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Chapter One

The letter wasn’t addressed to John. The return address, however, was his. Not that he had sent the letter. He would never have mailed anything off without a zip code, and he certainly wouldn’t have wasted postage attempting to contact “The Palace of the Day in the Kingdom of the Night.”
But his roommate Kyle would have.
John frowned at the yellowed parchment envelope and the gothic letters scrawled across it. A blood-red droplet of sealing wax clung to the back of the letter like a wad of chewing gum on the underside of a school desk. As John turned the letter back over, he noticed faint watermarks on the envelope. Crescent moons. 
 John could almost see the mailman rolling his eyes as he tossed the letter into the mailbox along with a heap of bills, sale flyers, pizza coupons, and a glossy new underwear catalog. 
He wandered back to the kitchen sink, pulled the trashcan out, and dropped the flyers and coupons into the mire of orange peels and coffee grounds. He paused a moment to consider the catalog.
Tanned men in an assortment of absurdly small briefs grinned up at John from the pages. What little clothing the models displayed was tawdry and over-priced. Still, he lingered on a spread of muscular bodies until their waxed chests and fixed gazes reminded him too much of store mannequins. Then he dropped the underwear catalog into the recycling bin and returned to the mysterious letter. 
He turned the envelope over, feeling the uneven mass of the enclosed contents. It felt small and heavy, like a key. John traced the hard outline, almost embossing the shape into the sealed envelope. It was definitely a key. A house key. Probably the key to this very house.
He hadn’t seen his roommate for two weeks, not since the awkward night that they had recognized each other through the crowd of half-dressed men roving the Steamworks bathhouse. John could still remember Kyle’s expression, how it had shifted from something like appreciation to horror when he seemed to realize that John was staring back at him. Then Kyle had disappeared. Just vanished, as if he’d only been a trick of the dim light, and John hadn’t seen him since.
Which was fine, John supposed. He was a private man himself, and he could understand the desire to keep one’s personal life secret, but rent was due tomorrow.
John gazed at the envelope, feeling the weight of it in his hand. It would have been like his socially awkward roommate to work out some weird way to return the house key without actually having to tell John face to face.
With an absent push from his foot, John shoved the trashcan back beneath the sink.
Assuming this was Kyle’s house key, Kyle’s half of the rent was going to be hard to scrape together. And if it wasn’t Kyle’s key? John shook the envelope and considered how he would explain opening his roommate’s mail.
Kyle obviously hated any kind of intrusion into his privacy. When he had first moved into the house, he fitted his bedroom door with a heavy iron padlock that looked like a prop from a pirate movie. Nothing of Kyle’s decorated the living room, kitchen, or hall. No books, photos, posters, CDs, or tapes. In the bathroom, the only hint of his presence was a red travel toothbrush and a bar of soap. Oddly, the soap was still in its paper wrapper and had been from the first day that he moved in. He kept his dishes and food in a locked cupboard, protected from the bad influence of John’s packages of instant noodles and peanut butter.
Sometimes John would look at Kyle and simply could not understand how he functioned.
 Returning to the letter, John studied the wax seal. He supposed he could use a heated razor blade to slice through and then stick the seal back down with glue. Immediately, John imagined Kyle holding the letter few inches below his sharp nose and taking in a strong, suspicious whiff. It was the kind of thing Kyle would do.
Freezing the letter might weaken the seal. Or John could try cutting the top of the envelope itself and then gluing it back up. He would have to carefully line up  the edges—and there was still the problem of the lingering smell of most adhesives.
“Screw it.” John ripped the letter open and dropped the key out into the palm of his hand.
It was not the house key.
It looked like the key to Kyle’s room: gold and decorated with moons and etched with some faint script. 
John stared at it for a few moments, trying to figure out why Kyle would send anyone the key to his room. He supposed that he might as well read the enclosed letter since he had already opened the envelope. Maybe it would offer him an insight into Kyle’s strange appearance and odd behavior. 
For a moment, he wondered if he really wanted to know more. There was a certain ease to simply not knowing what Kyle was thinking while watching him slink up the stairs, dressed in a heavy black leather coat, carrying lethal-looking knives and a bundle of cloth as long as  a human arm. John wasn’t sure if he was prepared for a deeper insight into Kyle’s inner workings.
But he was so puzzling that John couldn’t help being fascinated by him. 
He wasn’t bad looking. He stood nearly as tall as John but with a leaner musculature. His dark eyes and full mouth softened his otherwise sharp, angular features. He would have been handsome if weren’t for the scar that sliced out from either side of his mouth, back almost to his ears. How did a guy get a scar like that? And that scar was only one of several that cut across Kyle’s body like red interstate lines on a road atlas. Then there was his long, black hair and the tiny black symbols tattooed across the backs of his hands and his eyelids.
Who, in his right mind, got his eyelids tattooed?  How did he ever get a job with tattooed eyelids? For that matter, what did he do for a living?
He claimed to be a milkman, but John didn’t believe him.
And what about the two black-bladed knives he always carried? What about the sword?
John decided that the weapons alone might justify reading this one letter. He pulled it out and unfolded it. The entire page of parchment was blank except for a single word. 
It said: “Don’t.”






Chapter Two

The night wind slashed through the black branches of the trees, ripping off spring blossoms and young leaves. It swept over Kahlil, tugging at his braided hair and whipping through the folds of his coat. He drew in a deep breath. The bristling energy of the rising storm filled his lungs. Heavy violet clouds churned overhead. 
A low reverberation cracked across the sky. It could have been thunder, but Kahlil knew it wasn’t. The smell of gunpowder suddenly hit the air. If they were lucky up in the convent, the rain would break before the fires could spread. Not that he had the luxury to worry about the nuns. He was still a long way from safety himself. 
Kahlil bolted from the cover of the trees. He leapt across an irrigation channel and sprinted for the apple grove. His pack rocked against his back, settling uncomfortably against his scabbard. Behind him siege mortars roared again, and he heard a crash as the timbers of the temple gate exploded. The smell of burning wood rushed over him on a warm wind. With it came the quick cracks of line after line of artillerymen opening fire.
“It’s not them guns that kills ya,” a soft voice whispered from his pack, “an’ it ain’t they bullets neither.”
“It’s the holes that kill you more than either.” Kahlil only mouthed the words, not needing to give them voice when speaking to the bones.
Nestled safely inside his pack, the bones gave out a silent laugh.
Kahlil picked his way between the black trees. The overhanging branches of the apple orchard blocked the distant light of the burning convent. Above him, the first soft patters of rain began to fall. Soon the wet ground would make it hard to keep up his pace and his footing.
“Runnin’ dead, down a hill,” the bones whispered, “smokin’ temple at you back.”
“Little ghost caught a chill, rode it out inside a sack,” Kahlil answered silently.
 Again he felt the tiny shaking motions of mirth. Skeletal fingers petted him through the heavy leather of his pack and coat. The icy sensation pierced down to his bare flesh.
At the edge of the grove, an open expanse of road wound up toward the convent. A few yards further on, Kahlil saw a match flare briefly as one soldier offered another a light for his cigarette. They stood close, protecting the flame from the rain. 
For a moment their faces were illuminated, expressions soft and relaxed. The chinstraps of their helmets hung loose. Their rifle barrels pointed over their shoulders, still strapped to their backs. Their coats looked crisp, probably still staining the shirts below with new red dye. Probably neither of them had seen action yet. 
“Two only,” the bones whispered. “Cut they throats and share they smokes with me.”
Kahlil shook his head.
“Idiot,” came the response. He felt the weak impact at his back as a bony little fist swatted him. “They shoot yous up against a wall someday.”
“They could call every red ant in their army down on us,” Kahlil mouthed.
“Look out. There’s one behind yous.”
Kahlil turned slowly, keeping his body close to the trunk of a tree. The sky glowed dimly behind the tangled black silhouettes of branches and trunks. The soldier paced in and out of the trees’ cover. He didn’t bother to hide his patrol. None of the Fai’daum forces were expecting trouble this far down the hill.
Their siege mortars, godhammers, and experienced soldiers were all deployed against the convent walls. Down here fresh recruits were only catching first impressions of war: distant screams, faint enough to mistake for insect sounds, and the thick scent of smoke. From here the vast walls of the Umbhra’ibaye were just black silhouettes, outlined in yellow flames. 
As the patrolling soldier tromped forward, Kahlil noticed the pale dog that followed him. The big yellow animal kept low in the shadows and moved cautiously, catching scents and pausing to listen. Its eyes glinted in the dimness of the surrounding grove. The dog stopped and bent its head down, drawing in a deep breath of the moist ground.
“I smell bones,” the dog growled.
Tiny finger bones clutched at Kahlil’s shoulder blades.
The soldier turned back. 
“Bones?” the soldier asked.
 Kahlil’s hands dropped to the hilts of his knives.
“Oracle bones.” The dog lifted its head and drew in a deep breath.
“Are you sure?” The soldier stared down at the patch of earth as if he expected to see some sign of the scent.
“Kills it now!” the bones whispered.
He closed his eyes, concentrating on the cold, deadly space that ran beneath the warm, living world. With a flick of his wrist, he opened a seam and slipped into the Gray Space. From the distant gunfire to the tiny buzz of night insects, every sound went dead. Absolute silence enfolded him. Kahlil opened his eyes, and the shadows and rambling, wild branches of the surrounding trees returned to him. But now they were only pale gray forms. The ground and sky alike assumed the colorless flatness of mist. 
Kahlil slid his knives from their sheaths. The blades were black as chasms cut from a starless sky. Then he threw himself forward. The misty forms of overhanging branches split and scattered as he plunged through them. Trees blew aside in wisps. 
The soldier turned, frowning slightly, scanning the darkness. Perhaps he felt a chill move over him. Perhaps his eyes focused momentarily on Kahlil as he dropped out of the Gray Space and drove his knife into the soldier’s throat. 
Kahlil released the hilt immediately, and let his black curse-blade corrode the soldier’s flesh. 
He lunged for the dog. It sprang to his right and then leapt for his throat. He twisted aside but not fast enough. The dog slammed into him, knocking him to the ground. Searing teeth sank into his shoulder, jerked back, tore through his arm. His shoulder screamed as skin and muscle ripped. 
The dog’s eyes glowed brilliantly, and Kahlil felt the slithering sickness of a witch’s curse wriggling from her lips into his torn flesh. He drove his second knife into the dog’s neck. A hot gush of blood poured over his hand as he forced the blade across the animal’s throat. The dog’s jaw clenched down into his shoulder, as the animal choked on blood and half-formed curses. Then it went silent and suddenly collapsed on top of him.
 He dragged in a deep breath, steeling himself against the pain of his bloody shoulder and then shoved the limp weight of the dog off his body. He lay still, listening for the sound of more soldiers approaching. But he heard no one.
The sharp jab in his back reminded him of the bones. He rolled onto his side. The pack wriggled. Then the bones slithered free, crawling along the ground on intricately carved forearms and narrow ribs. Countless incantations had long ago been etched into every bone, binding a soul and its power to the ivory remains. Gilded holy symbols and sacred spells crowned the child-sized skull. It lolled slightly to the side, hanging on the copper wires that held the small skeleton together. 
The bones spread their tiny fingers and gripped the dog’s corpse. Carefully, they felt their way through the thick fur up to the open gash of the throat. Then the bones dug into the wound, climbing into the dead body. 
The damp ground and soft patter of falling rain soothed Kahlil’s skin. He curled his hand over his bloodied shoulder and waited while the bones put on their new animal body. At least he wouldn’t have to carry them anymore. That was good. He tried not to think of anything else.
“Layin’ on a ground, sleepin’ in a stable, wake up an’ run while yous is able.” The words rolled over him with a strong animal smell.
Kahlil looked over. The dog bared its teeth in a feral smile. The wounds in its throat knit closed as he watched, leaving only a stain of blood behind. The dog stretched and yawned.
“Sleepin’ in an oven,” the dog whispered, “sleepin’ in a pan.”
“Sleep through a war,” Kahlil replied silently, “wake up a dead man.”
The dog snorted at the response. “Yous gotta move, or them ants’ll eat yous live.” 
“I know, I know.” Kahlil forced himself up to his knees and then struggled to his feet. Moving slowly and deliberately, he retrieved his knives, then took the dead soldier’s coat. Deep burning pain flooded from his shoulder down through his right arm. The witch hadn’t completed her curse, but the remnants of her profane words still twitched in his open wound. He didn’t bother to slide his injured arm into the coat but just pulled it over his shoulders. The wet wool felt like something dead draped over him. It smelled worse.
When he and the dog strode across the road, the two soldiers on patrol farther up just waved, mistaking him and the bones for the dead bodies they had left behind. Kahlil returned the gesture with his left arm. Then the two other men returned to their conversation. Kahlil walked carefully, mimicking the dead soldier’s disinterested, ambling pace. He continued down the road a few yards and then crossed into the uncultivated woods on the other side.
He continued walking slowly, pacing himself, holding off his exhaustion and pain with a steady focus. He concentrated on each step. When his legs weakened and he stumbled, the muscular body of the dog pressed against him. He steadied and kept walking. 
The woods thickened, and the sky slowly grew lighter. At some point Kahlil noticed that the soldier’s coat had slipped off. He didn’t bother to look for it. Suddenly, the dog stopped. Kahlil stumbled forward a few steps in a daze; then, his hand brushed against a smooth stone surface. Relief washed through him.
A ring of huge marble stones rose up from the forest floor like yellowed teeth. They reached to the treetops. At their center was a pool. The dog padded between the two closest stones, and Kahlil followed it into the water.
The inner faces of the stones shone as if they had been polished. Clear reflections rolled and broke across the water’s surface as Kahlil waded to the deep center where the dog waited. The water lapped around his waist. Beside him, the dog paddled, holding its head above the surface. Sluggish ribbons of blood floated out from its fur.
“Hurrys up, or yous gonna have a drown puppy whens yous gets there.”
Finally, he drew his sword. It was heavy and plain. Only the single black image of an eye marked the pommel. Kahlil threw his weight onto his left arm and drove the blade down through the water and into the earth below him.
“Here is your son, holding his key. Open these doors before me.” He turned the sword in a half circle, twisting it like a key in a lock. The weight of water and silt flowed against it. Then, suddenly, it sank straight down into the waters.
Kahlil clenched his eyes shut. The Prayerscars over his eyes seared white-hot lines into his darkness. He pushed the air out of his lungs and dived down into the waters after the sword. 
He sank fast and farther than the pool should have reached. His lungs burned as suffocating pressure closed around him. He felt no up or down, no sense of forward or back. Lost in the crushing light, Kahlil concentrated on that single thread that guided him, even across worlds. He felt muscle and bone and a heartbeat stronger than his own—and it drew him like filament landing a fish. 
Blurred images of walls and stairs, pipes and electrical wires whipped past him. Then, suddenly, he broke the surface. He opened his eyes, and for a moment, he floated there, his face and chest rising up until he found himself lying on a wooden floor, gazing up at the familiar ceiling overhead. His sword jutted out at an angle from the bare light fixture in the ceiling. Cracks radiated out from where the blade had driven in.
Later today, he should pry his sword free and buy some spackle.
The dog stepped over him and jumped onto his narrow army cot. 
Kahlil pulled himself up and flopped onto his side. His shoulder hurt, but in a numb way, as if his body was too tired to process the pain any longer. 
He just lay there.
From the floor below, the sounds and smells of mid-morning began to penetrate his senses. The strong aroma of coffee drifted up to mix with the scent of wet dog that filled his room. A radio fuzzed through snippets of gospel, serious news voices, and flares of rock music. At last, the dial settled on an overly-excited sports announcer. Some team somewhere had won something. A minute later, the radio went off abruptly. Bad news, he supposed. 
Kahlil caught the sound of footsteps pacing the kitchen. He easily pictured John, striding through the room, his strong frame almost too tall for the ceiling fan, the breeze from its overhead blades tousling his disorderly blonde hair. Then Kyle remembered him wearing only a white towel, glancing back over his tan, muscular shoulder and catching Kyle’s guilty gaze.
What a dangerous and foolish chance that had been, and yet it had seemed impossible to resist.
He wondered how much time had passed since then. Even with the key, he couldn’t perfectly control the Great Gate. Between the two worlds, hours, days, weeks, even years slipped by.
The distinct sound of papers flopping into the yellow trashcan below the sink reassured him that he’d returned to the same home he’d left. That would be John sorting through the mail. Kahlil wondered if anything had come for himself and then smirked at the ridiculousness of that thought. Nothing would ever come for him, not until it was time to end the world. 






Chapter Three

“Don’t.”
John stared at the letter for several moments. He held it up to the light, hoping that there might be something more written on the creamy paper. Maybe a secret code in lemon juice, like the one he and his brother had used back when they were Boy Scouts. He turned the paper over, inspected the edges, and held it up to the light again. 
Nothing. 
He slumped down onto his cheap plastic chair and tossed the letter into the pile of bills on the kitchen table. He shoved the curly mass of his blonde hair out of his face. So, he’d spent the last ten minutes convincing himself that he had a right to open his crazy roommate’s mail, and this was all the payoff he got. 
“Don’t.”
How disappointing.
Well, at least it hadn’t been a picture of some porn star with his own face pasted over hers. He poured himself a cup of coffee. It was the cheap stuff, acrid in the mouth and hard on the stomach, but it was better than nothing. He took a slug and scowled.
If Kyle did not show up soon, how was he going to scrape together enough money for rent? Sell something? He didn’t have much. 
He scanned the kitchen. The faded, old Victorian cupboards revealed a box of peanut-butter granola, a little pile of coffee filters and a single foam cup of instant noodles. The total value, he supposed, was maybe a dollar. The stale granola and ramen noodles had been in the house when John moved in a year ago.
Probably more like twenty cents.
He could always volunteer for one of the scientific studies at the university. One of his fellow graduate students had mentioned a sleep deprivation trial that paid daily. But John rebelled at the thought of being so closely observed and monitored. He supposed that he was almost as bad as Kyle when it came to maintaining his privacy. Maybe that’s why they made such good roommates. 
 Then John remembered running into Kyle at the Steamworks bathhouse. Had it really been so bad that they had seen each other?  If Kyle hadn’t disappeared, maybe they could have laughed it off together. Or maybe their mutual knowledge could have become something more. There had certainly been desire in Kyle’s eyes before recognition burned it away. 
John wasn’t sure if he liked that idea or not. 
Also it was beside the point. Right now John needed rent.
He strode past the carved staircase into the living room. He gazed at his possessions. Not much: an old DVD player and a 12-inch television, which couldn’t be configured to work with any remote control unit in existence. Not surprisingly, a number of supposedly universal remotes were piled up beside the television like sacrifices to an indifferent god of technology. 
Both the television and the DVD player shared a rickety plywood-and-brick structure that served as John’s entertainment center. Stacks of ecology textbooks slumped on the remaining shelves in no particular order. John glanced through the open door to his bedroom. His futon was the only thing of any value in the dim room. Maybe seventy dollars. John frowned at the hopelessly compacted futon and the disheveled bedding. It gave him a slightly sordid feeling to stare into his bedroom and contemplate money. He sensed that this wasn’t a resource that decent people ever resorted to considering. 
The gently aged architecture of the house itself didn’t add any sense of respectability to John’s endeavor. While the house wasn’t in the best repair, the natural luster of the wood floors and detailed moldings reflected an enduring craftsmanship. Deep care showed in the perfection of the tall, smooth walls, and the carefully turned rungs of the staircase. The obvious devotion that had produced the house carried an almost moral quality. It radiated a simple goodness.
 John’s possessions suffered from the comparison. From his CD player to his running shoes, every item seemed conceived with an eye for quick satisfaction and disposability. Nothing accrued value. It all just fell apart.
 John returned to the kitchen for a refill of coffee. Unwillingly, his gaze drifted from the cracked white cup in his hands to the substantial stack of bills on the table. 
Money was such an ugly thing. It made people consider actions that they knew they would despise themselves for later—actions like begging their friends for loans. John scowled. He hated having to ask for anything. Money was the worst, though. Just the idea of it made him feel pathetic, like a kid who couldn’t make it in the grown-up world. He’d had enough of that when he had been a kid.
The real problem with asking his friends for a loan, though, was the fact that most of them were broke. Usually, only John earned a steady income. He couldn’t imagine many of his acquaintances amassing four hundred dollars, much less lending it out. Their universal poverty pretty much stranded John on the moral high ground, whether he liked it or not.
Upstairs, the toilet flushed.
John almost dropped his coffee cup. He heard the water pipes rattle, wheeze, and then subside as the pressure built. Then the sound of the shower hissing into life drifted down. 
It had to be Kyle. He must have come home in the middle of the night, and John hadn’t heard him. A rush of relief flooded through John. As strange as it was, he almost felt giddy with expectation, his trepidation about their meeting at the Steamworks vanishing with the prospect of financial relief. 
As John reached out to straighten the stack of bills, he noticed the page of creamy parchment paper lying there. He’d forgotten about the letter and the key. He reached down into the pocket of his robe and looked at the key again. 
The honest thing to do would be to give Kyle the letter and the key and apologize. He would probably be mad. He would have a right to be mad—possibly even furious.
 John didn’t think he had ever seen his roommate angry. He wondered just how mad a guy like Kyle could get. Immediately, he considered Kyle’s collection of scars and also his ever-present knives. Would Kyle actually stab him for opening his mail? John glanced at the padlocked cupboards and frowned. 
The key went back into the pocket of his bathrobe. He picked up the letter and its envelope and stuffed them into the recycling bin, beneath the underwear catalog. After he shoved the trash back under the sink, he rinsed his hands. When he turned around, Kyle was descending the stairs.
Usually Kyle moved well, employing a fluidity of motion that sometimes seemed almost too easy. John wasn’t sure what exactly gave him that impression. It was a tiny thing, and after watching Kyle for just a few moments, the impression always faded from John’s consciousness. It was like the slightest lingering accent that could only be caught for brief instants.
Today, Kyle’s ethereal grace had been somewhat subdued. John’s strongest impression was that Kyle seemed to have made an attempt at normalcy. His heavy coat and knives were nowhere to be seen. He wore dark gray work pants and a white sleeveless T-shirt. His long black hair hung in damp strings down his back. Even the scars covering his arms and at the edges of his mouth seemed paler and less obvious. His one disturbing feature was the thick bandage that engulfed his right shoulder. 
“I didn’t know you’d gotten back.” John decided not to ask about the bandage, where he had been for two weeks, or their near encounter at Steamworks bathhouse. Confronted with the reality of Kyle, his curiosity folded.
“You might have been asleep.” Kyle stopped at the kitchen table. He looked down at the bills and for a minute, John had the irrational thought that Kyle could somehow tell that the letter had been sitting right there.
John said, “I was just adding up the expenses.” 
“Nothing’s overdue yet, is it?” Kyle picked up the electricity bill and looked at it. He turned it over slowly. He didn’t appear to be reading the balance so much as studying the bill itself, as if it were an interesting artifact. After a moment, he placed it back on the pile.
“The water bill was due last week, but I paid it...” John shoved his hands into the pockets of his robe out of habit. His fingers brushed across the metal surface of the key. He pulled his arms back up and crossed them over his chest. “And, you know, rent is due tomorrow...”
“Oh, I’ve got the money for you.” Kyle dug into his pocket with his left hand. He held his injured right arm close to his body. “How much was the water bill?”
John watched him pull out a thick wad of bills. They looked like hundreds. Hundreds of hundreds. John stared at the money. It was like something from a cartoon. Real people just didn’t wander around with thousands of dollars in loose bills crammed into their pants pockets.
 Kyle counted out the rent then glanced up at John questioningly. “How much for the water?” he asked again.
“Ah, it was fifty-four bucks total, so your half...” Exactly how much money did he have there, John wondered. He couldn’t even guess. Two inches of bills, maybe three? Maybe the bulk of it was fives and ones, and Kyle was just attempting to impress him by wrapping a hundred dollar bill around them.
Kyle frowned. “I don’t have any smaller bills on me right now.”
John could feel his mouth opening slightly, preparing to form the words, “Where did you get all this cash?” Instead he said, “I think I have some twenties. Maybe I can break one of the hundreds.”
Kyle shook his head. 
“Why don’t I just give you a thousand? I think that should cover my half of the rest of the bills.” Kyle dropped the money down on the table.
“A thousand.” John repeated the number just to say something. It was too much money, obviously. Even adding in Kyle’s half of the water bill, there would be a lot of money left over. Something like five hundred dollars.
That was enough to pick up a new pack and better supplies for winter camping, possibly even a GPS. Or, it could go into his Jeep repair fund. He could use a new pair of pants. If he just bought new socks, he could throw out his old ones and forget about washing them. Hell, maybe he’d actually buy something from that stupid underwear catalog. 
 He forced himself to stop his fantasy shopping spree. He couldn’t just take the extra money. Kyle hadn’t even seen how little he owed. Not one of the calls on the phone bill was his. The electric bill was tiny, and so was the gas. And John definitely didn’t deserve to take anything from Kyle. He’d just stuffed his mail in the garbage. 
“I don’t think your half adds up to that much,” John said.
“I’d rather pay too much than too little.” Kyle shrugged, and then winced as he moved his right shoulder.
“But that’s way too much.” John glanced at the money. All the bills looked crisp and new.
“Don’t worry about it.” Kyle’s tone was disinterested. He looked at the coffee pot. Again that expression of abstract interest flickered over his features.
“I can’t just take your money,” John insisted. 
“No?” Kyle looked up at him.
“No.” 
“All right, then you can pay me back.” Kyle started to shrug again but then stopped himself. “Why don’t you take me out to breakfast, and we’ll call it even?”
“Breakfast? We’re talking about something close to half a grand.”
“I eat a lot. If it really bothers you, leave a big tip.” Kyle smiled, and John realized that the other man was enjoying this argument in some perverse manner.
“Okay, fine. I’ll take you out to breakfast,” John stated flatly.
Kyle broke into a grin. “Great. I’ll get my coat.” He turned and almost skipped up the stairs. 
John stared after him. 
Did he think he was going to get solid gold eggs? A priceless diamond omelet? He had to know that John was just going to take him to the crappy diner where he and his friends hung out. He could eat until he was sick, and it still wouldn’t add up to five hundred bucks.
 This was something that some insane, Howard Hughes type did. Something befitting a knife-wielding freak who had to pay people just to sit in the room with him.
Suddenly, John’s thoughts came to a crashing halt. That was it, wasn’t it? 
Kyle wasn’t paying five hundred dollars for breakfast; he was paying five hundred dollars to have John take him out.
 As John gazed up at the empty staircase, his entire body began to fill with tense premonition of the monstrous social horrors sure to come. 



 


Chapter Four

It was the air; he always noticed it when he came through the gateway. The air here floated around him, feeling thick, almost liquid. Breathing here felt like drinking. Exotic, rich flavors rolled over his lips. Scents clung to his skin like seawater. 
Kahlil drew in a breath. His lungs tingled with the heady suffusion of oxygen. It felt like enough to last him hours—just this one breath. But he wanted more. He loved tasting everything in the air: cologne, cleansers, human sweat, pollen, insect pheromones. The next breath would taste of hot asphalt, tobacco, wild flowers and the distant ocean. The profusion of scents attested to the vibrancy of life here, so different from his own world of Basawar. 
It delighted him even now as he stepped through the door of the diner, and the smell of a perpetual breakfast engulfed him. The odors of bacon grease, fried eggs, black coffee, and cigarette smoke hung like a yellow fog over the brown booths and Formica tables. 
Kahlil watched John’s expression change as he scanned the customers. John disregarded the cluster of teenage girls sharing one order of french fries. He ignored the two old men in denim overalls, as well as the line of strangers sitting at odd intervals along the counter. He paused as he caught sight of a booth far back, and then frowned at the blonde woman who waved at him.
The woman was pale, her hair more white than yellow. Her eyebrows almost faded into the translucent expanse of her delicate face. Her tight, clingy clothes emphasized the fractional curves of her slim body. The image of a green-eyed kitten warped across the tiny expanse of her baby blue T-shirt.
An equally slender, dark-haired man slumped in the booth next to the woman. He looked like a remnant from an old film noir, dressed in black pants, a white shirt, and suspenders, his once slicked-back hair now hung in disheveled strings. He sagged against the padded seat like a corpse that had been propped up there. His eyes barely opened as the woman jumped up and waved at John.
“Hey, Toffee,” the woman called out, “we were just talking about you. Come join us.”
“Toffee?” Kahlil asked quietly.
“Nickname. John Toffler. Toffee.” John’s expression looked as if this was an old pain that he had learned to live with. Kahlil found it amusing. It was such a small burden.
It struck Kahlil as odd that either of the two people in the booth would be John’s friends. There was a striking disparity between their physical appearances and John’s that implied opposing lifestyles. Where these two seemed tiny and nocturnal, John’s build was tall and muscular, almost intimidating. His sun-bleached blonde hair and deeply tanned skin blatantly displayed the weeks he spent outside.
“I’m here with someone, but I’ll catch up with you guys later.” John started towards an empty table across the room. 
“You can both join us.” As the woman got up, Kahlil stared in awe at her shoes. Like golden altars supporting her tiny feet, they were absurd and exquisite at once, exactly the kind of thing that no woman would wear in Basawar. He felt an inexplicable warmth towards the woman for owning such shoes.
She rushed to John and, catching him before he could sit, wrapped her arms around his waist. “Come on, I promise we won’t embarrass you in front of your new boyfriend.” 
“He’s not—” John began, but the woman turned to Kahlil. She held out her hand.
“I don’t think I’ve met you before. I’m Laurie.” She smiled, and Kahlil noticed the plastic barrettes shaped like ducks hanging limply in her hair.
“Kyle.” He shook her hand.
Her pale eyebrows shot up. “Not Kyle the roommate?” 
She glanced back to John for confirmation. Kahlil didn’t miss the flicker of horror that passed over John’s face as he nodded in acknowledgment.
“Yes, I believe that would be me.” Kahlil smiled.
“So we meet at last.” She peered up at him. “You really do have tattoos on your eyelids! I totally thought Toffee was lying about that.”
“He wasn’t lying.” Kahlil bowed his head and closed his eyes, allowing her to see the Prayerscars clearly.
“Cool. They’re eyes.” Laurie moved closer to him, and he caught the very faint scent of beer and pine trees.
“Didn’t that hurt?” Laurie asked.
“A little.” 
“Yeah, right. I would totally be screaming if they even came close to one of my eyes with a tattoo needle. I swear to God. I almost fainted when I got my ears pierced.” She casually glanced at Kahlil’s bare ears. “So do your scary tattoos have any special meaning?”
“I don’t believe so.” 
“You don’t believe so. That’s kind of evasive.” She grinned but didn’t pursue the question. Kahlil warmed to her further for that.
“So do you mind if I’m really nosy and ask if you’re single or not?” She seemed to be joking, but he wasn’t sure.
“We really need to sit down and order, Laurie,” John broke in. “And somebody should take Bill home.” He pointed back to the booth where the pale man had collapsed onto the tabletop. 
Laurie waved her hand as though she were brushing Bill’s inert, sprawling form aside. “He just needs some coffee. Come on, you guys can help me bring him back to the land of the living.”
Laurie grasped Kahlil’s arm, tugging him back towards her booth. He allowed her to pull him along, and John followed behind. 
“Come on,” she said. “I’ve been wanting to meet you for ages, but John obviously doesn’t want to share you.”
“Maybe he just doesn’t want to share you,” Kahlil replied.
“Not in this lifetime.” Laurie cocked her head slightly. “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?”
“I might.” Kahlil started to shrug, then stopped himself, remembering his shoulder. The yellowpetal water had numbed the pain, but he didn’t want to start bleeding through his bandages and clothes in the restaurant. John would never take him anywhere else again.
“So, what do you think of it?” Laurie asked with a teasing smile.
“Does it matter what I think of it?” He still marveled that desires of this kind could be discussed aloud here in Nayeshi, even in this sideways manner. The freedom to speak aloud made him almost giddy. He stole a quick glance at John and noted the flush coloring his tanned cheeks. Briefly he held John’s gaze, and it seemed that something like interest lingered there, despite his obvious embarrassment. 
But Kahlil warned himself against becoming caught up in this illusion of freedom. Someday, word would come from the Black Tower, and all of this would end in blood or ruins.
“Of course it matters what you think. That matters the very most.” Laurie’s voice dropped into a stage whisper.
“I believe my actions will speak for my thoughts on the subject.” Kahlil smiled, knowing that neither John nor this woman could comprehend the truth of his words.
“Really?” Laurie returned his smile like a conspirator. “I thought that something like that might be going on. John never tells anyone anything, but I know when there are birds and bees in the air.” 
The conversation reminded Kahlil of talking to the bones. Everything alluded to something else. One word might mean another thing completely. “Sword” could be “a key.” “A key” could be “death.” They were like riddles. But where the bones spoke in riddles because their lives depended on deception, here it was a matter of harmless amusement. Kahlil could enjoy it, though John plainly did not. 
He said, “No. We are not going to start talking like spies in a bad French film. We’re just going to eat and talk, like normal people.”
“You really can be a whole lot of no fun sometimes, Toffee.” Laurie stopped at her booth and said to Kyle, “I have no idea how you put up with him.” 
“I didn’t do anything...” Bill cracked an eye. He looked at John and then to Kyle. 
“Oh hey, Toffee.” Bill’s voice was rough. “We missed you at the mountain party last night, man.” Slowly, he pulled himself fully upright and scooted over to make room for one of them beside him. Laurie took the space with a little bounce as she sat.
For a moment, both John and Kahlil remained standing, obviously waiting for the other one to sit first. It simply went too much against his instincts to allow himself to be blocked into a seat between a wall and John. If he had to get to his feet quickly, he didn’t want to negotiate any obstacles. He stepped back slightly.
“After you,” Kahlil offered.
John frowned at him but then acquiesced. Kahlil seated himself next to John.
“Bill,” Laurie flipped a strand of his hair back from his face in an easy manner, “this is Kyle.” 
“The roommate Kyle?” Bill asked.
“Yep.” Laurie was beaming like she’d discovered a treasure. 
Bill squinted across the table. “You do have tattoos on your eyelids. I really thought Toffee was lying.”
“Yeah, that’s what I said.” Laurie leaned past Bill and picked up the two laminated menus. It was a small act, but it struck Kahlil as conveying a great intimacy. Bill made no attempt to shift back and Laurie didn’t seem to care if her body brushed against Bill’s chest. Laurie straightened and handed out the menus. 
“The special is this super-nasty chili thing,” Laurie said.
“It’s puke.” Bill yawned. “Don’t order it.”
“I’ve been trying to steer clear of puke lately, so I suppose I’ll pass on the special.” John opened his menu, careful to keep to his half of the bench, physically restrained as he always was in the public company of other men. In private, he could be very different, though even then Kahlil had noted that John maintained a level of self-restraint, as if he unconsciously knew that something dark and powerful lay dormant within him. 
“I’m going for the Denver omelet with sausage and some fake-ass maple syrup for my grotesque, meat-dipping pleasure.” Bill pushed a string of his hair out of his face and smiled in a slightly suggestive way.
Kahlil looked over the bright photos of impossibly shiny fried eggs and fluffy stacks of golden pancakes. He flipped the menu over. The oatmeal, listed under the à la carte items, was not pictured. So far he had never found a single menu that did picture its oatmeal. He had no desire to eat oatmeal; he just wanted to see what it looked like.
The smell of strong, sweet perfume preceded the arrival of their waitress. She was an older woman with unnaturally red hair and big, doughy breasts packed into a frothy white blouse. She put two additional glasses of water down on the table.
“So is this gonna be everybody this morning?” she asked.
“Yep.” Laurie offered her a charmingly pretty smile. The waitress smiled back.
“Coffee all around.” The waitress didn’t actually ask; she made a statement, to be refuted or accepted in silence. Encountering no objection, she turned over the brown coffee mugs and filled them.
“Sweet nectar.” Bill picked up his cup and slurped the coffee.
Laurie ordered an item titled “Toast à la Français Superbe,” which, from the picture, seemed to be a stack of French toast with a poached egg on top. She hesitated when the waitress asked if she wanted real maple syrup, which cost extra, or the regular stuff. 
“Get the maple syrup. I’m paying.” John didn’t wait to see Laurie’s delighted smile, but simply addressed the waitress. “I was thinking of having the special...”
“No,” Bill hissed. “You’ll die.” 
“I’ll have the eggs Benedict.” John handed his menu to the waitress. 
The waitress turned to Bill with a slightly sour look. Bill ignored her condemning expression and ordered an omelet, sausages, and syrup. 
Then it was Kahlil’s turn.
“I’ll have the steak and egg breakfast.” Kahlil relinquished his menu to the waitress.
“E. coli,” Bill whispered.
“The steaks here are all cooked well done.” The waitress ignored Bill and Kahlil went on with his order.
“That’s fine. I’d like my eggs over hard.” 
“Toast?” the waitress asked.
“Wheat,” Kahlil answered quickly.
The waitress nodded. He felt a certain satisfaction in having finally mastered the ritual interrogation of ordering a breakfast in this world. 
Ten years ago, the baffling barrage of choices had been far more than he could contemplate or prioritize. White, wheat, rye, sourdough, over hard, over easy, scrambled, boiled or poached—he knew all the options now. And he was experienced enough to know that he liked his eggs cooked hard, even though he loved the way the words “sunny-side-up” sounded.
Kahlil realized his thoughts were drifting. He was exhausted and hurt, and he should have slept the entire day away, but he had wanted to see John. He had needed to see John smile and laugh and be kind. 
In his own world, Kahlil saw such ugly things. He had done such hateful things. But here, it was different. This world was immersed in perfumes and abundance. Here, it was easy to be generous. There was so very much that giving could be painless. Goodness could seem inherent to all life. Here, even a being like John, a Rifter, a destroyer of worlds, could be a thoughtful, quiet graduate student. 
 “You know,” Laurie announced, “normally I can just look at somebody and get a reading right away, but you’re different.”
“A reading?’ Kahlil asked.
“Laurie’s psychic,” John explained, though his tone conveyed absolutely no conviction.
“Madame Laurenza Luciana mystifies even the most skeptical of men,” Bill put in.
“Yes, I read that on the latest flyer.” John looked amused.
Laurie smiled. “We added it especially for you.” 
“Well, I am often mystified by your clientele,” John said.
“You’re a witch?” Kahlil asked. It would be natural for witches to be drawn to the company of a Rifter. Alarm prickled at the edge of his awareness.
“I’m a psychic.” Laurie corrected him. “It’s not a religious thing. It’s just my job. I tell fortunes and do palm readings. Mostly at the mall.”
“I see.” Kahlil relaxed again. Petty fortune telling was the field of the wishful. Witches dealt in blood and bones.
“So, can I try reading you?” Laurie leaned across the table and smiled sweetly at Kahlil. “I think I may be seeing true love in the future.” She winked.
“Do as you like,” Kahlil told her, suppressing a laugh at the absurdity of seeing anything in his future.
Laurie closed her eyes. She drew in several quick breaths and exhaled quickly, like a diver preparing to suppress his sense of oxygen deprivation. Kahlil held himself very still. The trick of breathing made him wary. He watched intently as Laurie opened her pale eyes. Her pupils were wide and black as bullet holes. She sat perfectly still, staring into the empty space between them.
“Well?” Bill asked after a few more moments. He started to say something more, but John silenced him with a motion. Bill took a quiet sip of his coffee. He squinted again at Kahlil. All three of them waited.
Laurie’s small mouth compressed slightly and her eyes remained wide. Her skin was going blue. She was beginning to suffocate.
Beyond death lay the bones. 
Somehow, without training, she must have learned that. Kahlil wondered how far she would dare to go. She was still a creature of flesh, so not too far, he guessed.
Suddenly, he felt something brush against him, very softly, almost like a breath of air. An old, musty scent washed over him. Kahlil recognized the smell, even as weak as this was. He couldn’t allow her to go any further. He flipped the tattooed backs of his hands up, pretending to simply wrap his fingers around his coffee cup. 
Laurie jolted back with a little cry that was half-hiccup, half-yelp. Her mouth opened wide, but she couldn’t seem to inhale. Bill slapped her back. Laurie coughed violently and gasped.
“Laurie?” Bill leaned over, rubbing her back. He looked wide-awake now.
 “Is she choking?” John sat forward.
“No.” Laurie coughed again and then grabbed her napkin. She held it to her mouth and spat into it. She wiped her lips and crumpled the napkin.
“I’m okay,” Laurie whispered. A little flush of pink came into her cheeks.
“I just... I don’t know, I guess I sucked in a bug or something. I feel like such a geek.”
“You scared the crap out of me,” Bill said.
“Oh no, you’re not crappy anymore?” Laurie smiled. She looked up at Kahlil. “Sorry. I guess you think I’m a total flake now.”
“No, I don’t think anything like that,” Kahlil said. John gave him a pointed look, but Kahlil didn’t know why.
Then the waitress arrived with their food. Every other concern dissipated in the face of the warm dishes and bright little packets of jelly.
Kahlil enjoyed comparing the way people ate. 
Laurie was shy at first, still seeming to feel self-conscious after her coughing fit. But, slowly, she relaxed. After a few minutes, she stabbed her fork into one of the pale curls of chilled butter, sweeping it playfully over the mounds of her French toast as if it were a skier. Bill was more animated about playing with his food. He dunked his sausages in his syrup while making little drowning noises. The two of them seemed well suited to each other.
John, on the other hand, seemed to approach his meal like a dissection. He expertly manipulated his butter knife and fork to excise the ham from beneath his eggs. He cut and shifted his English muffins, also separating them from his eggs. It struck Kahlil as particularly telling that John would choose a complex dish and then break it down into its components instead of simply ordering the separate items.
“Do you always chew your food so thoroughly?” Laurie asked Kahlil.
“Always,” John answered for him.
Kahlil frowned. He didn’t remember eating in front of John before. 
“That time you ate the green apple,” John said, as if it were a famous moment in their history together. 
“During the electrical storm last fall?” Kahlil wasn’t sure why John would remember anything about that night, though he himself recalled it vividly. Violent bolts of thunder and lightning had cracked the black sky. One burst blew out the electricity. He had barely been conscious. His entire body had ached with bruises and cuts. He remembered feeling ravenous and nauseous at the same time.
He had staggered through the darkness down the staircase, and John had off-handedly said, “Welcome home” and offered him an apple. Even now he remembered the sharp, sweet taste bursting his mouth as his teeth cracked through the crisp flesh. He had eaten it, forgetting for a moment about the blood collecting in the bandages beneath his clothes.
“He ate the entire thing,” John went on, “stem, seeds, core and all.”
“I was starving.” Kahlil sliced thin strips from his steak. The foods here were so pungent that normally he could only manage them in the thinnest pieces. The apple had left his mouth tender for days, but he hadn’t regretted it. 
“Yes,” John shifted in the booth so that they almost faced each other, “but you didn’t rush. You must have chewed every bite thirty or forty times. It took forever.”
“Twenty times,” Kahlil said.
The conversation lapsed into perfect silence. That little pulse of quiet always told him that he had said or done something so out of step with this world that no one knew how to react.
“I’m just kidding,” Kahlil said. “I don’t actually keep count or anything. I just had this crazed old uncle who always made me chew everything a million times. It turned into a habit, I guess. I don’t even know when I’m doing it.”
 The stillness at the table evaporated instantly. Laurie laughed and Bill nodded. John finished the bite of egg that he had scooped onto his fork.
“My grandma used to brush her hair one hundred strokes every morning before she’d get up.” Bill squeezed more catsup over his omelet.
“Your grandma Ruby.  She was kind of nutty, wasn’t she?” Laurie asked.
“Yeah.” Bill nodded proudly.
“One time John went to Bill’s house, and Bill’s grandma made John stand in the bathtub with a rubber hose tied around his waist,” Laurie told Kahlil.
“She was really worried that he’d be struck by lightning.” Bill drank a little more of his coffee.
“To be fair to her, John was actually struck by lightning once.” Laurie paused thoughtfully. “That was up at Rawley Lake, wasn’t it?” 
For an instant, Kahlil thought he saw pain flicker through John’s expression. He wondered what John remembered from that moment, when two worlds had touched, and the Oracles had lanced an invisible bond into John’s flesh and bones. Had he seen their hollow eyes and carved bones?  Had he glimpsed beyond them to see Kahlil, whose blood had forged the bond?
Then John simply shrugged.
“No.” Laurie frowned. “No, it must have been Emerald Lake, because you were up on the rocks...”
“To be perfectly honest,” John said, “I don’t actually remember, what with the thousands of volts coursing through my brain at the time.”
“It was Emerald Lake,” Laurie decided. “That lightning bolt just came smack down out of the blue.”
John frowned, and for a moment Kahlil was sure that some recollection of the Oracles’ writhing bones and bare skulls must still haunt him. 
“According to the prevalent scientific theory,” John said, “lightning doesn’t actually originate out of the blue. It’s a convergence of positive charges in the clouds with negative charges in the earth. The two meet around 150 feet in the air and what people actually see as lightning is the return stroke shooting back down.”
Bill narrowed his eyes at John. “You’re actually a robot, aren’t you?”
“The politically correct term is Synthetic-American,” John replied flatly. 
Both Laurie and Bill dissolved into giddy, sleep-deprived laughter. John looked on with a pleased smile, and Kahlil got the feeling that he didn’t really understand the people of Nayeshi all that well.
“Oh, speaking of strange phenomena.” Laurie straightened and leaned towards John. “We saw the weirdest thing last night while we were up on the mountain.”
“Oh?” John asked. 
“Yes. It was incredible. You wouldn’t believe it.” Laurie bounced slightly in her seat.
“And it was?” John asked.
Laurie opened her mouth but didn’t say anything for a moment. She frowned.
“You’re not going to believe it,” she said at last.
“I told you he wouldn’t.” Bill shook his head.
“Maybe you should tell me, and then I can say if I find it believable or not,” John suggested. He reached past Kahlil for the coffee carafe and refilled his cup.
“No.” Laurie grabbed John’s hand. “You have to see it for yourself. Maybe you’ll be able to explain it—I don’t know.”
“I was going to go up and check the run-off levels this afternoon anyway,” John said. “If you two want to ride up with me, you can point out the unbelievable thing.”
“That would be cool.” Bill nodded. “I kind of want to revisit it just to make sure it was what I thought it was. I mean, the entire night was so weird. Very cool, though. There was this bird...” Bill went on at length about the silhouettes of owls and the twisting and swirling branches of the pines. The way human figures jumped and writhed around the red bonfire as the night wind rose and howled across the mountain. Laurie added a few details to Bill’s enraptured descriptions. 
John listened. He was good at listening. He rarely interrupted and kept his comments to those encouraging monosyllables that assured a speaker of his interest. John sipped his coffee, but kept his attention on Laurie and Bill.
Kahlil liked the fact that people in this world were not without wonder at its beauty. 
He listened to Bill and Laurie while he slowly ate the succulent slices of his steak. The warmth of food and the pleasant sound of the surrounding conversation soothed him. He closed his eyes. It felt so good to close his eyes. He felt the muscles in his back and neck relax.
Laurie glanced at him and smiled in a kind way.
“You look beat, Kyle.”
“I had a restless night.” 
For a second time, John gave him that perplexing look.
“I guess you don’t want to come up the mountain with us, then?” Laurie looked hopeful.
“You could sleep in John’s jeep on the way up,” Bill offered.
“No, but thanks for the invitation. I’d love to go some other time. Right now I’ve got too many things to do.” Kahlil glanced to John. “Do we have any spackle?”
“I don’t think so. Why?”
“I was just curious.” Kahlil shrugged, and a sharp pang bit into his shoulder. The yellowpetal was wearing thin. He needed to get back home.
He started to say his goodbyes but was interrupted by the purely social protests that Laurie offered. Before she agreed to let him leave, he had to promise to go with Laurie and Bill the next time they went up the mountain. Bill pointed out that he should go with John, since John was the one who stayed up there for weeks on end. After that, there came a series of brief digressions on a variety of subjects from John’s ecology thesis to faking Bigfoot prints, to the massive fungal mats that linked thousands of trees throughout miles of forest. 
“I really do have to go.” Kahlil started to rise; to his amusement, Bill and Laurie both waved at him in perfect synchronicity. 
“Hey, Kyle,” John suddenly called to him. “I should be back around six or so... There’s something I ought to tell you about.” John didn’t go on, but something in his expression seemed both tender and guilty. Kahlil couldn’t help but remember John’s naked back and then his glance over his shoulder. His expression then had been the same as now.
“I’ll be there,” Kahlil assured him.
“Great. I’ll see you later tonight.” 
Kahlil walked home slowly, enjoying the morning sun, basking in the residual enjoyment of meeting John’s friends. Maybe he would go to the mountain with them the next time they asked. It was such a dangerous temptation, to abandon his watch from inside the cold of the Gray Space and to join John in the warmth and vibrancy of this world.
It was noon when he finally reached the house. The dog had come downstairs and gotten into the trash. Kahlil scowled at her. Then he saw the letter and the torn envelope, and his nascent hopes died in a single word.






Chapter Five

“You know, Toffee, he seemed pretty nice.” Laurie leaned back in the passenger seat of John’s jeep. She pushed her shoes off and dangled her bare foot out of the open window. 
“Yeah, when I first saw him, I was thinking he was some fucking vampire or something. But you know, he was okay.” Bill chewed thoughtfully on a red licorice whip he had purchased from the rickety little gas station where they’d stopped two hours before. John spared it a quick glance and then shook his head. 
On either side of the single-lane dirt road, dark walls of old forest rose over them. Deep green shadows and shafts of hard light fell across the road like a camouflage, disguising deep ruts and fallen tree limbs. Neither Bill nor Laurie showed any tension as they rounded the sharp curves in the road and bounced over the rough terrain. John supposed they simply trusted his skill and enjoyed the ride, as was their privilege as passengers. 
 “He didn’t really say much about himself.” Laurie took a drink of her soda. “Usually guys who look like that are all about telling you how tough they are and how bad they’ve had it. He was pretty quiet.”
“That’s what everybody always ends up saying about serial killers, isn’t it?” The last thing John needed was Laurie playing matchmaker. His relationship with Kyle was strange enough already.
“Yeah,” Bill said. “You could be living with the next Ted Bundy.”
“He didn’t seem like a serial killer,” Laurie said.
“You don’t live with him,” John replied.
“Come on, you wouldn’t live with a guy if you really thought he was a serial killer, would you?” Laurie asked.
“Have I mentioned how much I appreciate the fact that he’s never been late with the rent?” 
Bill seemed to feel the sudden need to vindicate himself. “When we lived together, I was only three weeks late once. Maybe twice.”
“You were only three weeks late on the months you actually paid,” John said.
“And that’s why you guys don’t live together anymore,” Laurie broke in quickly. “And that’s not even what we’re talking about. Rent money wouldn’t be enough to make you live with a murderer.”
“No,” John admitted. 
In a way, he wanted to think unkindly of Kyle. Then he wouldn’t feel so bad about taking his money and opening his mail. But it was an unfair tactic, and he knew it. As soon as he got home, he had to own up to Kyle and give him the key. He had been meaning to come clean with Kyle over breakfast—maybe even mentioning their near encounter at the Steamworks bathhouse— but then they had run into Bill and Laurie. 
“He could be a drug dealer, though,” Laurie commented.
“No one ever calls him. No one visits him. He doesn’t seem to have any connections at all,” John replied.
“Maybe he’s a warrior-priest from some kind of weird sex cult like in Erotic Coven II,” Bill suggested.
“You know, it doesn’t matter how many times you work that movie into conversations. We are not going to rent it,” Laurie told Bill. 
John had, in fact, already seen much of the movie while Bill had lived with him. It had been difficult to avoid due to the sheer number of times Bill had watched it.
“Hey, I’m making a valid point this time,” Bill said. “In Erotic Coven II, there’s this exorcist guy who’s got these tattoos all over his body. They’re kind of like Kyle’s.” Bill leaned forward between the front seats. 
“And?” Laurie took one of Bill’s licorice whips. 
“And when the naked demonic chicks attack him, the tattoos whip off him like ribbons.” Bill grinned. John recalled the scene vividly and wished that he hadn’t. Bill continued, “So these thick black ribbon things tie the demon chicks up spread-eagle and, you know, do them.” 
“The tattoos have sex with the women?” Laurie asked, nonplused.
“Yeah, they get all thick and… It’s a lot cooler than it sounds,” Bill finished.
“I bet.” Laurie turned her attention to John. “So do you have any idea how Kyle got that scar across his mouth?” 
Bill flopped back against his seat and opened another package of candy.
“I don’t know.” John down-shifted as the road swung into a steep downgrade. He was only half-listening to the conversation. The summer storm had blown down more branches than usual. As they drove farther into the bush, he had to swerve to avoid several huge shards of yellow stone that partially blocked the narrow dirt road.
“I wish I could have gotten a clearer read from him,” Laurie said. “For a minute I had this flash... An orchard or something. Lots of trees and flowers. And then this terrible pain. It was like teeth or something, ripping into my shoulder. Then it was gone.” She twisted in her seat to address Bill. “Do you think Kyle might have some kind of latent psychic force field?”
“Do you have any idea how flaky that sounds?” John asked.
“It does sound a little like some Star Wars reference,” Bill commented. “The force is strong with that one.” 
“There is another,” Laurie wheezed in an impersonation of a sickly Yoda. She turned back to face the front. “That’s the problem. All these cheesy movies come along and pretty soon there isn’t any way to describe a genuine experience so that it doesn’t sound like some knockoff from a B-rated film. You know, I should get to sue George Lucas for rights to the Force. I am way more in touch with the Force than he is.”
“Sweetie,” Bill leaned in between the front seats, “you are the Force.”
“Damn right I am.” She smiled. “Can I have a Sugar Baby?”
“Sugar for my baby.” Bill shook several of the tiny brown candies out of their yellow package and handed them to Laurie.
John couldn’t figure out where these splintered yellow boulders had come from. They didn’t resemble the dull gray rock that he was accustomed to seeing after landslides, and they were distributed much too randomly. They looked like they had dropped straight out of the sky.
He took a tight turn and had to slam down on the brake as a column of gleaming yellow stone suddenly jutted into his sight. The jeep skidded along the dirt road, then stopped dead. Laurie made an alarmed peep at the sudden stop while Bill and his candies flew off the back seat and smacked into the front.
“You all right?” John asked.
“Bill?” Laurie leaned over to him.
“I lost my moon pie,” Bill replied. “I think I’m okay.”
“Where the hell did this boulder come from?” John backed the jeep up.
“That’s what we were trying to tell you about at the restaurant this morning.” Laurie pointed at the column of stone. “They just showed up last night.”
“Brought down by a mudslide, maybe?” John wondered. He leaned forward in his seat and studied the column. It was nearly as tall as the jeep and unnaturally symmetrical. Its surface gleamed as if it had been polished. John couldn’t see any traces of slide. No rubble or washouts.
“They were just here, right after the rain let up. Like mushrooms,” Laurie said.
“I found my moon pie,” Bill announced.
“This is really strange.” John carefully drove the jeep around the column. 
“We started finding them just before sunrise. There’s an entire circle of them up at the wolf rock.”
“It’s like a big yellow Stonehenge.” Bill sat back and, this time, buckled his seat belt.
“So they just popped up out of the ground?” John asked.
“Well, not exactly. They didn’t pop,” Laurie said. “It was more like they just were there. Kind of like they could have always been here, and somehow we just never saw them before.”
“That boulder was not sitting in the middle of the road last week,” John stated.
“I know. I’m just trying to explain how it felt. I mean, there wasn’t any noise or anything. They were just there.”
John didn’t find Laurie’s answer particularly satisfying, but he didn’t have any other. 
He kept driving, but slower now and much more intently. He was familiar with this tract of land. He knew the curves and turns, the drops and inclines. But now it had altered, and the sensation was like coming home to discover all his furniture shifted around by ten or twelve degrees. It wasn’t much, just enough to make him feel estranged.
“So how did you meet him?” Laurie asked after they had been driving several minutes in silence.
“Who?” John was thinking about the stones. They had looked like marble, and that was very unusual for this area.
“Kyle,” Laurie reminded him.
“He answered my ad.” 
“You finally took out a personal ad?” Laurie sounded delighted.
“No, my ad for a roommate.”
“Sorry.” Laurie sipped more of her soda. “I got all excited for a minute there.”
 “Yeah,” Bill said. “I’d love to see what Toffee would put in a personal.”
“Reserved, secretive type is looking for other to hold out on.” Laurie grinned.
“Must be grim,” Bill added.
John frowned. “I’m not grim.” 
“You’re no barrel of monkeys,” Bill replied, “but then, I’ve never really thought that a barrel of monkeys would be all that fun. There they are, crammed into this tiny space full of excrement and other monkeys.”
“So,” Laurie went on, “Kyle answered your ad, and then?”
“He had enough to cover the month Bill hadn’t paid and a deposit. That was that.”
John turned off the main road onto a steep upgrade consisting of two wheel ruts. The previous night’s rain kept the usual cloud of dust from stirring up in his wake. 
“What does he do for a living?” Laurie asked.
“Sexorcist,” Bill supplied.
“He’s a milkman.”
Several moments of quiet followed John’s reply. He himself hadn’t known how to respond when Kyle had told him. It was the kind of profession that he’d thought hadn’t survived past the fifties. He had wanted to ask about it or say something thoughtful, but nothing came to mind. And there was also the fear that he would ask a small, meaningless question and then have to listen to a long and involved explanation of an industry that he simply didn’t care about. It was a singular profession, being at once unusual and at the same time uninteresting. 
And that was if Kyle really was a milkman. If he wasn’t, John wasn’t sure he wanted to know where all those crisp hundred dollar bills came from.
“Milkman,” Laurie repeated. “Really?”
“So he says,” John answered. 
The road angled steadily upward, and slowly the air grew cooler. Most of the leafy, deciduous trees were behind them. Here, evergreens grew in close walls. They perfumed the air so that even now, in summer, John thought of Christmas.
“He didn’t seem like a milkman,” Bill said at last.
“No.” John pulled off to a flat shoulder and parked.
“He seemed more like a serial killer or a sexorcist,” Bill said. “Or a serial sexorcist.”
“Bill, hand me my pack.” John wished Bill would stop saying “sexorcist.” He particularly didn’t like having the image linked with Kyle. He had to live with the man.
Bill struggled to lift John’s dark blue backpack. John leaned into the back and pulled it over the seat.
“That thing weighs a ton,” Bill commented. “What do you have in there?”
“Love.” Laurie pulled her shoes on. “He’s weighed down with love.”
“And water, among other things,” John said. 
“What are you going to do, build a swimming pool up here?” Bill asked.
For a second, John considered explaining the contents of his pack—a radio, flashlight, water filter, lightweight Mylar blankets, army knife, first-aid kit, matches, rehydration salts, and more. But that would only lead to a painful attempt to convey the importance of first aid and adequate preparation this far from civilization. It was exactly the kind of textbook lecture that brought out Bill’s strongest juvenile-delinquent tendencies.
“Yes, I’m hauling a pack full of water up to fill my personal swimming pool.” John got out of the jeep, pulled his pack on, and started up the mountain towards the wolf rock. 
He glanced back to see Laurie and Bill wandering after him. Laurie had taken her shoes back off after a few steps over the uneven ground. The pockets of Bill’s jacket bulged with Hershey bars and Lil’ Debbie snack cakes. Neither of them looked like they belonged out here. John stayed ahead, but not out of sight. He didn’t want to lose them, but he also didn’t want to listen to them.
He wasn’t like Bill or Laurie, who both could talk endlessly about nothing. They were the kind of people who were uncomfortable with silence. John was just the opposite. 
Conversations, even with his friends, tired him. Struggling to comprehend someone or to be understood made him aware of how disconnected he was from other people.
It was different when he said nothing. In wordless calm, the rest of the world flooded the silence. Just like now: the cool wind whispered through pine branches, songbirds trilled over their territories, a startlingly brilliant blue jay cackled and flashed its wings above him.
The air smelled sweet, still humid from rainfall and infused with wildflowers. Old pines shot up, their musky branches spreading out, cutting the bright blue sky to tiny fragments. Between them, thin streams of light trickled down, filtering through oak and maple leaves in a pale, green radiance. 
In the quiet, John noticed what he would have otherwise missed—the small tracks of a deer, droplets of rain still clinging to a spider’s web, the intent gold gaze of a jet-black crow.
In the past, he had tried to point out these details to his friends, but something was always lost in the inevitable ensuing conversation. He seemed only able to maintain his delicate appreciation in solitude. Words fell short of capturing how the open air, the forest scent, and animal sounds washed over him, washed through him. He couldn’t convey his feeling of immense intimacy and reverence to anyone else. 
The sensation was strongest here, where he knew the land well. There were even times—when he pressed his hands down past the fallen leaves and decay to the dark, rich earth—that he almost sensed something reciprocal, a warmth beneath his fingers, a soft pressure, like an animal arching to be stroked. He never mentioned it to anyone else. It was too private, too absurd, and too deeply touching. But, sometimes, he sensed that the very earth felt his affection and in some way returned that sentiment. He guessed that this was what it was like to fall in love with a lifelong friend.
Today, John only had to pause a moment in the silence as the wind rolled over him to know that something was wrong. At his feet lay small shards of that polished, yellow marble. More of them lay partially hidden under the litter of fallen leaves and mud. John knelt to pick one up, then recoiled as an irrational repulsion shot through him. He could no more bring himself to touch the stone than he could have reached out to grasp a dead body. John drew his hand back, bewildered, then stood and continued to work his way up the mountainside.
The wolf rock was a large, granite outcropping that, when they were both seven, had struck John and Laurie as looking like a gigantic dog, howling at the sky. At the time, the two of them had lived in a state of almost hallucinatory fascination with wolves and with a series of books called The Wolf Riders. Both of Laurie’s German shepherds had been dubbed wolves, as had cars, bicycles, and several couches. Anything the two of them could sit on had pretty much been fair game, including this particular extrusion of granite. 
Its gray mass still jutted out from the side of the mountain. But where it had once dominated the terrain, now an arc of cracked and splintered yellow marble monoliths rose over it. One even erupted through the side of the wolf rock itself. Huge marble fragments were strewn about the base of the upright stones.
They all had the same highly-polished surface, but some also seemed to be etched with a filigree. In certain places, the etchings resembled a flowing foreign script; at other points, they looked like a series of symbols. John moved closer but didn’t touch any of them. One stone lay flat on the ground in the very center of the arc. The etching over its surface was thick and shot through with fissures. John leaned over and stared down at what looked very much like a series of moons surrounding a small keyhole. 
It struck him as familiar. He fished into his pocket and pulled out Kyle’s key. It looked like it might fit. 
A weird, unreal feeling came over him. For the first time in his life, he had the idea that he might be dreaming, that this entire morning could be some exceptionally vivid illusion. But the earth beneath his feet was too real. It just would have been so much easier for him to accept if it were a dream. He might be able to enjoy himself, instead of feeling slightly sick and stupid.
He heard Laurie trudging up the incline, talking. 
“See, what did I tell you? It’s freakier in the daylight.”
John glanced back to see Laurie and Bill picking their way between the shattered stones. 
“Yeah,” Bill said. “It seems kind of screwed up to see the same thing when you’re tripping and when you’re sober. These rocks are huge.”
“So what is it?” Laurie asked John.
“I don’t know.” John gazed down at the keyhole again. His hand closed around the key. 
Bill crouched down beside him. “Well, what do you think it is?” 
“I told you, I don’t know.” 
Laurie sat down on the other side of him. She leaned over the stone’s etched surface. “You know, that kind of looks like a keyhole.”
“Yeah, it does.” Bill leaned forward as well. “That’s kind of cool and kind of creepy.”
 “Do you have any more Sugar Babies?” Laurie asked Bill. He dug through his pockets, then shook his head.
“You ate them all?” Laurie asked. “You had, like, ten packs.”
“I left them back in the jeep.” Bill squatted down and then lay back against the ground. “Man, the sky looks beautiful today. Calling in to work was definitely the right thing to do. You just shouldn’t have to work when it’s this nice out.”
“We should camp out tonight.” Laurie smiled and leaned back on her arms beside him.
Neither of them were rational thinkers, John realized, so they couldn’t be as shaken as he was by the sight of these stones. Both Laurie and Bill believed freely in a multitude of ludicrous and fantastic things. It made them unfazed by the outright impossible. After all, huge, inscribed monoliths appearing from nowhere weren’t all that exotic if you already accepted the idea of angels from other planets manifesting as household pets and leading the way to a higher spiritual resonance. If that was the reality you lived in, then this was an almost pedestrian occurrence.
Still, all of Laurie and Bill’s other beliefs were just that—faith without evidence. Their cat had never actually floated through the house telling them to resonate. But these stones were solid. Very real. And John noted that neither Bill nor Laurie had touched the yellow stones either.
“So, what do you think it is?” Laurie asked him again.
“I really don’t know.” John stared at the circle of moons. It was a common symbol. But was it just coincidence that the identical design appeared on the envelope of Kyle’s letter? It probably fell well within the realm of probability. The key almost felt like it was burning in John’s hand. 
“Yeah, but what’s your theory?” Laurie flicked a bug away from her face.
“I don’t have one,” John answered. He wished he could just think quietly for a few minutes. If he could just get a feeling for all of this, he might be able to figure his way through it.
“Could it have been buried, and some kind of earthquake pushed it up?” Laurie looked slightly distressed. 
“No. That would have pushed everything above it up and out of the way. The marble wouldn’t have passed straight through the wolf rock.” John nodded his head in the direction of the granite outcropping.
“Jesus!” Bill suddenly sat upright. “I didn’t notice that last night.”
“Oh, poor Wolfy!” Laurie lifted her hands to her mouth reflexively. “It looks like it’s been speared.” 
 John opened his hand just a little and studied the key. It was dull gold and warm against his palm. A moon marked one side. He turned it over. Tiny lines of flowing script etched the other side. He had to find out if it fit. If it didn’t, then he’d feel stupid and gullible for a few days and if it did… He didn’t know what then. But at least he had to try it.
Laurie glanced over to him.
“What do you have there?” she asked.
“A key.” John slowly rocked forward and held the key over the keyhole. It looked perfect.
“I don’t think your house key is going to fit,” Bill said.
“It’s not my house key,” John said.
John lowered the key directly down and felt it slide perfectly into place. He had known it would. Somehow, he had felt an absolute assurance of it.
“Oh my God,” Laurie whispered. “It fits.”
John crouched there, staring at the key and the stone.
Laurie asked, “Do you think something will happen if you turn it?” 
“You’ve got to,” Bill said. “You can’t just stick a key in and then not turn it.”
A key opens a door, John thought. That’s what would happen. Some door, somewhere, opens. Then what?
“Go ahead.” Laurie moved a little closer to him. “Bill’s right, we’ve got to try it.”
“All right then,” John said.
John turned the key. It moved easily. He could feel something slide and click inside the stone. He held still. Laurie and Bill leaned over with him.
Nothing happened.
“Damn it,” Bill said.
Laurie frowned.
“Maybe it’s broken or—” The rest of her sentence split into a squeal as the ground dropped out from under the three of them.
A sudden crushing pressure enveloped John in a wall of blinding whiteness as if he had plunged into a pool of blazing water. He squeezed his eyes shut against the brightness. His lungs burned. He struggled to swim upward. A desperate hand clutched at his arm. He felt another body bump into his side. He caught hold of them and kicked hard. 
They had to get through this. They had to get air. John kicked upward. The weight of both Bill and Laurie dragged him down, but he had gotten them into this, and he couldn’t let them go. 
Then suddenly a gust of dry, cold wind rushed over John. He opened his eyes and dragged in a breath. Laurie lay on his right and Bill on his left. Both of them gasped in the thin, frigid air like dying fish. Banks of snow loomed up on either side of the three of them.
John sat up and stared out over the empty white land and bare black trees. The pale sky met seamlessly with the snow-covered mountains. 
He looked at his empty hands. He had lost the key. 






Chapter Six

Kahlil turned a shard of yellow marble over in his hands and thought that the day was only getting worse.
He had come home to find the key missing, his sword shattered into dull gray splinters, and trash strewn all over the kitchen floor. The trash shouldn’t have bothered him, but it had. Perhaps the scattered garbage had struck him as too much of an omen of how the fragile domestic comfort of the last ten years would soon end. He’d cleaned it up but it hadn’t made him feel any better.
Then he had gathered his weapons and ammunition from the locked kitchen cupboard; he had put on his heavy coat and he’d gone up the mountain to find John. 
He pocketed the yellow stone and stalked through the trees. He felt sick and ugly, deciding which one of John’s two friends he would trade for the key and which one he would kill outright. The witch would have to be killed, he decided. He couldn’t take a chance with her. 
He hated the thought of murdering a woman only a few hours after she had held his arm so warmly and smiled at him without a hint of malice. It was too easy to imagine her expression of happy surprise at his arrival. He could see that expression lingering on her face for a moment too long, as if she were unable to comprehend how his knives could be tearing through her flesh. She wouldn’t understand. She wouldn’t know anything in her last moments but pain, horror, and confusion. 
No. In this world it didn’t matter how he killed a witch. She wouldn’t be skinned down to her bones afterwards. He didn’t need to keep her skull intact. He could simply put a bullet through the back of her head. That, at least, would be fast. She wouldn’t see him. She wouldn’t know anything but the instant of impact. It would be over before she could even realize it. That was the only kindness he could offer Laurie.
He couldn’t be so good to Bill or John. Particularly not John. But he promised himself that he wouldn’t make either of them suffer for long. He would be quick. He had accepted it. It was all he could do. 
But now more yellow stones glinted from beneath the leaf litter.
 Kahlil turned a small shard of polished yellow marble over in his hands, then dropped it back down to the forest floor, where it landed next to a brown candy wrapper. Pieces of the gateway were scattered across miles of the forest. An entire half of the arc had erupted from the mountain rock like new teeth bursting through a barren jawbone. The term “damaged” didn’t begin to describe what had happened. 
“Damaged” implied some hope of repair. This was utter destruction, and he understood what it meant. It had been the same reason that his sword, the key to the gateway, had been splintered. The priests weren’t taking any chances should he fail to destroy the Rifter. They hadn’t just locked the door behind him; they had eradicated its very existence.
But that didn’t explain this. Kahlil crouched down and continued to stare at the stone in front of him. The circle of moons he could understand. They were the symbols of his order. The words written around them were archaic but familiar. Like words to a nursery rhyme, he recalled them as reflex, without trying: “Behold the doors of the God’s Kingdom. Behold the Gates of Divinity and Desolation. The Kingdom of the Night. The Palace of the Day.” The prayer went on and on, just as he would have expected. 
But this keyhole made no sense. It wasn’t even the right shape. It wasn’t in the right place. It simply shouldn’t have been there.
The dog sat down next to him. She lifted her head, following the flight of a bird. She looked intent, and for a moment, it was hard to imagine that she wasn’t a just a dog. Then she glanced back down to the stone.
“The Rifter had his-self a key an’ he made his-self a keyhole,” she said. “Opened it right up an’ gone through.”
“This is bad.” Kahlil scowled at the keyhole.
“For them on the other side.” The dog yawned. She seemed oddly content with the situation.
“The Rifter has crossed through to Basawar,” Kahlil said, just to make sure that she did understand. “He’ll destroy it.”
“Tears it in two, that’s what the Rifter do.” She nodded her cream-colored head.
“We can’t stop him or warn anyone because they’ve crushed the gateway,” Kahlil added. “And even if I could cross, I couldn’t kill him because I don’t have the deathlock key. He does.”
“So them thats locked you away, gots themselves hell to pay.” She stood up and took a deep breath of the rich air. “I wants to chase me a fluff-n’-flicker, little tree-beastie.”
“It’s called a squirrel.” Kahlil looked down at her. “Doesn’t this bother you?”
She shook her head and then leaned her soft muzzle against Kahlil’s leg.
“When theys cut the meat from me,” she whispered, “when theys pierced me with knives an’ tied me in they red ribbons— then I screamed. I cried likes the whole world died. Not now. Now I tastes wind full of sweet bird meat. I runs where I likes, an’ I pisses on a tree. An’ thems that would can’t do a thing to me. They brought they bad end. They got they Rifter revived.” Closing her eyes, she let out a deep animal sigh. Kahlil could feel her entire body relax against him. “Not a thing you can do abouts it now. We both free now.”
He shut his eyes and sat still, a patch of sun slowly warming his back. He could hear animals, birds he supposed, making noises in the trees. The air, as always, tasted as strong and rich and exotic as a dream. 
He did not belong to this world, a world that was too good for him. He was not like the bones. He had not already given everything up for his own home. He had no right to lay claim to the richness and luxury of this world while what was left of Basawar was torn to pieces.
Kahlil had been entrusted to watch over the Rifter: to find him in this world and protect him until it was decided if the Rifter would be needed or not. If he had been needed, then Kahlil would have brought the Rifter back and released him like an apocalypse over Sabir’s red army of Fai’daum. If the Rifter was not needed, then it fell to Kahlil to destroy him.
It had been simple, only the matter of the single word “Don’t” and the tiny key that opened the Rifter’s death. And he had missed it. 
He stroked the dog’s head. When the order had come, he had been in the orchard, carrying her on his back. He had saved her, but at the cost of his whole world. 
She deserved this life, the warm sunlight, the pungent scents and lush tastes. He didn’t.
Kahlil opened his eyes.
“I have to go,” he said. “I have to try to stop him.”
“Don’t,” she whispered.
“I’m sorry, little sister.” He stroked her head, ran his fingers over her soft, warm ears. She gazed at him and then slowly pulled herself up. 
“Doors all closed,” she said. “No words yous can say to opens them again.”
“There’s still one way.” Kahlil drew his longest knife.
A small, involuntary whimper escaped the dog. The same kind of knife had been used to lay her open once. She took a step back from him.
“It’s not for you,” Kahlil assured her.
She sat back down but didn’t come closer to him. 
He didn’t have his sword or the key, but the blood of a witch flowed in his veins and, offered in sacrifice, it might awaken the shattered gates one last time. 
If he used his blood and the bond that linked him to John, then he might be able to follow him. But there was no certainty. He might bleed to death here on this hill or, worse, be torn apart and scattered across two worlds and countless ages. If he died, then it would be what he deserved for his failure. But he had to attempt his redemption.
Kahlil set the knife down on the stone and pulled off his coat. Stripping the bandage from his shoulder, he pulled the wound open again to start the blood running. His hand trembled as he picked up his knife again, but he forced himself to keep it steady. He sliced it quickly down his right arm, opening a wide furrow. A sharp pain rushed up in the blade’s wake. Hot rivulets of blood ran along his arm. He could hear the dog whimpering, but he didn’t look at her.
Closing his eyes, he concentrated on finding John— feeling that gentle pull as constant and strong as his own heartbeat—and following him back to Basawar. 
At first the images were faint. Black branches faded in and out, as if coming to him through fields of static. Steadily, as his pounding heart pumped more and more blood from his wounds, the image became clearer. He could feel a searing cold wash over him. White masses of snow flurried against a pale sky. He pushed the air out of his lungs and threw himself into the shattered gate.
Everything went silent. Agony sheared through his body. His mouth opened, releasing a mute scream. His vision seared to an intense white as if he were staring straight into the sun. He couldn’t look away. He couldn’t stop it. He burned and writhed,  as though he were being dragged apart in a hundred different directions.
•••
He hardly sensed his impact against solid ground. His mouth was full of snow and blood. It tasted like rusting iron. He lay on his back in a snowbank between rows of brick buildings. 
He got to his feet and walked to the mouth of the narrow alley, his body moving almost of its own accord. Pain tore through him, but he didn’t make a sound. He clenched his jaws tight and drew in deep, cold breaths through his nose. His head pounded, and the ground seemed to lurch beneath his feet. He realized that he wasn’t sure what it was that he was looking for and, more worryingly, he couldn’t quite recall who he was. 
He stared down the row of brick buildings. A hazy gold glow radiated from above as a gas streetlamp ignited. Another lit up, and then another, all the way down the long, winding street.
Jarring noises from carriages, and street hawkers ringing bells and shouting, came at him. He smelled roasting nuts for a moment. Then the strong scent of blood that clung to his body engulfed it.
 His right arm hurt, he realized. It hurt badly. The skin was slashed open and scarlet ribbons of cold, congealing blood dripped down from his shoulder to his fingers.
What a mess. 
He was sure that seeing his own damaged arm should have horrified him. But oddly, he felt as if he had almost expected it. That struck him as strange until he noticed the knife in his other hand. 
There was something decidedly sinister about all of this.
For an instant, he thought that he knew how he had come to be in such a beaten state. Then the thought simply dissolved, leaving him with the knowledge that at one time he had known how this had happened. He had done something.
Or—no! There was something he had to do. Something important.
He had a pack, he realized. Of course he did. He’d known that. 
Gingerly he slipped it off. The leather of the pack was tattered and faded. It smelled like dog. Inside he discovered a heavy coat and a pistol in a shoulder holster. There were also bullets—an absurd profusion of bullets.
What had he been doing?
Something wrong. He was suddenly sure. He had done something wrong, and it had made him sick with himself. He’d missed a letter, and someone else had read it. He’d killed thousands of people. He’d killed a dog. 
No, he’d saved a dog. 
Yes…. He could picture himself patting a yellow dog. She liked him. He had not killed her; he’d saved her life. She’d been in a fire or something. He felt slightly relieved. He didn’t want to be the kind of man who murdered animals. That told him something, didn’t it? That must make him a decent sort of person, right?
He contemplated the pistol and the bullets again.
Maybe he hadn’t killed a dog, but he was sure that he had committed murder. It wasn’t just the knife and the gun that told him so. He felt the certainty of it suffuse him.
Little slivers of memory flicked through him. The wet heat of another man’s blood running down his hand. The feel of resistance as his black knife pierced flesh and scraped bone. It all came back too easily. If he had been a decent man, he would have been repulsed by these things. But he wasn’t. The only emotion he could summon was resignation: he was obliged to perform a duty that no one could know about. Everything he did and everything about him had to be kept secret.
He had lied about his name, his occupation, where he had been, what he had done, how he came in, how he went out. He had lied in two languages and to every person he met. What he liked, what he hated, what he believed, what he desired, every detail had been a fabrication. He had lied enough to create an entire other man. And that man told lies as well.
 Of course there had to be two of him, one for each world: Nayeshi and Basawar. 
So, where was he now? 
He squinted up at the scratchy, chalky sky and then gazed out at the wooden carriages and dull green tahldi pulling them. These were not the images he would have expected to see in Nayeshi alongside the interstates and strip malls.
Then this had to be Basawar. Probably the city of Nurjima.
A repulsed, nauseated feeling welled up in him. He had come home. 
Kahlil remembered Nurjima. Or he thought he remembered it. But once he began walking through the streets, he discovered that the city in his memory and the one surrounding him were not the same. They resembled each other, like twin sisters, seemingly identical but subtly different. 
Older, narrow streets still spoked out from ancient plazas, marking the obsolete boundaries of the first tiny villages that had since grown into a huge city. Old roads collided like wrecks of wagon wheels, while newer thoroughfares dissected their arcs into modern grids. 
The rolling ground and the course of the frozen river that cut the city in half were exactly as he remembered. Even the lines of the bare, black trees seemed the same until he noticed the pale green buds of leaves. They should have been white.
He thought the mistake could have been his own or a matter of his injured eyes. Maybe he misremembered. Or perhaps the trees had been replaced since he had last been here. It had been ten years. The trees had been young. 
He let it go and continued walking. He didn’t have the strength to waste, wondering over trees or tiny, altered details like shop signs and street names. He noted them and ignored them. He didn’t stop. He didn’t dare to. And he didn’t look back. He didn’t want to see the trail his own blood studded across the white snow. He needed to find a temple. The priests there would know how to tend his wounds.
 He staggered past people. Most of them seemed to be going home for the evening. An older woman with a child pulled away from him as though he were contagious. Men in dull blue hats and long coats simply checked their pocket watches or straightened their cuffs as he passed by.
 No one offered him any assistance, not even answering his requests for the time or for directions to the Black Tower of the Payshmura.
Finally he found Blackbird’s Bridge, one landmark he could remember. But when he looked out from the height of the bridge, he found the hazy, brown skyline disorienting. There appeared to be two yellow-tiled domes of the Gaunsho’im Council. One stood, as Kahlil remembered, in the north of the city, near the Seven Palaces. The other shone far south of the first, where the old Execution Grounds had been.
The Gaunsho’im must have built a second Council Hall. He couldn’t imagine why, but he didn’t understand half of what the Gaunsho’im did. They were the rulers of noble families, and they answered for their wastefulness to only themselves. If they wanted a second Council building, that was their concern. Construction of new buildings could be expected, even in times as bad as these. So long as the Gaunsho’im met their yearly tithes to the church, they could build as many tributes to their own importance as they pleased.
Kahlil stared down over the Seven Palaces and then past them. He saw long, gleaming roofs with tiles that shone like faceted crystal where none had stood before. To the west, clusters of dull, redbrick buildings piled up against each other. When he had last been here, only a scattered shantytown stood close to the riverbank. The additions didn’t bother him so much. It was the one absence that frightened him.
The massive Black Tower should have shot up from the north point of the city like a black blade piercing the heavens. But it was nowhere to be seen. It wasn’t a structure that could be missed. It had dominated the skyline, with huge cords of metal twisting up to a single, gleaming point. Its shadow alone should have sliced across the city in a straight, sharp stroke.
Kahlil stared and squinted and turned in a circle, but still couldn’t find the tower. How could it be gone? He sank down to his knees, suddenly gripped with a sick fear. 
He knew. 
He couldn’t remember, but he knew. Somehow he had allowed this to happen. He had failed foolishly and terribly. He supposed it was only fair that now he had nowhere to go, no one to care for him. 
His eyes stung and burned, and he closed them. It would do him no good looking for a tower that no longer stood. He struggled to remember what he had done wrong. Without knowing, how could he make it right?
The chill of the snow soaked through his heavy pants. The night grew darker and colder. Now that he had stopped searching, the pain of his injuries began to cut into his awareness. He pulled both arms in close to his body and tucked his bare hands into the pockets of his coat.
He had no idea what to do now. Where could he go?
Then the fingers of his left hand brushed across something soft and rectangular. Frowning, he drew a worn leather wallet from his pocket.
His memory was bad, but he was sure that he didn’t own a wallet. He was pretty certain that wallets like this didn’t even exist in Basawar. He opened it and found only a torn photograph inside. The young man in the picture wore the expression of someone who thought that his picture had already been taken. The camera’s flash had made his blonde hair look too light and his eyes too dark. His eyes were actually sky blue. He was taller than he appeared in the tiny photo, and his voice was soft and low. This man was important to him. He was the reason Kahlil had come here. He was what Kahlil had done wrong. 
Kahlil had failed to kill this young man. The knowledge simply opened within him. He’d killed many men, but he had let this one escape. He started to crumple the photo, then stopped himself. He didn’t want to crush it. The photograph didn’t show it, but the young man had a kind smile. The thought startled Kahlil. Then came a flood of confused memories.
He recalled drinking mulled wine with the man, and the two of them smiling like conspirators. He felt the warmth of the man’s living body against a cold winter night, the smell of his skin and hair, the man whispering his name. 
 Kahlil felt like he might cry. He wasn’t sure why, and it embarrassed him. He closed his eyes again and waited for the feeling to pass. These weren’t things he had done. They couldn’t be. But they felt as strong and powerful as true memories. 
This just had to be a matter of confusion. Something was wrong with his head. He wasn’t quite himself yet. 
He slipped the photo back into the protection of the leather wallet, tucked it into his pocket, and gazed down over all the roofs of the city. There had to be some place he could go. Not too far to the west, he noticed the blurs and colors of crowds moving through the streets. Many seemed to be filtering into the same buildings. Kahlil squinted and shifted his head slightly to catch a clearer image. At last he made out the shapes of big placards hanging over the doors. Taverns, whorehouses, and public baths. There appeared to be a few cheaply decorated theaters as well. Kahlil guessed from the look of the neighborhood that the actresses probably did little more than remove their costumes for pennies. 
He made his way there as quickly and directly as he could. Without any money, he needed to go where other men did—and where he would blend in, even with his bedraggled appearance. Pausing before a tavern that bore the emblem of a fat, white weasel, he picked up a fistful of snow and washed the blood from his hands and cheek. His heavy coat hid his other injuries. As he rinsed his hands, he frowned. The sight of his clean, bare, left hand particularly disturbed him. The black Prayerscar that should have been there had vanished. 
 Inside, the tavern was crowded and dimly lit. The heavy, warm air hung low, weighed down with the smells of men’s bodies, mutton grease, and lamp smoke. The tables were small and crowded around a tiny, raised stage. 
A plump, dark-haired girl, dressed in a few swathes of cheesecloth, stood on the stage singing. She stared out, her face lifted a little higher than any patron’s gaze as if she were not quite aware of their presences. Kahlil didn’t know the song, but it was pleasant. Men made up most of the patrons. Some kept quiet, listening to the singer, but most conversed with each other. Their low voices produced a deep, steady rumble over which the girl’s melody drifted.
 Kahlil found an empty table and crumpled onto a seat like a flour sack slipping from a sure grip. The force of will that had kept him moving through snow and cold evaporated with the relief that came with being inside and sitting down. For a few minutes he leaned on his left elbow, eyes closed, balancing on the edge of unconsciousness. The warmth surrounding him soaked through his coat, easing his muscles. The smell of meat and beer washed over him. His stomach felt raw as it gnawed at its own emptiness. He hadn’t been hungry like this in years. He needed food, and for that he would need money.
He slowly surveyed the men surrounding him. He didn’t waste time taking in their faces or figures. All he looked for were their coin purses. He didn’t see any hanging from the men’s belts, but that made sense. Only he and the other monks at Rathal’pesha had worn coin purses like that. In Nurjima, men kept their money in their coat pockets. He remembered noticing that habit the first time he had come here, when he had been sent to bow before the divine Ushso’Shokri, the head of his order. He had received his Prayerscars then.
Again he glanced down at the bare back of his left hand and the noted the absence of a Prayerscar. Kahlil scowled at his own untrustworthy memory. It seemed so perfectly real.
He had been barely twenty, and he had knelt naked in the huge chamber while black-robed priests chanted over him. He had closed his eyes, pride bursting through his chest at being Chosen. 
First there had been the soft, stroking sensation as the priests painted black ink over the backs of his hands and across his eyelids. Then the ink had begun to burn into his flesh like acid. He had wanted to scream, but he had remained silent. At last the priests had washed his hands and eyes with blessed waters and balms. The pain had faded, but the burns had only grown darker until they had become jet black. And then he became Kahlil.
Again he observed the back of his hand, rubbing it as though the Prayerscar was somehow hidden. Though chapped and red at the knuckles, his skin showed no trace of black. Just as Nurjima had no Black Tower, he had no Prayerscars.
He couldn’t have just made them up. No, they had been real. He felt certain.
Something had happened to his head when he’d crossed between the worlds. His body had been injured, and so, apparently, had his memories. But he was blessed even if he had no Prayerscars to show it. He carried in his body witches’ blood and Parfir’s own bones, and he could prove it to himself right now.
He picked a man at random, a big fellow with a yellow beard and meaty hands. The man sat at a small table ten feet or so from Kahlil. Other patrons crowded in close at nearby tables, jostling each other as they shifted and gestured. Kahlil guessed that a few tugs might not be noticed. He lowered his gaze to the blonde man’s dark brown coat, focusing his concentration on the man’s bulging pocket. Then, casually, he lifted his left hand up close to his mouth and flicked his first two fingers apart.
A shock of biting pain shot through his fingers and bolted through his arm. The sensation startled Kahlil. It shouldn’t have hurt just to open the Gray Space. It was only traveling through that caused injuries. But then he was already wounded and weak. The force it took to open the space must have been too much strain. His body didn’t want to obey him.
Still, he didn’t allow the rift in the space to close. Setting his teeth, he clenched his jaw against the groan that almost escaped him. Steadily, he tore the space wide, and the contents of the man’s pocket began to fall into his hand.
There were coins and a banknote. Then a fat gold watch spilled out. The watch chain, however, seemed to have caught on something. Kahlil closed his fingers around it and gave a tug. The bearded man suddenly looked down to his coat and then to a slim man sitting at the table next to him.
Kahlil released the watch and let the space snap back closed. At the same moment the bearded man jammed his hand into his own pocket. He felt for the coins and banknote and found neither. A look of rage came over him.
“You thief! You think you can steal from me?” he shouted at the slim man next to him. “I’ll damn well kill you!”
The other man barely had time to look up before the bearded man hammered a fist into the side of his head. The slim man fell, and the bearded man kicked him hard, knocking over chairs. 
The other patrons drew back as the bearded man continued cursing and kicking the slim man. The singer went silent and stepped back from the edge of the stage. The slim man curled up, attempting to protect himself while the much bigger bearded man stomped at him furiously.
“I’ll kill you, you light-fingered fucker!” The bearded man’s face had gone red with anger.
Kahlil pushed himself up to his feet. He knew he was going to regret this, but he couldn’t let the man on the floor take a beating for him. He shoved his way past the other tavern patrons and grabbed the bearded man’s shoulder.
“Stop it,” Kahlil said.
“Go to hell!” the bearded man roared, and Kahlil could smell the sharp tang of wine on the man’s breath. Then he swung his fist up to smack Kahlil aside. Reflexively, Kahlil ducked and drove his own fist into the bearded man’s nose. A hot gush of blood spilled across his left hand. 
The bearded man staggered back and then threw himself at Kahlil. Out of the corner of his eye, Kahlil saw the bloodied, slim man being lifted from the floor by two other patrons. That was good. 
Then he crumpled to the ground beneath the immense weight of his bearded opponent. The man’s thick hands locked around his throat. Kahlil twisted beneath the man’s bulk, but his left arm was pinned tight. His right arm lay stretched out against the wooden floor, but Kahlil could hardly make it move. The pain was simply too great. And now he couldn’t breathe.
For a moment, out of pure animal reflex, he fought for air, spitting and gasping. The bearded man leaned over him, tightening his grip on Kahlil’s throat.
“No man alive fucks with me, boy,” the bearded man whispered. He grinned, and Kahlil saw that blood from his nose had dripped through his blonde mustache and into his mouth. 
 Kahlil clawed at the man’s chest with his left hand. His fingers only gripped into the man’s coat. His lungs ached. This man truly intended to kill him.
 The little air in Kahlil’s lungs felt dead. His lips were numb, and a pulse of blackness edged in over his vision. Then Kahlil felt a desperate, burning force suddenly flash up from deep within him. A surge of power and rage scorched out from his bones. His muscles felt molten. His skin was like fire. 
The pain of his injuries seared away to vapor.
He relaxed. Without thinking, he flicked the fingers of his left hand apart. Instantly an edge of Gray Space tore open. Kahlil pushed the edge of it up into the bearded man’s chest. His hand slid into the hot, wet cavity of the man’s body as easily as if he were slipping on a glove. With a flick of his hand, he slid the edge of the Gray Space upward, using it like a razor.
The bearded man hardly had a moment to look astonished before his body split open from sternum to jaw bone. His blood, steaming hot and nearly black with oxygen, gushed from the gaping wound. The bearded man spilled onto Kahlil, who lay still pinned beneath his massive bulk. 
He couldn’t sit up; he couldn’t move. He felt sick and exhausted. It was all so familiar.
People stood all around him. Their faces appeared soft and distorted, as if he were peering through warped glass. His eyesight was getting worse, he thought. It seemed much darker now, nearly black. He could discern only indistinct shadows of movement above him. Someone laid a hand on his shoulder. 
“It’s going to be all right,” a man whispered close to his face. Farther away, someone else laughed. 
 Then a vast darkness, like a new door into a space he had never crossed before, opened up and swallowed him whole. 






Arc Two: In the Shadow of  the White Mountain




Chapter Seven

Flurries of snow rolled up in little curls as a sudden wind swept down from the distant, gray mountains. Clouds hung low over the sharp, white peaks. Weeks ago, John had designated the ragged mountains as his marker for north. Sunrise and sunset confirmed that much, even though his compass swung in slow circles, never committing to a single orientation. A compass could easily break, but the solar system was another matter entirely. 
And yet when John studied the night sky, he found it alarming. The few evenings that stars pierced through the clouds, they burned brightly. But neither he, nor Bill, nor Laurie, recognized any constellations, though Bill and Laurie gamely offered suggestions.
“Those six there,” Laurie had pointed up to a far corner of the night sky, “they remind me of fireworks.”
“Yeah, and that one looks like a beer bottle.” Bill’s voice always sounded strained now. Both the cold and the thin air scourged his lungs, making him struggle for breath. Even so, Bill couldn’t stand to keep silent. “I think it’s tipping to pour beer over those four stars there. I’m going to call them the sorority sisters.” 
A few days earlier Bill had christened the same cluster “the hot dog,” but all of the constellations were so unfamiliar that it was easy to forget which was which. Some nights John almost convinced himself that he recognized the stars of the southern hemisphere in the scattered lights: the crow, the keel, and perhaps the centaur. Other nights they seemed to spread above him in utterly alien configurations.
Either way, he had long ago abandoned the notion of using them for any kind of navigation. Nights were too cold for travel anyway. When John ventured out to hunt among the stands of bare, black trees and deep drifts of snow, he always turned back toward their shelter while a few of hours of light still remained. 
In his travels he’d discovered that the land to the east flattened out into a plain and then suddenly dropped into a steel-gray chasm as if the entire world just ended there. The jagged cliffs were treacherous even in the light of the day. Buffeting winds swept up, and  banks of icy fog often hid sheer drops. Occasionally, John glimpsed a rolling, black sea far below. Birds soared up the gray cliffs, riding frigid, salty winds.
John caught small birds when he could. They were scrawny things, plumed in thick layers of dishwater-colored feathers and smelling faintly of bad fish. They tasted better than they smelled—but not much.
Bill always cooked them with one hand clamped over his nose.
The weasels were much better, both for their skins and their meat. Plus, John found their behavior fascinating. Sometimes, even after he had trapped enough to feed the three of them, he would remain out in the snow, letting frost color his beard and watching the white creatures come out to play. 
 The first time he had cut one open, he had noted the fine, red lining of its egg sacks. He hadn’t said anything to either Bill or Laurie. He had wanted to be sure that he was right. But over the next week, he had caught enough female weasels to be sure.
John deliberately waited to approach them with his suspicions, until one afternoon when the air grew warmer and didn’t seem to bother Bill’s lungs so much.
 He ducked through the tiny entrance of their snow-packed shelter, carrying the body of one of the weasels. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dim surroundings inside. The shelter would have been even darker, if it hadn’t been for the silver Mylar John had stretched over the frame of black branches before he had insulated the entire structure with thick walls of snow. The Mylar caught any light that seeped in through the entrance and reflected it throughout the low space.
Laurie and Bill sat close together, sharing Bill’s black jacket for extra warmth. Next to them lay John’s silent radio and his nearly empty first-aid kit. 
“Hey, Toffee.” Laurie frowned slightly, but her face had already grown so thin that the expression looked ghastly. “You look serious. Is something wrong?” 
“These weasels.” John held the soft, dead creature in his hands. “I think they’re monotremes.”
“Which means what?” Bill asked. The silver light inside their shelter exaggerated the permanent blue tinge of Bill’s skin.
When they first arrived, Laurie had also suffered shortness of breath. Like Bill, she had suffered blackouts whenever she moved too much. In the last few weeks she had adapted, but Bill never had. Even now, if he exerted himself, Bill was likely to faint.
 Fortunately for all three of them, the thin atmosphere didn’t trouble John. If it had, they would have frozen to death before they could have even exhausted Bill’s supply of Hershey bars.
“A monotreme,” John explained quietly, “is a very primitive, egg-laying mammal. They’re only found in Australia and New Zealand. As far as I know, the only living examples are the echidna and the platypus.”
“So what are you trying to say here?” Bill raised an eyebrow. “You think we’re in Australia?”
“No.” John frowned. “We’re obviously not in Australia.” He wasn’t sure how to explain without sounding overly dramatic and possibly panicking the two of them. It was a difficult thing to accept.
“So...?” Laurie encouraged him.
“I think we may not even be on Earth.” John just said it.
“Yeah,” Bill agreed. Laurie gave a small sigh. 
“You already knew?” 
“We did,” Laurie smiled at him, “but we didn’t want to freak you out. You’re not the kind of guy who can just accept something like this on intuition. You have to give yourself time and proof.”
Bill nodded then asked, “So where did you think we were—before you came to this conclusion?”
“I didn’t know.” John shrugged, feeling suddenly stupid. “I just started looking for evidence to tell me.”
“Well, this is a huge thing to have happened,” Laurie said. “I mean, I don’t think the shock has really set in for me. Don’t feel bad.”
“Yeah, man,” Bill said, “if we had been in Australia, you would have been the one to get us out. Me and Laurie would have been trying to mind-meld with kangaroos and saying, ‘Wow, alien life is so weird’ and shit like that.” 
John just frowned down at the white weasel. Its toes were delicate, pink, and almost human. He could barely see the fine webbing between them.
“So, do you think you might be ready for something else freaky?” Laurie asked.
John didn’t feel ready for anything, but he didn’t want to say so. He nodded.
“Okay.” Laurie dug into the pocket of Bill’s jacket and pulled out a singed twig. She held it out in front of her and closed her eyes. John stared at the twig and then glanced back to Laurie. Her pale brows knit together in concentration. Her lips pressed into a hard line. Nothing happened.
“Damn it.” Laurie’s eyes popped open. “I almost had it.”
“Just relax,” Bill told her. “Try it like you did last time.”
“Okay.” Laurie closed her eyes again and blew the air out of her lungs. She grimaced absurdly as she concentrated. Bill leaned close to her, attentive as a gymnastics coach of a young Olympian. John watched too, feeling uneasy and unready for anything to happen, but at the same time hoping that something would. 
There was nothing. Then John caught the faintest scent of burning. A wisp of smoke drifted up from the surface of the twig as a tiny red ember began to glow through the wood. The ember spread like the cherry of a cigarette and then flickered into a small flame.
Laurie pulled her eyes open and gasped for air, as if she had just broken the surface of a lake after a deep dive. She slouched against Bill, still breathing heavily. 
John blew out the flame before it filled the confines of their snow-packed shelter with smoke.
“Pretty cool, huh?” Laurie smiled.
“Very cool,” Bill told her.
“Could you always do that?” John inspected the end of the burnt twig.
“Maybe.” Laurie leaned in against Bill, and he pulled his arms around her. Bill’s blue-white hands looked like cut ice against the black jacket.
 “I never tried as hard as I did here,” Laurie said. “You know, that first night when the matches were all wet and the wood was wet, and you just kept trying to get a fire going?”
John couldn’t forget it. He still had nightmares of looking up and seeing Laurie’s entire body, pale as wax, shaking uncontrollably. He remembered Bill lying on his side, huge white flakes of snow accumulating in his black hair as he struggled to draw in a breath. He had seen them dying as the sky grew darker and colder. Snow had fallen, thicker and faster. He had wanted to cry, but instead he had kept on striking the wet matches. He’d never felt so helpless or so worthless in his life. 
“That night,” Laurie went on, “I kept staring at the wood and wanting it to burn so badly. I could almost see the spark. But it wouldn’t happen. I’d see it every time you struck a match. I was almost holding my breath—”
“You were holding your breath,” Bill said.
“Yeah, I must have been. We figured out that holding my breath makes a big difference. I don’t know why, but there’s something about that moment when I feel like I’m going to suffocate—if I can just keep focused, then I reach this intense force. It’s really kind of scary. It feels like I’m dying. Like it’s killing me. But you know, that night I was already dying, so I guess it didn’t make such a big difference. All of the sudden, I felt this power burn through me. It felt like it was searing up from my bones—coming up from really deep. And then I lit the fire.”
“She’s been practicing since then,” Bill said.
“I’m still pretty shaky with it,” Laurie added.
John didn’t know what to say. It all seemed so unreal.
“Maybe this is why we were brought here,” Laurie said. “Maybe Kyle was some kind of messenger who meant you to get that key and bring us here.”
“Maybe,” John replied. He couldn’t imagine what possible use he, Bill, and Laurie could be out in this frigid wasteland. But just at the moment, he had no faith in his ability to judge reality. He didn’t know if he could rule anything out.
In the weeks that followed, Laurie grew more adept at lighting their fires. Bill cobbled together decent meals from the small animals and bitter, blue-gray berries that John foraged. Little else changed. Snowstorms came and passed. If there was a purpose to their presence in this frigid world, none of them recognized it. 
John often returned to the area where they had first arrived. He always looked for the glint of a dull gold key in the masses of snow. He didn’t know what he would do with it if he found it, but he kept searching anyway. He couldn’t give up on finding a way home.
Today, he didn’t discover the key. He found something else.
He knelt down next to streaks of vivid red blood, spilled across the snow. He studied the outline of a tall, prone body that had crashed deep into the white drift. A set of tracks led away from the impression. They marched north towards the mountains. But, curiously, no tracks led up to the imprint. It was as if a body had just dropped from the sky, struggled up, and staggered away.
John guessed from the size of the impression and footprints, that it had been a man, maybe as tall as he was, and probably injured.
At the horizon, storm clouds were gathering, and late-afternoon shadows lengthened. If he followed the tracks, he could be caught in a storm and lose his way home when darkness fell. But if he waited until tomorrow, the tracks would surely be lost under fresh snowfall. 
John raced northward. The strange figure’s strides were long—almost as long as his own. They led straight north, through thick stands of trees and across a frozen stream. 
John noticed the way the sky was changing from its usual pale blue to a sooty color. The wind grew colder and whipped up powdery snow. He bowed his head, protecting his eyes from the wind, focusing on the few feet of ground directly ahead of him.
He had already gone too far to get back before night. 
In an odd synchronicity, John noticed a growing distance between the footprints as the man stopped walking and began to run. Whoever it was, he seemed to know where he was going and wanted to get there quickly. John wondered how far he was behind the other man. Although the blood appeared bright and vivid, that could be deceptive. When the air was this cold, blood would remain fresh for nearly a full day.
Suddenly, the tracks turned to the west. John glanced up and, despite the dim light, saw why immediately. The land fell off sharply to a wide, ice-encrusted river. He thought he could see moving water at the very middle, but he wasn’t sure. It certainly didn’t look safe to cross. 
John followed the tracks farther west than he had ever gone before. Stands of bare, black trees became more common. And a new smell suffused the air. John had been running so hard that he hadn’t been thinking about it, but now it had grown strong enough that he couldn’t miss it. It was the smell of fire and roasting meat. The smell of habitation. Just that scent gave him a surge of strength. He ran faster.
 He could see warm, yellow firelight glowing between the bare branches of the trees. A feeling a joy and hope flooded him. He found himself thinking of things that he hadn’t dared to let himself miss. A room of his own. A warm bed. A bath. 
John broke out from a cluster of trees and stopped. Instantly, he pulled himself back into the cover of the woods. He dropped low and peered out, horrified by what he had seen. He had reached a cobblestone road. At uneven distances along the edge of the road stood huge metal poles with the bodies of men hanging from them on chains. Some of the bodies were only charred remnants; others were still writhing, gagged and burning alive. 






Chapter Eight

The cold invaded. It devoured every other sensation until his body felt like a frigid expanse surrounded by darkness. Incrementally, the thought struck him that it shouldn’t be dark and he shouldn’t be lying still. People died this way—sleeping in soft drifts of snow, blanketed beneath layer after layer. 
He had to open his eyes. The cold would kill him if he didn’t open his damn eyes. He couldn’t let himself fall asleep. John jerked himself upright and stared numbly around. 
 Instead of an open expanse of snow, he found himself gazing at the silver Mylar interior of the shelter. Afternoon light poured in from the small entrance and reflected across the metallized plastic, lending the cramped, low space a golden luminosity.
Laurie and Bill both looked up from tinkering with the handheld radio. In the soft light and deep shadows, they both appeared hollowed and far too thin. Laurie’s hair hung in dirty, blonde strings. Patchy, black tufts of beard darkened Bill’s chin. They were dressed in a bunchy mix of their old, stained clothes and strips of dried weasel hide. They looked like famished poster children for some Siberian relief campaign. 
How could he have failed to notice how fragile and ravaged they had become in the last months? He’d just gotten used to it. He supposed he looked just as bad.
“I don’t think it’ll be too hot now.” Bill picked up a silver thermos and handed it to Laurie.
Laurie smiled at Bill, very sweetly, as if he had said something touching. She took the thermos and turned to John.
“Hey, Mr. Frostbite.” Laurie crawled over to him. She unscrewed the thermos and handed it to him. His fingers were still too clumsy to grip the steel surface. He held the thermos between the flats of his palms, like a child who had not yet mastered the dexterity or proportions of the adult world. 
The warm broth scalded his chilled lips as he drank. It tasted like weasel meat. The heat of the liquid burned down into his body. It was good. He hadn’t realized how starved he was until now. 
“How are you feeling?” Laurie placed her hand against his forehead. He had to suppress the urge to jerk back from her touch. Her thin fingers felt like brands searing into his skin. The pain faded, as his skin warmed beneath the heat of her hand.
“Better.” The word came out in a dry whisper.
“You look better,” she said. 
John closed his eyes. He was so tired. He felt the thermos slip from his hands and then the brush of Laurie’s bony fingers as she caught it.
“Don’t go back to sleep, Toffee. Stay awake for a little while, okay?” Laurie shook him gently. 
John forced his eyes open again.
“How did I get back here?” John asked.
“You ask that every time you wake up,” Laurie said.
“You just staggered out of the middle of that fucking blizzard, like a big, old abominable snowman,” Bill said. “That was three days ago. Maybe four. I lost track of time when it was really blowing out there. It could have been day or night.”
“We thought you were going to die. You were like ice.” Laurie’s eyes suddenly misted, and she pressed her lips tightly closed.
“I’m fine,” he assured her. He would have said it even if he were missing his legs just to keep her from crying.
“Yeah,” Laurie forced a smile, “but you look like shit.”
“You just said that I looked better.” 
Laurie didn’t say anything. She just reached behind him and pulled the blanket up around his shoulders.
“You looked worse than shit before.” Bill scowled at the radio. Slowly, he turned the dial through frequency after frequency of static and then switched it off. He stood as much as the low ceiling allowed and walked over to John with the radio.
“I don’t want to sound gay or anything, ‘cause, you know, that’s your bag, but I’m really glad you’re not dead, man.” Bill sat down next to him.
“Thanks, Bill... I think.” 
“Anytime.” Bill gazed at the radio. “You know, I can’t really remember how that stupid radio commercial for the Beer Barn went. In a really retarded way, I kind of miss it. You’d think I’d miss something else, you know, like NPR news or the college radio station.”
John tried to think back, but his mind was still fuzzy from the cold. There had been some little sound effect in the jingle, he recalled.
“It went, ‘Beer Barn! Beer by the bucket!’” Laurie sang. “‘Beer Barn! Everyone else can—’  and then there was that angry ‘moo’ over the words, ‘fuck it.’”
“Yeah, I miss the beer-cow’s moo,” Bill said, then amended. “Maybe I just miss beer.”
“I think we all miss beer. I could certainly use one now.” John’s voice still sounded dry and raspy.
“Forget about boring old beer. Now we’ve got exciting weasel broth, made with real weasel!” Bill gestured toward the thermos. “It’s warm and weasel-licious.”
“You make it sound too good to resist,” John replied flatly.
 He was beginning to feel a little more alive. It didn’t take all of his concentration just to stay awake. He lifted the thermos to his mouth. The steamy scent drifted up to him. The smell of meat, he thought. 
Suddenly the clear image of bound bodies writhing in flames rushed up to him, unbidden. With it came the rich smell of roasting flesh and the sound of shrieks muted beneath bundles of oil-soaked rags and the sight of shadows dancing and jerking across the white snow as the flames crawled over them.
 Nausea washed through him as he caught a second whiff of the broth. He passed the thermos back to Laurie.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Are you gonna hurl?” Bill pawed desperately around for some kind of receptacle.
John swallowed back the bile in his throat. “No, I’m fine. I just...” He felt so sick just thinking about it. He pressed his eyes closed, desperate to push the memory back. He needed it to recede into the mundane recollections of trudging through snow, setting traps, watching the northern horizon for storm clouds. But now that he’d remembered the images, the smells and sounds wouldn’t leave him. 
“Toffee?” Laurie’s voice rose sharply in alarm. Her hand gripped his shoulder too tightly.
“What’s wrong?” Bill sounded scared.
He couldn’t fall apart on them. They needed him to pull himself together. He was the one who always kept it together.
 He said, “I’m all right. I was just a little woozy for a minute.”
“Do you want some more broth?” Laurie started to lift the thermos, but John pushed it gently back.
“Not right this minute. I need to tell you guys about what I saw. Before I got caught in the storm, I was following the tracks of a man.”
“A man? You mean another human being?” Laurie hadn’t looked so excited since they had both been in the third grade, when she had genuinely believed she would receive a pony for her birthday.
“Who was it?” Bill asked. A tiny flush colored his pale cheeks.
“I don’t know. I just found tracks.”
“But they were human, right? It was a person?” Laurie asked.
“Yes,” John said. “It looked like he just dropped out of nowhere like we did, but he seemed to know where he was. He went straight north, no wandering or circling.”
“Oh God, he might know what’s going on, or how to get out of here, or... I don’t even know. I’m so excited! ” Laurie grinned.
“And you followed him, right?” Bill watched John carefully, as if he suspected that this was not good news. 
“I followed him for most of the day, north, up to a river bank, and then west.” John forced his voice to stay even. “I reached a pavestone road. I could see the cobblestones where wheels had plowed aside the snow. The wheel tracks didn’t look like they came from cars. They were more narrow and spaced farther apart.” John knew why he was obsessing on the tracks. He didn’t want to think any further.
“Motorcycle tracks, maybe?” Laurie asked.
“More like a cart.” In John’s mind, cocooned bodies thrashed desperately as flames rolled over and burned through them. The noises they made were muted and deformed by agony. They came out strangely, like the shrieks of birds. Like small animals dying.
“I didn’t look too closely at the tire tracks. I think there were only two.”
“And?” Laurie asked.
Bill said nothing. John met his eyes and in that moment, a message seemed to pass between them. Bill tensed, waiting to hear the rest of the story.
“There were poles along the sides of the road, like flagpoles with chains at the tops.” John couldn’t stand to look at either Laurie’s or Bill’s face. He dropped his gaze down to the packed bark floor of the shelter. “There were people manacled to the chains. They were hanging from their wrists and wrapped up in layers of cloth. Kind of like mummies, I guess. And they were all on fire.” 
John couldn’t go on. He could hardly form coherent sentences.
For a moment there was only silence, then Laurie whispered, “Were they—they weren’t alive, were they?” 
John nodded.
“Did you try to get them down?” Laurie asked.
“No. I... There was some kind of accelerant in the wrappings. It made the heat intense enough to burn through parts of their bodies before they were dead. Their limbs were dropping off. I couldn’t stop it.”
Laurie stopped asking questions.
“So,” Bill said, after a few more seconds of silence, “I’m thinking we should avoid that area.”
“I think that would be a wise decision.” John straightened. “We should probably try to hide our presence here as best we can.”
“I really thought...” Laurie held the thermos between her hands like it was a captive bird. “I really wanted this whole thing to be something good.”
“I’m sorry,” John told her.
“It’s not your fault. I’m just dumb and flaky, that’s all.” She sniffed and then pushed her stringy hair back from her face. “How do you think we can make ourselves less obvious?”
Having a question to answer made John feel better immediately. It offered him a sense of control and knowledge. He didn’t know where they were, but he could begin to make maps. He didn’t know whose tracks he had followed, but he could make sure that his own tracks were hidden from now on.
After that night he hunted more carefully. He found himself once again digging down to the cold earth and touching it, growing familiar with it, not just as an amusement, but because he depended on this land now. He needed to know in a breath if the least detail was out of place. If a stranger crouched in the dark stands of trees, or if men lay in waiting behind the drifts of snow, he had to sense their presence before they sensed his. 
Their need for fire troubled John the most. Smoke was too easy to spot; its scent carried too well. Bill and Laurie now marched a mile south of the shelter and cooked under the cover of the trees. For each meal, they had to haul the supplies and raw food out and then carry everything back. It was exhausting for Bill, who could hardly breathe, but he didn’t complain. None of them wanted to risk their lives for convenience. 
 Steadily, the snowdrifts grew wetter, and the air, even at night, turned warmer. John saw changes in Bill and Laurie and even in himself. All their voices had grown quieter, their hair longer and wild. They were often silent, just sitting, listening to sounds in the night outside their shelter. An animal tension infused their motions and gnawed at their sleep.
Whereas Bill had previously been slim, he now seemed wasted. His inability to either run or fight bred a desperate stillness in him. He could crouch against the dark trunk of a tree, small and perfectly motionless, becoming almost invisible. 
Laurie’s cheeks were chapped red, and her bone-like hands were marred by cracks and calluses. Her body had lost all traces of femininity. Thin strings of ligament and muscle barely covered the bones of her arms and legs. She had learned to hunt, but still hated to leave Bill alone. She watched over him constantly. 
From the looseness of his clothes, John knew that he too had lost weight. The thick meaty feel of his body had been reduced to a hard leanness. Hunger and constant motion had eaten away the soft curves of his cheeks. He had become nearly as angular and weather-beaten as the bare, black trees. His beard was thick and shot through with white.
Recently, as the days had grown longer, he had begun spending more time out alone. He gave Laurie and Bill their privacy and the time to enjoy it, since he could give them little else. And sometimes, when they would curl up close to each other or kiss, John would feel desperately lonely. He preferred to be away at those times.
Always he wanted to return to the spot where he had lost the key and where he had first seen the man’s tracks. Truly, a foolish temptation. He certainly didn’t want to follow any more tracks to another scene of human immolation. 
But he wondered if something might not appear there again. Maybe a door back home. So he approached cautiously. He no longer walked straight from one point to another. He circled and kept to the stands of bare trees. 
He was still a few dozen yards from the exact spot when he felt a sudden chill and  caught a faint odor in the air. Something felt out of place. He remembered having the same sense the day he had come across the shattered yellow stones by the wolf rock.
John crouched down under the cover of the trees and concentrated. He scanned the expanse of white snowdrifts and the four dark patches where trees grew close. Then he heard something—a sound like a whisper. His attention whipped back to the closest drift of snow. He stared at the perfectly white expanse, and, as he did, the faintest gray shadow coalesced in the air. Instantly, it darkened, and a man suddenly appeared, suspended a few feet above the snowdrift, hanging in mid-air. 
He knelt, his bare hands held up close to his chest, head bowed as if in prayer. His clothes were uniformly gray and heavy. The cut of his coat reminded John of photos he had seen of soldiers in World War I. He was a young man, maybe still a teenager, but well-built with close-cropped black hair and sharp features.
 A second later the man and his shadow crashed together as the man dropped face down into the snow. The man immediately jerked himself upright.
“Jid! Jid korud’an!” The young man’s tone and expression made it obvious that he was cursing. Kicking at the snow bank, he bent down and picked up his knit black cap. He scowled at it as he shook the snow off and then seemed to consider whether it would be warmer to put the damp cap on or leave it off. At last, he pulled it onto his head.
He looked simultaneously miserable and annoyed as he frowned down at the deep imprint where he had fallen. John followed his gaze and noticed the small red spatters of blood. The young man pulled back the coat sleeve on his right arm. John stared at the several narrow rivulets of blood, as well as the red welts that marked the man’s skin. The injuries looked painful, but not deadly.
 Seeming to come to the same conclusion, the man pulled his sleeve back down. He then scanned the horizon. When he caught sight of the mountains, his straight stance slumped a little. He curled his arms over his head, while muttering to himself, “Jid. Jid. Li’hir bai’an. Jid.”
His tone, expression, and posture all struck John as the body language of a person who had completely screwed up. John felt a hesitant sympathy for him. If he had been bigger, or armed, then John would have felt too threatened to commiserate, but as he was, the man simply struck him as someone who was having a really bad time.
Then without any warning or reason, he looked at the trees where John crouched. At first he didn’t see John. He just observed the trees with disinterest. Then he sighed and glanced down a little and his gaze met John’s directly. They both stared in silence. The man’s eyes were dark, the pupil and iris almost melting into one. He wore a fixed, startled expression.
Since John’s knife was within easy reach, he waited to see what the man would do. 
He glanced around, obviously searching for other men hidden in the stands of trees. When he saw none, he returned his attention to John. Very slowly, he lifted his hands away from his body.
“Vunan.” He spoke very carefully. “Yura’hir li’ati ratim’at’iss.” 
He was obviously waiting for a reply. When John said nothing, the man went on, “Li’hir yura’ati ratim’at’ sa?” he asked very clearly, his expression intent.
John knew that he had to respond. He didn’t want to shake his head or nod, since he had no idea what, if anything, those gestures might mean to this man. He guessed that his best bet would be to say something. At least then the man might realize that John didn’t speak his language.
John slowly straightened and lifted his own hands away from his sides.
“Hi.” John found himself mimicking the man’s very clear enunciation. “I have no idea what you’re trying to tell me.”
The man gaped at him as if a bird had just flown out of his mouth. It wasn’t an expression of misunderstanding, but of disbelief.
“Ahab...” For a moment, words seemed to fail the man. Then he asked, “How do you know those words?”
John knew he hadn’t misheard. The other man had clearly spoken English. John guessed his own expression was a startled as the young man’s. For a second, John had the terrible idea that he, Laurie, and Bill had just been lost in some isolated corner of Minnesota. But he knew better. They didn’t burn people alive in Minnesota.
 “You speak English?” John asked.
The man lifted his head as if in challenge. “I know all of the words. How can you know them?”
“I’m American,” John replied. It was an answer, which, he realized belatedly, assumed a great deal of knowledge on the part of the man: that a majority of Americans spoke English, for example. Or even what America was.
“You are from that place?” the man asked.
“Yes. America. We speak English there.” The conversation wasn’t going as smoothly as John had hoped, but at least they were talking. “Do you know where it is?”
“In the Kingdom of the Night, beneath the Palace of the Day. With a gold key, through a gold doorway.” The man watched John’s face closely as he spoke, as if he were uttering some kind of secret code.
“I have no idea what you mean by that.” John decided to just be honest.
The man scowled.
“If you are from that place, then say what lies beside it,” he said.
“Beside it? You mean its borders?” 
The man nodded, and John took it for an affirmative.
“The Atlantic Ocean to the east; Pacific Ocean to the west; Canada, north; Mexico, south. Is that what you mean?” John asked.
“Atlantic, Pacific, Canada, Mexico.” He recited the names and nodded his head. At last he asked, with great incredulity, “How can you be here?” 
“I don’t know. I just am.” John didn’t even consider attempting to explain. “Do you know how I could get back?”
The man shook his head. During the course of the conversation, his arms had slowly lowered back down to his sides. He took a few steps closer and John decided that he could afford to meet his new companion halfway. He was bigger, and he wasn’t already injured. The odds favored him.
Up close, John could smell the wet wool of the man’s coat. John guessed that he himself smelled much worse.
 “Only the Holy Gateway can link the worlds,” the man said, “and only Kahlil’im can cross it.”
“Kahlil’im?” John was pretty sure that the Holy Gateway had to be something like the yellow ruin he, Laurie, and Bill had found in the mountains. “Who’s Kahlil’im?”
“Maybe me. Others are training in Rathal’pesha hel vun’im’ati lafti’ya pom’an.” The man didn’t seem to notice that he had slipped out of English. 
“I didn’t really understand all of that. You were speaking... What’s your language called?” 
“Basawar. The world and the word are one.” The man smiled as he said this. He had a nice smile, the kind that New York advertising agencies would have loved to plaster all over cereal boxes.
“Yura’hir—” The man caught himself this time. “I’m sorry. I only speak these words in training. It’s hard to remember.”
“You’re doing better than I would.” John shifted uncomfortably. His feet were starting to get cold.
“You were saying that you are Kahlil’im?” John reminded him.
“I may be. Someday.” The man frowned at the crushed snowdrift where he had fallen. “I still must learn how to make myself go where I should and not to bleed so much.” He touched his right forearm.
“A Kahlil’im must be teaching you, then?” 
“A Kahlil,” the young man corrected him offhandedly. “Kahlil’im means many; Kahlil is only one. There are no Kahlil’im left,” the man went on. “The last was torn to pieces between the worlds. What I learn is from the priests who keep Ushmana’lam, the holiest books. They can read the words, but they... ” he paused, “they cannot do everything the words say.”
“So there are no Kahlil’im left?” 
“Issin,” the young man said, then caught himself. “There are none.” 
“So there’s no way to open the Holy Gateway?” John continued.
“None.” 
John noticed that the man spoke certain words with the same accent he had detected in Kyle. Now that he thought about it, John realized that the man resembled his old roommate physically as well. He wasn’t as muscular or as tall, and he lacked tattoos and scars, but he could have passed for Kyle’s younger brother. He had the same dark eyes and full mouth.
“There isn’t some kind of key that would do it?” John hoped his leading questions didn’t seem as obvious to the man as they did to him.
“A key is given to Kahlil,” the man said, “but only Kahlil can use it.”
So Kyle must have been a Kahlil. That explained the key that had come in the mail. The words ‘ripped to pieces between the worlds’ made John feel suddenly sorry that he hadn’t treated Kyle better. He wondered if being ripped to pieces had been a direct result of his theft of the key, then stopped himself. He already had enough guilt about bringing Laurie and Bill to this wasteland. He didn’t need Kyle’s death on his conscience as well.
He asked, “So, do you have a key yet?” 
“No, just a black blood knife.” 
“Does the knife open anything?” John knew he was grasping, but he supposed it was better to ask than not.
“Cuts,” the man answered. 
He shoved his hands into his coat pockets. For a moment, John thought he would produce the knife, but he didn’t. He just kept his hands tucked into the coat’s protection. John felt a chill across the back of his neck as the wind picked up. 
“It’s cold, and I have been gone too long. I must go home, or I will be whipped.” The man started to walk north through the snow.
“Wait!” John followed him. “I need to know how I can return to my own home.”
“Have you been gone too long as well?” He didn’t stop, but he slowed enough for John to catch up with him.
“Yes, I’ve been gone for a long time now.” John decided that he could afford to walk with him for at least an hour before he had to turn back to the shelter.
“You must miss your family.” The man wasn’t looking at John but at the mountains.
“I miss my home.”
The man paused and studied John. He said, “I could bring you with me to Rathal’pesha, but...”
“But what?” 
“I think they would burn you.” 
A chill sank through John’s guts.
“Why would they burn me?” 
“Maybe you aren’t from the other world. Maybe you’re a spy for the Fai’daum. Maybe you’re a witch. They can find reasons as easily as turning over stones.” The man began walking again.
“I speak English. I know where America is. That convinced you that I was telling the truth, didn’t it?” John asked.
“No,” the man said, “I believe you because I want to. You seem honest to me, but Ushman Dayyid and Ushman Nuritam don’t want to believe anyone. They don’t want to believe me, and I have the God’s own bones. They would burn you right away, and then you would never go home.”
“Would you be willing to help me get home?” 
“I might.” Again the man looked up at the mountains. “I don’t know what I can do for you.” 
“Could you come back here and tell me more about your world? That would at least help me not get myself burned.” John kept doggedly at it. He could not let this resource go without a fight, for all their sakes.
“Will you tell me about yours?” the man countered.
“Of course.”
“Good.” The man smiled at him. For a few minutes they strode along quietly together, side by side. John knew he had to turn back soon, but he didn’t want to. His hope of finding a way home rested entirely with this man about whom he knew next to nothing.
“Can I ask what your name is, or what I should call you?” John asked at last.
“Are you turning back now?” the man asked.
“I was thinking of it. Why?”
“Some traders only exchange names with a new friend just before they part. Then, if their families have bad blood between them, it will not have ruined their time traveling together.”
“I didn’t know that,” John said.
“I hadn’t told you my name so that you would keep walking with me.” The man glanced sideways at him. “It’s good to have some company on such a long walk, but I shouldn’t bring you any further. It won’t be safe once we reach the river.”
“Well, my name is John.” John held out his hand, and the man blinked at it. Then he seemed to remember something and reached out to grip John’s hand firmly.
“I am Ushiri Ravishan’inRathal’pesha.” 
“I don’t think I’ll remember all that,” John admitted.
“You only need to call me Ravishan. The rest is title and place. It is not who I am.”
“Ravishan,” John repeated the name. “Will I see you again?”
The man nodded. “I must go now, but I will try to come back in four days.”
“I’ll see you then. Goodbye.” John gave him a brief wave.
“Tumah.” Ravishan briefly lifted his hands to his chest and then turned and continued walking north through the little rises and valleys of snow. John watched until he disappeared into the dark line of the distant trees.
John turned back. He brushed the snow back over both his and Ravishan’s tracks as he went. His body bristled with an excited energy, making him want to go quickly and carelessly. But he forced himself to be thorough, to cover his tracks and slowly wind his way back to the shelter. He couldn’t afford to take chances. 
A lot of things could go wrong in four days.






Chapter Nine

“Loshai,” John said in response to Ravishan’s gesture at the pale, blue afternoon sky. Ravishan smiled his cereal box smile.
The spring air was cool but not cold. The last of the snow had melted away, leaving the ground carpeted in pale, mossy leaves and grass shoots. White leaf-buds dotted the black branches of the trees above them.
They had moved their shelter to higher ground when runoff from the mountains flooded the lower lands. Water rolled slowly between the higher stands of trees and washed far out to the east, until it spilled down the steep walls of the chasm in an immense waterfall. West of their camp John had found a deep slow moving river, where the fishing seemed particularly good. As he often did, Ravishan had appeared from the thin air and joined him on the river bank. Today they indulged in an impromptu language lesson.
“Loshai’hir pesha’an sa?” Ravishan asked and John concentrated on his voice. John didn’t want to hear the words as much as see the images they represented. He wanted to understand them, not in the slow manner of matching their meanings to English equivalents, but as words in their own right. 
 It was a difficult thing to do. The inflections and pauses of Basawar contained such subtlety. Sometimes John found himself listening to the language with the same uncomprehending appreciation that he had for pure music. 
“Iss. Loshai’hir holima’an,” John finally answered. 
The sky is white?
No, the sky is blue. 
It was such a simple exchange. John wanted to be better than this. He needed to be better if he ever hoped to get into the city of Amura’taye, much less reach the massive, walled monastery of Rathal’pesha and the key that would take them home. 
If he could just find work in Amura’taye, he might be able to buy medicine for Bill, or at least food beyond what John hunted and the scraps that Ravishan secreted to them in his coat pockets.
Then there was the matter of the keys and the gateway. He had steadily learned, through his conversations with Ravishan, that the payshmura priests kept the keys somewhere in Rathal’pesha. There were maps to the gateways as well. Ravishan hadn’t seen either, but he had overheard Ushman Nuritam talking to Ushman Dayyid about them.
“One more question?” Ravishan asked.
“One more,” John agreed. They had been talking for hours. Ravishan would have to get home soon. He had already stayed out too late with John on too many previous days. 
John pulled up the delicate piece of netting that Ravishan had brought him. Two nearly transparent, white fish flopped against the fine mesh. John pulled them free and dropped them into the reed basket with the others. They were tiny fish. All of them together were hardly enough to feed him alone.
“Yura’hir li’ati pashim’um sa?” Ravishan smiled sleepily and yawned as he asked the question. He loved slurring his words or disguising them to challenge John. 
“Yura’ati pashim’um sa?” John asked thoughtfully. He could see the pleased gleam in Ravishan’s lowered eyes at stumping him.
“Sa?” Ravishan prompted.
“Du.” John nodded. “Li’im pashim, pashim’sho.” Yes, we are friends, great friends.
Ravishan broke into a grin at the answer. It pleased him when he could confound John, but it delighted him much more when John succeeded. 
“Laman’Jahn’hir, domu’ya,” Ravishan complimented him, not only affirming John’s progress, but adding a scholar’s honorific to his name. It struck John as quite an exaggeration. However, Ravishan seemed to take great pleasure in addressing him as Laman. John guessed it was the same kind of humor that fueled the widespread phenomenon of three-hundred-pound giants nicknamed ‘Tiny.’
“Li’hir renma’ya.” Ravishan leaned back against a tree and closed his eyes. 
John knew from Ravishan’s posture as much as his words that Ravishan was tired.
His right arm was wrapped in white bandages, and soft, blue shadows hung beneath his eyes. He breathed slowly and deeply, as if he were falling asleep. His lips parted slightly, and his hands hung limp. When he relaxed completely like this, John became acutely aware of how attractive Ravishan was. And also how very young he seemed.
John knew that he was only five years older than Ravishan, but those five years made a great difference. At seventeen, Ravishan was physically close to adulthood. He stood nearly as tall as John. His body was muscular and graceful from years of training in the monastery. Only a little of the softness of boyhood remained in his face. 
Yet his affection was so strong and uninhibited, it seemed very childlike. By nature, Ravishan was friendly and outgoing. So much so that, at times, John had to remind himself that Ravishan probably had no idea of how flirtatious his behavior might seem. More than likely he was like this with any adult who showed him kindness. His long smiles and lingering gaze were simply the affectations of a lonely teenager. And he showed traces of adolescent rebelliousness as well. For one thing, he loved slipping away from his practices to meet with his new, secret friend. 
“I don’t want to say I am a milkman.” Ravishan spoke without opening his eyes.
“What?” John didn’t really see the significance of the statement.
“Ushman Dayyid and Ushman Nuritam say that when I cross into the other world, I must say that I deliver milk.” Ravishan scowled. “Why can’t I say that I’m a soldier? Or a wandering scholar? Why should we all say we are milkmen? I’d rather be something different, something interesting, like a—” he paused, thinking, “—like a pope. I might say that I am a powerful pope.”
John struggled to keep from laughing.
“No one would believe you if you said that you were the Pope.” 
Ravishan sighed.
“Milkman is so boring,” Ravishan said, but offered no other argument.
“It’s a job that no one will ask you about because it’s boring.” John knew that well enough. He hadn’t asked Kyle about his work. 
It was strange to think of Kyle now that John knew he had been one of the Kahlil’im. John remembered the scars on Kyle’s arms and glanced at Ravishan’s bandages. Some of the cuts had been administered by the priests in a bloodletting ceremony that supposedly drained impure desires from the body and allowed the sacred bones within to take greater power. Other wounds came from Ravishan’s attempts to jump between spaces.
When he disappeared from sight, he submerged into a soundless, gray world. It allowed him to move at blinding speeds through solid walls and over rivers. But it came at a cost. There was abrasiveness to the Gray Space. Ravishan had once described it as so cold that it seemed to burn and had said that it was filled with slicing edges that cut in and out. At times, it sliced through his flesh and left tiny blisters on his skin.
Ravishan always proudly pointed out that, because of his great skill, his injuries were far less than those the other boys in training suffered. Three other ushiri had been blinded; another two had died when they materialized inside solid objects. 
That was only traveling through the Gray Space within one world. It was nothing compared to passing through the white agony that filled the space between worlds. Ravishan only knew of it through the priests, and they only knew from the writings of the Kahlil’im who had gone before. It blinded and burned and sliced bodies to ribbons. Without the sacred gateways and the keys that opened them, even a Kahlil would be killed crossing between worlds.
 As Ravishan had described the dangers, John had thought of the gash across Kyle’s mouth and his constant bandages. And he had wondered what Kyle had done while they lived together. How many times had he crossed between worlds? And what had he done when he realized his key was gone?
John never should have taken that key. Never.
“I don’t want to be boring to them,” Ravishan interrupted John’s thoughts. “I want them to talk with me, like you do.”
“The people of my world?” John asked.
Ravishan nodded.
“I don’t think you’re going to be boring to anyone even if you try,” John assured him. “You’re going to be pretty exotic looking. Once you receive those Prayerscars, you’ll have to try hard just passing for normal in my world, trust me.” Not for the first time, John considered telling Ravishan about Kyle. But he wasn’t sure how Ravishan would take it. John knew that stealing Kyle’s key wouldn’t come across as a good thing, no matter how he worded it. 
He and Bill and Laurie all depended upon Ravishan’s good will for their survival in and eventual escape from the world of Basawar. Ravishan brought them clothes and food, and he’d told no one about them. Also, Ravishan would have access to a key someday. So far, that seemed to be their only hope for returning home. For now his friendship was too important, and too new, to burden with unpleasant revelations. 
Ravishan sighed again and then said, “I just don’t want to say I’m a milkman.”
“Maybe you just don’t want to obey Ushman Dayyid,” John suggested.
“Maybe,” Ravishan said. “I’m tired of him. He shouts at me when I do what he wants, and if I can’t do what he wants, he shouts louder.”
 “Sounds like he’s frustrated.” 
“Vun’hir wahbai,” Ravishan murmured.
“He’s an asshole?” 
“You understood that?” Ravishan asked. 
“Perfectly.” John smiled.
“Domu, Laman’Jahn, domu.” Ravishan grinned. “Soon you will know all of the profane words.”
“It’s the small triumphs that make life worth living.” 
A noise from farther back among the trees alerted them to the presence of others. They went silent and peered into the shadows. Even now that Bill and Laurie wore the clothes Ravishan had brought from Rathal’pesha, John instantly recognized them. They were much more slender than the few shepherds that John had seen. And they moved more cautiously, as if the knowledge that they were trespassers in this world had suffused even their muscles. 
“Tumah, Vur’Loshai. Tumah, Vun’Behr.” Ravishan greeted both of them with his hand raised in peace. 
Ravishan had given them all Basawar names. He called Laurie, Loshai. Bill, Behr. And John’s name had shifted to Jahn. 
 Laurie waved. Bill made a little shrugging motion, as if he were too tired to raise his arm, which might have actually been the case.
“Tumah, Ushiri Ravishan.” Laurie mimicked Ravishan’s gesture.
Bill said, “Hey.” 
“What’s up, my man?” Ravishan strode to Bill and held out his palm for Bill to slap. Today Bill only batted his fingers weakly.
“I feel like crap.” Bill sat down beside a tree and rested his head on his knees. Laurie knelt down next to him and rubbed his back.
Ravishan frowned and crouched down beside them.
“Behr,” Ravishan said, “your breathing still troubles you?”
“Yeah, same old story.” Bill lifted his head. “So what have you two been up to?”
“Just talking,” John said. “Trying to fish.”
“Any luck with that?” Laurie asked.
“I caught a few.” John tapped the reed basket with his foot. “Nothing compared to the weasels though. Those little guys can really swim.”
“Weasels?” Ravishan looked up at him. It was rare for him to not know a word, but it did happen from time to time.
“Ganal’im,” John supplied.
“Sa? Ganal’im Nayeshi’hir sa?” Ravishan asked.
“Iss. Hel shir’ro ganal’im,” John pointed out over the water where the white weasels splashed and dived after fish. “Weasel shir’ro ganal, iff otter shir’kin ganal.” 
“Could we please speak English, today?” Bill broke in before Ravishan could ask more.
“Sorry,” John said. He hadn’t really noticed when he had stopped speaking English.
“Thanks.” Bill leaned his head back down against his knees.
“Do you want me to take you back to the shelter?” He had carried Bill before, when Bill just couldn’t move without beginning to choke. That had been back during the coldest days of winter. John had hoped that the warmer weather would make things easier for Bill.
“I’m sick of the fucking shelter. I just want to be somewhere else.”  Bill closed his eyes. “I want to go home.”
Laurie wrapped her arms around him and he leaned into her. Their small bodies were almost lost in the folds of their gray wool coats.
“We’re gonna go home,” Laurie said. “We’ll have pizza and macaroni and cheese and beer and hot showers—and we’ll watch movies.”
“Any movies I want?” Bill asked.
“Any movies you want.” 
“Even—” 
“—Erotic Coven II,” Laurie finished.
“You’re the best, you know that?” Bill said.
“Yeah, but I’m glad you do too.” Laurie kissed the top of his head.
“I don’t think I even care about stupid Erotic Coven II anymore,” Bill said. “I just want to breathe. I just...”
“I know.” Laurie pushed his hair back from his face. “It’s gonna happen. I promise.”
 “Behr,” Ravishan had to crouch down to get his face as low as Bill’s, “when I become Kahlil, I promise that I will return you home. I’m sorry that I brought you here.”
“You didn’t bring us. We—” Laurie cut herself off when she saw John’s expression. “It just happened.”
“That’s how it would seem to you, but I prayed to Parfir for an entire year. I asked him to bring me a new teacher.” Ravishan glanced up at John. “I begged him to bring me someone who would help me.”
“Well, we’ve certainly been a lot of help for you so far,” Bill said.
“You have,” Ravishan said. “Before you were here, I dreaded every day. I only thought of the pain.” He touched his bandaged arm lightly. “When I thought of crossing through the gateway, and when I imagined the pain of it, I nearly cried. I’m ashamed of myself now, but then I even thought of running away.”
“You still get injured when you cross,” John said.
“It doesn’t seem so bad,” Ravishan said. “Now I can’t wait to wake up and practice my skills and bring you things and talk with you out here. And now I know that I will be Kahlil. You are my sign that these little cuts aren’t for nothing. Someday, I will return you all to your home, and I will defeat the Fai’daum in my own world.” Ravishan smiled, one of his truly handsome smiles. He seemed to glow with belief and happiness.
It was this kind of pure enthusiasm, John thought, that inspired the Children’s Crusades in the Middle Ages. Only someone young and inexperienced could so completely and easily give himself over to faith and sacrifice. Ravishan wanted to believe this, and he would believe it. He had not yet learned that a coincidence could be just that, or worse, that adults around him might use his faith for their own needs.
“You know,” Laurie’s voice was soft, “when we first came here, I knew it had to be for a purpose.”
“You were brought for me,” Ravishan said. “I’m sorry that you’ve had to suffer, but I give you my word that I will take care of you.”
Laurie’s smile was nearly as childlike as Ravishan’s. “I knew there was a reason for all of this.”
Ravishan straightened. He looked up at the sky and frowned.
“I have to return to Rathal’pesha. Ushman Dayyid will expect me early today since I was late yesterday.” He began to lift his hands in peace then paused. “Behr, I will see if I can find a medicine for you. There is a drink that our healer, Hann’yu, gives us when our lungs are torn. I’ll bring it two days from now.”
“Thanks, Ravi.” Bill raised his hand in the symbol of peace. “Tumah.”
Ravishan smiled and returned the gesture to all three of them.
“Tumah,” he said, and then he closed his eyes and was gone.
John waited a few minutes in silence. He didn’t know why, except that he couldn’t quite believe that Ravishan had simply gone. Some superstitious part of him worried that atoms of Ravishan still lingered in the air, listening and watching. 
“You shouldn’t encourage him to take responsibility for us being here,” John said at last.
“What do you mean?” Laurie asked.
“I mean that he has enough problems in his life. He doesn’t need to think that he did this to us on top of everything else.”
“How do you know he didn’t?” Laurie asked.
“Because I was there when we went through that gateway. I was the one turning that fucking key, and I’m the one who lost it.” John didn’t raise his voice. Instead, he stepped closer to Laurie. “I did this to us, not him.”
“How can you be so closed-minded after everything that’s happened?” Laurie demanded. “We don’t know what brought us here, and we don’t know why. Maybe Ravishan does.”
“She’s got a point, man,” Bill said.
John glared at Bill. “Ravishan did not bring us here. He’s just a teenager.”
“Children can have tremendous psychic energy, John,” Laurie said, “particularly teenagers. A lot of people believe that the conflicted energy in a troubled adolescent can even create—”
“This isn’t some tarot reading at a strip mall!” John cut her off. “This isn’t some New Age feel-good movie.”
“Hey—” Bill began.
“Shut up,” John snapped. “This is a place where they burn people alive. This is a place where they cut the shit out of Ravishan and whip him for disobedience. He could be killed for what he’s doing for us. We have no right to make him take total responsibility for us!”
“I didn’t say he had to take total responsibility,” Laurie shot back, fire in her eyes, “but we don’t know why we were called here. Maybe we were the answer to his prayers.”
“Or maybe we were fucking around with something, and it just happened,” John replied. “Maybe Ravishan should have run away, but now he thinks that he has to stay and suffer to save us.”
“How can you be so negative?” Laurie demanded.
“It’s called realism,” John replied.
“It’s pretty negative realism,” Bill put in.
“Look,” John shoved his hair back from his face, “I don’t care what bizarre ideas you choose for your own life. I don’t care what you say when you’re helping your beautician clientele decide what hair color resonates with their higher powers. I don’t give a damn about that. But this is Ravishan’s life. If he needs to get the hell out of that monastery, then he should be able to. We shouldn’t be stopping him.”
 Laurie didn’t say anything. She just stared at John like she was about to cry.
“You know, John, you can be a real asshole when you’ve got a crush on a guy,” Bill said. “I never noticed that before.”
“That has nothing to do with this— and I do not have a crush on him. He’s a kid,” John snapped.
 “Yeah, whatever.” Bill shrugged. “Laurie and I should probably get back to the shelter and start dinner.”
Bill struggled to his feet. Laurie got up quickly and helped him. John suddenly felt like an ass.
“I’m not trying to—” he began, but Bill cut him off.
“It’s okay, Toffee. We get it. Nobody is gonna feel good about anything ever. Don’t worry.”
“I didn’t say that,” John said.
“No,” Bill said. “You don’t need to say anything more. We stupid flakes can only take so much of your super-smarter-than-everyone-else Realism. We’re just gonna go back home and pick our butts like we always do.”
“I didn’t say you were picking your butts,” John said.
Laurie made a weird noise like she had been crying and then laughed. Her hair hung over her face. She wouldn’t look up at him.
“I’m sorry,” John said. “I am an asshole. I’m just really worried about Ravishan.”
Laurie pushed her hair back. Her eyes were red, but there weren’t any tears.
“It’s okay. You’re right about pressuring him.” She sniffed and wiped her nose. “But, you know, sometimes it really hurts when you won’t even consider what I have to say. You just put all of my beliefs down like they didn’t mean anything.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” John knew this was all he could say. He couldn’t make himself say that he was wrong.
“So, are you staying out tonight, or are you coming home?” Laurie asked.
“I’m staying out.” 
One of the strong points of their friendship had always been that they could be apart for a long time and still remember each other and their fondness. Until now they had never had to test their friendship under the opposite circumstances. Eight months in one tiny shelter was more than some marriages could endure. They needed time apart.
 “Here,” John grabbed the reed basket and handed it to Laurie, “you should have these tonight.”
“Thanks,” Laurie said. She and Bill started back through the trees.
John lay back, concentrating on the feel of the ground beneath him. It didn’t have the strong, rich smell of the earth he was used to. The soil of Basawar seemed emaciated by comparison. It responded to him with eagerness and desperation, rolling up under his fingers, curling close to his body. He traced the slight rise and fall of the earth as if he were stroking the skeletal ribs of a hungry dog. He knew that this was where his sense of reality came from. If he were honest with himself, that was just as absurd as any of Laurie’s beliefs. Still, he felt it so keenly and so very personally that he could neither question this communion nor share it with anyone else. This was his private faith.
Overhead, thin black branches arched up against the pale blue sky. Even on clear days like this one, the skies of Basawar were never bright blue. They, like the soil, were drained, exhausted. They reminded John of the bleached remains of dying corals or of cut flowers, all their vitality and color bleeding away into a vase.
John frowned at his own morbid turn of thought. Bill had been right about his negativity and about his feelings toward Ravishan as well. John did feel a stirring of attraction towards him. But John had no intention of allowing that pang of desire to affect any of their lives. He was just lonely—and Ravishan…
John considered the way Ravishan smiled, how radiant he seemed when they walked together or stood close. In another man, John would have found those glances and smiles flirtatious, but he refused to believe that Ravishan could be knowingly seducing him. 
Life in the monastery had deprived Ravishan of normal human affection, and so he probably had no idea how easily his responsiveness to John’s attention could be misconstrued. 
But John would never allow himself to cross that line. Never. Not only was Ravishan just a kid, but also far too much depended on his continued generosity to risk alienating him with the complexities of adult desires.
 John closed his eyes, feeling tired of this foreign place.
In his own world, when he felt this miserable, he could lose himself in the richness of the earth. It seemed to nourish him just with a touch. He tried to recapture that sensation. He relaxed and spread his fingers into the ground. A sense of motion rushed over him. He could feel his hands holding the dirt, his back pressed into the ground. But within his mind there came a dreamlike sense of whipping over the ground like a breath of wind.
He rushed out to the east, skipping across the surface of the water. He felt the rending break of the chasm walls as they dropped for miles straight down to a cold, dark ocean. The black walls of the chasm hurt him, like the edges of an open wound.
John flinched from it, and suddenly he was rushing north. He whipped over the soft shoots of grass and grinned as they tickled him. He swept up and dived between the thick stands of trees. Then he seemed to break out into a clearing.
Huge walls, cut from the face of a mountain, stretched up. He rushed over them, sweeping across terraced steps of farmland, bent men and women pushing seeds into the soil, and heavy-coated sheep. He swept over another wall into a maze of cramped, narrow streets. Men on heavy bicycles crowded the thoroughfares, and the scent of cooking fires filled the air. The smell clung to John, and he went higher, rising over hundreds of steep steps that wound up to the peak of the mountain. 
With a surge over a last tall, white wall, he dropped down into an open courtyard. Dwarf trees twisted up from alabaster planters. Latticed walls of pale stone wound along pathways. The air smelled of incense and pine. 
Without even considering, John knew that he gazed upon Rathal’pesha, the monastery of the white mountain.
A figure in dark gray robes sat beside one of the dwarf pines. The figure looked up, and John saw that it was Ravishan. He smiled and then lowered his head again in prayer.
John felt a deep relief to see that Ravishan had gotten home safely.
Then he opened his eyes and found himself lying on his back, staring into the dark night sky. He must have fallen asleep hours ago, he realized. He’d been dreaming. 
John started to rise, but stilled when he heard unfamiliar voices. There were men in the woods, a little to the north of him. John could see them by the light of their fire. Twenty or more, dressed in rust-red coats, armed with rifles. They sat in a circle, a few of them facing out into the darkness, keeping watch. 
They were being addressed, it appeared, by a large yellow dog. 
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A short list of Basawar Words and Grammar
 
and  ---------------iff
animal / it  --------shir
asshole  -----------wahbai
bark (tree) --------istana
bee (honey)  ------behr 
best  ---------------sho
black  -------------yasi
blonde hide  ------jahn
blood  -------------usha
blue  -------------- holima
bone  -------------sumah
bones (holy) ------issusha
book --------------lam
brothers ----------ashan
but / however ----hel
chasm  ------------kubo
city  ---------------tamur
cold  --------------polima
dead  --------------maht
deer (mount) ---- tahldi
delicious  ---------mosh
dog (tame) -------kohl
dog (wild)/wolf -- sabir 
exhausted --------renma
fast (speed) -------sam
fire  --------------- daru
food  ------- ------nabi (grain)
friend  ------------pashim
from / of  ---------in
fuck  --------------faud
goat  --------------fik
good / pretty  ----domu
grain plant  -------taye
green  -------------ibaye
harm  -------------ratim
hawk  -------------alidas
hill  ---------------rousma
holy  --------------ushmana
hot  ---------------niru
how / because  ---ahab 
idiot  --------------bai
joy  ----------------amha
key ----------------hala
key, death-lock ---maht’tu hala
knife --------------halaun
lazy  ---------------pom
little / diminutive ---iri
lock ------------------tu
lost  ------------------gasm’ah
love  -----------------mohim
man/ male  --------- vun
meadow  ------------pivan
meat  ----------------nabi’usha
medicinal tree ------yasistana
monastery  ----------ushmura
money  --------------jiusha
mountain  -----------rathal
no  -------------------iss 
noble  ---------------gaun
none  ----------------illin
orchard  -------------umbhra
peace  ---------------tumah
place  ----------------amura
quiet  ----------------itam
rain  -----------------parh
red  ------------------daum
river  ----------------fai
road  ----------------nur
run  -----------------sango
sacred books ------- ushmana’lam
sacred drink  --------fathi
same  ----------------kin
shit  -----------------jid 
similar  --------------ro
sky  ------------------loshai
snow ----------------pelima
solitary  -------------jath
speak  ---------------vass
spill  -----------------ra
spoil  ----------------lafi
still  ----------------- tash
stop  -----------------nahara
strike  ---------------bish
terrible  -------------tehji
time / year-----------ayal
to be lost  --------- --gasmya
to drink  ------------siraya
to eat  ----------------nabiya
to harm  -------------ratimya
to kill  ---------------rashiya
tree (fruit) ----------isma
tree bark ------------istana
ugly/ bad  ----------mulhi
unholy /unclean  --korud
water/drink --------sira
weasel  -------------ganal
what  ---------------bati
when  --------------bayal
where  -------------bamura
white  --------------pesha
who  ---------------ban
why  ---------------bahab
wine --------------- vishan
witch  --------------tahjid
woman/ female ---vur
yellow /gold--------jima/ ji
yes  -----------------du 
 
Pronouns
he\ him  -----------vun
his  -----------------vun’um
they(all male) -----vun’im
she/her ------------vur
hers ----------------vur’um
they (all female) ---vur’im
they(mixed) ------ pun’im
theirs --------------pun’um
I/me  ---------------li
mine ---------------li’um
we/us  --------------li’im
ours ----------------lim’un 
you  ----------------yura 
yours ---------------yura’um
you (plural) ---- ---yura’im
yours (plural) ----- yura’un
it  -------------------shir 
it (plural)---------- shir’um 
 
Declensions and Conjugations 
positive  --------------  dou
negative  -------------- iss
question  -------------- sa
object of action  ------ hir
source of action ------ ati
one who does--------- hlil
plural  ----------------  im
possessive (singular)- um
possessive (plural) --- un
future tense ----------  ad
past tense  ------------ ah
present tense --------- ya
(Ya literally means ‘to do’ or ‘to be’.)
possible  -------------- at
hoped for (future) --- atdou
hoped against   -------atiss
command form ------ hi
gerund  ---------------yas 
adjective --------------an
adverb  ----------------al
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