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        I have known leviathans and dragons

        And heroes and gods and very tall trees.

        I have watched them all fade away.

        Even the so-called immortals in their celestial halls

        Have only a brief moment in the very long river.

        But not everything goes away.

        There are eternal things more subtle

        Than a breath of fire or an invincible army.

        I see them from time to time,

        Mysterious and beautiful,

        Captured for a little while

        And held in a song

        Or a good story.

      

        

      
        — Unknown
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          WHAT SHE WON’T REMEMBER

        

      

    

    
      Jenny was not yet two years old. She was not fast enough to run, not strong enough to fight, and ready for none of what was coming. So Serena held her daughter tightly in her arms as they fled among waves of wild grass and the crooked shadows of trees, weaving past grave markers in silver moonlit fog.

      It is difficult for jinn to enter your world. As when a human dives deep into the sea, even the most powerful jinn must wrap themselves in a new form if they are to exist here as more than mere smoke. Here, the soldiers of Kuza Dur often appear as monsters, fierce and terrifying creatures sometimes mistaken for enormous black dogs. If you were to look closely at them, you would see that their flesh was more like clay than skin, with hard ridges and short spikes instead of soft fur. But you would not look so close. Because in this form, they have eyes to see, ears to hear, and horrible teeth to fight or kill as they wish.

      Serena’s father was human. His world was her home and here she was beautiful, as beautiful as any human could be. This world was her world as it could never have been for any jinn before her, and here she was mighty indeed. But her strength was no match for what was about to happen.

      The cemetery. It was the worst place they could be. Serena had tried to go around, but she knew now that she was not here by mistake. The howling of the beasts pushed her deeper into the graveyard, herding them toward the circle of stones at the center.

      Of the many dreadful choices she had been forced to make this day, Serena was down to the last and most unthinkable. Her daughter could still be saved. But only if Serena could bear to leave her. And even then, the chance was slim.

      There is no despair more keen than the despair of a mother who has run out of options. But Serena knew, or at least she was almost certain… or at least she could still hope… that the black dogs had come only for her. The child, perhaps, was still unknown to their master. If she stopped running, if she let them take her back, he could be satisfied. And Jenny might be safe in secret.

      With the sounds of pursuit sweeping through the fog from three directions, Serena seized the last possible moment. She stopped running and stood silent at the crest of a rise in the land.

      “Be brave, daughter,” she said as she set the child on her little feet in the mist-wet grass.

      And even as Serena looked into her eyes, she saw that Jenny was strong. The girl could not understand what was happening, the danger in the dark or the tragedy about to fall. But she could understand ‘be brave.’ And in her mother’s eyes she saw courage and sorrow and all the strength she would need to do as she said.

      “Be silent,” Serena continued and Jenny closed her mouth before her questions could come. “Be small in the grass.” And Jenny laid on her side and curled up against the cold.

      From very near, a dry leaf cracked beneath a heavy foot, one of the first fallen oak leaves of autumn. The beast was very near.

      Serena’s hand reached to touch the talisman she wore. A gift from someone who thought she might need it someday. It was a single black feather adorning a thin leather cord at her neck.

      She spoke the name as it had been given to her. Three times and loud, so that the hunters would hear as she sprinted down the slope through the fog, away from her small, brave daughter.

      “Kitka’osityiqayit! Kitka’osityiqayit! Kitka’osityiqayit!”

      Only an instant after the last repetition of the word, they arrived. A conspiracy of three ravens. Two had come from the nearby tree line, the third from miles away. But for Kitka’osityiqayit and the allies who come at the calling of his name, time is a more nuanced thing than even Serena could understand. She only knew that, even if they would need to hear the call hours or days before it left her lips, they would arrive precisely when needed.

      As the enormous black dog stepped closer, it paused to listen to the sound of Serena’s steps rushing away from this spot where she had stopped and stood moments before.

      The beast was only a few feet from the child. And even as it listened to the woman’s flight, a scent lingered. The dog turned away from its quarry to raise its massive, slavering snout to pull the smell from the air.

      As it stepped closer, the child lay quiet beneath the outstretched wings of three ravens, huddled and perfectly still.

      The red eyes of the hunter stared at black feathers in the darkness.

      And it saw only the night.

      Beneath the shelter of their wings, the child heard the heavy footsteps of the creature moving on in the direction her mother had gone.

      Jenny remained silent and still.

      And then another sound rose from the distance and carried up the hill to her.

      It was a song, a familiar melody dancing in the air.

      Hearing it felt like a reminder of something very important she had forgotten.

      The voice belonged to her mother.

      It was so beautiful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            2

          

          A VERY STRANGE MESSAGE

        

      

    

    
      It is said by the wise that of all the intelligent peoples in all of these worlds, humans are the most likely to cling to the astonishingly unlikely belief that they are the only ones who “really” exist, and all knowledge of any other folk is mere superstition.

      I am old. And I have little patience for such silly thoughts. But I want to be respectful of your point of view and the things your parents and teachers may have told you, bizarre though they may be.

      So, I’m offering you a chance to stop now and turn back.

      If you don’t stop reading now, I will tell you a true story about worlds you probably don’t believe in, about beauty you may doubt is possible, and about dangers so horrible that your ancestors locked them in boxes and buried them deep in the memory of your people so you won’t have to think about them… unless and until they someday come for you.

      You don’t need to hear this story if you don’t want to. So, if the idea of it frightens you, stop reading now, close your eyes, and go to sleep.
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      Still here?

      Very good. You are clearly a brave soul and I sincerely hope that works in your favor someday. But do know that it doesn’t have to and very well might not. Nothing is guaranteed.

      Now, where was I?

      Ah… yes.

      I am old.

      I have forgotten eons, and still have eons to tell.

      I have so many stories to tell it’s hard to know where to begin.

      So, I suppose I should just start where I am right now, here with you, in the pages of this book. I am in the words, talking now only to you. Do you hear my voice? It is deep like an ancient river, and it rumbles as the water passes the rocks. Yes? Good. That is me.

      I could tell you my story. But that would take far too long. You are young now, and I’m afraid you’d be quite old by the end of that one.

      Also, if I told you who I am you would not believe me. And if you did believe me, even as brave as you are, you’d likely be too frightened to hear what I have to say. So, I think I should tell you a story much easier to believe than mine.

      I will tell you the story of someone more like yourself.

      Not someone exactly like you, because… well, it’s not that you’re not a very exciting person, and maybe you’ll be a great hero someday, but… your story hasn’t quite happened yet, has it?

      I will tell the story of someone kind of like you. Someone born of your world, raised in one of your families, hailing from one of your towns.

      This is the story of a girl who unexpectedly finds herself in command of a magic vahat.

      You don’t know what a vahat is? Well, it’s… It’s kind of a… It’s like a vessel. A ship. Sort of. Look, the important thing is that this girl didn’t know what a vahat was either, so if you’ll just be patient, it will all become clear to both of you eventually.

      This isn’t really a story about a vahat, anyway, though there is one in it. Nor is this the story of a great and terrible war, though there is one in it. It’s not the story of love and betrayal, or of the bonds of family and friendship, or of wicked deeds in high places, though all of those things are in it, too.

      This is also not the story of Sophia, a sailor on the Eternal Sea whose name means wisdom, though she is in it.

      This is not the story of Sophia’s daughter, Serena, whose name means peace, though she is in it, too.

      This is the story of Serena’s daughter, Jenny, whose name is… I suppose it’s probably short for Jennifer. I’m not exactly sure about that.

      Jenny is the kind of person who brings meaning to her own name. From very early on, her path ahead had been unclear. Perhaps because so much of the trail behind her had been lost altogether on a certain night.

      Jenny was very young and very small the night her mother vanished. She would remember little of their last moments together. And if she recalled any details, none of it would seem real. Just the nightmares of a very small child.

      But there was something. Sometimes when she was alone and quiet, Jenny could almost remember her mother’s voice. She could almost hear it drifting through the air in a song, a strange and beautiful melody she tried hard to recall. And sometimes she almost could. Almost.

      In the first years of her life, Jenny’s song was sung to her only three times. Her mother sang it to her on the day of her birth, which she couldn’t be expected to remember. Then again on her first birthday, which she also didn’t remember. And then again that night. It was not yet her second birthday, but it was the last chance Serena had to remind her daughter of the most important things. So she sang.

      Jenny never knew when that memory might almost return to her. Sometimes a random sound would reach her ear, like a single note from a bird outside, or a voice in another room. When this happened, a warmth would rise in her like a gentle tide. But never quite a solid memory. There was never enough of the melody to sing it herself. She had no idea why it meant so much to her. Or how much it did mean if she only knew.

      Other things happened that night, too. But Jenny was so small, and Serena shielded her so thoroughly from the danger, she did not know the fear and despair her mother felt as the portal opened within the ring of stones.

      And Serena kept singing, even to the last moment.

      So that when Jenny’s father arrived, too late, only in time to call to Serena through the swirling storm within the closing portal, only to see his beloved taken by monsters he could not fight, to a place he could not follow, Jenny’s song, sung in Serena’s own voice, was the last sound he would ever hear from her.

      And even after he found his daughter, lying silent in the grass, somehow safe from the danger that had taken her mother, his heart was forever broken.

      So deep was his pain that he forbade anyone, especially Jenny’s grandmother, Sophia, who happened to be the only other person in all the worlds who knew Jenny’s song, from ever singing it again.

      By the time Jenny turned two years old she had already begun to forget.

      By the time she reached 14, she had forgotten it altogether.

      And I don’t mean that she had forgotten the sound or the feeling it brought. Much worse than that. Jenny no longer even knew that she had a song at all. With her mother gone, and with her grandmother forgetful of so many things and forgetting more by the day, there was no one to sing it to her, no one to remember its melody. This would be a sad thing for anyone. But for her people, it is an unimaginable tragedy.

      Because so much more than a melody is held within a jinn child’s song.

      Jenny is not quite like her mother or her grandmother. She has a little bit of her father in her, and that is part of the problem. But still, it saddens me to think of her plight. Taught to see as humans see. To be shown, day after day, a horizon so small. To be told, year after year, that dreams should and must remain so shallow. And all the while, to carry the celestial light trapped within the fragile vessel of a human body… and not even know who you are, what you are, or from where you come?

      I think it would be difficult.

      And yet, it is said that the more you must overcome at the beginning, the further you can travel after the first step. If this is true (and it is), Jenny is destined to travel very far. But before she does, Jenny must learn a great secret to remind her grandmother what she has forgotten, and find the path to recover her mother who is lost.

      But where to begin?

      Because every story has much to tell before the parts people will remember forever… for now, let’s just begin at the moment when everything changed and things started to get exciting.

      And that day, the exact day when things started to get exciting, was August 15th. The 14th anniversary of Jenny Shahin-Parker’s arrival in this world.
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      Jake Parker had put the kettle on the stove to boil for his morning coffee, just like he did every day. Now you might think that boiling water is not very exciting, but in this particular case, it was. Or at least, it would have been if Jake had realized right away what the kettle was trying to tell him.

      Normally, a boiling kettle whistles with one long screech of steam passing through a tiny hole. But this morning, the morning when things started to get exciting, Jake’s kettle did something different.

      It started whistling. Then it stopped.

      Then it started again.

      It’s probably important to note here that this kind of behavior is not something that kettles normally do. When water boils, kettles whistle. Stopping mid-whistle is not an option.

      But this kettle persisted in doing whatever it wanted in a stubborn and unscientific way, whistling a long whistle, then a short one… then short and short again, then long, long, short, and so on.

      It was all very strange. So strange that, after he’d had his morning coffee, Jake thoroughly cleaned his kettle.

      Then, the next day, it happened again, even with his newly cleaned kettle.

      Then the next day, again.

      It wasn’t until the seventh day of his kettle’s strange behavior that Jake began to whistle along with the long and short geysers of steam while buttering his English muffin or pouring his bowl of cereal, like it was just a bad song stuck in his head.

      After one more day of whistling along with this bad song, it finally occurred to him that it was kind of frighteningly weird that he could do that. That he knew what would come next. That it was always the same.

      He was listening to a repeating pattern.

      That’s when Jake started to get nervous.

      And even though he considered throwing out the kettle and maybe not drinking coffee at all anymore, he thought that he should probably figure out what the kettle was trying to tell him first. Then, throw it away.

      So he took out his notepad and wrote down what the kettle whistled. He wrote a dash for each long whistle and a dot for each short one.

      At fourteen, Jenny had grown tall and clever. Her hair was so black and so long that it often fell about her face in echoes of her mother only Jake could see.

      When Jenny saw him listening closely to the kettle and writing down what he heard, she raised one eyebrow exactly like Serena might before she asked why he would be doing such an odd thing.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” Jake told her. Not just because he didn’t want to talk about it (which he really didn’t), but also because, if the kettle really was trying to talk to him, he didn’t know what it might be saying — or whether it was something he’d want Jenny to know about.

      Not now. Not yet.

      If he was being honest with himself (and he was), even after he searched the internet for “how to read Morse code,” and even as he began writing down letters for all the dots and dashes, and even as the letters he wrote down began to form words, he still wasn’t sure if even he wanted to know what the kettle was saying.

      And then, when he had written down the message his kettle had been repeating every day for over a week since his daughter’s birthday, and after he had read it a couple of times to be sure there was no mistake, Jake decided it would be best to crumple up his notes and throw them away.

      Jake did not like what the kettle was saying, at all.

      And yet, in the trashcan, hidden within a crumpled sheet of paper, the daily message of the kettle remained, whether Jake wanted to know it or not.

      I am here. I am waiting in the graveyard.
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          A WALK THROUGH THE GRAVEYARD

        

      

    

    
      There are so many reasons why you shouldn't walk alone through a graveyard in the dark. So many reasons that usually aren't there, usually aren't hungry, usually aren't on the hunt, but sometimes are.

      That's what Jenny Shahin-Parker and her little brother Jed were doing. Walking through the graveyard near their house, alone, in the dark and the fog.

      It's a funny thing about darkness; it's always either coming or going. No matter what time it is, and whatever the nature of the land you may be traveling through, it's never not getting darker or getting lighter. In this particular case, it was dark and foggy in the graveyard not because it was so late at night, but because it was so early in the morning. Black though it was at this moment, light was on the way and would arrive soon. But to Jed, it seemed very likely that they would both be killed and eaten by something in the dark before that would happen.

      Jenny and Jed lived not very far from the cemetery in a lonely house at the end of a dirt road at the bottom of a hill just outside a tiny town called La Niebla near the coast of Northern California. The town was far enough from the ocean to get no pass-through traffic from the highway, but close enough to get the fog. Lots of fog. Little towns like this one are often named for some kind of defining characteristic, like the last name of whoever built the first mill or discovered a gold mine. Niebla is Spanish for "fog."

      Fog only makes darkness more strange. When the sky is cloudless and the moon is almost full, the fog takes some of the moon for itself and spreads the pale light thinner and thinner. Then it drifts and swirls in a heavy mist that covers and chills everything.

      Jed was quite scared, as he often was, even when not walking through graveyards in the dark. Jed had been only a few weeks old and sleeping snugly in his crib the night his mother disappeared. He had no memory of it. He wasn't even there. But still, there was something about that night. Maybe it was being left behind by a mother who had never come back. Maybe it was something else, something even worse, but Jed was left fearful. He was simply afraid of many, many things that Jenny could never work herself up to be scared of. The dark, other kids, first days of school, second days of school…

      Jenny was almost two years older and far braver than Jed. At times like this, she might say something to make Jed less afraid. But there was no time for that now. They were running late. So Jenny made them press on.

      Of course, all this bravery and pressing-on was happening before they heard the terrifying sound somewhere nearby in the darkness. But let's not look too far ahead. Certainly Jenny never looked very far ahead or she wouldn't be dragging her little brother through this dark and foggy graveyard.

      Whether any of this was a good idea or not, facts were facts. La Niebla only had two school buses, and since the Eastside bus had a long journey to make before each dawn on old roads that wandered for miles through dark woods, knobby hills, and rocky canyons, you simply had to be at the bus stop when it arrived or you would miss it. Mrs. Harrington, the driver of the Eastside bus, never waited for late kids at the other bus stops, but she was always particularly eager to move on from the lonely lamppost on the road just above the town cemetery. The school bus would not wait for them. And Jenny wasn't about to miss it just because Jed was afraid to take the shortcut. Not today. Not with the invitation which Ethan told her she would almost definitely be getting today at school.

      "Is this about the invitation?" Jed asked, annoyed by how little concern Jenny showed for the terror he was feeling.

      "What invitation?" The question came out before Jenny could think of a better one. It was the kind of question someone asks when they would like to pretend they don't know what you are talking about, but obviously do.

      "The invitation Ethan told you about." As smart as Jed was with numbers and puzzles and memorizing facts, there were many things that he just didn't understand at all. For instance, when someone is obviously pretending they don't know about something when they really do, it probably means they don't want to talk about it. "The one from Isabel Warner…"

      Jenny sighed. This was exactly the kind of thing that put Jed on the wrong side of just about every other kid he ever met. No social skills. It wasn't his fault, she knew, but it was incredibly annoying.

      "I don't know what you are talking about." Now Jenny was just plain lying. And this is probably a good time to point out, if you hadn't noticed already, that Jenny was a very bad liar. She was bad at it because she didn't do it very often. And whenever she tried to lie, it was usually the blurted-out type that never fooled anybody.

      This left Jed with a few pieces of a very strange puzzle. But trying to solve puzzles could sometimes distract him from being scared. So, naturally, he was working this puzzle very hard.

      He knew Jenny was lying. That part was obvious. He knew that Jenny had been told by her best friend, Ethan, that he'd been talking about Jenny to his new girlfriend, Isabel Warner. He knew all that because he read Ethan's text on Jenny's phone. He also knew, because everybody knew, that Isabel was going to have a secret party, "invitation only." And finally he knew that, today in school, Jenny was 'almost definitely' going to get one of those secret invitations, her first ever invite to anything, let alone a secret party held by Isabel Warner.

      Jed knew all that, but still had no idea why it was so important that Jenny would drag him on a shortcut through the graveyard. Or why she might lie about it.

      "How do you know about the invitation, anyway?" Jenny said, totally forgetting that lies need to be maintained for longer than five seconds to work.

      "I thought you didn't know anything about…"

      "Well, now I want to know how you know." Jenny left the lie way behind. Now she was just getting mad.

      "I saw it on your phone." Jed answered, not understanding why she'd be angry any more than why she would lie, then not lie… it was all very confusing.

      "You can't just look at other people's phones!"

      "But, you were right next to me on the couch," Jed protested. "You even said out loud, 'an invitation?' So I looked to see what you were talking about."

      "Well you shouldn't do that. It's rude."

      "Wait," Jed's failure to solve this puzzle was becoming too much. "You're dragging me through a graveyard in the dark over this, and you are mad at me? It should totally be the other way around. My life is at stake here!"

      Jenny glanced around at the fog drifting over cold tombstones.

      "Well, my life is at stake, too," she reasoned.

      "So you admit that we are in tremendous danger right now?"

      "No," she hated falling into Jed's little traps. Or maybe she hated the idea that she was endangering both of their lives over the possibility of Isabel Warner talking to her in school. What a dumb reason to die. "There's nothing to be scared of in the dark that's any different than in the day."

      "Except that you can't see what's ten feet ahead of you." Jed countered. "A lot of things could be ten feet ahead of us right now and we wouldn't know it until they were already killing and eating us."

      "How about you just shut up and we catch the bus so we don't get stranded out here?"

      Jed didn't understand why they were doing this, but he understood the importance of not being stranded in the graveyard.

      "Dad will be so mad if he has to come get us," Jed said.

      "He won't be mad because he isn't going to know."

      "He forbid us from walking through…"

      "I know," Jenny said, losing patience. It was the third time since just before they hopped the wall that Jed had brought up that the graveyard was forbidden. "I was there."

      "He thinks this place is…"

      "Weird. I know. But Dad thinks a lot of things are weird. And if he is really that worried about how we get to school…" Jenny thought about the text she had found, too late, on her phone that morning from her father. She worried for only a moment that he was the only
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