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The rain had been falling since late afternoon, but it wasn't until close to midnight that it thinned into the kind of drizzle that gets into a person's skin rather than just their clothes. Asaki pulled her jacket tighter and kept walking, watching the water run along the gutter beside her, black and glassy, breaking apart every time a streetlamp's reflection tried to sit still on its surface.

Arka walked half a step behind her, hands in his pockets, shoulders drawn up around his ears. He hadn't said much since they left the apartment. That wasn't new. Some nights the silence between them felt companionable, worn smooth like a path they both knew by heart. Tonight it felt like something they were carrying, heavy enough that neither of them wanted to be the one who put it down first.

They passed a shuttered pharmacy, then a noodle stall with its tarp rolled up and tied, then an ATM vestibule where a man slept sitting upright against the machine, a flattened cardboard box under him and another pulled over his knees like a blanket. Asaki looked at him a second too long. Arka noticed and said nothing, because there was nothing useful to say, and because three months ago that could have been either of them if the friend who let them sleep on her floor hadn't finally said yes.

A bus went by, nearly empty, lit up yellow inside like a little floating room. Asaki watched it pass and thought about the people inside it, going somewhere, having somewhere to go. She envied them in a way that embarrassed her, then felt annoyed at herself for being embarrassed about something so small when there were larger things to be ashamed of.

"You're doing the thing," Arka said.

"What thing."

"The thing where you go quiet and then you get that little crease right here." He touched his own eyebrow, not hers. It was an old joke between them, one that used to make her laugh. Tonight she managed something close to a smile.

"I'm not doing anything," she said.

"Sure."

They stopped walking without discussing it, the way people do when they've shared a body's rhythm for long enough. A convenience store sat on the corner ahead, its sign buzzing a thin fluorescent blue, the automatic doors sliding open for a woman leaving with a plastic bag of instant noodles and a carton of milk. Warm light spilled onto the wet pavement. Asaki felt the pull of it before she understood why, not hunger exactly, though she was hungry, but the plain animal want to be somewhere dry and bright for five minutes.

"We could go in," Arka said, following her gaze. "Just to look."

"We don't need anything."

"I didn't say we needed anything. I said we could look."

They went in anyway. The doors sighed open and the cold burned off her face, replaced by the store's dry, artificial warmth, the smell of reheated buns and floor cleaner. A young clerk glanced up from his phone, clocked them in half a second, the wet clothes, the way Arka's shoes had gone soft and grey at the seams, and went back to scrolling, uninterested. Asaki was grateful for that. There was a particular kindness in being ignored.

Near the register, a couple a little younger than them argued cheerfully over which instant noodles to buy, the boy holding up two flavors like evidence in a trial, the girl swatting his arm and laughing. Neither of them looked over. Neither of them had any reason to. Asaki watched a moment longer than she meant to, some part of her cataloguing the ease of it, the way an argument over noodles could still be a small, ordinary happiness instead of one more thing to survive.

They walked the narrow aisle without picking anything up. Arka paused in front of the drinks case, looking at a can of coffee they used to buy without thinking about it, back when three years ago felt like the beginning of something instead of the slow unwinding of it. He didn't reach for it. His hand stayed in his pocket, fingers working at a loose thread there, a habit she'd catalogued years ago without meaning to, he did it when he was nervous, when he wanted something he wasn't going to let himself want.

"Remember when we used to get two of these and pretend it was a real dinner," he said.

"You always finished yours before we got back to the room."

"You always let me have a sip of yours and then acted surprised when there wasn't much left."

"I was never surprised. I was making a point."

He almost laughed. It came out as breath more than sound, but she'd take it. They stood there another moment, not quite looking at each other, both aware of the register at the front and the seven thousand rupiah between them and anything on these shelves, which was to say, nothing on these shelves. Asaki tried to place the last time they'd had enough left over at the end of the month to buy something because they wanted it rather than needed it. She couldn't. That frightened her more than she let herself admit.

"We should go," she said.

Arka nodded, and as they turned to leave, the clerk called out an automatic goodnight without looking up, and the doors let them back out into the rain like the store was exhaling them.

The shop with the closed awning was two blocks further, its shutter pulled down and padlocked, a striped tarp overhead deep enough to keep the worst of the rain off if you stood close to the wall. They'd sheltered there before, on nights when the walk home felt longer than either of them had the strength for. It had become one of those places that belonged to them without either of them deciding it should.

Asaki leaned her shoulders against the metal shutter, feeling the cold of it through her jacket, and looked out at the empty street. Arka stood beside her, close enough that their arms touched, close enough that she could feel him breathing.

She almost asked him to go home instead. The thought arrived and sat in her chest for a full breath, heavy and half-formed, they could turn around, walk back the way they came, pretend tonight had only ever been about getting out of the rain. She'd done this before, in smaller ways, talked him down from the ledge of his own exhaustion on nights when he couldn't get out of bed, when the only thing that worked was refusing to let him disappear into himself. She could do it again. She almost believed that.

But she was tired too, and some new, quieter part of her didn't want to be the one holding both of them up anymore. That thought frightened her more than anything else that night.

"You still sure?" she asked. Her voice barely carried over the rain dripping off the tin roof above them.

He didn't answer right away. He was looking down at the puddle forming at his feet, his fingers working that loose thread again without seeming to notice.

"I'm not sure about anything anymore," he said finally, quiet, almost talking to himself. "But I'm sure I can't do this again tomorrow. And the day after that. And the one after that."

Asaki swallowed. Something sat lodged in her throat that wasn't tears, she'd stopped crying months ago, she couldn't say exactly when, but a kind of pressure from underneath, making every breath cost a little more than it should.

"We tried everything," she said, more to herself than to him. "We tried working harder. We tried asking for help. We tried, everything. And it still feels like we're standing in the same spot."

"Worse than the same spot," Arka said, and for the first time that night there was an edge in his voice, not aimed at her but at the world, at whatever had decided the two of them were worth grinding down this particular way. "Feels like we get pulled back every time we manage one step forward."

They stood in silence, the rain filling the space where words should have been. Asaki glanced sideways at him, watching the uneven rise and fall of his shoulders, the way his hand, usually warm, felt cold when she finally reached for it.

"You're still here," she said. Not a question. More like something she needed to hear herself say out loud.

"I'm here," he answered, squeezing her fingers as if that were the one solid thing left in a world that felt like it was quietly coming apart.

They'd known each other since university, a meeting Asaki still thought of, all these years later, as a stupid little accident of timing, Arka had walked straight into her stack of library books, and instead of the awkward apology she expected, he'd laughed and said, good thing that wasn't your coffee, or we'd both be soaked right now. She remembered being irritated, then laughing despite herself, and how that laugh had become something else without her noticing, first a habit, then a closeness, then a love that had felt, back then, weightless and full of promise.

The last three years had worn all of that down. Jobs lost, not for lack of trying but because circumstance never seemed to tip in their favor. Debts that grew instead of shrinking. Families who, instead of helping, added their own weight, a comment here, an expectation there, small cuts neither parent seemed to notice they were making.

She remembered nights when Arka sat in the corner of their room, knees drawn to his chest, staring at the wall, not answering when she spoke to him. She remembered losing her own words for comfort, because how do you console someone else when you're going under yourself?

They were both tired in a way no single night's sleep could touch. Not the kind a good rest fixes, but something older, settled into the bone, that made waking up feel like a chore rather than a beginning.

"Remember the song we used to play, back when we first started dating?" Arka asked, his voice a little steadier now, like someone who'd made a decision and felt some strange relief in no longer having to waver.

Asaki frowned, trying to place it. "Which one? We played so many back then."

"The one with the line about, even if the world falls apart, I'm still here for you."

"Oh. That one." She let out a short laugh, tangled with something more bitter. "Back then it was just a love song. Now it feels like it was written for exactly this."

"Maybe the world already wrote the script," Arka said, half joking, half resigned, staring up at a sky too dark for stars.

There was a long pause. Asaki studied his face, trying to memorize every detail, the small furrow between his brows, the faint tremor in his lips even as his voice stayed calm, the wetness in his eyes that had nothing to do with the rain.

"I'm scared," Asaki whispered, finally admitting something she'd carried in silence for a long time. "Not of what's coming. I'm scared of being alone again after this."

Arka tightened his grip on her hand, pulling her closer, holding her for a moment against the cold of the night. "You won't be alone," he said, his voice shaking but full of a conviction that was almost painful to hear. "We promised, right? Whatever happens, we face it together."

Asaki nodded slowly, burying her face against his shoulder, breathing in the familiar scent that had become something like home to her.

"Together," she repeated, less like an ordinary word and more like something she needed to keep saying until it became true again.

They started walking again, down the empty sidewalk, past shops with their shutters down, past a streetlight that flickered weakly now and then as if it, too, were tired of holding on. They hadn't discussed a plan. There was only the quiet, unspoken agreement that tonight would be the last night they carried a weight that felt impossible to set down any other way.

Their steps were slow, unhurried, like two people who'd run out of reasons to rush toward anything. Asaki felt Arka's hand tighten around hers every time they passed a puddle throwing back the streetlight's glow, as if that grip were the only thing keeping her walking straight.

"Do you ever think," Asaki said, breaking the quiet, "about what we'd be doing right now if none of this happened? If we'd just gotten normal jobs, had a normal apartment, worried about normal things?"

"I think about it," Arka admitted. "Sometimes I picture it. You'd probably still be complaining about my coffee habit."

"You'd still be losing arguments about it."

"I never lost those arguments. I let you win them. There's a difference."

It was such a small, familiar exchange, the kind they'd had a hundred times before, and for a moment it almost felt like any other night. Then a woman jogged past under an umbrella, phone pressed to her ear, laughing at something someone on the other end had said, and the ordinariness of it, a person with somewhere to be, someone to talk to, a life moving forward, landed on Asaki like something physical. She watched the woman disappear around the corner and felt, not envy exactly, but a kind of grief for a version of her own life she couldn't locate anymore.

They passed a lit window on the second floor of an apartment building, a family framed in it for just a second, a man setting a pot on the table, a child climbing into a chair, the blue flicker of a television against the wall. Asaki slowed without meaning to. Arka slowed with her.

"We used to talk about that," he said quietly. "A place like that. Not big. Just ours."

"We did," Asaki said. She didn't trust herself to say more.

They kept walking.

At last they stopped at a quiet corner far from the noise of the city center, a spot lit by a single streetlamp that blinked as if it might give out at any moment. The rain was falling harder now, soaking through their hair and clothes, but neither of them seemed to notice the cold anymore.

Arka turned to face her, both hands settling gently on her shoulders, his eyes searching hers as if trying to say something words couldn't hold.

"If this really has to be the end," he said, his voice trembling but certain, "I just want you to know, you're the best thing that ever happened to me. No matter how heavy everything got, you made it lighter. Even if only for a little while."

The tears she'd been holding back finally spilled down her cheeks, mixing with the rain until she couldn't tell which was which. "You too," she whispered, her voice breaking. "You made me believe there was still something worth fighting for, even now, when we don't have the strength left to fight."

They held each other tightly, as if trying to memorize every last second together.

"I love you," Asaki said, her voice barely audible over the pouring rain.

"I love you too," Arka answered, holding her closer still.

The next moments seemed to stretch, slow and reluctant, as if time itself were unwilling to move toward what they had agreed to.

But the world had other plans.

In the distance, headlights broke through the darkness of the empty street, swinging wide across wet asphalt, too fast for the corner. The roar of an engine, followed by a horn blaring sharp and sudden, made them both flinch, some old instinct for survival, the one they'd spent months trying to silence, surfacing on its own, uninvited. Asaki felt Arka's grip on her shoulders tighten for half a second, as if his body had already decided something his mind hadn't caught up to.

There was a strange stretch of time before the sound of brakes, a fraction of a second that felt much longer, in which Asaki registered small, useless details, the way the headlights caught the rain and turned it briefly to a curtain of falling silver, the streetlamp above them still blinking its slow, tired rhythm, indifferent to everything happening beneath it. She thought, absurdly, that she should move. Her body did not move.

Then the tires screamed against the wet road, a sound that seemed to tear through the night rather than simply break it. Someone's voice, she would never be sure afterward whether it was hers or Arka's, caught somewhere between a shout and a breath. The car did not stop in time.

The impact came as noise before it came as pain, a sound too large to belong to anything, metal and momentum and the particular violence of something meeting something that could not move out of its way fast enough. For an instant Asaki felt weightless, the ground gone from beneath her, the world tipping sideways in a way that made no sense and did not need to.

Then the pain arrived everywhere at once, sharp and total, and beneath it, already distant, she felt Arka's hand torn from hers.

The last thing she heard before the dark closed over her was her own name, shouted in a voice she knew better than her own, cracked open with a fear that had no time left to be careful.

"Asaki,!"

And after that, nothing. Only darkness, swallowing everything whole.
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Asaki came back the way a diver comes back to the surface, not all at once, but in stages, each one a little brighter than the last, each one demanding something of her before it would let her go further. First there was light against her eyelids, red and formless. Then the fact of her own body, distant at first, as though she were remembering it rather than inhabiting it. Then everything else.

She lay still for a long moment before she opened her eyes, because some old animal part of her understood that whatever came next would matter, and she wanted to be ready for it. She wasn't ready. Nothing could have made her ready.

The sky above her was not white. It was not the fluorescent hospital ceiling she'd half expected, not even the ordinary gray of an overcast morning. It was a wide, bruised purple, streaked faintly with red at some edge she couldn't locate, like a sunset that had stopped moving and simply stayed. No sun. No clouds she could see. Just that color, enormous and unbroken, pressing down on her from every direction at once.

I'm dreaming, she thought, with the flat certainty of someone trying to convince herself of something she already doubted. I'm still on the road. This is what the brain does right before it stops.

But the ground beneath her was cold in a way dreams rarely bothered to render, a damp, specific cold that seeped through her shirt into the skin of her back, grass blades pressing thin lines into her shoulder blades. The air smelled of wet earth and something sweeter underneath, floral and unfamiliar, a smell she had no memory to file it under. Dreams didn't usually bother with smell. Hers never had.

She pushed herself upright, and her body obeyed without complaint. That was what finally broke through the fog, not the sky, not the smell, but the absence of pain. She remembered the headlights. She remembered the sound the car made, a sound too large to have come from something so ordinary as metal, and the way Arka's hand had been torn out of hers like something being confiscated. She remembered pain so total it had stopped being pain and become something closer to a color, filling every part of her at once. If she had been hit like that, something in her should be broken. Something should be screaming.

Nothing was. She sat in the grass, running her palms down her own arms, checking herself the way you'd check a stranger for injuries, and found nothing. No blood. No bruising. Her skin felt strange under her own hands, light in a way she couldn't name, the way a shirt feels after it's been washed too many times and no longer quite remembers your shape.

"Arka?"

It came out smaller than she meant it to, snagged in a throat gone dry. She turned her head, first right, then left, expecting, needing, to find him beside her, his hand already reaching for hers the way it had on every ordinary morning of the last three years.

There was no one.

Only grass, spreading in every direction as far as she could see, knee-high and pale, bending in a wind that seemed to come from nowhere in particular. Only that sky, vast and red-violet, without a sun to explain the light or a moon to promise night. No birdsong she recognized. No road noise, no hum of a city somewhere out of sight, none of the low mechanical breathing that had been the background of her entire life without her ever noticing it, until now, in its absence.

"Arka!"

Louder this time, cracking in the middle the way a voice does when panic gets there before the words do. She was on her feet before she'd decided to stand, legs unsteady beneath her, eyes sweeping the field for anything, a shape, a color that didn't belong, the outline of him she would have known blind, by shape alone, by the particular way he carried his shoulders when he was uncertain of something. There was nothing to see. The grass went on, uninterrupted, indifferent.

She started walking, because standing still had become unbearable, because movement was at least an argument against the growing certainty that she was entirely alone. She called his name every few steps, the sound swallowed almost instantly by the size of the space around her, no echo, no wall to send it back to her. Each time, the silence that followed felt a little heavier than the one before it.

She walked for what felt like an hour, though there was no sun to measure it by and her phone, she checked, out of pure reflex, patting a pocket that wasn't even there anymore, her jacket gone along with everything else, wasn't there to tell her otherwise. The grass began to change under her feet without her quite noticing when. Some of it grew paler toward the tips, edged in a faint blue that looked, in the strange light, almost like frost, though it wasn't cold enough for frost. Small white flowers grew low along the ground in patches, and once, crouching to look closer at one, she saw its petals emit a thin pulse of greenish light, there and gone, like something breathing.

She didn't stay to look longer. There was no room in her for wonder. Everything in her pointed at one thing, narrow as a blade, and the flower's small impossible glow only registered as one more piece of evidence that wherever she was, it was not anywhere Arka would be waiting for her with an ordinary explanation.

Twice she saw shapes on the horizon that made her heart lurch, a dark silhouette that might have been a person standing very still, a shift of color that might have been a jacket moving in the wind. Both times she ran toward them, breath tearing at her chest, and both times the shape resolved, as she got closer, into something that had never been a person at all. A cluster of tall reeds bent at an angle that mimicked a human shoulder. A boulder, half-sunk in the grass, worn into a shape that from a distance had looked almost like someone crouched, waiting.

The second time, she stood in front of the rock for a long moment after she understood what it was, hands pressed against its cold surface as though pressure alone might change what it was made of. Then she sat down hard in the grass beside it, and for the first time since she'd opened her eyes, she let herself cry the way she hadn't in months, not the careful, controlled tears she'd learned to ration on nights when crying too hard would only frighten Arka further, but something total and ugly, her whole body shaking with it, her voice breaking apart into sounds that weren't words anymore.

She thought about the last thing she'd heard before the dark took her, her own name, torn out of him in a voice she'd known better than her own. If she was here, wherever here was, if her body had somehow been carried across whatever distance separated this field from that wet street corner, then what had happened to him? The question circled back on itself with nowhere to land. Either he was somewhere in this same vast, empty world, calling her name into grass that swallowed sound the same way it had swallowed hers, or he wasn't anywhere at all, and she was the one who'd been spared, and spared was a word that tasted like punishment.

We promised, she thought, pressing the heels of her hands against her eyes until color bloomed behind them. We said together. We said no matter what.

The grass didn't answer. It never had, not once, in all the times she'd shouted into it.

There came a point, she couldn't have said exactly when, only that it arrived the way exhaustion arrives, all at once after pretending for a long time not to be there, where the crying stopped, not because she felt better but because there was nothing left to fuel it. She sat with her knees drawn up against her chest, chin resting on them, staring at nothing, and became aware of a thought moving through her with a calm that frightened her more than the panic had.

I could just stay here.

Not a decision. Not even really a wish. Just a fact presenting itself, the way facts do when a person has run out of the energy required to argue with them. The grass would go on being grass whether she moved through it or not. The sky would go on being that impossible color whether she watched it or closed her eyes against it. If she stopped, if she simply let her body settle into the cold ground and stopped trying to make sense of any of it, the world, this world, whatever it was, would not object. It hadn't objected to anything so far.

She was still sitting there, caught in that low, dangerous stillness, when she heard the grass move.

Not wind. Wind moved everything at once, a wide indifferent motion. This was smaller, more particular, the sound of something being pushed aside and released, again and again, in a rhythm with intention behind it. Footsteps.

Asaki's head came up. Her whole body went rigid, some old instinct surfacing through the numbness fast enough to startle her. For one unbearable second she let herself believe it, let the shape of his name form again in her throat, and then the grass parted properly, and it wasn't him.

A man stood perhaps twenty feet away, watching her with an expression that gave away almost nothing. He was tall, dressed in clothes the color of dried mud and old leather, a canvas bag slung across one shoulder and a walking staff planted in the ground beside him like something he'd stopped rather than something he needed. His hair was dark and cropped short, and even at this distance she could see he hadn't shaved in some days, not carelessness, she'd learn later, but simple lack of interest in the question. He didn't move closer. He didn't call out. He simply stood there, taking her in with the unhurried attention of someone assessing whether a thing was dangerous before deciding whether it was worth approaching.

"You're not from around here," he said finally. Not a question. His voice was low, a little rough, like it wasn't used often.

Asaki scrambled backward without quite meaning to, putting distance between them out of a reflex older than thought. "Who are you?"

"Toran." He said it plainly, the way a person gives directions to someone who's already lost. He didn't offer anything more, no reassurance, no explanation, nothing to fill the silence that followed. He studied her a moment longer, eyes moving from her face to her hands to the state of her clothes, cataloguing something she couldn't guess at. "You've been crying a while," he said. "And calling a name. I heard it three fields back."

"Did you see him?" The question came out before she could weigh whether it was wise to ask it, hope surging up so fast and so unwanted that it hurt. "A man. About my height, dark hair, he, we were together, we should have, did you see anyone else out here?"

Toran's expression didn't change, but something in the set of his shoulders did, a small settling, as if he'd expected this question and had already decided how much of an answer to give. "No," he said. "Just you."

The two words landed harder than she expected. She sat back down in the grass, not from any decision but because her legs had simply stopped agreeing to hold her.

He didn't come any closer, not yet. He watched her with the same careful, unreadable attention, and when he spoke again his voice had lost none of its flatness, but something in it had shifted register, become more deliberate. "First time I found someone like you," he said, "she wouldn't stop asking me if she was dead. Took her the better part of a day to believe she wasn't."

"Someone like me," Asaki repeated. Her voice had gone hoarse from the crying and the shouting, barely more than breath. "What does that mean?"

Toran shifted his weight, the staff tapping once against the ground, a habit she'd come to recognize later as the closest thing he had to a nervous gesture. "It means you're not the first," he said, "and you won't be the last. People fall into Aetherum the way rain falls into a river. Nobody asks to come. Nobody's ever ready when they land." He paused, weighing something behind his eyes she couldn't read. "Question's not whether you're the only one. Question's what you're going to do now that you're here."

The name settled into her strangely, foreign and unfamiliar, and yet already beginning to feel like something she would have to learn to carry. Aetherum. She didn't ask him what it meant. She wasn't sure she wanted the answer yet, wasn't sure there was room left in her, after everything the last hour had taken, to hold one more piece of a world that refused to make sense.

She only sat there in the strange grass, under a sky that never changed, and understood, distantly, the way you understand a fact before you've felt its full weight, that whatever waited beyond this field, she was going to have to walk toward it whether she was ready or not.

Toran was still watching her. He didn't offer his hand. He didn't tell her it would be all right. He only waited, patient in a way that felt earned rather than kind, as though he'd learned long ago that some things couldn't be rushed and had stopped trying.

"There's a village a few hours from here," he said at last. "You can stay in this field until the sky decides to do something different, which it won't. Or you can come with me."

Asaki looked past him, out at the endless grass, the horizon that gave nothing away, the sky with no sun to set. Somewhere out there, or nowhere at all, Arka was calling her name into silence just like this one, or he wasn't calling anything, ever again.

She didn't know which. That not knowing was going to be the hardest thing she carried.

She got to her feet.
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Toran didn't wait for her to catch up. He walked the way a man walks when he's covered the same ground a hundred times before, staff tapping the earth every third step, not looking back to see if she followed. Asaki understood, after the first quarter hour, that this wasn't cruelty. It was a kind of respect. He'd told her the choice was hers. He wasn't going to spend the whole journey convincing her she'd made the right one.

She kept three steps behind him, close enough that she wouldn't lose him if the grass swallowed his shape, far enough that the silence between them didn't feel like something she had to fill. Her legs ached in a way that had nothing to do with distance. Crying did that. She'd forgotten, until today, how much a body spent on grief that had nowhere else to go.

"You're limping," Toran said, without turning around.

"I'm fine."

"Didn't ask if you were fine. Said you were limping."

She almost laughed. It came out instead as something smaller, a breath through her nose, gone before it had fully arrived. "Left ankle. I think I twisted it back at the," She stopped. There was no good word for the boulder that wasn't Arka, the ground she'd fallen onto beside it. "Back where you found me."

He slowed his pace by perhaps half a step, not enough to be generous about it, just enough that the distance between them stopped growing. "Tell me if it gets worse. Nothing out here waiting to help you if you go down."

"Is that supposed to be reassuring?"

"No," he said. "It's supposed to be true."

The grass thinned as the ground began to rise, giving way by degrees to a harder soil threaded with pale roots and low grey shrubs that clicked faintly against each other when the wind moved through them, a sound like dry fingers tapping wood. Asaki noticed it the way she noticed most things now, from a great distance, as if her attention had come loose from her body and trailed a few feet behind it, taking things in without letting them land. The sky stayed the same bruised violet it had been since she woke, red bleeding faint along one edge she still couldn't have named as east or west or anything at all.

"Does it ever change?" she asked, after they'd walked long enough that the silence had started to feel less like a wall and more like a habit. "The sky."

"Slowly," Toran said. "Takes about thirty hours, best anyone's worked out, though nobody I know has sat and watched the whole thing straight through to be sure. Longer than a day back where you're from, I'm guessing."

"Twenty-four hours." She said it before she could decide whether the comparison would hurt. It did, a little, the number sitting strange and useless in her mouth, a fact from a life that no longer applied to anything around her. "We call it a day."

"We call this one too. Just a longer one." He glanced back at her then, the first time since they'd started walking, and something in his face had eased slightly, some private calculation resolved. "You're doing the thing people do. Comparing everything here to what you had. It's normal. Won't last forever, but it's normal."

"How long did it take you? To stop comparing."

He didn't answer right away. His staff found a stone in the path and skated slightly off it before catching again. "Still doing it, some days," he said finally. "Guess that answers your question."

She wanted to ask what he'd had, back wherever he'd come from, whether comparing meant the same aching arithmetic it meant for her, counting the ways this world failed to be the one she'd lost. But something in the set of his shoulders told her the door he'd opened had already swung most of the way shut, and she didn't have the strength yet to push against something that wasn't hers to push.

They stopped to camp when the light, what passed for light in a sky that never seemed to brighten or dim so much as shift its shade of wound-red, began to take on a heavier, duskier cast along the horizon. Toran chose the spot without discussion, a shelf of flat ground beside a stream narrow enough to step across, the water running clear and startlingly cold over stones the color of rust.

"Sit," he said, dropping his bag beside a fallen log. "Watch, if you want to learn anything useful. Or don't. Up to you."

She sat. Watching was easier than talking, and talking was easier than being alone with the thoughts that crowded in whenever her hands had nothing to do.

He built the fire in a way that made it look inevitable rather than skillful, a shallow pit scraped clear of grass, tinder gathered from the papery bark of a nearby shrub, sparks struck from a piece of flint he carried in a pouch at his belt until one caught and he coaxed it, unhurried, into something that held. He didn't explain any of it while he worked. Only after the fire had settled into a steady burn did he glance at her, as if remembering she was there to be taught and not just watched.

"Tinder first, dry and thin as spiderweb if you can manage it. Kindling stacked loose enough for air to move through, fires die from being smothered more often than from being wet. You crowd it, you choke it. Same as most things." He said the last part without any weight behind it, as though it were simply another fact about fire and not something aimed at her, though she felt it land anyway, somewhere under her ribs.

"Where'd you learn all this?"

"Same place everyone learns it. Doing it wrong the first dozen times." He fed a thin branch into the flame, watched it catch. "You'll get your own dozen, if you're staying."

If you're staying. Not now that you're staying. He'd left the door open, she noticed, the same way he'd left it open back in the field, no assumption that she'd chosen this, only an offer she could still walk away from if the grief ever won out entirely. She wondered whether that was kindness or simply honesty. With Toran, she was starting to suspect, there wasn't much difference.

He showed her how to find water that wouldn't make her sick, moving water over stone, never still water thick with the greenish film that clung to standing pools, and pointed out, without elaborating, a cluster of pale trumpet-shaped flowers she was not, under any circumstance, to eat, their sweetness a lie the whole plant told to whatever was foolish enough to believe it. He talked the way he walked: economical, no wasted motion, nothing said that didn't need saying. But somewhere in the unhurried rhythm of him tending the fire, checking the water, laying out a strip of dried meat from his pack and tearing it in two without being asked, Asaki felt something in her chest loosen, not comfort, not yet, but the absence of active dread. It had been so long since she'd been near anyone who wasn't either grieving alongside her or afraid of her grief that she'd forgotten what plain, undemanding company felt like.

"Thank you," she said, when he handed her the meat. "For the fire. For all of it."

"Don't thank me for kindling," he said, but something at the corner of his mouth had shifted, not quite a smile, more the ghost of the idea of one. "Save the thanks for something that costs me more."

She slept badly, waking twice to a sky that hadn't moved, twice to the specific, hollow shape of Arka's absence beside her, as if her body kept forgetting what had happened and had to be told again each time. Toran was awake before her both times, sitting near the fire's embers with his staff across his knees, and both times he said nothing about it, only fed the fire a little higher until she settled again.

They broke camp without ceremony and walked on, the land shifting again as the morning, if it was morning, wore on. The hard soil gave way to a stretch of old road, its stones cracked and heaved by roots that had long since forgotten whatever discipline had first been imposed on them. Asaki slowed as they crossed it, looking down at the pattern beneath her feet, fitted stone laid in a herringbone she recognized from photographs of roads two thousand years dead in her own world.

"Someone built this," she said.

"Someone built a lot of things, once." Toran's voice had gone quieter, the way it had when he'd mentioned the trouble in the east. "This whole stretch used to be a trade route, if the stories are true. Ran between three cities that don't exist anymore. Nobody
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