for seduction.” Involuntarily I giggled at his teasing expression—not that he was anything to write home about. He was a bit less than six feet, with a shock of wavy hair so light it was nearly albino, and a face like a cunning little monkey except for brilliant blue eyes. But I liked him.

Swiftly and smoothly we were piloted through Immigration and Customs. They propped me in a corner on a bench and went off to collect the air freight we'd sent ahead. Finally the boxes and baggage were loaded into a shiny little Volvo, and Justin shook hands once more, with sincere thanks for their help.

“Oh, I'm coming with you,” Eric Ragnor said.

“That's extremely good of you, but it's really not necessary,” Justin protested. “We've taken enough of your time without adding a fifty-mile drive. If you'll mark the road numbers, we can find our own way.”
“I'm sure you can, but my uncle would never forgive me—and it's easy to miss the final turn for Stierna.”
“Your—uncle?”
“Count Stiernebjorn.”
I could feel Justin stiffening beside me. His face darkened. Then as swiftly as it had come, the reaction was gone, while I stared at him in bewilderment. Eric straightened up from closing the baggage compartment and eyed Justin. “Surely you didn't suppose my uncle would omit the courtesy of meeting you personally, Dr. Adams?” he asked in gentle surprise.

“I—uh, at his age—it's a long drive.”
“Yes,” Eric agreed, “but that would not have prevented him, I assure you. However, it happened that I would be in Stockholm today. I persuaded him you would not be affronted if he allowed me to represent him here, while he remained at Stierna for the official greeting.”
“No, no, of course not! Very kind of him to think of us at all.” Justin made a quick recovery, smiling boyishly. “I confess I hadn't expected such—red-carpet treatment. Afraid I'm used to American informality.” Somehow the words didn't ring true to me despite his smile. “Well, let's get under way. Will you drive, Ragnor, or shall I?”
“Oh, I have my car. I must come back tonight, you see. I think perhaps I should lead the way; one always remembers the route better if one is driving, don't you think? And perhaps it will be more comfortable if Miss Smith comes with me. There is so much on the back seat already, she's apt to be cramped,” he said pleasantly. “If you do not mind waiting a few minutes, I will get my car from the parking lot.” He went away briskly toward the end of the building, while I watched the rhythmic sway of his compact body. I felt certain Eric Ragnor hadn't seen Justin's expression—and equally certain he was somehow aware of an undercurrent when it developed he was the Count's nephew.

I could pinpoint the beginning of the whole terrible affair from that moment, for nothing was the same afterwards. Even the weather changed abruptly, as if to warn us away from tragedy—or perhaps it was merely weeping at the inevitability of Fate.

We skirted around the city on back streets “to save time today, because you will want to reach Stierna by daylight and be able to unload,” Eric explained. “Later, when you wish to come into Stockholm, you will simply continue on the main highway. It is quite easy. I will mark the map for you.”
We turned right and left, passing several immense, modern high-rise developments that were differently designed but no more aesthetic than our own. Then there were blocks of small homes, all very tidy with small gardens that looked as though vacuum-cleaned every Sunday. Each house boasted a row of potted geraniums in the window. Nowhere was there a forgotten toy on the tiny lawns, all the bicycles were neatly racked beside front doors, ail the trash cans were covered.

“How do you like our slums?” Eric asked slyly.

“Slums?” At his solemn nod, I looked again. “Well, they seem very—hygienic. I wouldn't think a rat could make a living here,” I said honestly, “but frankly, the uniformity is sort of depressing.”
He smiled. “My reaction, too, Amanda—I may call you 'Amanda,' may I not?” he asked politely. “After all, we will be seeing each other fairly constantly when you are my uncle's guest.”
“Guest?”
“You are to have my cousin Hedi's rooms, which are no more comfortable than any others,” he said ruefully, “but they have the advantage of facing southwest, so they get whatever sun there may be. Also, there is a bathroom to yourself.”
“I thought we were having rooms in the village?”
“There is no home large enough to accommodate all three of you, and since you will be working with my uncle, it seems more practical to stay with him,” he explained. “Not that you wouldn't be happier almost anyplace else! Stierna was built about 650.1 expect it was the last word in its day, but aside from four baths for a hundred rooms, and a rather uncertain power system that ceases at 3:00 A.M. when you have only two pages to find out whodunit, I'm afraid it hasn't changed.”
“Stone walls three feet thick, eighteen-inch slits for windows, and the kitchen is a quarter mile of unheated passages from the dining room?” At his grin, I added, “I'm not sure a pup tent wouldn't be preferable, but I suppose your uncle wouldn't like squatters on the lawn.”
Eric chuckled. “You seem acquainted with castles—but we have bought an electric blanket for your bed!”
“If the current goes off at three, what use is an electric blanket?”
“You must accumulate enough warmth to last until six, when the current renews itself.”
I smiled, but privately I found the arrangement disquieting. I didn't know why, but every instinct urged against staying with the Count.

“What is wrong?” Eric asked.

“Nothing, except that it seems an imposition. It's awfully kind of your uncle, but I can't help feeling it might be better to stick to the original plan. It doesn't matter if we aren't in the same house. Stierneholm isn't that large, is it?”
“No, it's quite small, but do you not think it will be more effective for the project to have all the brains under one roof? It is no imposition for Uncle Axel; he is a widower and very much alone these days. Mrs. Haldering runs the domestic affairs with my uncle's manservant to help, but they will enjoy activity. She's always urging Uncle Axel to invite friends, saying it is easier to cook for six than for one.”
“That's true, but—well,” I said baldly, “how do we pay? We have an allocation for rent and food. Would Count Stiernebjorn accept it? After all, food for three extra people is an item.  I'm sure the Children of Scandinavia never expected anything but a business arrangement.”
“Perhaps not, but do you object to doing what will give my uncle great pleasure, Amanda? I confess I'm not addicted to excavation. I am very often away from Stockholm—I work for the airline—and I am not conversant with this, aside from knowing it took a great deal of time to arrange. But I do know my uncle: once having settled the matter, he is looking forward with the greatest eagerness. It would never occur to him that you would not be his personal guests. Heaven knows there are enough rooms”—he grimaced—”although not even Hilton would buy Stierna.

“But there are certain advantages,” he went on persuasively. “My uncle would disown me for this, Amanda—but he's had a minor heart attack, and he is not young except in spirit. There will need to be conferences, planning and so on; there are books and maps to be consulted. Isn't it more sensible for this to take place after dinner, when everyone can relax in the study, and has only to go upstairs to bed rather than driving a mile?”
“Yes, of course.”
“I must tell you, off the record, that once the project was determined, Uncle Axel has thought of nothing but the prospect of fraternizing with young people in the field! This has been his life's interest, you see, but following the heart attack he resigned himself to inability. Now it's a dream realized for him—and at his age, there is not much time left for dreams.”
I sensed Eric's deep affection for his uncle, and, of course, it was the perfect solution—not merely practical, but a subtle compliment to the Children of Scandinavia. If it hadn't been for that inexplicable stiffness in Justin, I'd have thought nothing could be better. Would he agree?

Simultaneously the sun vanished. The world was dark, and I looked from the car window with a startled thump in my heart. We were on a highway, with fewer houses set back from the road and great trees bending leafy branches overhead. Above were clouds, broken and scudding, collecting into an ominous darkness ahead.

“You'd better put up the window, Amanda. We're running into a storm. What a pity.” Eric said regretfully; “this is usually such a pleasant drive. Perhaps it's only a squall and we'll pass through it.”
Obediently I rolled up, and just in time, for with an alarming shock the storm hit us. The windows streamed with water, the car shivered beneath buffeting gusts, and before us the road was a black tunnel leading nowhere. I looked over my shoulder, and could scarcely see Justin's following car through the sheets of rain.

Eric seemed unconcerned. He slowed the car to a crawl, turned on the heater and divided his attention between the road and the rearview mirror. “Dr. Adams is a good driver,” he remarked. “Tell me about him. Uncle Axel was surprised by his appointment. He said the qualifications were excellent, but I think he had expected someone else.”
“So did everyone,” I said without thinking. “Do you often get storms like this, because I'm an absolute coward about thunder. I can shut my eyes to lightning, but waiting for the bang unnerves me.”
He laughed. “Move this way,” he suggested, “and I promise to protect you. Are you warm enough? No, we do not often have such tempests. It is too bad you should have met one the very first day, but from the way it is moving, I feel sure we shall run through it.”
I slid across the seat until I could feel a person next to me. His hands were beautifully shaped! Well-proportioned, slender fingers that were graceful but competent, holding the steering wheel with an effortless, steely grip. I had just enough control of myself that I clutched my own arms rather than his, while the lightning forked through blackness and thunder split my ears. All the time Eric talked calmly, conversationally—not that I heard a word, but it steadied me slightly until we hit the eye of the storm. Involuntarily I screamed, and buried my face against his sleeve.

“There, that is the end of it,” Eric said cheerfully. “Old Thor has waved to you, and gone on. I thought we'd outrun it. Now you can relax.”
“I'm too limp to relax,” I groaned, feeling a complete fool—but if you're scared of thunder, you are, and so are lots of other people. Besides, the storm wasn't over. There was still lightning and thunder behind us, torrential rain and trees thrashing wildly. The few cars we met tossed a sheet of water full force against the driver's window. I flinched uncontrollably, but Eric never blinked. I thought confusedly that the old Vikings probably looked equally calm at the helm of those walnut shells they called “Dragon Ships.”
Not that the Mayflower was much bigger, and Faithful Uxham had stood it for a couple of months.

I sat up. “Sorry about that, chief, but I chicken out in a storm.”
“Everyone is a chicken about something.” He shrugged. “It's better to be a chicken than a turkey or a goose.”
“Yes, there's so much more of them—but I do hate going to pieces so monumentally. At my age I should have grown out of it.” I peered back. “Are the boys still with us?”
“Yes. How long have you worked together?”
“Oh, never. I was hired for this one trip because Mr. Blake died and Katrin didn't want to come.” Ten miles later I was still explaining about the Children of Scandinavia and Anders Rollefsen, with divagations about school days with Katrin and my previous bosses.

“So you see, by the time I get home I'll hit the right moment for a decent secretary position.” I finished earnestly, “and I'll have a European credit, too.”
Eric nodded. After a moment he said, “Then you do not know Dr. Adams or Dr. Dahl?”
“No.” I wondered why he made such a point of it. Did he think it an insult to his uncle to send a pickup crew? “They've worked together often, though,” I said quickly, “and I'm sure I can do the detail work. Katrin said so. Of course, it would be better if you had her.”
“Not,” said Eric, eying me critically, “from my point of view—although I feel certain she is a delightful person, and I look forward to making her acquaintance. Some day—” He grinned, and slowed the car while a bus splashed past in the other lane. “Here is the turn for Stierna—you see how easily it can be missed? The signpost is nearly concealed by bushes, but if you are driving, you note the mileage as you leave Stockholm and begin to watch after forty miles.”
He swerved across the highway onto a bumpy country road that plunged steeply down and around, beneath and between thick stands of trees. The headlights were swallowed in wet darkness; Justin's lights scarcely reached our rear window. There was no sign of habitation; the roadbed was a mass of jolting ruts.

It's absurd, but it was Descensus in Avernus, and “Abandon hope all ye who enter here.” I was literally petrified with fear, unconsciously clinging to the door brace while we went from hairpin turn to hairpin turn. With every slithering motion, I expected to end in the ditch or plastered against one of the granite outcrops looming unexpectedly before us. Worse still, the storm seemed to have reversed itself—or perhaps in the myriad bends of the road we had turned toward it.

Eric's face was intent, but calm. “I'm sorry it is such a rough passage. The road is always bad during heavy rain, and evidently it has not been dragged recently. In a few minutes we will be into Stierneholm.” He smiled at me, and suddenly my terror vanished. I couldn't think why I should ever have been alarmed when Eric was at the wheel.

We finally ran onto level surface, and abruptly the rain ceased. Through dripping leaves and tree branches, I saw a gray landscape, with houses on either side, and lanes leading to farms set farther back. We passed a church, what appeared to be a community house, with more houses lining the road ahead. But we turned sharply left, and in a minute there was nothing.

At least, there were no more buildings. There was an immense hummock on the right side of the road, and beyond it, stretching as far as the eye could reach through the dim light, were more hummocks. They looked like a series of frozen waves, interspersed with trees and occasional low bushes. I stared at them, awed by the size. I'd never visualized the barrows like this: so big, so silent, so withdrawn and self-contained.

I shivered involuntarily, but just beyond the first hummocks, we turned sharply left between granite pillars with lanterns on top. This road was in better condition, although it wound upward as circuitously as the one leading into Stierneholm.

“Around the next curve you'll see the castle.”
Trees hid the view. I rolled down the window, and I could see a squarish stone building with round corners at the top of the hill above us. The departing storm formed a livid backdrop against which the castle was a threatening black mass that seemed to leap forward as lightning split the sky behind it. A wave of icy air surged into the car, as though the castle breathed in my face. I closed the window hastily. Stierna was straight out of Poe, the archetype for Otranto—and the last place I wished to inhabit for three months. I had a fanciful impression the castle shared my distaste.

“Afraid it doesn't look much like a castle,” Eric said apologetically. “It's a very old model, you see—built before the Crusaders learned about moats and baileys from the Saracens. Besides, the skerries are a natural fortification; you couldn't see them because of the rain, but in the river beyond the barrows are dozens of rocky islands. I suppose my ancestors felt safe enough with a stone building on top of a hill and a few watchtowers. There used to be a stone wall around the bottom of the hill, but it began to be unsafe around 1800. Nothing had been done to it since the Thirty Years' War, and after a hundred years the earth had shifted sufficiently that a number of blocks fell down. Ever since, the counts have been clearing them away. Uncle Axel finished the job, and now there is nothing left but a small section to support the gates.”
The car rolled past a hedge of greenery, swung right toward a great stone curve holding immense lacework-iron gates, and beyond was the castle. It was the first I'd ever seen; I had no fault to find with it! A graveled drive circled the courtyard around a formal center of shrubs with a charming basin fountain in the middle. Above shallow steps, a stone terrace spread across the front of the building, and a gigantic carved wooden door banded in iron was centered between French windows with metal shutters folded back against the stone walls. Everything was outlined with stiff flower beds of geraniums and clipped yew or trellised ivy.

Eric braked the car and batted the horn. For a moment we waited and I looked back to see Justin and Rolf drawn up behind us. Then slowly the great gates swung back. “Axel's Folly,” Eric said, chuckling and starting forward. “Cost him a fortune to put in that system, and half the time it doesn't work, so he has to trot down and open the gates by hand, but when it works, he loves it!”
I laughed, and felt more optimistic. The clouds were scudding away, leaving watery blue sky. The air was cool rather than deathly chill, and I could smell that special cleanliness of rain-washed grass and flowers. I thought it was only the storm and the long drive on top of the airplane flight that had depressed me, because it would be fun to stay in a castle, after all.

The great front door was thrown open and a figure appeared, striding to the top of the steps, one hand raised eagerly. Count Stiernebjorn, with other figures emerging behind him—he was very tall, erect as a poker with a thick crop of white curly hair above a craggy, weather-beaten face. Backed by the men—evidently his workmen in their Sunday suits—he was immensely impressive: a modern Viking receiving friendly strangers with traditional welcome.

I got out of the car without waiting for Eric, but the Count's eyes were on Justin, coming from his driver's seat—and I sensed rather than saw a shadow cross the older man's smile. For a split second he seemed to hesitate as Justin came toward him. I glanced quickly at Justin, but his smile was unclouded. He stripped off his driving glove, took half the steps in one stride, extending his hand. “Count Stiernebjorn? I'm Justin Adams—honored to meet you, sir.”
Slowly, the Count held out his hand, looking down at Justin's face. “I, also, Dr. Adams.” He added something in Swedish, but his tone was mechanical, as though it were a formal phrase he was required to speak. Then he laid his left hand over Justin's in a sort of fraternal grip, and Justin said something in return, with a slight bow. The workmen shuffled their feet and nodded approvingly. I thought the Count looked startled at Justin's command of the language, but he was smiling more naturally. The moment—if it were a moment—had passed. Except that just then the sun broke through the

remaining clouds in a long, slanting shaft that bathed Count Stiernebjorn's commanding figure in light, but left Justin in the darkness of shrubbery shadows.

A damp breeze whipped across the portico. Once more I felt the cold breath of Stierna, almost as though exhaled through the front door, blowing us away. The Count had drawn Justin up to stand beside him. “You speak Swedish? They did not tell me this.”
“Only enough to get by,” Justin disclaimed modestly. “Here is Dr. Dahl, who interprets when I get into difficulties.”
“Ah, that is gut, gut. I, too, get into difficulties. After so many years, the English is rusted. Dr. Dahl, we welcome you.” He shook Rolfs hand briskly, and turned to Eric. “Eric! It is gut to see you—and here is?”
“Miss Smith.” Eric's hand was under my elbow. “Count Stiernebjorn, this is the secretarial assistant. Amanda, this is my uncle.”
I took one glance at those twinkling blue eyes and nearly curtsied when he bowed gallantly over my hand. “Miss Smith, we welcome you,” he said warmly, giving me a frank once-over. “Mmmmm,” he said, and added something that sent everybody into chuckles. I looked commandingly at Eric.

“She doesn't understand Swedish,” he murmured apologetically. “My uncle says if he'd known what was on the plane, he would have come in person to collect you.”
“Oh, what a charming compliment. Thank you,” I said flustered, “but it's just as well you sent Eric, because you wouldn't have enjoyed driving me. I was terribly un-Viking during that storm. It's a wonder we didn't land in a ditch.”
“I, too, am surprised,” the Count remarked. “Now, I should never have overlooked such an opportunity.”
“No,” Eric inserted swiftly, “but you have been a roué far longer than I, Uncle Axel.”
Count Stiernebjorn laughed. “True, true—but from what I hear, years are the only difference between us,” he said, releasing my hand with a chuckle and turning to Justin. “Ah, let me introduce our workmen, Dr. Adams. Dr. Dahl, please to come with us.” He moved toward the line of men, and looking after him my eyes met Justin's: unsmiling, black with anger. For a moment he glared at me grimly, then he flung away to follow the Count.

CHAPTER III
I stood still, totally bewildered. Had I said or done something improper? Perhaps I was supposed to be hired help, like the workmen who were shuffling their feet and ducking their heads awkwardly while Justin and Rolf shook their hands. Uneasily I remembered this was Europe, where woman is lowly and man, supreme. Perhaps Justin disapproved any hint of American informality—and if so, I might as well go home at once.

American secretaries are trained to manage their bosses as if they were feebleminded children. You have to tell them where to go when, and what to do when they get there, and the only time you listen is when they are deciding things about business. Inevitably, I would shortly be telling Count Stiernebjorn to put on his rubbers or go to the dentist, and if I thought he needed cough syrup or bicarb, I'd probably force him to take a dose, even if I had to hold his nose.

“Amanda,” Eric said quietly, “here is Mrs. Haldering to show you to your rooms.”
“Oh, yes—thank you.” I turned quickly to face a plump, middle-aged woman in a spotless white apron over a blue uniform. She sketched a funny, bobbing curtsey, but her face was reserved. Her eyes flickered over me thoroughly, while Eric said, “Take good care of her, Minna. She's come a long way to us.”
“Ja, ja.” She nodded her head, gave me another one-two and broke into a broad smile. “Is gut you come, and time, too.”
I could make nothing of this, but I said, “Thank you,” on general principles. A couple of men were bringing in the luggage and she said, “Please to say which?” I pointed to my cases, and she dispatched them briskly. “Please now to follow.” I started after her and turned back to Eric.

“Thanks so much for coping! Are you going right back to Stockholm? Have a good trip!”
“Thank you, but I think I shall not leave until after dinner—that is, if you are joining us,” he said. “If you feel too tired, Mrs. Haldering will bring a tray to your room.”
It sounded terribly tempting, but after Justin's stormy expression, I thought he'd probably burst a blood vessel if the underling accepted room service. “Oh, no—I'll be down as soon as I've unpacked.”
“Good. I shall be here.” He smiled and went away to join his uncle while I followed the housekeeper into a large entrance hall. Everything about it was square and symmetrical, except a gigantic chandelier that was four graduated circles of iron shaped to direct hidden light bulbs down to a stone floor covered with rugs. Two wide staircases went straight up beside the walls to left and right, and were connected at the top by a gallery. At the foot of the stairs and beneath the gallery were double doors of iron-banded oak, like the entrance door. Even the carved balusters and newels were square and shone with a deep patina.

Not cozy, exactly, but somehow beautiful with a sense of gracious welcome. Mrs. Haldering led me up the left stairs, and from the gallery we jogged left again, then right into a long stone corridor to an open door. “Here is.” She ushered me in.

I barely restrained myself from gaping! Eric might make amusing fun of the discomforts of a castle, but cousin Hedi's suite was luxurious. There was a bathroom next door in the passage, and both a bedroom and a sitting room, furnished with fireplaces already crackling with leaping flames. Supplementary electric heaters, sat unobtrusively at the ends farthest from the fires, and a smiling youngster was whisking my clothes into huge armoires. “Is Sophie,” Mrs. Haldering said apologetically. “English not good, she does not attend in school.” She looked severely at Sophie, who hung her head and giggled.

“Well, my Swedish is less than her English.” I sighed. “God dag, Sophie.” My phrase book said this was pronounced “goo dah” but apparently I hadn't got the hang of it, because Sophie giggled even louder and Mrs. Haldering smiled. “Oh, well, I'll help her English if she'll teach me some Swedish,” I said ruefully, “but please—you are not to wait on me, Mrs. Haldering.”
“Please?” she asked uncertainly.

“I mean I can finish unpacking for myself, if you need Sophie to help you downstairs.”
She pondered for a second, but when she understood, she was so shocked, I half-thought she would throw me out as unworthy! “At Stierna is olways someone to assist if guest does not bring maid,” she stated. “Sophie for you, Brin for doktors; Carl for Count Axel, but does not mind to assist Brin if needed. I have Anna for kitchen and serve. Is olways so, Count Axel expects.”
She trotted about, showing the light switches, operation of catches on the storm windows, location of extra quilts, towels, hand soap. “Is gut?” she asked anxiously. “I give Hedi's—that is, Marchesa di Lucca (ach, hard to remember!)—but is other if you like?”
“This is fine,” I said, staring at assorted flavors of Guerlain. I was beginning to wonder about Eric's cousin Hedi, as well as his uncle Axel.

If Count Stiernebjorn could afford to house and feed three total strangers for three months, to provide servants to wait on them as well as the deluxe quality of soap and bath towels, why did he need money from America to open his barrows? The things were practically on his front lawn; apparently he knew exactly how to do it without irretrievably ruining whatever was buried. I'd have thought he'd have gone out every day with a teaspoon and patiently scooped away dirt until he found something. Granted it'd take a long time, but by the looks of the men, any one of them would have ambled out on a Sunday afternoon and lent a hand for an hour or so. Of course, I hadn't the faintest idea how you opened a barrow. Perhaps it was more tricky than simply brushing off the soil.

When Mrs. Haldering had gone, taking Sophie with her and saying, “Tea in t'rone room half hour,” I had a cold shower, which waked me sufficiently to inspect. Neither room was spacious, but that would be deliberate in the days before central heating. Now the walls were lined with modern wood paneling, and the fireplaces created a delicious warmth. The great armoires were breathtakingly beautiful, with painted designs and gilded moldings. I thought they were very old, as well as the escritoire in the sitting room, but everything else was Scandinavian modern. I wondered if Cousin Hedi had chosen the furnishings herself, and what sort of girl she was—although if the Count was seventy-ish, she probably wasn't a girl any longer. From Mrs. Haldering's remark, she was married to an Italian title—not that that indicated any money. Anyway, I felt I'd like Hedi.

The window were two-foot slits, set in embrasures and fitted with storm windows on the inside. And when I swung open one, I could see why. Brrr! Eric had said these rooms were southwest and warmer than others,

but I felt they'd never be warm enough to open an outer window. The sitting room was built out from one of the corner towers, which had slits all around giving a wide circular view. There were heavy lined draperies to pull completely around the wall, transforming it into a cozy reading nook, with a comfortable chair and ottoman, flanked by a strong lamp and low bookcases. From the chair you could see nothing but sky and a treetop, but standing up you could see for miles from every slit.

Now the storm was completely gone, the sun was just disappearing, but there was still clear light bathing the copse about the castle. I could get glimpses of the road winding down the hill, and two lights appearing intermittently behind the tossing tree branches: the entrance gate. Beyond were the frozen waves. Involuntarily I pulled the draperies closed, shutting out the silent sleepers, and simultaneously there was a knock on the door. “Who's there?”
“Haldering.” She opened the door, beaming at me. “So long you take, they think maybe you fall asleep! All is in t'rone room, I show you, ja?”
“Yes, please.”
We went back along the hall, jogged over to the gallery and down the stairs. At the bottom the double doors stood open, into an anteroom, with more doors opened in the center.

“T'rone room.” Mrs. Haldering nudged me forward toward a subdued hum of voices.

It looked like a Hollywood set—or rather, some Hollywood chap had once seen it and copied it ad infinitum for all subsequent medieval movies. There was no doubt which was genuine.

There was a fireplace in the center of each wall, all working briskly, but to not much effect. I was happy to spy electric heaters interspersed, because this room was all stone. The walls were great granite blocks, two stories high, with cressets and flambeau holders grouped between ceiling-to-floor tapestries; by now I didn't doubt they were coeval with the Bayeux tapestry! Slit like windows marched around the top of the walls, and a series of portraits hung a bit higgledy-piggledy wherever there was room lower down.

The floors were evidently also stone, but nearly covered with overlapping Persian rugs that glowed deeply in the scanty light from lamps set here and there along the walls. Far away to the end was the biggest fireplace I've ever seen, containing what appeared to be half a tree, with flames roaring out of sight up the chimney. I could see Rolf and Justin, the workmen, a long Gothic table covered with dishes and glasses, a smiling manservant tending bar. To stage right of the fireplace was Count Stiernebjorn, and now I understood “t'rone room.”
He sat in a huge carved wooden chair that was exactly the right size for him. It framed, not dwarfed. It was placed on a platform with two steps down to the floor, and it was quite definitely a throne. Whoever sat in that chair would have a warm backside, as well as a view of the entrance doors—and the length of the room would allow plenty of time to reach a sword.

I stood hesitantly on the threshold, swept by the same odd reluctance I'd felt when Eric first said we would stay in Stierna. For tuppence I'd have scuttled back to my rooms and hidden my head under the bed covers, I was too tired to cope, it wasn't fair to expect it—if I'd displeased Justin when we arrived, how would he treat me now? I'd not only had to be summoned because I dawdled, but was going to be the single woman at the party?

It was definitely a party, and had already been under way long enough for release of inhibitions. The Count was on his throne, inscrutably surveying the group.

Justin stood in the midst of the men, towering over them, his head thrown back and laughing. He was quite impossibly handsome, and for all his dark complexion, he might have been a young Viking just back from a successful raid and telling the tale to the stay-at-homes.

Retreat was impossible: he'd seen me. “Here's our girl!” he cried, striding toward me and throwing his arm around my shoulder as I came forward. “What took you so long, honey-chile?”
“I had to put on a fresh face, and with me that takes time,” I said lightly, holding myself a bit away from him.

Justin eyed me critically. “You don't look a bit different.”
“I know, but I always hope I will. If that's a drink, may I have one? And if you'd have another, I may look better.”
Eric laughed, producing a glass. “He's already had another, Amanda .”
“Oh, dear, you mean this is as good as I'm going to look to him all evening?” I sighed, trying to slide away but not managing it under Justin's hearty laugh and hug.

The workmen laughed politely, not really understanding, except that it was some sort of American joke. But over Eric's shoulder the Count's face was blank, and I sensed a speculative expression in his eyes. Damn, was he wondering how much this American foolery meant? I pulled away from Justin firmly and stepped toward the throne, raising my glass. “Your health, sir.” I took a small sip—thank goodness, because it was liquid fire! Count Stiernebjorn courteously raised his goblet, “And yours, Miss Smith.”
“Sit down, Amanda, and I'll bring you something to eat.” Eric steered me to the corner of the throne platform. There were worn velvet cushions with gold-tasseled corners at either side of the great carved chair legs.

“If those are meant for court fools, I'll qualify,” I said dubiously, “but if they're for jesters, I'd better sit on the floor.”
“Actually they were for people who had something to say that the count wanted to hear. I don't think we ever had funnymen, did we, Uncle Axel?”
“Not in Sweden.” Justin laughed loudly. “Never in Sweden! Their idea of fun was killing people and hiring someone to make a song about it for after dinner.”
“I'm no good for that, either,” I inserted swiftly. “I can't sing, and I left my lute in New York.”
“If you had one, could you play it?” Eric asked.

“No,” I admitted. “I'm not really good for anything unless Count Stiernebjorn would like a firsthand description of last year's Boston Symphony season?”
“I don't think that would be one of the things he wants to hear,” Eric said regretfully. “I'll leave you to figure it out while I get a refill. Adams, will you join me?” He caught Justin's arm and firmly led him away, although privately I thought Justin had already had too much. I sank down shakily on the cushion, at a loss for what to say or do.

“What I should like to hear,” said the Count pleasantly, “is the story of you, Miss Amanda, although”—he smiled flatteringly—”it cannot be a saga. You are far too young.”
“I'm twenty-seven, but I'm afraid nothing much has ever happened to me.”
“In time so much will happen that you will be happy to remember these dull years.” He smiled. “You have parents? Sisters and brothers?”
“Yes. My father has an accounting firm in Boston, he and Mother live in her ancestral house in Roxbury. It's only about three hundred years old, but in America that's equivalent to Stierna. I've twin brothers and a sister, and not one of us can add, which is discouraging for Daddy.”
I babbled along with everything I could think of to amuse and deflect him from the noisy laughter across the room. Heaven knows what was in the punch bowl, except that there was far too much of it. I could only manage tiny sips, and was deeply relieved when the manservant provided us with an immense tray of tidbits. He set it on a carved serving stand at Count Stiernebjorn's elbow and refilled his goblet, but I refused anything more.

“I recommend the salmon,” the Count said, inspecting the food, “or there is caviar.” I turned around and scrambled up to my knees, to inspect in my turn. “Those at the end are sturgeon, and these are shrimp. Do not eat too many! Mrs. Haldering has prepared a feast,” he warned, “and she will be disturbed if you cannot do it justice!”
“It's a good thing you told me, or I'd be happy to settle for these!”
“You were telling me how you came to accept this position. You do not, then, actually know Dr. Adams or Dr. Dahl?”
“No, although I understand they are both very competent.” I looked at him squarely. “I'm not sure you are seeing us at our best for a first impression. We've been traveling for many hours. One is sometimes thoughtless, inattentive, from weariness. Kind as it was for you to prepare this welcome, it might have been more enjoyable after we'd had some sleep.”
“But I do not find it un-enjoyable,” he murmured, his eyes on the boisterous group about Justin. “Eric tells me you do not sleep on the plane. That was foolish, but explains much.” He smiled down at me. “It was kind of you to make the effort to join us. Mrs. Haldering will like this. She looks for guests; we no longer have many at Stierna.”
We sat silent for a few moments, while I felt more and more uncomfortable, yet unable to think of any more distraction conversation. There sat the Count alone on his throne with only me for company, while his subjects clustered about the interloper. Justin must be drunk; nothing else could excuse such rudeness when we were here on sufferance in the first place.

Then a maid came in and curtsied to Count Stiernebjorn—and suddenly it was Justin who was deserted. The men faded away without a backward glance, while Count Stiernebjorn stood up. It was very impressive! They literally “approached the throne” one by one, bowing with the effect of bending a knee. The Count nodded graciously, with a few words for each man. Nor as they went on toward and out the door to the anteroom did they glance aside, until finally it was Justin who stood alone by the long table, with Rolf beside him, finishing their drinks.

I don't know why, but that made me feel better.

Count Stiernebjorn walked down from the throne and gave me a courteous hand until I was on my feet. As the last of the men vanished toward the front hall, we went past the great fireplace into the banqueting hall. It was large enough to hold all the people who could be packed into the throne room, and a suitable size for a Rotarian convention.

For family dinners, however, there were great carved wooden panels stretched across the room, leaving the dinner table to face the inevitable fireplace, while the major part of the hall stretched away into shadows, beneath a vaulted roof. Everything was bigger than life size: the table draped in old-fashioned damask, the large napkins, heavy silver, huge carved chairs. I felt dwarfed by even this small section of the room. Aside from Count Stiernebjorn, the only person who fitted was Justin, although Eric seemed to belong. Rolf and I were pygmies against the high-backed carved chairs; you couldn't lean back, or the decorations dug into your midriff.

The Count sat at the head of the table in a smaller version of the throne chair. I was to his right, with Eric next; to his left was Justin, with Rolf beyond, and throughout dinner conversation was general and in English.

The food was superb! Soup was followed by fish, succeeded by roast lamb with vegetables, followed by salad, and finalized with lingonberry pancakes. Sophie and another maid (Anna?) served us, but only Carl served Count Stiernebjorn! Another man (Brin?) filled the wine glasses with something far removed from Napa Valley's best. I ate my way steadily from course to course, wondering if we were to have this formal elegance every day. It seemed possible—”Count Axel expects”—in which case we were sitting in the well-known lap, and no village lodgings could equal it.

Justin was back to normal, being utterly charming and deferential to the Count. Perhaps he hadn't really been drunk, or the food had pulled him around. Certainly the Count seemed delighted, laughing heartily and matching Justin's stories of previous digs with his own. I couldn't understand anything they said, but it was obviously happy.

At dinner's end we straggled toward yet another door, which led into a paneled passage along the side of the unused part of the banquet hall. It was filled with paintings, each lit by tiny under-lights, and I wandered along with Eric beside me, feeling as though it were a museum—not that I know anything about art, but the names in the corners helped; Constable, Turner, Seurat. “I suppose it's capitalist frivolity, but I must say I like seeing what isn't in a national gallery,” I said. “There's a lovely snob value about having things people can't even see unless they know you.”
We came to the end of the passage, and the others had vanished. “Where are we? You ought to have a ground plan for visitors. I'm hopelessly lost already.”
Eric laughed. “Turn right. We're going to my uncle's study, the room he uses most when he's alone. You'll soon find your way around. Stierna's quite easy compared to some castles; it's not very big, you see.”
“So you say,” I remarked, “but it's a lot bigger than I am, and I keep expecting to fall into an old well or an oubliette or something.”
We'd come into the study as I spoke, and Count Stiernebjorn said seriously, “Please not to worry, Miss Smith. All such places are securely closed. There is no danger, I assure you.”
“Good! But what about ghosts—or secret stairs? Surely you have something shuddery?” I asked hopefully. “Isn't it a prerequisite for castles?”
“I am afraid that is only in books. There are steps in the towers; they were used by the men-at-arms to reach defending points, but they are not secret. We do not use them very much. They are rather narrow and not particularly convenient, except for a servant in a hurry,” he said meticulously. “And there are no ghosts, either, aside from the spirits of our ancestors.
“They are always with us, of course,” he stated calmly. “That is, whenever they wish to come home for a rest. One often feels them, particularly in the chambers, but they do not appear or rattle chains and so forth. Do you like sugar and cream, Miss Smith?”
“Neither, thank you.” I accepted my coffee cup and sank dazedly into a chair, while the Count studied the array of liqueur bottles and asked for preferences.
“Amanda doesn't understand the Viking theory of an earthly visiting place for departed spirits,” Justin observed mockingly.
“You know I don't, although it sounds extremely sensible,” I retorted. “I've always thought Heaven sounded very dull: drifting about on clouds, wearing white nightgowns and playing harps. I should think anyone would like an occasional vacation.”
Eric set down his coffee cup with a laugh and stood up. “Well, this vacation is over. I must start back.” He shook hands with Justin and Rolf, clapped his uncle affectionately on the shoulder. “I'll see you on Friday.”
Count Stiernebjorn's shaggy eyebrows went up in surprise, but he said only, “That will be pleasant, Eric. We will look forward. You come for dinner?”
“If convenient.”
“It is never inconvenient; your room is always ready, no matter how rarely you use it.”
Eric was unabashed. “You rarely have such a special attraction.” He smiled. “Good-bye, Amanda—and if you feel anyone sharing your room, it is probably my mother. I expect she'll want a look at you. Good-night all.” He was gone while the Count chuckled, and I hoped I wasn't blushing. I'd already suspected that Eric hadn't been expected to do more than get us through landing formalities and speed us on our way—and that Justin's early annoyance stemmed from my informality with the Count's nephew, rather than any failure in courtesy to the Count himself.

But Eric hadn't misunderstood American informality about first names and a fifty-mile drive with a total stranger. He'd talked only of impersonalities: the castle, the countryside. Certainly he'd implied we would sightsee, attend ballet and opera, go on boat trips, meet his friends in Stockholm. But it was all phrased generally—so that “you” might include Justin and Rolf. We'd been entirely at ease with each other. Even during the storm he had simply set himself to calm me. I was glad he was coming back next weekend. I thought he liked me, and I thought the Count did not disapprove. Five minutes later we were in trouble again. A mantel clock said eight; the Count suggested we might like to turn in early to catch up on lost sleep. His voice left no doubt he'd consider this pretty tame, and when Justin asked if they couldn't just glance at the barrow plat, he brightened visibly. While he was pulling down a huge scale wall map, I thought I'd finish my liqueur and excuse myself. They'd never know I was gone when they were hovering over that thing. I was about to rise when the row began. Not that voices were raised, but it was a row all the same.

It concerned the barrow Count Stiernebjorn had selected for opening. Justin wanted to open another one. He had half a dozen reasons: the size, the location, drainage, ease of access for the men—it was next to an opened barrow where dirt could be used for fill; there was a level space on the other side for the field-analysis tent. At first, Rolf was inclined to agree. Then he appeared to recall that it was the Count's territory, and if he thought X was better than Y, he probably knew best. Rolf said so, diffidently. Justin then went back over all his arguments, persuasively. The Count stuck to his guns, but he was beginning to look tired.

It was all in Swedish by then, but anyone could get the gist. Furthermore, I didn't believe a word of Justin's glibness. I strongly suspected he was simply throwing his weight around in an effort to wrest control from the older man, and that, no matter which barrow Count Stiernebjorn suggested, Justin would insist on another. When the Count reluctantly abandoned his first choice and offered a dozen others, Justin was still stubbornly determined on the one he'd picked.

I was suddenly sick of it. “Really, Justin—I can't follow the conversation, but don't forget Count Stiernebjorn is in charge.”
He whirled on me furiously. “I am in charge of the proper disbursement of funds.”
“In that case, you'd certainly better leave it to him,” I returned coldly. “He's bound to get the best value.”
“You don't know what you're talking about,” he snorted.

“No,” I agreed, “and how do you?”
There was a dead silence. “If Count Stiernebjorn objects to your choice, he probably has good reason. Wouldn't you suppose he knows more about his barrows than you?” I stood up, still in that dead silence, and said, “If you'll forgive me, I think I'd like that early bedtime you suggested, Count Stiernebjorn.”
“Of course. I will send for someone to conduct you.” He tugged a long embroidered panel beside the fireplace. “No, wait,” he said suddenly. “Miss Smith is right. There is a reason why another site—any other site—would be preferable, Dr. Adams. For some reason, the barrow you suggest is considered—accursed. I cannot say why.” He shrugged. “But the tradition goes back so many generations that the origin has been lost.”
I listened to his deep voice saying it might be difficult to get workmen for that barrow—oh, of course, they were not superstitious, but there would still be a reluctance.

Oddly, I didn't believe him, either. I thought he knew the story perfectly well, but didn't wish to tell it. Anyway, he'd more or less backed down on his own choice; now Justin could feel he'd won, whatever he picked—but to my surprise, Justin wasn't deflected.

“I didn't get the impression of any reluctance when I spoke to the men,” he returned. “I saw the location when we drove in, you know, and it's obviously the most suitable. In fact, I was so certain you must have chosen it,” he added ruefully, “afraid I rather took it as settled. They were to meet us there at nine.”
The Count said nothing for a moment. He stood by the bell pull, looking thoughtfully at Justin. At last he said impersonally, “Very well, Dr. Adams, so be it. But I must warn you, I feel it will prove a disappointment to you.” He turned slightly, “Ah Carl—will you show Miss Smith to her rooms? Good-night, and good sleep.” He smiled at me. The others chorused, “Good-night, Amanda.”
In the doorway, something made me look back. Justin was studying the map again, with Rolf bending to follow his pointing finger. The Count stood motionless, his expression unfathomable, but I sensed a sort of sardonic surprise—as though his capitulation were a trap into which Justin had insisted on falling, and the older man was confirmed in some private but startling revelation.

Then Justin straightened up from the map, saying something that brought the Count forward. For a moment the two men stood side by side, while I stifled a gasp.

Aside from the difference in age and physical coloring they were as alike as two peas in a pod—even to the oddly crooked flare of the left eyebrow.

CHAPTER IV
For all my fatigue, I lay awake a good half hour, wondering. Justin Adams was related to the Stiernebjorns, of course, which explained practically everything: why he wanted this apparently insignificant job, why he spoke good Swedish and knew so much about the barrows of Stierneholm, why he insisted on his choice of site.

At least, superficially it explained everything. At the same time it raised a number of other questions. Both Eric and his uncle had recognized the flaring eyebrow at once. I realized now that Eric had it, too, although in the completely different bone structure and blondness of his monkey face, it didn't leap to the eye. They'd known Justin was related, but I wondered if they knew how? I felt certain Justin did, and that it held some private amusement for him—but was the joke pleasant or not?

There was no clue in the name Adams, but the ancestry might be a hundred years back, and if illegitimate, neither Eric nor his uncle would be apt to know of it. Good heavens, could Count Stiernebjorn be Justin's grandfather?
Suppose old Axel had a youthful flip in the hay; they were always shipping pregnant girls to America with a comfortable dowry and a tale of widowhood. The dates would be about right, if the resultant child married young, and not likely the Count ever knew what became of his indiscretion.

I wasn't too happy with that idea. Why wouldn't Justin have written Count Stiernebjorn privately, setting forth the relationship along with his tangible qualifications for the job, and asking to work with him? Unless there's been some sort of unpleasantness that Justin knew would make him the last person acceptable to Stierna—in which case it was contemptible of him to force the issue.
On the other hand, the unpleasantness might be one of those trivial older-generation rows and Justin wanted to wipe it out. Perhaps he thought that, if he were here, he could gain the Count's respect and could later reveal the kinship; he might not have known he'd be recognized by the family eyebrow. That sounded a sensible explanation, although I had my doubts, in view of Justin's behavior, whether he was going to get the approval he wanted. I didn't think he had that much lightness of touch.

Still, after that first startled moment of recognition on the front steps, everything pointed to Count Stiernebjorn's happy acceptance of a colleague who was also a relative. That would explain his surrender over the site: he was giving in to a member of the family.

It did not explain the sardonic expression, unless Count Axel didn't think highly of his relative's judgment.

The bed was comfortable, and by the un-crumpled condition of the sheets next morning, it looked as though I never moved a muscle until 11:00 A.M. I distinctly recalled Justin's saying the men would meet at the barrow by nine. I'd forgotten to set the alarm, of course, but by now I was resigned to making every mistake in the book. I hustled into clothes and found my way downstairs, where all the doors were closed once more. I stood hesitantly for a moment, trying to orient myself, until Mrs. Haldering emerged from the ones beneath the gallery.

“GodMorgan,” she beamed. “You have slept well?”
“Too well! I've overslept.”
“Na, na, Sophie turns off clock. Is decided you sleep, is nothing to do yet, they only measure and talk for today,” she said comfortably. “Breakfast is here. Come.”
The whiff of fresh coffee undermined me. After two cups, plus what went with it, I was raring to go. Mrs. Haldering led me down a rear passage from the kitchen to a circular room and opened an outside door. “Here is path. See, is door also for stairs to your room. Is easier for you than main hall, no? Can you find alone, or I call Brin to take you first time?”
I stepped out to the flagstones and they seemed to lead directly down toward the barrows. “I think I can find it myself, thanks.” It wasn't so easy as it looked, though. There were lots of curves and side paths. Once I ended at a formal rose garden, and farther down I hit a disused tennis court, but when I'd got beyond the formal side shrubbery, I was moving down through the tall trees over hard-packed dirt sprinkled with pine needles. It was a longer walk than I'd thought, pleasant as it was in the fresh cool air.

I got glimpses of the road from Stierneholm and the barrows stretching from the opposite side. To the right were figures moving about and a number of cars drawn onto the verge. At least I wouldn't have to climb back up the hill. Eventually I reached the pillar entrance on the main road, and it was only a short distance farther.

“Hello, Amanda,” Justin said absently. “You needn't have come down. Didn't Mrs. Haldering tell you?”
“Yes, but I enjoyed the walk. Sorry I overslept.”
“Doesn't matter. There's nothing for you to do today. Why don't you sit in the car until we're finished?” He turned away and walked over to the Count, who bowed to me courteously, before continuing some sort of measurements. Rolf was taking pictures from every angle; the workmen were busy with surveying instruments, calling out results. They'd got the tent up, with a table and folding chair where Justin was writing down things. I wondered why I couldn't be doing that, but, of course, it was all in Swedish; they'd have had to translate for me, so it was probably easier this way.

In any case, I sensed they wanted to do it themselves. Whatever the situation last night, it appeared to be straightened out. Both Justin and the Count were back to eager enthusiasm, consulting each other constantly and laughing together. When the older man went into the tent to lean over and scrutinize the figures, he put his arm quite naturally about Justin's shoulders. I wondered if they'd had any private talk after I went to bed, and hoped very hard that the work would go well.

Whatever the relationship, I thought it ought to please the Count that there was a young family member who shared his own knowledge and enthusiasm for archeology—particularly when Eric had admitted his own lack of interest.

I walked all around the barrow, keeping out of people's way but beginning to feel a bit excited myself. By daylight, the graves were not frightening. I didn't think the occupants would mind being dug up by their descendants, who would take such good care of their buried treasures. Besides, their spirits would visit Stierna until the barrow was closed again. I smiled to myself at the idea; Eric had said Stierna had a hundred rooms and only four baths—but if the rooms were principally full of visiting spirits, four baths should be sufficient.

Were all of them Stiernebjorns, though? Hadn't anyone ever kept a record of where they planted Uncle Harald in 900 A.D.? Who would we find here? Rolf had said sometimes a barrow was empty, but so far as I could tell, Count Axel hadn't included that among his objections. Certainly Justin was right that the workmen had no superstition about his choice. I sat in the car, watching their efficiency, and to my secret amusement I spotted two of those flaring eyebrows!

One was called Sven, the other was Peder. I didn't think they were brothers, either, although they might be cousins. Would they identify Justin as a member of the clan? Perhaps not; they must be so accustomed to the local trademark. Stiernebjorns had been here since 650, when peasant girls were fair game for feudal bigwigs. Probably half of Stierneholm was related! I was chuckling at the thought when the Count called a halt for lunch.

The workmen hauled out packets of sandwiches and gathered under the trees, while our men climbed into the car. They were still talking Swedish, but apparently everything was going well, judging by their exuberance. They finally remembered my existence when we reached the castle.

“Ach, we forget! You must forgive us, Miss Amanda.”
“Of course. I'm glad you're so pleased with progress.”
“I would not have thought possible,” he said, beaming, “but this afternoon should finish. That is what it is to have two trained people to divide the tasks, where before all takes longer because I must do all supervision.”
Justin smiled at him apologetically. “That's why we were forced on you, Count: to relieve you of ordinary details. I know you weren't entirely happy about it, but we hope to prove the Foundation was right to insist. The work should go much more quickly when you can leave basic sorting and photography to others.”
“Indeed it will,” Count Stiernebjorn agreed ruefully. “Now that you are here, I see the reasoning, but frankly it was not made clear to me at first. I fear I must have seemed most ungrateful, when what was offered was actually more than money alone.”
“Oh, they understood.” Justin slapped the Count lightly on the shoulder. “They'll be pleased as punch at how well started we are.”
Amity continued through lunch. They exchanged amusing anecdotes about former digs—at least they found them amusing—and finally they all piled into the car, saying I might as well stay here out of their way. The Count was a bit troubled for my amusement, but I said I could write letters and unpack paper supplies. I wouldn't miss them a bit.

After I'd got the typewriter established in the Count's study, I went upstairs for airmail stationery in my room. Part way down the corridor I suddenly felt I wasn't alone. I stopped and looked back, but the hall was empty; it was probably a servant going into the other passage, although I heard nothing. I started forward again—and I was still not alone. The Presence had halted when I did, and now continued to escort me. I was shaking all over, my scalp prickled and my forehead felt damp.

“Imagination!” I told myself fiercely. “They told you last night there aren't any ghosts at Stierna. Castles don't have to be haunted, but the instant you see a Gothic pile, you dream up a suspense novel. Quit it!”
I made myself walk calmly to my door and into Cousin Hedi's rooms, where I felt alone once more. Thank heavens I'd talked myself out of it, but what in the world had prompted it? I am not psychic, I have no ESP whatever, I never think of someone who crops up next day. I rarely remember dreams, and when I do, they portend nothing. All I have is a fertile, almost unconscious imagination that soaks up chance words and later embroiders them out of recognition in idle moments. However, there has never yet been an end product that could not be traced to its source.

This time it was the Count's reference to ancestral shades returning to visit. Eric had joked about his mother, too. My mind wouldn't need any more than that, it's always receptive to the fanciest hints! This was the first time it had scared me, although actually I'd been more startled than terrified. My imaginary companion had seemed very courteous—and I hoped I wouldn't imagine him again!

Now it was explained, I laughed at myself. Better not tell the others, though; they weren't apt to relish my peculiarity. Mother and Katrin would love it. As a child, I'd invented a whole circle of friends; my siblings were never the right age for companionship until we all grew up. I brought some with me to boarding school, and when Katrin found out, I shared them with her. She and Mother thought I would be a writer, but I knew better. I could describe and create separate personalities, but my play friends had no personal lives. I hadn't the faintest imagination of what they did away from me.

I got the supplies I'd come for, and the instant I opened the hall door, my escort joined me! It gave me a definite jolt, I can tell you. I'd just finished explaining the whole thing, and it wasn't out of my mind? Oh, well—go the other way and embroider until I'd exhausted imagination. “How do you do?” I said politely. “Thank you for waiting for me. I am going to write some letters. Do you care to join me?”
There was no impression of response; he probably only understood Swedish. Walking down the hall, I created: it had to be a man; a woman would have come into the bedroom to be certain I was comfortable. I decided he was muscular and lithe, not above middle height, with blue eyes, light hair and the family eyebrow. I suppressed a chuckle: Eric Ragnor! But I was suddenly flooded with the positive conviction that my companion was about fifty, and wore an Elizabethan suit of ruby velvet, gussied up with loads of gold lace!

By the time I was descending the stairs, I felt alone. He was either an upstairs ghost, or I had successfully imagined him away.

I settled at the typewriter and relayed the incident to Mother. Then I wrote Katrin and after a précis of my ghost, I was blunt: Justin spoke Swedish, Margo thought he'd grabbed the job from Anders, he was a dead ringer for the Count, and despite our flattering welcome, he'd already had a row with the older man. I thought Count Stiernebjorn recognized the eyebrow, that Justin had a private reason for coming, and I was a bit uneasy. It might work out smoothly, but I didn't quite like his using the Foundation to help him put something over on Count Stiernebjorn—if that was what he was doing. On the other hand, I didn't want to upset a possible family reconciliation. I knew Katrin would bird-dog to the end, if it concerned Anders.

I hadn't much dependence on Margo. Occupied with pregnancy, if she got anything from old Helga, she might forget to write me. Still, I spent several pages describing Stierna, our welcome, the Count and the people—everything to interest Aunt Helga. At the end I mentioned Justin: he must be the one Margo mentioned, he spoke Swedish—what relation was he to her great-aunt? And wasn't it funny, but I rather wondered if he might be related to Count Stiernebjorn, also! They looked much alike, with the same eyebrow. After dinner there was a disagreement over the working site, in which Justin had not been tactful; tired from traveling, probably. However, the Count let Justin have his way, and it had all blown over.

In the final paragraph, I said, “This letter is really meant for John's aunt; we thought she'd like personal descriptions, remember? If you're not going to visit, send it on to her, and write me what she says!” I underscored that; she might do it.

I took the envelopes out to Mrs. Haldering. “Carl takes mail, I put ready for him.” She nodded. “Not to worry for stamps, he arranges.”
“Well—thanks very much. Can I go up the back stairs?”
“Ja, is door to left.” She pointed to the passage and returned to stirring something vigorously.

The steps were both narrow and tricky, with smooth hollows on every stone, but I reached the top without turning my ankle. The upper door opened into the circular niche, and I hadn't seen it yesterday because the bunched drapes hung over the heavy iron latch—probably preventing any draft from the door crack.

Today the rooms were flooded with cheerful sun. I hadn't done anything to get dirty, but I decided on a bath anyway. In the armoire hung my clothes; everything had obviously been pressed: “Count Axel expects. “But Miss Smith did not, and was in a quandary. On Katrin's advice, my wardrobe contained nothing that could not be washed, and I was well supplied with soap packets. Would Mrs. Haldering disown me if I rinsed hose and panties? I was a coward; I left them on a chair. If they were there at bedtime, I'd do them.

There was silence in my rooms, until I was about to leave. Then I heard the crash of a door and faint voices; the men were back. I thought I might as well wait for them in the study, and went forward to the main stairs. At the jog from passage to gallery, I had a diagonal view of Justin. Something in his motionless figure made me stop.

Before him, on the hall table, was a shallow tray: the mail, waiting for Carl. Why hadn't I realized there'd be a central collection point in the main hall? Mrs. Haldering simply put my letters on top of the pile. Justin's hand picked up the first envelope and looked at it, while I gulped fatalistically. Of course, it would be the one to Margo, and whether or not she knew Justin's name, he would certainly know her husband's, if they were both related to Aunt Helga.

The Count came from the study passage, and Justin tossed the letter back. They ascended together, talking casually, while I shrank back. When they'd disappeared, I flew downstairs with my heart in my mouth—but the top letter was to Katrin! Beneath was the envelope to Mother, and under that was Margo's. I was weak with relief, but I buried it at the bottom, all the same.

Dinner lacked the harmony of lunch. Only Rolf was completely at ease, discussing photographic development. Briefly, the Count's animation revived, while he explained his arrangements for a darkroom. “I have done my own work in the past, but you may find it too makeshift. There is only the single tap in the garden room, but it is difficult to darken the lavatory satisfactorily.”
They talked about this for some time, debating whether to rig a space upstairs with hoses attached to one of the bathrooms, or send me to Stockholm once a week. Eventually, Rolf said he'd like to try the Count's garden room tonight, in order to get immediate prints of the site survey. “If it's good enough for you, sir, I'm sure it'll suit me.
“You are too kind. I am not a professional.” Count Axel shrugged and relapsed into polite abstraction.

Conversation was desultory, though courteous, and I sensed strain. Had Justin disagreed again? I wondered impatiently, “Now what?” but I wasn't likely to find out, because they switched to Swedish. Justin's voice was ingratiating, and the Count nodded, but the sardonic expression was back.

Tonight we had coffee at the dinner table with dessert, and there were no liqueurs. When we'd finished, the Count stood up slowly, as though his legs were stiff, and stated that he would show Dr. Dahl the darkroom. Perhaps Dr. Adams would take Miss Amanda for a stroll; there wasn't room for three in the photo lab. Something in his voice said he'd had enough of Justin for one day. Without waiting for comment, he walked off with Rolf behind him. It was a very cool dismissal, and Justin was obviously disconcerted, but he covered with a smile at me.

“Shall we? You'll need a coat.”
When we stepped out of doors, I was startled to find it was only dusk, although my watch distinctly read nine-thirty. “Are we on some sort of double summer time?” I asked.

“No, why?”
“It's so light.”
“Of course. This is the land of the midnight sun. It never does get completely dark during summer,” he said.
“How peculiar!”
“It's the way the Good Lord made it.” He shrugged. “Where shall we go?”
“There's a rose garden somewhere along the path.” We found it easily in the strange half-light, and there was a stone bench for contemplation. The air was so heavy with rose perfume that cigarette smoke made no impression on it. I thought, “Let him carry the ball,” but for some time he said nothing. Twice he stretched, loosening his shoulders, and finally he sighed. “The food's too good here.”
“Yes. You'd better put me to work before I outgrow all my clothes.”
“Tomorrow,” he promised. “We'll ceremonially turn the first spadesful, and start down. We've enough men for two shafts.”
Involuntarily I asked, “Was that today's difference of opinion?”
Justin did not pretend to misunderstand. “He was determined to open the lesser end.”
“How d'you know which is which?”
“They oriented the barrows more or less. In any of the big sites, the barrows all lie side by side. If they're north-south, the 'head' is generally north; if it's east-west, the main part is apt to be east, but however they did the first one, they made all the others to match. Stierneholm is east-west,” Justin said, faintly annoyed. “He knows that perfectly well; every barrow he's opened runs that way but he decrees we'll start west.”
“Why?”
Justin shrugged. “To discredit my choice, perhaps. If we found nothing of importance, he'd be able to say, 'I warned you,' with the implication that the Foundation sent him a second-rater: first I turn down his suggestion, and next I don't know where to dig.”
“Why did you?” I asked curiously. “Turn him down I mean.”
“Because he only wants a Stiernebjorn barrow, but other families were buried here. Some are even earlier. I—kind of lost my temper,” he said unhappily.

“You put it across him in spades!”
“It made me so damn mad to find he was calmly intending to appropriate everything for another Stiernebjorn. Let him spend his own money on family aggrandizement, which is all he's done. The Swedish government called the turn on its grant, and made him open a barrow at this end. I bet he put up such a fuss, that's why he couldn't get any more help from them, too, because the finds were rich,” Justin snorted grimly. “Maybe the Foundation doesn't mind, but it's simply not a—a scientific attitude, Amanda. He ought to be tickled pink to open any barrow at no cost to himself, don't you see.”
“Yes—but, of course, he's elderly, and autocratic—used to being the big wheel. I sort of wish you hadn't thrown your weight around.”
“I know. I wish I hadn't, too, but when I saw how he was headed, I couldn't let it go. That is the most practical site,” he said earnestly. “I don't know what we'll find, but it's bigger than the Swedish government one, and it's infinitely more accessible.”
“Couldn't you have compromised on one of his alternatives?”
Justin shook his head. “You didn't realize—he offered everything on the map except a site at this end. Anything I accepted would have been okay with him, he didn't mind: they were all Stiernebjorns.”
“How'd you know this one isn't?”
“There are old records and maps. The Swedish government and archeological groups have them—not conclusive, but they all indicate a complete division. There's a straight section leading down to the river that's three times as wide as the space between the barrows—it was probably the burial road, but there are plenty of barrows on this side. Based on the government opening, they are neighboring families.” He held out the cigarette package and grinned at me. “Did you think I hadn't boned up before I came?”
I leaned to the lighter flame with a laugh. “Was that what you were doing?”
He nodded, eying me slyly. “Getting in your bad graces,” he remarked, “and for all the good it did me, I might as well have boned up on you and the New York scene! I was warned he'd be difficult, but I didn't expect this.” He shook his head. “I suppose he'd have disliked anyone, but he seems almost angry that I've studied what's available and can speak the language.

“It's only enough to get along, but he keeps saying, 'How do you know so much, Dr. Adams? I thought you'd never worked in Sweden.' He acts as though I oughtn't to know anything, but if I didn't, what use would I be?” 
“None—and perhaps that's what he hoped,” I said thoughtfully. “You'd already seen his plat, then?”
“Of course, I've got a copy, and when I realized what had been done where, I settled on a barrow at this end, never dreaming he'd object. That's the logical one—it leaps to the eye, Amanda—but if he'd suggested any other, I'd have agreed. He's in charge; let him schedule the work, the assignment of the men, carry out the thing as suits him best—but I can't help but feel responsible for the money. I want the Children of Scandinavia to get something new, not just another Stiernebjorn.”
As he explained, I grasped his attitude. Katrin would probably have understood at once, but I'm not versed on academic ethics. I know a lot about tactful handling of sticky situations, though, and Justin hadn't done this one right. I said so. “It's a pity you reacted so quickly. It didn't have to be settled last night. I wish you'd just shown some surprise, said it wasn't what you had planned, but why not sleep on it and discuss in the morning. Then today you could have told him quietly that you'd researched, and what your reasoning was. I think he might have come around by himself, without having to emphasize the money, and he certainly ought to feel pleased that you'd tried to prepare yourself to get along with him.”
“Perhaps,” he said dryly. “Next time you try soft-soaping, but I bet the only way to control him is to mention the money.”
“But you aren't really in charge of it, are you?” 
“No, but I have to voucher expenditures, and the cash is in New York to be transferred here as required. If I wrote the Foundation that I wasn't satisfied with the Count's ideas and tendered my resignation, I don't think for a minute they'd call off the work, but there would certainly be awkward inquiries. It's the only defense I have against his high-handedness.”
“What are you going to do about the opening?”
“He'll open his end, and I'll open mine,” Justin said tersely. “He doesn't like it, but he had to admit there are enough men for two teams.” He sat silent for a moment. “I wouldn't wonder if you're right.”
“About what?”
“He may have counted on their appointing a secondary man,” Justin mused, “thought he'd have no trouble swinging it his way, so it's upsetting to get someone prepared to take it seriously. It's a small job, they'd have sent him a bio that shows I've worked in Iceland and Greenland, but he'd expect a first assistant. Instead he's got a full associate; I insisted on the title,” he inserted. “I need this credit for something big coming up in Mexico, but he wouldn't know that. He probably supposed I wanted a title to make me feel good.

“Dammit, I'm caught either way,” he muttered. “If I give in, it'll be the piddling job everyone thinks it is—and if I hold firm on making something of it, he'll tell a few important people that I'm brilliant but undisciplined.” His lips twisted bitterly. “That's the way you ruin reputations in this field. With Anders it wouldn't matter; he's too well established. For me, it's a turning point. I wish to hell he'd taken it.”
“He couldn't,” I said deliberately. “It wasn't offered him.”
Justin swung toward me incredulously. “How do you know that?” he demanded. “I was definitely told he preferred Trebizond. I understood I was a last-minute second choice. Where did you get this?”
“Katrin. She's madly in love with him, didn't you know?”
He shook his head. “How would I? I haven't seen her in years.”
“Well, that's why she backed out. He put the whole job together and she helped him. Then he didn't get the appointment.” I watched Justin covertly, but I'd have sworn it was all news to him.
“I knew he worked it up.” He frowned, running his hand through his hair as though bewildered. “They thought he automatically went with the package. Then when he got something better, he pretended he hadn't understood, and as they hadn't a contract, that was that.”
“Katrin says he thought it was settled; he'd hired her to come along, and the first they knew it was off was the announcement of you,” I said noncommittally. “How'd you get the job anyway?”
“They sent an S.O.S. to the Dean of Minnesota, and he was decent enough not to hold me to summer school,” Justin murmured absently, and snorted. “Humph, I wonder how many they tried before me!”
“Not very tactful to say you were second choice.”
“They had to explain Anders, because I asked. Everybody knew he was putting it together. I supposed they wanted me to assist him, which would have been fine with me. When they said I'd be it, I said, 'What about Rollefsen?'“ He sounded bewildered. “I don't understand why they gave me this tale.”
Neither did I—unless it was true, and Anders had been letting Katrin down gently. I wouldn't have thought he could be less than painfully honest, but Katrin gets pretty intense at times. She'd set her single-track mind on Sweden, and if Anders' equally single-track mind was on Trebizond, he might have ducked the issue to leave him in peace. I felt thoroughly confused, as well as sleepy in the fresh air. Justin's face was intent and taut-jawed; I wished I'd said nothing. He'd just finished telling me what hopes he had from this appointment—and on top of the personality clash that might or might not involve a blood relationship, how galling for him to discover he'd got the job because he was the only person who'd have it!

Unconsciously I shivered, and he pulled himself together. “Cold?” He put a long arm about me and hugged me against him. We sat in peaceful silence, finishing our cigarettes, until he took a final drag and tossed the butt into damp grass. “Katrin may understand archeology, but you're infinitely more comfortable to have around,” he said softly. “Thanks for listening.”
“Any time. I aim to please.”
“Oh, you do, honey! You do!” He kissed my temple lightly. “If you'll work a few feminine wiles on the old man until we're over the hump, I'll buy you a solid-gold star.” He stood up and stretched, yawning. “Do we dare cut a rose for your bedroom?” 
“No.”
“Why not? There are hundreds.”
“The one you take will prove to be the one they're going to enter in the flower show!”
He laughed ruefully. “Yes, my luck's completely out, for the moment.”
I couldn't help feeling sorry for him. He looked so young and defenseless—and so bloody handsome. “Your luck'll come back,” I assured him, “but do make every effort to agree and defer, Justin. Look at his viewpoint: colleague or not, to Count Stiernebjorn you're a youngster he's forced to accept—and the first crack out of the barrel, you disagree tactlessly.
“The workmen may like you, Justin, but if they get an inkling that there's any difference between you and the Count, they'll be solidly behind him,” I warned, “and that you can't have. You're in enough trouble as it is.”
“So I am,” he agreed in a peculiar voice, as we turned up the path. “It all seemed so simple, and suddenly it's all so complicated—but it'll come right in the end. You'll see. Justice always triumphs.”
I could barely distinguish his mumbled words. At the

fork of the path, I pushed him toward his tower door. “Go to bed, you're dead on your feet and not making sense.”
Justin stared at me through half-closed eyes, smiling lazily. “Wait till I'm through,” he said with sudden clarity, “I'll make sense, you'll see. G'night.”
I went along to my door and up to bed, reviewing the conversation. Justin had made a perfectly straight story; it even agreed with Katrin's original surmise. She'd mentioned other men—had they been asked and refused? I wished now that I hadn't written so hastily to her and Margo, although I hadn't actually said anything against Justin. I still suspected a relationship to the Stiernebjorns, but perhaps he didn't know of it, after all—because apparently he hadn't tried to get the job, but had simply got the chance accidentally.

And if he didn't have a private reason, such as smoothing over a family feud, he was doubly behind the eight ball, because the Count would misinterpret everything. There was still the problem of Anders—until it occurred to me that, of course, he was higher-priced than Justin! That would make both sides right, although it didn't place the Children of Scandinavia in a very good light. But considering what I'd heard of them, I wasn't too surprised. They might have been honest enough to tell Anders they couldn't afford him, but maybe they really were so stupid they didn't realize he expected to go, when he'd done all the preliminary work for nothing.

Should I write Katrin? She'd know whether Justin's salary was less than Anders'—but perhaps better not raise the point. The less one runs around behind scenes when facts are uncertain, the less likelihood of creating the buzz of uninformed gossip.

CHAPTER V

The atmosphere was lighter at breakfast. One thing about Count Stiernebjorn: he seemed able to let bygones be bygones after a disagreement. Rolf had prints of yesterday's work, and they passed from hand to hand happily. “An excellent job, Dr. Dahl,” the Count approved.

“Thank you, sir. Your equipment is excellent, too. I see no reason we shouldn't use it for all basic work, and send only overflow to Stockholm,” Rolf returned. “It's, too tantalizing to have to wait a week or more.”
“I, too, dislike waiting,” the Count admitted ruefully. “So: it is settled.” He pushed back his chair and rose. “Shall we go?”
The workmen were all at the site, and apparently the first turned earth was a ceremony. There were blue streamers tied to the two shovels, handed formally to Count Stiernebjorn and Justin. It was the shade one sees in the Madonna's cloak in medieval paintings. I wondered if it held significance: the Chinese use blue to ward off devils. Was it chance—some ribbon somebody happened to have around—or a canny invocation of Divine assistance, in case the occupant of the barrow resented disturbance?

Nobody else appeared to attach any importance to it. The men were loosely grouped about, with Justin beside me. The count clambered happily up to his spot, where he raised the shovel in both hands over his head and shouted something that brought a cheer from the men. Then he swung down and plunged the shovel into the earth, gently loosening and neatly setting the first clod aside. After that he came down from the barrow and handed his shovel to one of the men, amid genial laughter.

“What did he say when he held up the shovel?”
“ ’Count Stiernebjorn begins.'’ ”
The Count had been going around shaking hands, and now came up to us. “Your turn, Dr. Adams.” He shook hands heartily.

“Thank you, sir.” Justin beckoned his crew, and we all tagged along to form another semicircle behind him. He strode up purposefully and, shovel in hand, looked about until he spotted the Count. Smiling, he said something, and waited. The older man looked surprised but pleased, while all the workmen beamed approval. When Count Stiernebjorn was beside him, Justin raised his shovel and shouted. There was a chorus of cheers, and a short recess for more hand-shaking but finally the hoorah died down and everyone got to work.

I sat in the tent camp chair and, at first, it was interesting to watch. They stripped off plants and grass at either end. Justin and the Count began on the exposed earth, while the men finished the center section. The dirt went into pails, which was dumped through two screens set over wooden troughs. Rolf shook and inspected, but there was nothing but pebbles and occasional bits of broken glass. I wandered over. “When do we find something?”
“A week or two, perhaps.”
“Good God, what do I do?”
“Oh, I'll need you later,” he murmured, taking one of the troughs to empty. Experimentally, I hefted a waiting pail of dirt. It wasn't too heavy. I carted dirt until lunch-time.

The Count was troubled. “This is not your work, Miss Amanda.”
“Please, I'm so bored sitting on the sidelines,” I cajoled.

“How can I refuse? At my age one has outgrown all temptations but a pretty woman,” he said sadly, and chuckled at my laugh.

At day's end, they'd found the inevitable Coca-Cola bottle and a Woolworth earring. Rolf measured how much was done. I put down the figures on a work sheet, and that was it. Dressing for dinner, I wondered why on earth they'd brought me so soon. Anyone could take Rolfs data at present. Why put me on salary to do nothing for several weeks? It seemed a terrible waste of money, but mine not to reason why.

Tonight's treat was a viewing of the Count's private treasures. He had a double room beyond the study, with museum cases lining the walls, and a long center table beneath a strong light. The boys' reaction at first glance recalled Katrin's words, “Archeologists can get so carried away over a hunk of stone, you wouldn't believe!” Rolf and Justin stopped dead at the first case. It was obvious they were never going to get any farther until every item had been removed, scrutinized at the table, and thoroughly discussed. At this rate, there was enough in the room to keep them happy for weeks.

I wandered along from case to case, and some of the jewelry was beautiful. Nearly all the metal was silver, except knives, and there were two necklaces that looked modern as tomorrow. I hovered over them, amazed at the even cut and fine polish of the beads. The card said “985,” which seemed incredible! I'd have been happy to have either one of them.

The men were absorbed; I don't think they even saw me leave. It was very frustrating. Why hadn't Katrin realized they'd all switch to Swedish the instant they got excited? Of course, she knew enough to be able to follow; Anders had been teaching her all winter—although I'd bet the phrase she knew best was “Will you marry me?” But if the men here had lost her, she could stop them by asking a sensible question; it never occurred to her that I couldn't.

For lack of anything better to do, I got a wrap and went down to the rose garden, where I sat smoking and allowing myself to feel disgruntled. So far today, Justin hadn't gotten at cross purposes with the Count, but I was somehow not particularly impressed with my boss on closer acquaintance. He'd certainly been the essence of charm today; that was a clever touch to invite Count Stiernebjorn to stand beside him for his first spadeful of earth. But I had a mean, sneaky suspicion it was largely due to my psychology lecture last night.

Anyway, he'd made the right impression, and perhaps it would work out all right. The Count was happy as a kid, showing off his private collection. If I only had a few amusements—such as a pack of cards to play solitaire—I could probably be happy, too, although this was far, far from what I'd expected! God knows the job was easy; the boredom was not. It would have been different for Katrin, even without Anders. She could talk archeology forever, she'd have sat mentally—even physically—at Count Stiernebjorn's feet, absorbing every least word he uttered.

As for me, I had innocently assumed that after hours we'd take drives, go to movies, or have a drink at the local bar. Heaven knows why; I hadn't been thinking, either. After years of Katrin, it should have been obvious that a clutch of three career men would be even worse.

“Yes?”
Justin came down the path. “I thought you'd be here.” He smiled ruefully. “Apologies from all of us, honey, particularly his nibs. He really pinned our ears back, his own included, when we came up for air. Forgive us, please?”
“Of course. I'm glad you had fun.”
He sat down beside me and put his arm about me loosely. “But you didn't,” he said regretfully, “and it's too bad of me, when you're such a good girl. But I promise I'll make it up to you, as soon as things settle down.” He laid his cheek against my hair and hugged me gently. “I'm an—impatient bastard at best. I don't think, I'm apt to cut to the basic point and trample on other people. It's the worst of my many faults.” He sighed. “And here—”
He was silent for a long moment. “I don't know what to do,” he burst out in a low voice. “I don't know how to handle it. It should have been easy; I'd everything prepared,, expecting to breeze right through, never dreaming—You'd think he knew!”
“I expect he does; you've made its importance to you pretty obvious,” I remarked, “but you see how easy it is, if you only add a bit of butter.”
He hugged me convulsively. “You make me see it, honey. I tried—I think it went well today, don't you? But you'll have to keep after me, or I'll slip somewhere. And this is one time I can't afford to slip. You don't know, Amanda. You can't imagine what's at stake!” he said in an undertone.

Well, I thought I did—it was on the tip of my tongue to say, “Why don't you just make a clean breast of it to the Count? Explain the relationship, ask him to give you a chance to prove yourself.” It might be the worst possible advice, though. I didn't know any facts, I didn't know the expectable reaction from Count Stiernebjorn because I didn't know anything about elderly European aristocrats. “Leave it alone,” I told myself cautiously, although insensibly I felt more sympathetic to Justin's problems.

“No matter what's at stake,” I said warningly, “you need Count Stiernebjorn on your side. The basic precept for getting whatever one wants is first to try to get it with everyone agreeing and helping out. Only when that's totally exhausted do you bring out the artillery. It usually takes longer to get it peacefully, but any time you can get the populace wanting you to have what you want, you'll have it forever.”
“You put it well,” he murmured. “I hadn't thought of it that way, but perhaps I'm not so quick on the uptake as I like to think.” He laughed softly, and suddenly tilted my face up to kiss me, quite thoroughly. I liked it.

“Mmmmm, you sweet, tiny thing.” He burrowed caressingly into my hair. “What would I do without you:

“Whatever you did in the past,” I returned flippantly, to calm my pulse. “Don't tell me you were ever underprivileged when it comes to females!”
He laughed. “No,” he admitted, “but it was a wasteland before I met you, honey.” He kissed me again—and this time it was suddenly going a bit faster than I liked. In fact, there was no doubt Justin was proceeding toward the jackpot, and handsome or not, my sympathy didn't extend that far. I pulled away with decision and said lightly, “You're letting the roses go to your head.”
“It's not the roses,” he murmured meaningly, reaching for me again.

I slid aside casually and got up. “Whatever it is, you'll feel better in the morning.” I smothered a pretend yawn and turned toward the path.

After a moment he said, “Hey, I forgot: you're to have all the roses you want. The Count says there aren't any flower-show entries, and you deserve a dozen bouquets for emptying dirt all day.”
“How kind of him!”
“Tchk! You're a better psychologist than businesswoman, Amanda. I'm surprised at your accepting a paltry salary of roses for all that work.”
“What'll you pay if I cart dirt for you? You haven't even got roses.”
“I will give you my heart,” he stated. “You may think it worthless, but I'm not sure how I'll manage without it.”
“Silly.” I laughed, as he came back with an armful of flowers, grinning at me cockily. He leaned across them and kissed my nose lightly. “Watch out for thorns,” he murmured, as if reminding himself.

I turned that off with a smile, taking the flowers carefully. “Oh, aren't they lovely! Thanks for cutting them, Justin.” At the fork in the path, I said, “Goodnight.”
Justin looked at me thoughtfully. “I'm not sure you don't have it already,” he murmured.

“Have what?”
“My heart. Good-night, my sweet. Sleep well in your perfumed bower.” He saluted formally and disappeared into his tower, whistling softly.

Arranging the flowers in Cousin Hedi's vases, I didn't much like this development. Call me quixotic (and I often did), but despite my seductive Suxy-Uxham appearance, I was still a virgin. I had adopted this policy on the score that, if you can't make comparisons, you're likely to be satisfied with what you get. I'd never expected to wait so long for the marital bed, of course, but having got this far, I figured I might as well stick it out. Perhaps someone sometime wouldn't mind an aging virgin.

My academic knowledge, however, was extensive. I knew every angle of approach; they'd all been tried. It struck me now that, if it hadn't been for Katrin's arranging the job, I'd have taken a much more critical look at Justin Adams, and I might easily have refused the job. He was obviously the sort to try for a shack-up; in an office it wouldn't matter, nor on a large expedition. If I'd thought of it at all, I'd have assumed Justin wouldn't make a barefaced pass for fear it would get back to Katrin.
But he'd not only made just such a pass, his approach left no doubt that rejection never entered his mind! With no least hint of groundwork—completely out of left field—he had gone directly from conversation to wet kisses and fondling. Last night he'd wanted to talk; tonight he felt like some action—it wouldn't occur to him that any woman so honored by him could feel anything but happy incredulity. No wonder he hadn't brought Katrin!

The point was that he had brought me, and after tonight, I was under no misapprehension as to at least one ulterior motive. Based on my appearance, Justin would never dream (no one ever did) that I was not an experienced hot piece of tail. The bothersome question was his reaction when he discovered I wouldn't play: Would he accept strategic withdrawal, or cut up rough? All he wanted was a complaisant body; if I would avoid a showdown until something else turned up, Justin would easily convince himself I'd missed the tunnel of love. He'd probably even be extra sweet to me, out of contempt.

Throughout undressing, I pondered with increasing exasperation. On top of everything else, this was what I did not need to frost the cake. In a way, I couldn't believe he'd seriously brought me only for a liaison, though—except he hadn't expected us to be staying at Stierna, right under the Count's nose. Still, he kept saying how much he had at stake; if he were sneaking around to my room at night, Count Stiernebjorn would find out at once from the servants, and could there be any more damaging weapon? I decided that perhaps Justin had hired me for the shack-up, but I could avoid it by refusing to allow him to “jeopardize his position.” Hah!

Of course, he might be one of the men who are so absorbed in their careers that sex is required for unwinding. If so, tonight was merely a case that he could have used some relief and I was at hand. If he ever referred to my withdrawal in his hour of need, I'd tell him he should be grateful I hadn't allowed him to hang himself.

It was still one more thing to keep in mind, dammit. No more walks to the rose garden, no twosomes of any sort—take the initiative with plans for leisure time that would include Rolf and/or Count Axel. I didn't doubt Justin would find himself a chere amie quite quickly; I only hoped he'd latch onto her before the next moment of need.

Thursday repeated Wednesday, except that the sky clouded over after lunch. At four, Count Stiernebjorn called a halt. Rolf did the measurements, and the men spread huge tarpaulins, battened down with boulders. I trotted the small stuff into the tent, and we made the castle just as the rain began. It wasn't a storm, fortunately, but a gentle downpour. “It will probably last most of the night,” the Count observed knowledgeably, “but tomorrow will be clear.”
We were quite gay at dinner. I made them talk English, and tinkled my fork on the wine glass if they forgot. “I have decided not to be ignored any longer. It is bad for my inferiority complex—and don't tell me I am inferior.”
The Count liked that joke, when I told it, and he loved the one of the woman with closets full of potato pancakes. It reminded him, he said, of a Stierneholm woman who couldn't resist coupons, and what her children found in her closets after she died. “Are you interested in psychology, Miss Amanda?”
“No,” said Justin before I could speak, “she only works on me, sir—with indifferent success, I'm afraid.” He smiled at me across the table, with serious eyes.

“Cheer up,” I said lightly. “If I dig deep enough, I'm bound to find something exceptional.” I turned to the Counit. “I forgot to thank you for the roses. They're lovely.”
We talked about flowers, and where I could buy knitting yarn. Justin and Rolf told a couple of funny reminiscences, which the Count matched, and finally I dismissed them. “You can go now,” I said kindly. “You have amused me enough; any more would be dissipation.”
“You are certain this will be enough to last, Miss Amanda?” Count Stiernebjorn inquired anxiously, his eyes twinkling.

“No,” I returned sadly, “but I haven't the heart to keep you from those dirty bits of glass and rusted iron any longer.”
They disappeared, laughing into the workroom. I typed up the data on the various forms, wrote a few notes to friends, and finally stuck my head into the workroom. “I'm going to bed.”
They said good-night absently, and I went off to the stairs. At the top, my escort joined me! I gulped involuntarily; it was undeniably eerie as well as upsetting that I wasn't able to clear my mind of this particular notion but the impression of a courteous Presence was definitely there. I saw, felt, heard nothing, although my mind was adding some details: he had a curly blonde beard and mustache; in one earlobe was a large ruby and the gold ring on his right forefinger held a similar gem. As before, he halted at my door, and with no conscious intent, I heard myself saying, “Merci mille fois, monsieur. Bon soir.”
That got a response! I felt pleased exclamations, a deep bow, as I went into the bedroom and closed the door. Then I was alone again. It was the damnedest sensation, and most disturbing. How long was it going to take before I got rid of this? I'd never had anything fasten itself so tenaciously, and I was still building it. That was why I'd said good-night in French; most aristocrats of that period spoke it—yet it was completely spontaneous; I hadn't thought about it.

I wasn't sleepy enough for bed. I undressed, washed my hair, trimmed a broken nail and applied hand lotion liberally. All the time I debated idly about my ghostly friend. I half-wished I could invent him a bit further, to the status of my childhood friends, so I'd have someone to talk to when I was alone. I thought about those early companions, and some were very peculiar creations. There was a lame girl to whom I read aloud, and an ice cream vendor who traveled with a carnival—he was a magnificent help the year I studied American geography—but I'd never created a historical figure who spoke only French! As an evening guest, I didn't think he'd be much use. Anyway, he'd certainly misinterpret if I invited him into my suite.

Strange how positive I was about his clothes! He was a Stiernebjorn ancestor, of course, and somewhere in the castle I'd seen his portrait. It was probably in the Throne Room; I must ask Mrs. Haldering if I could take another look. Maybe I could find a portrait of someone more modern who'd be up to an evening of conversation, I thought amusedly—and then I wondered. It occurred to me that I'd always been able to see my former friends and hear their voices; they walked about and had expressions on their faces—but I had never felt them.

Here I had only felt a companion; I knew what he was wearing, but I didn't see him. I had an impression of pleased comprehension of my French, but I had not heard his voice. I hadn't the faintest idea whether it was bass or tenor, whether he smiled or was grave. It was odd—but perhaps logical. If I were only endowing my Presence with what I'd seen fleetingly in a family portrait, he wasn't an imagination, but a person who'd once been real. But I wouldn't know what his personality had been.

I was still not sleepy. I put another log on the fire and inspected Cousin Hedi's library. Apparently our tastes agreed. I chose a Sayers' omnibus; you can always reread her. Next to it was a slim book entitled Legends of Stierna. It was in English, privately printed in 1931 and dedicated to Count and Countess Stiernebjorn, “my gracious host and hostess, who whiled away the tedious hours of a broken leg by these tales.”
What better for whiling away my tedious hours? I started at the beginning, and although I couldn't say much for the author's literary style, the stories were absorbing. They ranged from ancient tales like Beowulf, to medieval heroics and family history. The author said the Stiernebjorn archives demonstrated the high culture among Vikings, and he “ventured to hypothesize” that historians might find a wealth of information among similar private libraries.

I wasn't so sure about culture; I thought it was simply practicality. Apparently acquired a couple of monks in a raid around 900 A.D. They brought them back to Stierna, but the monastic order refused to bail them out. The Count was stuck with them, so he made them earn their keep. They taught the kids Latin and how to write their names, and when there were no more children, the Count had the happy thought of setting them to writing down the best family stories.

As the monks converted the whole of Stierneholm to Christianity, I wasn't sure who got the best of that deal!

It set a pattern, though, and thereafter every count got the stories he liked best written down, until around 1750, when an unmarried daughter assembled everything chronologically, translating from Latin, French, German or whatever the scribes had used. From these the author (Mr. Snively-Brown!) had selected tales on the basis of the light they shed on Viking society. I must say they were immensely interesting, in spite of the author's lamentable coyness.

The last story was the longest and most interesting—or so I thought as I began. It was a divorce case, widely discussed at the time. In 982, Count Eric Stiernebjorn married Bengt Gudrun, who produced a son ten months later. In 983, the Count went on a raid. Due to various mishaps, he turned back before the first foray, thus arriving home many months before expected. He found general mismanagement of his property, as well as proof of his wife's infidelity. When taxed with this, he said Bengt tried to poison him. He laid this before the next Thing, or Assembly, and asked permission to return her to her family.

Bengt swore she was innocent, it was a frame-up by Eric's concubines who were barren. No one could do anything for the property with the low-quality slaves of Stierna; not what she was used to. As for poison, she had given Eric a cup of mead, which he drunkenly gave his dog; the poor beast died because he was too old to cope with liquor.

Concede the dog, Eric agreed, although he thought it was poison—but his concubines were not barren; he already had six children, and it wasn't they who told him of infidelity. He proved he had more and better-trained slaves than Bengt's father; she simply had given no orders. He had figures for last year, and what the slaves had done on their own when Bengt was apparently not going to give instructions.

The Thing agreed it didn't look good for Bengt, who then claimed she'd been distraught over her son, who was weakly. She produced the child dramatically, pointing out the resemblance to Eric. She insisted passionately that preserving the life of his heir preceded all other considerations.

Eric observed that an heir without property wasn't much use. Anyway, the boy was strong as an ox. He agreed the child was his, and he'd keep him, but he was through with Bengt. Her family raised the question of dowry, and he said he'd keep that, too: she wasn't, he stated, a virgin when he got her. Asked why he hadn't returned her next day, he replied that he had thought he would wait and see; he was willing to overlook it if she had a boy. Bengt and her mother screamed that she was, too, a virgin; her father said nothing, which was considered significant.

Asked for the name of Bengt's supposed lover, Eric “thought a while” and said he'd rather not give it, as the man was a good friend of his! This was considered a point against Eric: friend or no friend, Eric should have named him, so he could defend himself.

Eric said, “He knows who he is. Let him name himself, if he wishes.” When nobody spoke up, a number of people thought there wasn't any man.

The Thing debated for months. So did everybody else. The pro-Bengts insinuated the whole case was rigged to claim the dowry. The pro-Erics said Bengt's mother was a bitch and her daughter was another; he was well rid of her. Everybody speculated which of Eric's pals was the culprit, but results were inconclusive. It was noted that Stierneholm and all the slaves vehemently supported Eric while the Gudrun homestead preserved a discreet silence.

Eric merely stuck to his guns, and finally the Thing agreed he could return Bengt, retaining child and dowry. It was a classic decision, although nobody but Eric was entirely happy. The Thing said honestly it couldn't be sure about the sex parts, but they were satisfied about mismanagement. A couple of members had gone to Stierneholm for a look, and there was no doubt the place was in bad shape, very bad shape. (I could see them shaking those horned helmets!) They inserted a word of commendation for the slaves who had tried to carry on, but then the Thing expanded the decision to a general precept, and that was what bothered people.

It had never before been stated that a wife must know estate management; it had always been taken for granted. Now the Thing ruled that this would be a father's responsibility: he must satisfy himself that his daughter was adequately trained, or inform the bridegroom of deficiency so that he could arrange for a steward if he still wanted the girl. Failure to disclose would automatically forfeit the dowry in case of divorce. Fathers all over Sweden united in abuse of Gudrun for getting them into this!

I chuckled and chuckled over this story, wondering if the Count would allow me to copy it for Katrin and Mother. How they'd love it!

The wrap-up was modern.

According to family tradition, Eric returned to Stierna and restored his lands. He freed the slave who led the others in his absence, and appointed him steward with land of his own. It is thought the man was a Turk named Suliman, as the name Suliman Barkas recurs in early records for several hundred years. In all, Eric accompanied six major raids, returning with large amounts of booty. In 989, he married Ilse Ragnor, who gave him three sons and two daughters. In 1005 Eric settled Bengt's son Axel in Novgorod. It is thought he already had property there, although it is not known when he acquired it. In 1010 he took Ilse's sons on his last raid, stopped at Novgorod to exchange Harald for Axel, who returned to manage Stierna. Axel married Helga Alsgard and became Count Stiernebjorn in 1028. There is no reference to Bengt after the divorce.
I couldn't help wondering what had happened to her. The book slid from my lap as I reached for a cigarette, and as I bent to pick it up, I saw there was something more in the end pages, titled "Additional Material Undocumented."
"Bengt," I thought happily, and settled to read. And it was Bengt, but it was horrible.
The author admitted it was not certain this referred to Bengt; it was a story appearing in numerous documents of the era, however, although details varied and sometimes names differed or were omitted. He had considered it advisable, he said (sanctimoniously), to include this version which appeared in the (followed a string of foreign libraries).
The story said Bengt's family disowned her; they wouldn't take her back and told Eric to do what he liked with her. So he made her a slave and somehow tricked her lover into buying her. The lover was a relative, who was so shocked to discover he was found out that he swore to uphold clan honor forever. Accordingly he never freed Bengt. When he died at sea, Eric prepared a barrow for his cousin's spirit to visit. All the usual things were put in: his favorite horse, his faithful dog—and Bengt was the slave his family killed to go along for company in the afterworld! In final vindication of his honor, Eric ceremonially cursed her bones, since which time the barrow had been avoided by all God-fearing people.
I let the book slip to the floor and hung onto my tummy, almost literally—because I knew the ceremony for the Death Slave. There was a factual description in one of the books Katrin had given me, and it had nauseated me even then. Granted my vivid imagination gets the horrors easily, but nobody would be able to take this in stride. What they did was get the girl drunk and keep her that way while they prepared the barrow. She lived in a flower-decked tent beside the grave, and every day there were festivities over how far down they'd dug. Finally, they put in whatever was going in, including the man's body if there was one—and then all his male friends and relatives lined up, one after another, and had a go at the girl. It could take several days if he was a popular chap. And then—I can't go on, it's too sick-making.
I crammed the book back into the shelves, brushed my teeth vigorously and couldn't get the taste of it out of my mouth. Slowly, I realized that my queasiness was because this "ending" didn't fit, rather than relating it to Bengt. Pacing back and forth in the sitting room,. I knew I'd never get to sleep until I got some sort of solution. With determination, I pulled out the book and reread the original story very carefully—and I saw at once what was wrong, why I was so shocked. Even when cruelty was accepted, people were people: they behaved expectably on the basis of character. I didn't doubt old Eric took slavery and floggings for granted, and split plenty of skulls on a raid—but it wasn't in his nature to be petty or vicious.
Wherever Mr. Snively-Brown had got the original story, he'd had the sense to copy it as it was, so that it was easy to follow. Now I saw that Eric's first point was Bengt's mismanagement. It was only when the divorce didn't go through immediately (the Thing tried marriage counseling: Bengt was young, give her time) that Eric made any personal remarks, and then he said as little as possible. It was quite clear: what Eric wanted was out. His wife's morals weren't the issue, but her incompetence. He must have been a good overlord; all his tenants and slaves rallied to him—and he freed the slave that did his best.

In the stark prose everyone emerged clearly. Eric was an earnest, straightforward, rather humorless young man, whose major fault was taking his responsibilities as Count Stiernebjorn a bit too seriously. Bengt was a conniver, probably a spoiled beauty accustomed to getting away with anything. She began by sneering at her husband, his property, slaves, and sexual prowess. When that didn't work, she switched to Beauty in Distress. Her mother was a termagant, and Gudrun was too henpecked to say a word. The Thing was a bunch of upright solid citizens, totally bewildered by the younger generation.

Eric, however, never changed course. He went from A to Z, and stubbornly stuck to what he said the first time. Such a man couldn't possibly have figured out such an elaborate scheme of revenge for family honor; he hadn't the wits for it. That was the anachronism. From start to finish, Eric was concerned with his property. I had a hunch he'd only married her for the dowry; his was a hardheaded, single-track mind. He'd got an heir, he'd have reinforced him by other children whenever he was home from a raid. So long as Bengt took care of the estate, I'd bet he didn't give a damn what she did. If he'd had any personal interest, he'd have raised hell when he found she was damaged goods!

I allowed myself to reread the statements about his second marriage, his treatment of his sons, "Suliman Barkas"—nowhere did anything indicate vindictiveness. No, I thought, the facts were obvious: Eric made a wise alliance, and when Bengt was too flibbertigibbet to do the small share he expected, he got rid of her. In due course, he contracted another alliance—I'd bet it brought him an even better dowry!—but Bengt's son inherited. I thought that was very significant, because the second wife had sons.

I felt limp with relief when I'd figured it all out. I'd have hated to think old Eric capable of playing such a filthy trick on his first wife. I stuck the legend book into its place and went to bed—where I was suddenly appalled by suspicion.

Illogical or not, I simply knew that the barrow Justin insisted on opening was connected with the legend.

Whether or not all the sickening "Sequel" was true—and I still couldn't believe that—I felt positive Count Stiernebjorn had some private knowledge. He'd said the barrow was considered accursed, but could he be so mean as to give Justin his way deliberately to chasten a young puppy? Was he so angered by the possibility that Justin was trying to establish a relationship Count Stiernebjorn didn't wish to acknowledge? Oddly enough, I felt less certainty about his expectable reactions than for old Eric in 982. What I'd seen of Count Axel I'd liked, but I had no clue to his inner emotions—beyond a sense of caution. I could evaluate Justin Adams who was American and of my own generation, but everything I'd picked up about Count Stiernebjorn simply complicated the issue.

For instance, I didn't think he really needed the money from the Children of Scandinavia. Now that I saw the standards at Stierna ("Count Axel expects"), I wondered if he'd taken the grant principally because it was thrust at him. Perhaps he felt all the courtesy was on his side, that actually he was good-humoredly permitting some foreigners to dig up his land—and if they chose to send a brash young man, let 'em waste the money.

In a way, I didn't care what happened to Justin; he wasn't my cup of tea. I did rather hate to feel the Children of Scandinavia would be shortchanged because of a personality clash, although I didn't see what I could do about it. I tried to organize my thoughts: I didn't really think the barrow contained Bengt. I thought it might be empty, though, and that Count Stiernebjorn had reason to suspect this. Perhaps he'd have given Justin that reasoning if the younger man hadn't been so insistent—but after all, I thought with sudden hopefulness, when they made a barrow for a nonexistent body, they still put in his possessions.

If this was the accursed barrow prepared by Eric, we'd find the man's treasures, even if we didn't find him. I tried to think there was nothing to it but a wild guess on my part—and for all I knew, Justin's surmise was correct, that the Count's annoyance was only at being thwarted on getting another of his own ancestors, and he'd have said or done anything to get his own way.

I woke to an intermittent banging; it sounded like an unfastened window. Sleepily I huddled into my robe and went in search. An outer casement in the sitting room was whacking back and forth in the wind. The rain had stopped, the sky was almost clear. 1 had to lean way out to grasp the window edge with enough purchase to pull against the breeze, and my eye caught a glimmer of light. It flickered, appearing and disappearing. Shivering in the icy air, I stared uneasily, thinking it was dancing about the barrow. And if I started imagining fairy curse lights, I was headed for the nearest loony bin.

This was quite human, though; obviously a torch, and the flicker was the tossing tree leaves in the grove below the castle. I wasn't even sure it was at the site, but merely in that direction. Was someone walking among the trees on the path up to Stierna? Perhaps the men had gone down after the rain stopped. The light bobbed away to the right and was cut off by the edge of Stierna while I pulled the window shut and fastened firmly. The bedside clock said one-thirty, which seemed late for prowling about, but given the fanaticism of archeologists, there was no telling what they'd do!

CHAPTER VI

Friday was another dull day. They found some broken crockery, a rusty axe without a handle, a coin lost by someone with a hole in his pocket. It had been explained to me (kindly) that we were taking off earth layers deposited through the centuries, and by examining what turned up, it was possible to identify where we were, which clued how much farther to the grave as well as a rough idea of its date. I didn't question it. By today's haul, we were still in the seventeenth century, but right after lunch Count Stiernebjorn found a patch of what he called "black earth." It looked like two pounds of humus, but they hung over it reverently. Rolf carefully scooped samples into small pill bottles. The section was measured minutely, covered by a large plastic cake tin, and they went happily back to work.

"What's so exciting about that fertilizer?" I asked, waiting for Justin to fill a dirt pail.

"It isn't," he protested, pained. "It's the remains of a medieval cook-out, which means we're further down than we thought."

"Thank heavens for that!" I emptied the pail and returned. "What were you doing down here last night? ' I asked idly.

Justin's hand jerked sideways, pulled a shower of dirt into his trench. "What are you talking about?" he asked harshly, staring at me with hand suspended. "Did you see someone?"

"No, only a light moving around. I got up to fasten a window, around half-past one. I thought perhaps you'd all come down after the rain to look around. Should I have waked you?" I asked anxiously.

"No, no," he said slowly. "There wasn't the slightest sign anyone had been here when we arrived this morning. I wonder—it might have been a villager walking home along the road?"

"Yes! I never thought of that," I agreed relievedly.

"All the same," he murmured, going back to work, "don't mention this to anyone, please? Prowlers are always a major hazard. If they don't steal things, they trample over the place. The Count says he's never had any trouble—he doesn't even lock the castle unless he's going on a long trip—but he's never opened a site near the road." He worked silently for a moment. "Leave it to me? If it was a local man, there's no need to distress the Count. If you see any more lights, tell me privately? I think I'll check up myself for a while."

"All right."

Around five-thirty a roaring little sports car pulled up, and Eric Ragnor strolled forward. My, I was glad to see his funny monkey face! With all the dullness and unexpected questions of the week, I'd forgotten he had said he'd be here for dinner. Well, maybe somebody would talk to me about something aside from this blasted archeology. I abandoned the dirt pails and went to shake hands. "Hello! I never expected you so early."

His eyes gleamed momentarily. "But you did expect me? How delightful! You hear, Uncle Axel? Amanda expected me, but not so early."

"Phooh, nonsense! You lunched at the club, played bridge for a while, and decided to leave before the traffic," his uncle said, dampingly, "and Miss Amanda is merely tired of us. Any new face is welcome."

But Eric changed everything. He not only spoke English and was cheerfully uninterested in the work, he had plans. He also caused such a row between myself and Justin that I nearly resigned!

His plans were principally for my amusement, he stated, but anyone who liked might tag along. "Tonight we will dance at Fyrby," he announced. "Tomorrow there is the Midsummer Festival at Gardel, and on Sunday I shall take her sightseeing in Stockholm."

"Gut, gut." The Count nodded. "Miss Amanda deserves a treat, she has been so bored with us! Let us all go-"
Justin was rather in favor of letting us go alone, but the Count said, "No, we have worked enough, and you will enjoy Gotabaren."

Eric took me in the sports car, and the others followed in the Volvo. The Gotabaren was a big, sprawling resort restaurant on a point overlooking Lake Malar. The verandahs were hung with colored lanterns, and there was a dance floor inside. Eric was evidently well known. We were shown to The Table at the very tip of the point, from which one could look both ways. The water was alive with small boats, and the view was stunning.

"I thought you'd like it." Eric smiled at my exclamations. "Let's dance before the others get here and I'm forced to share you."

Once around the floor, and I didn't care if they never arrived! I do love to dance, it's one of my few accomplishments, and Eric was absolutely the most sensational partner I'd had since my sophomore year in college when I was enamored of a Chilean exchange student at the Boston Conservatory of Music. (He later returned to Santiago, leaving three grace notes behind him in three different dorms.)

"There they are," Eric said in my ear. "I must warn you, Amanda, my uncle loves to tease." We went up to the table, and Count Stiernebjorn said reproachfully, "It was not kind of you to leave us to find our own way, Eric. For all you knew, we might have gone astray."

"Oh, most unlikely! I didn't depend on it, Uncle. Why, you have found your way back and forth to Gotabaren for years—even when blind," Eric returned blandly, drawing out my chair.

Count Stiernebjorn settled into his own chair with a chuckle. We drank coffee and some sort of grog, and although I wouldn't have thought it possible after Mrs. Haldering's dinner, we demolished a large plate of sandwiches. Everybody danced with me once; Eric wouldn't allow seconds. Rolf was in step but uninspired. Justin was terrible; he simply walked around, and when they began a rhumba, he said, "D'you mind if we stop? This isn't for me."

I nearly said, "No dance is for you, not even with fans," but I was too glad to get back to the table. He'd suddenly realized that I was Eric's date and had decided to be jealous. From the moment we stepped onto the floor, he was probing, in that accusatory tone of "How could you do this to me?"

What did we talk about on the drive to Fyrby? What sort of job did Eric have that allowed him to sneak off early? He hadn't, Justin said, realized I'd made a date so quickly as on the drive from Stockholm to Stierna (heavy implication that I was a fast worker!).

"I didn't have a date, you knew he was expected for dinner tonight—and I don't know what his job is. Why don't you ask him?"

"How old is he?"

"I don't know that, either. You can ask him at the same time. What is the matter with you, Justin?" I asked impatiently.

"He's a disruption, that's all. I'd rather you didn't go to Stockholm with him. Tell him you have to work, it'll be true enough," Justin said calmly. "Tomorrow's a lost day, you know, with the whole village coming out for the traditional picnic—and we may as well go to the Festival at night, but on Sunday we'll have to do the weekly report and plan the future schedule."

When I could find my voice, I asked, "Why didn't you say this at dinner?"

"I couldn't very well, with his nibs right there," Justin said, raising his eyebrows. "Surely you see the position?"

"What position?"

He sighed impatiently. "Amanda, sweetheart, you really don't know which end is up! Ragnor's the heir to Stierna, for heaven's sake! On top of which he's got a most unsavory reputation. I wouldn't let any assistant of mine go off alone with him, but particularly not you, honey!" He hugged me gently, kissing my temple. "Besides, we want to explore together, don't we? Make up some excuse, darling, and we'll run away somewhere alone, hmmm?" He smiled down at me, as though that settled that. Then the music changed and we went back to the others, so I didn't have to answer. I couldn't, anyway; I was speechless with rage.

Every least bit of sympathy I'd had for Justin Adams vanished right then! So the game wasn't going as he'd planned? I'd been brought as his playmate, I meant to spend a whole day with another man? Not to be tolerated! Now I knew exactly how Justin's mind was working: Amanda's withdrawal the other night was coyness. By ill luck Eric turned up, Amanda was instantly using him as a rival in an effort to goad Justin to jealousy. Accordingly, he first played The Boss, saying I'd have to work; then he cooked up a tale of Eric's bad reputation and cloaked it in his desire to protect sweet little me.
He didn't suppose I'd really need anything more than his slightest request, but he was reinforcing it at the table by creating the impression that I was his girl. "Cigarette, honey?" Intimate smiles cast my way while he talked to Rolf and the Count. "More coffee, pet?" Presumably Eric would be warned off.

Eric wouldn't be, though. He was the last man in the world to fall for such a transparent caper—but it was still embarrassing for me. I'd like Eric Ragnor on first meeting, I liked him better tonight, the whole thing was going along nicely—and emphatically I didn't want Justin causing him to make a play for me purely for the hell of giving Justin a hard time. Once he'd pinned Justin's ears back, he'd be apt to drop me, too.

Dammit, I didn't want cards on the table this soon; I'd thought I'd have a few weeks in which to sugar coat rebuff. Justin would find a replacement, and that would enable him to feel he'd come out ahead. I was still cogitating when the orchestra started an old-fashioned waltz. Count Stiernebjorn asked, "Miss Amanda, may I have the pleasure of a dance?"

He was a bit stiff, but very expert. We bounced around happily, while I thought how to phrase it. "Count Stiernebjorn, is it really all right for me to go to Stockholm with Eric on Sunday?"

"Of course," he said, surprised. "It is a very good idea. Why should you not?"

"Dr. Adams thought you'd want me to prepare the weekly report," I returned carefully, "but frankly, I didn't understand when I was hired that I was expected to work weekends."

"Neither does Dr. Adams," he said after a moment. "It may have been different in his previous jobs, but at Stierna we work only Monday through Friday. This week has been the usual confusion of beginning." He shrugged. "But now we must make plans for you to see as much as you can. I suspect Eric may already have this in mind, eh?"

"Perhaps, 'but I don't depend on it,'" I quoted mischievously. "From what you say, your nephew sounds unreliable."

"Under sufficient stimulus, a change is always possible, however," he assured me, poker-faced.

When the waltz ended, it was time to leave. I went to the ladies' room and came out to find the men waiting by the entrance. "I think the sports car is too windy for Amanda," Eric decided. "Uncle Axel, you come with me and let them follow us."

I got into the Volvo, Justin driving, with Rolf in the rear seat, and the fight began as soon as we'd turned into the main road from Gotabaren. "I suppose you "feel pleased with yourself?"

"Very," I sighed comfortably. "I love dancing. The Count does a marvelous waltz."

"So do you. Are you in the habit of going over your employer's head in pursuit of your own amusement?"

I sat up in a hurry, and we took it from there, with no holds barred. Rolf had the sense to leave us alone, and for fifteen miles Justin and I made mincemeat of each other. I said he was an arrogant, egotistical louse with no least redeeming feature, and the perfect example of "Beauty is only skin deep." He said I was an impertinent chit, over-impressed with my indispensability and too brainless to be unsupervised. He would not permit me to ruin my reputation with a notorious rake because it would reflect on him—and I said if he knew how to behave, he wouldn't have to worry about my reputation, and I was sure Count Stiernebjorn would be interested in his estimate of the heir's morals.

I can't say anybody won, although I think I was ahead on points by the time we reached Stierna. I ended with the statement that Justin was just sore because he thought Eric had taken his bone, and once for all, I was nobody's bone. Justin silently jammed the brakes on the Volvo in its usual corner of the courtyard and got out, slamming the door viciously behind him. He strode up and through the front door without a backward glance. Rolf opened my door and helped me out. "Sorry for the scene," I said.
"Expectable," he returned awkwardly. "He's got all the high-strung nerves of brilliance, has to let off steam now and then. Of course, he's spoiled, he's had your undivided attention all week. Ragnor puts his nose out of joint. He was bound to explode, and naturally he threw it all at you." Rolf chuckled. "I must admit you certainly threw it right back! But now the air's clear, he'll be fine tomorrow." He pushed open the front door as Eric came from the study passage. "Oh, Ragnor—did we keep you up?”
"No. Anyone for a nightcap? My uncle's gone to bed. Where's Adams?"
"Gone to bed, also—and I shall swiftly follow suit. Thanks for a lovely evening, Eric." I started up the stairs. "Did you have a good gossip with your uncle?"
His blue eyes looked up at me expressionlessly. "Yes, it was—very instructive. Good night, Amanda."
Rolf was right. Justin was a bundle of sunshine at breakfast. Last night might never have been, he was my friendly elder brother, and there was no hint of anything more. I played up, but inwardly I sighed. While I was accustomed to drawing employer explosions and even occasionally created them in order to keep them behind scenes, they had never stemmed from jealousy. Neither did Justin's; I realized suddenly that he couldn't have had any sexual relief since last Sunday afternoon—ever since then we'd been either on the plane or at Stierna. But if he couldn't take five days of continence, I didn't relish the future.

We drove down to the site around eleven, to find an immense crowd of all ages from cradle to nonagenarians. The Count knew everyone down to the babes in arms! So did Eric, except for the newest infants, whom he claimed had been sneaked in while his back was turned. The handshaking was continuous, even the little kids—I think they must learn it before the alphabet—but it was great fun and rather impressive. The Count was so happy to see his people, and they were so happy to see him, yet there was no doubt about who was head man.

Around one, the castle staff arrived with huge baskets of provender and kegs of chilled beer. The village women had brought food, too, and when it was all spread out on long trestle tables, it looked enough for an army. An hour later, it looked as though the army had been there!

The Count settled in a ring of folding chairs among the older people, with a camp table lavishly supplied by Carl and Brin. Rolf joined one group and Justin was at another, sitting between a stunning blonde girl and a vivacious brunette. Eric brought me a plate, which I privately thought very meager—and so it was. Very deliberately. He deposited me among some females in one group, and they all spoke enough English for woman talk. I liked to knit? "Thursday is sewing circle, while men play cards. You come, yes?"

As soon as I'd finished my plate, Eric took me away for a modest refill—and introduced me to another group. After six small servings, I had met nearly every one of the women and been warmly welcomed to the social life of Stierneholm. Any evening, every evening, I must visit, ja? "On Monday is mending, Tuesday is baking and again Friday, on Wednesday is church supper and Thursday is work for charity." By contrast to the wasteland of Stierna after dinner, it seemed an exciting social calendar!

"Thanks so much for my debut," I said to Eric.

He smiled. "Oh, they would have got their men to ask Uncle Axel if you could come to dinner in a week or so. Everyone wants to know the American girl, but they'd have been a little more formal because you're staying at Stierna. Would you like to walk over to the river with me? I'm afraid Uncle Axel is going to make a speech—he always does—and you won't understand a word.”
"I'd much rather see the river."

There was a small jetty with boathouses on either side. Eric left me on the bank while he inspected and pronounced the runabout usable, but the rowboat and canoe must be discarded. "Can you handle a motorboat?" When I nodded, he said, "Than that's something else for amusement. Come on."

We fooled about near shore for a while. "I don't know how much petrol there is. I'll tell Carl to keep her filled for you." He made me prove I could run the thing, too, although he said the river was perfectly safe. "I'll make a map of the docks around Stierneholm; you could take the boat to visit some people."

It was all very pleasant and casual, but I wondered—he laid such stress on my not being at Stierna out of the work hours. Why? Eric wasn't jealous; aside from the Stockholm plan, he made no effort to be alone with me. "Thanks so much for providing entertainment opportunities.

"Not at all. We mustn't allow you to be bored." He looked absently at the water. After a moment, he appeared to have made up his mind about something. "Uncle Axel has been troubled about you all week, Amanda," he said seriously. "It appears you know nothing of the work, as well as the language. Don't misunderstand: he says you're exceptionally quick and willing, as well as the nicest thing that's happened to Stierna in a long while." Eric smiled at me, "He was positively lyrical! However, he wonders whether you can be contented with such a pedestrian job, and if you knew what you were letting yourself in for when you took it."

"I didn't," I admitted. "All I thought was a summer in Sweden. I'd never been abroad, and here was the chance."

"And now you are buried in the country, fifty miles from anywhere." Eric nodded. "Which is why my uncle wonders if you wish to stick it out. Now is the moment, you see, before they begin the real excavating. He's certain the museum would lend one of their assistants, if Dr. Adams would accept her."

"He wouldn't," I said unhesitatingly. Take a Swedish girl who'd be in the Count's corner? Not Justin! "That is," I glossed over my involuntary remark, "I'm employed by the Foundation. It'd be a black mark for Katrin, who recommended me. I couldn't put her in that spot—not but what she put me in a worse one." I sighed. "She swore I needn't know Swedish, everyone spoke English, and I suppose they do, but only to me. Otherwise, I can't understand a word."

"Yes, my uncle was surprised at that, too," Eric murmured. "Considering Adams' fluency, one would think he'd require at least some knowledge of the language in his assistant."

I forbore to say I suspected speech of any sort was not necessary for the sort of assistance Justin needed. "Frankly, I don't see why they brought me so soon. They made such a fuss about economy and wise use of the money—and then pay me to do nothing for several weeks. Why didn't they hire me to come when they needed me?"

Eric narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. "Perhaps Adams was afraid you'd get another job in the meantime. Well, that's it: Uncle Axel fears you won't be happy, and he doesn't want you to feel obliged to stay."

"Is that a polite way of firing me?" I asked uncertainly.

"By no means!" Eric said emphatically. "He was afraid you might think that, if he tried to explain—and apparently I haven't done much better. No, no—it's simply that you're a fish out of water, and he thought that if you knew you could leave, you might want to.

"I don't want to influence you, Amanda, but I do think you'd be happier. It won't affect your friend. Uncle Axel will write and explain. If there's a money problem," he added diffidently, "you can easily get a job in Stockholm—not like New York, of course, but enough to keep you going. A good English secretary is always in demand. If you'd rather go home, Uncle Axel will arrange that, but it seems a pity to see nothing since you're here."

I was terribly tempted! I'd meant to spend my savings on jaunting at the end of the expedition, but if I got a job, I could manage the whole summer. Daddy would give me the whole trip, if I liked; he'd suggested it instead of unfamiliar work, but I'd insisted on independence. What a relief to be out from under, now all these unexpected phases were cropping up!

On the other hand, I did feel a sort of obligation to see it through. With acquaintances in the village, I could avoid Justin casually, and apart from the sex angle—which might prove a mare's nest—I knew I was able to handle his temperament. He'd be outraged by a Swedish girl; there would be constant friction that would upset an elderly man with a heart condition. Everybody said Justin was brilliant; he'd confided this summer was vital to him—it didn't seem fair to abandon him to making an ass of himself. I hadn't much opinion of him, but I didn't dislike him that much, either.

"I think I'd better stay," I said finally.

"Are you sure? Uncle Axel gave me a very detailed report," Eric remarked meaningly. "After a whole summer of managing Adams, I think you'll be a nervous wreck, Amanda."

"Not me," I stated. "Mr. Higginbotham was much, much worse, and I managed him for two full years until he died."

Eric's shoulders shook slightly. "Ah? Maybe you'll be the death of Adams, too."

The Midsummer Festival was principally notable because I proved a dud at folk dancing. Justin spent the whole evening with the group from lunchtime, particularly the blonde girl. To my chagrin, he did rather well at these steps. Fortunately there were a number of polkas, and the Count got the band to play a waltz. Otherwise, I sat on the sidelines, recalling last night sardonically. A pity Justin couldn't have held his tongue and waited to see what turned up today! At least he appeared to have got started socially, which should keep him busy.

Eric came up for every polka, but excused himself to join the sets with wives of various VIP's. "I see Adams has acquired our Rane," he observed once.

"Who is she?"

"Peder Engstrom's sister. She'll talk Adam's ear off, she's obsessed by America. God knows what she'd do if she got there; she's not trained for anything but a nursery-school teacher—and I gather she's got a mind to match. Uncle Axel says Peder half-hopes she'll go, so he can have some peace."

We left the Festival before the others, to get a good sleep before Stockholm, and we'd gone before anyone was up on Sunday, so I saw nothing of Justin. Any guidebook lists what we saw, although it no more than whetted the appetite.

"Next Saturday we will spend all day, you can stay overnight with my cousin, and on Sunday we will go to Grinda."

"Your cousin mightn't want me."

"She will, as soon as she sees you." He chuckled. "We will now stop to visit and allow her to invite you."

Anna was a widowed Baroness Ragnor of uncertain years, in a medieval stone house about twelve feet wide that ran at an angle from one old street to another, and whether or not she wanted me, I wanted her! However, I was instantly invited at the mere hint from Eric, and we all went to dinner in some "caves"—only they were wine cellars in an eighteenth-century house. It was dreadfully late when we started home. We made Stierna in forty minutes. I preferred not to figure how fast we must have been going on the highroad before we hit the Stierneholm turn!

There was no sign of life but the light over the front door.

"I won't come in, d'you mind? You know how to turn out the lights?"

"Yes, and thanks for a most wonderful day, Eric."

He raised my hand and kissed it formally. "Next week will be better. See you Friday, Amanda."

The great door was as heavy as it looked, but I finally got it open, and in the hall was Count Stiernebjorn. "Oh—I'm sorry we were so late," I faltered. "Please, you weren't waiting up for me?"

"Na, na." He smiled. "I have been reading. At my age, one does not sleep long hours. Was it a pleasant day?"

"So pleasant! And Baroness Anna has invited me to spend Saturday night with her. Would you mind, Uncle Axel?" I stopped in confusion. "Oh, I beg your pardon, but being with Eric—it sort of slipped out."

"Na, na," he said again, grinning broadly. "It is extremely pleasant to be your uncle—Amanda."

This week was only slightly less dull than last because I went visiting each evening, including the church supper, for which Mrs. Haldering provided a casserole as my contribution. Justin's good humor continued unabated, and the site rang with bursts of happy laughter. He didn't mention our fight, but he was evidently trying to make amends. On Monday, he asked what I'd seen in Stockholm, and accepted my detailed account without adverse comment, merely looking at me wistfully. On Tuesday there were fresh roses in my room, with a sheet of paper on which was written one hundred times, "I am a bad boy!" I chuckled, but I thought it wouldn't hurt him to straighten out a bit.

Wednesday morning, I said, "Thanks for the roses."

"What about the paper?" he asked, hurt.

"My teacher always made me do five hundred times."

There were four more sheets thrust under my door when I got home that night. "Satisfactory?" he asked.

"As to content, but the penmanship leaves room for improvement."

Justin laughed helplessly. "Aren't you ever going to forgive me, sweetheart? I know it was foul of me to turn on you, when you're such a helpful darling. God knows how I'd ever have got through last week without you—but I was a thoughtless bastard," he said pathetically. "It was disappointment, honey. I did so want us to explore together."

I pretended regret. "You should have said so, Justin. I always expected you and I and Rolf would ramble around in our free time, but when nobody mentioned it, I took the next best offer. I'm going again this weekend."

He sighed. "Oh, damn this job! I never see you any more. It's no fun picking roses alone, and giving 'em to the maid to arrange for you. Where do you go every evening, darling? Is it just women, couldn't I come along—drive you down and pick you up later?"

And park by the roadside? "No, thanks, unless you like to sew," I smiled, ducking past him into the car. "This is a charity sewing circle." At his pained expression, I relented. "If you're good, you can come to the church supper next Wednesday."

"It's a date—not exactly the sort I had in mind, but a step in the right direction."

"You may not think so when the time comes," I remarked. "I've promised to make a Chinese sweet-sour sauce for their meatballs, and I'm not sure I remember how."

In the fun of my new social schedule, I had forgotten ghosts and impressions. I went direct from dinner down to the village and returned at eleven-thirty or midnight, going direct to bed. On Thursday, it was midnight when I switched off the hall light, and the instant I stepped into my corridor, my escort was beside me! He produced the usual startled gulp for a second. I had plenty of real people; I didn't need creations. Why in hell was my Presence back?

We went down the hall; he waited courteously until I got into my room and closed the door behind me. I thought it was a good thing the only refreshment in Stierneholm was coffee! At least I didn't have to worry about delirium tremens. It struck me the women had been explaining the Stiernebjorn family, though. "Is very large clan, you did not know? Is Ragnors, Hjaldars, Skjolvens . . ." The Countess had died ten years back; since then there had been no more gay social life at Stierna. There had been three sons, all killed in the war, and only two girls from the middle boy; that was why Eric Ragnor was heir. Hedi was the baby, a delightful madcap; the Count adored her, so did her husband—and so on. Pleasant gossip, but, of course, it had recalled my Presence. I simply must remember to look for his portrait.

It was Friday, thank God. The Boredom of the Barrow was over for one more week, and Eric's arrival cheered everyone. Rolf played bridge; Justin did not. Eric set up a table in the study, and we rotated every two rubbers until nearly one o'clock, with Count Stiernebjorn an easy winner. There was no sign of Justin. "Gone to bed, I think," Rolf said. "I heard the tower door a while back."

Stockholm was even nicer with two days to play in. We spent Saturday sightseeing and met some friends of Eric for dinner and dancing; Sunday was a different group for the boat trip to Grinda, and Eric brought me back to Stierna in time for dinner. We were greeted by serious faces.

Someone—or something—had been observed about the barrow at night, and the Count had learned of it after church services.

CHAPTER VII

All the past week I had ruthlessly suppressed the horror story of Bengt. I didn't really believe she'd been killed in the Death Slave ceremony; the legend books had admitted that part of the story was "unproven"—but I didn't want to remember there was such a ceremony. I'd been revolted when I came across it in Katrin's reference book; I didn't want it recalled in any way. What with all my pleasant evening occupations, I had succeeded in forgetting the whole thing. Now it was back, lurking behind the choice of that damned barrow.

"Something?" I echoed uncertainly, looking at Justin.

"Lights," he said, "and the usual shadowy female figure, in the early hours of the morning. I told Count Stiernebjorn about your lights, Amanda, but you didn't see any figure, did you?"

"No. I wouldn't at that distance with the tree branches moving in the wind."

"I wish you had told me at once," the Count observed.
"We thought it was a villager on the road," Justin returned, "and there was no sign of disturbance next day."

"Nor is there now—which is precisely what makes the village uneasy," Count Stiernebjorn said heavily. "They are not superstitious, but as I told you, Dr. Adams, that barrow has always had a bad name. It would not prevent the men from working on it, but any unexplained occurrence naturally revives the memory, even if no one any longer knows exactly what it is."

But I was certain I did, and that he did, also. I might have the wrong legend, but if there was one, Count Stiernebjorn would know it. With his deep interest in the barrows, there wouldn't be anything in family records unknown to him.

Eric was saying, "Why not switch to another site?"

Instinctively my eyes flew to his uncle: Count Stiernebjorn never had wanted that barrow—was Eric's suggestion as casual as it sounded?

Justin shook his head. "It's too much preliminary work to abandon for some old wives' tale, particularly when it's undoubtedly only hikers." He rumpled his hair unhappily. "Why don't Rolf or I sleep in the tent for a while, sir?"

The Count protested at the discomfort. A ring of warning lanterns would be sufficient; he couldn't permit them to be watchmen. Unexpectedly, Rolf agreed with Justin. "We're more used to tents and sleeping bags than a castle. I think it's a wise plan, sir. For one thing," he said seriously, "once people begin seeing things, they go on—plus embroidery. Flares might protect the dig against hikers, but neither lights nor a new site will stop uneasiness. The only way is to settle it, by someone in the tent. I'll go down tonight, and Justin can alternate until we identify what's going on."

I could see Rolfs support had taken the Count aback. He obviously didn't like it. His objections were sufficient to increase my shocked suspicion. Fantastic or not, I was positive he knew all about those lights. He'd given in to Justin for fear the money would be withdrawn—but he hadn't given up. Upset the village, until the workmen forced Justin to move the site? It seemed too petty, beneath Count Stiernebjorn—and yet, he was stubborn and autocratic. He'd never wanted an assistant, to begin with; Justin's personality made matters worse, and the very first week he'd tried to get rid of me in order to surround Justin with people loyal to Stierna.

He was still hesitating when Eric said deliberately, "For what it's worth, I agree with Dahl, Uncle Axel."

The Count flashed a lightning glance at him, and nodded with a sigh. Eric left Rolf at the barrow on his way back to Stockholm, and subsequently either Rolf or Justin was in the tent until fetched for breakfast. There were no more ghostly forms, and the once a light was seen, it proved to be Justin investigating a noise. "Some night animal, making tracks as soon as I lit the torch."

I couldn't entirely rid myself of my suspicion that the Count might have set up the whole situation, although it seemed absurdly childish. In addition, and far more upsetting, there was Eric's possible complicity. He'd been the one who tried to draw me into resigning—and he was the one who made the very suggestion his uncle wanted: Why not change the site? It was only when he saw it wasn't going to work that he'd cleverly called a halt to further protests—before they could cause reflection.

I watched narrowly, but nothing confirmed me—not that I wanted anything that would force me to believe either Count Stiernebjorn or his nephew could be so devious. Day by day the men seemed friendlier, more comfortable together, as though shaking into place at last. There were no disagreements of any sort at work; Justin's deference to the older man was unstrained and gave a sincere impression of feeling privileged to learn from a wiser authority. Coupled with the affectionate respect for the Count throughout Stierneholm, I finally decided his reluctance over a night watch was a dislike of admitting he'd been wrong about the safety of his digs. The trouble was that I had far too much time to think, and all my thoughts had grown jumbled by the original unexpectedness of character revelation. I not only didn't know any of these people, half the time I couldn't understand what they were saying. I made up my mind, most severely, not to waste any more time on undercurrents! Nobody else seemed aware of them, the whole project appeared to be developing to their entire satisfaction—and as they knew what they were doing, while I didn't, leave it to them.

Wednesday morning Justin and the Count dictated a joint progress report plus some letters and told me not to bother coming down; they'd pick me up at lunch. I had everything finished by ten-thirty, leaving plenty of time to look for my escort's portrait. I asked Mrs. Haldering if I might go into the Throne Room, and she said, "Ja, of course." I went through the door from the banquet hall, knowing the portrait must be at the farther entrance end. Otherwise, I'd have remembered it clearly, while I was sitting beside the Count that first night.

There was a great deal to look at, though, and I took my time. Cases held old swords and daggers, superb illuminated manuscripts, and several ancient iron crowns of a rather lopsided shape. I moved along slowly, fascinated by such a heritage. The portraits were all of men, except for one woman painted in that flat medieval style. I thought they must be former counts. The clothes and brushwork progressed through the centuries, although the pictures appeared to have been hung wherever anyone found a space. A Napoleonic gent was next a Renaissance type in squashed velvet hat, and a warlike man wearing a metal hat and cuirass hung between a youngster in green satin with a spaniel at his 
feet and an elderly man in Edwardian garb. The signature was Whistler, and it had to be Uncle Axle’s father! Handsome old man he'd been, too.

I was suddenly back where I'd started, and nowhere had I seen my Presence. I went around again, looking closely at faces and costumes but nobody resembled my escort in the least. Where on earth could I have seen him? I sat down cross-legged on the floor, examining the lovely rugs absently, trying to think where I'd been in the castle.

Nothing came to mind, and further more I began to feel people all about me. That was natural, after touring the room and concentrating so hard—but the impressions were different. I thought there were women as well as men, I could feel swaying skirts almost brushing my shoulder. They came and went; momentarily I would feel alone, and then the crowd returned. I didn't know what these people were wearing, either. I simply sensed they were there—not unfriendly, but curious. Were they the families of the portraits on the wall? Perhaps I was imagining they'd come to look at this outlander who had intruded on their privacy? If so, I hoped they approved of my behavior and would shortly go away!

After a while, I felt they had, and got up with a sigh. Damn my imagination! I abandoned the portraits and studied the wall hangings. They were mostly battle scenes, as I'd thought, but one showed women waving good-bye from the castle to men equipped for war, and another depicted the women working on a hanging. I smiled to myself; it was as good as a diary. All the faces were different, the dresses ranged from richly furred down through simple, simpler, simplest, as did the pregnancy stages of four women! I went back to the farewell scene and counted noses, and sure enough: all the waving scarves were represented blamelessly disposed about their work. How cunning! I wondered if they'd finished before the men got back, and what sex the babies proved to be.

Staring at the tapestry, I had a dreamy sense of four boys and a girl—although there were only four fat tummies and one was barely noticeable. I decided the Countess (who was the fattest!) had borne her lord a sturdy boy. I plumped for another boy to the younger woman at the opposite end in a second chair; she was probably a member of the family. It might be her first baby, she looked like a sad young bride; how nice if it were an heir—because I had a horrid fear her man didn't come home. On a stool was a jolly village woman, not too young and evidently used to pregnancy. I gave her a girl; I felt she already had several sons and would like a helping hand around the house.

Finally, for no reason at all, I assigned twin boys to the obvious slave sitting on the floor. Could she be Oriental? There was a tilt to her dark eyes, and she looked more delicate than the others. Her face was serene, faintly smiling; it was that more than the slight rotundity that spelled pregnancy. Her first, perhaps, and I thought she hadn't known before the departure; it was a surprise for the man's return. Maybe the Count was the father! By the looks of the Countess, he couldn't have got close enough for any tangible bon voyage. I wondered if twin boys would have got manumission for the little slave? I hoped so—I had the feeling she was rather a family pet, and the Countess wouldn't want to lose her. Perhaps the Count would have married her off to one of the castle guards. Then she'd have stayed at Stierna, and her boys would have been under their father's protection. Maybe they'd have grown up to be squires for their legitimate half-brothers.

That was very satisfactory imagining—right along my usual childhood lines. I thought I wouldn't expect any of the tapestry people to turn up in my rooms, though; whatever language they used in that period, I wouldn't understand it. I scrambled up from the floor, realizing it was nearly time for lunch—I'd better get washed and brushed. I turned toward the door to the banquet hall and stood rooted to the spot. Something like a shadowy nimbus surrounded the Throne Chair. I glanced about, blinking to adapt my eyes to the light that struck down pallidly through the slits at the top of the outer wall. Were they placed to indicate noon when they reached the Throne? In the motionless air, they created the effect of motion by dancing motes. When I looked back, the effect was gone.

Two steps farther and I knew it wasn't sunlight, although I no longer saw anything. Involuntarily I clung to the long Gothic refectory table beside the wall, knowing without visualizing. Men surrounded the Throne, they moved silently with measured steps—one after another they walked up the steps and sat down; then they rose and descended, to join the group before the dais. I stifled a sob that was sheer fright, and closed my eyes—only to imagine the scene more clearly. Suddenly the flat medieval lady went up to occupy the Throne, and after that the faces were familiar: they were the counts of Stierna, and I thought they were taking their turns in the right order chronologically—not as the portraits were hung.

Slowly my breathing steadied. As with the Presence who escorted me, I was startled by the vividness of imagination, yet I sensed no violence or danger. It was a ceremony, terribly dignified and without conversation. I felt motion into and out of the Throne, and waiting until—until what?

At last, the Edwardian gentleman was in the Throne, out of it and down to the floor. I opened my eyes on empty space—but I felt they were still there: between me and the door to the dining room. Involuntarily I swung away, meaning to run for the farther door into the anteroom, but I couldn't do it. They were waiting for me, they had turned and drawn back to make an aisle, for my passage, they expected me to be gracious in appreciation of the ceremony they'd shown me.

I went forward steadily, and idiotic or not, I made a polite curtsey. Then I walked out to the dining room, where the others were just entering for lunch. Count Stiernebjorn looked at me sharply. "Are you feeling quite well, Amanda? You look extremely pale," he said. "You should not have had the doors closed; the Throne Room is very badly aired."

"I'm sorry, I didn't think about it," I returned, striving for calmness. "Mrs. Haldering thought you wouldn't object to my peering around."

"Not at all, but the doors should have been opened for a few minutes of fresh air from the front hall," he said, his eyes still on me. "You are sure you do not feel faint?"

I shook my head firmly. "I'm quite all right, thanks." I slid into my seat at the table, and asked, "How did it go this morning?"

"As usual." Count Stiernebjorn dismissed the work. "What did you find of interest in the Throne Room?"

Plenty, I thought with a suppressed quiver of the backbone, but not for reportage. "The crowns, the portraits, the hangings," I said at random. "Everything in the room tells a story, doesn't it?"

He nodded, helping himself to the casserole being presented by Carl. "Of course. Which story interested you most, Amanda?"

"Oh, the tapestries of the farewell and the embroidery," I said, wondering why he was so insistent on my reactions. "They're past, present and future."

"Ah? Tell us—"

It seemed safe enough. I outlined what I'd made up about the sewing session, tactfully omitting the final details about the slave. When I'd finished, Count Stiernebjorn looked at me inscrutably.

"Do you have second sight?" he asked.

I shook my head vehemently, literally speechless.

"Mmhm," he mused. "You've come amazingly close, however. As it happens, those particular hangings are well documented. We are not so sure of the others, but these are described by a house slave who had been taught to write.

"They appear to have been made during a campaign in Finland, about 1154, and the names were embroidered behind each face. They are mostly rotted away and completely covered by the protective backing." He shrugged. "Fortunately the man wrote them down. The Countess had a girl, but there were already four boys." He smiled at me slyly. "And four more later on! The other seated woman was her young sister-in-law; she did have a boy, and her husband did return—but it might have been better if he had not. He was minus an eye and a foot."

"Oh, dear." I shivered, and the Count nodded.

"He didn't live very long, though. The scribe didn't bother with the village woman, but you were uncannily right about the slave girl. Her name was Tan-sing, and she was bought in Novgorod as a present for the Countess; they described her as a Tatar, but she was almost certainly Chinese. She did have twin boys." The Count chuckled. "And I'm afraid the Count was their father!"

I gulped hard, while the others laughed.

"When he got home, he wanted to free Tan-sing, but the Countess wouldn't agree unless the girl stayed at Stierna. She was apparently an excellent maid and general family pet—particularly of the house scribe. He wrote it up in great detail."

"How did they settle it?" Rolf asked curiously.

"They married her off," Count Stiernebjorn said.

"The Countess suggested one of the Stierna guards, but Tan-sing wheedled the Count into letting her choose—and she said she wanted the scribe." He chuckled, and shook his head. "It was very romantic, you see! They told her she couldn't marry a slave now that she was free—and Tan-sing said in that case she'd stay a slave, provided the Count would free her sons and make them body squires to his own legitimate sons. In the end she got around the Count—that time it was a daughter—but he freed the scribe, too, on condition they never left Stierna."

"You mean you imagined all that, Amanda, and it turns out to be true?" Justin asked incredulously. "Good lord, you'll be seeing ghosts, next!"

I laughed it off as well as I could, but although Count Stiernebjorn agreed the figures were very easy to identify and I'd only been half-right on everything but the twin boys, I felt he was—wondering. Rolf said that, with such a talent for storytelling, I ought to be a writer, and Justin mentioned something about the work, which led to general discussion and they forgot me.

I wished I could forget me, too. How had I sensed all those details about Tan-sing? I had an eerie certainty that if we only knew, the villager's wife had the other boy I'd felt in the hanging. All afternoon I puzzled: could I be developing some latent ESP we'd never known I had? Certainly my imaginings were going far beyond any previous scope and couldn't be explained in the usual way. I had not seen a portrait of my escort—and there had been unfamiliar faces in that Throne ceremony before the flat lady. Of course, they were early counts before portraiture was customary—yet how had I created them? Obviously out of thin air.

My intuition about the hanging was a sort of fact: I had known more of Tan-sing than I'd revealed at lunch, and Count Axel had confirmed all of it. I thought it was possible I was reacting because I had never before been exposed to such stimulus. This was entirely different—rather exciting. I decided Tan-sing proved I wasn't going dotty; why not see how much I could feel from the centuries of Stierna? If I were prepared for it, I thought, I wouldn't be unnerved by whatever turned up.

Rolf and Justin were invited out for Friday dinner, and I was left alone with Count Stiernebjorn. "Eric has been working, for once!" he said incredulously. "I fear we must entertain each other, Amanda."

It was the first time we'd been alone for any length of time since my arrival, but we got along nicely. He knew America quite well!

"I have not been to Boston in many years—a congress at Harvard in 1950—or was it 1951? My wife accompanied me, and we were most pleasantly entertained. A charming city!"

"You wouldn't know it now," I said regretfully, "nor anyplace else. Every time you turn your back, they rip down a building and put up something completely different. A lot of charm was lost before citizens began yelling for preservation."

"A pity! I have always liked America." He'd been all over, when he was in the diplomatic corps. He said modestly, "A brief career, filling in until younger men were considered experienced enough," but from his reminiscences, he'd been a top banana. Berlin, Paris, London, Washington do not go to pinch hitters!

It developed he'd gone to Oxford. "Stiernebjorns always do, following studies at Uppsala," he explained. "In the Renaissance, they often spent a year at Bologna after Oxford. Later, it might be Heidelberg. I myself attended the Sorbonne. Eric went to your Massachusetts Institute of Technology."

I must have looked awed, because he chuckled. "Oh, Eric likes to play the fool, but do not be misled," he warned gently. "Underneath, he is extremely competent, very well organized." He stared into space absently, turning the stem of his liqueur glass between his fingers. "He is a kind nature, he takes thought for others," he said half to himself. "If it must be so, I am well content."

I said nothing, but I felt glad Count Stiernebjorn could accept his nephew wholeheartedly as heir. Hard to have three sons, and not one to come after you. When I thought about it, Eric's kind nature was particularly evident with me. Stockholm was a standing affair; I had "Amanda's room" with Anna, I already knew a few young women with whom to lunch or shop. I could find my way alone to some places, every weekend I met more people who were extremely cordial. I was beginning to need a date book for future engagements. Insensibly, my life at Stierna was only marking time until I got away to Stockholm—and it was all due to Eric's thoughtfulness. Shortly I'd be on my own. I knew he often had business trips, and everyone teased him constantly about his unreliability. It was better not to count on him to do more than get me established, but I had a hunch there were already two lads set to play escort as soon as Eric vanished.

Stockholm each weekend was all that made the Boredom of the Barrow endurable! Nobody ever told me anything, but I had finally gathered what they were doing: Justin and the Count were going directly down at either end, making small trenches big enough to work in, and they were concentrating on finding the level of the grave. Whatever they unearthed gave clues to the century they were digging through, so they could estimate how far they had to go. The workmen removed the in-between dirt by layers and were always centuries behind the others.

Apparently the grave top wasn't where expected, but much lower, which was an exciting source of speculation but was what had delayed the work. However, this week they thought they'd finally have it in a few days.

On Thursday, Justin spotted a pair of hikers about two in the morning, which made everyone happy—most of all me.

"Two youngsters, returning from vacation," Justin reported. "They were pushing for home with an hour or so left for Hullgard—Hulmgert? Some such name."

"Well, that seems to settle it, Dr. Adams. I'm glad you can return to a more comfortable bed."

"Ought we to abandon the watch so soon, sir?" Justin asked hesitantly. "These lads weren't looking for a place to sleep but they agreed a great many hikers know of Stierneholm. Apparently, it's on some of the maps. There hasn't been any work in so many years, I suppose they wouldn't know of this."

"If you like to be so conscientious," Count Stiernebjorn said after a moment, "but I do not think it necessary."

However, Justin continued to sleep in the tent. I overheard him telling Rolf, "It's my baby, I'm not taking any chances from now on. I'll take over—you like a bed better than I?"

Rolf grinned. "Yes, I know you're a fresh-air fiend, but I'm a married man. I don't want a frozen—" Just then he caught sight of me and went scarlet, while Justin guffawed.

"Nancy won't want it, either," I said serenely, "You're right to take the greatest care of—whatever it is.
For once, I went to Stockholm with nothing on my mind beyond the hope that next week they would get somewhere, so I could stop sitting around imagining things. Monday began with a sense of "any moment now," but there were still delays, such as a full day of rain lasting into the night. Justin slept at the castle, but next morning he regretted it. The wind had shifted the tarpaulins covering the trenches, completely flooding the Count's and letting in enough water to make Justin's cut unworkable, too.

The high spot of the week (for me) was the discovery of a knife in the central section. Uncle Axel said it was a poignard, and they kindly told me I could clean it if I liked. It was a terrible job; the hilt was crusted with something as hard as epoxy, but eventually I chipped it off, and the knife was beautifully wicked. The blade was triangular, and there were colored stones in the handle. I was immensely proud of myself.

Unfortunately, it paled by comparison with their high spot, which was the Count's reaching the top of the grave on Friday. Heaven knows how they knew, but they were chortling with rapture. The Count had got there first because the barrow slanted and his end was lower than Justin's, but presumably Justin hadn't much farther before he was home free.

"Would you object to my working tomorrow, sir?" he asked eagerly. "I don't need a man. We can pretty well gauge where I'll hit. Then we could start the final stripping together on Monday."

"If you like to give the time, Dr. Adams, I have no objection," the Count said. "Why should I?"

Nobody even looked at my knife until Eric arrived. He was deeply interested in every detail and amazed by my ingenuity in removing the crust.

"How cleverly you did it!" he exclaimed. "There's not a scratch anywhere. Uncle Axel, stop talking about the barrow and look at Amanda's poignard. At least she's got something, aside from terra incognita. I think you should give it to her; you've no use for it, have you?"

"Na, na, let it be Amanda's booty in return for such patient work." He scrutinized it good-humoredly. "Italian, I think, and definitely sixteenth century. Do you agree, Dr. Adams?"

"Out of my field, sir. You're far ahead of me," Justin disclaimed modestly.

"Eric?"

Uncle Axel passed it over, and to my surprise Eric examined it minutely. "Yes—possibly Cellini, judging by the design," he murmured casually. "He was fond of mermaids. We must have it professionally cleaned. I'll take it to Rödemayer." With a graceful flick, Eric threw it at the worktable, where it landed upright and quivering! He picked it off with a laugh. "Still sharp! I'm not sure we should trust Amanda with it, Uncle Axel—she's dangerous enough as it is."

"Is it really a Cellini?" I asked the Count uncertainly.

"If Eric says so. You are thinking it is too valuable?" He smiled kindly. “Na, na, there are several such in the family collections, Amanda. By all means, take it."

Justin was looking as thoughtful as I felt, although I suspected our reasons were different. He had, so to speak, taken his eyes off me these past weeks; we all went to the Wednesday church suppers, where he stayed at my elbow, but otherwise he concentrated on work. I don't think he'd quite realized I was persona grata, until the Count gave me the poignard.

My thoughtfulness was surprise that Eric, who professed disinterest in archeology, should be acknowledged as an expert by his uncle.

"I thought old things bored you?"

He grinned wickedly. "It's good for Uncle Axel to get off his hobby," he confessed, "but I'm quite fond of old weapons, and I like fencing."

"With, or without, an epee?"

"Both," he said calmly. "Remind me to show you my medals sometime. Unfortunately, my scars are not suited for display to young females."

With the determination of the grave level, the workmen really put their backs into carting away the remaining center dirt, until they were a couple of feet above the trenches. After that, it was supposed to be the sod squares mounded over the freshly earthed grave when the corpse was planted, and there shouldn't have been anything in it—but there was. One after another of the men hit unexpected boulders. At first, Justin and the Count thought these were to support the original sod, but as they emerged, it was evidently a planned arrangement. I gathered they suspected what it was, but could scarcely believe it.

Anyway, it slowed the work considerably until all the boulders had been located, and when the final pair showed up where expected, the men were positively stuttering with excitement. Uncle Axel and Justin got down on hands and knees, crawling around with trowels and working off hunks of earth until the stones were nearly free. Then they brushed them off like babies, crooning to themselves. Even Rolf!

And when they got through, they had a bunch of rocks, sitting around on top of the grave. I could see it now: it was the depth of the boulders below the present grass level, but evenly packed before they'd made the sod mound.

"Glory be!" Rolf said reverently, while Justin and Uncle Axel were shaking hands ecstatically, practically dancing with glee.

"What is it?" I asked, bewildered.

"A pagan Vi."

I went to look, and it was a perfectly even V (I learned how to spell it later) of smallish boulders marching from the open top at Justin's end to meet in the center of Uncle Axel's. There was a small boulder at each corner of the barrow, also. That, it seemed, was enough rapture for one day. We went back to the castle and drank a toast to the stones—except me. I said I would be happy to have a drink, but no toast until they explained.
Justin opened his mouth impulsively, caught himself and bowed gracefully to Count Stiernebjorn. "Here's your authority, Amanda."

Uncle Axel laughed modestly, but I thought he was pleased. "It is a pagan symbol which generally indicates ritual or consecration ground—but I think not in this case," he mused.

"Why not?"

"Because it is placed on the grave. This may have been sacred land, but I'm afraid it's more likely an instance of—death insurance." He chuckled. "Sweden was converted to Christianity quite early, but for a long time, they weren't completely confident of Heaven. I imagine Hell often seemed more likely—so a great many apprehensive souls wisely kept a spiritual foot in both camps. We have often found evidence of a sumptuous pagan burial where it could be proven by documents of the period that the corpse was a devout Christian all his life.

"Of course," he added, "the pagan afterworld was much more sprightly than Heaven. I expect some people thought if they had been good Christians on earth, was it wrong to hope for a little fun later?"

We all laughed at his comical smile, and I said, "If it were not on the grave, Uncle Axel, then what?"

Justin's smile faded, and he looked warily at the Count. When there was no surprise at my informality, he turned decidedly reflective, eying me covertly while the Count explained, It occurred to me that Justin had probably never heard "Uncle Axel." Until last Friday's dinner, I'd been too shy to use it even after his permission. I was always formal at work, of course; I addressed Rolf and Justin by name, but except to the Count, I always spoke of them by their titles. Justin certainly knew Count Stiernebjorn called me "Amanda," but this would seem logical from an older man to a young assistant. And now I came to think of it, I believed Uncle Axel always spoke of me to the workmen as "Miss Amanda."

Aware of Justin's probing glance, I wished uneasily that I hadn't slipped. There was no doubt he wasn't happy at the discovery, particularly when the Count still firmly addressed Rolf and Justin by full titles. Coupled with the poignard and Eric's regular appearance on Fridays, Justin was suddenly wondering how far this had gone.

The Count was answering my question. "If it were outside the grave, it might have exciting significance. The point might be directed toward a sacred spring or early pagan temple—or it could indicate a barrow somehow related to ours." He went off into a brown study, while I avoided Justin's glance and finished my drink. "It is barely possible," Uncle Axel murmured, "that our Vi does have such a reason. I would have to consult early records, and perhaps my memory is at fault."

"What do you suspect, sir?" Rolf asked.

"There was a sacred spring, I feel sure of that, but whether it was in that direction or elsewhere—" The Count shrugged. "I must try to find the reference. If it has not emerged by the time you are finished with the measurements, you can fix a point for us on the outside. Tchk, it is so many years," he said irritably, "I cannot recall."

But the suggestion cheered Justin out of his incipient sulks, and I left them chummily settled over a mass of old books when I departed for the sewing circle.

On Friday, for the first time I worked! First I stuck a neatly numbered label on each boulder, and numbered a hastily drawn ground plan to match. Then the photographs: singly and in toto, from every possible angle. When I mentioned "aerial view," Rolf said Count Stiernebjorn was arranging it, but it wouldn't hurt to have a close slant angle. When I turned around, he'd got the workmen to give him a boost into one of the trees—which would teach me to refrain from levity!

After the photographs came the measurements: the precise location, the exact separations, depth of imbedding, height and girth of their little tummies. We still had a few to go at lunchtime. Justin and Uncle Axel had spent the morning searching old records without result as yet. A formal luncheon for museum bigwigs was scheduled for tomorrow, as well as aerial photographs. Thank heavens I would be in Stockholm!

After lunch, Rolf and I finished the boulders, while the Count and Justin meticulously marked the Vi-point stone location on the rim of the grave. What with the prospect of a sacred spring, and having found something special in his choice first crack out of the barrel, Justin was exuberant. He and the Count did some rough sighting, and there was an unopened barrow that might fit the Vi. They wandered off to inspect, but apparently in a direct line beyond was suitable terrain for the spring. It would be across the river, if so.

The workmen had begun sweeping—literally, with brooms—the surface of the grave. Toward the center, Peder Engstrom gave a shout. His broom had uncovered a flat squarish rock with squiggles on it. For a moment, we all stood transfixed. Then Justin raced forward, the Count following at a swift walk.
I knew what it was—must be: a rune stone. There were pictures in some of Katrin's books. Did it concern Bengt? Please, NO, I prayed silently, but I was engulfed with shivers and swept by a sick fatalism. Justin's face as he loped toward me completed my terror. There was a wild glitter in his dark eyes, fixed on the stone. He was oblivious of everyone, everything else, as he flung himself down and leaned over it. "Borste," he said impatiently, holding up his hand without looking.

"What?" I asked stupidly, but someone was already thrusting forward a brush. By the time he'd cleaned off the loose dirt, Rolf had brought big sheets of paper and pencils. Justin sat back on his heels, contemplating the stone. Rolf had gone away, probably for the cameras, and the workmen were idling at a respectful distance. The Count stood motionless at one side. He made no effort to join Justin, as in the discovery of the Vi stones: he merely watched impassively—so I was the only one who had a clear view of Justin's expression.

I thought he was crazy.

His face was set, shuttered and intent. He was breathing so heavily I could hear him; it was almost a growl of satisfaction in the back of his throat—as though this were beyond his wildest dreams. Yet aside from further vindication of his insistence on this barrow, what could the rune stone mean to him? Had he, too, somehow learned of Bengt? The book had said it was a common story, appearing in many versions—yet why should Justin want to expose it? I could feel my heart pounding and I fought for calm: it was only archeological excitement, Justin was only delighted to be proved right in his choice, any rune stone was a superb find no matter what it said, and there wasn't the slightest reason to keep linking everything to one admitted unproven old legend.

Justin threw a sheet of paper over the stone and said something.

"What?" I asked faintly.

He looked up irritably. "Get down and hold it firmly for the rubbing."

I got down. I nearly fell down. It wasn't fancy, it was pure evil I had seen in Justin's face—a Satanic pleasure enhanced by the wicked emphasis of the eyebrow. Unconsciously I glanced over at Uncle Axel and felt my throat catch. He stood erect, shoulders squared and arms crossed, watching Justin at work—but his face was suddenly old, colorless, with that peculiar "all gone" appearance of an aged person who is ready to die. His expression was unfathomable—deep sadness, resignation to Fate?

He hadn't wanted to open this barrow—Justin had forced him. And no matter what either of them had said, each had had a hidden reason. Did they somehow know the rune stone held the answer?

I couldn't stand Uncle Axel's tragic control. It pulled me out of the shakes at once. "Get hold of yourself," I whispered urgently to Justin. "Don't let everybody see how pleased you are to be right, dammit!"

He glanced up at me, and I made myself smile conspiratorially. "Calm down, play modest—he's got the point!" I was getting through to rationality; his eyes were suddenly swept clear and limpid. There was only the faint cat smirk at sight of cream, then it faded, too.

"Right as always, my sweet," he agreed, going back to work, "but if you only knew! The Vi was encouragement enough—but a rune stone—God, I never hoped for such luck!"

"What d'you suppose it says? Doesn't it take years to decipher them?"

"Sometimes. Oh, it probably says who's buried here, or tells some important exploit. Doesn't matter what, anything's helpful," he said casually.

If I hadn't seen his face, I might have believed him.

Anyway, the charm was back. He took the rubbing direct to Count Stiernebjorn. "Here you are, sir. May I make another for Rolf and myself?"

We went back to Stierna as soon as Rolf had measured and photographed, leaving the men to batten down the tarpaulins. Justin disappeared upwards, two steps at a time. Rolf vanished into the darkroom, and the Count settled in the workroom. I peeked in a few times, but he seemed quite calm, absorbed in the old books that might indicate the sacred spring. I got to work at once on the statistics, making extra copies for tomorrow's visitors. Typing numbers is always exacting work, you can't take your mind off it. I was on the last lap and concentrating fully when Eric came in.

"Hello, Amanda. Where is everyone?"

"Uncle Axel's in the workroom," I said, bending over my notes.

I heard him open the door, then return. "No, he isn't."

"Well, perhaps he went to dress. I don't know. Do go away until I'm finished, sweetie."

"Am I your sweetie, Amanda? How pleasant!"

I looked around then, mock-exasperated. "Don't be silly! It's just what one says in America. GO AWAY!" But when I drew the final form from the machine, he was sitting quietly in the corner wing chair behind me. "Have you been there all the time?" I asked in surprise. "Didn't you find Uncle Axel?"

He nodded. "Yes, but with everybody so elated over these stones, I got bored, so I came back."

"Good," I said briskly. "You can help me proof these. Rolfs busy."

Eric's lips twitched, but he took the sheaf and we found two errors. I fixed them and rapidly collated. "There, that ought to hold them for tomorrow."

"All finished?"

"Yes. Thanks for helping." I piled the copies on the desk. "What's your job at the airlines, by the way? I keep forgetting to ask."

"I'm the president," he said gently.

"Really? Then you understand the importance of proofing. You do it very well," I said graciously.

He stood up with a laugh. "Uncle Axel says I am to take you to Stockholm at once for dinner. He says they do not wish to be polite tonight, and if we insist upon staying, we will have to talk to each other, as they have no time to waste on us." Eric chuckled. "And just to make sure, he'd already made a dinner reservation and called Anna to expect you—so I think we should take the hint, don't

Leave at once? It sounded like reprieve from the death house! "Oh, yes," I agreed fervently. "I'll be ready in no time." I tore up the stairs, unbuttoning as I ran down the passage, and dropping everything on the bedroom floor. There was a letter from Katrin; I flung it into the bag along with clothes and dressed faster than for the office when I'd overslept. In seven minutes I was back, to find Eric at the open front door.

He took my bag and literally ran me across the terrace, down the steps, where the car waited with doors open and motor running. I went in front, the bag was tossed in back, and Eric was under the wheel in two seconds, roaring full tilt out to the main road. "What is this in aid of?" I inquired dazedly. "You left the front door open."

"Do you stop to close doors when you are fleeing?" he asked interestedly. "I never do."

"But why are we fleeing?"

"I haven't the faintest idea. It's your flee, I'm merely assisting."

Damn, I'd been so anxious not to run into Justin that I couldn't think of anything else. "Oh, I—hurried for fear we might lose the dinner reservation," I said lamely.

Eric slowed for the turn into the main highway. "I'm so sorry, I should have said it's not until nine," he apologized, "although your interpretation of 'hurry' is very instructive. I shall never again wait more than ten minutes for any woman."

I smiled weakly. "All office girls are quick dressers."

"And use the boss's time to make up in the washroom." He nodded. "But it will be much more comfortable to stop at Anna's, don't you think?"

"Of course, since there's time."

I slumped mindlessly in the seat, while Eric threaded through the Friday evening traffic. I wasn't even aware of silence until he said, "That is five miles without a word. What troubles you, Amanda?"

"Nothing. I'm a—little tired." I tried to speak lightly. "I oughtn't to admit it. After all these weeks of yelling about nothing to do, the first few days I'm busy, I fall flat on my face."

"Not good enough." He shook his head. "Can you not tell me, Amanda?"

"There's nothing to tell," I lied. "Please, need we talk about Stierna? It's such a relief to get away from—from stones and sacred springs and stuff."

"Does the Vi worry you?"

"A little." I couldn't repress a shiver; let Eric think me superstitious—anything not to recall Justin's face. "I suddenly realized we were digging up a person, and—and he mightn't like it. Not that I'm frightened of ghosts, but it—gave me a jolt. Please—I don't want to think about it for a while."

"Good," he said. "Could I interest you in thinking about me?"

"Any time," I assured him. "Where would you like me to begin?"

"At the top," he decided. "My hair is considered one of my best features." He grinned at me sideways. "You may skip my face and proceed to my manly shoulders. The hands, too, have often been praised for their strength and grace."

"Your footwork is pretty good, too," I said with an effort. I had just realized I had no desire to skip his face—I was head over heels in love with him.

At least this dismal fact effectually wiped all other problems from my mind—because there was no future in loving Eric Ragnor. From every angle, it was hopeless. Socially, his world was the monied aristocracy you do not read of in the papers. It does exist in America, but my family didn't belong to it there, either. In business, Eric was a corporation president; so were the other men in his circle, unless they were diplomats. Daddy's accounting firm is highly respected, but not at all big. I'm well-bred and educated—but not for Paris gowns or royal dinners.

Kind and companionable as Eric was, he had no thought of me except as a pleasant American girl who danced well and was a new face for the summer. It wouldn't have lasted this long but for Uncle Axel. Eric said he was ashamed of himself for driving out so rarely, he'd just realized how lonely the old man must be, and in the fall he meant to coax him into the city for a visit to see his old friends.

So I was just a dividend to doing his duty, and as soon as I knew enough people to occupy Saturdays, he was off on his own ploys.

In the final analysis, if Eric Ragnor had successfully avoided marriage for thirty-seven years, Amanda Faithful Uxham Smith wasn't apt to hook him—and if he ever suspected I'd like to, he'd vanish with the wind!

All weekend I couldn't make myself open Katrin's letter. The mere thought of having to go back to Stierna and work on that grave with Justin Adams produced a desire for strong hysterics. I wished I'd never taken the job, I wished I'd never found the legend book, I wished I were dead. And if I couldn't have Eric, I might as well be. It was probably only imagination, but he'd never seemed quite so kind and comfortable as that weekend. Even his flirting was gentle, and we lazed around with Anna on Sunday instead of sightseeing. There was a fancy party scheduled for evening, and we could go, because Eric was going to Paris for a week. "Doesn't matter when I get back to town. I'll sleep on the plane."

So it was almost 4:00 A.M. as we passed the site, and my eye caught the motion of the tent flap. Instinctively, I craned back as we turned into the castle road, and in the dawn of the northern sun a woman was hastening away to vanish behind the barrows. She had a dark scarf swathed around her head, but a long lock of blonde hair had worked loose.

Rane, of course.

CHAPTER VIII

It figured; in fact it put the cap on the whole mess. I hadn't thought Justin capable of continence. His happy calm argued he was getting it somewhere, although how he could be so stupid as to pick a workman's sister! If I hadn't been so preoccupied with legends and ghosts, I'd have known at once. If nothing else, Justin's failure to follow up the sweet talk after our fight was the tip-off. Instead, I had only been deeply relieved that he accepted my lack of response so easily.

Of course. He'd met Rane the day after the row at Fyrby. I wondered savagely how long it took him with her? How cleverly he'd turned the superstition to advantage! All the time I'd had such shocking suspicions of Uncle Axel, it was Justin sneaking down for comfort. I'd bet there weren't any hikers, either. He made them up so Rolf would feel he'd done his duty and could return to Stierna.

I have never been so raging angry in my life. I stormed back and forth undressing, and called Justin Adams every bad word I could remember. Did he really think he could get away with this? It would have been better if he'd installed an outright call girl as assistant; at least Count Stiernebjorn could have confined scandal to Stierna and washed his hands of American morals—but for Justin to latch onto a village girl was suicide.

After all his wistful tale of how much this job meant to him, begging my help to keep him out of trouble, the sheer effrontery of this caper was staggering! If I had caught him, it wouldn't be long before someone else, and if I knew Stierneholm, the Count would be informed within twenty-four hours. I couldn't hazard a guess what he'd do, whether he'd openly disgrace Justin or allow him to "resign." My God, of all possible stupidities! Justin must be insane!

I caught my breath, remembering—that was what I'd thought when I saw his face over the rune stone. Instinctively, I'd thought he was crazy, and later I'd thought he was evil. Shakily, I sat down on Cousin Hedi's armchair and forced myself to ordered memory, but there were no facts. I had always thought Count Stiernebjorn was concealing something; I still thought so, from his face when the rune stone was discovered. What he'd said was true, however; he simply didn't say all of it.

Similarly, I had always suspected Justin had a private purpose, although at first he'd swayed me slightly. I'd sought for nice ways to reconcile conflicting stories, trying to give everyone the benefit of the doubt. Even last Friday, facing Justin across the stone—I'd tried to believe it was no more than triumph that he'd won out—but no more! I'd always really thought him a spoiled egotist, a potential rape artist, incapable of seeing any view aside from his own. Now I felt an active distrust. Who and what was Justin Adams? What was buried in his innermost depths, aside from a fanatic determination to be supreme at any cost? If I had met him in a business office, I would have known him for the man who will knife a file clerk as quickly as the chairman of the board.

At Stierna he couldn't play politics too easily against so noted a figure as Count Stiernebjorn—or could he? Was there something Uncle Axel was powerless to avert?

Katrin's letter! I tore it open with a beating heart, hoping now for something damaging—but there was nothing, really. She'd answered my questions: Justin was English ancestry on both sides, grandmother a prime mover in DAR, paternal grandmother Italian—which explained Scandinavian bone structure and brunette coloring. "The Vikings ruled Sicily in the eleventh century."

He was an outstanding linguist, spoke six or seven languages, and was noted for picking up native dialects. He could easily acquire fluent Swedish in a month. He always prepared intensively for a job, not surprising he was completely briefed for Stierneholm. She admitted he wasn't well liked. "Apparently he's becoming difficult since the time I worked with him." She quoted a couple of men who freely stigmatized Justin as an arrogant bastard who was getting so impressed with his own brilliance, he thought he was untouchable. They weren't surprised he'd had a row with Stiernebjorn, but predicted gleefully he'd get his head handed to him! The Count was no man to tangle with. On learning I was Katrin's close friend, they'd added soberly that I'd better watch myself.

"He always has a girl, Mac says it's taken for granted now," she wrote worriedly. "I hadn't the least idea, Amanda. I hope to heaven it isn't going to be unbearable."

She didn't recall the eyebrow but thought it might be a scar. She remembered hearing of an accident and someone saying, "Lucky it missed his eye." As an afterthought, she added that he was an expert on runes; Mac said he was beginning to be consulted by research people.

Well, I couldn't be said to have got anything helpful out of that. It was only confirmation of what I knew, including Rane. The one extra was his expertise with runes. Did Uncle Axel know that? The scientific visitors were to be furnished with rubbings; Justin had his own. He'd spend every waking moment on it, I thought desperately. How long would it take him? I had no idea; Katrin could have guessed.

That was really why Justin had hired me, I realized. It was because I didn't understand Swedish or know anything about the work. I couldn't catch any discrepancy in what he said; he could tell me anything and I'd believe him. He wanted a girl too ignorant to be puzzled when everything was incomprehensible. At the outset, he must have felt I was even better than anticipated: I was not only ignorant, I didn't want to learn. He gave me a story calculated to gain my sympathy, and got it because I knew nothing of Count Stiernebjorn. He gave me enough romance to flutter my girlish heart and made a pass I rejected—but bed was never his object with me!

Very awkward for Justin's plans if I'd proved panting with libido, totally cooperative! I'd be keeping tabs on him, expecting nightly visits, wanting explanations and sulking. Rane was ideal: she came to him, and later she went home. No, probably Justin had actually gambled I wasn't as sexy as I looked—on the basis that I was a friend of Katrin.

I lit a cigarette and pondered how different everything looked if you reversed it. I hadn't turned out quite as hoped. He must nearly have had heart failure when I mentioned the torch at the barrow—it was Justin himself, but at 1:30 A.M. I should have been asleep like everyone else.

Neither could he have expected my vitriolic reaction after Fyrby. He made a precautionary fuss about Eric, more to isolate me from the Stiernebjorn connection than from any intention of romancing me—and instead of bowing to his least wish, he'd got a tigress by the tail. My evenings in Stierneholm suited him fine: I was away from the castle, and blamelessly surrounded by village women.
Stockholm didn't worry him; my reports showed I was busy with a crowd of people rather than alone with Eric. Again, it was all to the good for me to be away, rather than hanging around Stierna at weekends when I might notice something. Until last week, Justin would have thought I was safely under wraps, fulfilling exactly the purpose for which he had brought me: I was meant to be an attractive figurehead. The most cursory review would make him extremely uneasy, however.

Almost unnoticed, I had slid into a position of acceptance among people he didn't know. I might not see much of Eric in Stockholm, but everyone else was part of the Count's social circle. I had carte blanche in his cousin's home, I was permitted to call him "Uncle Axel," I'd been given a valuable poignard. Even my evenings in Stierneholm were a boomerang: I was exposed constantly to the village admiration for Count Axel.

The thing that would make Justin the most uneasy was that I had seen his face Friday afternoon. He'd given himself away, and I had not been unaware of it. It was my expression that had brought him to himself again so quickly, rather than my urgent mutter about self-control. Could he tell the full extent of my shock, though? Probably not, he hadn't looked at me long enough before returning to the work.

He would have to eradicate the incident at once, regain my loyalty, make certain I was not disaffected. I braced myself—because I would have to accept the fence mending very convincingly. The major hurdle was to present an unclouded face all day. Justin must catch no shadow, no reserve, nothing but beaming friendliness. In the evening I would gather roses, accept whatever story he'd worked out, and in general butter him up. It might not be too difficult, although he wouldn't rely on a single session. He didn't believe I had any brains, but he would wish to wean me a bit from the village.

The trouble was, I thought contemptuously, that I had Justin's number, and he would never have mine because it wouldn't occur to him I had one.

Monday proceeded so smoothly along my lines that I might have written the script. The men were still excited by the successful Saturday inspection, the flattering comments on Rolfs pictures, Justin's work. I got my share of praise for making extra copies. "Clever girl to think of it!" Justin beamed affectionately. I wondered what secretary wouldn't, but if he thought I was untrained as well as dumb, let him.

I disclaimed modestly and flashed a shy smile at Justin. "I'm so glad they were useful."

There wasn't a cloud anywhere. It was all so simple, I warned myself not to be overconfident. At dinner I said the weekend had been unusually gay, I wouldn't go to the village, but get a breath of air and go early to bed. Justin wasn't five minutes behind me and the romancing began at once. He wrapped his arms around me gently and smiled. "Proud of your boy?" he asked softly.

"Bursting! I've been dying all weekend to tell you, but I knew you'd know how I felt," I confided. "I couldn't find you downstairs Friday, and I didn't like to disturb you if you were resting or something."

"What happened to you, anyway? I came down to dinner, and you were gone—without a word." He sounded hurt.

"There wasn't time. Eric was going out of town this week, and he wanted to get back to town as quickly as he could. I hadn't time to say good-bye to anyone."

"How'd you get home, if he's out of town?"

"Oh, he showed up last night and drove me out. He wasn't leaving until today—Paris, I think." I dismissed

Eric. "Tell again about Saturday. I want to hear all the nice things people said to you!"

Justin laughed complacently, and told me. We walked around the rose garden, his arm about me, hugging me occasionally, while I made admiring noises. He was so pleased with himself, he couldn't sit still. When I finally sank onto the bench and asked for a cigarette, he lit it absently and sprang up again to repeat some of the compliments I'd already heard. I cut him short the third time around. "It's so wonderful," I breathed ecstatically. "I knew it would be all right, but I'm so ignorant, I felt totally useless."

"You blessed baby," he murmured tenderly, sitting down and drawing me toward him, "you're never useless, you're what keeps me going. Don't you know that?" He nuzzled my hair and sighed. "Oh, it's so good to hold you! I've been so mixed up and confused. D'you know," he confessed in a low voice, "I—half-thought you were sick of me, that I'd lost you."

"How could you?" I protested, terribly hurt. "I was staying out of the way, not to bother you."

He shrugged sadly. "I don't know, I wasn't thinking very clearly, darling—and you were always in the village or away in Stockholm. I tried to be glad you were having fun, baby, but the people you talked about and the parties—I couldn't help feeling you were drifting out of my class." He sighed. "You seem so at home with titles and diplomats—you call the Count 'Uncle Axel' and visit his cousin."

"How nonsensical!" I exclaimed hotly, surreptitiously crossing my fingers. "Eric asked Anna to keep me once, but ever since, she's asked me herself. She has an extra room; why should I spend hotel money? And half of Stockholm says, 'Uncle Axel.' He's so used to it he never even noticed when I slipped. Besides, I thought we agreed my share was to keep him in a good humor."

"You certainly have." He cuddled me approvingly. "I've been a stupid idiot, honey, but I did feel—left out. Forgive and forget? I promise I'll do better, now we're really moving."

I let him kiss me briefly, and managed a happy, childish hug. Then we cut some roses and started back. "How are you coming with the runes?"

"Oh, I  can't handle them, I'm just amusing myself. The museum boys will work it out for us."

"How frustrating to have to wait!"

"Hazards of the job." He shrugged. "What about tomorrow? Could we have a celebration dinner somewhere?"

"Yes—but not without Rolf. No, Justin." I said firmly, "he'll pretend he doesn't want to come, but you know he'd be hurt."

I went up to my rooms, chuckling sardonically. What a piece of cake! I'd called every turn, Justin hadn't disappointed me once, even to a Tuesday date. All that remained was to explain the poignard. I'd take care of that tomorrow: ask whether he thought I ought to accept if it really were a Cellini. Wednesday we'd go to the church supper as usual—and if he was still fence mending, we could all go to a movie at Gardel on Thursday.

Otherwise, the week was still dull. When the stones had gone up to Stierna's workroom, they started working evenly all over the surface, doing only a few inches daily to keep level. Nothing emerged until Thursday, when the Count unearthed some unprepossessing objects. He found them disappointing, but Justin disagreed. "You've hit the top of the pile, sir. I call that very encouraging, I hadn't hoped for it so soon."

I was existing until Friday, but playing Justin along served to keep my mind from the impasse of Eric. At the Wednesday supper I was openly friendlier and managed to blush once when he gave me an affectionate glance. Uncle Axel wasn't there, but I sensed the sudden amity between Justin and myself didn't escape him. I doubted if anything ever did.

He found some more oddments on Friday, and he was even less happy with them, although Justin continued to insist this was only the beginning. Nobody else had anything beyond pebbles and rotted twigs. As they were down about seven inches all over, it did seem peculiar. Maybe the corpse hadn't had enough valuables, but why so big a grave if it couldn't be filled?

Around four, a car pulled up—not Eric, but Anna. She picked her way forward lazily, recognizing some of the workmen with a greeting, and kissed Uncle Axel heartily on both cheeks.

"Eric is delayed," she said indolently, "so I come to see for myself how you are, Axel, and take my amusement back with me. It was kind of you to provide so charming a guest for me. I do not know what I shall do when she leaves. It is very dull to live alone."

The Count snorted dryly. "Nonsense, you were never dull in your life, Anna! It is kind of you to shelter this child, who is very good but very bored." He was obviously immensely fond of his cousin. They walked about, while I swallowed disappointment at Eric's delay—but at least I'd be there when he arrived, which was infinitely better than having to wait until tomorrow morning. Anna was making eyes at Justin, saying something that drew pleased laughter. I only hoped to heaven she wasn't asking him to come, too, but she hadn't.

We left as soon as I was dressed and packed. "It is the ballet, but something modern, so we must eat first, because after a modern ballet one often has no appetite."

Justin put me tenderly into the car with a squeeze of the hand and leaned forward to say, "Take good care of my girl, Baroness. She's very special."

Anna gave him the old one-two. "Naturally," she agreed. "What else would you choose?" Justin lapped it up! Turning out the gates, she said, "Eric's abject apologies, but there is a problem in Paris. He will be home tomorrow afternoon, but meanwhile we must amuse each other. You do not mind to be deserted?"

"Of course not. I have engagements for tomorrow," I said, sturdily.

It wasn't so bad. After the ballet we met some older friends of Anna's and had supper. Aside from not dancing, I scarcely missed Eric, and Saturday was quite happy, because everybody talked about him: how sweet and kind he was, such a pity he never found the right girl. I sat listening over the lunch table, while the girls discussed it earnestly: she must be domestic, but enjoy sociability; she must like children, but put them second to Eric. Most of all she must convince Eric she loved him. "He thinks he is ugly, you know."

"He isn't, at all!" I protested involuntarily. "He's what we call 'cute-homely' in America—loads of charm and fun, and so much character in his face."

"Exactly!" they applauded. "Ah, you are clever to see this, Amanda. It is so good we have had this talk, so that you understand, because you could be so helpful! His friends all married, he still a bachelor—we think he has stopped hoping. Oh, we try—ach, the schemes, the girls we introduce—and he is polite, but very soon: pouf!" A snap of the finger, expressive shrugs and sighs. "And now—never does Eric remain attentive for weeks! So we think perhaps you have restored him a little, and it is not too late after all."

"I wouldn't depend on it," I said lightly. "I'm a new face for the summer,  a good dancer, and he feels comfortable because I'm not trying to marry him. Besides, he's fond of Uncle Axel, and Uncle Axel likes Eric to amuse me because the job is so dull."

They looked at me, awed. "Do you call Count Stiernebjorn 'Uncle Axel' to his face?"

"Yes." I nodded. "It sort of slipped out, because of Eric, but the Count said he didn't mind."

"Well—that's nice," they said, and changed the subject.

I killed time window-shopping, picked up the poignard from the jeweler, and finally went back to Anna's. One glance at her sympathetic face, and I knew. "Eric—isn't coming?"

"He thinks tomorrow, but if not, I will drive you back and perhaps stay a few days."

"That would be nice," I said mechanically, laying the jeweler's package on the coffee table. "Well, what shall we do tonight, or do you already have an engagement?"

"Yes, but you go to theLindstrom's. Eric has arranged that Harald shall escort you," Anna said cheerfully. "What have you bought at Rödemayer?"

"It's the knife Uncle Axel gave me. I had it polished." I unwrapped, and Anna exclaimed at the winking jewels.

"Oh, I see—it is Eric's."

"No, they found it in the barrow."

"Then it was an ancestor." She pointed to the stones, "Emerald, ruby, hyacinth, carnelian—and on this side is ruby, amethyst, garnet, a diamond for the N, opal and ruby again: Eric Ragnor," she said. "They often spelled a name by initials of gems. Hyacinth was used for i, and the most valuable they could afford for any letter without a jewel." She handed it back to me, "You had better dress, Amanda."

I took the poignard with me, and the jewel sparks were obscurely comforting. I would have to tell Eric, but wild horses wouldn't make me give it to him!

At 2:00 A.M. the phone rang beside my bed. "Sweetie? Eric here—how are you?"

"The better for hearing your voice. Where are you?"

"Still in Paris, and the bad news is that here I must stay. They will wish they had agreed at once, I shall now make them pay for every hour of my lost weekend," he said gaily.

"Make them pay for mine, too."

"Ah? You are missing me?"

"Yes," I said bleakly. There wasn't anything else to say.

After a moment, "But you have not been sitting home, surely. There was a ballet, and your friends, you have amused yourself?"

"Not specially."

"I promise to make it up next weekend," he cajoled. "Can you be contented with your beaux at Stierna until then?"

"What beaux?"

"Dr. Dahl, the handsome Dr. Adams."

"Oh, don't be silly," I said crossly. "I'd rather have Uncle Axel."

"Ah? I will tell him, it may be just the encouragement he needs!" When I laughed weakly, he said, "Come, that is better. Tell me exactly what you have done."

He wouldn't let me omit any detail, and finally I did feel more cheerful. He was amazed at the poignard. "A true coincidence! I shall tell my ancestor to take care of you when I'm not around."

"I don't know," I said dubiously. "If he was such a butterfingers he could lose a valuable poignard in the middle of a fight, he doesn't sound any more reliable than you."

Eric laughed. "Oh, well, at least my name will be ever before you. Good night—sweetie!"

It was nice to be called "sweetie," even if he'd only picked it up as a cute trick.
Anna did come to Stierna for several days, which created a most welcome diversion, because they were still not finding anything of importance in the barrow. She kept them too busy to brood, however; there were guests and impromptu parties every night. Uncle Axel enjoyed it immensely, and as for Justin, Anna made mincemeat of him! She was perfectly outrageous, she had him so fatuous he didn't know his head from a hole in the ground, until I began to wonder if she was deliberately seeing whether he had any limit to credulity. Apparently not; no matter how bare-faced the flattery, Justin swallowed every bit, preened himself and waited for more!

When she'd departed on Friday morning, the men held a serious conference and decided to allow one more week at the barrow. Justin and Uncle Axel would go directly down, in the hope of striking something, while the men would continue the even screening of the top—but they feared the barrow was empty.

"If you only knew what the runes said," I sympathized innocently to Justin. "What source book made you pick this barrow? I mean, you said this end wasn't Stiernebjorn, but couldn't you have taken any one of the others?"

He shook his head absently. "No, it's this one," he murmured half to himself. "I couldn't be wrong—"

"Who did you expect to find?" I asked very softly—but he pulled himself together and put on the bright mask.

"Someone—anyone. Stierna was remarkably free of grave robbers." He shrugged, and returned to work doggedly.

If I hadn't spoken, would he have forgotten I was there and gone on thinking aloud?

Eric was back! When I was first into the dining room at lunch, Uncle Axel said, "You must be ready at five and bring tourist clothes. He has a plan."

So it was only three hours to go—actually less, for the sports car drew up at four-thirty, but he only waved to everyone and took Uncle Axel away to the castle. I didn't mind; it gave me time to simmer down. My disappointment last weekend had been revealing enough, and no matter what his friends said, I was taking no chances on pouf!
He was back on the dot of five, with my bag already in the car, and the instant Rolf finished the measurements away we went. At first he was polite but abstracted, but by the time we reached the highway, he was back to normal. Eric's plan was a Saturday in Copenhagen: "What is the use of an airline if you cannot take your friends for a ride?" Six of us went on the early-morning plane, spent an exhausting day of sightseeing and ended at Tivoli. We came home, most illicitly, on a cargo plane, and were too tired for anything on Sunday.

Eric said we'd go back to Stierna for dinner and perhaps give Uncle Axel a bridge game, but when he arrived for lunch with Anna, the abstraction had returned. I exhibited the poignard, and he said it was definitely Cellini. We made an amusing story out of Anna's visit, and Eric said, "Be careful, or Anna will cut you out with Dr. Adams."

"I wish I could depend on that."

"You don't like him?" Eric asked quickly.

"He's a good boss," I replied impersonally. "Oughtn't we to start?" I'd never expressed a personal opinion of anyone at Stierna, not even Uncle Axel. Now was not the time to begin.

The only odd thing about the weekend was that Eric brought me a bottle of Nuit de Noel from Paris. When Anna saw it, her eyebrows lifted briefly. I wondered uncertainly if it wasn't a proper present in Sweden, but she only said, "How thoughtful of you, Eric. That is a family favorite. I hope you like it, Amanda?"

"Very much. Thank you, Eric."

But at Stierna, Uncle Axel's eyebrows went even higher. He glanced at Eric and his lips twitched. Eric's expression was bland. "Well, that is very nice, Amanda," Uncle Axel remarked, "but I must tell you it is customary to expect a trinket from Winston's on these occasions. You must not let him off so easily next time. For the sake of female solidarity, the standards must be maintained."

I laughed, but I felt puzzled. What could be the significance of a bottle of perfume?

In the early dawn I came half-awake with the feeling that I was not alone. I hadn't forgotten my possible ESP and had tried to be receptive to other Presences. My escort was apparently on vacation, but twice I felt that something had brushed past me hastily in the passage. Occasionally, I thought someone was there while I dressed for dinner, but it might have been Sophie mending the sitting-room fire; she was always very quiet. The time I felt someone watching me brush my teeth, it was Sophie; when I looked through the half-open bathroom door, I saw the edge of her skirt disappearing down the hall.

I'd never had a chance to be alone in the Throne Room for concentration on the portraits. Aside from an impression of sadness on the fifth step of the front stairs, I couldn't feel I'd made much progress with my sensitivity. This was the first time I'd been waked, and I wasn't too happy about it. I snuggled under the blanket determinedly, preparing for sleep again, and caught a pungent whiff of Nuit de Noel. Had I left the bottle open? I reached for the bed lamp, with no result. Damn, it was after three, when the current was off. I was tempted to abandon the perfume, but it was too expensive to be let to evaporate. Besides, it was the only present Eric had ever given me.

Shivering, I found the electric torch and crawled out of bed—to find the bottle neatly capped where I'd left it on the dressing table. When I picked it up, I couldn't smell a thing!

How very peculiar! I scooted back to bed, yawning. It had been a dream, of course; I must have been dreaming of Eric and/or his gift, and thought I smelled it. How he'd laugh if I told him.

Justin's mood had changed. From the moment he walked in for breakfast, he was dour, although not fighting about anything. The Count was also terse, and we went down to the site silently. The men shortly stopped smiling and worked with minimum conversation. I tried to hover near Justin, in case he exploded, but he ordered me impatiently out of his way.

Whatever had upset him, he was in a foul humor, digging with a vicious concentration and scarcely looking at the clods before dumping them into a pail. He said curtly that he'd skip lunch; he wanted to recheck some things. Uncle Axel simply nodded, and we left Justin at the site. But aside from not having to look at his brooding expression, lunch was no relief. Without conversation, we finished quickly, and Uncle Axel went off to the study, closing the door firmly behind him.

"What's up?" I asked Rolf, but he didn't know, except that Justin was sick at the possibility he'd made a mistake.

"Poor guy," Rolf said feelingly. "Technically, it doesn't matter; some of the biggest men have laid the same egg;—but for Justin it's disaster."

"What made him so sure this was the right site?" I asked guilelessly, but Rolf said he didn't think Justin had any reason beyond convenience and size.

"On the face of it, you'd expect this barrow to be stuffed with goodies, or why make it so large?" Rolf pointed out. "I still don't understand that—but the rune stone is far too apt to indicate an empty barrow, Amanda. Justin's wrestling with himself, trying to face it."

"What he needs is a woodpile and an axe," I said absently—because it had suddenly occurred to me that Justin had been all smiles and charm last night. Perhaps he'd had a fight with Rane later?

He ate the sandwiches I brought down, and while still moody, he worked more calmly for the rest of the day. I spent several hours straightening out the tent, which was a constant mess if allowed to go more than a few days. The men were forever dragging out a bench, or bringing things down that ought to be in the castle. They also dropped them on the dirt floor, and set muddy boots on them. Everything had to be picked up and examined, including the contents of the trash box in which they occasionally filed something absentmindedly.

Accordingly, I examined everything, even crumpled or torn, and only when I said, "Burn," did it go into the wire incinerator. I'd never found a trace of Rane, and don't think I hadn't looked! I wasn't quite vulgar enough to inspect the cot sheets; anyway, they must reveal nothing or Mrs. Haldering would wonder. Justin was a bit old for wet dreams.

Today there were a lot of torn bits that were so scratched as to be illegible, and a crumpled pad sheet I saved, thinking it might mean something. It was Justin's printing in block letters: "AUD FOR OLAF SVENDING GOD MAKE FORLGRAD." Aside from the name "Olaf," it was incomprehensible, but I stuck it in his jacket pocket.

At day's end, they brought some oddments up to the workroom but enthusiasm was noticeably lacking. When I got back from the village, Justin was going upstairs.

"Have a good time?" he asked perfunctorily.

"Yes, I learned how to use a plet pan."

"That should increase your market value," he remarked sardonically. "Good-night."

I heard his door closing—so he wasn't sleeping in the tent. Could the affair be over? I didn't know whether to be glad or sorry. If Rane were ended, we might yet brush through without open scandal—but if it was going to make him this sour, I could see shoals ahead.

He fooled all of us. Tuesday evening he asked everyone into the study after dinner. "You, too, Amanda. You can be late for once."

When we were all settled, he ate humble pie. "You were right, sir, and I was wrong. From the plat—I had a copy from the GSA," he admitted ruefully, "I expect you can understand my reasoning? It seemed—almost to leap to the eye. I still can't believe . . ." Justin sighed. "But I should have accepted your superior knowledge.

"As it stands, I have been a brash, stubborn idiot," Justin said quietly. "I have wasted a disastrous amount of money and time, for which I can offer no excuse, except to say that it meant a very great deal to me to be your colleague on a job that I hoped would prove me ready for something bigger." His lips twisted unhappily. "Evidently I'm not.

"I can only apologize for my behavior, and thank you for your forbearance. I—hope something can be salvaged with the remaining funds, but I leave the decision to you, sir."

Well! I hadn't thought Justin Adams had it in him! Count Stiernebjorn sat silent for a moment. Then he nodded thoughtfully. "That is a most satisfactory amende honorable, Dr. Adams—more than required, in fact." He looked at Rolf and myself. "I believe it is not necessary that this should go beyond this room," he stated. We nodded; it was a command.

He got up and pulled down the plat. "Then I will suggest that we transfer to my original suggestion, Dr. Adams," he said calmly. "There will, as it happens, be sufficient time and money for it. You see, it is the one we were working seven years ago when I became ill. There will be no more than a day's work to remove the sod; we were very close to the grave. It appears an inconvenient site, but"—he pointed with the paper knife—"you see it is possible to drive cars to here, and a number of the men will come by river, so there will be no congestion. We found it worked out very satisfactorily.

"Tomorrow, I should like you and Dr. Dahl to supervise removal of the equipment. The men will show you the easiest path between the barrows. New measurements are not necessary, Dr. Dahl; I will give you the ones I have, and there are some notes in the contents of the top which you may want to study, Dr. Adams."

Justin flushed. "Thank you, sir," he said hesitantly, as Uncle Axel tossed the knife back to the desk and turned around.

He looked impassively at Justin. "You have the makings of an outstanding archeologist," he stated with kindly authority, "but you have yet to learn self-discipline, Dr. Adams. I shall attempt to teach you some of this. That is all I wish to say. The subject is closed."

I left them to it and went down to the rose garden, where I sat down incredulously. Justin—Justin Adams—had APOLOGIZED, eaten a full dish of crow, and placed himself completely at the Count's disposal! It was impossible, but I had heard him. I went over and over it in my mind, and I simply could not believe it.

Yet there it was, and I must have been wrong about him all along. At least, I wasn't exactly wrong; I'd just over-emphasized his bad qualities—and he still had them. He was still arrogant, relying on his charm, stupid about women, and a skirt chaser. I wondered how on earth he had managed to talk himself into backing down? It answered his dour mood these past days: he'd been convincing himself privately somehow that he was still in command.

And so he was, I realized. It had boiled down to public, or private, humiliation. He either cast himself on the Count's mercy—or took the blame for finding nothing in his choice. The job was vital to him; better to take a private rebuke, and trust that Count Stiernebjorn would be so glad to get his own way he'd overlook Justin's initial error. I bet it galled the hell out of him, practicing the smooth confession—yet he could tell himself it was his choice. He had selected the first site, he had realized it was worthless, and at the proper moment, he had decided on a change.

That fitted Justin's reasoning, although it also showed how limited that reasoning was. He'd expected a tirade from Count Stiernebjorn; he'd brought Rolf and myself, hoping to get off more easily—particularly me, because the Count wasn't likely to chew him out in front of a lady, even if I didn't understand Swedish. Actually, Rolf and I had made no difference; Uncle Axel would have said exactly the same if Justin had been alone. What a pity his aristocratic dignity was wasted! Justin wouldn't appreciate it; he'd congratulate himself on getting away with his mistake. I thought he'd probably even end by feeling a certain contempt for the old fool letting him off so easily.
The major point, though, was that we were through with that damned barrow. Whatever he'd expected—and Count Stiernebjorn had feared—to find wasn't there. I felt a mean satisfaction at that. Justin would be a long while, if ever, before he could sugarcoat his private reason for wanting that site! I still wondered where he'd found his source—but his only private salve would be to condemn it as incorrect, and that wouldn't explain why the great Justin Adams had been fool enough to accept it!
I felt considerably better after this cogitation. It did fit Justin's behavior pattern, after all. I could continue to think poorly of him, which was most satisfying. This led to consideration of my position: Justin would know Rolf would say nothing—would he rely equally confidently on me? Of course not! I was a silly female. I bet he wished he'd chanced omitting me from the apology, now it turned out he wasn't going to get his ears pinned back.

What would he do? Mind his manners, return to the greatest friendliness with only sufficient romance to emphasize he was "my boy," didn't know what he'd do without me, and if we ever got through this, it would be entirely due to my helping hand. He would take the earliest opportunity to tell me privately of his gratitude to Count Stiernebjorn, stressing nobility and dignity. He would exclaim humbly at the generosity of the really big men in the field, grovel in the dirt at being given a second chance. Upon reflection, I decided Justin would refer reverently to the Count as a prince—that thought made me queasy.

Why not convince him tonight? I'd brought scissors to cut fresh roses for my room; I peered at the bushes in the half-light until I found three particularly superb flowers, and cut them, too. The men were still in the study. I stood in the doorway and said, "I like to say things with flowers."

I walked over to Justin, my back to the others, and sketched a private kiss to one rose. "For you," I murmured, handing it to him with the most ingenuous, admiring glance I could summon.

I gave the next one to Uncle Axel, with a slight curtsey, "One for you, sir," and the final one to Rolf with the broad wink that goes with "Bull's eye!"

"And one for the third man in the tub," I murmured. Then I went to the door and said serenely, "Good-night all. I am going to bed."

Rolf and Justin chorused, "Good-night, honey." Uncle Axel looked from his rose and smiled at me thoughtfully. "Thank you, Amanda. Good-night."

I will say for Justin that, having made his grandstand play, he followed through. From then on, he followed orders and made it clear Count Stiernebjorn was in charge. The good humor returned to the crew; they confided they were glad to be finishing the work they were doing when the Count had to stop. Justin pored over everything the Count gave him and was swiftly up to date on what could be expected here. I realized, too, that now Justin was really exhibiting brilliance—and that Count Stiernebjorn measured it, appreciated it, and applauded it. It was eradicating all the early brashness; Justin was proving right before Uncle Axel's eyes that he did have what it takes. Not that I knew what that would be in archeology, but it was evident that the Count was deeply contented.

And the very first day, things began turning up! Count Axel was happy as a kid, and so was Justin. Now the slate was cleaned, they were perfectly at home together. By Friday, the Count had actually called him "Adams," without the title! "Peace, it's wonderful," I thought, although I continued to believe Justin's reformation covered plenty of sops to his ego. Never mind—let him bolster his amour propre any way he liked, so long as we were through with the surface irritations.

The outstanding gain was the termination of the night watch. With the removal of the tent so far from the road, it was patently unnecessary. Justin suggested four lanterns, merely in case—and returned to his room in the castle. While that was obviously the end of Rane, I couldn't help wondering about it. I'd never had a sniff of the matter in the village, but it seemed—odd. If Rane had been willing to sneak out, walk a mile back and forth in dead of night for several weeks, why would she break it off? Unless she'd got tired of the walk? Or perhaps she'd got tired of Justin.

Based on Katrin's report, he hadn't ended it; even if he got bored with her, he'd probably never been anything else and she could still provide what he needed. Maybe, in figuring out his apology to Count Stiernebjorn, Justin had decided to remove potential trouble. So long as he expected to win out over his barrow, he dared to do as he damn pleased; now he was having to be a good boy under the Count's direction, perhaps he'd made another love nest?

On Wednesday I went to the church supper alone; the men were all too excited to be good for anything aside from the workroom. Rane was there, calmly statuesque as always—but when she stretched in front of me to set a platter on the serving table, the short sleeve of her summer dress rode up, and I distinctly saw a huge, livid bruise just below her right shoulder.

Now at last I was busy—and was I! There were finds every day, more than they could study each night; there were hundreds of photographs to be marked with identification numbers; there were the daily measurements, and the master list of finds by consecutive numbers assigned. I was in charge of it all. Katrin had briefed me thoroughly, including deadly warnings. "Keep the finds under lock and key, if you can manage it. Dole out only enough for one study session. Never, NEVER, NEVER allow anyone into the finds room unaccompanied by you, or they'll mess everything up until half the labels fall off!"

By arrangement with Mrs. Haldering, I had a storeroom on the rear corridor emptied of provisions, fitted with extra shelves and a lock on the metal grille door. I had the only key. A howl of protest arose when this was discovered, but I wouldn't back down an inch: they could have what they wished to study for the evening, and they would initial my list for what they took, and they would LEAVE the specimens in the workroom at bedtime, to be put away BY ME! They stormed and gave orders, they wheedled and cajoled, they said this was not the way it was done. I said this was the way it ought to be done; anything less was inefficient, and if I was setting a trend, it was probably high time.

When they misplaced an entire bundle of negatives, I began taking those away as soon as Rolf left the photographic room, and locking them up, too. The following week the carbon copy of the master number list joined the fold, and I never destroyed my pencil notes. After that, if they really needed anything, it was there. When I went to Stockholm at week's end, Mrs. Haldering took charge of the key; if anything, she was more militant than I because she took no chances with what she didn't understand. "Miss Amanda did not say, you cannot take," she stated stubbornly and stood immovably before the door.

Not even for a distinguished Norwegian professor would she relax. Uncle Axel had to phone me at the restaurant where I was lunching and let her speak to me before she relented. He was less than gruntled about this, but the professor praised my system so highly (when he understood it) that Uncle Axel quelled. Of course, later he began to think he'd invented it, and spoke of writing a paper for one of the professional societies.

It was an immense amount of work, but once set up, I could whip through the typing in an hour after breakfast. Then Carl ran me down to the site, and I began on the new stuff. It was more interesting, though still not the thrill to me that it would have been to Katrin. I wrote her a full letter, including Justin's apology marked for her private information, and another long descriptive letter to Margo, to be passed on to Aunt Helga. I'd never heard from Margo, which didn't surprise me. It didn't matter, anyway. My mind was at ease; everything was settled with no more worries.

Rane was out of the picture without revelation; if the locale had changed, I had no clue. Justin was engrossed in the new site, and I had Eric every weekend. I had got used to loving a man I couldn't have, and merely took it as it came. If Eric was around, fine; if away, the evening was a dud, but for what it was worth, his non-appearances were all business.

I came into Anna's living room one evening and she wrinkled her nose appreciatively, "How good you smell. Eric's gift?"

"Yes. What's the joke—or is it private?"

"Only that Eric can never think of any other scent, because Ilse—his mother—always used it. By now, he's given it to so many girls for so many years, I'm afraid we do laugh a bit."

Eric stood smiling impishly. So many other girls, hmmm? "Then that's why she came to visit that night," I exclaimed. Eric's smile vanished, his face was still. "She couldn't resist taking a sniff, and I smelled it."

"You weren't alarmed?"

"No, she's been there lots of times before," I said placidly, "but I didn't know who it was."

Eric looked perfectly dazed. "Lots of times?" he echoed.

I nodded. "At first I thought the curtains swayed when the wind was in a certain direction. She never stays very long." I added obligingly, "and she comes at different times. She likes to watch me dress for dinner, and once she came into the bathroom while I was brushing my teeth."

Anna chortled. "You really must learn a new scent," she remarked. "Ilse is far too old to be forced to skip about visiting all your bottles of Nuit de Noel."

"Yes, it was thoughtless of me," Eric agreed, but his expression was still peculiar. "Serve him right," I thought naughtily. What is the use of an imagination if you don't use it?

When I got back to Stierna I found the maid had packed a half-used cake of violet soap. I left it on the table and tumbled into bed, but I couldn't sleep. In the darkness, the odor of soap was overpowering. I am not fond of violet at any time, and this was producing a headache. I finally got up, took the soap and tossed it into the bathroom. When I got back to bed, the air was odorless but extraordinarily chilly, as though one entered a refrigerator. I turned the blanket control to High and went to sleep.

When and why did I grow uneasy again?-I had less time for village friends, but I still went whenever I could. Across the river was a girl my age with an adorable baby. I often went over in the runabout for an evening; we exchanged baking lessons for English conversation. One night I went directly from the site at five o'clock; we were to make limpe, setting the sponge at once and attempting to work through rising and kneading after supper. It was eleven before the loaves emerged from the oven and were pronounced a satisfactory first attempt. I thought they were superb, never having got any dough to rise more than a quarter inch before.

It was nearly one before I berthed the runabout and started across the old road, clutching the bread tenderly and following the torch. When I was passing the old site, there was a frenzied scurry and unconsciously I swung the light, catching a glimpse of bright, terrified eyes, a wild leap into darkness. Something didn't look right, though, so I investigated. They'd left the first barrow covered with tarpaulins, meaning to fill when they finished the new site. I saw that one canvas corner had worked free of its batten at Justin's end. The boulder was too heavy, but I found some small rocks to hold the thing in place, and went along to bed.

Next morning I remembered. I said to Justin, "By the way, one of the tarpaulins had blown free. You'd better take a look."

Perhaps that was the start—because it was curious, when I thought of it. We hadn't had any wind for days, certainly not enough to have shifted a rock I could barely move. At lunch, Justin said it looked as though an animal had got into the trench. "Are there badgers, sir?"

Uncle Axel said there were, as well as a species of very large and destructive hare. They debated taking time to fill at once and decided against. "Why bother!" Justin said. "Let the animals use it; they can't do any harm. There's nothing there but dirt."

On a Thursday I stayed the night at Marta's for an orgy of baking, which was to supply a bazaar somewhere in aid of something. Next morning I got to the site before the workmen, and to kill time I peeked at the old trench, wondering what animal had wanted it for a home. Somehow the hole didn't look as I remembered. There had been an animal; you could see scrabble marks. It had been burrowing from the center of the trench farther in toward the center of the barrow, you could see the pile of lose dirt cast up by its paws.

I straightened the tarpaulin, still puzzled at that sense of discrepancy. Had Justin's end been so wide and deep? Then it occurred to me I didn't know what it looked like at the finish. I was at the new site when they made the final measurements and spread the tarpaulins.

The next week Rane departed.

It was The Topic of conversation on Tuesday night, thoroughly discussed pro and con. The consensus was that she was no loss to Stierneholm aside from the nuisance of finding a replacement for the nursery school, and perhaps now Peder would get around to marrying that widow in Fynster. This produced another thorough discussion, but finally I asked, "When did Rane leave? Where did she go?"

"Oh, America, of course," they said comfortably. Details, however, were vague.

She had drawn all her savings, which were substantial due to inheritance from her parents. She had packed her best clothes, and written a note for Peder, saying she was going; he had found it Sunday, after a weekend fishing trip. She had cooked Peder's breakfast on Friday, given him his lunch pail, and had three days in which to vanish, since he was leaving directly from the site for his weekend. "But why didn't she tell him? Would he have stopped her?"

"Not Peder!" they laughed. "Oh, Rane always dramatized everything. Not untruthful, but pretending all the time. It is exactly like her to steal away in the night as though escaping from villains."

"It's awfully hard to steal away lugging a suitcase," I remarked. "Didn't anyone see her? Or did she drive to Stockholm?"

No, her car was in the garage; how would she return it from Stockholm? She must have used the local bus; it stopped every two hours from 6:00 A.M. until eight at night, and at Gardel she would change to the express bus for the city. There was some disagreement about this. One group said not the bus for fear of being seen—the others said she'd have hidden in the bushes at the Stierneholm stop until she saw no one else was taking the bus.

"Well, she wasn't on the early bus either Friday or Saturday," one woman said, "because I was on it both days—and my sister-in-law was on the next bus Friday, to meet me in Gardel. If she'd seen Rane, she would certainly have mentioned it."

Everybody then compared notes, and it turned out that someone had used each of the buses on both days; they didn't run on Sunday. "You see? Even if she avoided one of us, the drivers all know her. Of course, she went up to the highway and flagged a ear," the anti-bus group said triumphantly. "She's probably sitting in New York right now, hugging herself over the sensation she's caused!" They all laughed merrily, but I felt less happy. Granted she was besotted about America; apparently everyone had always thought it was merely talk and were only surprised Rane had done it.

Rane had a passport, they didn't know about a work permit. "She can't get a job without it. A passport is only for a six months' visit." They looked thoughtful, but it developed they were merely scheming to get Peder hitched within the time limit!

Peder seemed no more worried than anyone else, rather more cheerful than usual. He was being invited out every night, and the widow from Fynster had already been cast in his way. I met her at the church supper and she was a deliciously cozy little woman, completely uninterested in America. She didn't even speak very good English. I thought she'd be a great relief for Peder, and wished the village well in its matchmaking.
"Sensation in Stierneholm!" I announced dramatically to Eric on Friday. "Believe it or not, Rane has gone!" I made a good story of it, and Eric laughed heartily, but he looked thoughtful when I finished.

"I don't like it," he remarked. "What does Uncle Axel say?"

"He hasn't. All that bothers me is whether she had a work permit, but I suppose she has friends."

"I hope so; she really isn't very bright, you know."

We came back to Stierna for Sunday dinner, and Uncle Axel had not known about Rane.

"What do you mean?" he asked when Eric asked if Peder had heard from his sister.

"I supposed you'd heard," Eric returned, surprised.

"Amanda says Rane left for America some time last weekend. What puzzles me is how she got there," he added. There is no record of Rane Engstrom on any flight going anywhere out of Stockholm from last Friday to date, nor any future reservations, and the same is true of all boat passenger lists."

Count Stiernebjorn drew himself up and looked about commandingly. "I did not know. Why was I not told?"

"I supposed Peder had," I faltered, beginning to shake at the significance of Eric's words. Haltingly, I relayed what I'd been told in the village, not making a funny story any longer.

Count Stiernebjorn nodded. "Carl, send for Peder Engstrom to come at once." He frowned heavily. "When was she last seen?"

"She cooked Peder's breakfast Friday morning."

Rolf pondered. "Which day did I go to Gardel? I think I saw her cutting into the woods at the first curve beyond the village, but I'm sure she wasn't carrying anything."

"That was Friday, about four. Good, that narrows it. Dr. Adams, you went to Jurkoping on Saturday; did you see her?"

And Justin shook his head regretfully. "Sorry, sir, but I don't know her."
A wave of pure terror swept me at the flat denial. I lowered my eyes hastily, unable to look at him. Why such a complete lie? He had only to say he hadn't seen her on the way to Jurkoping. Did he know where Rane had gone? All during the session with Peder I thought of possibilities; the first and foremost was an abortion. Rane might be on the other side of the country with a doctor who didn't know her. That didn't explain the bag of her best clothes nor her savings, but perhaps she'd taken a bus on into Norway. Then she could fly from Oslo—or why couldn't she have gone to Finland?

Peder admitted he wasn't worried. He'd forgotten to tell the Count because by Monday it was stale news. He produced Rane's note, which said she was leaving and would write when she had an address. It did not say where she was going. When this was pointed out, Peder scratched his head and said he supposed she took it for granted they'd know she meant the United States. I thought he wasn't much brighter than his sister; he was worried at first when she hadn't left Stockholm for anywhere, but once he realized she'd never said America, he was casual again.

The Count read Peder a lecture, which made him laugh sheepishly, but he agreed he ought to get in touch with her friends. All the time Justin sat there looking no more than mildly distressed. I supposed it was good he could carry it off; anything to avoid scandal.

When Peder had been dismissed, Count Stiernebjorn sighed. "Silly girl," he said dispassionately. "It's exactly like her, she's done this trick half a dozen times, whenever she fancies Peder is unkind to her. She usually takes a tourist trip somewhere, sending postcards by every mail—she never can resist them. She's not feebleminded like the older girl, but she's very childlike in some ways."

"So is Peder," Justin observed, shaking his head ruefully.

"Every village needs an idiot," Eric remarked, "and the Engstroms are ours—but I think Peder should inquire. In ten days there should have been a postcard."

The sensation of Rane died down quickly. Peder admitted he didn't know all her friends, and those he'd contacted hadn't heard from her, but one of the bus drivers thought he remembered seeing her on Saturday—going the other way from Gardel. He wouldn't have noticed a suitcase because of all the market baskets.

Justin maintained the bland facade, but was a bit testy. I thought he was finding himself in a ticklish spot! Very possibly he hadn't any idea where she'd gone, had taken the line of total ignorance to avoid any questions. If so, her failure to surface must be a jolt—to say nothing of worrying over what she might say when she returned! There was a certain dry humor in the discovery that he'd picked the village moron for his playmate—but on the other hand, it wasn't funny if he'd somehow unbalanced her.
With the passing days of silence during the week, my heart sank. Could the girl have killed herself? From what everyone said of her romanticizing and immaturity of mind, suicide fitted far too well—although where could she have gone or what done that no trace of her body had been found? By Friday, Justin was showing strain. His face was unsmiling, brooding whenever he was alone, although he was still under control. If addressed, the charming smile returned at once. Was he wondering, as I did now, whether he was responsible for Rane's disappearance?
I didn't dare to mention her name. The village had decided Rane was hiding out with unknown friends and meant to return dramatically for a special holiday on September first, or twenty-first. Accordingly, they were bending every effort to noosing Peder before that moment. Count Stiernebjorn seemed equally calm. I never heard him mention the girl—and there was no point in asking Justin anything. If I was the only person in the area who knew of his intimacy, better to leave it that way.
Once more it was the greatest relief to leave Stierna behind, although Eric was abstracted as we drove toward Stockholm. I supposed he was occupied with some business problem, but when we reached Anna's, he was even more restless. Finally he took a deep breath and turned to me, "Amanda, your motive is praiseworthy, but you cannot continue to protect your boss," he said harshly. "Does Justin Adams mean that much to you?"

"He doesn't mean a thing, he's a stupid louse, and aside from meeting you and your friends, I wish I'd never come," I said, bewildered. "What are you talking about, Eric?"

He looked at me intently. "Rane," he said.

"What about her?" I asked with an effort.

He sat down beside me. "Listen," he said impersonally, his eyes fixed on me. "Her passport has not been presented at any border, she is not on any bus tour of Sweden—her appearance would be remarked, irrespective of what name she used. The local bus driver now thinks it was the previous Saturday, and this is confirmed by the pastor's wife, who went and returned on the same bus. The harbor police have checked every private coastwise boat, but she was not taken on any of them to some other port. The county police rechecked everyone Peder knew, and picked up a few clues that produced a number of people he didn't know—none had heard from her in over a month.

"Amanda—you know or suspect something," Eric said in an undertone. "Don't deny it, please! You must help me."

"Oh, I kept hoping Uncle Axel needn't know," I cried frantically. "He's had enough strain, and you said he had a bad heart—I thought it might be the last straw, but now—Oh, Eric, what can have happened to her?" I burst into tears.

Eric produced a handkerchief and gently put an arm about my shoulders. "So—you were protecting my uncle," he murmured in an odd voice. "All right, sweetie—dry your eyes and tell me."

"The lights and sleeping on site were Justin and Rane," I said baldly. "I saw her come out of the tent the night before you went to Paris. It ended when we changed the site—at least, I thought maybe they met somewhere else, except that she had a terrible bruise that week, and afterwards he was sleeping at Stierna.

"But now," I shivered, "he says he didn't know her."

"Yes, I thought that was odd," Eric murmured. "He danced all evening with her crowd at the Festival, and considering her fixation on the States, she was certain to try a follow-up."

"I—don't think he knows where she is," I said shakily. "You don't think—oh, Eric, could she have killed herself?"

"I doubt it," he said. "It's not part of her usual pattern. No, I think she's trying to give everyone a really good scare—partly because of Adams, perhaps."

"But where could she be?"
Eric shrugged calmly. "Camping out in one of the caves across the river," he said, and smiled at me hearteningly. "Don't worry, Amanda. Leave it to me?"

"Of course—but what will you do? Will you ask Justin about it?"

"If necessary—but I doubt if he has as much of a clue as the rest of us. If she meant to scare him, she'd have said nothing," Eric said evenly. "No, leave it to me, please? Say nothing to anyone, particularly Uncle Axel. I don't want him bothered—although"—Eric grinned sardonically, he's said all along that Adams wanted to sleep in the tent for purely personal reasons. There never were any hikers, you know. Adams didn't realize that Holmgart is Stiernebjorn land. One phone call and my uncle knew no one in the vicinity had been on vacation.

"But he thought Adams was—amusing himself with a certain person who is no concern of Stierna." Eric shrugged cynically. "Consequently he was careful not to raise any awkward questions." Eric exhaled relievedly and turned to me. "Don't worry about it, sweetie," he said gaily. "Leave it to me?"

"With pleasure," I said, and meant it.

CHAPTER X

The generally fair weather broke sharply, as if a presage of what was to come. Monday was overcast and damp; Tuesday was even heavier without actually raining. We bundled up in sweaters and boots, and Carl brought down a cauldron of hot soup for the workmen's lunch, but the day was unpleasantly raw. It got into your bones, and a soaking hot bath and wool dress didn't help. Little shivers worked up my legs despite roaring fires, until I wished I'd had the courage merely to change pants for dinner. The Count's disapproval would have been better than ague.

By tacit consent we all went to bed at ten, and around eleven there was a sharp thunderstorm. It was relatively short but just as frightening as the one on my arrival at Stierna. I huddled under the covers until it passed, and exhaustedly lit a cigarette while the final rumbles died away. This would put the kibosh on tomorrow; the site would be swimming—tonight's wind was enough to rip the roof from the castle to say nothing of tarpaulins. Without strong sun, there'd be puddles in all directions, and everyone would get summer colds.

The Count already had one. Carl appeared to say His Excellency would breakfast in his rooms and join us later. It was nearly ten before he emerged, wearing high rubber boots and automatically refusing the woolen scarf Carl was endeavoring to wrap about his neck. "Na, na." He waved irritably, and his voice was as hoarse as a crow's. He started heavily down the stairs, saying, "I am sorry to keep you waiting. Is the car ready?"

"Yes," I said walking toward him determinedly, "but you are not going. You are going back to bed." He huffed at me, and I tanked right over him verbally. "Don't argue with me. Carl, come and get him, and let me know when he's settled."

"Ja, ja," Carl said eagerly, trotting down to grasp the Count's arm. "Kom, Excellenz."
"Phooh, nonsense! Go away, Carl. I'm perfectly all right," he bellowed, shaking off Carl's hand.

By that time I'd got up the stairs to block him. "Stop roaring, it's bad for your vocal chords," I said firmly. "You are not all right, and a day in this weather will make you worse tomorrow. Turn around this instant and go back to bed." He stood glaring at me speechlessly, then let fly with some Swedish that didn't require translation. Carl was bug-eyed with shock. "I'm not impressed," I told him coldly. "You either go back to bed—or nobody goes to work today. Understand?"

"She's absolutely right, sir," Rolf said at once.

Justin agreed heartily. "Why not let me send the men home as soon as they've drained as much water as possible?" he added persuasively. "There's more than enough to keep us busy for the day here."

"Na, na, the men must have their day's pay. They depend on this," the Count wheezed testily, and encountered my militant eye. "Take charge, if you please, Dr. Adams. Let them do what they can." With a snort he added some more Swedish that drew a hastily suppressed smile from Carl. Then he turned slowly and allowed himself to be assisted upward. In the hall below, Justin and Rolf were howling with laughter.

"What did he say?" I asked suspiciously.

"Untranslatable," they said. "Wow, you handled him like a baby."

"Well, you're on your own. I'm staying here to see he obeys."

Propped against the huge mahogany headboard with pillows behind him, Count Stiernebjorn was an old man with a cold. When Carl summoned me, I sailed in armed with the thermometer and aspirin from the first-aid kit. "Open!" He had a full degree of fever and his pulse felt weak as well as irregular. Carl produced various cold remedies prescribed by the doctor; I didn't know what they were, but if the doctor said so, they must be all right.

"I won't have that old fussbudget! Mind, you're not to send for him," Uncle Axel croaked in a last-ditch stand.

"I shall, if I think best," I returned—and by evening I did. Throughout the day he grew more hoarse, had no appetite for Mrs. Haldering's invalid lunch, and dozed intermittently. His pulse seemed unchanged, but at five he had another degree of fever. I went down and told Mrs. Haldering to get the doctor. There was a furious spitting of Swedish when the man arrived, but Uncle Axel felt too rotten to fight.

The doctor cheerfully said Count Axel was a bad patient, but due to my prompt action, this should be a light affair. He would return in the morning. All that bothered Rolf and Justin was a scientific congress the next day. They were due in Uppsala for lunch, followed by afternoon and evening sessions. "Well, he can't go."

"No—but should we?"

"Of course. Rolf is showing photographs, isn't he? And aren't you supposed to speak in the evening, Justin?" When they nodded, I said, "Up to you to maintain the honor, etcetera. Did you get anything done today?"

They looked sheepish. "Don't tell him, but I dismissed the men at lunch," Justin confided. "The place was a quagmire. If he worries about wages, I'll pay them myself."

"Then you were here all afternoon? If I'd known, you could have got the prescriptions from Gardel, instead of Carl."

"I was making extra prints," Rolf said, "and Justin went back to the site."

"I left some stuff I needed in the tent," Justin said casually.

Too casually.

What was he doing down there alone, when the place was a mud hole and the men were dismissed because work was impossible?

He was working on the old site, of course.
I looked up to catch a fleeting expression before Justin turned away—and everything fell into place with an almost audible click. I'm in his way, he'll remove me like Rane, he's insane. I said aloud, "Well, please don't anyone else get wet feet. The Count's enough to handle. See you tomorrow."

I sat beside Uncle Axel's bed until Carl returned from his supper, oblivious of the old man's stertorous breaths, recalling Justin's glance: watchfulness, speculation, dislike. I was scared to death of him—yet oddly more pulled together by the admission of fear. This weekend I would consult Eric; never mind if I lost him by revealing too deep an interest—he had to know everything I felt about Justin Adams, particularly when Uncle Axel was ill.

Carl and I spelled each other during the night, and by morning there was heartening improvement. That is, the cold was now full-flowered for total attack. Poor Uncle Axel! Carl and I ruthlessly sweated him, propped him over steam inhalations and fed him hot broth. Every time he moved, we gave him a pill. The medication was more exhausting than the cold, but his pulse was a bit stronger and he was back to one degree of fever. The doctor was loud in praise, he'd return later, keep up the good work!

Rolf and Justin left for Uppsala at ten-thirty, would not be back until midnight. As soon as Uncle Axel fell asleep after lunch, I borrowed the servants' car and drove purposefully down to the barrows. The air had cleared, but the sun was still pallid. When I got the tarpaulins really folded back from Justin's trench, I nearly fainted. He must have been sneaking down every possible moment to have done so much—and how clever he'd been!

After the first deepening and widening of his original trench, he'd gone straight forward and down into the barrow beneath succeeding tarpaulins, leaving the first hole much as it had been—in case anyone looked. The excavation was shadowed even when I'd folded back the heavy canvas as best I could. I took a deep breath and let myself down. I was nerved for anything as I flashed the torch about—including Rane's body—but there was nothing.

Nothing at all but dirt.
Looking around more calmly, I saw that Justin had gone almost from side to side of the barrow; the deepest spot was directly in front of his upper trench. Furthermore, he seemed to be refilling around the rear edges. There, the earth was being built up and evenly tamped into a wall. How much farther had he burrowed before being convinced that what he sought was not there? Never mind what it was, or if it were only a maniacal determination to best Count Stiernebjorn—it was frightening.
Looking back, I saw that every single thing Justin had said or done was directed toward his personal goal. He had come for a purpose that he believed lay in this barrow, and he would not give up until he got it. Time and again he'd ingeniously turned an apparent setback into forward progress for himself. One snag after another was removed by charm, by different stories to different people, by the facade of impetuous youth.

Or by murder?
I stood trembling uncontrollably. Let me out of here! Yes, they were supposed to be in Uppsala—suppose they came back? Wildly I hurled myself at the upper trench, and the edge was above my head. I could just reach it with outstretched hands, but without strength to pull myself up unaided. I tried scrabbling up the side, and my hands slid from the smooth dirt, bringing some earth clods into the hole.

That brought me out of my panic. Justin would know at once someone had been there, and he wouldn't doubt it was me. He was already wary; I hadn't turned out as expected. Calm down, think carefully; you MUST get out—if possible without leaving a trace. There was nothing whatever to stand on. Justin had left the hand tool for loosening clods; could I carve out a foothold in the hard-packed earth under the trench? A dead giveaway, but the alternative was to wait until I was missed at Stierna. Brin or Carl would come to look for me—but that would break everything wide open, and Uncle Axel mustn't learn.

Try the foothold first. I picked up the tool, stepped forward—and sank down to my ankle in the soft earth of the deepest excavation! I winced, standing on one leg to rub the ankle, and distinctly glimpsed stone beneath my footprint. Hopefully, I pulled away dirt and bent forward.

I was staring at a rune stone.

It was about a foot square, and two inches thick. I went cold again: Justin had found it. Why had he covered it, started to remove signs of his work, said nothing? Never mind, could I get it out to use for a step? It was a job that had me panting, but I could and I did, to sit gulping blessed fresh air. After a while I became practical.

The hole couldn't be left as it was. Count Stiernebjorn couldn't be disturbed by this development. Eric was fifty miles away.

It was only three o'clock—and Justin would never leave Uppsala before he'd made his speech after dinner! There were ropes and a small ladder in the equipment tent. I got them and descended again, to fix the ropes about the rune stone as the men had for the Vi stones. I wasn't too expert, I nearly lost the thing once, but finally I had it onto the top of the ladder. Then I took a breather for gathering strength. At first, I couldn't haul it an inch farther, which made me so mad I gave a furious tug. I must have had the right leverage, because it came so swiftly that I fell flat on my rear end!

When I revived from that, I got a pail of dirt from the waste pile and went briskly down to remove signs. Lucky I did! The prints of my sneakers were all over the place! The loose dirt went into the hole of the rune stone, and I added another pailful for good measure. Finally I hauled up the ladder and tackled the stone itself. It wasn't quite so hard getting it out of the trench, because I could get underneath and heave. When I'd replaced all the equipment and dusted out the trench, I thought that, aside from the edge clods, the place looked undisturbed.

I devised a system of hefting the stone end over end until I got it into the car. At the other end I repeated the process, until it was up the tower steps into my room. Then, briefly, I collapsed and shed a few tears of combined fright and exhaustion. A hot bath would relieve my aching muscles, but what should I do with the stone?

Suppose Justin found it gone? He'd search frantically, and I would be in Stockholm. I couldn't leave it here, lying naked on the hearth rug. Hearth rug! Could I pull it into another room? Not safe enough; Justin would ferret everywhere, he would have to retrieve that stone. I shivered again, not merely at his frenzy, but at the part I'd be required to play. I wasn't capable of Justin's suave innocence. My face would give me away, and Justin would be eying me like a hawk. I didn't think I could even face him at breakfast without arousing his suspicion, and the first thing he'd check would be the barrow.

The only locked rooms I knew of were Eric's. They were the counterpart of his uncle's: a big bedroom including the northwest tower, leading into a dressing room and bath. There were hall doors for all three. When Uncle Axel was ill, Carl had transferred Rolf and Justin to that bath, so the Count could be undisturbed. He'd reversed the bathroom doors, opening the one to the hall and bolting the one to the dressing room. The rest of the suite was locked as always. If I could get the stone into Eric's rooms?

I debated a story to give Carl for access, but in the end it was simple. He had a key ring, but neatly tagged duplicates hung on a board in the Count's dressing room. The doctor arrived while Carl was having his supper. I bowed myself into the dressing room, snatched the keys for Eric's suite and opened the door. I listened at the top of my tower steps, but all the servants were in the kitchen. Somehow I tugged the rug with its passenger down the corridor into Eric's room. Split-second timing, because I could hear the doctor leaving the opposite room! Hauling the rug from beneath the rune stone, I left it where it was. Eric would probably break his leg over it—but the doctor was down in the hall, looking about for Carl or someone. Hastily I relocked the door and called, "Oh, are you going? Is he better?"

"Much better! Tomorrow in bed, and perhaps Saturday he can get up for a while."

It was a scramble, but I got the keys back to Carl's board and the rug into my room before Carl returned, followed by Brin, carrying pre-dinner drinks.
Uncle Axel perked up a bit. "If you will excuse me, Amanda," he announced grandly, "I shall change for dinner. Carl, a fresh nightshirt, if you please."
I went off chuckling and deliberately "dressed up." When I returned, Carl and Brin were setting up a small dinner table, while Uncle Axel was freshly scrubbed and brushed, looking as saintly as Carl Sandburg. He was roaring at the servants, and as soon as he saw me, he demanded, "What is the meaning of this?"
"I am dining with you tonight—alone, in your bedroom," I widened my eyes. "Aren't you thrilled?"
"Phooh, nonsense! You can't eat in a sickroom, I won't have it. Go down to the dining room as usual."
"I won't," I said flatly. "I don't want to be alone in that big room. I'm just a simple American girl, unused to pomp and circumstance."
He eyed me from under the bushy brows. "American, yes," he conceded, "but simple? Far from it!"
Neither was he. I'd calmed down slightly after securing the stone. With luck, I might avoid Justin until I got back from Stockholm; I'd be abed tonight, plead a headache for breakfast in bed tomorrow, manage some evasion for lunch, and be gone with Eric before they came up from the site. Or would Justin think that strange? Try as I would, I couldn't put it out of my mind, until Uncle Axel observed, "You are nervous tonight, Amanda. I fear you are overtired by waiting on me."
"Oh, no, not at all—it was only that I rather expected a letter from home," I said at random. But if he noticed my preoccupation, Justin would see it even more quickly. I must be natural, think of other things, "Early bedtime, but until then, shall we play cards?" I taught him a form of rummy called "Manipulation," which places no strain on the intellect, and shortly we were paper-gambling for a hundred kronor a point. I kicked off my shoes and curled up on the bed across the lapboard from Uncle Axel, while Carl went back and forth, smiling benignly at the Count's glee.

The telephone rang at nine-thirty, and Carl vanished discreetly. I started to go also, but was motioned to stay. It was all Swedish, anyway, and whatever it was, he wasn't happy about it. Finally he said, "Tell her yourself, she's right here," and extended the phone. "Eric."

"Hello, Amanda." Eric's voice was sober, too. Had he learned something about Rane? My heart turned over, but it was almost worse: he was in Oslo, would not be back until Saturday dinner. Until that moment I hadn't realized how I'd been counting on Eric tomorrow, to take me away, to listen and advise. "You could drive in alone—or shall I ask someone to fetch you?"

"Couldn't I take the bus?" I countered shakily.

"Why not wait until Saturday? Carl is coming in, he'll bring you—but it means an early start."

"I don't mind how early!" I said eagerly. "Just so I get there. I mean, I have engagements and it's a fuss to cancel. And you don't know when you'll be back, maybe it'll be earlier," I said absurdly, because Eric was never earlier, he was always later—but I couldn't be here all day with Justin. Tomorrow evening was bad enough to contemplate.

"All right, let me talk to Uncle Axel again, please."

That was the end of the evening. When he replaced the phone, Uncle Axel's face was unsmiling. I packed away the cards and said, "Bedtime!"

He nodded absently. "Brin will drive you into Stockholm tomorrow," he stated. "Good-night, Amanda."

His tone admitted of no demur, not that I would have protested even for politeness. I was too glad of reprieve, and I didn't care that my distraught voice had obviously told Eric I was fleeing again, nor what he'd said that caused Uncle Axel to arrange for Brin. I said good-night arid went thankfully to Hedi's rooms, where I bolted the doors and went exhaustedly to bed.

I couldn't avoid Justin entirely, of course. He and Rolf were still recounting the details of Uppsala after breakfast to the Count. "Hello, Amanda. How's the head?" Justin asked jovially.

"Better, thanks." I ignored the Count's swift glance. "I take it everything went like whipped cream?"

"Oh, very successful! Rolf was the star turn."

"Your speech was no understudy," Rolf retorted happily. "It's a pity you missed it, Amanda. You'd have understood the food, if nothing else. Wow, what a feed!"
I laughed. "Oh, we didn't do too badly at home."

"You should have a holiday to make up." Justin smiled. "What did you do with yourself all day?"

"I gave my undivided attention to Count Stiernebjorn," I announced. "Every time he opened his eyes, my eagle eye was on him, until he had to get well in self-defense. It was too damp to go out, anyway." I sensed Uncle Axel's awareness of a lie. "In the evening we dined alone, with candlelight, wine and discreet servitors," I sighed romantically, "after which we gambled away our inheritance at cards! It was a positive rake's progress, and you weren't missed at all."

Rolf laughed heartily. "He'll never get well if that's your kind of medicine, Amanda."

"Oh, I shall regain my inheritance tonight," Uncle Axel said blandly, "and get up at once—before she can win the castle away from me." But he knew I wouldn't be at Stierna this evening.

It did the trick, though. Justin smiled, but he was only full of his own success. "I gave the Count a copy of my talk, if you'd like to read it, Amanda. Rolf, we'd better get going." He stood up, "Glad to find you looking so well, sir."

"So am I," Uncle Axel returned dryly.

"Oh, well, if it had to happen, this was a good time to pick," Justin said easily. "You haven't missed much."

Count Stiernebjorn hadn't missed anything, and I knew it. He said nothing, but his actions spoke for him. The fever was gone, but he remained docilely in bed. "Tomorrow I will try my legs. This week is lost in any case, so I may as well be sensible."

Such meekness struck me as most unlike Count Stiernebjorn—yet what was the result? With the Count still abed, I couldn't be expected at the site. Clever Uncle Axel: he'd added yesterday's twitchiness to a nonexistent headache to the lie of never leaving Stierna—and deduced—

My heart sank, because, of course, he'd deduced the very thing I was trying to cover until I could reach Eric. Well, I knew I was never meant for intrigue, dammit, but I'd certainly laid a complete trail this time! The Count had waked yesterday, I was gone, Carl said I had borrowed the servants' car to go down to the site. Later I was a bundle of nerves, and finally I nearly went to pieces at the thought of having to stay at Stierna on Saturday.

I might as well have waved flags and fired cannons, saying, "Don't look now!" Count Stiernebjorn knew perfectly well I'd found something disturbing in his barrows, and as soon as my back was turned, he'd go straight down to investigate. Would it be better to cancel Stockholm and stay here until Eric arrived? But no excuse would fool Count Stiernebjorn; he'd only be more worried that I thought it so serious—and that would produce exactly the heart strain to be avoided. Why hadn't I said I wanted the car to go to the village? Did I dare tell him some part of it, ask him to let me discuss it first with Eric, because it might be nothing at all? No, it wouldn't work with Uncle Axel.

He was going through his mail. He laid it down with a sigh. "I shall never be caught up," he fretted.

"Could I help?" I said mechanically. "It would have to be English, but perhaps you could get some of the routine things out of the way."

"You would really not mind?" he brightened slightly. "You are not supposed to be my secretary, Amanda—but it would help."

"Of course, I don't mind. I like to be busy."

Carl brought up typewriter, supplies, a bulging leather desk file. By the looks of it, Count Stiernebjorn never had been caught up! He sat up briskly and began at A—but after all, we got through an immense amount of it in a short while: envelopes to address, forms to fill out, checks to be signed. The file was much slimmer in an hour. Then we tackled the correspondence, which took much longer because not all the writers understood English. It was unexpectedly interesting, though. Before I realized, lunch arrived! Carl had brought a tray for me, and Uncle Axel asked diffidently if I minded eating so early. Would I rather join the men downstairs for a proper meal?

"Oh, no!" I said thankfully. "We're going along so well, I hate to interrupt it."

After lunch we even managed two single-sentence Swedish letters, by his spelling each word for me, and a four-page epistle in French! "I don't do shorthand or spell properly, but if you dictated very slowly to me at the typewriter, I think I could do a draft for you to correct."

He was correcting it when Rolf and Justin presented themselves after their lunch. The site had dried better than expected, and they had hit something—then it was Swedish, but I gathered it was exciting. I worked away steadily, transcribing my notes, while they hashed it over, and finally Justin joked, "I hope you're busy enough to suit you at last, Amanda!"

"I feel right at home, thank you," I returned serenely, "and whatever you've found: mind you put on the labels and write it clearly on the list, or I will personally snatch you bald!"

They went away laughing, "See you later." Justin's face was unclouded—not that that meant anything. He wouldn't be apt to look at the old barrow when other people were around. Neither had he any special reason—now. I glanced sideways at the Count's calm face, bending over the completed correspondence, and I could have walked over and kissed him! Clever, clever Uncle Axel: he'd not only kept me under his eye, but distracted my mind so successfully that Justin hadn't seen the slightest quiver of an eyelash.

I had everything finished but one letter by three-thirty. "No, that is enough," Count Stiernebjorn said firmly. "For one thing, I am tired now, and for another, Brin does not drive as fast as Eric. If he does not leave promptly, he will not get back in time to serve dinner."

"All right." I fixed him with a stern glance. "But mind: while I am gone, you are to behave yourself, understand? The doctor said one full day in the house! I don't care what they found at the dig—you are not to go tearing around down there tomorrow. If it's been buried for a thousand years, it can wait two more days."

He looked at me inscrutably. "Very well," he agreed after a moment. "I promise to stay here until you return. Will that do?"

"Nicely, thanks. Carl, you heard him? Make sure he keeps his word!" I smiled at Uncle Axel ingenuously. "Actually, I'm only determined to be in at the death! I'll make Eric bring me back on Sunday, so we can all go down together."

I knew he wasn't deceived, but I felt he was willing to leave whatever it was in Eric's hands. He nodded again. "That would be pleasant, Amanda. Until Sunday, then."

I managed to drop something on the floor of the car and be bending to retrieve it as we passed the barrows, and Brin might not drive so fast as Eric, but he was studying! We reached Anna's shortly after five, but she wasn't home yet. It didn't matter; it was a relief to be safely alone. I collapsed mindlessly on the couch until a servant brought in the drink tray. "I fix—you fix?" she asked, smiling.

"I'll fix, thank you." Over the highball, I tried to marshal an orderly progression of events for Eric, and failed. There weren't any facts; only my suspicions, fears, and instinctive reactions for "expectable behavior." I thought I had better make a list from the beginning—but was the arrival at Stierna the real beginning?

There was Margo's odd story, and Katrin's distress over Anders. There were Justin's remarks that pointed to a hidden motive, and his certainty that "this is the one. I couldn't be wrong." There was the Count's faint recoil at Justin's appearance, his reluctance to agree to the barrow.

I found a pad in Anna's study and determinedly made a list. The concentration was therapeutic. I had first to remember every detail: I wrote them down as they came to me, irrespective of order, and constantly pulling myself from wandering off at a tangent. A good thing I was organizing; Eric's business mind would loathe a hysterical mass of intangibles. He would want the point first, and then how I'd arrived at it.

What was the point? I reduced it to a bald statement: I believe Justin Adams came to Stierna for a concealed and malevolent reason, long planned in every detail. I believe him to be an evil man. I believe that he murdered Rane Engstrom. I believe him to be insane, and I believe that, if interfered with, he will not hesitate to murder either Count Stiernebjorn or myself.
I listed the paltry snippets that were all I had for reasons: Justin's rudeness at the welcome party was not drunkenness but triumph at a successful (as he thought) first step.

The later row over the site indicated more knowledge than expectable—but when I took him to task for poor psychology, he switched to the sympathy bid. I'd fallen for it—but not all the way; I accepted his explanation for the technical parts, but I still didn't care for the personality he was revealing—and he'd lost ground irretrievably by the jealous scene at Fyrby.

Rane was a fact—and unless Eric had found some clue, I no longer doubted that Justin had killed the girl. That was one of the tangents I couldn't suppress; it fitted too horribly easily. Bleakly, I wrote the script: Rane wanted to go to America, Justin had said he would take her. Too simple to get her to keep her mouth shut! It was going to be a triumph, a sensation. Stierneholm would never forget Rane Engstrom or disbelieve her again. She'd packed her clothes, drawn her money, left a note, and met Justin—expecting to be married.

I gulped the remainder of my drink and fixed another, closing my eyes sickly after the first sip. It couldn't have been any other way—although what could he have done with her body? The river, perhaps—and but for me, Stierneholm would have asked no questions for a long while. Justin would add that to my shock over his unguarded face at the rune-stone discovery and begin to dislike me actively. It would never occur to him that I was thinking things through; he'd think I was merely a marplot getting in his way, who'd have to be watched from now on.

He'd worked out the runes, I thought suddenly! They weren't what he expected, but they weren't so conclusive as to end the matter. Now I saw the picture: Justin apologized, got the site changed, and continued the secret work—but the second rune stone wasn't what he wanted, either! Had he deciphered it? Certainly, somehow he'd known it wasn't his answer; that was why he was trying to bury it again, to erase the trace of his work.

If I hadn't discovered the situation, what would Justin have done? Covered up and abandoned the whole thing? "Not bloody likely," I thought instinctively. Justin was insane; his faith in himself was absolute, and he was unaware that I had any hidden knowledge to cause questions. Most of all, he was unaware that I had any brains. He would be watching me only because I kept getting in the way—like noticing the disarranged tarpaulin. And I ought never to have known he wasn't in the castle the afternoon of the Count's illness.

I looked over my notes and felt discouraged. Aside from the buried rune stone, there was really nothing. I didn't know what Justin would do if he were exposed, or what he was after, or what was to be gained by any of this—except that I was scared to death.

The smiling maid appeared. "Baroness phone, is delay. Please to dress, party here tonight."

"Oh? I didn't know." I picked up my notes and went up to my room, feeling cheerful. Anna's parties were always fun; it would be good to get my mind off Stierna and its problems. The maid had put the violet soap in the bathroom when she'd unpacked—I'd finally remembered to bring it back. "Oh, this isn't mine," I told her.

"Not?" she said in surprise. "Herr Ragnor gives, says is yours."

"How strange," I was equally surprised. "I never use violet—this is mine." I pointed to a plastic container.

She nodded. "So I think, but when he gives, I think I am wrong, and is yours." She pondered. "Where he get? Is no violet anywhere."

She took the soap with her, but apparently she asked everyone in the house, because the first thing Anna said when she'd kissed me welcome was, "What is this about violet soap?"

"The maid packed it, she says Eric gave it to her and said it was mine—but it isn't, and now she says it isn't yours either."

"Eric?" Anna laughed softly. "Well—did she come?”
"Who?"

"Ilse. She never used anything but violet soap," Anna remarked. "The only time Hedi thought she felt Ilse was when she won a box at a grab bag."

"It didn't work this time—" Then I stopped, feeling a bit eerie. "I left the soap in my room," I said slowly, "and you know how your senses intensify in the dark? It smelled so strong that my head began to ache; I moved it to the bath, and when I came back—

"It wasn't a cold night, but when I came back the room was icy." After a moment, I chuckled. "The chill wind of disapproval! I wonder if she spent the rest of the night in the bathroom, sniffing."

Anna smiled absently. "It's odd you should have felt her at all."

"Oh, it was mostly a good story, to pay Eric out for giving me the same perfume he gives everyone."

"Then you haven't felt Ilse?" Anna asked quickly.

"I don't know. I often feel I'm not alone, but then I feel that way all over Stierna.”
"What?"
I nodded. "Don't tell anyone, please?" I begged. "It's only—they didn't know it, but I have a fantastic imagination, Anna. If Eric and Uncle Axel hadn't joked about ancestral shades coming to visit, I'd never have felt anything."

"What have you felt?"

"Oh—people. Now and then I think someone is passing me in the passages—and occasionally I seem to be escorted from the head of the stairs to my rooms. The only odd thing was in the Throne Room. I went to look at the portraits and tapestries, and a whole crowd of people came. Not all at once, and nobody stayed long—as though they just wanted to look at me," I said uncomfortably. "It sounds so silly—but I sort of imagined a whole ceremony, Anna: it was all the portraits. They went up one at a time and sat in the Throne and came down again."

"My God," Anna whispered. "Did you see them, Amanda?"

"Oh, no. I've never seen anything," I said quickly. "I told you—it's just that I have a wild imagination."

"I can see that you have," she murmured. "Weren't you—frightened?"

"Well, it was a bit of a jolt at first, but once I got used to it, I didn't mind. Everything I ever felt was—perfectly friendly and pleasant, except the weeping woman on the front stairs," I said casually, trying to play it down. Anna was looking half-faint; I wished I hadn't said anything.

Then suddenly she pulled herself together. "You must be sure to tell Eric about this," she said, her lips curving in a mischievous little smile. "Don't forget, Amanda! It will be—a good lesson for him." She turned away to receive the first guests, "Ah, Hilda, how are you, my dear?"

I got through Saturday by looking at my watch every other minute and saying, "Five hours. Four hours. Two and a half hours." I knew it was absurd; Eric's concept of dinner could be anything up to midnight, but at least I'd be waiting for him. By five-thirty I was back at Anna's.

"Here is letter," the maid said, smiling. "Carl brings from Stierna after you go. He think is important."

It was a Foundation envelope: Katrin. I thought guiltily of my fib about expecting a letter from home. Of course, Uncle Axel thought this was it, and poor Carl had had to make an extra stop in the middle of his errands. I went upstairs, tossed it on the bed, and got dressed for Eric. Then I picked up my list—there'd be time to check it again—and the letter. It felt unusually thick, probably more data sheets, but when I glanced at the address side, it was stamped instead of metered, and the cancellation was Minneapolis.

I wondered what on earth the head office was writing to me about, and tore it open—but it was not the Children of Scandinavia. It was Margo.

CHAPTER XI
I stared at five pages, typed single-space on both sides, and felt faint. It required no ESP to know that here was everything to back my distrust and growing fear of Justin Adams. Margo would never have typed such a long letter unless what she'd learned from Aunt Helga was serious. My hands shook so violently I could hardly hold the sheets. For almost a minute I folded and unfolded, wanting to defer until Eric came, yet afraid to wait—then again cravenly stuffing the letter into its envelope. It was no good; I'd started this, I must finish it. Turning on the reading lamp, I forced myself to begin.

The first paragraph tersely explained the delay: the baby (Lucy Helga) arrived prematurely, Aunt Helga had a sick spell, Margo and children went to cheer her convalescence. Finally, Margo read her my letters—and the old lady had gone to pieces! Fortunately John was there, because Aunt Helga lapsed into a disjointed mixture of Swedish and English, but he'd got the whole story out of her.

My eyes leaped from paragraph to paragraph in stunned horror. Justin Adams was Aunt Helga's godson, and his maternal great-grandmother was an illiterate Swedish laundress. His grandmother, Anna Chauncey, was Helga's boarding-school roommate, and while she bragged of Revolutionary Chaunceys, she was bitterly ashamed of her mother. Only to Helga, because she was Swedish and the girls had sworn an oath of loyalty, did Anna reveal that she could trace her family back to the Vikings, that she was related to a titled family, and her son would be the rightful heir to large estates.

Anna had papers to prove it: a genealogy from 950 to 1700, and some parchment marked with peculiar symbols. The trouble was that after 1700 there had been no boys to survive infancy. It was "the bad luck of the Svendings," Anna said, but she would break the chain and her son would establish his claim. Helga thought it terribly romantic. After boarding school, she forgot the story. Both women married, remaining close friends by correspondence, but seeing each other rarely. Anna's life was unlucky; her husband died, one son was killed in the flu epidemic, and the daughter was killed with her husband in an airplane crash.

Justin was all Anna had left. Naturally, she doted on him. When she brought him to visit, Helga was equally captivated by her godson's beauty, charm, intelligence, although she thought Anna spoiled him. Still, it was hard not to; he was such a sweet, engaging little chap. He wrote regularly, never forgetting his godmother; Helga was deeply touched by his affectionate remembrance, and took pleasure in providing unexpected extras such as a good bicycle or the money to join a class outing.

By the time he was sixteen, all the girls were after him and all the boys were jealous. There was an ugly rumor that Justin had seduced a teenager—completely untrue—but Anna sent the boy to Helga for the summer, where his behavior convinced her he was the victim of a deliberate plot intended to remove him from competition with the local high-school girls.

Anna died suddenly the following May; as executrix, Helga stayed after the funeral until Justin graduated from high school, and although she found him the same charming, well-behaved boy of the previous summer, it was obvious there was an undercurrent in the small town. She thought it was partly due to Anna's overbearing pride, and partly youthful envy that Justin got high marks so easily.

He stayed with Helga until college opened, and thereafter she saw little of him, although he still wrote faithfully. He did magnificently in his studies, was immensely popular with students and professors, and got a good job each summer. There were always girls, but he said frankly that he couldn't afford to be serious. Helga suspected he slept with nearly all his females, but there was no scandal—until a shiftless tenant farmer said Justin had got his daughter pregnant last holiday.

Helga did not believe him (and the baby later proved to look exactly like a farmhand), but she wrote Justin. He not only flatly denied it, he was so furious that he frightened Helga. She had never known he had such a temper. He literally raved at her for daring to think that he, with his illustrious heritage, would stoop to a village slut. She could not think what he meant for a moment. Then she recalled Anna's schoolgirl romance. Coupled with his choice of archeology and deep interest in Viking explorations of America, it gave Helga pause.

Bluntly, she asked Justin if he believed the story. He laughed it to scorn: Anna had believed it, but surely Helga knew it was nonsense? Yes, he had the papers; they were interesting. He wondered how they'd got into Anna's family—but his real heritage was the Chaunceys and his father's ancestors. He admitted he'd traced them back a ways and felt a bit snobbish about them.

Helga didn't believe him. Neither did she like the temper he revealed; it shook her badly. Justin always talked her around with a credible story—it struck her there were too many times when such a story was needed. In spite of his scholastic brilliance, she felt there was something basically wrong. For Anna's sake—although she thought it was Anna's spoiling—Helga forgave and overlooked; she still felt that Justin was somehow "not turning out well."

He graduated with highest honors, applied for a grant to get his master's degree. There was another applicant, not so brilliant, but in greater financial need. A week before the decision, Justin's rival plunged to his death in an old quarry before the horrified eyes of a field party. In an effort to save him, Justin also fell and broke his arm, but was luckily held on a ledge by some coarse shrubs.

Helga thought he had caused the death. She said, when Justin thought himself unobserved, he had "that smile." She had no idea how he could have done it, but she believed it. She began to feel afraid of him, but fortunately he was rarely around as his career advanced. He always wrote, he spent a day or two when he could, and always mentioned the early joke: when he was ready for his own dig, Helga would finance it. Somehow the idea got started with the Children of Scandinavia; Helga couldn't remember how. She was no longer so young, and her heart kept her home a lot. Things slipped past her these days.

She didn't know how far it had gone before Justin learned; she hadn't been actively involved, she'd been unable to get to many of the meetings. But Justin turned up without warning, half-beside himself, and accusing her of treachery! He insisted she had promised him this job; she knew how vital it was for him to work in Sweden. He pulled out every argument, until she was so bewildered and tired that she agreed to anything. The other trustees said they supposed Rollefsen meant to go, and anyway the Count was in charge.

Helga thought that was the end of it. She told Justin it wasn't what he wanted, after all; he'd only be assistant. He agreed and laid himself out to apologize for everything he'd said. He hadn't meant a word of it; he hadn't been thinking clearly or he'd have known his darling godmother would never have forgotten their agreement. Not but what he wished she'd told him, he said wistfully; she couldn't know, but he'd go as a laborer for the chance at Stierneholm! She didn't know what it meant to him. It was unimportant for Anders, who'd done a lot of work at Birka, but it was one opportunity in a million to Justin. Helga didn't believe him, but she was too worn out to think about it. He kept writing to ask if the decision had been made, and suddenly he turned up again in great excitement, saying Anders had told him privately that he really wanted to take another job, but didn't know how to get out of this. Against her better judgment, Helga finally went to the trustees' meeting and persuaded them to appoint Justin. She had blamed herself ever since for weakening; she was certain he had an ulterior motive—but she was terrified by his vicious temper. Sometimes she almost thought he was insane, as though he would kill her if she refused him.

She'd had a weekly letter from Justin, reporting how well everything was going. She'd tried to convince herself it really was all right. The boy was brilliant, everyone said so; the other man had taken the better job that Justin said he'd preferred. Then by chance, Helga had learned that Svendings were part of the Stiernebjorn clan—and my letters had confirmed the old lady's fears. "That's it," Margo ended. "John's going to check up at once, but he thought I should write you, too. It was too terribly pathetic, Amanda—she sobbed like a baby and kept saying, 'They'll be killed, and it is my fault.' John says to tell Count Stiernebjorn if you think advisable, and to phone or cable us at any time. Take care of yourself, honey!"

That was the gist, and I was as terrified as Aunt Helga, now that I had the missing links. Anna's paper with the peculiar symbols was a rune sheet, and Justin knew what it said. Whatever it was, that was what had led him to insist on that barrow. The crumpled paper I'd found in the tent was the deciphering of the rune stone on top of the grave! I remembered the words, I still didn't know what they meant—and in the block printing I hadn't realized "SVENDING" was a proper name.

Now I knew the purpose I'd always suspected; it was nothing so simple as a desire to heal a modern family feud. Justin thought he was the rightful Count Stiernebjorn, and that some incontrovertible proof was in the barrow. The second rune stone didn't help, but whether it disproved his claim or concerned someone else entirely, he had to cover it up. Innocent or not, there was no way to explain its find.

I wondered shakily if perhaps my removal of the stone had been the worst possible thing to do. If I'd left it there, he would have continued to fill until all trace of his work was lost—but what then? Justin was insane, and Justin was a murderer. He would never accept the death of his belief, no matter what the stone said. Sooner or later he'd convince himself the Count had deliberately misled him in order to retain a title to which he knew he had no right—would there be another tragic "accident" then?

I read and reread Margo's letter, absorbing extra details I'd missed previously and working myself into a dreadful state of nerves. Should I call Stierna and tell Carl to stay right with Count Stiernebjorn at all times? No, Uncle Axel would get it out of him—and anyway, Justin might not yet realize the barrow had been inspected.

Olaf Svending? I scribbled down the words as I recalled them, but they still meant nothing. When the smiling maid entered with fresh ice for the drink tray, I said, "Rosa, what does this mean?"

She peered at it. "'Aud for Olaf Svending good husband lost,'" she said, "but is not correct writing."

"No, probably not—but I only wanted to know the meaning," I said. "Is 'Aud' a name?"

"Ja." She nodded calmly. "Is very old name."

So the first rune did indicate an empty barrow, but it hadn't deterred Justin. He wasn't looking for Olaf, then; Aud couldn't be there, either, because she had set the stones on top of the grave. Who was he looking for? Bengt, I thought inevitably. It had to be her; everything fitted, from the approximate dates to the legitimate son of old Eric, the divorce and Bengt's ultimate fate—whatever it had been.

Because it struck me suddenly: Bengt wasn't in that barrow, either! Justin had gone down far enough that he'd have found bones, if there were any. He hadn't; he'd found the rune stone, he'd begun to refill, he meant to dig no farther.

It was the most tremendous relief! Unconsciously and despite my best efforts to disbelieve and forget, Bengt was always first into my mind. I'd thought of her at once when the first stone appeared—connected her instinctively with the sadness and impression of tears on the stairs of Stierna—shivered when I discovered the second, buried, rune stone.

But after all, she wasn't there, and I could dismiss the horror forever. Thank God!

The smiling maid was back, "Telephone."

Eric's voice was surprised. "Amanda? What are you doing there?"

"Waiting for you," I said tremulously. "Where are you?"

"In Oslo," he returned cheerfully. "We have finally finished the last possible detail and are about to have dinner—but I never meant you to stay home! I thought you'd be gone with the crowd. I'd find out where you were and call you to explain. It's so late, it doesn't seem worthwhile to come back tonight. I'll stay until morning.

"No!" I cried desperately. "No, please—oh, can't you come back tonight? I don't care what time it is, I have to tell you—it's all so frightening, and I don't know what to do. Please?"

"I'll be there in two hours," he said quietly.

Waiting was both endless and a limbo in which time meant nothing. I went over and over everything, imagining. Suppose Justin found the stone gone? He'd never dream I could have removed it unaided; he'd think I'd gone direct to Count Stiernebjorn, who would send Carl and Brin to bring it back to Stierna. I visualized Justin hunting for the stone—going berserk—attacking Uncle Axel. Oh, I shouldn't have removed it. If anything happened, it would be my fault.

"Amanda?" Eric's voice said.

I flew the length of the room and cast myself against him, bursting into tears. I clung to him, babbling incoherently and burrowing into his shoulders, while his arms held me steadily. "Shhh, darling. Of course, I came—you said you needed me."

"Oh, I do—I always have, I always will," I cried distractedly, "but it's not me—it's Uncle Axel. Oh, Eric, that terrible man is going to kill him!"

"No, he won't," Erie said firmly, tilting up my chin and kissing me. Everything else went out of my head, until he drew away with a long breath. "I can't wait any longer, I have to know," he said hoarsely. "Amanda, darling—I love you so much—please, could you marry me?”
I gaped at him foolishly. "What?"

"This is so sudden," he mimicked mirthlessly. "Everybody in Sweden has known it for weeks, but you never dreamed—"

That brought me alive in a hurry! "Of course not," I returned tartly. "I was too busy loving you and trying not to show it for fear of scaring you off, dammit." He stared at me blankly. "Of course, I'll marry you—tonight, if possible, before you change your mind."

Then he laughed. "I'm not nearly so unreliable as they say, darling."

"No," I told him serenely. "No one could be."

We wasted a few minutes on kisses and murmurs, until he said gently, "Blissful as this is dear heart, it was not why you sent for me, was it? What has happened?"

"I have found out about Justin Adams," I quavered, "and it is much, much worse than I thought. Oh, Eric, he's an insane murderer—and I know he means to kill Uncle Axel."

"Shhh." He pulled me down beside him on the couch, and said, "Now tell me."

"I wrote it all down, because it doesn't look like much—but then I got a letter, and it says all the same things."

He took the list, and at first it didn't seem to impress him. He nodded occasionally, raised his eyebrows a couple of times, and only sat bolt upright at the end, "It wasn't news to you, was it?" I asked, a bit crestfallen.

"Not in a way, except the final discovery," he admitted, "although it's amazing how you figured it out, Amanda." He sprang up, walking about thoughtfully. "Not time to put it all together, right now, darling—but I'm afraid we underestimated you, too. We never dreamed you could know anything important, and all the time you were collecting details we never got. We didn't know he was a runologist. My uncle suspected he was a womanizer, it was one reason he wanted to get you away. We couldn't delve too deeply for fearing of arousing curiosity, but Adams' record seemed excellent. You've found he has a different reputation—and the final discovery of continued work is fantastic!

"But why didn't you tell Uncle Axel?" Eric turned toward the phone. "I must call him at once."

"No!" I said sharply. "Read the letter first, Eric. And I didn't say anything because I didn't dare. You know he wouldn't have taken my fears seriously, he'd have gone bellowing around—and probably given himself a heart attack."

I'm not sure Eric had taken me seriously, either, but Margo's letter convinced him. "My God," he said finally, "no wonder you were scared, sweetheart!"

"You see, it is worse," I pointed out shakily. "Aunt Helga thinks he's insane, and so do I, Eric. If you'd seen his face over the rune stone"—I shuddered—"and I've been suspecting he killed Rane for a couple of weeks. You haven't found a trace of her—and judging by that bruise on her arm, I think he found he wasn't going to be able to get rid of her as easily as he'd thought."

Eric nodded somberly. "There isn't time for that, either. Let me think, darling; then I must call Stierna." He went rapidly through my list and Margo's letter, making checks here and there. Finally he got Uncle Axel. It was a long conversation, all in Swedish. First Eric relayed salient points; then Uncle Axel had his say, while Eric made notes, and when he'd finished with Stierna, he made a lot more calls.

I just sat. Reaction was setting in, and I was limp all over. It was nearly midnight, and the settling of weeks of uncertainty seemed as incredible as being engaged to Eric. I looked covertly at his funny face that could be intent, quickly intelligent, naughty, gentle—infinitely varied—and I could scarcely believe. He hung up suddenly and grinned at me. "That is fifteen minutes you have been watching me surreptitiously," he stated. "Do I take that much getting used to?"
"Yes. I mean," I said cautiously, "we are engaged? I didn't just imagine the whole thing?"

"No, darling." He fumbled in his pocket and drew out a faded velvet box. "I've been carrying this around every weekend for months," he said diffidently, "and never got my nerve up." He pressed the catch, reaching for my hand, while I stared at a large emerald. It was surrounded by rose diamonds and set in an intricate design of gold wire. "Mother's—you may not like it, but you can have anything you like later."

"I'll never want anything else," I said sincerely. "It's lovely, and a perfect fit."

"So are you," Eric murmured, putting his arms around me.

"Well!" Anna's voice said amusedly. "I see you finally managed it, Eric. Congratulations! Amanda, my dear, welcome to the family!" She kissed me affectionately, and said, "Ah, the Ragnor ring! Do you like it, Amanda? Ilse would not have the setting changed, and by now it is so old-fashioned that it looks new again."

I said I liked it the way it was, too, and Anna chuckled. "I hope Eric's naughty trick hasn't caused an in-law problem." She turned to him reproachfully. "You should have warned Amanda about the violet soap. As it happens, she detests the scent." Eric looked at her sharply, and she nodded. "Oh, yes, Ilse came. You must get Amanda to tell you all about it, as well as—" She added something in Swedish that made Eric widen his eyes.

"Dammit, will you stop having secrets?" I said fretfully. "You make me feel like a little girl who's not very g-double-o-d."

Anna laughed and kissed me again. "But you are, and we 1-o-v-e you! Good-night, darling. Don't keep her up too late, Eric."

"No more than another kiss," he promised. "I have to get going."

"Going where?" I asked suspiciously—and I was right. He was going to Stierna; I was to stay with Anna. 
"Nothing doing," I said flatly. We had a bit of set-to. but I stuck to it: I would stay in my rooms, he could leave me with one of the villagers, I would sleep in the site tent, or the boathouse, or the rear church pew—but I would be there, and not fifty miles away chewing my nails. In the end he called Uncle Axel, who decided that, if I would obey orders, I could come. I might even be useful, as I was the only one who knew about Rane.

In the car, I asked timidly, "Can you tell me what you're going to do?"

"Investigate the barrow and tell Adams the game is up. Uncle Axel has called out the men of Stierneholm for a panel tomorrow," Eric said tersely. "The Count of Stierna is the local law—a bit like a justice of the peace but broader. He holds preliminary court hearings on local matters and decides whether they require formal judicial action. Uncle Axel means to do that, to determine if there's enough evidence for anything further. Adams is an American citizen, you see."

"He can't get away with murder, surely!"

"We haven't got a body," Eric pointed out, "and based on that letter, he isn't easily rattled, Amanda. It's all circumstantial; he only has to deny the whole thing and stick to it. We debated holding off and trying to establish that he was working at the barrow, but Uncle Axel thinks that might be dangerous. Adams is already wary; he'll be watching for the slightest slip. It's better to stop it now, even if it ends as an unproven accusation."

"He'll have a slick explanation for everything, you'll see," I prophesied gloomily.

Eric reached for my hand. "Forget about him, please, and remember me."

"With pleasure, darling! Memory is all one has in a sports car, isn't it?"

"At least bucket seats prove I've led a blameless life," he returned reproachfully.

Then we talked about us, getting all sorts of practical matters settled—such as when he fell in love with me (when he arrived the first Friday and I was so glad to see him) and when I fell in love with him (the same time, except I didn't realize it until the day of the first rune stone). We were nearly to the turn for Stierneholm when Eric said conversationally, "Anna says you have been seeing the ghosts of Stierna."

I couldn't suppress a startled twitch of my hand. "Not really—I mean, I sort of felt things at times, but it's just my uncontrollable imagination," I murmured unhappily.

"Mmmmm. Tell me about the violet soap."

"Oh, Anna would have it your mother disapproved because I hate violet, that's all. Why on earth did you give it to me? You didn't really expect anything to happen, did you?"

"Yes," he said calmly, "and it did. You sensed a presence and connected it with both perfume and soap, although at neither moment did you know they were my mother's favorites!" He laughed softly. "If you want the truth, dear heart, you startled the hell out of me with that calm little tale you pulled out of your hat the first time! I suspected you made it up to tease me—but on the chance, I provided the soap, and again you felt my mother." He raised my hand and kissed it gently.

"You mean, there are ghosts at Stierna? They're real?"

"For some people," he nodded. "My poor darling, did you think you were going dotty, on top of everything else? Uncle Axel said you had an extraordinary ESP about the solarium tapestry, but we never realized you were picking up anything else. Why didn't you say so?"

''Because you would have thought I was crazy," I said. "At least, apparently you don't, but I didn't know you wouldn't—and you see, I have this peculiar imagination—"
Eric raised his eyebrows. "Tell me from the beginning?”
"It began with my escort," I said obediently and went through the whole thing, gathering confidence from Eric's calm expression. He was going to have to know about my Imaginary Friends, anyway; he was deeply interested in them and understood at once where they came from, but his face went impassive again when I told him about the Throne Room. "I never had time to go back again, and I never did find the source for my Elizabethan."
"He's in the library," Eric told me. "It's between the study and the main hall. You haven't seen it?" I shook my head speechlessly. "His name was Eric Ragnor, too," Eric went on, "and it's probably his poignard that you have. He was the brother of a widowed countess and shared guardianship of the heir. Well," Eric mused, "this is all very interesting, and if I'd known any of it, I would have proposed at once!" He laughed helplessly.
"Why?" I asked in a very small voice.
He stopped laughing. "Because only those who will rule Stierna can see the Throne ritual," he said quietly.
"But I didn't see anything," I cried.
"Those who will live in Stierna can identify particular presences, sometimes. To others, there's no more than a vague feeling. Neither Mother nor Hedi ever felt more than an occasional movement; they weren't going to live there. Aunt Matilda, who was going to live there, accurately sensed several specific people in various rooms." Eric smiled at me. "So if you'd mentioned your impressions, I'd have known you were going to be my wife."
"I see. Suppose I hadn't felt anything?" I asked suspiciously. "Would you have figured I wasn't right, after all?"

"No." He chuckled. "It would only mean we weren't going to live there, which isn't illogical, darling. We might prefer to stay in Stockholm and only use Stierna for weekends."

"Oh." Something was tickling at the back door of memory. "You said those who will rule Stierna see that ceremony," I said hesitantly. "Did you mean—really see?"

"Yes." After a moment he said, "So does Uncle Axel—but his sons never could. That was how he knew they would not outlive him."

I digested that in silence. "Eric?"

"Yes, darling?"

"If our son doesn't see it, please don't tell me."

"Very well."

The car drew to a smooth stop and I looked about. "Why, where are we?"

"At the postern entrance behind the castle," he said. "Keep your voice low until we're inside, Amanda."

The half-light did not reach through the thick trees. I realized Eric had turned off the car lights and coasted to a stop. He unbuckled the seat belt, stepped over the driver's door and came noiselessly around to me. The wind was chill, damp, motionless. I huddled down in my seat, straining my eyes into impenetrable darkness. The memory of my first sight of Stierna came back to me, and once more I felt that it breathed a cold distaste for intruders.

I'd heard nothing, but Eric suddenly spoke in my ear. "Unbuckle the belt, Amanda, and put your arms around my shoulder." Silently he lifted me bodily from the car, carried me forward a few paces and turned into open space that was a void but windless. Behind us a door stirred the air briefly and closed with a minute click. Eric set me on my feet, and I jumped as a torch dimly lighted a stone-vaulted passage with a bottom of hard-packed earth. Whirling, I found Brin extending clothes to Eric.

"Change your shoes, darling; this is rough walking." I slid out of my pumps and into the sneakers I used at the site, while Eric shook out an immense, heavy wool cape and wrapped it around me. Brin had brought rubber-soled shoes for Eric, too, and extra torches. Slowly we started forward, the men talking in a terse undertone. The tunnel was clean, but neither very wide nor particularly high; it barely cleared Eric's head and Brin had to stoop slightly. It seemed to go on forever, and "rough walking" didn't begin to describe it. There were curves and jogs, occasional stone-faced cells with iron gratings that must have been built for dungeons; now they were full of things like firewood and garden hose, but in the dim torchlight, they were as scary as a Coney Island ride.

The gradient was steadily upward, and every so often there were a few worn stone steps. I began to be sorry I'd insisted on coming—not because of the fatiguing walk, but because I could tell it was slowing the men. My legs weren't long enough, and I skidded on the steps, until Eric got behind and hoisted while Brin hauled on my hand.

At long, long last we emerged into one of the castle cellars. "My poor sweetheart," Eric whispered remorsefully, "I'm a beast to tire you when you're already so weary."

"No, I'm just sorry I delayed you by not being able to keep up," I whispered back. "Now what?"

"Adams has gone to bed. Brin will check to be sure the coast is clear—but then you go up those stairs to the kitchen and on up to your room. There you are to stay," said Eric. It was an order. "Go to bed at once, forget

everything, and go to sleep. You are to stay out of sight until we send for you, understand?" I nodded.
"Not even to the bathroom," he murmured with a grin.
"They've left a chamber pot for tonight. Tomorrow Sophie or Haldering will come up the back stairs when it's safe, but he mustn't have the slightest suspicion you're here! Everything depends on complete surprise. Besides," he whispered urgently, "I cannot have to worry about you, dearest. Promise you'll obey, or I won't be able to concentrate."
"I promise I won't budge, darling—and you will be careful?" I returned. "After all the years I've been a bridesmaid instead of a bride, it's a bit much if I wind up being a widow instead of a bride!"
Eric nodded and dispatched me up the stairs with a kiss. Brin beckoned reassuringly from the top, and I tiptoed swiftly along to my tower door. Once in the rooms, I drew all the draperies tightly, but it was unnecessary. There wasn't any electricity, anyway; a quarter past three, it wouldn't come on again until six. The rooms weren't chilled as yet. Someone had thought to light fires, which were only just dying down, and the electric blanket had warmed the bed. A puffy down quilt had retained enough heat for comfort. I stripped off my clothes, dropped them in a heap and dove under the covers.
Someone was shaking me, tugging at my shoulder, pulling off the quilt until I shivered in the cold air. "Lemme be," I protested, drugged with sleep. I hauled the quilt back to my nose and flumped to the other side—only to feel the shaking resume on the other shoulder. In a sleepy rage, I sat up and said, "Dammit, I don't want to get up yet!"

The room was empty.

It was full of the odor of Nuit de Noel, and the air was heavy with agitation. The clock said a quarter to six, which was a hell of a time to have a fuss with my future—or was she past?—mother-in-law. "Please, Mrs. Ragnor," I quavered, "I'm sorry about the violet soap, but couldn't we discuss it some other time?"

I distinctly sensed a snort of impatience, followed by an increase of agitation that flowed back and forth like a wave between bedside and sitting room. Nothing could have been more clear: "The hell with a soap, stupid—get out here!"
The sitting room was all right—except for a set of the end draperies billowing into the room. Just the one set; the others hung motionless. I pulled them aside, but both windows were closed. Now the agitation was behind me, compelling me forward. I saw why when I opened the storm window and peered out the farther casement.

Uncle Axel was calmly strolling down the path toward the barrows.

I'd promised faithfully to stay under raps, but if Ilse's presence had deliberately dragged me awake, there was a reason. I began to dress rapidly, just in case, and I sensed relief—but the presence was still there. "Go get Eric, please—don't you know I'm not supposed to leave here?"

That created the most terrific agitation! I could feel rushings back and forth, leading urgently to the tower stairs and again to the hall door. "He isn't there, where is he?" I closed my eyes desperately and I knew: Eric was in the village, she couldn't get him back here in time. "I promised to stay here." The curtains stirred faintly. I knotted my sneaker laces hastily and ran to the window.

Uncle Axel was almost lost among the trees far down the hill, but just as I was refastening the outer window, the southeast tower door swung open slightly and Justin 
Adams slid swiftly two steps forward into the shelter of a tree trunk. He stood motionless, looking after the jaunty figure of Count Stiernebjorn.

"All right, I've got the picture," I said to empty air, "and will you please, for God's sake, go get your son?"

I shrank back into the corner of the inner window, not daring to move. Justin might simply watch and come back to his room, where he'd have plenty of time to work up the innocent defense. It didn't matter, the surprise had already been blown up, I thought with sick fury. Uncle Axel had ruined the whole thing because he couldn't wait; he had to get up and go down to see for himself, damn him—and here I stood, immobilized. If I tried to get to a phone or reach a servant, I ran the risk of being seen by Justin if he returned unexpectedly. Then the jig would really be up. He'd know at once I wouldn't be here unless something was afoot. He was insane; he'd take no chances of what I might know. I would be alone. He would kill me.

The decision was made by Justin. He was moving forward, going from tree trunk to tree trunk, but following the path down the hill. I must chance rousing someone; Justin wasn't moving quickly; I didn't think he could retreat fast enough now to catch me. I streaked out my door and around to Uncle Axel's room—to find Carl asleep in the dressing room! He came awake at once and sprang to his feet with an angry ejaculation.

"Go back quickly, Miss! I will follow, leave to me!" He grabbed a gun from the table drawer and was running down the hall toward the tower stairs, shouting, "Brin? BRIN!"

Safe to try the phone, with Carl between Justin and the castle. I dialed the only number I could remember; the pastor. "You must reach Eric Ragnor. You must get everyone up here at once!" I cried. "Count Stiernebjorn has gone down to the barrow, and Dr. Adams is following him."

"Ja, ja," the pastor said soothingly. "I ring bell." I didn't waste time wondering what he meant. "Rolf!" I thought, and ruthlessly shook him awake. "Get up! Get dressed quick! Justin's headed for trouble. Don't ask questions, get dressed and go after him!"

Then I skidded back to my rooms and reconnoitered. The hillside looked empty; it wasn't. When I leaned cautiously from my window, I saw tiny movements. In the distance I heard a deep-toned bell tolling in a continuous sequence of ding—dong—pause, ding—dong—pause. It was not the church bell, but something I'd never heard before. A danger alarm? Uncle Axel would recognize it, be warned to be on his guard—wouldn't he?

What more? The other servants slept above me—get them up, too. Haldering could monitor a phone, Sophie could drive the estate car down the hill—anything, anything to distract Justin, create cover for Uncle Axel, allow time for Eric and the villagers to reach the barrows, allow time for Carl and Brin to catch up. I tore out to my tower steps and met the women hurrying down. Mrs. Haldering was calling out anxiously, "Why is bell? Is fire? Sophie, get tanks. Ach, Miss Amanda, where is fire?"

"No, no—the bell is to warn of danger to Count Axel." "Not fire?" Mrs. Haldering stopped and sniffed. "But yes—is fire, I smell!" She bustled on down the stairs, yelling to the girls distractedly and sniffing in between. When I got down to the kitchen, Sophie was dragging out fire extinguishers from a rear storeroom, and Anna was trotting them out to apparently fixed distribution points in the southeast and southwest towers. Mrs. Haldering had some sort of folded fire hose which she hauled out independently and attached to a large tap I'd never noticed before hidden beneath the sink. It was a most efficient fire drill, so convincing that I began to think I smelled smoke, too.

And when I opened the door to the banquet hall—by God, I did smell smoke—and saw it, too. Simultaneously, there was a hoarse shout from Rolf, crying, "Fire! The study's on fire!"

He came tearing along to the kitchen door from the hill path. "My God, I think the workroom's going, too! Give me one of those extinguishers."

"Hose is better," said Mrs. Haldering. "Here is hose—reaches through kitchen for front. Sophie, get hose for terrace. Anna, take extinguishers around to towers outside. Where is Carl, where is Brin?"

"They've gone down to the barrows, to protect Count Axel!" I screamed, trying to get through to her. "They can't get back. You have to manage without them!"

She nodded and applied herself to instructing Rolf on the hose. I left them to it. Grabbing two of the extinguishers, I tore across to the Throne Room. The smell of smoke was faint. I couldn't see the telltale wisps curling under the door so far. If the fire had begun in the study, it might not be able to cross the wide stone-floored main hall—or could it? There were rugs, there was the wood paneling, there were the stairs. I found the anteroom slowly filling with fumes from the outer hall, but the metal handle of the door was cold to my touch. Cautiously I opened it and peered out.

The smoke rolling into the main hall was frightening, coming out in waves beneath the door to the study passage—and I remembered with horror that Eric had said there was a library between study and hall. Thousands of books, to create enough energy for any fire to swallow both the main stairs at a gulp, which would bring it next the Throne Room with only the two wooden doors of the anteroom to withstand it.

Should I open the great front door—or would that create exactly the wrong draft? I was beginning to cough in the fumes, but I got across to open it a couple of inches, hoping for just enough air to draw out some of the smoke. Then I dashed back to the anteroom, closing that door and ruthlessly breaking the glass window slit at the outer end; perhaps that would draw off more of the smoke. But when I went back into the Throne Room, I felt it was hopeless.

All those portraits, the great tapestries, the huge Oriental rugs, the wooden cases with the crowns and illuminated manuscripts—they'd go like a pound of liver for two cats. Yet, if I could only move enough away from the big doors, the fire would find only stone.

I expect I was mildly insane by then, between the sense that Eric's mother had waked me to take care of her brother, and Eric's calm explanation of Stierna's house guests. I walked into the middle of the room and said, "This is your room more than mine; I can't manage all alone. Lend a hand, will you?" I suppose it was a matter of having more strength than normal when an emergency calls out the adrenalin, but somehow I managed to flop the rugs onto themselves and lug them to the window side of the room.

The portraits didn't seem heavy, either; they all lifted easily from their brackets, to be piled atop the rugs. I couldn't manage the Throne: it was either too heavy or built into the stone floor. The other furniture and display cases literally rolled cross the bare stone blocks, until there was nothing combustible anywhere near either of the doors. I could hear confused shouts in the banquet hall, and although the iron door handles weren't hot—yet—one glance showed this was only a matter of time. The farther end of the hall was a terrifying mass of leaping flames.

Rolf was pointing the hose at the flame edges, desperately soaking the wood paneling before the fire could establish itself. The high ceiling was only a sort of sounding board from which floating sparks bounced away to ignite a fresh spot wherever they landed. Mrs. Haldering and Sophie wielded fire extinguishers on any creeping side flames and steadily doused as much wood as they could reach with safety, because here there was a wooden floor over the basic stone blocks, and the fire was licking at it, eating it like a tasty cocktail bouche. I ducked back into the Throne Room for one of the extinguishers I'd brought with me and doused as much as I could reach of the wood before the banquet-hall door, as well as both sides of the door itself.

It seemed obvious that for some reason the fire had moved from study through workroom into the passage that was formed by the wood screens set across the end of the banquet hall. Beyond were principally stone storerooms: the garden room with its tap, used for photographic work, storerooms and the single downstairs toilet, the southeast tower that was similar to mine, and the rear passage that was entirely stone—it ran from east to west—with the specimen room and my files.

But practically everything was solid stone, with metal grille doors, No, the danger was in the front, where there was the beautiful carved and paneled wood, soaked with centuries of polishing wax and oil. There were men outside now—I could hear their shouts, see the sudden stream from a hose being trained through broken windows toward the workroom. But if they subdued the fire there, the voracious flames would only eat back through the study to the front passage and find the library.

With a beating heart, I thought: "Get out through the Throne Room and see what you can do to protect the hall." I fled through to the anteroom door, dousing both sides of it with the chemical foam and going on to the hall door. The anteroom was relatively bearable in atmosphere, the broken window at the end seemed to be drawing out the choking smoke rolling under the other door. But would the flames follow after?

I doused the rear of the door and cautiously opened an inch. Beyond was chaos, miasma, pea soup—but I saw no actual flames. The great front door was still slightly opened as I'd left it, and there were masculine shouts outside at this angle, too. By taking deep breaths of fresh air at the front door, I managed to stumble back and forth in the main hall. I covered the outsides of the passage doors and doggedly coated every stair tread as high as I dared go—because now I could hear ominous cracklings, and see tongues of flame licking from the Count's bedroom above the study out toward the connecting gallery over the stairs. I doused what I could reach and fled back to the hall again, feeling anguished by impotence. It was a drop in the bucket, it wouldn't help at all—and now the extinguisher was empty. I dropped it and ran back to the Throne Room for the other one.

Here, the air was still breathable, although slowly filling with smoke from the banquet-hall door. I hefted the second extinguisher and leaned wearily against the wall, trying to fill my lungs with reasonably fresh air. For tuppence I'd have gone over and lain down on the pile of rugs beneath the high windows but now I was aware of noise: shouts from outside, splintering glass, terrible slow, groaning creaks that ended in thunderous crashes—and just as I opened the door from anteroom to hall, a peculiar building sort of roar that ended in an explosion. A blast of scorching air rushed past me, spun me back painfully against the door as it crashed against the rear wall. It knocked the breath from me. I stared wildly through the smoke. Was I trapped? Could I get out of the front door?

Yes—with luck, I could make it! The blast had caught the great door exactly on the edge, tossing it back against the inner wall with such force that the mail table had crumpled like matchwood. It was the dining-room doors beneath the upper gallery that had blown out, and beyond was inferno. Already flames spread hungrily over the doors hanging drunkenly askew. They'd leap up, beyond my foam coating, meet the flames working along the east wing from the original fire in the study, and the intense heat would destroy whatever slight protection I might have created with the fire extinguisher. I abandoned hope and turned toward the courtyard, gauging my chances of making the space between anteroom and front door without being caught by one of the long, billowing flames surging from the center of the hall.

For a moment, I leaned, gasping, against the anteroom wall, gathering strength for the final scuttle for safety. In the courtyard I could hear men's voices, pounding boots, and suddenly the stream of hose water pouring into the east passage, trying to cut off the fire from the library. I must get out before they moved the water along to the main hall; it would knock me flat, drown me. I pulled myself together and darted for the front door—sensed motion and whirled.

Justin stood on the stairs, breathing heavily. Under his arm was an old-fashioned metal map case. His face was ghostly white, taut with pain. There was a dark stain on the right shoulder of his jacket, the left hand steadied the right—and in it was a gun.

"Stop where you are, darling," he snarled. "You got me into this, poking and prying. Hah, I'll deal with you as you deserve—but first you'll get me out that door and into the car, understand?"

I nodded dumbly, my eyes fixed on the gun. I didn't dare move, and sound would be useless in the midst of the turmoil around us. The men at the hose couldn't see me; Eric didn't know I was there. He might not be there himself. He'd gone around to be sure I was out, and by the time he learned from Haldering that I was safe—I wouldn't be safe, I'd be dead. Justin was coming carefully down the remaining steps, hugging the wall to keep out of sight.

"Now," he said, walking toward me, "we will both step into view simultaneously—just so there'll be no confusion in any mind that where I go, you go. Don't try any independent thought, because nothing would please me more than to press this trigger. The years, the lifetime of patience," he muttered wildly, "and all ruined by a little bitch with her eye on the gravy. Clever, clever Miss Main Chance, sucking up to 'Uncle Axel.'" His tone was an obscene sneer. "Playing around with his heir, the net ready to slip underneath!"

"Only he isn't the heir!" Justin cackled triumphantly. "I am—dearest! Kinda missed the boat on this one, didn't you? Not that I'd take an American stenographer for my consort—and you don't seem to be ringing the bell with him, either. Poor baby!" His lip curled. "All the lovely psychology wasted; all you did was miss the boat—backed the wrong horse." He shouted with laughter. "I'm the winner! I'll go now, but I'll be back, you'll see. I'll be back!"

He jerked his head authoritatively. "All right: when I say three, you step to the right—and be careful to stay directly in front of me, understand?"

I nodded, and he said, "One. Two. Three." We stepped sideways, while he counted, "Once—once more—one more time—stop."

I heard a chorus of yells, Eric's voice shouting wildly, "Watch it, he's using her for cover and he's still got the gun!

"That's right, Ragnor," Justin raised his voice. "I've got her, and I've got a gun, and you'll call off your men. Go on—move 'em back. Back, I said! We're coming out and leaving in the car, understand? One false move from anyone, and she gets it. Where I go, this little chick goes, too. All right, Amanda, get going."

I became aware of the extinguisher still clutched between my shaking hands. "Go? With you?" I said recklessly. "Not bloody likely, you murderer!" I pressed the nozzle button and tried to hit the gun first, on the chance it'd be flooded temporarily—but either it wasn't or my aim was bad, because I heard a spitting noise and something appeared to brush painfully across my left arm. Then I got Justin's face and eyes—and although the spitting noise continued, I wasn't standing still, because the extinguisher was too heavy. It kept dragging me from one side to another, and my left hand couldn't seem to hold it steady. Once I connected painfully with the jamb of the great door, and once I felt a terrible fetid hot breath from a tremendous long, curling tongue of flame stretching hungrily from the banquet hall.

I heard screams—later it turned out they were mine—and hoarse masculine shouts, followed by a dreadful crash as though the roof had fallen in. I felt myself literally knocked down and rolled over, with Eric's frantic voice in my ears and the sound of rushing water arching over us—and finally Justin's voice shrieking in a hysterical falsetto, “No, turn away the hose! It is I, the true Count Stiernebjorn, who command you!"

And my voice yelled, "No, he isn't—he's a murderer!" Then apparently I fainted, because the next thing I remember was lying somewhere on grass and Eric's voice saying wildly, "My God, she's been shot! Get the doctor," and another voice saying calmly, "It's only a scratch." Hands did something painful to my arm, and I remember nothing more until I woke up in my bed at Anna's. Eric was propped on the chaise lounge drawn beside me, fast asleep with his hand lying loosely over mine.

CHAPTER XII
I lay drowsily looking at him while memory slowly returned. Poor darling, he was exhausted. There was a singed patch in the hair over his right ear, and bandages on his wrist and left hand. At least, it must all be over if we were back in Stockholm. And how had I got here? I shifted slightly and suppressed a grunt: there was a neat bandage from shoulder to elbow of my left arm, and it was decidedly painful.

Justin had shot me, and I had killed him.

It came back, those last few minutes: Justin shooting wildly, while I pointed the fire extinguisher at him. That was what had forced him back—back—while the men were trying to focus the fire hose into the blazing hall. Justin never had a chance. The hose cut off escape to the front stone terrace, and the extinguisher blinded him to the anteroom door. I winced involuntarily, remembering his tall figure darting from side to side, yelling his insane "commands," and finally turning to the stairs. Then the sudden surge of flame across the gallery above, and the sickening, cracking slowness with which it collapsed.

That was when I had fainted—because I had killed Justin Adams. I had prevented his seeing the one bit of safety—and yet, he'd never belonged in the Throne Room.

I felt Eric's fingers tighten on mine. "Justin's dead, isn't he," I said. It was not a question. "Did I do it deliberately, Eric, or was it terror? I put my finger on the button, and it froze there."

"I don't know, darling. Try not to think of it."

"I won't be able to help it," I said frankly. "If you don't want to talk about it, somebody else will have to tell me. I'm sorry, darling, but it's worse not knowing." I shivered uncontrollably. "Is—everybody safe?"

"Yes—barring minor accidents."

"Uncle Axel?"

"He sprained his ankle," Eric said, "and the doctor's using it as an excuse to keep him in the hospital for a few days."

"Rolf? Carl? Brin? It's no use, darling," I said despairingly. "If I don't know, I'll have the shakes."

"I suppose so," he muttered, "although the doctor said—"

"That was hours ago." I peered at the clock. "It's nearly five, and I'm sorry to sound callous, but I want a drink and something to eat."

Eric laughed helplessly. "In that case, I'm callous, too." He got up and went to the door. "Anna? She says she's hungry."

"Ah: That is reassuring!" Anna whisked into the room and shooed him away, eying me critically. "I must say you do not look at all the worse for what you have endured! Now, will you like to stay in bed, or perhaps come downstairs for a change of scene?"

The brisk matter-of-factness in her voice buoyed me more than words; if anything serious had happened, there'd have been a something—"I'll come downstairs, please."

She looked at my bathrobe and sniffed contemptuously. "It is not suitable for my salon," she stated, and took another look. "It's not even suitable for one of my bedrooms!" She went off in a rush and shortly returned with a seductive red-velvet job trimmed with lashings of lace. She inserted me into this, while I said, "Ouch!" at the stiffness in my arm, and produced a pale pink silk scarf to use as a sling. "There! Now you look like a fiancée."
Eric was fixing highballs when I hobbled into the living room. "Don't look like that," I said crossly. "It's only these damned mules Anna insists 'complete the costume'—but my feet are larger than hers, and now I've made the entrance—" I kicked the things off and walked forward. "Is Uncle Axel really all right?"
"Yes." Eric extended my drink silently. 
“I see.”
He sighed. "You know, don't you?"
"Of course. Does he?"
"Not yet, I think. He's under sedation—but he heard the alarm bell, and Dahl yelling. ‘Fire.' It's only a matter of time."
"What are you talking about?" Anna asked.
"That he's responsible," Eric said, after a moment. "It's the only way it could have happened." He walked about, hitting fist to palm, anguished. "It doesn't matter to me," he burst out, "but it'll half kill him. All because he couldn't wait!" He turned to us. "It was his own plan: I was to go to Stierneholm by the back road and collect the men. We were to be at the barrows at six-thirty, and Uncle Axel was to start down a few minutes ahead to meet us. We were to inspect the site, go up to Stierna and convene the panel hearing directly Adams came down for breakfast.
"We never realized Adams wasn't in bed. Why should we? Brin saw him into his room. Who'd expect him to get up again at that hour? Cox and Box." Eric shrugged. "Adams did get up, God knows why! He went down to the study while Brin was letting us in at the postern. Adams didn't hear us—and we didn't dream he wasn't in his room. It wouldn't have altered anything, though, if Uncle Axel had adhered to the original plan."

"Or if Carl hadn't fallen asleep," I said sadly. "He'd have fussed enough to make Uncle Axel wait those few last minutes."

Anna frowned, bewildered. "What minutes?"

"In another fifteen minutes the current would have come on," I said steadily. "Justin would have blown out the oil lamp in the study." Anna stared at me, her eyes widening with sudden, horrified comprehension. "It was a quarter to six when I saw him going down the path, and not more than a few minutes later that Justin started after him. He'd seen Uncle Axel from the study window, of course, and in his hurry to get out for a better view, the lamp went over. It's the only way it could have happened, Anna: burning oil—that was why the fire went through the workroom first. The oil made a trail for it to follow, and when Justin opened the southeast tower door, it provided the draft."

"Oh, poor Axel!"

"Poor everybody, if Amanda hadn't happened to be awake."

"That was your mother. She couldn't reach you, so she made me look out the window."

"Ilse?" Anna caught her breath, and Eric nodded wryly.

"Don't doubt it," he told her. "Amanda's apparently one of the All-Knowings, like Uncle Axel's mother. Go on, darling: mother woke you—then what?"

"I got dressed and sent her for you," I said vaguely, "and as soon as I was sure Justin couldn't catch me by ducking back, I got hold of Carl and called the village. Then I thought I'd better get everyone up, in case of trouble—and Mrs. Haldering smelled smoke. After that, I was too busy to think about anything—until all of a sudden Justin was on the stairs."

Eric nodded. "Carl says they were almost to the road when the alarm started," he said evenly. "Uncle Axel was pulling off the tarpaulin and Adams was using the ditch for cover, but the bell made Uncle Axel look around, Adams went for him, Uncle Axel stumbled and fell into the excavation. Carl started shooting at Adams; Brin circled around trying to head him away from Uncle Axel. He's got a flesh wound in the thigh, and one of them got Adams' shoulder. We thought Adams was heading for the river, and one carload of the men went that way, but apparently he doubled back to Stierna—and by then, we could all see the smoke, so everyone went up the hill.

"The doctor and Carl took charge of Uncle Axel and Brin, but, of course, they knew there was a fire." Eric exhaled deeply. "That's more or less it, darling. I'm afraid Stierna is a shambles. The east wing is practically gone; the banquet hall and main stairs caved in. The west wing seems all right, although we can't be sure until the place cools off. The south side escaped fire; it's mostly the stone pantries and storerooms. But there's considerable broken glass and flooding from the hoses. The maids packed your things when they packed their own."

"All must go at once to the cleaner." Anna wrinkled her nose. "Phew, the stench!"

"Well, that's the way it is. God knows if Stierna can ever be put together again," Eric finished sadly.

"Of course, it will. You know we're going to live there," I said, surprised. "I wasn't making that up, Eric. I think they even helped during the fire—although perhaps that was just extra adrenalin, or whatever it is that makes you able to do things you really can't do."

"You—were in the Throne Room?" Eric asked.

"Of course. I folded up the rugs and put the portraits on top and pushed everything over under the window by the stone wall." I debated briefly. "Don't you think that's the answer for Uncle Axel, when he starts to remember? Heaven knows how it will work out—but I did feel it, Eric. Surely it ought to cheer him up."
"Perhaps it will."
"The other thing is that it's as much my fault as his."
"Good heavens, why?" he asked, startled.
"Oh—all along I suspected things," I said helplessly, "and most of the time I was right, but I never told anyone. If I had—you'd have phoned John Andressen instead of waiting until Margo wrote me, or you'd have posted a real watch on the tent, and Rane would be alive."
"I suppose so," he agreed soberly, "but you mustn't blame yourself, darling." He smiled at me affectionately. "What else haven't you told me?"
"Only—Bengt," I said in a small voice.
That produced total silence, until Anna said, "You mean the old divorce story? What on earth does it have to do with this?"
"Nothing, I suppose, but I thought perhaps it was why Uncle Axel didn't want to open that barrow," I said lamely, "and perhaps it was why Justin insisted—because of the dates, and I was so certain he wanted to bring up something—something horrible." I shivered. "And even if the man said it probably wasn't true, it fitted, Eric."
"What are you talking about, sweetheart?" he asked, holding my hand reassuringly. "What is this story, why does it upset you so badly?" But when I'd finished everything, he was incredulous. "My poor darling, you've been walking around with the horrors all summer! I'd forgotten those legends. But the reason Uncle Axel objected was because he's always thought that was the other empty barrow. There were two—one is definitely known—but when Adams was so determined, Uncle Axel thought perhaps he had some private information.
"We recognized the eyebrow before you did." He smiled. "Uncle Axel didn't know whether Adams knew he was related, and if so, why he didn't tell us. The Vi stones looked hopeful; the old family records don't mention them, but the rune stone was exactly where it was supposed to be."

"But if it was always just Olaf Svending, why was he cursed?" I quavered. "Uncle Axel said it that first night, and I thought he knew why, but wasn't telling."

"Do you know, I think she's right," Anna said suddenly. "It's not in the book you read, Amanda. I remember now: Tilda was perfectly furious! That wretched man managed to break something, and she was stuck with him for ages; she didn't know what to do with him, and he got into the library—and later it turned out he was calmly writing up old stories. Without even asking permission, and getting everything wrong." Anna got up and rummaged in her bookshelves. "The first part of the story is right—he copied it from the Falda Manuscript—but then he added a completely different story, heaven knows why." She hauled out a book triumphantly and riffled the pages.

"Yes, I thought so! This isn't in the Falda Manuscript; it's in one of the Latin things. That's why he didn't get it. After the divorce, they married Bengt to Olaf Svending—he was a distant relative—and while he was off on a raid, she got pregnant. The clan had had enough of her by then, and they insisted on ceremonial death by drowning, but for the sake of family honor, they made a barrow for her." Anna flipped over the pages rapidly. "Yes, Olaf was supposed to be buried in it, but later he was lost at sea." She closed the book. "There you are. That's why the barrow was supposed to be cursed. The curse was for Bengt."

"I'm not sure I like drowning any better than the Death Slave." I shuddered, but Anna was matter-of-fact.

"It wasn't the same thing at all, Amanda. They knocked them on the head first, I think. And you must admit, Bengt was no credit to anyone."
"No—but why did Justin want to find her?"
"Does it matter?" Eric asked quietly.
"No, it's all over—except for Uncle Axel, but perhaps if we get married rather quickly, it'll take his mind off it."
It took everybody's mind off everything! I had realized that the capture of Eric would be a sensation, but not how great. In the middle of it, the Children of Scandinavia insisted upon the restoration of Stierna, and while this was good therapy for Uncle Axel, I had to stop what I was doing to be sure the plans contained desirable domestic facilities.
There were reminders of Justin. Rolf had to be told the story, which upset him badly. John Andressen flew to Sweden to arrange local burial; there wasn't any extra space in the plots with Justin's family. Aunt Helga was only told of the death, but apparently she suspected there was more because she gave the legacy Justin would have gotten at her death to the restoration fund. They never found Rane's body, but her suitcase and handbag were in one of the hillside clefts where she liked to hide. It seems almost certain that Justin must have put her in the river, but the currents were such that dragging would have been useless. I don't know what Eric told Uncle Axel, aside from my acquaintance with the ghosts of Stierna. By common consent, we didn't mention the past summer.
In due course, Stierna was itself again—outwardly. I knew Uncle Axel would always mourn the irrevocable losses of his study and workroom. There was nothing to be done about it, and luckily all the really valuable family documents were safely stored in one of the cellars. Eric and I insisted that Uncle Axel must spend the bad winter months in Stockholm with us, where we were shortly joined by George Axel, who helped to amuse his great-uncle.

I think I had nearly forgotten the bad summer when I found the battered metal map tube. I had decided to do some intensive landscaping around the front stone terrace of Stierna, and my trowel hit something unyielding beneath the shards of the old stucco container that had held yew beside the great door. I stared at the thing uneasily, with a vivid memory of Justin coming down the stairs.

In it were his "papers," of course; they were what he'd risked death to retrieve from his bedroom, and finding himself cut off from the tower when the banquet hall fell in, he'd tried for the stairs. For a moment, I was tempted to take the case down to the river and throw it in. Did we really want to know what was in his mind now, when it was finished?

I finally took it to Uncle Axel's closest friend at the museum. "This may be the explanation of the tragedy at Stierna—but I don't want it revealed unless it really helps," I said. "Uncle Axel is too old to be disturbed, and I'm not sure Eric or I care why it happened. I'll leave it to you.”
Months and months later, he telephoned me. "I think you should know that we believe the papers are a hoax, Mrs. Ragnor. But perhaps you should tell your husband. Ask whether he wants our conclusions."

"Yes, I think so," Eric decided, "but there is no point in telling Uncle Axel."

It is still inconclusive, although Eric says if he ever gets enough time, perhaps he'll study the earliest family records for a clue—it's obvious there was a conniver somewhere, probably one of the Svendings and around 1000 A.D.

There had to be an original rune sheet, but the one Justin treasured was about 1250, based on quality of parchment and writing fluid, and by then runes were no longer used. To put it another way: it's most unlikely that anyone in the thirteenth century would have known enough about runes to be able to make the thing up. But if there'd been any truth in whatever was copied, why hadn't the claim been made earlier? Or why wasn't it made in 1250? Perhaps it was, and was disproven, but somehow the parchment survived and was handed down for centuries, until it finally reached Justin Adams.
By then, if there'd ever been any sort of translation, it was lost, and all that lingered was the word-of-mouth story that these papers would prove a claim to money and title. Justin had deciphered the runes, very accurately according to the experts.
What they said was that the legitimate son of Eric and Bengt had died, but her marriage to Olaf Svending was arranged to cover the fact that she was again pregnant by Eric. The child was a boy; Olaf acknowledged him—but when the legitimate boy died, Eric stated that Bengt's first Svending son was actually his. Since this occurred before Eric's second marriage, Bengt's bastard would take precedence over his later Stiernebjorn children—if Eric acknowledged parentage.
"That sounds awfully casual," I objected, but the museum expert said no.
"Life expectancy was very short, Mrs. Ragnor, and a male child was always vital," he explained. "It is entirely likely that Count Eric would have acknowledged a bastard in order to have an heir—if any of the story is true."
"I don't know. Considering Bengt's general sexiness, it might well be," I said. "She apparently had what it takes, and spent most of her time in bed."
The museum man looked faintly shocked and cleared his throat uneasily. The rest of the rune sheet stated that Eric had acknowledged parentage, but this had been buried in Bengt's grave by the chicanery of envious relatives.

"So that's what he was after," Eric said, "and it was easy enough to deduce that was Olaf’s barrow. Adams had the plat of Stierna's graves and there is plenty of available information on who is supposed to be where. He probably knew the divorce case; it appears in a number of places. What he couldn't have known was the ceremonial death by drowning. The only translation of that is the one Anna has; her husband did a number of the Latin manuscripts, to bring the family archives into order."

The genealogy sheet began with Stiernebjorns in 950, showed the marriage of Eric and Bengt with subsequent divorce, and the legitimate boy, Axel, who was born in 982 and was marked as "dead" in 1005. The marriage of Bengt to Olaf Svending was entered as 986, with a son, Harald, born in 987. That was where the snafu occurred; it was all marked very carefully.

Axel was 982, Harald was 987, and Count Eric didn't marry Ilse Ragnor until989. Bengt's death was entered as 992, but the genealogy that followed down from Harald, who had married a niece of his stepmother, Aud, produced four sons and didn't die until 1055. According to the genealogy, Harald was done out of the title of Count Stiernebjorn by one of Ilse's sons.

Some of the dates later on are authentic, according to old records—but again, the paper and ink are wrong. They date from about 1850—so why are there no entries after 1700?

The last rune stone discovered by Justin says, "Faithless Bengt given to sea—Olaf sets stone for honor."

"Poor Justin," I said, when the museum man had departed. "It was all his silly old grandmother, stuffing him full of aristocracy. And because of it he became a runologist and apparently a fairly brilliant archeologist. If it hadn't been for her, he might have had an outstanding career."

"Perhaps." Eric narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. "But you don't know as much of family history as you will when you've finished Anna's books. The Svendings were always undesirables! I forget how they ever got into our clan in the first place, but the girls were forever getting in the family way. Practically all the Svendings were bastards until the discovery of the New World—and then they were still bastards, but it could be covered up. And the men were Olafs, who fell overboard in a high sea, or remittance men who were shipped to the East Indies."

I laughed. "And I suppose the Ragnors were always solid citizens?"

"Certainly not!" he said, insulted. "We were the daring young men who married the Suxy-Uxhams." He kissed me luxuriously. "And the hell with the Bengts!"

