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  PROLOGUE


  Exile.


  The word stuck in Azhas memory like an angry barb. The only thing that stung more was the name and face of the traitor, that serene lunatic who had assumed rights and powers no
  Galderkhaani should ever possess.


  We trusted each other with everything, she thought angrily, but now I alone pay for his sins.


  Wisps of wet cloud and red hair whipped across Azhas face as her airship glided east, hundreds of feet above the white, icy surface. Balanced on the rigging with several dogbane-fiber
  ropes looped over her forearms in case she lost her footing, the former Cirrus Farm commander sidled along while completing her scan of the enormous inflated hortatur skin above her. She
  did not like what she saw.


  Cursing it allbut at this moment, mostly the shipshe climbed down to the gondola as carelessly as she dared, her movements as natural and familiar to her as breathing. She dropped
  the last few feet. The seventy-foot-long, wicker-ribbed basin was empty but for two other people: Dovit, her man with black dreadlocks to his waist and touches of gray at his temples, and
  Azhas younger sister, Enzo, her short-cropped hair black as coal.


  As Azha leaped the last few feet into the gondola, she cursed again in frustration.


  I couldnt see any leaks so there must be one higher up, she groaned. Naturally, the bastards gave me the oldest ship in the fleet.


  Exile was not designed for comfort, the man remarked.


  And these ships were not designed for this much travel over land, Enzo added cautiously. It dries the fabric. The oceans thermal updrafts are what really keep them
  aloft


  Enough! Azha slammed her hand down hard on the console. What I need are solutions, not a discourse in cloud farming. She glared at Dovit and then her sister. I
  dont even know why you came! You had your own life, your ownpeople.


  Because I couldnt let you face this alone! Enzo said.


  Neither of us could, Dovit said, putting a hand on Azhas arm. And my people, as you call them, supported me in my love for you.


  Love, she said, pushing his fingers off. Is that all?


  What more? Dovit asked.


  Nothing, Azha said, glaring at her sister again, her red hair rising and twisting in the wind like slender serpents. This is my doing, my choice, but its a sign of
  how perverse our society has become. Im banished for trying to stop someone from committing genocide.


  You were banished for trying to enter the Technologist Inner Quarter with a spear, two knives, and a grapnel, Dovit said, correcting her. There are far more legal and far
  less dramatic ways to express dissent.


  Dissent, Azha muttered, glancing up at the swaying balloon. It wasnt about dissent, Dovit. It wasan impulse. I learned the facts and had to do
  something.


  A legitimate reaction, Dovit agreed. But, as I said, there are legitimate forms of redress.


  None that would have worked in time, Azha said.


  So say you, the man replied.


  Dovit, you were on the Technologist Council. You heard that someone was going to initiate the Source before the council decided it was ready.


  We all heard those rumors, mostly from Priests.


  You know how I hate to side with those people, with any of your mad allies, Azha said, but they werent rumors.


  Dovit shrugged. That is irrelevant. Most did not accept the rumors as true. They still dont. Action requires belief.


  It was true, it is true, Azha said, turning to face him. And it will kill them all.


  We went through all of this at your hearing, Dovit replied patiently. You offered no proof.


  Azhas gaze fell. I couldnt.


  Why? Enzo pleaded, bracing herself against the rocking gondola. There is no harm in telling us nowwere not going back.


  Azha looked at her sister and then at the man who meant so much to her, especially now. She didnt wish to reward his sacrifice with hurt.


  Azha? Dovit asked, reading her moodas always. Please tell me. What is it?


  You really want to know?


  That is why I asked, he said with a wary smile.


  Azha sighed, casting her eyes past the proud, formidable quarry master toward the distant spires. Dovit, before you and I were lovers I was joined as a lover with the man who planned this
  treacherous scheme.


  Dovit looked at her with surpriseand understanding. And you still are.


  Yes.


  And yet, Dovit said, you were armed for murder.


  Yes.


  Dovit and Enzo shared a look. He hurt for Azha more than he hurt for himself.


  There was no other choice, Azha said. He refused to hear arguments against it and is surrounded by too many influential people who will cover for any misdeeds, Azha
  said. Of course, I threatened to take his plan to the others, to his people, but we both knew the truth: they would have descended on me like buzzing punita on the remains of the
  dead. That is why I had to try to stop this act the old-fashioned way.


  Dovit looked at her with a blend of sadness and regret. I wish you had trusted me. I and my lovers also have powerful friends.


  In the wrong places, Azha said. Agriculture, tile masonry, seafaring, the stars . . .


  Dovit moved cautiously in the swaying basket to Azhas side, fresh urgency in his voice. He glanced back to the high stone tower from which they had departed a short sun-arc ago.
  Listen to me. If you are telling the truth, and the Source isnt ready, then yesit could take a great many lives! There are things, many things outsiders do not know
  about.


  Azha gave him a look. What things, Dovit?


  The reach vents for instance, and the conduits have been expandedextensive work that was done underground.


  Underground? Azha shot back. How was that accomplished?


  In great secrecy and in remote regions, the Technologist replied. We must go back.


  Azha regarded the man with pity. Now you reveal this.


  There are people I would protect too, he said.


  Azha shook her head. This frail vessel will not make it. Even if it could, very soon it will be too late. She paused, took a deep breath, and looked at the open sky.
  Breaking exile means incarceration. I would rather die up here.


  Airships fall, Dovit said, indicating the ground far beneath his feet. You will die down there.


  A figure of speech, Azha replied.


  Sister, many will die if we do not try! implored Enzo.


  They brought it on themselves, Azha said coldly. They wouldnt listen and there is nothing more to be said.


  Silence fell upon them as the truth of her words and the fate of countless Galderkhaani settled on them like a heavy mist.


  Azha pushed past her companions to the side of the gondola. Leaning far over and looking up, she surveyed the charcoal-gray surface of the balloon again. A huge ripple crossed the side of
  it.


  Moving toward her, Enzo pleaded, Please, Azha, lets turn back.


  To save lives, or so you can go back to your crazed mentor, to Rensat?


  She is an enlightened soul, Enzo said defensively.


  She is a fanatic with a Candescent obsession.


  She is a fanatic? Enzo laughed. We have long believed that you are the fanatic.


  Isnt every expeditionary commander? Azha shot back. Do you think it is easy pushing the boundaries of our farming efforts farther and farther from the city where the
  winds and cold are


  That isnt what your sister means, Dovit interrupted. Your well-known defiance of


  The Candescent Doctrine? Azha cut him off, adding hand gestures to her words, small but emphatic arcs and angles.


  Farmers complained that you preached it on every voyage you ever took, while they were aloft in the ropes where they could not escape hearing, Dovit said.  Seed the
  clouds with jasmine, dont search the tiles for bones. Embrace the breath of life, not the stones of death. 


  Mine was a voice of moderationAzha poked her own chestsomething to balance the street-corner oratory of all your mindless followers. You and your kind
  are ripping us apart!


  You talk of rigid pragmatism as if it were the only way, Enzo said accusatorily.


  It is my way, Azha said. I accepted exile not only for my deed but because Ive had enough! The Technologist Source may work, someday, and perhaps so
  will the cazh of the Priests, someday. She gestured angrily to the sky. But the Candescents? There is no proof that they are up there. There is no evidence that they
  are listening for you, or for you, Dovit. You simply believe, based on legends, that they are waiting to absorb you. And while you seek them, you miss life itself.


  The word of a naysayer is not evidence, Enzo said.


  How about the fact that theyre gone? Azha muttered. Is that not evidence? If they ever lived at all.


  They lived, Enzo said. And what is gone? Enzo asked temperately, before answering her own question. Only their bodies. Only that.


   Only their bodies,  Azha sneered. Thats all? Youre ridiculous.


  Azha, Dovit said gently. That is not appropriate, or fair. And you know, I have always listened to both sides. I have advocated the Source and I have advocated the
  cazh.


  Azha could feel her anger rising and she began making larger gestures to communicate that. She turned, shook her head slowly. And that is why I love you, Dovit. You are a
  moderate voice.


  The wicker basin shuddered. The trio looked up, out, and then back at each other.


  A deadly antique, Azha sighed.


  Dovit smiled. It is so old it smells of the jasmine fleet it used to lead.


  Azha moved to the ropes, tugging in frustration, and cast her eyes with conviction and longing to the east, away from the city, toward a darkening horizon. We must set down before long.
  Its strange but I have long wanted to explore the vast ice-locked eastern lands. The great birds of air and land survive somewhere out there, outside our great oasis.


  We will find it and learn to live as they do, Dovit said confidently. Eating fish, creating water from ice and sun, making clothes from the dead of the sea.


  The balloon shuddered again and this time, it did not fully reinflate.


  Dovit stepped behind Azha and embraced her. Hope, he said, has an enemy in unfavorable wind currents.


  Azha looked at him, trying to smile at his soft candor. Thank you, Dovit, for being here. Im sorry I yelled at you.


  Enzo regarded them. Sister, she said. Now that we are away from the statetell me, who wishes to activate the Source?


  Azha turned to look at her. Why? Why does that still matter to you?


  Like Dovit, I chose to join you in exile, Enzo said. I have given up everything. I want to know why . . . for whom.


  Azha shook her head. I will not say. I do not want this to color our lives in any way.


  It is a Priest? Enzo said.


  Azha regarded her suspiciously. Why do you ask?


  Enzo looked back at the glimmering towers of Galderkhaan, the setting sun darting through the sharp spires. Please tell me!


  Dovit and Azha both regarded the young woman.


  I will not! Azha said. Enzo, what is wrong?


  What Dovit said about the subterranean tunnels, she said. It will be a catastrophe. The Priests must stop this. Enzos eyes were wide, helpless. Please!
  Tell me the name!


  A shudder ran through Azha; it was not caused by the failing airship but by a sudden realization.


  Enzo, you came to spy on me? Buthow would you have gotten the information back to Galderkhaan? You could not survive the journey on foot or make it in time!


  I would not need to, Enzo replied. The woman smiled sadly as she regarded her sister. Azha, I love you, even beyond death.


  Azha heard the strange finality in Enzos voice, the distant look in her eyes . . . a look that fastened on the fading, distant towers of their home.


  Just then a loud flapping sound drew their attention up. Above, they saw yet another ripple in the skin of the dirigible, larger than before. Once again, the tube-shaped balloon failed to pop
  back into its correct structure. There was a lurch, and the airship began to drop, slowly at first. But they all realized it would pick up speed as it fell.


  As Azha grasped the side of the gondola for support, she failed to see Enzo reach into her pocket and pull out a small, clear vessel filled with a yellow liquid.


  Fera-cazh . . . , Enzo began.


  Azha spun toward her sister with alarm. What are you doing!? she screamed. Enzo, no! Azha lunged at her sister, reaching for the vial and Enzos throat at the
  same time. Glogharasor! she shrieked. You doom us all! Ill throw you over before you set fire to my ship!


  But the ship heaved as huge repeating ripples made the balloon look like it was full of water. The three grabbed handholds as the gondola tilted and the shuddering, tipping airship fell faster
  from the sky. In no time at all they were seeing the sharp details of the rapidly approaching ice field below.


  Enzo opened her vial and emptied the oil over herself. Tell me the name of the one who betrays our people! she shouted at her sister.


  Dont do this! Azha implored.


  Enzo dropped the bottle and regarded her sister. Pleasetell me!


  Why? Were notwe cannotturn back!


  There is no need! I will remember it after


  After you die? Azha raged. You are too far from the stonesyou wont be able to tell anyone!


  Azha, yelled Dovit, take my hands.


  No!


  For once, trust! Dovit pleaded. Repeat the cazh with me! Believe that even if you believe in nothing else!


  Azha realized it was too late to save the airship or themselves and reluctantly called out the name. Despite the wind screeching all around them, Enzo heard it and began to chant.


  Aytah fera-cazh grymat ny-haydonai pantar, pantar ida . . . Aytah fera-cazh grymat ny-haydonai pantar, pantar ida.


  Dovit did likewise, firmly holding both of Azhas hands. Reluctantly, she joined him.


  The ship lurched again and jolted until it was nose-down, plunging like a comet toward a gigantic crevasse.


  And then the ice field seemed to suck the great airship into itself, bashing the gondola against the walls of the crevasse, shredding the deflated balloon. Screaming and barely holding on, Azha
  sought Dovits eyes.


  Enzo, bellowing her chant, exploded in flame.


  And then they hit water, salt water, and plummeted down and down into its abyss. Enzo continued to burn within the sea. Azha refused to let go of Dovit and tried to kick herself up but the
  descending ship created a vortex she could not overpower. She fought with all her strength but soon she had to take a breath where there was no breath to take.


  She was the last to drown but not the last to die.


  


    


  Electrical engineer Jina Park drove her shovel down hard on the ice covering the miniature windmill that was supposed to help power this remote GPS station. She paused and
  looked up to see Fergal MacIan, who, having uncovered the solar panel that did the other half of the work, had tired of waiting for her to finish. He had mounted his snowmobile and was driving in
  circles around the vast white landscape like a teenager. Jina laughed and shook her head at the familiar sight. Three weeks into their posting, she had become the rational sibling of
  the duo and remained so throughout the Antarctic winter.


  She lowered her head to the task at hand and felt a tiny pop in her nose. Tucking a gloved finger beneath her balaclava, she knew what to expect. The hyper-dry air had done it again: blood.


  Then she smelled something. Not blood; burning plastic? Or sulfur? She looked down to see a bright yellow flame jump from the ice and engulf the left leg of her supposedly fireproof salopette.
  The other leg caught fire a second later.


  Fergal, help! Help me!


  Jina threw herself to the snow and rolled but the flames would not smother; in an instant she was consumed. She screamed and wailed as the pain tore through her, her clothes melting into her
  flesh as it bubbled and flaked.


  Fergal, caught up in his manic figure eights, heard nothing over the roar of his engine until something caught the corner of his eye. Over his shoulder he saw a black and gold tower that seemed
  to dance in the polar wind, then topple over. He jerked the snowmobile around for a better view and, misjudging the arc, flipped the vehicle hard. With the full weight of it pinning him to the ice,
  he skidded for what must have been a hundred feet. Finally, with the engine humming helplessly, he and the mangled machine came to a full stop. With the last ounce of strength he could muster
  before losing consciousness, Fergal turned his eyes toward the diminishing flames and screamed, Jina!


  But Jina was beyond hearing. She was beyond pain. She was deep within herself, observing her body as it burned away. In the distance she saw Fergal turn his head toward her. She imagined
  stretching a blazing hand toward him, touching his broken body, but he did not move.


  Then Jina heard a voice . . .


  Varrem, it whispered.


  She turned her attention skyward and knew that something was looming above her. It was vast, unfamiliar, and overpowering. As it bore down she screamed from the depths of her soul. The Antarctic
  wind picked up, skipping with her ashes across the surface of the snow as everything grew very dark, very still, and very, very quiet.
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  CHAPTER 1


  Caitlin OHara was lying in bed with her hands folded across her ribs. It was just
  after five a.m. and a weak, dark gray light was leaching into the black room through a crack in the curtains.


  Predawn has always been undervalued as a witching hour, she thought. Midnight, in prose and poem, had gotten all the glory. At this hour, though, people had to gather their lonely,
  enervated willpower and make the first choices of the day. For that you needed raw courage. Or crayons, she thought with a smile.


  Occasionally, when she was sitting in her office surrounded by diplomas, international accolades, and personal photographs from a life of world travel, Caitlin sharpened crayons. It was more
  than just mindless activity; her teenage clients frequently needed more than words to describe what they were feeling. Though new clients were often puzzled when she brought out the sketch pad and
  a sixty-four-pack of Crayolas from her desk, they quickly succumbed to the freedom of nonverbal expression, to the idea of reverting to childhood, to the comforting smell of the open box.


  Right now, Caitlin was contemplating what she would draw if asked. Reluctantly, she stopped thinking and just imagineda freedom she had been loath to give herself since the occurrences of
  a week ago because Maaniks trances, her own seemingly out-of-body experiences, the still-inexplicable visions, pained her. But for the first time since the night at the United Nations, like
  a child pushing off from the edge of the pool, she let her imagination roam.


  She would draw herself in cerulean blue, turned to her right, and leaning into a small garden, smelling flowers. To her left, curving toward and over her, would benothing. A massive
  emptiness. There was no way to draw the muscular void she was imagining; shed actually have to cut the paper into that curve.


  Nearly half a lifetime ago, in her early twenties, shed perceived a vacuum of any kind as an enemy. Blanks were a waste of time and elicited a deep unrest in her. Life seemed too short.
  Then, when she was pregnant, Caitlin had been expecting a tidal wave of hormonal upheaval, so she began working with a new therapist, Barbara Melchior. What she received when she left those
  sessions was internal silence, the deepest yet, and it scared her. There was too much information to process, too many threads to connect. Her brain, albeit NYU-trained, shut down.


  Thankfully, Barbara had helped her see that silence didnt mean a void or failure. Silence was a symbol of something not yet understood, a placeholder until ones mind caught up to
  and embraced the new information.


  When Caitlins son, Jacob, was born deaf, Barbara had tentatively probed her about whether she felt a sense of irony.


  Absolutely not, Caitlin had said. Irony is cheap. The universe She had hesitated, not sure where she was going with the idea. The universe doesnt
  editorialize.


  At the time, she wasnt even sure what she meant by that. It just came out. But it applied to her life now. Witnessing the strangely possessed teenagers in Haiti, in Iran, here in New York
  . . . her visions of the civilization of Galderkhaan . . . the universe had given those experiences to her without footnotes or context. They had just happened.


  With Jacob, time allowed her to see his beauty, just as it did with each of her patients, one-on-one.


  But this? she wondered, returning to the emptiness she was imagining. A world of strange sights, strange beings, and stranger philosophies. Where could she even begin to look for the
  connective tissue between the real world and this strange place called Galderkhaan? Her brain certainly wasnt providing answers.


  So . . . crayons of the mind.


  She lay still and breathed, feeling her joints and limbs slowly waking up. Her mind drifted to the imaginary crayon outline of herself within the chaos of flowers and color. It was as if her
  body was the garden . . .


  A gentle tap-tap-tapping came at her door. When Jacob didnt immediately come in, she knew he was already wearing his hearing aid.


  Im up, honey, she said.


  He opened the door and scooched to her side, said, Wakey, wakey, and put a finger in her ear. She jerked and squealed. This was a long-standing routine she wished would end but
  whenever she considered telling him she didnt like it, she realized that in the long run shed miss it. It would end soon enough.


  He placed a hand on her eyelids and said, Dont look, Mommy, Im going to walk you to the living room.


  Okay, not looking, she said as Jacob put his hands on her shoulders and tugged her upright out of bed. Grinning nervously and keeping her eyes closed, she allowed him to push at
  her back to direct her out of her bedroom. Caitlin immediately walked into the edge of the open door.


  Oof!


  Sorry, Mommy. Okay, were in the hall, go right.


  I know where the living room is, she said, laughing, and then suddenly stopped. One bare foot had landed in something slimy.


  Ew!


  Her eyelids barely fluttered open before Jacob ran his hands over them again. Dont look!


  Theres something gross


  Dont look! Arfa threw up.


  Is that the surprise?


  No! Dont move. Ill get paper towels.


  Caitlin stood blindly in the hall on one foot. She listened to the sound of Jacobs feet retreating and paper towels ripping off the roll. He was talking to himself, muttering something
  about cat puke. He chuckled. The smell of coffee wafted toward her from the kitchen. She didnt think Jacob knew how to make coffee. Then she felt him wiping off her foot with the paper
  towels.


  Is it safe for me to stand yet?


  One second, Im getting the floor.


  She could hear him rubbing the puke into the carpet.


  Okay. You can walk now.


  Propelled again by her son, Caitlin put one foot in front of the other until she could tell by the blast of sunlight through her eyelids that they had reached the living room. Jacob positioned
  himself in front of her and said, Open!


  Caitlin opened her eyes and saw, standing before her, her mother leaning over the dining room table with the coffeepot. A homemade chocolate Bundt cake was waving four candles at her, and crepe
  paper twirled from the chairs to the ceiling light to make a green and yellow tepee.


  Surprise! they chorused. Jacob was so excited he started jumping, then stood on a chair near the cake, still yelling, Surprise! Gotcha!


  Hey, Jake, his grandmother piped over him as she poured fresh coffee into two mugs. Derriere in the chair.


  I dont understand French! he answered back.


  You understand Irish? she demanded with a touch of brogue, pointing at the wooden seat.


  He stopped hopping around and obediently went to where the no-nonsense finger was pointing.


  Were you surprised, Mommy? he asked in a tone that was both giddy and sheepish.


  Well, Im surprised Im forty, she said, hugging her mother around the shoulders. What the heck time did you leave home?


  As soon as the bread rose, Nancy replied, patting Caitlins hands. Your father would have been here too but we had a no-show at the bakery so he had to fill
  in.


  Ill call him later, Caitlin said, sitting in the seat of honor. Quickly she glanced around for Arfa. The tabby cat was snoozing in sphinx position on an arm of the couch,
  obviously no worse for wear.


  Mommy, Mommy, Mommy, Jacob chanted, bopping up and down in his seat. Make your wish!


  All right, she said, though it was Nancys stern gaze that quieted him.


  Caitlin looked at the candles, thinking about being forty, about Jacobs having recently turned ten


  About Atash setting himself on fire, the flames leaping over his clothes . . .


  My god, she thought, and quickly blew out the candles.


  She vaguely noticed that Jacob was still leaning forward with expectation. An instant later the candles relit themselves. Jacob shrieked with laughter but Caitlin heard only screaming. She saw
  the man who burst into flame in the courtyard in Galderkhaan when shed shared Atashs vision. Shaking, she blew out the candles again and of course the trick flames came back, now with
  all the souls of Galderkhaan burning and screaming and dying. Caitlin tried to keep it together, covering her nose and mouth with one hand, but she was visibly shaking. Jacob, unaware, was laughing
  and clapping.


  Nancy OHara, who noticed everything, said to Jacob, Now you get to put them out, the way I showed you.


  Gleefully, he dipped his fingers in a small dish of water hidden under a napkin. He pinched each candle out with a ssst, the smoke wafting upward in tendrils.


  Nancy occupied Jacob with helping her pull out the candles and then cut the cake into slices while keeping an eye on her daughter. Caitlin was breathing slowly, purposefully, through her nose,
  with her hands clasped in front of her face. She closed her eyes, checked her hands to see if they had stopped trembling, and took a few more shallow breaths.


  Gradually, Caitlin normalized, nodded thanks to her mother, and sank a fork into a proffered slice of cake. With Jacob safely occupied by his own slice, Nancy murmured to Caitlin,
  Youre not done with that previous case?


  Caitlin didnt answer, and that was answer enough.


  But youre not going to be traveling anytime soon. It was pointedly a statement from Nancy, not a question.


  II dont know, Caitlin said quietly. I never know.


  Dont do something dangerous and make me play the mother card with you, Caitlin. Grandparenting is enough.


  Mom, you didnt want me going to Thailand after the tsunami. What if I had listened to you? I wouldnt have met Jacobs dad, and you wouldnt be a
  grandmother.


  I was worried about your safety. You knew it was a dangerous situation and went anyway. And after your recent experiences, I am still concerned.


  Caitlin sighed wearily. Mom, you run a bakery


  Meaning what, exactly? the older woman asked. That I shouldnt have an opinion about how my daughter conducts her life?


  No, I meant that our worlds are different.


  Caitlin, I meet more people every day than you do in a week


  I know. And you should be proud, Mom. I am, of you and Dad. I just mean that


  You think you know whats best for you, I know. Ive heard it before, Nancy continued. But heres my take. Youre world renowned. Youve
  made it. What Im saying, with a mothers pride, is, why cant you stop fighting so hard and enjoy that?


  Enjoy? Mom, thats a word I apply to stepping in cat vomit because it makes my son laugh. Beyond that? I need to understand things, not just fix them. Sometimes that means going
  where the challenges are. Knowledge is worth the risk for me. Sometimes, like a week ago, things end without being tidied up or understood. Am I satisfied? A bit, sometimes. But I get no real peace
  or enjoyment. Dont take this the wrong way, but I cant run my practice like a bakery.


  Nancy raised one eyebrow, took another bite of cake, and for a second everyone just chewed. Then she said to Jacob, Dont forget the other surprise, kid.


  Oh, I almost did! he exclaimed, crumbs flying from his overstuffed mouth.


  Jacob leaped toward the silverware drawer and pulled out a tiny gift with an enormous pink bow and more tape than wrapping paper. As Caitlin struggled to open itenjoying the moment, and
  proving it to her mother with a genuine smileJacob stood next to her with his hand on her shoulder, jiggling up and down. At last she got it open and found a key chain with a thin brass
  circle. There was a maze etched into the brass.


  Its a labyrinth, Jacob said, saying the word like he owned it. He pulled it from her hands and brought it close to her eyes. Its medieval, Grandpa said.
  Theres only one path. His pointer finger traced around the whorls of the maze. See? You cant get lost. Whichever way you go, it gets you to the middle!


  She flashed back to the design she had seen in Galderkhaan, the swirls and crescents that left the center isolated, mysterious. She gave him a big hug and kiss and sent him to her bag to get her
  keys. She let him work on putting the keys on the new ring while she quietly apologized to her mother.


  Look, I didnt mean to come down so hard on you, Caitlin began.


  Nancy hushed her. Im going to give you some advice from your grandmother, a miners daughter. She once warned me that if you go too deep into something, you can lose your way
  or get buried. I resented the metaphor. Life wasnt a coal mine. But you know something? She was right. A person should havea person needsa full and diverse life.
  So, she continued, when I hear your father say that he cant even start a conversation with you about your choice to go to Iran, it occurs to me that you need a piece of advice:
  if no one can even tell you no, if you cant even consider it, youre in a very dangerous place.


  Caitlin thought a long time before answering, twisting ribbons of chocolate icing onto her fork. Finally, she said, What did Great-Grandpa do each morning when the coal cart came to him,
  big and dark and very, very insistent?


  Nancy smiled. He got in. Butand this is important, dearnot blindly and not alone. Thats why he became a labor organizer, and maybe youve got his rebellious
  blood. Nancys smile warmed. How about a compromise? she said. Find yourself someone who you will trust now and then. Someone who can tell you the truth if you
  need to hear it, in a way you can take it.


  Ive got this one. Caitlin thumbed at Jacob, grinning.


  He held up the key chain, jangling the keys like bells and pursing his lips as if he were blowing a trumpet.


  Im serious, Nancy said as she cleared the plates.


  I know, Caitlin replied, and thank you. I will consider it. I promise. Then she immersed herself in another hug from Jacob and a comment about his wizardly key-chain
  ways.


  It was soon time for Jacob to get ready for school and Nancy announced she would take him today; her birthday present to Caitlin was time for a long, hot bubble bath. They hugged warmly as they
  said good-bye.


  And then Caitlin was alone in the apartment. She sat down again at the dining table, gazing at the cat and thinking about her mother. People didnt have to be the same. They didnt
  have to agree with each other. But they didnt have to judge each other either, simply support each others choices.


  Arfa twitched, stretched, and jumped down from the couch. He ambled to the table, rubbed his muzzle across her ankles, then sat back on his haunches with his eyes mostly closed, purring. Caitlin
  regarded him and realized that the tips of his whiskers were moving. Although it was hard to see, she was sure that all the fur on his face was blowing backward as if he were facing into a
  breeze.


  She looked toward the window, which was shut against the fall chill. There was no breeze, no vent, no fannothing. Then Arfa stood up, walked around behind her, arched his back, and rubbed
  his side against empty space, as if it were someones leg.


  In the still, airless room Caitlin felt a sudden cooling in the small of her back, as if icy breath had been blown down her spine and pooled there. Simultaneously the cat turned to her, hissed
  silently, and hurried away.


  Caitlin didnt blame her.


  Something was here.


  Something that didnt belong.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  At noon, the C train was mostly empty. Caitlin shared her car with only a few transit
  workers at the far end and a young Hispanic couple somehow cuddling around their backpacks.


  Smelling of bubblegumthe only flavor of bath bubbles she could find in the apartmentCaitlin headed toward the Brooklyn International School, which offered eighth to twelfth grade
  for English-language learners. A large number of students were not just immigrants but refugees, many of them suffering from a wide range of traumas. Caitlin usually visited the school one
  afternoon a week to conduct individual therapy sessions but with all her recent trips, she hadnt been able to find any free afternoons. Earlier in the week shed received an e-mail
  asking her to please come on an off day. One student in particular was proving especially difficult to reach.


  Caitlin leaned her head back on the glass window of the train and stared at ads for a ministorage chain. Ordinarily, shed have been rereading the e-mail from the school and thinking about
  the student, but she couldnt keep her mind off of Arfa and the presence they had both felt in the room. Most of the time his behavior could be passed off as random feline weirdness but the
  inexplicably rippling fur gnawed at her. The experience had blindsided her and filled her with a thought that stubbornly refused to go away:


  Did I bring something back with me from Galderkhaan? Or, like an animal, has something sniffed me out?


  Or was it neither of the above? Reason argued against those. But reason had too many enemies now.


  Reality was suddenly very, very difficult to know and impossible to quantify. Souls from an ancient civilization had been stretching through time, trying to bond with souls in the modern day to
  complete a ritual. Caitlin had interceded, used a self-induced trance to place herself between then and now, breaking the connection. But it wasnt like an electric circuit where the lines
  were cut and the energy died. This was different. It had been like walking through a graveyard where the ghosts were visible, aggressive, and unhappy. Not even the great universities had literature
  to help her understand that. Caitlin was sure; she had checked.


  Caitlin sat up straight and forced herself to focus on the present, on what she knew was real. She dug deep into her pocket for her phone and scrolled through e-mails until she found the one
  from the school. The boy in trouble was an eighth grader, originally a child soldier in the Central African Republic. Deserting one night, Odilon had managed to walk a hundred miles to the capital
  from his rebel camp without being picked up by any other militia. At Bangui, he hid in a hospital for a week until he passed out from hunger. Doctors Without Borders got him out of the country and
  now, through a generous line of supporters, he was living in a hastily converted meeting space in the basement of a synagogue in Brooklyn. He had seemed responsive during the summer school that
  guided the refugees through assimilation into American life. Now, in late October, he was beginning to isolate and was refusing to speak in class or out of it. The schools counselors
  suspected he was experiencing flashbacks but they couldnt confirm.


  Caitlin looked up from her phone. A couple of college students had joined the car, both wired into music. She glimpsed several boisterous younger kids in an adjacent car, clearly skipping
  school. The rocking of the two cars made her aware of the reflections playing off the windows. Images collided with each other as the cars shifted or turned along gentle curves, layering the faces
  of passengers one upon the other. Her eyes traced the windows and their metal frames, the silvery poles and overhead handlebars, the yellow and orange plastic seats. The passengers and their
  reflections seemed to dance around the fixed structures as though they were figures around a maypole in some primitive ritual, complete with the transparent souls of the departed. She thought about
  the dead of Galderkhaan, the Priests trying to bond their souls together and ascend to a higher spiritual plane through the rite of cazh. The poles in the cars were like the columns of the
  Technologists, planted in earth, extending to the sky, connecting them both.


  Her phone fell from her hand and bounced on the floor at her feet, apparently unharmed. She picked it up, squeezed her eyes shut, and shook her head out of its reverie.


  Damn it, Caitlin, she thought.


  There was a kid who needed her several stops away; she had to be ready. He wasnt another Maanik. He wasnt another Atash. This was a child, forced to be a man, who was having a
  perfectly logical reaction to the horror he had experienced.


  She reached inside and drew on whatever latent strength she could find. Opening her eyes, she looked up at the ceiling, then out the window. The familiar world was all around her, the tracks
  carrying her along a station platform, the horizontal tiles of the walls, black and white signs between the columns. This was reality.


  Yet almost as swiftly as it arrived the feeling of confidence dissipated. Down the back of her neck, along the backs of her arms, anxiety spread like a frost. It was an old, familiar, unwanted
  guest and she knew what it meant.


  She was being watched.


  Pulling into the station, the train came to a complete stop. She looked around. No one who joined her car was paying her even the slightest attention. A tall girl, probably a model, got on and
  folded into a seat, sliding a piece of gum into her mouth and opening a book. A teenager boarded with his bicycle. The train pulled away and Caitlin leaned forward to peer through the windows into
  the jostling cars ahead and behind. No one was looking at her.


  She sat up straight again and pulled her shoulders back, but logic and posture werent antidotes. There was absolutely nothing she could do to duck the fear, the feeling that eyes were
  upon her. There was no psychological foundation: she had never been prone to feelings of persecution or exaggerated self-importance. If someone, somewhere, were watching her, she could not fix
  that. And why should she? People looked at people all the time. Shoving the problem aside, she focused instead on her e-mails, which provided plenty of distractions to choose from.


  Most of them, she discovered, were from Ben Moss. He had been combing through the videos of the Galderkhaani language in an attempt to construct a rudimentary dictionary. Linguistic
  databasesethnic dialectsGlogharasor; her eyes skipped over sentence after sentence without letting any of the information stick. Then she landed on one she
  couldnt ignore: Im visiting my parents in Cornwall but Ill be back Tuesday. Would love to see you and celebrate your birthday.


  Tuesday was tomorrow.


  She had reached her stop. Caitlin put her phone away and dug her hands into her gloves. She would deal with tomorrow, tomorrow.


  Downtown Brooklyn was all thoroughfares and blocky buildings with few cafs or public indoor spaces to hang out in where she could take Odilon. But Caitlin knew that Brooklyn
  International had a Ping-Pong table. It was located in a dim corner of the cramped gym and even though one half of the table was an inch higher than the other and the net sagged, fifteen
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