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 The Story So Far:


  

  



  When John uses a key that belongs to his mysterious, scarred roommate, Kyle, to unlock a door in a crumbling ruin, he and two friends are transported to the world of Basawar.


  John and his best friends, Laurie and her lover Bill, befriend a young priest named Ravishan and learn from him that their only hope to return home is to find a way into the monastery of Rathal’pesha, where talented young men like Ravishan are trained to travel instantly across countless miles through the Gray Space.


  But ongoing attacks by peasant revolutionaries called the Fai’daum make church leaders and the ruling class highly suspicious of newcomers like John and his friends, and after witnessing witches and suspected revolutionaries being burned on the Holy Road, John knows he can’t simply appear at the city gates, much less the doors of Rathal’pesha, and expect a warm welcome. His chance to prove his character arises when he overhears Fai’daum members planning an attack against the noble Bousim family’s caravan.


  John warns the men guarding the caravan but then must take part in a counterattack. During a night of brutal battle, John saves the lives of both a Bousim soldier named Alidas and a young Fai’daum revolutionary called Saimura. In the process, he comes face-to-face with the demoness, Ji Shir’korud, who wears the flesh—and teeth—of a large golden dog.


  Because of his bravery, John and his friends are allowed to join the Bousim household.


  Lady Bousim takes Laurie and Bill into her personal entourage. John, on the other hand, chooses to accompany Lady Bousim’s son Fikiri to Rathal’pesha. There, John hopes to find the key that will take him and his friends back home. John’s handsome friend Ravishan is overjoyed to see him again, but Ushman Dayyid, second-in-command under Ushman Nuritam, takes an immediate disliking to John. Despite the fact that John wins the friendship of many priests, including Ushiri Ashan’ahma, Ushvun Samsango, the physician Ushman Hann’yu, as well as Ushiri Ravishan, Dayyid’s animosity only grows.


  And all is not well in Lady Bousim’s household either. Not only has the Lady Bousim begun instructing Laurie in the forbidden art of witchcraft but the commander of the cavalry, Rasho Tashtu, has taken an unseemly interest in Laurie. Despite the commander and other spies in the Bousim household, Laurie and Bill are overjoyed when they discover that Laurie has become pregnant with Bill’s child though now the need to return home is even more urgent.


  John uses his ever-increasing power to help Ravishan train so that he will be chosen as the Kahlil. As they grow much closer, John learns that Ravishan’s parents were members of the Fai’daum. When they were apprehended, Ravishan was forced to burn his own mother alive to save his sister, Rousma, and himself.


  But when Ravishan’s and John’s budding romance is discovered by Fikiri—who has been spying on them at the bequest of Dayyid—Fikiri blackmails them, insisting that Ravishan bring him and his mother along when they leave for Nayeshi.


  However, all their plans are thrown into disarray when during the Harvest Fair John kills Dayyid to protect Ravishan. Bloody and horrified by his own violence, John is only shielded from discovery by sheer luck; the Fai’daum attack, hoping to save one of their own from the Payshmura priests’ pyre. In the ensuing chaos John once again comes face to face with Saimura and helps him escape from the deadly weapons the that ushiri’im unleash in retaliation.


  In the aftermath of Dayyid’s murder and the Harvest Fair Massacre, John realizes that he is the Rifter and more alarmingly, that Ravishan is the youth who will grow up to become his future roommate, Kyle. But in the face of Ravishan’s joy at being chosen as Kahlil, John can not bring himself to confess any of his suspicions. Instead he travels with Ravishan to Vundomu and then Nurjima, where Ravishan is to be consecrated as the Kahlil.


  Before the final ceremony takes place, however, John is summoned back to Rathal’pesha where he learns that Bill has been murdered and Laurie has been taken to become an Issusha—a fleshless oracle like Ravishan’s sister Rousma. Worse than that, Fikiri, attempting to take Ravishan’s position, has accused him of murdering Dayyid.


  To save Ravishan John admits to the murder and in his drugged state also reveals that Fikiri’s mother is a witch. John is then tortured and sent to burn on the Holy Road.


  Ravishan saves him but now the two of them face the cruel northern winter as fugitives.


  

  



  Chapter Seventy-Seven


  

  



  John worked his knife blade deep into the tree’s black trunk. Gripping the edge of the bark, he tore a long strip away. A thick lining of creamy cambium came away with the rough bark. John tossed the bark onto the stack behind him. It wasn’t much, but it would keep the tahldi nourished.


  A thin layer of snow already covered the heap of bark that John had stripped from other trees. Big delicate flakes drifted down and melted against John’s hands.


  John’s fingers ached. It had only been four days. He wasn’t sure how complete his recovery was. But he couldn’t lie under the shelter feeling miserable any longer.


  When he thought too much about Laurie and Bill, the snow poured down. Lightning burst through the sky and a cutting, icy wind slashed across the land. Unless he wanted to herald in a new ice age for Basawar, John knew he had to distract himself. Physical activity always helped.


  He trudged through the thigh-deep snow to the nearest outcropping of trees. He peeled more strips of bark from the trunks. A faint sweet scent rose from the soft cambium, reminding John of spring leaves.


  A cold breeze brushed over John’s face. He turned quickly, studying the air for that slight distortion. He caught sight of a faint shadow streaking through the trees towards him. An instant later Ravishan dropped out of the Gray Space. A flush colored his cheeks and he smiled brightly at John. He bounded through the snow to John’s side. His brown goat hide coat was scuffed and weathered from passages through the Gray Space. A fringe of his newly cropped hair poked out from under a dark wool cap.


  “I can’t believe that it’s still snowing. I think it might be warmer in the Gray Space,” Ravishan commented.


  “I thought the weather was letting up.” John tried not to sound guilty.


  “It’s warmer than it was yesterday, I think,” Ravishan admitted, but he didn’t seem pleased by the thought.


  “Isn’t that good news?” John asked.


  “Good and bad. It’s definitely more comfortable, but I was just thinking that the storms must have kept anyone from searching for us.”


  Ravishan paused and looked questioningly at John. “What are you doing to that tree?”


  “Stripping a little bark. The lining is edible.”


  “You’re planning on eating bark?”


  “Not me.” John smiled at Ravishan’s skeptical expression. “It’s for the tahldi. There are also huge mats of mosses. I dug a couple out from under the snow earlier.”


  “Will a tahldi be able to live on moss and bark?”


  “It should be,” John said. “It’s a ruminant, so bulk stomach content is more important than nutritional quality.”


  “A ruminant.” Ravishan repeated the English word. He seemed amused not to have understood what John was talking about.


  “They’re hoofed or horned animals with chambered stomachs and—”


  “I don’t really need to know.” Ravishan cut him off with a charming smile. “I can just take your word for it that the tahldi will be fine.”


  “Oh.” John felt briefly embarrassed by his own nerdy enthusiasm. He’d spent a good portion of the morning contemplating the tahldi’s digestive system.


  “What about you?” Ravishan asked.


  “Me?”


  “Hungry?”


  “Starved,” John admitted.


  “Let’s get back to the shelter and eat, then.”


  John pulled a last strip of bark free and gathered the others. He and Ravishan waded back through the deep snow to the bridge and their shelter beneath it. He lay the bark strips down for the tahldi. The big animal gently nudged its velvety nose against John’s hands. It licked traces of salt and sweat from John’s fingers. Then it lowered its head and began chewing the white cambium free of the black bark.


  He and Ravishan waded back through the deep snow to the bridge and ducked into their shelter beneath it. Ravishan crouched on the dry brush floor in front of him. He handed John a parchment-wrapped bread roll and then continued unpacking the contents of his leather satchel.


  The roll was still warm. John bit into it and hot meat stuffing filled his mouth. He gulped the roll down quickly. Ravishan handed him a second one.


  “Isn’t this yours?” John asked.


  “I ate mine in Nurjima. Both of these are for you.”


  “They’re good.” John didn’t know if he would have thought so a week ago, but he had eaten very little in the past four days. Most of his meals had consisted of dry bread and hard cold cheese. Now the succulent warmth of oily meat delighted him.


  Ravishan waited until John was finished eating. Then he handed John a sheaf of papers. John wiped his hands on his thick wool pants and then took the stiff pages.


  John stared at the three leaflets, taking in the bold black press type and fine inky drawings. They were bounties for the capture of criminals. The picture of John was rough, but it didn’t need to be all that detailed. Men as big and blond as he was were relatively rare.


  However, the picture of Ravishan was so closely observed that it could have been his portrait. Even the proud, challenging expression was perfect. The reward for his capture was a small fortune. The third poster struck John as a jumbled combination of the two of them. As John read the man’s crimes and description he realized that a bounty had been placed on Fikiri as well.


  “You found these in Nurjima?” John asked.


  “They were posted all over the dock slums.” Ravishan picked up the poster of John and studied it.


  John tried to ignore the anxiety that slowly spread through him. If they couldn’t go to Nurjima, John didn’t know where he and Ravishan would be safe. He had hoped that his distinctive build and coloring would not stand out too much in the Eastern dock community of Nurjima. From there he had thought they could make their way south. But these wanted posters ensured that people would be looking for him even there. And Ravishan would be easy to recognize.


  “This picture doesn’t look like you all that much,” Ravishan said. “Your eyes are different and your chin is sharper.”


  “But this really looks like you.” John found himself gazing at tiny lines that perfectly captured the curve of Ravishan’s lips. “It’s almost as if you sat for this.”


  “I think I did.” Ravishan scowled at the picture. “At the Black Tower there was a priest who drew several pictures of me. They were going to be made into etchings for the holy texts.”


  Ravishan moved closer to John. The light smell of some distant bakery still clung to him.


  “Fikiri looks a little cross-eyed,” he commented.


  “Yeah, a little,” John agreed. “I suppose that’s good for him. He’s less likely to be recognized.”


  “If I’d known that the drawings would be used to advertise the price on my head,” Ravishan said, “I would have crossed my eyes and grimaced the entire time.”


  John nodded. He hadn’t even considered that this might happen. He’d grown so used to the isolation of Rathal’pesha that he’d failed to think of how quickly the Payshmura could communicate across great distances.


  “We can’t make straight for Nurjima,” Ravishan said.


  “No.” Word of their crimes would be spreading out from all three of the Payshmura strongholds. It would circulate fastest around Nurjima, where the multitude of printing presses and railroads would make the church’s reach omnipresent.


  “If we travel along the western mountains we won’t encounter many people,” Ravishan suggested.


  “It will take too long to cross the mountain passes, especially at this time of year.” John shook his head. As soon as Laurie gave birth she would be made into an issusha. That gave them two months to reach Umbhra’ibaye before Laurie was flayed alive.


  “If we take the roads east through the Bousim lands, it’ll be faster, but every villager will notice you.” Ravishan glanced meaningfully to the picture of John. “There aren’t any Easterners left in those lands. You’ll stand out like a tahldi in a goat pen.”


  “There has to be another way.” John heard the crash of thunder high up in the darkening clouds. Outside the shelter the snow was falling harder.


  Ravishan remained quiet for several moments. He studied John.


  “Even if we could reach Umbhra’ibaye in two months,” Ravishan spoke in a slow, almost cautious tone, “I don’t think that we could save Loshai.”


  “What are you talking about?” John demanded. “We agreed on this yesterday.”


  “No, I said that I would try to travel south. But now I don’t think that even that would be a good idea.”


  “We have to help Loshai,” John said firmly.


  Ravishan lowered his head. “How?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “How are we going to save her?”


  “We’ll break her out,” John snapped.


  “I know you don’t want to hear this,” Ravishan said. “I was hoping that we could just reach Umbhra’ibaye and you could see for yourself how impossible it was. But it would be madness to travel south now.”


  “We can find a way,” John insisted, though he had no idea how. There had to be a way to jump the trains. Maybe they could travel at night. He could dye his hair…


  “Jahn, you’ve never seen Umbhra’ibaye, but I have. I’ve tried to reach my sister there,” Ravishan spoke softly. “The walls are heavily guarded. The inner chambers are black catacombs full of traps. Even I can’t move through the Gray Space there.”


  “I don’t care. I won’t leave Loshai there to die. I have to get her out. I…” John wanted to declare that he would crush Umbhra’ibaye. He would tear down the walls and rip open the hidden chambers. But even as he thought it he realized the stupidity of his plan.


  Laurie was inside Umbhra’ibaye. If he unleashed the Rifter’s power against the convent, he would bury Laurie under tons of stone and earth. He hadn’t been able to control his power well enough to break himself out of a prison cell. He couldn’t even stop the storm that he had created. How could he expect to protect Laurie inside Umbhra’ibaye if he brought the whole place down?


  “I can’t abandon her,” John said at last.


  “You can’t save her,” Ravishan said flatly. “You’ll just end up getting us both killed.”


  “You don’t have to come.”


  “So you’re going to go south alone?” Ravishan suddenly lifted his face to glare at John. “You think I’d just wait here while you got yourself killed at Umbhra’ibaye?”


  “I won’t get myself killed.”


  “Yes, you will!” Ravishan snapped. “You won’t even get to Umbhra’ibaye. The ushman’im will capture you in the first city you enter and they’ll burn you.”


  “I’ll be careful—”


  “You are a yellow-haired giant!” Ravishan shouted. “People are going to notice you! And if you walk straight into a stronghold like Umbhra’ibaye, the ushman’im will capture you!” Ravishan’s voice suddenly dropped to a broken whisper. “They’ll kill you and I won’t be able to get into Umbhra’ibaye to stop it.”


  A sick feeling of frustration washed through John. He knew Ravishan was right. Traveling south would be insanely stupid. He had no idea how he would free Laurie. He had no idea how he would keep from being noticed as he traveled. Ravishan wouldn’t remain behind. He’d come with John and risk his life to protect him.


  If he were smart, he would give up on Laurie. He’d accept that there was nothing he could do.


  A blinding white flash split the sky outside the shelter. Thunder crashed like canons. John could barely make out the faint gray line of the surrounding trees through the walls of falling snow.


  “If the weather keeps up like this we won’t be going anywhere before spring,” John muttered.


  “Maybe that’s why it is like this,” Ravishan replied.


  “Not everything is Parfir’s damn plan for us!” John shouted.


  Ravishan turned away and began rolling up the three wanted posters.


  “I’m sorry,” John mumbled. “I’m just frustrated.”


  “I know,” Ravishan said. But he didn’t turn to face John.


  Of course he knew. Ravishan’s sister, Rousma, had been taken to Umbhra’ibaye. At some point Ravishan had to have realized that he could not save his sister.


  “I should bring the tahldi in under the cover of the bridge,” John said. Ravishan glanced up at him and John offered him a brief smile.


  “I’ll be right back.” John ducked out of the shelter and strode out from beneath the deep shadows of the bridge. Snowflakes poured down on him like falling autumn leaves. John could only see a few feet ahead of him. The banks of the stream were a faint gray shadow. Beyond that he could barely see the familiar stands of evergreens.


  Only they were not so familiar.


  John frowned at a line of dark forms amid the trees. They had not been there a few minutes before. Slowly, he deciphered the bulky shapes through the downpour of snow. They were men—men dressed in heavy coats and armed with rifles. At least a dozen snow-shrouded silhouettes lined the banks of the stream.


  Chapter Seventy-Eight


  

  



  John counted twenty-six of them. They weren’t rashan’im. None of them wore uniforms. They were dressed in a variety of bulky coats, thick gloves, and quilted leather pants. Their faces were hidden under snow-caked hoods, scarves, and caps. John might have mistaken them for a large hunting party of villagers, except for their weapons.


  No farmer or herder could afford a rifle. Some of these men carried two. The three men closest to John held their rifles ready. The dull silver barrels were not aimed directly at John but close enough to unnerve him.


  He wondered if he could survive being shot. He doubted Ravishan would, though he’d be impossible to hit if he were in the Gray Space.


  John lifted his arms to display his empty hands.


  “I wasn’t really expecting company.” John raised his voice so that it would not only carry to the long line of men but also to Ravishan. “I’d invite you in, but there’s definitely not enough room for all twenty-six of you.”


  John felt the cutting chill of the Gray Space slicing open. Out of the corner of his eye he thought he detected the slight distortion of Ravishan’s movements through the Gray Space. Ravishan placed himself between John and the men on the banks.


  The man closest to John suddenly shouldered his rifle and pulled back the hood of his coat. The wind caught his bright auburn hair and blew it back from his face. He smiled. Despite the haze of falling snow, John recognized him.


  “Jahn!” Saimura bounded down the bank of the stream. His broad snowshoes made his progress look awkward, but he moved quickly.


  If Saimura was with them, then these men had to be members of the Fai’daum. He wondered if that was good or bad. Better than being found by bounty hunters, John guessed. But he wasn’t sure how welcoming the Fai’daum would be of Ravishan.


  Saimura rushed through the space where Ravishan stood. To John’s surprise, Saimura threw his arms around him and hugged him fiercely.


  “You survived the blood market! I feared you were captured and killed.” Saimura turned back to the other men. “This is Jahn, the man who rescued Sheb’yu and me from the Payshmura at Amura’taye!”


  The men closest to John shouldered their rifles. Those farther away relaxed. John noticed several of them glancing towards him and then turning to speak among themselves. The white plumes of their breath floated up into the falling snow.


  Two of the men climbed down the stream banks and joined Saimura. The bigger of the two sported a huge, bushy black beard. He looked about forty with deep wrinkles lining his dark eyes. The second wasn’t a man at all. Her heavy coat had disguised the curves of her body. Her hair was brown and cut short like a boy’s. But up close her face and build were obviously those of a young woman.


  “Jahn, this is Lafi’shir. He’s one of our ground commanders.” Saimura indicated the burly man.


  “It’s an honor.” John bowed slightly. He had no idea how highly ranked ground commanders were, but it was more of a title than he had himself.


  “And this is Gin’yu.” Saimura held his hand out to indicate the woman. “She’s a scout captain.”


  Again John bowed.


  Gin’yu glanced past John to the shelter under the bridge.


  “We heard voices when we approached,” Gin’yu said. “Is there someone with you?”


  “With me? No. You probably just heard me arguing with my tahldi.” John gestured to where the tahldi stood beneath a stand of trees, chewing.


  Gin’yu frowned.


  “It sounded like two men.”


  “No, it’s just me here.” John shrugged. “Feel free to look inside the shelter if you like.”


  “I’m sure that there’s no need,” Saimura began, but Gin’yu stalked past him to the flimsy shelter and ducked inside it. Saimura’s face flushed slightly.


  “I’m sorry, Jahn. Gin’yu is suspicious of her own shadow.”


  “I don’t mind,” John replied.


  “She’s just doing her work,” Lafi’shir said. “It’s best if she’s sure.”


  “Of course.” John knew Gin’yu wouldn’t find Ravishan. But his tracks were another matter. John glanced again to where the tahldi stood.


  “Do you mind if I go and check on my tahldi?” John asked. “It was what I came out here to do in the first place. I feel a little bad for shouting at him so much.”


  Lafi’shir studied the distance between where they stood and the tahldi. John suspected that he was measuring it for a rifle shot.


  “Go ahead,” Lafi’shir allowed at last.


  John clambered up the bank and tromped through the snow, making sure to walk over Ravishan’s old tracks. He stopped beside the tahldi and patted the animal. It lifted its head, sniffed John’s face, and then returned to eating.


  Gin’yu emerged from under the bridge. She spoke briefly with Lafi’shir and Saimura. Then she climbed up the far bank of the stream. She made several fast hand signs to the assembled Fai’daum members. They fell into a single file line and silently followed Gin’yu west into the cover of the forest.


  John wondered where they were going.


  Then Saimura struggled up the near bank and jogged to John’s side. He looked pleased, which John took as a good sign.


  “Gin’yu is going ahead of us to secure our route,” Saimura said.


  “Oh?” A little wave of anxiety washed through John at Saimura’s use of the words ‘us’ and ‘our’.


  Saimura nodded. He glanced back at Lafi’shir. John noted the quick exchange of gestures that passed between them. Lafi’shir clambered up the bank but didn’t approach John and Saimura. Instead he joined the remaining fifteen Fai’daum members. One of them offered Lafi’shir a cigarette. He accepted. Several of the Fai’daum produced cigarettes of their own. They passed a small tinderbox between them, lighting their cigarettes and warming their fingers.


  “We came out here because of this storm,” Saimura said quietly.


  “Bad weather normally keeps people in,” John commented.


  “Normally, yes.” Saimura cocked his head slightly at John, his expression openly curious. “Were you hoping to keep someone away?”


  “What do you mean?” Again John felt a wave of anxiety.


  “I know that this storm isn’t natural.” Saimura kept his voice low. “I’ve spent three days tracking it to its source.” He stared directly at John. John said nothing. He hardly moved.


  “Why did you summon it?” Saimura asked.


  John considered denying that he had. But Saimura seemed far too certain to be fooled.


  “I didn’t mean to,” John whispered. “The Payshmura sentenced me to burn on the Holy Road. I used the storm to escape, but I haven’t been able to stop it since then.”


  Saimura seemed to contemplate John. Then his expression softened to something like compassion—as if he’d discovered John weak and in dire need.


  “Ji will be able to help you dissipate it,” Saimura said, “but until we reach her, take this.”


  Saimura handed John a polished bone with strange little symbols cut into it. The instant John closed his hand around the bone, he felt a warmth radiate up from it. It seemed to gently pulse against John’s fingers, as if it were a small animal crouched against his palm.


  “It should ease the strain of this storm,” Saimura said.


  John nodded, but his attention was no longer on the bone in his hand. He couldn’t keep himself from glancing to the shadowy distortion that loomed over Saimura. Ravishan hung in the Gray Space, almost on top of him.


  John wondered what Ravishan was thinking of all this. What would it look like from the silence of the Gray Space?


  John dropped the bone into the deep pocket of his coat.


  “Thank you.” John stepped back from Saimura and turned to the tahldi. He brushed snow from the animal’s speckled back.


  “There’s no reason to be afraid,” Saimura said quietly. “In the Fai’daum we do not condemn men and women as witches. Ji will help you learn to control the power within you, I swear.”


  “The power in me might be best left alone.”


  “It can’t be, Jahn. This storm of yours is dangerous to the people in the mountain heights and to you as well. It has to be stopped before it kills any more flocks and before it consumes you.” Again Saimura gave John that soft, compassionate look. “I’m amazed that you have withstood it for so long, as is. When Ji sent me out, I expected to come across a group of Payshmura mystics feeding the storm, not just one man.”


  “Payshmura mystics?” John asked.


  “Those in the Black Tower often send hard weather against us in the north. Ji can usually break a storm moving across such a great distance. But this one of yours was different.”


  “And you think Ji could show me how to stop it?”


  “Certainly.” Saimura nodded. “She will teach you to control your power so that something like this doesn’t happen again.”


  “What if she can’t?” John asked. “What if I…”


  “Can’t be taught?” Saimura asked with a smile. “You don’t strike me as a man who can’t learn. I’m sure Ji will be able to instruct you. She’s trained far worse students, I promise you that.”


  “But what if I’m something…” John trailed off, not wanting to admit more than he had to. And yet he wanted to know what the demoness Ji could teach him. “What if I can’t be stopped?”


  Saimura laughed. John frowned at him.


  “I’m serious,” he said.


  “Your own power isn’t something that you can’t stop. It should be like your breath. It is always there, but you can hold it, slow it, and quicken it. It is part of you. Ji will teach you all of this. I promise.”


  John just nodded.


  He hadn’t read anything in any Payshmura text about a Rifter controlling his power. There had been nothing but blind destruction in the old books. But then no previous Rifter had survived in Basawar for more than a few days. Maybe it was possible.


  If he could learn to control the Rifter within him, then maybe he could use that power without destroying everything in his path. Maybe there would be a way to save Laurie. It would mean going with Saimura and joining the Fai’daum. But if he could help Laurie, it would be worth it.


  John wiped more of the snow off the tahldi’s back. Droplets of water gathered around John’s hand. He brushed them aside. Tiny rivulets slid down the tahldi’s neck to its lowered head. The animal snorted in vague irritation. John put his hands back in his pockets.


  “Can you excuse me for a few minutes, Saimura? I have to piss.”


  “Of course.” Saimura looked slightly embarrassed.


  “I’ll be right back.”


  John waded through the snow back into the deep cover of the stands of black trees. He waited for Ravishan to drop out of the Gray Space beside him.


  “Who is that man?” Ravishan demanded the instant he emerged. White snowflakes drifted into his black hair but didn’t melt. The chill of the Gray Space still clung to him.


  “Keep your voice down,” John whispered.


  “Who is he?” Ravishan hissed.


  “His name is Saimura.”


  “Why was he embracing you?”


  “Because I saved his life,” John said. That seemed to give Ravishan pause.


  “When?” Ravishan asked.


  “Years ago. The Fai’daum attacked Fikiri’s convoy. Saimura was injured and I hid him.”


  “Those people are Fai’daum?” Ravishan’s expression was troubled as he gazed back through the trees at the shadows of the gathered Fai’daum.


  “Yes.”


  “Shit.” Ravishan studied John in silence for a moment. “There’s no way you could outrun them. They have rifles.”


  “I know,” John replied.


  Ravishan nodded, almost to himself. He turned his attention back the way John had come. As Ravishan stared out through the trunks of black trees, his entire stance changed. His arms drooped slightly. His knees bent, bringing his hips into perfect balance with his chest. His lips relaxed and his eyes lowered just slightly.


  At a glance another man might have thought that Ravishan looked half-asleep, focusing on a passing dream. John knew that distant expression and deceptively relaxed stance. He had seen it countless times in Rathal’pesha. It was the brief moment in the ushiri battle forms that came before a violent attack.


  John caught Ravishan’s hand. “Let’s not resort to killing before we have to.”


  “They’re armed. And they will be able to track you through this snow,” Ravishan replied, the urgency of his tone belying his obvious attempt to sound reasonable. “We have the advantage of surprise now.”


  “They aren’t threatening me, Ravishan. Saimura doesn’t have any reason to want to harm me.”


  Ravishan scowled at this. But he didn’t interrupt John.


  “He’s offering to give me shelter. I think he may want me to join the Fai’daum,” John finished.


  “And you’re actually thinking of accepting?” Ravishan demanded.


  “Shh. Yes. Why shouldn’t I?”


  “Because they’re Fai’daum. They are the enemies of the Payshmura Church.”


  “And so are we,” John said. “Those bounties on our heads aren’t a friendly gesture, you know.”


  “I know. But to go to the Fai’daum…” Ravishan frowned down at the snow.


  “Just two weeks ago in Nurjima you said that you agreed with their—”


  “That was in Nurjima,” Ravishan cut him off, “when I was going to be leaving this world and you and I were going to live together in Nayeshi and I…There’s a difference between being sympathetic to a cause and allowing them to take my lover away.”


  “They aren’t taking me away—not from you,” John said.


  “I can’t come with you.”


  “I don’t know about that. Maybe you can. I want to talk to their leader, Ji Shir’korud.” John reached out and gently pulled Ravishan close.


  “You would be a powerful asset to the Fai’daum, you know,” John said softly. Though, he wasn’t thinking about that exactly. He wondered what he would do if they wouldn’t accept Ravishan. He kissed Ravishan’s forehead. His skin felt ice cold.


  He’d just have to find another way to help Laurie. He wouldn’t give Ravishan up.


  “Will you give it a chance?”


  “I don’t like this,” Ravishan said.


  “We don’t have too many other choices,” John replied. “Even if you kill all of those men—and I wouldn’t want you to—but even if you did, there would be more of them. I would still have to travel on foot through this weather to get away from them. They would still be able to track me.”


  “What if you can’t convince them to take me?”


  “Then I’ll leave,” John said it as though it would be easy.


  “You think they’ll just let you go?” Ravishan gave him a skeptical frown.


  “If they don’t, they’ll have you to answer to.”


  “I’m serious,” Ravishan said. “How will you get out?”


  “I’ll find a way.” John kissed Ravishan again. His skin felt a little warmer. “This is the best option we have right now.”


  “If I say no?” Ravishan asked.


  John sighed. “Then we start walking east right now.”


  Ravishan surveyed the expanse of deep snow and bare trees. “You just don’t want me to kill that redhead, do you?”


  “No, I don’t,” John said firmly. “I don’t want you to kill any of them. It would only make the situation worse and give them more reason to hunt us down.”


  “I don’t like the way the redhead looks at you.”


  “Would you rather he wanted to kill me?” John asked.


  Ravishan gave him an annoyed glance.


  John smiled at him and then kissed him deeply. Ravishan’s lips were soft, his mouth hot and inviting.


  “You are the one I love, Ravishan. No one else.” John held him close, feeling the tension melt from Ravishan’s body.


  “So what do you want me to do?” John asked at last.


  Ravishan pulled back from John’s embrace. “Go with them.”


  “And you?”


  “I’ll be close by.” Ravishan lifted his hand, splitting open the Gray Space. He said, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” and disappeared.


  Chapter Seventy-Nine


  

  



  John marched with the Fai’daum. They bore west, through the stands of bare trees, up into rolling foothills. Steadily the deciduous trees thinned away and dark green conifers closed in over them. The sharp scent of pine surrounded John, dimly reminding him of Christmas in Nayeshi.


  Thin trails of snowflakes poured down through the boughs of firs and pines. Close stands of trees blocked the wind and sheltered the ground from the heaviest snow, but they also obscured much of the afternoon light. In the dim twilight the Fai’daum soldiers faded in and out of the forest shadows. Snow caked their coats, hoods and pants, creating a powdery camouflage.


  A few times John glanced up into the trees overhead and realized that someone was up in the branches looking back down at him. Saimura exchanged hand signs with one of the men high up above them.


  “Gin’yu has reached camp,” Saimura spoke softly. “She’ll tell them to expect us.”


  John nodded. He hoped that being expected might involve a warm meal and somewhere comfortable to rest. Behind him, his tahldi heaved a tired sigh. With each step the poor animal sunk nearly to its knees. It struggled through the deep snow, plowing through the narrow trench John carved ahead of it.


  With their snowshoes, the Fai’daum left far less of a visible trail. They moved in single file, barely imprinting the snow. Only minutes after they had passed, fresh snow covered their shallow tracks.


  They moved faster than either John or his tahldi could. Saimura hung back, keeping John company and directing him through the forest.


  “We’re making good time. If you need to rest, just say so and we can stop,” Saimura said.


  “No, I’m fine.” John caught the faint distortion of Ravishan’s presence hanging just above Saimura. A moment later the distortion flickered away. John guessed that Ravishan was moving ahead of them, following the other Fai’daum into their camp. No doubt, he was checking for traps and looking for weaknesses in the Fai’daum’s defenses. It wasn’t in Ravishan’s nature to wait if he could take action.


  John supposed it would be fine so long as Ravishan didn’t take action outside of the Gray Space.


  “It isn’t too much further,” Saimura said.


  John nodded. A thin wind sliced through the wall of dark pines and sent snow rolling over him. He shuddered and shoved his hands down into his pockets. His fingers brushed against the bone Saimura had given him. Its smooth surface still radiated warmth. John lifted it out of his pocket to study it.


  In the shadows of the deep forest, the weathered bone looked dull gray, but the symbols cut into its surface were pale and luminous. It almost pulsed with a living heat. The creature that it had come from was obviously long dead and yet this sliver of bone didn’t feel inanimate. The thought disturbed him. As John turned the bone in his hand, Saimura glanced over to him.


  “You can draw on the talisman, if you need to.”


  “But what is it?” John asked.


  “Just a simple talisman,” Saimura replied as if that were obvious, and John realized that he was asking the wrong question.


  “What does it do exactly?”


  Saimura paused and studied John. “You don’t know?”


  John wondered what his ignorance implied. What had he just revealed about himself?


  “Haven’t you had any training?” Saimura asked.


  “I’ve trained in battle forms.”


  “But not in witchcraft?” Saimura began walking again and John followed him.


  “No,” John admitted. “My sister, Loshai, knew a woman who was teaching her, but they were discovered.”


  “They burned her?” Saimura asked.


  “No, my sister is pregnant. They’ve taken her to Umbhra’ibaye.”


  “I’m so sorry,” Saimura said quietly.


  John didn’t reply. The sympathy in Saimura’s expression was almost too much for him to stand. John struggled not to feel overwhelmed by the horror of what had to be happening to Laurie. He walked in silence, concentrating on the deep snow and pushing his fear for Laurie back from his thoughts. He couldn’t help her now. Thinking about her would only increase the severity of the storm.


  “The talisman will give some of my strength to you.” Saimura ducked down below the low boughs of a heavy pine. John lifted the snow-laden boughs so that the branches couldn’t catch his tahldi’s horns as he led the animal deeper into the forest. “I always bring a few talismans, in case one of the men is injured or exhausted.”


  “And they draw strength from you through the talisman?” John asked.


  “Yes, exactly.”


  “So is it like bearing a wound?” John asked.


  “It’s similar, but not so dangerous. I don’t take on the injury myself. I make my talismans in advance and store power in them, so that they can be used later.” Saimura glanced back at him. “It must sound strange to you.”


  “A little.” John supposed that the talismans would have seemed much stranger to him if he hadn’t come from Nayeshi, where there were entire industries dedicated to the storage of energy. Saimura’s talismans sounded reminiscent of batteries. When John lifted the bone close to his face, he thought he caught the faint scent of another man’s body.


  “How would I use this?” John asked.


  “The easiest way is to just put it in your mouth. You’ll feel a rush of warmth and strength.” Saimura lifted his hand and signaled to some distant sentinel. “Don’t swallow it, though. Even charmed with my blood, it’s still just a piece of sheep bone.”


  “Oh.” The mention of Saimura’s blood disturbed John. It seemed that power in Basawar always required bloodshed, whether it was Fai’daum witchcraft or Payshmura incantations. John gently slipped the talisman back into his pocket.


  As he followed Saimura up the incline of a hill, the pungent pine scent of the air changed. The scent of fire rolled through the cold air. The smell sent sick fear crawling through him and triggered memories of the searing heat of flames and the stench of burning bodies on the Holy Road.


  A sudden, frigid wind rose and the snow began pouring down in huge flakes. Icy snow whipped around them in a whirlwind.


  Saimura turned back instantly, his expression tense with knowing concern. “Are you all right, Jahn?”


  “I’m fine.” John realized that he had to calm himself. The smell was only from wood fires. Probably cooking fires. It should have reassured him with the promise of warmth and shelter. He was nowhere near the Holy Road now.


  “It’s not far now,” Saimura reassured him.


  John silently calmed himself and followed Saimura through the last few yards of deep snow and dark pine forest. Finally, Saimura led John out into a wide clearing.


  “Amura’dasstu,” Saimura said.


  John wasn’t sure what he had been expecting. Perhaps he had anticipated some kind of fortress or heavily fortified compound, but the Fai’daum camp was neither. It looked like a small village.


  A low stone wall encircled a cluster of thirty or forty dark stone and wood buildings. Only one of the buildings rose more than a single story high. It appeared to be a Payshmura chapel. The rest of the villiage seemed to be a scattering of squat houses with steep thatched roofs. Large drifts of snow occasionally slipped from the roofs and crashed to the ground.


  The buildings reminded John of the houses in the poorest sections of Amura’taye where several families lived communally. Thick clouds of gray smoke drifted up from the chimneys only to be swallowed by the falling snow.


  John recognized the animal pens where flocks of goats and sheep should have been gathered. They enclosed nothing but fields of snow now. A wood bridge stood in the distance and John guessed that a stream lay somewhere beneath the snow.


  There appeared to be only a single sentry at the gate in the low wall. A young man in a wool hood and a thick quilted coat hunched over a small fire. He glanced up briefly at John and Saimura but didn’t pay much attention to them otherwise.


  “Much longer on watch?” Saimura asked the young man as they passed him.


  “Nearly done.”


  “See you at supper, then.” Saimura pulled the wooden gate open and held it for John. Paths had been dug out of the deep snow where the roads would have been. Here and there John could feel the uneven surfaces of cobblestones.


  “If you don’t mind,” Saimura said, “I’ll have Fenn stable your tahldi. You should probably see Ji immediately.”


  “Of course,” John replied. He hadn’t even thought about how he would stable the animal. Saimura whistled and a slim man came sauntering out of one of the nearby buildings. When the man drew close John caught the distinct scent of saddle leather on him. John handed his reins over.


  “He’ll be well taken care of,” Saimura assured John. “Won’t he, Fenn?”


  Fenn nodded and gave John a friendly wink. His dark hair and tanned complexion contrasted sharply with his pale green eyes. As Fenn led the tahldi back inside the big building, John briefly wondered if many other Fai’daum bore such striking traces of Eastern ancestry.


  But then Saimura turned away and John hurried to follow him. He led John up through the center of the village, across the stone bridge, and directly to the tall black chapel.


  Long icicles hung from the eaves of the steeply sloping roof. The steps had been cleared of snow and ice. Yellow suns decorated the tall doors. Saimura kicked off his snowshoes and entered.


  Inside, heat poured up from a big fireplace. The red glow of the flames reflected across the polished surfaces of a huge statue of Parfir. The god’s benign image filled the far wall and completely overshadowed the small altar.


  After John’s eyes adjusted to the dimness beyond the firelight, he realized that there were three other people in the large room. All three wore the gray robes of ushvun’im. One older man, his gray hair parted into three braids, lifted his hands in the Payshmura sign of peace. Out of reflex John returned the gesture.


  Saimura gave John a curious look but didn’t comment. Instead, he strode forward to the older man.


  “Giryyn,” Saimura addressed the older man with surprising informality, “this is Jahn.”


  “Gin’yu said that you were bringing a man back with you.” Giryyn studied John for a moment. John lowered his gaze politely as he would have before a superior priest in Rathal’pesha.


  “He’s the man who broke the God’s Razor at the blood market in Amura’taye,” Saimura said.


  “So Gin’yu told me,” Giryyn replied. “Ji is on her way. In the meantime, the two of you should warm yourselves. The brothers and I will bring you something hot to drink.”


  “That would be good.” Saimura strode to the fire. “Is there anything to eat?”


  “Not yet, but soon.” Giryyn turned away and spoke quietly to the two younger men. The three of them retreated back through a simple black door. John joined Saimura beside the fire.


  “I wasn’t expecting a chapel,” John remarked.


  “No one ever does,” Saimura said.


  “Is Giryyn really a priest?” Something about his poise and tone had seemed deeply authentic.


  “He, Lam, and Daru are all priests.” Saimura pulled off his thick gloves and stuffed them into the pockets of his coat. He lifted his hands up to the heat of the fire. “Giryyn studied at the Black Tower in his youth. Lam and Daru are both originally from Vundomu. All three of them fought in the Harvest Riots. Giryyn was with Sabir when they destroyed the Hishii Monastery and distributed the church’s stockpiled taye to the farmers.”


  John remembered Samsango talking about his desperate flight for safety after the monastery’s destruction. The Fai’daum had hunted the fleeing priests down ruthlessly.


  Saimura continued, “Now the Fai’daum have grown so much that we can’t count on the cover of a few trees to hide us all. But our little village, complete with a chapel, isn’t too bad, is it?”


  “No, not at all.” John leaned back against the corner of the fireplace. The heat felt so good. It had been days since he’d been this warm. He closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them, he found that Saimura had moved closer to him.


  “You look tired, Jahn. You should rest,” Saimura said.


  “I will soon, I’m sure. Right now it’s a relief just to be warm.”


  “Here.” Saimura stripped off his coat and laid it down on the stone floor in front of the fire. “At least sit down.” Saimura caught John’s hand and pulled him down onto the coat beside him. The action seemed too familiar, too intimate. Ravishan was already jealous of Saimura and this would just look bad from the Gray Space. Or from any space, really. Feeling a slight anxiety, John glanced around, looking for any sign of Ravishan. But, if he was nearby, he was far too deeply hidden in the Gray Space for John to see any trace of him. He could have been anywhere.


  “I don’t know if this is a good idea—” John began.


  “You’re safe here,” Saimura said. “I won’t allow any harm to come to you.”


  “Aren’t the priests going to be coming back soon?”


  “Yes, but they’ll just have us sit here as well. It’s the warmest place to be,” Saimura said. There was such an innocent assurance to Saimura’s tone. He didn’t even seem aware that his gentle, welcoming actions might be interpreted as something more personal.


  “The Payshmura are not going to find you here,” Saimura said. “You can relax.”


  John realized that it was pointless to argue. He wanted to rest. The heat from the fire at his back felt so soothing after being cold for so long. Oddly, the floor was unusually warm, as if heat were rising up from far below it. John closed his eyes and let his senses drift.


  Almost immediately he discovered the vast labyrinth of tunnels and chambers that spread out from beneath the chapel. Warm living bodies filled the spaces where stone and earth had been cleared away. People and animals moved through the wide corridors. Families gathered around fireplaces in the hundreds of small chambers, signing to each other. Smoke from big ovens and wood fires rose in shafts and joined the chimney stacks of the houses above ground. Rifles and guns filled entire rooms while sacks of grain and dry goods lined the granite walls of massive storerooms. It was a city, John realized. An entire Fai’daum city lay buried beneath the tiny village of Amura’dasstu.


  John felt a warm hand touch his shoulder. John opened his eyes. Saimura smiled at him and said, “Wake up, Jahn. Giryyn has brought us our refreshments.”


  The old priest knelt and set a small wooden tray in front of John. A pale clay cup with a lid sat on the tray.


  “This is especially for you,” Giryyn said. “It will warm you after so much time outside.”


  “Thank you.” John bowed slightly to Giryyn. There was something in the priest’s demeanor and accent that reminded John strongly of Hann’yu.


  When John lifted the lid off his cup, a sweet smelling steam rose up from the golden liquid inside. Saimura leaned closer to John and studied the drink curiously.


  “That is for our guest, Saimura. Not you,” Giryyn said firmly. “You have your own tea.”


  “I wasn’t going to take John’s drink.” Saimura frowned at Giryyn. “I was just wondering what it is.”


  “It’s a medicine that will warm him,” Giryyn said. He turned to John. “You should drink it while it’s still hot.”


  “I will. Thank you.” John lifted the drink and swallowed some of the thick fluid. A bland sweetness filled his mouth. John recognized the taste at once. It was fathi. Instantly he remembered the last time he had been given fathi. He had incriminated himself and Lady Bousim as well. He had answered every question that he’d been asked with mindless honesty.


  The Fai’daum were going to use fathi to question him. There was no other reason to serve the drink to him.


  “Is it good?” Giryyn asked as John lowered the cup. He peered intently at John.


  “Very. It’s like honey.” Already John could feel the soothing effect of the fathi creeping through his muscles.


  “You should finish the rest,” Giryyn said.


  John turned the small cup in his hand, allowing as much of the viscous fluid to cling to the sides of the cup as possible.


  He wondered what would happen if he refused to drink any more. The only reason a man would refuse it would be if he recognized the fathi and he feared what he would reveal under its influence.


  Which was exactly the case.


  John strongly suspected that his refusal would cause Giryyn to conclude that he was a spy. And if that happened, John doubted that he would be allowed to just get up and leave.


  John took another sip of the fathi. Watching him, Giryyn seemed to relax slightly.


  The old familiar languor began to seep through John. If he hadn’t experienced fathi before, John would have thought that he was just feeling safe and sleepy. He would have felt relief as the sense of absolute trust spread through him.


  From behind Giryyn, John saw a flicker of motion. A large yellow dog padded silently between the flickering shadows of the fire. That would be Ji, John thought. She and Giryyn would have questions for him. The fathi would ensure that he would have answers.


  

  



  Chapter Eighty


  

  



  The warm firelight flickered over Ji’s yellow fur, lending it a golden luster. Her big dark eyes settled briefly on Saimura and then shifted to John. She seemed gentle and friendly. She gazed at him with such soft warmth. John wanted to reach out and pet her.


  He restrained his urge. He had seen Ji kill more than one man. He had seen her tear out a tahldi’s throat with her teeth. If it had not been for the fathi coursing through his blood, he would have been terrified to be anywhere near her.


  Once again he told himself that this sense of comfort was only an effect of the fathi. It was such a pleasant poison, and after days of anxiety, John deeply desired this feeling of ease. But if he gave into it he knew he would betray himself and Ravishan as well.


  He had to resist the sweet, melting sense of safety that poured over him. He needed to be wary. But he didn’t know how. To his alarm, he found that he had lifted his hand and reached out to stroke Ji’s head.


  “So, tell me, Jahn,” Ji’s voice was low and smooth, “why have you come here?”


  “Saimura said that you could teach me. You could help me stop this storm.”


  “And is that the only reason?” Ji cocked her head slightly. John grinned at how human the movement seemed.


  “No,” John admitted.


  “What other reasons did you have?” Ji asked.


  “I didn’t have anywhere else to go. I’m a wanted man and I need sanctuary.” John ran his hand over Ji’s back. Her fur was soft and giving, but the body beneath it didn’t feel quite right. A cold sensation radiated up from deep within her.


  “What are you wanted for?”


  “For killing Ushman Dayyid.” John glanced briefly to Saimura. He looked surprised at John’s candor. John supposed he really hadn’t known that it was fathi in John’s cup after all.


  Ji asked, “And did you kill him?”


  “Yes.” John turned his attention back to Ji.


  “I see.” Ji studied John for a moment. Her dark eyes seemed oddly luminous. “Why did you kill the ushman?”


  “Why?” John shrugged. There were so many reasons. “He beat me for weeks when I first came to Rathal’pesha.”


  Now that he was talking John wasn’t sure why he had been so worried. The Fai’daum weren’t like the Payshmura priests. Ji seemed so accepting of everything he said.


  “Ushman Dayyid thought he knew Parfir.” John scowled at the idea. “He thought he’d been chosen and had some divine right to use people ruthlessly. He was arrogant and suspicious and cruel. He hurt the man I love. That’s really why I killed Dayyid. I thought he was going to kill my lover.”


  Saimura almost dropped his cup of tea. Giryyn looked shocked.


  “I was horrified as well,” John agreed with Giryyn’s appalled expression. “He just grabbed Ravishan and went at him with a knife. What was I supposed to do?”


  “Did you say ‘Ravishan’?” Ji asked.


  “I—” John tried not to answer, but the words came out before he could think of any other response. “Yes, Ushiri Ravishan.”


  “You and he are lovers?”


  John clenched his mouth shut only to belatedly realize that he was nodding.


  “Stop this,” Saimura suddenly blurted out. “What did you put in Jahn’s drink?”


  “Fathi,” Giryyn replied.


  “Saimura, sit down,” Ji commanded.


  “How could you give him fathi? He saved my life twice.”


  “That doesn’t mean he couldn’t still be a spy,” Ji said softly.


  “But I’m not,” John stated firmly. He smiled to himself. At least he’d gotten that out of the way.


  “Apparently not,” Giryyn replied. He didn’t seem able to meet John’s gaze.


  “How could you even think that he was? If you had seen what he did at the blood market—he stood against the God’s Razor!” Saimura said.


  “I was there, Saimura,” Ji replied. “I saw what happened. But we do not know if Jahn did break the God’s Razor or if the Payshmura made him appear to have broken it.”


  “I broke it,” John said.


  “You don’t have to tell them anything, Jahn.” Saimura glowered at both Ji and Giryyn like an incensed defense lawyer.


  “But I should. I’m not a spy. I don’t want Ji to think I am.”


  “Not even Ji has the right to force you to answer questions about—about your private life,” Saimura snapped. Ji sighed but said nothing.


  “Saimura, please calm down,” Giryyn said. “We didn’t intend to expose Jahn’s unseemly secrets.”


  “No,” Ji agreed. “But it seems Jahn may be able to help us with a mystery.”


  “I can try,” John replied. He offered Saimura what he thought was a reassuring smile. It was kind of Saimura to defend him so earnestly. Saimura flushed slightly and looked down at his own teacup.


  “Where is Ravishan now?” Ji asked.


  John studied the room but still saw no sign of Ravishan.


  “I don’t know,” John said.


  “He went to Nurjima to become Kahlil, didn’t he?” Ji asked.


  “Yes, but I was sent away before he received his Prayerscars.” John pushed his thoughts from Ravishan, focusing intently on his own history. “I was sent back to Rathal’pesha to burn on the Holy Road. And then I caused this storm and now I can’t stop it. That’s why I’m here. I need you to teach me to control my power.”


  One of Ji’s ears pricked up, but then she flicked it with her front paw, scratching it as if she were a common dog.


  John’s thoughts wandered. He studied the glow of the firelight as it flickered over the huge statue of Parfir. He gazed up into the deep shadows of the ceiling and studied Parfir’s gentle smile.


  Ji whispered, “I heard the issusha’im screaming six days ago. Was that when you were sent to burn on the Holy Road?”


  John nodded. He had heard the issusha’im when he had been in the Gray Space between the Black Tower and Rathal’pesha. Their hissing, moaning voices had risen over him in a desperate cacophony.


  They puts him in the fire and he kills us. He kills us all.


  Ji studied John silently for several moments. Finally, she said, “You have come from far away and you have great power.”


  John nodded again, not trusting himself to speak. Ji leaned closer to him. He could smell the animal musk of her heavy golden coat.


  She said, “If I teach you, you must swear to use your power to serve the Fai’daum.”


  John balked. He had already committed one murder. He didn’t know how many more deaths he could bear to be responsible for.


  “I don’t want to kill people,” John said. The fathi in his blood made him feel that this might be a reasonable response. “I don’t like hurting people.”


  “Few of us do,” Ji replied. “But if we are to save this world from the Payshmura, that will be necessary.”


  Ji stared intently into his face. A pale ring of light glowed up from the dark depths of her animal eyes as she studied John. Her intense gaze seemed to pierce him.


  “How many people will you destroy if I do not train you?” Ji whispered the question. A wave of cold fear cut through the sweet warmth of the fathi.


  She knew what he was.


  John couldn’t look at her. He gazed down at his hands.


  “If you’ll teach me, I will use my power to serve the Fai’daum,” John said.


  Ji nodded and padded away from John. She turned her attention to Saimura. “I assume you wish to sponsor Jahn into the Fai’daum?”


  “No, I brought him here so that you and Giryyn could amuse yourselves by feeding him fathi and making him tell you the details of his love life,” Saimura replied with undisguised sarcasm. He must know Ji well, John thought, to speak to her like this.


  Ji just ignored Saimura’s jab. “Very well. Then Jahn will be inducted tomorrow. Right now he needs a bath and sleep. The fathi should wear off by morning.”


  Giryyn, who had been quiet for most of the conversation, now addressed Ji, “What about this storm?”


  “That will have to wait until tomorrow when Jahn is better rested and I’ve had time to prepare.” Ji showed her white teeth. John didn’t know how to read the expression. “It may well be another day or two of snow.”


  “Gin’yu and her men need to leave soon if they are going to get the supplies to Sabir,” Giryyn said.


  “One more day isn’t going to matter. Gin’yu will see Sabir soon enough.” There was a tone to Ji’s voice that John had not heard previously: bitterness.


  John reached out and clumsily patted her. Ji glanced to him at the contact and John attempted to offer her a sympathetic smile.


  “Saimura, you’d better take your man down to the Warren before he collapses,” Ji said.


  “Thank you.” Saimura stood up and helped John to his feet. John hadn’t expected to have such difficulty. As a rule he rarely stumbled and never fell. But the fathi affected him strongly. He leaned on Saimura as they staggered down the narrow stairs at the back of the chapel. Saimura led him between casks of aging wine and huge rounds of wax-sealed cheeses. Hidden behind a wooden rack of pungent sausages there was a small door and another flight of stairs.


  As they descended, the closeness of surrounding stone and earth soothed him. He traced his fingers across the rough surfaces of the carved walls, feeling the strength of granite and iron flowing into him. After a few steps he found that he could walk on his own.


  The tunnels were narrow and lit with the same pale green lamplight that the kahlirash’im had used in Vundomu. John remembered thinking that the lamp water had to contain some kind of bioluminescent life. Now he thought he could see tiny forms flickering.


  “Moon water,” Saimura said to him.


  John nodded. Wah’roa had told him the same thing.


  That had only been three weeks ago. It felt like years had passed since then. Bill had still been alive. Laurie had been free. John remembered gazing at Ravishan and feeling that their future together was assured.


  Sorrow welled up in John, but seconds later it was lost in the soft haze of fathi. John ran his fingers over the rough surface of the wall, exploring the hard angles where picks and hammers had bitten into the stone. Men and women had to have spent decades carving out these tunnels.


  “Jahn?” Saimura asked.


  “Sorry. My thoughts were drifting.”


  “I’m the one who should apologize. I can’t believe that they would feed you fathi.”


  “They had to be sure I wasn’t a spy,” John said, shrugging. “It was a reasonable thing to do.”


  “They could have trusted me,” Saimura grumbled.


  “Maybe they will next time.” John’s words came out slowly. He had to concentrate hard on them. It had to be a side effect of the fathi. A speculation was neither a lie nor the truth. For a moment John felt a little dizzy, but it passed.


  “Ji thinks I’m still a child,” Saimura said. “I’ve killed men and she still treats me this way. I suppose mothers are just like that.”


  “Ji is your mother?” John asked. At first he thought he had misunderstood Saimura. John had no idea how a dog could give birth to a human child. But then, four years ago he couldn’t have imagined that a dog would have been interrogating him either.


  Ji did act like Saimura’s mother. She had come for him at the blood market despite the ushman’im and ushiri’im gathered there. And though he didn’t know her well, he couldn’t imagine that anyone with her reputation would have tolerated snide comments from just any random subordinate.


  Saimura glanced away and nodded. He didn’t seem embarrassed so much as resigned as if he expected John to say something awkward or crude. John imagined even well-meaning people had made revolted comments despite themselves. Even by the standards of Basawar, Saimura’s birth must have seemed bizarre. Most likely, Saimura endured on a routine basis the same kind of horrified look that Giryyn had just given John.


  “She wasn’t always a dog. For a very short time she wore a woman’s flesh. But I think she felt guilty for taking the woman’s life…” Saimura paused a moment, then added, “My father is Sabir. Just in case you were curious. People generally are after they find out that Ji is my mother.”


  “Oh.” John wasn’t sure what else to say. Saimura seemed to expect something, so he said, “I’ve heard the name before, but I don’t know anything about him.”


  “Really? I thought everyone knew Sabir.”


  “No—never met him,” John said.


  For some reason this made Saimura laugh.


  The air in the tunnels was warm and sluggish. A smell of bread ovens, human bodies, earth, and animals rolled over John. The atmosphere struck John as both comforting and confining.


  “Sabir was one of the founders of the Fai’daum,” Saimura told John. “Before him there had been farmers’ revolts, but nothing organized across all of Basawar. He traveled both north and south, gathering fighters and uniting factions into the Fai’daum.”


  The narrow tunnel they had been following suddenly opened up into a wide cavern. It stretched out before John and Saimura like a city street. Large pale green lamps hung on chains from the stone ceiling. Doorways and small windows had been carved into the walls.


  A cluster of women wearing wool dresses looked up as John and Saimura passed. John noticed the brief exchange of hand signs between one of the women and Saimura. None of them said anything. A young boy darted out of one of the doorways, pulling a goat on a lead behind him.


  “Sabir has wives and children all across Basawar,” Saimura said quietly to John. “But Ji never married him.”


  “He doesn’t sound like much of a husband anyway,” John commented. Saimura looked a little surprised at the response but then grinned at John.


  “I’ve met him twice, but I’ve never gotten along with him,” Saimura whispered. “Most people love him.”


  Steadily, a humid heat began to seep through the air. After so long in the snow and harsh wind, the moisture felt soothing to John’s chapped skin.


  “The baths are just ahead,” Saimura said. “I thought you might want to wash up before you sleep.”


  “That would be nice…Do you think I could get something to eat?”


  “Sure. I’ll see about food and clean clothes while you wash up.”


  Saimura led John down another narrow tunnel. John could smell the woody scent of istana soap. Beads of condensation glistened on the stone walls.


  “Here you are.” Saimura stopped in front of a heavy door and shoved it open. The room inside was small and covered in white tiles. The floor curved down to the center of the room where a metal drain was inset in the tiled floor. At the far corner there was a water pump and two buckets. Tucked back behind the door stood a short wooden stool, two folded towels, and a shaving kit.


  “This is the private bath for Ji’s students,” Saimura said. “Feel free to use my shaving kit. It didn’t sound like you had much of a chance to pack your own.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I’ll be back with clothes and something for you to eat.”


  “Thanks.” John studied the big iron water pump and the heavy pipe that fed down from the ceiling. Faint rust stained the tiles at the pump’s base. Thin wisps of steam drifted up from the pipe.


  “The water should be decently hot,” Saimura said. “The water pipes run along the venting shafts for the ovens.”


  “That was a clever design,” John commented.


  Saimura nodded. John began to undress, then paused as he realized that Saimura hadn’t moved to leave the room. John glanced to Saimura, who gazed back at him. Both John and Saimura stood for a moment in silence. A slow but deep blush spread across Saimura’s face and throat.


  “I thought…” Saimura’s cheeks were almost scarlet. “I thought I should take your clothes to have them washed.”


  “Right,” John replied.


  He undressed, setting aside only his knife and the stone Saimura had given him. Pale yellow bruises still colored his calves. His hands looked rough and red against the delicate whiteness of his bare thighs.


  Saimura glanced briefly at John. Then he gathered the discarded clothes.


  “Some of those are just rags,” John commented. “I don’t know if they’re worth washing.”


  “The washers will salvage what they can. The rest can probably be pulped for fuses and wicks.” Saimura turned and cracked the door open. He stepped out and then glanced back at John.


  “Enjoy your bath,” Saimura said. His blush had faded to a slight pink hue beneath his tanned skin.


  “I will. Thanks,” John replied.


  Then Saimura closed the door. John found that there was a small clasp lock on the door and he secured it. After that, he pumped steaming hot water into the two large wooden buckets and scrubbed his body clean.


  He had grown used to smelling sweat, blood, and soot on his own body. The scents had haunted his sleep and clung to him as constant reminders of the Holy Road. Now, as he rinsed away the soap and filth, a sense of relief washed over him. He worked soap through his tangled hair and then poured an entire bucket of water over his head. The water was almost painfully hot. John relished it. He scoured his skin with soap and bristle brushes until it grew tender.


  John took the shaving kit and found the scissors. He propped the small mirror up on a high shelf while he trimmed his beard. He set aside the scissors and worked a mass of lather up in the shaving tin. A cold breeze stirred the humid air and for a moment John thought that someone had cracked the door.


  Then he realized that it was Ravishan opening the Gray Space. Ravishan stepped out of the air only a hand’s length from John. A fine scratch traced the line of his cheek and he looked tired.


  “I can’t move as freely as I would like in this place,” Ravishan said.


  “No?” John asked.


  “There are wards. I don’t know if they’ll react to movements in the Gray Space or not. I decided to not take any chances.” Ravishan ran his hands over John’s chest. His fingers were cold against John’s bare skin, but they warmed quickly.


  “I couldn’t follow you into the chapel,” Ravishan said quietly. “What happened in there?”


  “They questioned me. Ji agreed to allow me into the Fai’daum.”


  “That’s all?” Ravishan asked.


  “They gave me fathi,” John said. “I told them that you were my lover.”


  Ravishan’s dark eyes went wide. “Then they know I’m here?”


  “No, I told them that I didn’t know where you were.”


  “How could you lie with fathi in your blood?”


  “I didn’t. I just didn’t know exactly where you were when they asked.”


  Ravishan smiled. He took the shaving brush from John and worked the lather into John’s beard.


  “So, you found a way to lie while telling the truth.” Ravishan picked up the razor and carefully shaved away a swathe of John’s beard. “You could be a very dangerous man, Jahn.”


  “I know. I could bring everything down on top of us right now.” John stared into Ravishan’s dark eyes. Ravishan carefully shaved the whiskers from John’s chin.


  “No. You won’t tell them anything,” Ravishan said. He rinsed the hair and lather from the long blade of the razor. “You’ve already gotten the Fai’daum to accept you. You’re good at this kind of thing.”


  Ravishan smiled at John and returned to shaving him.


  “I love the way you smile,” John said. “Your mouth is so sensual. You have perfect lips. The inside of your mouth is so hot.” He closed his eyes while Ravishan finished shaving him. His thoughts lingered on Ravishan’s full lips and inviting mouth while Ravishan toweled away the remaining traces of shaving lather.


  “I keep thinking of how good it felt when you went down on me at the hotel in Nurjima,” John murmured.


  “Really?” Ravishan looked amused. “The fathi still hasn’t worn off, has it?”


  “No.” John flushed.


  Ravishan grinned and set the razor aside. “Tell me more.”


  “I don’t like to talk.” John pulled Ravishan close and kissed him deeply. Ravishan’s tongue slid past his own. His mouth tasted sweet and salty. Ravishan ran his hands over John’s chest and traced the cleft of his abdomen down to John’s hips. John closed his eyes, focusing on the feeling of Ravishan’s playful kisses and alluring caresses.


  Ravishan’s teeth lightly grazed the thick muscle of John’s shoulder. He bowed his head and darted his tongue over John’s nipples, sending a shiver of pleasure down John’s loins. At the same time, Ravishan’s warm hands teased the tense flesh of John’s groin. Then Ravishan knelt and took John in his mouth.


  John’s knees almost buckled. He braced his arms against the wall to steady himself. Intense pleasure surged through him. He ran his hands through Ravishan’s short black hair, fighting the need to pull Ravishan closer. He strained for control as the rhythm of Ravishan’s flicking tongue and hot mouth rocked through him. His muscles trembled with a mounting urgency.


  John wanted to tell Ravishan how much he loved this, how much he loved him. He would do anything for Ravishan. How he would die without him. Inarticulate ecstasy built through John and then at last burst free. He heard his own hoarse voice and realized that he had whispered his every thought.


  John knelt down next to Ravishan. Ravishan’s lips were red. His cheeks were flushed. John kissed him.


  “Tell me that you love me,” Ravishan whispered.


  John knew he had already said as much. He had said much more. “I love you. I always will.”


  Ravishan touched John’s cheek, tracing the line of his jaw. “It’s hard to watch you from the Gray Space when I can’t touch you or protect you.”


  “I know. I’ll try to talk to Ji about you as soon as I can.”


  “Be careful when you do.” Ravishan stroked John’s smooth jaw. John slipped his hand under Ravishan’s shirt and stroked the delicate skin of his stomach. Slowly, he moved his hand down to Ravishan’s belt. Ravishan caught his hand and pulled it up to his face. He kissed John’s red, chapped knuckles.


  “It’s done already,” Ravishan said. He looked a little embarrassed. “When you were in my mouth—”


  Ravishan’s words were cut short by a gentle knock on the door.


  “Jahn?” Saimura called. “I’ve got some clothes for you.”


  “Thanks,” John replied quickly. “I’ll just be a few more minutes here.”


  Ravishan said nothing. He hugged John fiercely, then stood and disappeared back into the Gray Space. John straightened and poured a last bucket of water over his body. He toweled himself dry and opened the door for Saimura.


  Chapter Eighty-One


  

  



  John woke up on a narrow cot with his face pressed against a stone wall. His head throbbed from the fathi and a sickly sweetness hung in his mouth. He rolled away from the wall to survey his surroundings.


  Several other cots filled the small room. They were arranged like the beds in a sickroom. On the cot next to John, Saimura and a young girl sat playing cards. The girl looked about fifteen. She wore her black hair short, just as Gin’yu had. Saimura studied his cards with a pleased expression. John’s gaze slid off of Saimura and drifted to the floor. He was slightly disturbed by the sight of several white rib bones on the dull green rag rug.


  “Jahn. You’re awake.” Saimura folded his hand of cards. The girl immediately picked them up but then appeared vexed by what she saw.


  “I knew you were bluffing,” the girl told Saimura.


  Saimura’s indulgent expression assured John that the girl had known no such thing.


  “This is Tanash.” Saimura indicated the girl. She offered John a slightly bucktoothed grin.


  “Welcome to the Warren,” Tanash said.


  “Thank you.” John started to sit up and then realized that he was naked under the heavy blankets.


  “I’ve got your clothes.” Saimura tossed John a knitted pullover shirt and a pair of thick cotton pants.


  “Tanash,” Saimura turned to the young girl, “will you fetch John’s coat and boots?”


  “Sure, but don’t try any pranks with my cards while I’m gone.” She stood and walked to the door, then turned back to Saimura. “I’ll know if you do anything.”


  “I won’t,” Saimura assured her. When Tanash left the room, Saimura said, “Almost makes me want to mark the deck.”


  John dressed quickly. The pants were big enough, though the legs were a little short. The loosely knit shirt stretched tight across John’s shoulders and chest, creating a fishnet effect.


  “I couldn’t find anything quite your size,” Saimura said. “Larran is working on some clothes, but they won’t be finished for a few days.”


  “After those rags I was wearing I couldn’t possibly complain,” John said. “At least these are clean.”


  “Your boots didn’t look too bad,” Saimura commented. He leaned down and picked up the two white rib bones.


  John just nodded. His boots and coat had not been scavenged from the dead. Ravishan had found them in Nurjima.


  Saimura ran his hand over one of the rib bones thoughtfully. He drew a small belt knife out and scratched a line into the bone.


  “What are you doing?” John asked.


  “Helping Tanash with her studies,” Saimura replied. He glanced up at John. “She’s one of Ji’s students. Right now they’re learning to charm bones. Tanash always has a terrible time getting started.”


  John watched Saimura graze the surface of the bone with his knife blade. This was the sort of thing he’d be learning from Ji, he supposed.


  “It always makes me a little nostalgic to do this,” Saimura commented.


  “Oh?” John asked.


  “When I was still studying with Ji, she had me carving bones all the time. It used to bore me out of my mind.” Saimura smiled to himself.


  “You’re not still studying with her?”


  “No, now I work witchcraft for Lafi’shir’s elite unit.” Saimura turned the bone over in his hands. “I’m done with practice.”


  Tanash shoved the door open and strode in. John’s large gray coat was draped over her shoulder. The cuff of one sleeve trailed on the floor. She dropped John’s boots beside his bed and then flopped the coat onto the blankets. She frowned at the bone in Saimura’s hands.


  “Ji’s going to know you started carving that for—” Tanash suddenly stopped, turned back to John, and gaped at him. “God’s bones, your shirt is tight.”


  John had no idea how to respond to being ogled by a teenage girl. Her eyes moved up and down his body with an almost hungry fascination. John felt his face flushing.


  Saimura stood and lightly hit Tanash on the head with the rib he had been carving. “Stop acting like you grew up in an alley.”


  “I just…that shirt is really tight.” Tanash turned to Saimura.


  “At least Jahn looks good wearing it,” Saimura said. He picked up his own dark green coat from the bed. “He certainly looks better wearing it than you would.”


  “At least it would fit me.” Tanash scowled at Saimura. Saimura tossed the rib bone to Tanash. She caught it, then glanced to John.


  “I’ll ask Larran for some other clothes for you,” Tanash told him.


  Saimura rolled his eyes. “You really think I haven’t already done that?”


  Tanash started to say something, then seemed to think better of it. She frowned down at the rib bone.


  “Come on, Jahn,” Saimura said. “I’ll get you something to eat and take you to Ji. She’ll want to see you.”


  John grabbed his boots and found that a pair of clean socks had been stuffed into one of them. He pulled on the socks and his boots, then picked up his coat and followed Saimura out the door.


  Once they were a few feet down the narrow tunnel, Saimura glanced back to John.


  “She’s my half sister,” Saimura commented.


  “Tanash?” John asked.


  Saimura nodded. “She’s a little bit of a loudmouth, but she always means well. I hope you weren’t offended.”


  “No,” John assured him. “Why would I be?”


  Saimura shrugged. “Some of the men complain. They want girls to be quiet and shy. She’s not like that. I think Sabir sent her here to study with Ji to keep her from offending his southern men. You know how they are.”


  John didn’t. The only southern men he knew were Alidas and Hann’yu. They had both been soft spoken and interested in poetry. They’d seemed more cultured than most northern men.


  “Do you mind if we just have cold meats?” Saimura asked. “Ji will be expecting you soon.”


  “Anything is fine with me. I’ll just be glad for a meal.”


  “Well, you’re easy to please, aren’t you?” Saimura grinned at John.


  “I try to be.” John followed Saimura through the narrow tunnel. Dozens of brightly painted wooden doors lined the walls on either side of them. Each of the doors was marked with a simple black line drawing of a dog and a number. From time to time John noticed a shift in the stale warm air. Faint cool breezes drifted down from latticed slits high in the walls.


  Walking single file through the narrow tunnel, they only passed one young woman. She exchanged a brief hand sign with Saimura but said nothing.


  A few minutes later the tunnel opened into a long cavernous thoroughfare. Large groups of men and women were out. Some of them led animals on ropes or carried baskets of grain. The heat of so many bodies warmed the air noticeably. Despite the dense crowds, the street remained strangely silent. John watched people’s hands flicker through constant signs.


  John remembered this big tunnel from the night before. Its far west end lay directly under the Payshmura chapel. John was pleased that he had managed to remember that much. Though, he had failed to notice the markings on the doors and walls. Simple designs of flowers decorated some doors. Others displayed icons of tahldi, sheep or plump milk goats. All the doors were numbered.


  Most the walls of the tunnels were rough. Here and there, John noticed latticed windows had been carved out or designs had been scratched into the stone above a door. Some were painted with animals and fruiting plants. John wondered what the paintings looked like under sunlight instead of the greenish illumination of the moon water lamps.


  “Here,” Saimura said softly. He caught John’s elbow and pulled him past two stocky men with rifles. Saimura led John into a new tunnel. The strong smell of taye bread rolled over them.


  Saimura stopped at a set of big double doors. An inlaid copper pattern of taye leaves decorated the heavy wooden beams. Saimura pushed one door open. Humid, pungent heat rolled out. For a moment John couldn’t help but think of Samsango. He followed Saimura into the big kitchen.


  Twenty or more women looked up from their cutting boards and massive pots as John and Saimura came through the doors. Most of the women wore their sleeves tied up at the shoulders and their skirts belted up. Huge oven doors loomed open and withering heat poured out. The bare skin of the women’s arms and faces gleamed with sweat.


  Ovens and fire pits lined the far wall. The golden glow of the flames easily overpowered the cool cast of the moon water lamps. Between the fires and the doors were dozens of tables. Heaps of dried meats spilled over cutting boards. Cooling racks, spice chests, nested towers of mixing bowls and racks of pans and pots cluttered every surface. Even the walls had been put to use. Countless sacks of grain and other dried goods lined the carved stone shelves of the walls. Rolling ladders led up to the shelves. Two girls hauled a basket of onions down from the shelves high above John’s head.


  Saimura waved to a plump older woman. She stared past Saimura to John.


  “It’s your shirt,” Saimura whispered and he grinned.


  Saimura and the plump older woman exchanged hand signs. This time John had the presence of mind to watch their hands closely. Several of the gestures resembled Payshmura signs.


  John recognized the signs for food, daru’sira, honey, thanks, and his own name. The rest of the silent exchange was lost to him.


  “Pel’dir says we can have something to eat,” Saimura whispered to John. “Oh, and she asked if you were married.”


  “I—” John began but Saimura cut him off.


  “I told her that I thought you were already spoken for.” Saimura grinned broadly. Suddenly John remembered something else about the previous night. He’d told them about him and Ravishan. Dread welled up in his chest.


  John wondered if Saimura was teasing him. His sly smile seemed to imply that he was and he seemed to be without malice.


  The plump woman brought a warm roll stuffed with sausage to John, as well as a clay mug full of steaming daru’sira. John signed his thanks to her.


  “You picked that up quick enough,” Saimura commented. He led John from the kitchen through a series of narrow tunnels. John guessed that they were traveling east.


  “The Payshmura use some of the same hand signs,” John said.


  Saimura nodded. “Ours were adapted from theirs. We expanded on them, of course. Most of the Payshmura signs only deal with holy matters. Blessings, things like that. You can’t run an entire city with just blessings and curses.”


  “Why doesn’t anyone down here speak?” John asked.


  “Some do,” Saimura replied. “People like you and Tanash who haven’t learned the signs yet are allowed to talk. You just have to keep your voices down. Sounds echo in these big caverns. Anything too loud will boom through the tunnels and then roll up the ventilation shafts where anyone could hear.”


  “So everyone down here has to be quiet?” John asked.


  “As quiet as they can be.” Saimura opened a blue door with the number 12 painted on it. Behind it was a steep staircase. The air was frigid and smelled strongly of straw. John followed Saimura up the stairs into a large stable. The stalls were empty. John guessed that the animals had been taken down into the warmth of the Warren below. Bales of straw filled the vast space. Several had been stacked together so that they resembled benches and a table.


  “You can finish your meal here.” Saimura gestured to one of the bales of straw. “Ji should arrive in a few minutes.”


  Saimura turned back to the stairs.


  “Where are you going?” John asked.


  “I have to report to Lafi’shir for my duties. I’ll see you tonight at your initiation. I’m the one who will be sponsoring you in.”


  John nodded. He recalled that some agreement like that been reached the previous night.


  “Is there anything I should bring or do?” John asked.


  “For the initiation? No. It will be very simple. You swear loyalty to the Fai’daum and receive your tattoo.”


  “Tattoo?” John asked.


  “Everyone gets one. You’ll be fine.” Saimura started down the steps.


  “Saimura?”


  The other man paused to look back up at him expectantly. John didn’t know how to phrase his question but knew it had to be asked.


  “What I said last night, about Ravishan…”


  “That he’s your lover?” Saimura clarified.


  “Yes.” Words failed John. Years of silence had made even the vocabulary necessary for this conversation inaccessible to him. He didn’t even know the word for ‘gay’ in Basawar. Maybe there wasn’t one. Or if there was, it might not be a term he would care to use to describe himself or anyone he loved.


  Saimura seemed to perceive both the reason for his reticence and his unasked question. “Fai’daum law doesn’t forbid such things.”


  “It doesn’t?” John said. “From Giryyn’s reaction I wasn’t sure.”


  “Fai’daum or not, Giryyn is still a priest. In the Witches District, we’re not too religious.” As he left, Saimura pulled the door in the stable floor shut. The dark-stained planks lined up seamlessly with the rest of the floor.


  John sat on a straw bale and ate the last of his stuffed roll. He drank the honey-sweetened daru’sira slowly. Heat radiated through the clay mug and warmed John’s fingers.


  Outside snow fell in a steady stream. Cold wind poured through fine cracks in the stable walls. John buttoned his coat closed and pulled the hood up over his head.


  He gazed into the open, empty stalls where tahldi, sheep, and goats would normally have been kept. He noticed the gleam of ice in the water troughs. He wondered what shepherds were doing in other villages where there were no underground caverns to shelter the livestock. The animals were probably dying. People too, John supposed.


  He had to stop this storm.


  He closed his eyes and let his senses reach up into the turbulent winds. The winds churned and howled. The air crackled as electric fury split through it. Cold force surged through him and he felt his anger and sorrow awaken. The storm embraced him and enveloped him like a dark memory. It grew around him, feeding from his feeling and pouring more pain back into him.


  Directly above him, John heard a deafening crash of thunder. Snow and sleet pelted down from the sky. Lightning burst through the air so bright and close that it shone radiant white through every crack and seam of the stable.


  John pulled himself back from the growing storm. He focused his attention on the confines of his body. He gripped the mug in his hands tightly, feeling the thin clay lip bite into his palm. Another crash of thunder pounded the sky. Lightning flashed, but it was farther up.


  John sagged back against the bale of straw. He stared up at the dark shadows of the hayloft. Frost colored the wooden beams. Thin icicles studded the timbers directly above John.


  “What were you doing?”


  John turned to see Ji coming through a low door in one of the stalls. After Ji stepped through, the wooden door swung back down into place the way a dog door would have. As the thought occurred to him, John realized that it was, in fact, a dog door.


  “It’s coming down like a cold hell out there.” Ji shook the heavy flakes of snow from her coat. She leaped nimbly up onto the bale of straw and seated herself next to John.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make things worse,” John said.


  “So what were you trying to do?”


  “I was trying to stop the storm,” John admitted.


  “How?” Ji asked.


  “I don’t know.”


  “That’s not much of an answer,” Ji said. “What actions did you take?”


  “I just thought about the storm. I sort of imagined that I was reaching up into it.”


  “And what was it that you felt?”


  “Wind, ice crystals,” John replied. He tried to think of a way to describe the swirling, searing trails of agitated electrons. There were no words for atomic structures in Basawar.


  “Lightning,” John said at last.


  “Really?” Ji cocked her head slightly. “When I attempted to touch the storm I felt fury. It radiated killing rage. The very air seemed to scream with hatred. You didn’t notice anything like that?”


  John frowned at the mug in his hands. It had grown ice cold.


  “That cup isn’t going to answer for you,” Ji said.


  “I felt some anger,” John said at last.


  “And that anger is yours, isn’t it?” Ji asked.


  John didn’t answer. He knew he was to blame for the storm.


  “You burned your fury into the sky when they took you to the Holy Road, didn’t you? You wanted to destroy everything.”


  “I just didn’t want to die,” John replied. “But I never wanted to destroy anything.”


  Ji studied John. Then she sighed heavily.


  “Maybe not,” Ji said. “Maybe that’s why we are both alive now.”


  John stared down at his hands, unwilling to comment on Ji’s last remark. Ji leaned in close to John. Her strong animal smell rolled over him.


  “I know what you are, Jahn. And I know what you can become. There is no point in trying to deceive me. Long ago, when I was bound to the Issusha’im Oracles, I saw you tear Basawar to pieces. I saw you burn the mountains down into the sea and nothing remained but the boiling waters.”


  John stared at Ji as sick horror spread through his body. He wouldn’t destroy Basawar. He refused to accept a prophecy as his condemnation.


  “The issusha’im can be wrong,” John said.


  “Certainly. The entire point of creating the issusha’im is to make them wrong, to undo the future they foresee. That is their purpose.” Ji’s eyes narrowed slightly. “That, and to find the Rifter.”


  John couldn’t look at Ji.


  “But they didn’t bring you from Nayeshi,” Ji said. “If they had, then you would be in the Payshmura’s power and Basawar would lie beneath the sea.”


  John remained silent. Thunder rolled and crashed through the sky outside.


  “Who brought you to Basawar?” Ji asked.


  “No one. It was a mistake. I found the key and a message that had been sent to the Kahlil. I crossed through the Great Gate by accident.”


  “What did the message say?” Ji asked.


  “Don’t. That’s all it said.”


  Ji closed her eyes and nodded. “Yes. That is what I was planning to write.”


  John stared at her in confusion. Then he remembered that ten years in Basawar’s future was his own past.


  “You sent the message?” John asked.


  “I will send the message. That is my vision. In ten years, the Fai’daum will break Umbhra’ibaye’s defenses. I will send a false message to the Kahlil, Ravishan. The deception will cost me my life, but it will keep the Payshmura from bringing the Rifter to Basawar.” Ji returned John’s gaze levelly. “It’s nothing personal, but it will save all of Basawar if the Kahlil were to kill you in Nayeshi.”


  “All for a good cause, then,” John managed to croak out. His head still ached from the fathi administered the previous night, but now the pain seemed to grow more intense. He drained the last of the daru’sira from the mug.


  “Why didn’t you say any of this last night?” John asked.


  “The Fai’daum are fighting to ensure that another Rifter is never brought to this world.” Ji watched John intently. Her animal features obscured any hint of her inner thoughts from John. “I don’t think the knowledge that you are already here would do much for morale. It could cause a panic.”


  “So you’re going to keep this a secret?” John asked.


  “If by that you mean your true identity, yes, I plan to keep it secret.”


  A feeling of relief washed over John. He set his empty mug aside. “Then what are you planning to do now?”


  “First, we will stop this storm.”


  “And then?”


  “Then we will see,” Ji replied.


  John frowned. Ten years from now she would attempt to have him killed. She had already attempted it in John’s own past.


  “If I was going to kill you,” Ji said suddenly, “I would have done it last night while the fathi was still strong in your blood.”


  “Of course.” It wasn’t the most reassuring thing to hear, but he respected Ji’s honesty. If their positions had been reversed, John doubted he would have admitted anything.


  “Now, for all our sakes, we had better see how well your power can be controlled,” Ji said.


  “You still want to teach me?”


  “Better to have you trained than walking the world completely out of control.” Ji jumped down from the straw bale.


  John started to rise to follow her, but Ji shook her head.


  “Stay there. I’m raising a ward around you. I don’t imagine it will hold you, but if you lash out it will be better than nothing.”


  Ji circled John, scratching her long toenails into the dark wood of the floor. She whispered words John didn’t understand. He guessed they were Eastern incantations. As she closed the circle, John felt a hum of energy rise around him. It wasn’t a strong sensation. It reminded him of middle school science class when he had placed his hands over a plasma globe. A rush of static had swept over him, making the tips of his short hair rise and causing sparks to dance from the globe to his fingertips.


  John extended his hand and watched as a white spark arced up and snapped against his palm. The shocks felt oddly alive. John thought he heard words hissing in his ears as each arc struck his skin.


  “Stop that,” Ji growled.


  “Sorry. I was curious.”


  “You’re worse than Tanash,” Ji said. “Keep your hands at your sides.”


  John obeyed her instruction, but a thought nagged at him.


  “Ji?” John asked.


  “What?”


  “Will you still go ahead with the plan to assault Umbhra’ibaye?”


  “If the Kahlil has been sent to find the Rifter, I must.”


  “What if he hasn’t?” John asked.


  “If he hasn’t?” Ji cocked her head slightly. “Hasn’t he?”


  “No,” John admitted. “He saved me on the Holy Road instead.”


  “Do you know where he is now?” Ji asked.


  “No, but I know he hasn’t gone to Nayeshi. The Payshmura have put a price on his head. They won’t send him.”


  “I see. That changes things.” Ji stood silently, apparently thinking, her breath blowing out in white wisps. John shoved his hands into his coat pockets. He wished he had another warm cup of daru’sira. Finally, Ji said, “This storm has to end. That’s all we can do right now.”


  “I’m ready.”


  “Good. Now, listen to me and don’t interrupt. You need to focus on the storm. I don’t want you to extend your senses out into it. Instead, I want you to pull it into you. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  “I understand, but I’m not sure how to do it. If I don’t reach out to the storm, how will I know where it is? How will I manipulate it?”


  “You’ll know because it is a part of you. It is linked to you, just as this ward is linked to me.” Ji sat down. “When you reach out, you feed the storm. You push more of your emotion into it. You give it life. That is not what we want. Instead of reaching out, imagine that you are pulling the storm in from the air as if you were drawing in a deep breath.”


  “I’ll try.” John took in a breath, concentrating only on the air around him. It felt crisp and smelled slightly of straw and animal feed. He felt the cool structure of atoms warm in his lungs. Oxygen saturated his blood cells in a rush of energy. He exhaled carbon dioxide.


  He thought of the storm and how it must be linked to him. Ji had said it was an embodiment of the rage he had felt on the Holy Road.


  He drew in another deep breath. This time the memory of veru oil clung to him. The air felt like ice in his throat. It stung and bit his flesh as he drew it down into his lungs. When the oxygen hit his bloodstream, it felt like fire. It burned through him and sent pain flaring over his muscles. He remembered the agony of his broken bones. John exhaled and ribbons of smoke streamed up from his mouth.


  Snow poured from the air, churning around John. As he pulled more frigid air down, he could hear his own voice howling in the wind.


  He drew the sound back into himself. The air slid down his throat like a knife blade. John tasted blood. He clenched his eyes closed, concentrating on holding the tearing storm inside himself. Bolts of cold pain shot through his chest. His lungs tore the energy from the storm. For a moment a blind, black rage surged through John. Then heat flared through his body. The storm seared to vapor. White flames and steam poured from his mouth as he exhaled.


  Frost covered his skin and clothes. Thin needles of ice encased the straw bale where he sat. A long filigree of frost filled the entire circle between himself and the tracings of Ji’s ward.


  Ji stared at him, wide eyed. Her jaw hung slack.


  “I think it’s done.” John’s voice was barely a whisper. His throat felt raw and ragged. If he was going to keep doing this kind of thing, he thought, he really was going to have to learn the Fai’daum sign language. “Can I get another cup of daru’sira now?”


  Chapter Eighty-Two


  

  



  Over the next week, John grew accustomed to life in the Warren. The nearness of so much stone and earth soothed him. The warm halls offered respite from the cold blue winter skies. His eyes adjusted to the green light and deep shadows.


  He spent the mornings in a huge room with Ji and her other six students, all of whom were girls. The unfamiliar fragrance of flower perfumes and spice-scented soaps wafted from their skin and hair.


  Delicately carved stones and woven boxes of bones lined the shelves. A grid of symbols had been carved into each of the stone benches where John and the other students worked. The grids reminded John of primitive charts of the elements. Ji explained that the symbols were Eastern blessings and curses. They helped a student focus her energy and thoughts as she carved her will into wood, stone or bones.


  John tried to concentrate on them, but he couldn’t easily focus on curses or blessings. As he turned a stone over in his hands he thought of silica, quartz and feldspar. He felt the mosaic of fused crystalline formations.


  Still, after his first success in dissipating the storm, John was eager to see what more he could do. But his attempts to create delicate charms ended in failure after failure. The moment he focused his will on the granite stones they cracked apart. The bones that he was meant to curse blackened and burned under his touch. The intensity of his power ripped through the very structure of any object he attempted to manipulate.


  Tanash teased John about being even worse with bone charms than she was. Hers just didn’t work. His turned to ash in his hands.


  John remained after the girls left for their private studies. Ji stretched out on a workbench, watching him and offering instruction from time to time. Often she simply answered John’s questions.


  Earlier in class, Tanash had mentioned that Ji had once been an issusha. John couldn’t help but think of Laurie. He hoped that she was still safe. The slab of granite in John’s hands suddenly cracked. John tried to stop it. Instantly, it crumbled.


  “You seem distracted today,” Ji commented.


  John brushed the remnants of stone off of his hands and shirt. “I’ve been wondering how you escaped from Umbhra’ibaye.”


  Ji studied him for several seconds. There was always something about the way she watched him that made John feel uneasy. She gazed at him as if she were looking into every secret that he had hidden throughout his entire life.


  “I did not escape on my own. Ravishan’s mother was one of the sisters in Umbhra’ibaye. She took pity on me and stole my bones from the oracles’ chambers,” Ji said. “We escaped together.”


  “Ravishan’s mother was a nun?” John asked.


  Ji nodded. “You see why I should be so concerned about him. He is not only a possible Kahlil but also the son of my friend and savior. I knew him when he was just a child. I named him and his little sister, Rousma.”


  John just stared at her. He knew that Ravishan’s mother had been a witch and a member of the Fai’daum. He hadn’t ever associated that with Ji and her teachings.


  Ji bowed her head. “Their entire family paid dearly for my freedom.”


  John felt a spark of anger flare toward Ji. Immediately, he realized the pettiness of blaming her. It had been the Payshmura who had forced Ravishan to kill his mother. It had been the Payshmura who had punished and tortured Ravishan.


  “I owe a great debt to both Ravishan and his sister.” Ji glanced to John. “If he needed something, I would try to help him.”


  “Oh?” John asked.


  “Yes,” Ji said. “He’s an enemy of the Payshmura now. He’ll need sanctuary.”


  “And you’re willing to offer that to him?”


  “Lafi’shir might oppose allowing him in, but Giryyn will support me if I choose to sponsor Ravishan into the Fai’daum and Lafi’shir will come around.”


  “Can you be sure?” John asked.


  “Yes. Lafi’shir knows that an ushiri would be a valuable fighter and a Kahlil who has taken our side against the Payshmura would crush the morale of our enemies.” Ji cocked her head slightly. “Even so, it would be best to make a slow introduction. Ravishan should meet Giryyn and Lafi’shir first, then a few of the captains, before the public initiation.”


  John nodded. His own initiation hadn’t been much more than standing up in the crowded dining hall with Saimura and swearing to abide by the laws of the Fai’daum. The gathered Fai’daum fighters had only briefly glanced up from their meals when John had received his tattoo. Already the tiny red tattoo over John’s heart had healed.


  But John guessed that initiating Ravishan would be much more important. As an ushiri, Ravishan represented so much. There was no way that his initiation could simply be walked through before dinner.


  “So why are you telling me this?” John asked.


  “You’re the lover who he left the Payshmura for. I can’t imagine that he would want to be separated from you for too long.” Ji’s dark eyes narrowed as if she were attempting to somehow peer deeper into him.


  “No,” John said. “Probably not.”


  “When Ravishan comes to you, tell him what I’m offering. All I ask in return is that he serve the Fai’daum.”


  “I will.” Relief swept through John. He couldn’t have hoped for more than this.


  “Since you arrived my visions of the future have been changing. More and more I dream of Ravishan and the strongholds of the Payshmura crumbling. I see flames and shattered walls.” Ji pawed meaningfully at the dust and debris of stone at John’s feet.


  John felt a cold dread sink through him. If he brought down the Payshmura, there was no assurance that he would stop there.


  “Will I destroy them?” John asked.


  “I’m not sure that my dreams are of your future as much as they are my own temptations,” Ji replied. “So much could be achieved with your power, Jahn. The promise of destroying an enemy so utterly is hard to resist.”


  “You mean purposefully unleashing the Rifter?” John asked.


  “It must never happen,” Ji said. “But watching stone crumble at your touch I do understand the temptation the ancient Payshmura must have felt.”


  John frowned down at his hands. It did seem that his power was supremely crafted for destruction. There was little else he could do.


  Ji jumped down from the workbench.


  “Don’t look so depressed, Jahn. Immense power is always difficult to control. You have the will and spirit to do it. Now you simply need to take the time.”


  “What if the power of the Rifter can’t do anything but tear the world apart?”


  “Power never has only one function,” Ji replied. “It is neither good nor evil—neither inherently creative nor destructive. It’s just a matter of control. Right now, you have very little control. But it will come with practice. Once it does, no one will be able to use you as a Rifter.”


  John picked up another piece of granite and concentrated on it. He felt the structure of the stone, sensing the iron, calcium and oxygen that molten heat had fused into silicate mineral.


  “Don’t try to force your will on it the way the girls do,” Ji said quietly.


  “Then what should I do?” John asked. All he had practiced for the past week had been concentrating his will against the structure of the stones Ji gave him.


  “Just hold it,” Ji said. “Feel it.”


  That came easily to John. Crystals of black quartz and milky feldspar hung in a white matrix of silica. The granite lay in his hand like a beautiful, tangled necklace.


  “Very gently,” Ji whispered, “imagine it moving, rising upward.”


  John closed his eyes. He concentrated on one edge of the dark, glittering mass. He lifted it slowly, untangling the twisted strands of feldspar and slipping apart the tiny knots of sodium and silicon. Dark biotite and silvery muscovite flashed like filigree around black quartz. The stone unfurled.


  Ji said something but John couldn’t hear her.


  The structure of the stone filled his mind. He could taste the acidic nature of the granite. The flavor was sharp and almost as fragrant as a lime. Miles of it surrounded him. John followed the thick veins of granite down deeper into the earth. Tiny streams of water flowed between insoluble masses of minerals. Dark warmth enfolded John.


  Again he distantly heard Ji. Perhaps she said his name. John didn’t think too much of it. Ji seemed far away. Long crystals of white feldspar piled over each other like the bones of long-buried creatures.


  Suddenly John felt a sharp pain in his forearm. He opened his eyes. Ji gripped his arm in her mouth, bearing down but not breaking the skin. John drew in a breath. Ji released him.


  The granite stone in John’s hand stretched up nearly to the ceiling. Long black crystals jutted from the thin spear of silica like thorns. Other black quartz crystals rose in long needles from the workbench where John’s elbow rested. Tiny outcroppings of feldspar studded the floor around John’s feet.


  “What happened?” John asked.


  “It’s been nearly an hour,” Ji said.


  “It only felt like a few seconds.”


  “You didn’t seem to hear me when I spoke to you,” Ji said. “And the stone kept growing around you. So I thought it would be best to wake you.”


  John was slightly unnerved by the profusion of stones. They had gathered around him almost like living things. Carefully, he lowered the long spire of white stone and black crystals to the workbench. It was needle thin at the tip and stretched nearly five feet.


  Ji placed her paw on it. “The stone feels different. It’s more whole. Stronger. It would be difficult to force my will into it now.”


  “Is that good?” John asked.


  “It’s better than having it crumble to pieces,” Ji replied. She showed her teeth and John thought that the expression might have been meant as a smile.


  “What should I do now?” John asked.


  “Now? Go get yourself something to eat. They won’t be serving lunch much longer.”


  “What about all this?” John gestured at the profusion of crystals jutting up from the workbench and floor.


  “I’ll have a mason come and chip them down.” Ji shrugged. “Don’t look so concerned, Jahn. This was good. You didn’t shatter the stone. You gave it greater strength.”


  “I didn’t mean to.”


  “No, but once you have control of your power you will be able to make the changes you desire. Be patient. These things take time.”


  Ji was right. He hadn’t torn the granite to shreds. He had managed to manipulate it. That was an improvement. John stood and brushed the pulverized rock from earlier failures off his shirt and pants.


  “Thank you for helping me, Ji,” John said.


  “I would be an idiot not to,” Ji replied and then she added, “You’re welcome.”


  John went to the door. He took his coat off the hook but didn’t put it on. The halls of the Warren were almost balmy.


  “Jahn,” Ji called after him.


  “Yes?”


  “Remember what I said earlier. When you see him, tell him.”


  “I will.”


  He made his way quickly to the large dining hall. Ji had been right about the time. Most of the Fai’daum had eaten already. All but one of the long tables and benches were empty. A few women sat at one table. They sprawled on the benches and leaned across the table, talking closely to each other. Their hand signs flashed close to their faces. Most of their dress hems were still belted up. Sheens of sweat shone across their skin and hair. John realized that they were the kitchen women dining together after having fed everyone else.


  He didn’t intrude on their private conversations. Instead he went to the steam pots and served himself from the food that remained. In the deprivation of the winter, dumplings stuffed with bitter greens held a strange appeal. He filled a large plate with thick cuts of pungent goat meat as well.


  He sat alone and ate. He wished he could somehow summon Ravishan to him, but he was nowhere near. John guessed he would see Ravishan tonight in the bath. It was the one place they could meet in privacy. The last two days John had noticed new, deeper cuts across Ravishan’s arms and chest. The skin surrounding the wounds was red and inflamed. Last night Ravishan had looked pale, even a little sick. He insisted that he could remain in the Gray Space for days, but John knew it was wearing him down. They needed to get him out of the Gray Space as soon as possible.


  After lunch, John changed into the thin red pants he’d been issued and reported to the combat practice hall. Men and boys dressed in the same red pants trailed steadily into the big chamber. John only knew a few of them. But he understood that most of them knew of him. He had seen them gesture at him during dinners, when he sat with Ji and her other students. He hadn’t understood many of their hand signs, but their expressions of disdain were clear enough.


  Tanash had offered to translate what little she could.


  “They’re calling you a boy fuck—” Tanash had scowled at two big bearded men. “I can’t believe what primitive asses these northern men are. They’re just jealous that you get to spend so much time alone with so many beautiful women.”


  John would have liked to think that envy was the reason for the men’s animosity. But he suspected that it was something far worse. He guessed that Giryyn had told someone that he slept with men. That, combined with his performance at combat practice, had made him instantly unpopular.


  John knew he should have just allowed Lyyn, the man he had been partnered against, to beat him. His first year in Rathal’pesha had taught him as much. But after Dayyid, John couldn’t stand the idea of taking a beating just to mollify a musclebound bully’s pride.


  And the way the stocky, bearded man had sneered at him had infuriated John. He’d seen the same expression of disgust on his father’s face when he ranted against queers. John didn’t need to understand hand signs to know what this man thought of him.


  John had thrown the man and pinned him. John had refused to lose even once. He had hurled Lyyn down into the padded mats again and again. At last the man had been panting and nearly too tired to stand. The instructor, Arren, had praised John but with a tense expression.


  After that first combat practice, Lyyn and his friends had often made crude signs at John. Sometimes one of them would attempt to trip him while he was practicing against other opponents. The fact that John never fell only seemed to annoy them further.


  John watched Lyyn and his friends swagger into the practice hall. They were followed by a pack of teenage boys. Then Arren arrived. He was a thickly built man with skin so deeply tanned that it looked almost like black leather. His bald head gleamed. He waved a swift command and immediately all of the men spread out in formation.


  They lined up into four columns of ten with wide gaps between them. Warmup stretches lasted about fifteen minutes. After that Arren demonstrated a new handgrip and throw; then he paired the men off for individual practice.


  To John’s surprise, Arren brought a young boy down the line of men to John. The boy couldn’t have been more than twelve.


  “This is Eriki’yu,” Arren whispered to John. “You will be training with him today.”


   John nodded, though he couldn’t imagine how he would practice against this skinny little boy without breaking him in half. Eriki’yu stared at John in horror.


  Arren continued assigning practice partners. For a moment John just watched him, hoping that somehow he would turn around and realize the absurdity of what he’d just done.


  At last John looked back to Eriki’yu. The boy’s arms and chest were mottled with bruises. Some were fresh and nearly black. Others had faded to a sickly yellow. His light brown hair hung in greasy strings around his face.


  John remembered how his own body had looked during his first year in Rathal’pesha. He crouched down. The boy’s eyes were a surprisingly light shade of green. John smiled at him. The boy looked worried.


  “I can’t sign very well,” John whispered. “So you have to tell me if I do anything wrong.”


  The boy nodded.


  John straightened and held out his hand. Eriki’yu hesitated, but then reached out and attempted to grasp John’s forearm with the grip Arren had demonstrated. His slim fingers felt clammy. John gently repositioned Eriki’yu’s thumb to improve his hold. They repeated the grip several times until Eriki’yu seemed to have mastered it.


  “Your turn,” Eriki’yu whispered.


  John already knew the grip. He’d learned it years ago in Rathal’pesha. Still, he went through the motions of practicing it. He tucked his thumb too close to his forefinger and let Eriki’yu correct him. It seemed to make the boy feel more comfortable.


  Then it was time to practice combining the grip with a throw. Even if he had been full grown and powerfully built, Eriki’yu wouldn’t have been able to leverage John off balance. It didn’t matter how well he mastered the Fai’daum fighting techniques. They both knew it. And so did the other men in the fighting hall.


  Lyyn and his friends had stopped their own practice to watch. John realized that they were as disdainful of Eriki’yu as they were of him. Maybe more so, since Eriki’yu so obviously couldn’t defend himself.


  John stepped back, then reached out for Eriki’yu. The boy caught his arm and twisted. His grip was perfect. John forced himself to lurch forward and to stumble to his knees. It was surprisingly difficult.


  Eriki’yu looked shocked.


  John glanced past Eriki’yu’s shoulder to Lyyn and his friends. Their expressions were a mix of surprise and disappointment. Lyyn’s eyes narrowed as he noticed John watching them.


  John straightened, returning his attention to Eriki’yu. The boy almost flinched back from him as if expecting John to strike him.


  “You must have taken me off guard,” John said quietly. “Your grip was perfect.”


  “It was?” Eriki’yu asked.


  John nodded.


  When it was John’s turn to throw Eriki’yu he used as little force as possible. Still, he could see that just hitting the mats hurt the boy’s bruised body.


  “I think my grip isn’t quite right,” John whispered. “Do you mind if we practice it without the throw for a little while?”


  “Sure,” Eriki’yu replied.


  For the remainder of the hour John practiced grips with Eriki’yu. After the boy realized that he wasn’t going to be thrown again he relaxed notably.


  At last Arren signaled the end of combat practice. The men bowed to Arren. Then he dismissed them. John started for the door, but Arren blocked him.


  “Jahn, can you wait? I’d like to talk to you about something.”


  John watched the men and boys file out of the hall, noting how Eriki’yu rushed to get out first. John guessed that the boy wanted to get in and out of the baths as fast as he could. Though from the condition of Eriki’yu’s hair, John wondered if he wasn’t skipping washing altogether.


  After the last of the men had left, Arren turned to John.


  “I thought you ought to have some real practice,” Arren said. “And I have the next hour free.”


  “You want me to practice with you?” John asked.


  Arren nodded.


  “Tomorrow I’ll have one of Lafi’shir’s captains come practice with you. I didn’t have time to arrange it for today.”


  “Oh.” John wasn’t sure what this all meant. Was Arren pulling him from regular combat practice?


  “Take your stance,” Arren said.


  Immediately, John shifted to a Payshmura battle stance. Arren charged him. John blocked his attack. Arren bolted back and then attacked again. Arren landed a hard kick against John’s chest before John caught him and pinned him down to the mat.


  “Good.” Arren regained his feet the moment John released him. “But don’t be so tentative. You could have pinned me the first time I attacked if you’d followed through instead of just blocking and waiting for me to come at you again.”


  John nodded.


  “This time you attack,” Arren decided.


  John briefly studied Arren’s stance. Unlike the workmen John had trained with in the Warren, Arren seemed at ease in a battle stance. It wasn’t just a pose he struck for an hour a day before he went back to work in some other trade. Fighting was all Arren did. He would know how to defend himself.


  John relaxed a little. He threw some real force into his attack. Arren barely dodged his blow and kicked hard into the back of John’s knee. Instantly, John shifted his weight to his other leg and kicked back. The blow sent Arren stumbling back several feet.


  “Are you all right?” John spun to face Arren. He had already resumed his battle stance. He frowned at John.


  “Are you always this concerned about your opponent’s welfare?”


  “I just don’t want to hurt anyone,” John said.


  “What do you think the point of all this practice is?”


  John frowned down at his hands.


  Arren stepped closer to John. “If you train yourself to hold back, then you will do just that when it comes to a real battle. Most of the men you’ve been practicing with are tradesmen. They aren’t likely to see real fighting unless the Warren is breached. But you will be out in combat. I would have sent you to soldier for Lafi’shir already if Ji hadn’t decided to teach you. But you will be sent. Soon, I think. Do you understand me?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “You have to take your attacks more seriously.”


  “If you think that’s the case, then why did you assign a child as my opponent today?” John asked.


  “That was for his sake, not yours,” Arren replied. “I plan on assigning him to you for the duration of your stay in the Warren. You’ll have your real training sessions after the others have left.”


  “I see.” John wanted to ask about what was happening to Eriki’yu, but he realized that Arren wasn’t going to say anything more to him. Arren shifted to his battle stance and charged. John sprang aside. Arren spun and punched hard into the small of John’s back. John brought him down with a kick.


  But Arren didn’t stay down. They continued fighting until a group of women arrived for their combat training an hour later. Arren’s dark skin gleamed with sweat. His breath came in deep gasps. Beads of perspiration hung on John’s brow and the back of his neck. His arms and chest were slick with sweat. His muscles felt hot and almost fluid. The intense exercise had reminded him of training in Rathal’pesha. It had felt good.


  John offered the gathered women a greeting hand sign. Most of them returned the gesture reflexively. Tanash grinned at him. Arren signed for the women to fall into their practice formation. John left the training hall and headed toward the private baths.


  He stripped off the flimsy red pants and poured a bucket of cool water over his body. Then he soaped himself and rinsed with a second bucket of water. He leaned against the tiled wall and closed his eyes. He waited to feel the cold whisper of the Gray Space against his naked skin.


  Normally Ravishan arrived just a few minutes after John locked the bathroom door. But today he didn’t appear. John frowned at the empty space of the bath. He studied the air for any distortion, but there was nothing.


  John had come to the bath an hour later than usual. He wondered if Ravishan had gone to look for him. John waited. The last beads of bathwater clinging to the hair of his legs and arms dried. There was still no sign of Ravishan.


  If anything had happened to Ravishan in the Gray Space, John had no idea how he would get him out. How would he even find him?


  John pushed his hands against the tiled wall as if he could somehow reach through them into the Gray Space. The incised surfaces of little glazed leaves bit into John’s fingers. He could feel the silica and suspended minerals. He sensed miles of stone and soil. But the Gray Space eluded him.


  In Rathal’pesha where the earth and air seemed scarred, it had seemed easy to recognize the Gray Space. He had been able to see the lines it carved into the surrounding world. He had followed them to Ravishan. But now John realized that he had never seen beyond those faint lines into the Gray Space itself.


  He had managed to rip Fikiri from the Gray Space because Fikiri had been so close that he had felt Fikiri’s living body through the thin membrane between them. But the Gray Space itself was invisible to him. He had no idea where it might begin or how deep it went.


  It was utterly foreign to him. Even touching it for that brief moment when he had pulled Fikiri free had sent waves of revulsion through John. When he had traveled through the gate between the Black Tower and Rathal’pesha, it had felt like a terrible emptiness, as if he had been lost and deprived of all sensation.


  He hated the thought of Ravishan trapped in that hideous place. He could be dying there. There was no way for John to find him.


  Then John noticed a tiny blur in the corner of the room. An instant later Ravishan stepped out. He looked tired. The cut across his cheek still hadn’t closed.


  John started towards him. Then a loud knock came from the door. Both John and Ravishan jumped.


  “Jahn? Are you in there?” The voice on the other side was young and unfamiliar.


  “I’m taking a bath,” John called.


  “Arren wants you to come right away.”


  “All right. Just let me get something to wear.” John pulled Ravishan close. He felt intensely cold.


  “I talked to Ji about you joining the Fai’daum today,” John whispered.


  “And?” Ravishan asked quietly.


  “She wants you here, but you—”


  “Jahn, please hurry!” the boy called from behind the door. John realized that it was Eriki’yu.


  “You can tell me later.” Ravishan stepped back from John.


  “Don’t go far,” John said. But Ravishan had already disappeared.


  “Damn it.” John snatched his dirty pants from the floor and pulled them on. He flipped the lock and jerked the door open.


  Chapter Eighty-Three


  

  



  Eriki’yu almost fell into the bathroom. John caught him, but Eriki’yu recoiled from his touch. A huge new bruise covered the left side of Eriki’yu’s face.


  “What happened to you?” John asked.


  “I fell on the stairs.” Eriki’yu bowed his head so that his hair hung over his face. “Arren needs you to come to the chapel grounds right away.”


  “I don’t have my coat,” John said.


  Eriki’yu grabbed John. His thin, clammy fingers dug into John’s forearm. “Please, you have to come now.”


  “All right. All right.” John started down the hall. Eriki’yu trailed behind him.


  “We’ll get there faster if we take a rat crack to the black door,” Eriki’yu told him.


  “I’m not sure where that—”


  “Turn left here.” Eriki’yu pointed to a narrow alley that ran between two solid walls of granite. It looked more ragged and unfinished than most of the carved tunnels in the Warren. John stepped in. His shoulders brushed the walls on either side of him. The space opened slightly as John moved farther in. After a few paces the green light of the streetlamps faded to darkness.


  “Are you sure this leads somewhere?” John asked.


  “I’m sure,” Eriki’yu said firmly. “I know all the rat cracks in the Warren. This one will take us straight to the black door. The stairs there come up in the orchard right behind the chapel.”


  “Straight ahead it is then.”


  “Please hurry,” Eriki’yu murmured.


  John quickened his pace. He heard Eriki’yu’s bare feet slapping against the granite as the boy ran to keep up with him.


  “So, what does Arren need me for?” John asked.


  “I don’t know. He just said it was an emergency.” Eriki’yu’s voice trembled slightly.


  John considered what this emergency might be and why Arren would need him of all people. He would have thought that Arren would still be instructing the girls in the practice hall. A terrible feeling washed through John. He didn’t think Arren was anywhere near the chapel right now.


  “Why does Arren need me to meet him behind the chapel?”


  “I don’t know,” Eriki’yu said quickly. “Please just go. Please.”


  “Who hit you in the face?”


  “I told you. I tripped on the stairs. I do it all the time.”


  “Yeah, I noticed you were pretty beaten up in combat practice.” John stopped and Eriki’yu slammed into his back.


  “Please keep going.” Eriki’yu pushed against John’s back. “He’ll kill me if you don’t show up.”


  “Who will?”


  “Arren.” Eriki’yu’s thin voice rose slightly. “He really needs to see you.”


  “Look,” John said, “I’m not an idiot. I just left Arren a few minutes ago in the practice hall. I know he isn’t waiting for me in the orchard behind the chapel. So, who is?”


  John felt Eriki’yu’s cold hand slip off his back. Then he heard the soft thump of the boy dropping down to the stone floor. John negotiated the awkward confines of the narrow tunnel to turn and crouch down beside Eriki’yu. The boy pulled his legs up close to his chest. He hid his face down against his knees. John thought from the sound of the boy’s breathing that Eriki’yu might be crying, but he wasn’t sure.


  “If you don’t show up,” Eriki’yu whispered, “Lyyn is going to kill me. He really will.”


  “I won’t let Lyyn kill you.”


  “How are you going to stop him?” Eriki’yu demanded. “You don’t even live in the common quarters. You get to stay with Ji and her students.”


  The pragmatism of Eriki’yu’s response shamed John. Eriki’yu’s problem was real and—judging from the beaten state of his body—critical. Confronted with it, John had given him a groundless assurance, more to quiet him than to offer any real solution.


  “Isn’t there someone who looks after you? Someone who can deal with Lyyn?” John asked.


  Eriki’yu shook his head. “The Payshmura burned my sister two years ago. Lyyn’s my guardian now.”


  “He’s your guardian?”


  Eriki’yu nodded. “My sister ran away with him to join the Fai’daum. I followed her. But now she’s dead and Lyyn hates me. He says I’m a weakling.”


  “Can you go back home?” John asked.


  Eriki’yu shook his head. He made a soft, choking noise and John realized that he really was crying. The disgust John had previously felt for Lyyn compressed into hatred. Lyyn was the one who should have been protecting Eriki’yu. Instead he beat the boy and then taunted him for not being able to defend himself.


  “All right,” John said. “I’ll go meet Lyyn—”


  “Don’t.” Eriki’yu suddenly gripped John’s hand. “He’ll kill you. He hates you more than he hates me.”


  “Lyyn isn’t going to kill me,” John said. “He’ll be lucky if I don’t kill him.”


  “No, he has two friends with him,” Eriki’yu whispered. “They’re going to jump you and make you beg for your life. They’ll do it too. Lyyn’s not afraid of anybody.”


  John knew that wasn’t true. Lyyn feared the authorities within the Warren. Otherwise he would have acted like Dayyid had in Rathal’pesha. He would have just strode out onto the training grounds and beaten whomever he felt deserved the pain. Lyyn needed to be much more secretive. He hid in an orchard and sent Eriki’yu to lure John to him.


  “Lyyn’s not as fearless as he wants you to think. And he’s not as strong either.” John reached out and gently touched Eriki’yu’s shoulder. Eriki’yu lifted his head.


  “What are you going to do?” Eriki’yu asked. He sniffed and wiped his nose on the back of his sleeve.


  “I’m going to go deal with Lyyn.” John straightened. “But I want you to go and get Ji. Tell her what’s happened and where I am.”


  “The witch?”


  Even in the darkness John could see the whites of Eriki’yu’s wide eyes.


  “She won’t do anything to you. Just tell her what’s happened,” John said firmly.


  Eriki’yu stood up. He reached out and very tentatively touched John’s hand. He moved his fingers against John’s palm, making the symbol for safety and blessing. Then he turned and ran back the way they had come.


  John continued down the rat crack.


  He knew the intelligent thing to do would be to go back with Eriki’yu and complain to Ji. But there was a deep anger in John. It burned through his thoughts like a fever, fuzing Lyyn with the memories of other men: the boys who had tormented Bill all through high school, calling him a faggot and hounding him mercilessly through gym classes. Then he remembered the thick beard and heavy build of Commander Tashtu, the man who had tried to rape Laurie and had murdered Bill.


  John reached the black door quickly. It opened into a small storm cellar. Big casks of fruit gave off the sharp scent of fermentation. Smooth clay jars lined the shelves.


  He climbed the narrow stairs up to the frigid open air. Snow still covered the ground. Icicles hung from the bare branches of the surrounding trees. The cold brought John back to his senses somewhat. It was winter outside the Warren and he wasn’t even wearing a shirt.


  Then he saw Lyyn standing between two gnarled trees. His thick brown jacket hung open but his hands were hidden in the pockets.


  “Didn’t your girlfriend come with you?” Lyyn asked.


  John knew that Lyyn meant Eriki’yu. He didn’t respond. Instead he concentrated on his surroundings. If Lyyn was standing in front of him, then Lyyn’s two friends were probably somewhere behind him. John heard the soft crunch of snow to his left. He glanced to the nearest tree and noticed the weird shape of its shadow.


  John charged the man behind the tree. Lyyn started after John, but he wasn’t fast enough. John caught hold of the man behind the tree, punched him once, hard, and then hurled him into Lyyn. The two of them crumpled into the snow.


  Suddenly John felt a rough cord bite into his neck. The man behind John twisted the rope tighter around his throat. John brought his hands up to the rope and focused his will against its fibrous structure. It burned and split apart under his fingers.


  John spun and grabbed the man behind him by the front of his bulky coat. He stared at John in horror. John hefted him off his feet, slammed him into a tree trunk, and then threw him to the ground like a rag doll. The man groaned when he hit the snow.


  “Stay down,” John growled and the man lay still.


  John turned back. Lyyn and his other friend had regained their feet. John strode towards them. The friend bolted back towards the dark shadow of the chapel. John let him go. It was Lyyn he wanted.


  “You think I’m scared of you?” Lyyn dug his hand into his jacket pocket. He found something and smiled. “I’m not. Because I know what you are, Jahn. You’re an animal. A filthy, twisted, boy-fucking animal.”


  John scowled at Lyyn. Then a movement behind Lyyn caught John’s attention. Three dark figures were approaching from the direction of the chapel. John strained to make out their features. They were the priests: Lam, Daru, and Giryyn.


  “Don’t pretend like you can’t even fucking see me!” Lyyn shouted.


  John’s attention snapped back to Lyyn in time to see him raise a pistol. John stared at the gun. Firearms were far too expensive for the Fai’daum to distribute to tradesmen like Lyyn. He had to have stolen it from the armory.


  “Now who’s scared!” Lyyn demanded. He grinned at John. “Get down on your knees, dog. You’re going to beg me for your filthy, worthless life.”


  John could see the three priests’ faces clearly now. He wondered if they could see the pistol in Lyyn’s hands.


  “On your knees, you bag of shit!” Lyyn shouted.


  “No,” John replied calmly.


  “You think I won’t do it?” Lyyn pulled back the hammer of the pistol. John knew he would open fire. He could see the determination in Lyyn’s face. Still, John couldn’t bring himself to kneel before the man. He stood his ground, staring directly at Lyyn. He wondered if he could burn Lyyn the way he had burned the rope. He lifted his hand.


  Suddenly the air between them seemed to shudder. An instant later Ravishan burst out from nowhere. Lyyn staggered back. He fired his pistol, but the shot went wide. Ravishan punched two fingers into Lyyn’s neck. Blood spewed up from Lyyn’s throat. Lyyn collapsed into the snow. Steam rose from his blood as it spread across the snow.


  Ravishan quickly retreated to John’s side. Only a yard ahead of them the three priests stood staring.


  Chapter Eighty-Four


  

  



  John glanced down at Lyyn’s body. His eyes were wide and fixed on some distant point in the pale sky. His throat gaped open like a gory mouth. Dark blood pooled around his head, melting through the snow. John expected to feel sick, but he didn’t. He was growing used to the sight of dead bodies.


  He stepped closer to Ravishan. The three priests stood exactly where they had when Lyyn had fallen. All three of them watched Ravishan as if they couldn’t tear their eyes from him.


  “Are we going to have to fight our way out of here?” Ravishan whispered.


  “Not yet,” John replied. He raised his hands and made the Payshmura sign of peace.


  Very slowly, Giryyn returned the hand sign.


  “Ji sent word that you were in trouble, Jahn.” Giryyn hardly raised his voice, but it carried easily through the silence.


  “Yes, I was. Thank you for coming,” John replied.


  Though Giryyn spoke to him, John noted that all three of the priests kept their eyes on Ravishan, who returned their wary gazes with an expression of defiance.


  “This is Ravishan,” John said. “He has come as a friend to the Fai’daum.”


  For several moments there was utter silence. A thin cold wind blew through the bare branches of the trees and stirred the snow on the ground. John shuddered.


  “Will you come with us to the chapel?” Giryyn spoke calmly and evenly. His gaze never left Ravishan. “Ji will join us there.”


  John started forward but Ravishan didn’t move. Glancing back, he saw Ravishan eyeing the priests with suspicion that bordered on open hostility.


  “Can you trust them?” Ravishan whispered.


  John wasn’t sure, but the last thing he wanted was more fighting. Clearly, the priests were waiting for some sign of Ravishan’s friendly intentions.


  “I don’t think they’ll try anything,” John said.


  “I’ve murdered one of their men.”


  “Yes, but Lyyn was breaking two major Fai’daum laws. I think you’ll be safe, especially if Ji speaks for you.”


  “Will she?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Even now?”


  “Yes,” John said firmly. “Look, I need to get out of the cold. The chapel is close.”


  Ravishan nodded. He unbuttoned his coat and draped it over John’s bare shoulders, then walked with John past the priests into the chapel. Inside, the fire radiated heat and cast golden light across the stone floor and wooden walls. The statue of Parfir smiled down with vacant benevolence. John stopped in front of the fire and warmed his hands. Ravishan stayed close. His skin looked tawny in the warm light.


  The three priests followed John and Ravishan inside. Giryyn spoke briefly with the other two priests at the door. Daru and Lam withdrew to the backrooms. Giryyn approached the fireplace where John and Ravishan stood. He moved slowly and fluidly, as if he were approaching a wild animal.


  Ravishan watched him. There was a hardness in his expression that seemed to warrant Giryyn’s caution. John suddenly realized that Ravishan’s tension was fueled as much by Giryyn’s robes as it was by the thought that he was a Fai’daum—perhaps more so. The austere figure Giryyn presented was one Ravishan instinctively associated with brutal punishment.


  “That man of yours tried to kill Jahn,” Ravishan said suddenly. “He had a pistol aimed right at him.”


  “I saw him point the pistol.” Giryyn stopped a yard or so from Ravishan. “Lyyn had no right to behave as he did.”


  “I won’t accept punishment for his death,” Ravishan stated.


  “I doubt that I could do any such thing even if I were so inclined,” Giryyn said. “And I am not.”


  Ravishan relaxed a little. His gaze shifted from Giryyn. He held his hands up to the fire and studied his surroundings.


  “Who worships here?” Ravishan didn’t look at Giryyn but instead gazed up at the statue of Parfir.


  “Anyone who wishes to,” Giryyn replied. “The fighters often come for blessings before they are sent out. We Fai’daum are not the godless degenerates that the high and holy would have you believe us to be.”


  “Jahn said that you wouldn’t be,” Ravishan remarked.


  Giryyn glanced to John with a look of slight surprise. John supposed that Giryyn hadn’t credited him with the intellect to make such a statement. John shrugged at Giryyn’s narrow gaze. Giryyn’s attention shifted back to Ravishan.


  “Parfir is revered here, even if the Payshmura are not,” Giryyn said.


  The sound of voices came from behind the main doors. All three of them turned as the doors swung open. Ji trotted through, followed by Arren and two big men John recognized from battle practice. Between them were Lyyn’s two friends. John could see that their hands had been bound behind them. Very last came Eriki’yu.


  “The ground is still frozen so we threw Lyyn’s body on the refuse pile—” Ji broke off when she saw Ravishan. The men behind her stared at Ravishan as well, unsure of who he was or why the sight of him should silence Ji.


  “This is Ravishan,” Giryyn said. “He’s come to join us.”


  Ji glanced very briefly to John. Then she returned her attention to Giryyn.


  “We need to settle the matter of Lyyn’s death first,” Ji said.


  “Lam is preparing the fathi,” Giryyn said.


  A slight nausea curled through John’s stomach at the thought of the sweet drink.


  “I doubt it will be necessary,” Ji replied. “Sera and Mahar have already admitted to ambushing Jahn. Eriki’yu testified that Lyyn was the one who had instigated it.”


  “Have any of them explained how Lyyn managed to get his hands on a captain’s pistol?” Giryyn demanded.


  “He took it from the metal shop,” one of the men quickly responded. “Lafi’shir had brought it in because the sight was off. Lyyn was supposed to repair it. Since Lafi’shir won’t be back for another week Lyyn thought he could have some fun with it in the meantime.” The man bowed his head. “We didn’t think that he’d really try to use it.”


  “You should have reported him at once,” Giryyn stated coldly. “Instead it seems a child had to come forward. Is that correct?”


  “It is,” Ji replied. “Eriki’yu, Lyyn’s ward, came to me and told me everything. That’s when I sent word to you.”


  Giryyn appeared to contemplate Parfir’s statue. Then he turned his attention back to Ji.


  “If it weren’t for the pistol, I would be inclined to be lenient, since neither of these two is the instigator…” Giryyn paused as Ji shook her head.


  “They are full grown men,” Ji objected. “They knew Lyyn had the pistol and they still agreed to assault Jahn in cold blood.”


  Giryyn frowned at this. “Were they provoked at all?”


  “Jahn bested them in battle practice but nothing beyond that.” Arren spoke for the first time.


  “If they are not punished harshly for this,” Ji growled, “it will be a grave insult to my students and to me. If these men had lured Tanash or Kansa to the orchard and attacked her, you wouldn’t even consider lenience, Giryyn.”


  “No, I wouldn’t.” This seemed to trouble Giryyn. He gazed down at his hands. “But Jahn didn’t seem to have much to fear from the three of them. In fact, when we arrived, he appeared to have them all well in hand.”


  Ravishan started to say something, but John caught his arm. Neither of them knew the Fai’daum laws well enough to argue with Giryyn. John didn’t even know if he wanted to. The few Fai’daum laws he was aware of were harsh. These men could be facing execution.


  “Jahn’s strength does not alter the crime that these men attempted to commit,” Ji responded. “Their failure doesn’t make them any less guilty, just less competent.”


  John thought he saw Arren smile slightly at this. Giryyn didn’t look pleased.


  “Thirty lashes,” Giryyn murmured to Ji.


  “Sixty and half wages for a year,” Ji countered.


  Giryyn scowled at the suggestion, but before he could argue, Ji cut him off.


  “I could demand their deaths,” Ji said. “Lafi’shir will be back in a week if you want to wait for him to weigh in on it.”


  “Very well,” Giryyn said at last. “Sixty lashes and half wages for the year. Are we agreed?”


  “We’re agreed,” Ji said.


  John couldn’t help but glance to the two men who had been sentenced. Their faces were unnaturally pale and their expressions were miserable.


  Ravishan made a soft, derisive noise.


  “Sixty lashes,” Ravishan muttered. “Dayyid would have sent them to the pyre.”


  Though Ravishan’s voice had been barely a murmur, everyone in the room seemed to hear him. Both Giryyn and Arren appeared alarmed by the statement. But there was an aspect of Giryyn’s expression that disturbed John. He seemed both horrified and awed by Ravishan’s ruthlessness. Ji cocked her head as if she were considering Ravishan’s suggestion.


  “Sixty lashes are more than enough,” John put in quickly. He could easily remember the intense pain of the prior’s whip in Rathal’pesha. Sixty lashes would nearly flay a man’s back. The pain would flare through his every motion for months.


  “They tried to murder you, Jahn,” Ravishan protested.


  “But they didn’t,” John said. “It’s better to let it go. This isn’t Rathal’pesha.”


  Ravishan only frowned at the flames burning in the fireplace.


  “Sixty lashes,” Arren said firmly. He addressed the two big men who had escorted Lyyn’s accomplices into the chapel. “See that the punishments are carried out immediately.”


  The men flashed a hand sign of obedience and then led their prisoners out of the chapel. Ji yawned as they walked past, displaying the wide gape of her jaws.


  Giryyn’s attention still hung on Ravishan. He took a slow half step closer.


  “Common men are not familiar with the kind of self-discipline that the ushiri’im possess,” Giryyn addressed Ravishan. “They are weak and can’t tolerate what you could easily endure. I’m sure that you will become more accustomed to them after a little time.”


  Across the room, Arren cleared his throat.


  “There is still the matter of Eriki’yu’s guardianship,” Arren said quietly.


  Giryyn looked plainly annoyed by the interruption. “Can’t that be dealt with within his district of the Warren?”


  Eriki’yu bowed his head. He appeared embarrassed that Giryyn should have to consider his situation.


  “He has no relations within the Warren or even in the north. His sister brought him from Nurjima,” Arren said with a little more insistence.


  “Then the head of his district should choose a guardian for him.” Giryyn looked to Ji and she nodded in agreement.


  “That might be a little awkward,” Arren said. “Eriki’yu lives in the Smiths District. The head of the district is the uncle of one of the men you just sentenced.”


  “That should not matter,” Giryyn replied. “It isn’t the boy’s fault that the nephew committed a crime.”


  “No, of course not,” Arren agreed. “But in situations like this it’s difficult to be completely impartial. I’d like to suggest that Eriki’yu be allowed to change districts.”


  “That would be fine so long as there is one that will take him.” Giryyn studied Eriki’yu without much interest. Eriki’yu’s face flushed red. “Does he have a skill that might recommend him to any particular district?”


  “He’s just a boy.” Arren shrugged. Eriki’yu’s shoulders sagged.


  “Is there a particular district that you think he would do well in?” Ji asked Arren. Arren frowned down at his weathered hands.


  “There are two empty rooms in my house,” Arren said almost shyly. “I don’t think Lafi’shir would care if the boy were to move in there.”


  “You should have said as much sooner,” Giryyn responded. “Very well, Arren. So long as Lafi’shir gives his consent, you may have guardianship of the boy. Do you agree, Ji?”


  “I don’t see why not,” Ji replied.


  “Thank you.” Arren bowed to both Giryyn and Ji. Eriki’yu stared at Arren’s back, wonderstruck.


  Arren glanced back to him. “We should go and pack your things.”


  Eriki’yu simply nodded. They left the chapel, walking side by side. John briefly wondered what kind of a guardian Arren would be. He had at least shown more than a modicum of concern for Eriki’yu’s safety. That alone made him far better than Lyyn.


  “Now do you think we can discuss Ushiri Ravishan’s admittance into the Fai’daum?” Giryyn asked Ji.


  “Of course,” Ji replied. She looked at Ravishan. “Ushiri Ravishan, is it your intention to join the Fai’daum?”


  Ravishan straightened. He watched Giryyn and Ji with an expression of defiance.


  “Yes,” Ravishan said. “I have skills that you could use to defeat the Payshmura.”


  “That’s true enough,” Ji replied. “But do you have the loyalty that we require?”


  John frowned at Ji. He had expected her to simply agree to take Ravishan in. She had said that she owed him as much.


  “Do you want a blood oath?” Ravishan’s tone was almost that of a dare. Giryyn’s expression lit up at the suggestion.


  “No,” Ji said flatly, “we are not the Payshmura and we do not use sorcery to enslave those who fight for us. I simply want your word that you will serve the Fai’daum.”


  John caught Ravishan’s brief, rebellious glower. John knew that it grated against Ravishan’s entire upbringing to swear allegiance with the Fai’daum.


  “I will serve the Fai’daum faithfully,” Ravishan said, “so long as I and mine are treated in good faith. I will not tolerate any harm done to Jahn.”


  “We have no desire to harm Jahn,” Ji said. “Those who did have been punished, as you just saw. You will both be treated with respect and good faith. So, will you give us your oath?”


  Ravishan said, “I swear on my bones and before Parfir that I will serve the Fai’daum faithfully.”


  “Good.” Giryyn broke into a wide, almost luminous smile.


  John found the way Giryyn watched Ravishan disturbing. He’d seen men gaze at guns and fast cars the same way. It was a look of greed for a powerful machine.


  “I would be happy to sponsor Ravishan into the Fai’daum,” Giryyn said quickly.


  Ji’s eyes narrowed briefly. Then she shook her head. “I respect your intentions, Giryyn, but it might worry the common Fai’daum if a priest sponsors an ushiri into the fold. They might fear that old allegiances were arising.”


  “Who would dare to insult my loyalty?” Giryyn demanded.


  “No one. But they might wonder about Ravishan. They might worry that he had used his Payshmura rank to influence you.” Ji flicked her ears again and then went on in a soothing tone. “It’s all rubbish, I know, but it would give Ravishan a terrible start among us. You know how people are in the Warren, especially in the winter. They have nothing to do but gossip and gripe. We’ve already seen how badly that went for Jahn this afternoon.”


  “Ushiri Ravishan could hardly be threatened by curs like the men we sentenced today,” Giryyn replied.


  John couldn’t believe Giryyn’s awe of Ravishan could so completely overshadow the fact that Ravishan was still a human being. Of course common men and women could harm him.


  Before John could comment, Ji replied, “That may be, but wouldn’t it be better if we avoided the conflict altogether?”


  “What would you suggest?”


  “Lafi’shir or I should sponsor Ravishan,” Ji said.


  Giryyn scowled at the suggestion but obviously couldn’t think of an objection.


  “Either way he will be one of us,” Ji said. “Really the only difference it will make is where he is housed, isn’t it?”


  Giryyn didn’t answer. He studied Ravishan almost possessively. John frowned at him but Giryyn didn’t notice.


  “Ushiri Ravishan would be most comfortable in the Chapel District,” Giryyn said.


  Ji laughed and Giryyn seemed genuinely surprised.


  “I think he would be most comfortable with his lover, Jahn. Don’t you?” Ji asked.


  Giryyn looked sick. He didn’t seem able to form a reply.


  “I won’t be separated from Jahn,” Ravishan pronounced. “Our union has been blessed by Parfir. It is more holy to me than any chapel could be.”


  Outrage flashed across Giryyn’s features and he shot John a look murderous enough to have done Dayyid proud. For a split second John thought the priest might actually attack him and he tensed, but then Giryyn blew out a long sigh and turned his attention to the statue of Parfir.


  “He blesses even those worms that lie amidst the foulest filth, for he welcomes all who come to him in humble worship.” Giryyn quoted the prayer quietly, perhaps just to himself.


  “Don’t worry about it, Giryyn. I’ll sponsor him.” Ji stood. “Come, Ravishan. Jahn and I will show you the Warren.”


  Chapter Eighty-Five


  

  



  They walked through the pale green light of the Warren. People glanced at them curiously. A young woman from the kitchen offered John a sign of greeting. He returned it with a smile.


  “Who is she?” Ravishan asked in a low whisper.


  “One of the cooks. I don’t know her name, but she’s nice.”


  Ravishan studied the young woman briefly before seeming to dismiss her. John leaned close to Ravishan.


  “You could definitely take her in a fight,” John teased him.


  “If it came to that I would,” Ravishan replied easily.


  John almost laughed out loud.


  As they walked down the wide main corridor, John noticed more and more people stopping to watch them pass by. He saw an older man make the sign of Lyyn’s name along with a flurry of other hand signs. Ji was right, John realized. Gossip traveled fast in the Warren.


  “It seems that you’ve started a little debate in the Warren,” Ji commented to John.


  “A debate?” John asked. He tried to read the hand signs that flashed between the men and women in the Warren, but all he caught were tiny phrases. One man glared at John, but the woman next to him waved.


  “Lyyn had his friends and his detractors,” Ji replied as if that explained it all. Then she asked, “Are you hungry, Ravishan?”


  “I ate in Nurjima a few hours ago,” Ravishan replied. “But I could use a bath and some yellowpetal salve, if you have it.”


  “You’re injured?” Ji asked.


  “Just a few scratches.” Ravishan indicated the thin cut that ran across his cheek. “I’d like to clean them up.”


  John frowned. Yellowpetal had some antiseptic properties, but John knew from working with Hann’yu that it was mainly used as a strong painkiller. Ji didn’t comment but just nodded.


  “The baths are this way.” Ji led them south through the wide central tunnel. As they walked, Ravishan studied the carved walls and doorways.


  “This was all carved by hand?” Ravishan asked.


  “Some of the caverns were natural. We expanded them,” Ji said.


  “It must have taken years.”


  “The first tunnels were dug out sixty years ago. They were used to hide grain stores from the Payshmura tithe collectors. Then Fai’daum dissidents started regrouping here and storing weapons. Over the last twenty years it’s almost become a city.”


  John guessed that the Warren’s population was about half that of Amura’taye. On the whole they were much better fed, clothed, and employed. And even the kitchen girls were trained to fight.


  “There are wards carved in some of the walls,” Ravishan commented.


  Ji nodded and flashed her teeth.


  “Your work?” Ravishan asked.


  “Mostly mine,” Ji said. “Why do you ask?”


  “They feel like Payshmura wards.” Ravishan studied the crowds of men and women. John guessed that he was trying to read their hand signs.


  “I picked up a few tricks while I was in Umbhra’ibaye,” Ji said.


  Surprise flashed through Ravishan’s expression but he asked nothing more and Ji offered no further explanation.


  As they passed close to the kitchens, the tunnels filled with more people. Many of them carried grain sacks or baskets loaded with root vegetables. A group of young boys herded a cluster of black milking goats past them.


  “All these people,” Ravishan whispered. “They’re all Fai’daum?”


  “All of them,” Ji said.


  It could have been an effect of the green light or just exhaustion at last catching up with him, but Ravishan looked suddenly ill. John stepped closer to offer support if Ravishan needed it.


  “There are so many,” Ravishan said quietly. “Here and in Nurjima.”


  “There are just as many in the south,” Ji said. “And now there will be a lot more.”


  “What do you mean?” Ravishan asked.


  “You’ll find out soon enough.” Ji led them through a narrow hallway. At last she stopped at the painted doors of the Witches District’s private baths.


  “I’ll have Tanash bring you yellowpetal,” Ji said. “Will you need bandages as well?”


  Ravishan didn’t respond right away. John knew that he didn’t want to admit the extent of his injuries. John answered for him.


  “That would be good. My neck is a little cut up.” John smiled down at Ji. “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” Ji gazed at John. “Though, next time maybe you should tell me before you decide to rush into an ambush.”


  “I sent Eriki’yu to you,” John said.


  “You should have come with him instead of going to fight. And you shouldn’t have fought so well,” Ji said. “I don’t know how I’m going to convince Lafi’shir that you’re unsuited to military service now. Arren has already been hinting that you should be sent out.”


  “But I’m your student,” John protested.


  “Yes, well, we’ll see,” Ji replied. “Don’t worry about it right now. Just take care of Ravishan.”


  Ji gave a heavy sigh that made John want to reach out and pat her head. He restrained himself.


  “I’ll send Tanash in a little while.” Ji turned and loped back towards the central tunnel.


  “Well, you heard her,” Ravishan said softly. “Take care of me.”


  He smiled at John. It was an inviting smile, but John recognized the bluff in it. Ravishan was exhausted and sick from spending so much time in the Gray Space. He stood at the verge of collapse, far too proud to admit it.


  John took Ravishan’s hand and pulled him into the small tiled room. He closed the door and locked it behind them. Ravishan slipped out of his heavy coat. John helped him strip off the rest of his clothes. He paused a moment, seeing the gold key that Ravishan wore on a silver chain around his neck. John didn’t try to remove it.


  He made Ravishan sit down on one of the bathing stools. John kissed him gently and washed him. At least two dozen thin, red cuts crisscrossed his chest, arms, and legs. A strange, stale ozone scent clung to his skin. John filled bucket after bucket of hot water and rinsed away the dirt and dank scents.


  The water splashed over John, soaking the leg of his pants. He quickly stripped them off and continued washing Ravishan.


  “I feel like your prize goat,” Ravishan muttered as John worked lather through his hair.


  “My goat. You know, my thoughts were headed in an entirely different direction,” John replied. He rinsed the soap out of Ravishan’s hair. They kissed again.


  Ravishan draped his arms over John’s shoulders and leaned against him. He closed his eyes and rested his head against John’s neck.


  “Are we going to be safe here?” Ravishan whispered.


  “I think so,” John said.


  “I’m tired of hiding.”


  “I know.” John kissed Ravishan’s clean dark hair.


  Comfortable warmth radiated from the pipes running overhead. John held Ravishan close and felt the tension drain from his body. Ravishan’s breath slowed to a deep, relaxed rhythm.


  There was a loud knock at the door. Ravishan bolted upright and instantly disappeared into the Gray Space. John started to grab him but then thought better of it. A moment later, the air next to John shuddered. A hiss of brutal cold escaped as Ravishan reappeared. He looked a little dazed and embarrassed.


  There was a second knock at the door.


  “Who is it?” John called.


  “Tanash. I’m loaded down like a pack animal so you have to open the door for me…ahem, if you’re decent.”


  John took a towel for himself and tossed another to Ravishan. Ravishan wrapped it around his waist. John opened the door.


  Tanash staggered in. The stack of clothes and baskets in her arms was piled high enough to almost block her vision. She carried at least two jackets, several shirts, and pants, as well as bundles of socks and underwear. John recognized the clothes. Larran had made them for him.


  John quickly took the two baskets that balanced on top of the clothes. Clay pots of medical salves and bandages cluttered one of the baskets. The other contained a jar of oil, brushes, a shaving razor, and a tin of tooth powder.


  Tanash stared past the huge stack of clothes in her arms to Ravishan. Ravishan regarded Tanash with slight suspicion. Tanash blanched and then turned quickly to John.


  “Ji wanted me to bring your clothes. And she sent yellowpetal and your shaving kit as well…”


  “Thank you,” John said. He took the clothes and piled them on the bathing stool. “Let me introduce you. Ravishan, this is Tanash. She’s another of Ji’s students.”


  “I’m new to the Warren too. My father sent me up from Amura’milaun to study here,” Tanash said. She smiled, showing her protruding front teeth. Ravishan didn’t smile in return.


  “I’m Ravishan. I’ve come from Rathal’pesha.”


  Tanash nodded. “Everybody’s talking about you. They’re saying that you’re an ushiri.”


  “I was,” Ravishan said. “I’m not one of them now.”


  “Did you really kill Lyyn with a touch of your hand?” Tanash asked in a whisper.


  “I used a Silence Knife,” Ravishan replied.


  “Oh.” Tanash frowned slightly. John doubted that she knew what a Silence Knife was. Ravishan didn’t seem inclined to explain. He was probably too tired to realize that he ought to.


  John handed Ravishan the jar of yellowpetal salve.


  “Did Ji say if Ravishan would be initiated at dinner tonight?” John asked Tanash.


  “I think so.” Tanash’s smile returned when she looked to John. “Ji’s going to sponsor him.”


  John nodded. He wondered if his underwear would fit Ravishan. He guessed that it didn’t matter. Ravishan rarely wore underwear.


  “Now we’re going to have two men in the Witches District.” Tanash grinned. “Kansa was flapping her fingers like mad. But I told her that you’re going to room together, so it won’t be indecent.”


  “She wasn’t worried about that when I was living with you,” John commented.


  “No, but you’re…you know…” Tanash blushed. “Harmless.”


  “Harmless?” Ravishan demanded.


  Tanash’s face flushed from pink to dark red.


  “It’s all right, Ravishan,” John said. “There’s nothing wrong with people feeling safe with me. That’s all Tanash meant.”


  Ravishan frowned but didn’t say anything. He still hadn’t applied any of the yellowpetal to his injuries. John realized that he wouldn’t while Tanash stood here, watching.


  John glanced to Tanash. “Ravishan and I should probably finish cleaning up and get dressed. We’ll see you at dinner, all right?”


  “Oh, of course.” Tanash went to the door. “I’ll see you later.”


  John nodded and Tanash left. John locked the door again.


  “You’re not harmless,” Ravishan said.


  “She meant that I wasn’t likely to force myself on any of the women.” John lifted the lid off the jar of yellowpetal. He rubbed a little of the salve over the cut on Ravishan’s cheek. The skin felt hot, but it wasn’t swollen or red. Injuries from the Gray Space could be slow to heal but they rarely became infected. John guessed it was a result of the Gray Space’s intense sterility. Nothing survived there for long, not even microbes.


  “Does everyone here know about us?” Ravishan asked.


  “Nearly. Word travels fast. Lyyn and his friends knew before they even met me. That’s why they wanted to ambush me.” John continued treating the lacerations that marred Ravishan’s skin.


  “I should have killed all three of them,” Ravishan said.


  John just shook his head.


  “Why not?” Ravishan asked.


  “We didn’t need to.” John set the jar of yellowpetal salve aside. He bandaged a deep cut just above Ravishan’s knee.


  “It isn’t wise to let an enemy live,” Ravishan said.


  “No. I suppose it’s not.” John found it strange to consider murder so practically. He should have been repulsed. He looked up at Ravishan’s handsome face. There was a hard pragmatism to Ravishan, but it didn’t disgust John. Ravishan made John ponder the value of lenience.


  “It’s not smart to make more enemies than we have to,” John said. “Those men all have families here in the Warren. I think that showing a little mercy might work in our favor.”


  “I know you’re right, but the thought of someone hurting you again…” Ravishan touched John’s cheek gently. “I couldn’t just let that happen.”


  “I know,” John said. He remembered the wet heat of Dayyid’s blood gushing over his hands. John stood and kissed Ravishan lightly. Ravishan wrapped his arms around John and for a moment they held each other in silence. John pulled back a little.


  “We’d better get dressed for dinner.” John handed Ravishan a pair of his pants and a shirt. He took the second pair of pants for himself. “You’re the guest of honor, you know.”


  “Yes, unless they decide to skin me and eat me.” Ravishan pulled on the dark gray pants. John’s clothes were loose on him and a little too long. He rolled the cuffs of the pants up. John quickly buttoned his own pants and grabbed a pair of socks.


  “They’re not going to skin you.” John handed Ravishan a belt. “They’re really pretty normal people. You must have noticed that while you were watching from the Gray Space.”


  “A little, but I wasn’t here all that often. The wards kept me away.”


  “Where were you?” John asked. He tugged the dark wool socks onto his feet.


  “South of Amura’lisam. I spent the better part of the last three days trying to find a way through the wards at Umbhra’ibaye.”


  “And?” John looked up questioningly. For just an instant he allowed himself to think of Laurie and hope. Ravishan shook his head.


  “If the entire thing were burned to the ground I might be able to get in.” Ravishan pulled a dark red sweater over his head. The rich color made his skin appear ashen. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s all right. Umbhra’ibaye will fall,” John said. “Ji has seen it. When it comes down, we’ll get Laurie and your sister out.”


  “Has the demoness really seen Umbhra’ibaye fall?”


  “Sabir’s forces in the south will bring it down. I don’t know when or how but apparently they will do it,” John assured him. “Ji says she’s seen you there as well.”


  “Do you think the issusha’im have seen the same things?” Ravishan asked.


  “Probably,” John said.


  “They must be trembling up in the Black Tower.”


  John nodded, though he suspected that the holy men in the Black Tower weren’t likely to simply accept their fate; these were the same men who were willing to release the Rifter against their own people to ensure their continued rule.


  Still the idea seemed to hearten Ravishan. A wicked delight flashed in the smile he turned upon John. Though, his suggestion was simple enough.


  “Let’s go get something to eat,” Ravishan said. “I suddenly feel like I want to meet more of these Fai’daum.”


  John escorted Ravishan to the huge dining hall. People poured in around them. Some paused to glance curiously at Ravishan but looked away quickly when he met their stares. The warmth in the room intensified as hundreds of people filled the benches surrounding the long tables. Children chased each other around the rows of benches while their mothers waved commands and threats at them.


  John led Ravishan to the table where he normally sat with Ji’s other students. Tanash waved them over next to her. Kansa frowned at them but said nothing.


  Ravishan stared at the vast gathered population. The great hall in Rathal’pesha was neither as large as this dining hall nor as full.


  “There’s an entire city down here,” Ravishan whispered. “The Payshmura cannot win this war.”


  “Certainly not with you on our side,” Tanash whispered back.


  Ravishan looked startled at Tanash’s intrusion into the conversation, but he smiled briefly at her.


  Women from the kitchen wheeled in serving carts. They passed steaming bowls of goat stew and baskets of taye bread down the tables. After that came pitchers of goat milk and watered wine as well as drinking bowls.


  As soon as Ravishan saw that other people were eating, he wolfed down his stew and bread. Tanash tasted her stew and then dunked a large piece of taye bread into it. She pushed it back and forth with her spoon.


  “I can’t wait for summer,” Tanash commented. “This northern winter fare is so monotonous.”


  John shrugged. At least the stringy goat meat and bitter greens were flavorful. Though, he still couldn’t keep from longing for some Tabasco.


  “Here, have a little wine. It’s quite good.” Tanash poured wine into Ravishan’s cup and then filled John’s and her own. Ravishan tasted it.


  “It’s not very strong,” Ravishan said.


  “No, but it tastes nice,” Tanash replied.


  Ravishan agreed, and after he finished his first, he poured himself a second cup.


  “So what will I be expected to do for my initiation?” Ravishan asked.


  “Ji will introduce you and then you’ll join her up on those raised steps.” John pointed to the low dais at the far end of the dining hall. “Then Giryyn will tattoo you and you’ll swear allegiance to the Fai’daum.”


  “The same red tattoo you have over your heart?” Ravishan asked. “That red snake?”


  John nodded.


  “That’s not so bad.” Ravishan drank a little more wine. He seemed more relaxed now. John supposed the yellowpetal salve and wine were taking the edge off his pain.


  “The women who join are tattooed a little lower on their ribs.” Tanash lowered her voice further. “You know, so that they won’t have to bare their breasts in front of everyone.”


  Ravishan frowned at Tanash and for a moment she looked worried.


  “Hand me some bread, will you?” Ravishan asked.


  “Oh. Yes, of course.” Tanash quickly passed the remains of a loaf of bread to Ravishan. He tore off a large piece and ate it.


  John finished his stew. Afterwards, he gazed at his empty bowl. Second courses wouldn’t be served until after Ji had arrived and made the evening announcements. He took a piece of bread from Ravishan and ate that.


  A few minutes later Ji and Giryyn arrived. They walked to the dais. Ji yawned, showing her white teeth. Instantly, the soft hiss of whispers and the clatter of dishes stopped.


  “We have two matters to announce tonight.” Ji barely raised her voice but it carried easily through the silence of the dining hall.


  “A recent desertion within the ushiri’im has set back the Payshmura’s plan to send out the Kahlil. Right now their leaders are in confusion, and for the moment, their oracles have lost their grasp of the future.


  “Sabir feels that this is the time to make our push for the south. If we move fast, the Payshmura won’t know what hit them. By the time they attempt to mobilize their ushman’im and ushiri’im we will have broken the Great Gate of Umbhra’ibaye and freed the issusha’im from their enslavement.”


  John felt a sudden rush of hope. He stared at Ji as if she were offering to fulfill a magical wish. He wasn’t the only one, he realized. Not only was Ravishan staring at Ji with an expression of elation, but so were many others among the Fai’daum. John suddenly wondered how many of them had daughters, sisters, mothers or wives among the issusha’im.


  “This offensive must be fast.” Ji’s low voice rolled through the chamber. “Sabir’s forces are going to require everything we can give. That means that the metal shops will be on double duty, and we’re going to be moving weapons and men through the railways in Gisa. It also means that many of you who have been training as reserve troops will be called up for duty. If you are not sent south, then the ground commanders will assign you to one of the small, elite units that will be striking everywhere between here and Amura’taye, keeping the Payshmura distracted from any happenings in the south.”


  Ji’s gaze lingered on John for a moment.


  “You should expect to get your assignments in the next week. You’ll leave immediately after that. If you have any unfinished business, I advise you get it done before the end of the week.”


  Ji stood in silence for a little while longer as the full implication of her words moved through the gathered people. John watched hand signs flash. Some couples briefly embraced. Some kissed or suddenly caught and hugged their children.


  “Now,” Ji went on, “I would like to present you with the man who has made all of this possible. Ushiri Ravishan, will you join me?”


  Ravishan rose. Everyone in the hall watched him as he walked to the dais. Younger children stood up on the benches to see Ravishan as he strode past. He held his head high and kept his eyes fixed on Ji.


  When Ravishan reached the dais, Ji continued speaking.


  “Ushiri Ravishan is not new to the Fai’daum,” Ji said. “His mother and father were comrades of ours. His mother risked her life to free me from the tortures of Umbhra’ibaye. His father aided our escape from the south. They were brave people.” Ji paused in silent reverence. Ravishan gazed down at his hands. The flush of emotion that had colored Ravishan’s cheeks at the mention of his parents slowly faded.


  “They were murdered and the Payshmura stole both Ravishan and his sister,” Ji continued. “But Ravishan has fought his way back to us and he has brought us this opportunity to bring the Payshmura to their knees. It is with immense pride that I sponsor him into our fold.” Ji bowed her head before Ravishan.


  “Thank you,” Ravishan said. He stared at Ji for several moments, his expression impossible to decipher. John wondered if he remembered her at all from his childhood.


  Giryyn beckoned Ravishan to his side. Ravishan didn’t flinch when Giryyn cut the Fai’daum symbol into the pale skin of his chest and rubbed dark red ink into the wound. He took the cup of wine Arren offered him and swore his allegiance in a calm voice, then drained the cup in a single drink.


  Despite their usual silence, many of the gathered men and women clapped. The sound echoed through the vast chamber like thunder. The applause seemed to take Ravishan off guard. He flushed and almost looked shy for a moment.


  “Thank you,” Ravishan said again, though his voice was much quieter.


  Ravishan returned to John’s side. He looked deeply tired but also surprisingly happy. He grinned a little drunkenly at John and whispered, “I’m going to sleep with you tonight and no one is going to stop me.”


  “No, no one is,” John replied. After years in Rathal’pesha that small freedom seemed suddenly like an immense gift.


  Chapter Eighty-Six


  

  



  The next day Arren expanded battle practice from one hour to three. The men and women remained separate and Ravishan was invited in to observe before he joined the practice himself. Both groups were winnowed down to the best fighters in the Warren. One hundred and sixty men clustered into the training hall with John. The heat of their bodies radiated through the chamber. The strong smell of sweat saturated the still air.


  A short, muscular man scowled at John and two other men from the Smiths District glared at him. But most of the men were strangers to him. Some of them, particularly those from the Stable District, returned John’s curious glances. One young man with pale green eyes signed a quick greeting to John. John returned the gesture but couldn’t immediately remember the young man’s name.


  Then it came to him—Fenn. They’d met the first day John had arrived.


  Before John could strike up more of a conversation, Arren signaled them to attention. Men from the Smiths District dragged in wooden crates of firearms. Arren distributed the new breech-loading rifles. Eriki’yu followed him, handing out rolls of bullets wrapped in waxed paper. The bruise over his eye had turned a dark blue. He smiled shyly at John but said nothing.


  Arren demonstrated loading and firing the new guns. Because of the close confines, no one loaded their live ammunition. Instead, they emulated Arren’s movements with empty rifles. The men around John handled their rifles with reverent caution. Some men jumped when they pulled the triggers and the hammers suddenly snapped down to strike empty chambers.


  John was already familiar with firearms. As a boy he had gone hunting with his father and brothers. He remembered shooting deer and feeling the hard kick of the rifle’s recoil like a penance for the life he took. The first time he had killed a young stag he had felt sick with himself. It had been such a beautiful animal.


  An old dread sank through John as he studied the rifle in his hands. The sharp smell of veru oil wafted up from its empty chamber. The Fai’daum rifle was smaller and heavier than the Winchester he’d owned as a boy. John doubted that this rifle could match the accuracy of his Winchester. But it would still rip through flesh and shatter bone.


  John turned one of the short blunt-tipped bullets through his hands. He had killed before. He had murdered Dayyid. But that had been to defend Ravishan. It was very different when he contemplated what he would have to do with this gun. He lifted the rifle and took aim down its notched barrel. He imagined opening fire on another man.


  Last night, when Ji had spoken of freeing the issusha’im, relief and hope had flooded John. But he hadn’t spared a thought for what the destruction of the Payshmura would require. Now, he realized that part of his unadulterated joy had been fueled by the idea that the Fai’daum would be the ones fighting and killing. Unconsciously, he had drawn a line between himself and them. This was their revolution, their world. They would fight and kill and die.


  John supposed he could still retreat into that conceit. Ji didn’t want him to leave the Warren. She had said as much this morning. If he agreed with her, no doubt he could hide here and let these other men around him bloody their hands. He could try to convince himself that this was their war, not his.


  But it was a lie and he knew it. He had suffered from the Payshmura’s tyranny as much as any member of the Fai’daum and he had as much to gain from their destruction. He was not a distant observer, recording the behavior of a strange society. He was enmeshed in this world and he had taken a side. He was a member of the Fai’daum. The red tattoo curled over his heart proclaimed as much. He had an obligation to fight.


  John pulled the trigger. The hammer snapped down harmlessly. John checked the bolt, feeling how smoothly it slid. The green-eyed man, Fenn, moved closer to John and signed a question. John demonstrated what he knew about the rifles and the man smiled his thanks.


  The rest of the day John practiced knife combat with Arren. The long fighting knives of the Fai’daum were new to John. But the blocking stances weren’t that different from those of hand-to-hand combat.


  He learned to watch for the thin edges of the blades and to thrust into Arren’s attacks. When John treated the knife as an extension of his own body, it seemed to move with blinding speed. He blocked Arren’s thrusts and sliced through the thick padding protecting Arren’s chest.


  “Good,” Arren said. He intensified the speed of his assaults. John matched him, and managed two more strikes.


  At last, Arren signaled the end of practice. John stripped off the hot padding. The right arm hung in tatters. Wads of wool spilled out. It stank of his sweat.


  “Your attacks are improving, Jahn,” Arren commented.


  “Thank you.” John wiped the perspiration from his face. The entire practice hall smelled of sweat and wool.


  “Has Ji mentioned releasing you to Lafi’shir?” Arren asked quietly.


  “She only said that she doesn’t like the idea of doing it,” John replied. “Can she really keep me from going?”


  “Do you want to go?” Arren asked.


  “I have a sister…” John started to explain his desire to save Laurie, but then he realized that why he wanted to fight the Payshmura didn’t matter. “I want to fight.”


  “Then you’ll fight, one way or another,” Arren said. “Don’t worry about it too much. Ji’s a reasonable woman. She’ll come around soon enough. You just keep fighting like you did today.”


  Arren patted John’s shoulder. It was a common enough gesture, but John found it somehow deeply affecting. A flush of pride spread through him.


  “Yes, sir.”


  After dinner, sitting next to each other on the bed in their tiny room, he and Ravishan compared the Payshmura technique of blade fighting with the Fai’daum style. Ravishan thought the Fai’daum style was too loose and left too many openings for counterattack. John didn’t know enough about either to compare them and he said so.


  “You know more than you admit,” Ravishan whispered to him. His lips brushed against John’s ear.


  The conversation faded to quiet as they undressed each other. John expected that the ravenous edge to their lovemaking would soften. But an undercurrent of desperation seemed to charge both their bodies. John found himself kissing Ravishan hard, hoping that the feeling would linger and somehow last even after they had both gone to fight in the south.


  The next day Ravishan joined battle practice. None of the men wanted to fight him. Word had already spread through the Warren that he had killed Lyyn with just a touch of his hand.


  “I’ll practice with Ravishan,” John volunteered. He could see both curiosity and relief on the faces of the other men.


  Fighting Ravishan challenged John. Ravishan moved fast and struck hard. He fought offensively, taking control of the ground and throwing himself into attack after furious attack.


  John reeled as Ravishan punched past his guard and landed a hard blow at the base of his throat. John pulled back and Ravishan pounced forward. He blocked John’s feint to the left and pushed him farther back towards the corner of the room.


  John knew what Ravishan was doing. He’d fought enough ushiri’im to recognize their strategies. Ravishan wanted John’s movements to be restricted by the confines of the walls while he would be free to move through the Gray Space.


  Ravishan threw another fast punch. John caught his arm and jerked him forward. Ravishan stumbled and John saw surprise register on his face. Then Ravishan dropped into the Gray Space.


  John pivoted around, watching the air for that faint distortion that the ushiri’im created when they moved at the very edge of the Gray Space. He felt a cold shudder from behind. Immediately, John spun back to see Ravishan burst from the Gray Space. With the speed of a reflex, Ravishan’s hand came up into a Silence Knife. The sharp edge of the Gray Space scraped across the stone wall, throwing off sparks as it plunged towards John. Instantly, Ravishan caught himself and snapped the Silence Knife shut.


  John lunged into Ravishan’s momentary pause, knocking him off balance. Ravishan tripped and John thrust him down onto the padded mat and pinned him under his weight.


  “Got ya.” John managed to get the words out between heavy breaths. Sweat poured down his chest and back.


  “Now what are you going to do with me?” Ravishan grinned up at him. His cheeks were flushed. His dark hair spilled out around his face in damp locks. John suddenly wanted to kiss him.


  Then John noticed how quiet the practice hall had become. He glanced up at the surrounding men. All of them stood staring at John and Ravishan. Even Arren.


  John rose off Ravishan and offered him a hand up. Ravishan stood quickly.


  “Good fight,” John said. His voice seemed far too loud in the quiet of the hall.


  Ravishan nodded. His warm flush of exertion darkened to a deep red embarrassment. John noticed a few of the men touching the wall where Ravishan’s Silence Knife had left blackened cracks. Most just stared as if they were too shocked to do anything else.


  Arren lightly clapped his hands. The men looked to him at once as if released from a spell. Arren signaled them back to practice. He rearranged fighting partners, and for a moment, he seemed to consider splitting up Ravishan and John. John saw the nervous way the other men looked at them. The green-eyed man from the stables still smiled at John.


  You two stay together, Arren signed.


  John nodded. Practice continued for two more hours. By the end, exhaustion saturated John’s body. His arms and legs ached. His body reeked of sweat. Despite the physical discomfort, he felt good. He had pushed himself up against limits of his strength and then found that he could keep going.


  As he and Ravishan walked through the wide tunnel, passing groups of men and women, John tried to shake the tension out of his muscles.


  “I can’t believe you’re dancing around,” Ravishan murmured to him.


  “I’m not dancing. I’m stretching the cramps out of my shoulders.” John rolled his head slowly, feeling the tight pull of muscles. Ravishan gave a brief shake of his head.


  John watched other men from the practice hall wander through the crowds. Their sweat-covered bodies and red pants were easy to pick out. He guessed all of them were headed for the baths. Luckily, he and Ravishan had access to the private bath in Ji’s Witches District.


  “I can barely move,” Ravishan said quietly. “You fight too well.”


  “You weren’t exactly pulling your punches, you know.”


  “No?” Ravishan smiled. “I thought I went easy on you. I closed the Silence Knife.”


  “That wasn’t going easy so much as refraining from killing me,” John stated.


  Ravishan rolled his eyes.


  “You’ve broken more than one of my Silence Knives in Rathal’pesha. You would have been fine.”


  “If you thought so, then why did you hold back?” John asked. They reached their district and walked down the corridor to the baths. John could feel the rolling humidity in the air. The smell of feminine perfume drifted over him.


  “I just didn’t want to fight you like that.” Ravishan thought for a moment. “I’ve killed a lot of men with Silence Knives now. I don’t like the thought of drawing one on you…not even in practice.”


  John remembered the butchered bodies of men and boys scattered across the Holy Road. Ravishan had cut them down in mere moments.


  “I might be doing you a disservice, though,” Ravishan said. “If we’re going to fight the Payshmura, then you will be facing ushiri’im other than me.”


  John knew Ravishan was right. But he also knew that he could break any ushiri’s Silence Knife. He’d spent the last year in Rathal’pesha doing just that.


  “We’ll have plenty more opportunities to practice, I’m sure. I appreciate you going easy on me today,” John said.


  “Plan on returning the favor tonight?” Ravishan asked. His hand brushed against John’s hip.


  “No,” John replied with a smirk. “I don’t think you’d let me.”


  They reached the bath, which turned out to be occupied. When John knocked, Tanash called out that she would be out in a minute. John went to the tiny room he and Ravishan now shared to gather clean clothes and towels. Ravishan waited so that none of the other students could claim the bath before them.


  John returned just as Tanash stepped out. Sweet-scented steam poured out around her. She grinned at John but flushed slightly when she noticed that Ravishan stood there as well. She firmly gripped the towel wrapped around her body.


  Frowning, Ravishan asked, “What’s that smell?”


  John recognized the frozen expression on Tanash’s face from a multitude of awkward encounters with his sister. Doubtless she would have preferred her ablutions to be noticed much more appreciatively. Ravishan sniffed the fragrant steam with a puzzled expression. John realized suddenly that Ravishan simply knew nothing about women.


  “It’s us,” John said. “You’ve gotten so used to the stink of sweaty men that you can’t recognize what a clean person should smell like.”


  Tanash smiled at John’s response.


  “Candy?” Ravishan asked.


  John pushed him through the bathroom door.


  “We’ll see you at dinner,” he told Tanash.


  “I’ll save you seats next to me,” Tanash replied.


  John stepped into the humid, perfumed air of the bath. He closed the door and locked it. Ravishan stripped off his clothes and tossed them aside. His lean body gleamed with sweat. He caught John’s hand and pulled him next to him. John all but forgot the ache of his tired muscles as the heat of Ravishan’s skin radiated through the thin material of John’s pants. Ravishan untied the drawstring and the last stitch of clothing between them fell to the floor.


  “We might as well get a little more dirty before we clean up,” Ravishan whispered.


  •


  They were late to dinner.


  True to her word, Tanash had saved them places. She looked at John curiously when he came in. He sat down beside her.


  “It took you long enough to take a bath,” Tanash whispered. She passed a tray of goat meat and boiled roots to them.


  “I hadn’t realized how filthy I was,” John whispered. Next to him, Ravishan suppressed a laugh.


  “Did we miss anything?” John asked.


  Tanash nodded vigorously.


  “You’re not going to believe it.” Tanash caught John’s arm in an excited grip. “Ji just received word from Sabir. Another ushiri deserted the Payshmura and joined the Fai’daum.”


  “What?” Ravishan leaned in closer.


  Another ushiri. John knew at once who it had to be.


  “Fikiri,” John said softly. At just the mention of Fikiri’s name Ravishan’s eyes narrowed in annoyance.


  “You already knew?” Tanash asked.


  “I just guessed,” John replied. Anxiety gnawed at him. Fikiri had tried to have Ravishan killed. And he had good reason to want John dead now as well. He searched through the crowded tables for Ji but couldn’t find her.


  “Have you seen Ji in here?” John asked.


  “She and Giryyn are talking with Sabir’s messenger.” Tanash studied John. “So you know this Fikiri?”


  John nodded. He piled several slices of meat onto his plate, but his hunger had gone dull. He tried to imagine what he would say to Fikiri if he were here in the room. What would he do? A sick mixture of guilt and anger moved through John.


  “We were all at Rathal’pesha together,” Ravishan said.


  “What’s he like?” Tanash asked.


  “He’s like an infestation of fleas,” Ravishan said. Then he shook his head. “No, fleas you can get rid of with a comb and some soap.”


  “You didn’t get along with him?” Tanash seemed genuinely surprised.


  “Not from the first day we met.” Ravishan helped himself to several slices of goat meat and stewed roots.


  “Why not?” Tanash asked. She passed a plate of dark red rolls to John. A sweet buttery scent rose off them. John took the plate but didn’t choose one. He just handed them on to Ravishan.


  John wondered if Ji would return soon. If Fikiri had come to the Fai’daum looking for revenge, would she know? Would she have seen it in a vision?


  Ravishan took two sweet rolls. He placed one on John’s plate and continued his undervoiced conversation with Tanash.


  “We just didn’t like each other. We were competing for the same position. That put us at odds, but there was something about him that I couldn’t stand. I don’t think it would have mattered how we met or what either of us did. I would have hated him no matter what.” Ravishan chewed a piece of tough goat meat. He looked oddly thoughtful. Then he said, “He’s weak.”


  Ravishan’s tone sounded so condemning and final; it reminded John of Dayyid.


  “People can’t always be strong,” Tanash countered.


  “Maybe weak is the wrong word, but I can’t think of another.” Ravishan briefly glanced to John, as if hoping he would elaborate.


  John shrugged. His concentration was not entirely on the conversation. He continued scanning the room for Ji.


  “Fikiri is weak in the worst way,” Ravishan said. “Physically, he has strength. He has power. He was an ushiri. Despite all that, he’d always act like someone’s victim. He never took responsibility for his actions. There was always someone forcing him to do everything.”


  John glanced to Ravishan. He hadn’t thought that Ravishan had observed Fikiri so closely or had that much insight into Fikiri’s inner workings. But then John realized he shouldn’t have been surprised. Ravishan constantly assessed his rivals and his enemies and Fikiri qualified as both.


  “Maybe someone actually was forcing him,” Tanash offered.


  “Certainly,” Ravishan replied and John noted the edge of cynicism in his tone but didn’t know if Tanash had. Ravishan ate a little more of his meal but then continued his conversation with Tanash. “If you want to be forced, you can always find someone to do it.”


  “Some people aren’t looking to be forced to do things. They’re oppressed,” Tanash replied, her voice rising almost above a whisper. She looked incensed.


  “I didn’t say people aren’t ever forced to do things against their will.” Ravishan leaned forward a little. “I’m just trying to explain about Fikiri.”


  John turned his attention to his own plate, staring down at the heap of stringy goat meat. He chose the roll instead, breaking it apart and watching as wisps of steam escaped.


  It was nearly impossible for him to consider Fikiri without feeling terribly conflicted.


  John could easily recall Fikiri as the thin boy whom he had forced to march up the Thousand Steps. He’d only been a child then and he had suffered because of John’s need to access Rathal’pesha.


  But he wasn’t a child anymore, and even before everything had fallen apart in Amura’taye, Fikiri had been spying for Dayyid and using his knowledge to threaten both John and Ravishan.


  Then, unwillingly, John remembered the prison guard smashing a hammer down over his legs and hands. He remembered Samsango’s cold body and a rush of rage seared away John’s sympathy. Fikiri had done his best to destroy both him and Ravishan. He had crushed their hope of escape to Nayeshi. All because he had been afraid.


  “He’s a coward,” John said softly.


  Ravishan nodded at Tanash as if John’s word should settle the matter.


  “Well, Giryyn and Sabir and Ji all seemed to think he was rather brave.” Tanash speared a hunk of dark root and bit into it.


  “Maybe a month with a bounty on his head has changed him.” Ravishan’s expression and tone were far from believing. “But in Rathal’pesha all he did was spy, connive, and cry for his mother.”


  Fikiri had done far worse than that. John felt suddenly relieved that he hadn’t told Ravishan that Fikiri had accused him of Dayyid’s murder.


  If Ravishan found out about that, John had no doubt that he would kill Fikiri. John doubted that the Fai’daum would be pleased by that. Ravishan had already cost them one of their men. No one but Giryyn would want him around if he murdered a second member in less than a week.


  “You aren’t very forgiving of human nature, are you?” Tanash asked Ravishan.


  Ravishan seemed to consider her statement before answering.


  “Strength and courage are as much a part of human nature as weakness and cowardice. I don’t have much of a use for people who choose to be less than they can be.”


  “You sound like my father,” Tanash commented.


  “Maybe your father’s a smart man,” Ravishan replied.


  “He is,” Tanash said. “But he’s also the man who sponsored Fikiri into the Fai’daum.”


  Ravishan didn’t have a response for that. He cut off a large hunk of goat meat and ate it. John smiled a little. When Tanash was older, he thought she might make a great debater.


  “Are you going to eat any of that?” Ravishan asked.


  “What?” John glanced to him.


  “Your food.” Ravishan jabbed his knife at the meat on John’s plate. “You aren’t going to get any less hungry just looking at it.”


  John cut his meat into pieces. He glanced to Tanash but her attention had shifted to the conversation between Kansa and a man from the Smiths District. John studied the hand signs for a few moments. It seemed to be nothing but a flirtation.


  Ravishan reached past John to help himself to a thick slice of white cheese.


  “Don’t look so worried,” Ravishan whispered. “I may not like Fikiri but I’m not so hot-blooded that I’m going to attack him at first sight. We’ll need all the help we can get in the south. And another ushiri could make all the difference in breaching Umbhra’ibaye.”


  John gazed at Ravishan. It was such a reasonable thing to say. It hardly sounded like him at all.


  “I can’t penetrate the defenses at Umbhra’ibaye on my own,” Ravishan admitted very quietly.


  “You won’t be on your own,” John said. He dropped his hand down to Ravishan’s leg. Ravishan smiled without looking up.


  “Eat,” Ravishan said. “You’re going to need the energy later tonight.”


  John suppressed his troubled thoughts. Ravishan was right. Tomorrow he’d talk to Ji. Tonight he had other things to do.


  •


  The next morning, when they were in Ji’s practice chambers, Tanash stared so pointedly at John’s neck that he knew Ravishan had to have left a mark.


  He lowered his head and tried to concentrate on the small white bone in front of him. Delicate letters of common Basawar script cut across the smooth grain. It had been a rib, John thought. But he wondered what animal it had come from. A tahldi? Or maybe a goat?


  John cut the last letter into the flat surface. Tanash tossed her bone impatiently from hand to hand, having finished her carving several minutes before. Ji paced between the workbenches, watching her students and casually instructing them.


  “You can carve any command you wish into a charm, but the blood you use to feed your commands will determine how powerful that charm will be.” Her eyes flicked to John briefly, before she continued, “Remember that the blood is the charm’s life. Your commands are its purpose. You must have both if the charm is to function. The easiest way to feed your charm is to use your own blood. But keep in mind that other sources are often better. At the very least, you won’t be weakened from blood loss if you bleed someone else.”


  “Whose blood are we using today?” Kansa held up a small glass vial. The liquid inside looked nearly black.


  “Mine,” Ji responded. “So try not to waste it.”


  John watched Tanash crack the wax seal of her vial. She dipped in a small brush and painted the dark, sticky blood over her carved bone. John followed her example. The blood lay on the surface of the bone momentarily. Then it soaked in, leaving only a faint pink stain behind. A tiny vibration shuddered through the bone. It trembled against John’s palm.


  While Ji directed a young girl in carving her charm, John waited for further instruction. Tanash dragged her stool closer to his. She glanced at his charm briefly, then returned to her obtrusive study of John’s neck.


  Did someone bite you? Tanash carefully formed the signs with her right hand.


  John felt his skin go warm. Kansa snapped her fingers at Tanash, and once she had the younger girl’s attention, made several fast signs. John recognized the signs for Ravishan’s name and the animal symbol that indicated himself. Tanash scowled at Kansa. In response Kansa rolled her eyes and then gave John a look of commiseration.


  No one asked you, Tanash signed back. Kansa shrugged and turned back to her charm.


  “What did she say?” John asked quietly.


  “Nothing worth repeating,” Tanash said. “She’s always accusing other people of being obscene, but I think she’s the one with a filthy mind.”


  John turned his charm in his hands, wondering if Kansa’s comments had been defamatory or merely accurate.


  “Ushiri Ravishan is handsome, isn’t he?” Tanash asked very quietly.


  “Yes, he is,” John said. He knew it was useless to hope that Tanash wouldn’t have a crush on Ravishan.


  Tanash frowned down at her delicate hands. She picked up a bone carving knife and then put it back down.


  “He’s in love with you, isn’t he?” Tanash asked.


  John paused before responding. He didn’t want to destroy her adolescent dreams, but deceiving her wouldn’t be a kindness either.


  “Yes,” John said quietly.


  “Do you…” Tanash flushed a little. “Does it bother you?”


  “What?” John was suddenly aware that the other girls were listening in.


  “You’re still friendly with him anyway,” Tanash said.


  “Of course I am. I’m in love with him too.”


  “Really?” Tanash broke into a wide, enthusiastic grin.


  “Yes.”


  “That’s so romantic.” Tanash scooted even closer to him. “Have you kissed him?”


  John wished the ground would swallow him up, but checked himself, fearing that he might actually be able to make that happen. Keeping his eyes on his charm, he murmured, “Yes. We’ve kissed. We’ve kissed a lot.”


  At this, he thought he heard Kansa snicker. It was ridiculous, but John felt a hot blush spreading across his face.


  “Now.” Ji’s voice carried through the room and echoed slightly. “You have only to give a spark of power to the charms and they should each rise and point to true north. Too little power and they will not move. Too much and you could burn through your charm.”


  Ji invited her students to the front of the room, where she had scratched a circle of protective wards into the floor, so that they could test their work.


  Kansa went first. She laid her charm down in the circle and made the sign of awakening over it. The carved bone rose gracefully into the air, coming to hover just above Kansa’s palm. The bone spun once and then stilled. Its sharpened tip pointed perfectly north.


  “Excellent,” Ji said.


  Kansa smiled and removed her charm from the confines of Ji’s wards. Other students were less fortunate. Their charms jerked weakly across the floor or soared up and whirled ceaselessly. Many didn’t move at all. Ji offered advice to each of the girls. The charm Tanash created whipped around in tight loops. Tanash glared at it intently. Dipping and jerking, the charm lifted off the floor. At last it hovered up to the height of Tanash’s hand and stabilized with the tip pointing east.


  “Close,” Ji said. “Check your carvings and perhaps focus a little more and chat a little less.”


  Eventually John’s turn came. He placed his charm in the center of Ji’s wards and signed it awake. Instantly, white fire gushed up over the bone. The flames arced high and crashed into the ceiling. Heat rolled off the burning charm in waves. Kansa lunged forward and threw a dish of water over it. The water seared to steam, leaving the charm still burning. The acrid smell of burning blood engulfed the room.


  John stamped on the charm, smothering it with his boot as he silently drew the power of it back into himself. Smoke rolled up over him. He choked and coughed.


  Ji shoved the door open. Students rushed out into the corridor, gasping. John crushed the last of the flames and staggered after them.


  “Hold the door open. Let the smoke clear,” Ji said. She sat on the floor in the hall. John sank down to the floor beside her, leaning back against the door to prop it open.


  The rest of the students slumped against the hallway walls. Tanash coughed and waved weakly to John. Kansa glared at him reproachfully.


  “That could have gone better,” John murmured.


  “It could have been worse.” Ji swished her tail, fanning the still air around her. “Though I don’t think the room will be any use for lessons until tomorrow. You all might as well go and have an early lunch. Jahn, you stay. I want to talk to you about the commands you carved.”


  While the girls trailed away, John surveyed the training room. Pale, hazy smoke hung in the air. A black scorched circle marked the perimeter of Ji’s wards.


  “You seem distracted today,” she remarked.


  “Sorry,” John replied.


  “If you can’t concentrate, you shouldn’t be performing spells. Your power is too immense to be released unrestrained.”


  “I know. I’m sorry.”


  Ji shook her head. “This is the third time I’m going to have to call a mason in.”


  John simply bowed his head in shame.


  “So, what’s distracting you so badly?” Ji asked.


  “Ushiri Fikiri,” John said.


  “Yes, he mentioned that you and he had a history.”


  “Is he here?” John could hear the alarm in his own voice. He didn’t know if he was ready to meet Fikiri just yet. He wasn’t sure he could predict his own reactions to the young man, much less Fikiri’s reactions to him.


  They had done such harm to each other.


  “He was, but only for a few hours last night. Sabir is using him as a messenger.” Ji lifted her gaze and John could see her searching his face for any reaction. “He said that you hated him and that you might want to kill him.”


  “Did he tell you why?”


  “Yes. Though, it required a little fathi to get the truth from him.” Ji cocked her head. “He blames you for his mother’s death, you know.”


  “It was my fault,” John said. Lady Bousim had been so kind to him as well as to Laurie and Bill. She hadn’t deserved to burn. John closed his eyes against the inadvertent memory of the sound of her piercing screams.


  “Jahn,” Ji said. “Let me tell you what I told Ushiri Fikiri. You did not kill Lady Bousim. The Payshmura murdered her. They are your enemy, not him.”


  John nodded, but the churning feeling of guilt still gnawed at him.


  “And what you feel Ushiri Fikiri did to you,” Ji went on, “that, too, was the work of the Payshmura. He didn’t condemn you to burn. They did.”


  But Fikiri had arranged it. John started to say as much but then stopped himself.


  “You want me to forgive Fikiri?” John asked.


  “I doubt either of you will ever forgive each other,” Ji replied. “But I need you both to put the past behind you. The Fai’daum can’t accommodate either of your vendettas. Do you understand me?”


  “I do.” John knew winning this war mattered far more than finding redress for his personal losses. He understood that, but he wondered if Fikiri did as well.


  “Don’t worry. I’m not going to try to kill Fikiri,” John said. “I just don’t trust him.”


  “I wouldn’t expect you to.”


  “Do you trust him?” John asked.


  Ji lapsed into silence. Her ears flicked as though her thoughts were annoying insects. John relaxed against the door. His throat felt dry. Absently, he stroked Ji’s shoulder.


  She glanced up at him. John removed his hand immediately.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


  “It’s all right, Jahn.” Ji shrugged. “You have a kind touch and my back itches.”


  John scratched Ji’s back.


  Ji stretched into his efforts. Then she said, “When Umbhra’ibaye falls, Fikiri will be there. I have seen him and I have seen Ravishan.” Her eyes narrowed as if she were trying to focus on something far out of sight. “But I have seen many things. The future turns and changes like a cloud caught in the wind. It could move in many directions. But there are always ruins. And no matter what, I always see Ravishan and Fikiri in those ruins.”


  “But what does that mean?”


  “If I knew that, I would have won this war already,” Ji replied.


  “So we march south and hope for the best?”


  “You do not go south,” Ji said. “It is too dangerous for you to go to the south.”


  “Why?” John asked.


  “Because of what you are,” Ji said. “The Great Gate is at Umbhra’ibaye and it knows you. It was created to awaken to your blood. If that happens, all of Basawar could be lost.”


  “But I won’t open the Great Gate,” John said.


  “You may not mean to, but it would respond to you. It has been fed with the blood of nothing but Rifters. It is nearly a living thing now and it has already awoken to your presence once before.”


  John recalled the slabs of broken yellow stones littering the forest. “You mean when I crossed from Nayeshi?”


  “Yes, even broken, it opened for you,” Ji replied. “If you wanted it to open for you now, it would. And I think that you could not keep yourself from wanting it to open.”


  “Of course not,” John said. “I want to go home. After this is all over I’m going to take Laurie and Ravishan home with me.”


  Ji stiffened beneath his hand.


  “If you do, you may well kill those of us who remain here.”


  “What? No!” John objected.


  “You must have felt how weak this world is, Jahn. Haven’t you wondered why?” Ji asked. But when John was silent, she went on, “When the Great Gate opens, life bleeds from this world. Basawar trembles on the brink of destruction every time the Great Gate is used. That was the cause of the war between the Eastern Kingdom and the Payshmura. Our queens wanted the Great Gate destroyed.”


  “But the Great Gate has been opened before. Ten times. Basawar is still…fine.” But John knew that wasn’t true. He’d felt the starved sickness of the land. He knew from records that the air had grown thin. The soil no longer produced the quantities of food it once had. Each time the land recovered, but not for centuries, and it had never returned to its natural fertility.


  “What if I didn’t leave right away? What if I waited five or even ten years?”


  “In a hundred years it would still be too soon,” Ji said.


  “If I only opened them for an instant…” John suggested.


  “It is not worth the risk.” Ji shook her head. “I wish I could show you what I have seen, Jahn. First there will be the killing wind, a suffocating storm that chokes every living thing it touches. Entire cities will die in a night. The sea will be thick with the stench of rotting creatures. Then the lands will waste. First orchards and fields will wither away, then even the wild grasses and weeds. If something survives, I do not see it.”


  She was describing a world in the last throes of hypoxia and drained of nitrogen. John knew that at once, but he didn’t want to believe it. “But you’re not sure it will happen. You said that the visions change.”


  “My visions do change,” Ji replied, “but only because the actions that cause them change. If the Great Gate continues to be used, then it will destroy Basawar. For the sake of this world the Great Gate must be broken before it can be opened again.”


  John bowed his head down against his knees. He squeezed his eyes shut.


  He wanted to go home.


  The promise of returning had kept him going. It had fueled his every decision since he had arrived here. He had been able to endure beatings and humiliation because he had known that someday, somehow, all of this would be over and he would arrive back at home.


  When he got home, he’d eat tacos so spicy that his eyes would water. He’d watch television and drink cheap beer. He’d speak English loudly. He’d do things he’d never done before. He’d take Ravishan dancing and they would stay out all night.


  He would take Laurie home. He’d put flowers on Bill’s memorial. He would forget about Basawar, about burning bodies, about the Rifter.


  Tears welled in John’s eyes. He had to fight to keep from crying. How could he be so petty and pathetic? Countless lives were at stake. An entire world stood to be lost. And all he could think of was how much he wanted to go home.


  Ji nuzzled his leg with her cold nose. John stroked her head and shoulders as if she were a real dog. He took a deep breath and concentrated on the calm perfection of the stone surrounding him. If he wanted to, he could go. He was the Rifter and not even Ji could stop him. The Great Gate would awaken to him. He could go home.


  Sheltered beneath the vaults of stone, John could feel the hundreds of men and women living in the Warren. Little black goats scampered across the stone streets. Shepherd boys chased them. He didn’t know most of these people, and yet he felt them, as he felt the earth and air around him. How many of them would he sacrifice for his own happiness? Two? Ten? A hundred? A thousand?


  An entire world?


  No, he had happiness. He had it here, with Ravishan. He didn’t have Mexican food or television or even a flushing toilet, but he still had happiness.


  John wiped his eyes. “So, I won’t go south. What should I do then?”


  “We will need you to keep the ushiri’im occupied in the north,” Ji said quietly. “We don’t want them to guess that we are mobilizing in the south.”


  John nodded.


  Ji considered him with a sympathetic animal gaze. John stroked her head. He felt childish doing it, knowing that she was nothing like the dog he’d owned as a boy; still he petted her and took comfort in the distant memory.


  “It does no good to pine for a place you cannot return to,” Ji told him quietly. “Let it go and look to the life you have here and now. That is all any of us can do.”


  •


  It wasn’t until late that evening that John actually noticed just how much of Nayeshi he’d already abandoned. He had been doing it unconsciously for years: allowing Basawar words to replace English, forgetting names and places, becoming accustomed to tattooed fingers, carved bones, and a man who stepped out of the empty air into his arms. His memories of the life he’d lived seemed distant now and nearly as unreal as a dream.


  That knowledge troubled John but not as much as he would have expected. Still Ravishan noticed the difference.


  “You seemed distracted today,” Ravishan commented as they lay close in their bed. Only one lamp remained uncovered; it cast a faint green illumination along the sharp line of Ravishan’s jaw and bare shoulders.


  “I’ve just been thinking about things…” John replied and Ravishan gave a soft laugh.


  “Yes, I gathered that much. Care to tell me what you’ve been thinking about?”


  John wondered if there had been a single discrete moment when the sharp planes and muscular weight of Ravishan’s naked body had ceased to feel foreign lying against his own bare skin. If so, he hadn’t noticed it. He only knew that now, if he lay down alone, the bed felt empty, and when he didn’t hear Ravishan’s voice, the room seemed too quiet.


  “If the attack on Umbhra’ibaye is successful, the Fai’daum will destroy the Great Gate,” John said at last. “Even if they rescue Loshai, none of us will be able to go to Nayeshi.”


  Ravishan lay thoughtfully silent beside him. When he spoke at last, he touched John’s right hand, tracing his callused fingers. “I know Basawar must be cruel compared to Nayeshi. More than anyone, you’ve shown me that things here aren’t the way they should be. But that’s really why we’ve joined the Fai’daum, isn’t it? We’re going to win this war and make Basawar a better land…”


  “Yes,” John agreed. He’d always understood as much in principal, but now the genuine difference that the Fai’daum revolution could make seemed to suffuse him like a deep drink of fathi. If Basawar was to be his home for the rest of his life, then he needed to stop sulking about all he’d left behind on Nayeshi and start fighting to make Basawar a place where he and Ravishan and Laurie could live their lives.


  Beside him Ravishan sighed heavily.


  “I know nothing here can possibly compare to Nayeshi—”


  John silenced him with a kiss and then drew back.


  “Some things are a lot better actually.”


  After that John found a new drive and certainty in his battle practices. He broke through Arren’s attacks with fast, fluid strikes. He punched through Fai’daum knife blades and flicked the shards of steel from his fingers. There would be black bruises across his hand the next morning but that didn’t matter to him while he fought.


  At last Arren called him to a halt. Sweat gleamed across Arren’s dark skin.


  “There’s nothing more I can teach you in a practice room,” Arren informed him. “You’re ready to fight real enemies outside the Warren.”


  From behind, John heard the soft clap of gloved hands. He turned and saw Saimura standing in the doorway. His pale skin was still streaked red from the winter cold outside.


  “It will be good to have you with us, when we ride for Gisa,” Saimura told him. “Lafi’shir will officially announce assignments tonight, but I just wanted you to know that you’ll be joining me in Lafi’shir’s elite unit. Once we’ve escorted the munitions to Gisa, we’ll be kicking up trouble all across the north.”


  Arren clapped John on the shoulder and beamed at him as if he’d won a prize. But John’s thoughts were of other assignments.


  “Do you know if Ravishan—” John began to ask, but Saimura’s sympathetic expression stopped him.


  “Sabir wants command of the two ushiri’im. With their skills, I imagine they’ll be dispatched where they’re needed, north or south.”


  “Of course,” John replied, though he dreaded the idea of Ravishan—or Fikiri, for that matter—facing armed soldiers.


  But Fikiri and Ravishan possessed such skills: what messenger could outpace them and what spy could be more silent? Certainly, John couldn’t imagine any assassin more dangerous than an ushiri. Of course Sabir would wish to exploit them to the fullest extent.


  “Do you know when all this will start?” John asked.


  “It’s already begun. Rifles are being loaded even as we speak,” Saimura replied. “Tomorrow most of us ride south. If you have goodbyes to say now’s the time.”


  John excused himself and went to find Ravishan. They stayed together until Tanash summoned them to supper.


  At the evening meal when Ji formally introduced Lafi’shir to the gathered Fai’daum, John guessed from most people’s expectant expressions that they already knew the powerfully built bearded ground commander.


  “He was one of the men who found you in the snow, wasn’t he?” Ravishan asked John quietly.


  John nodded.


  Lafi’shir’s unit is famous for striking like lightning and bloodying the Payshmura’s noses before they know what’s hit them, Tanash informed them both in hand signs. Then she added under her breath, “Kansa’s brother, Pirr’tu, is one of them…he’s also an infamous seducer.”


  A scandalized excitement showed in her expression as she shot a glance to a tall dark man seated just behind Lafi’shir. Pirr’tu offered Tanash an offhanded wave in return.


  For his part Lafi’shir signed quickly and curtly as he detailed the divisions of fighters to be sent south as well as those who would accompany the caravans of munitions meant to arm their southern comrades. As Saimura had predicted, Ravishan was to report to Sabir while John remained in the north to harass and distract the Payshmura and their gaun’im allies.


  Chapter Eighty-Seven


  

  



  After only a day escorting the caravan of wagons, Lafi’shir noted John’s ability to move at speed through the dense forest and deep snow drifts that lined the narrow roads they followed through the mountains. Lafi’shir immediately assigned John scouting duty and John found that he took to it.


  Three days later, John leaned against the rough bark of a tall pine. Its shadow offered him cover. The wind churned white veils of snow through the air, obscuring the view of the road below. John narrowed his eyes, concentrating. The wind shifted and John had a clear view.


  He counted the rashan’im. Ten of them rode in single file through the deep snow. They carried rifles, but not at the ready. Instead their guns were holstered at their backs. Several of the riders tucked their hands, reins and all, into the fronts of their coats.


  John willed them to turn down onto the lower road that descended into the valley. The rashan’im rode past the fork and continued up the high road. In an hour they would reach the summit of Whitestone Hill where Lafi’shir’s troops rested.


  John turned and sprinted up the hill. The frigid air burned in his lungs. He bounded from the outcropping of a boulder to the narrow goat trail. The hard-packed snow caught him. As he ran, the earth seemed to throw him forward. The wind caught him and lifted each of his wild leaps up the jagged rock face.


  He reached the top of Whitestone Hill in a matter of minutes. A snow-covered outcropping of stone thrust out over the narrow road. Beneath the stone stood four of the Fai’daum’s heavy wooden munitions wagons. A corner of the oiled leather tarp that covered the crates of rifles came untied and flapped up in the wind like a startled bird. A young man caught the loose end and roped it back down.


  Other men rested behind the wagons, using them as wind breaks. Some huddled close, sharing dry goat meat and keeping as warm as they could without a fire. Others lay curled in their coats, sleeping.


  They had been marching three days straight and most of them were too tired to do more than eye John as he rushed past them to Lafi’shir.


  “What’s got you running so fast, Jahn?” Lafi’shir only glanced up briefly from his careful work of cleaning a rifle. Two of Lafi’shir’s chosen men stood close at hand. John remembered Pirr’tu from Tanash’s comments about him. The other man, Tai’yu, John recognized by his red hair and hooked nose.


  “Ten rashan’im.” John bent over, gasping for breath. He wasn’t sure he’d ever moved so fast. The muscles of his thighs felt molten hot. “Bousim men. They’re coming up the high road from the north side.”


  Both of Lafi’shir’s men looked immediately to their leader. John didn’t know what they could hope to read from the man’s countenance. His heavy beard and thick black brows obscured much of his mouth and eyes. His hands were steady and his motions calm as he finished with the rifle. John thought he might be frowning but he couldn’t be sure.


  A few feet away, Saimura stood and then quickly drew closer to Lafi’shir’s side.


  “How soon will they get here?” Lafi’shir turned the rifle over in his broad hands. He checked the sights and then tossed it to Saimura. John saw him flash a quick hand sign to Saimura. Yours.


  Saimura caught the rifle and silently loaded it with his own strangely carved bullets.


  “They’ll reach the crest of the hill in an hour.” John straightened. “They weren’t moving fast.”


  “Only ten. Moving slow,” Lafi’shir said quietly. The fingers of his right hand moved thoughtfully between half formed signs.


  “They probably aren’t looking for us,” Saimura commented. He smiled briefly at John and offered him a drink from his canteen. John took it happily.


  “They may not be looking, but they’ll find us,” Lafi’shir said.


  “We could pick them off,” Pirr’tu said. “We’ve got the high ground.”


  “We kill them and more rashan’im will come looking for them. Ten riders don’t just disappear,” Tai’yu replied. “We’ll only end up drawing more attention to this road.”


  “That we can’t do.” Lafi’shir stood and looked to both Tai’yu and Pirr’tu. “Get the men up. We’ll have to make for Gisa and hope they don’t wonder too much about our wagons once they crest the hill.”


  Tai’yu and Pirr’tu went to work. John noticed that despite the danger of their situation, both men kept their voices low and their expressions calm.


  John considered the four big wagons and the teams of tahldi. Unlike the Fai’daum fighters, they required the even ground of an open road to move easily, especially in this snow. The winding road leading down to Gisa could clearly be seen from where they stood.


  Once the rashan’im reached the crest of Whitestone Hill, they would spot the Fai’daum wagons right away. Maybe they would mistake Lafi’shir’s men for merchants, but John doubted that. It would be a strange group of merchants who traveled in such a large number and took such heavy wagons along this narrow, treacherous route to the Gisa railway station.


  “What if we distracted them? Drew them away from the hill?” John asked.


  “What are you thinking of?” Lafi’shir’s heavy brows rose slightly and John caught a rare glimpse of his pale gray eyes.


  “I’m a fairly recognizable man, here in the north,” John said. “By now all the Bousim rashan’im will have seen my bounty poster. If they encountered me on the road, I bet they’d follow where I led them in the attempt to take me.”


  “They might well succeed,” Lafi’shir said.


  “But it could be worth the risk,” John replied.


  John dreaded his own words, but at the same time, he knew he had to find out if he could control his power in a battle. He needed to see how much the Rifter could endure without pulling down destruction on his own allies. This way he would be able to test himself without endangering the other Fai’daum.


  “No, there has to be another way.” Saimura shook his head. “What if we blocked the road before the rashan’im could reach the top of the hill? We could start a rock slide.”


  “The shipment behind us will need the road clear,” Lafi’shir replied. He turned his attention back to John. “Arren and Ji both swear that you’re something special. So, go on and show me what you can do. Get me two hours and I’ll be in your debt.”


  Yes, sir. John gave the hand sign.


  “I should go with him,” Saimura said softly.


  “Not today, Saimura,” Lafi’shir replied calmly. “The men need your strength. And if Jahn fails, I’ll need your gun.”


  Saimura bowed his head.


  “Be careful,” Saimura told John. Then he turned and strode back to where the men hunched beside the wagons.


  Don’t let them take you alive, Lafi’shir signed to John. Better to die in battle than betray your comrades under torture.


  The last thing John wanted to think about was torture. He’d endured enough of that in prison already. Instead he tried to keep his thoughts calm and practical.


  “You should probably take my rifle.” John swung it off his shoulder and handed it to Lafi’shir. “If I’m carrying a gun, the rashan’im will know I’ve been with the Fai’daum. They might wonder if there are others.”


  Lafi’shir took the rifle.


  “If you live, meet us at the Hearthstone Hostel in Gisa. We should be there by late afternoon and we’ll stay at least three days after that.”


  John saluted and then moved quickly back down the slope. Snow rolled and split around his legs as he ran. He reached the edge of the road in minutes. He lingered beneath the cover of the dark pines that lined the road. He could hear the rashan’im coming closer. Their tahldi made soft huffing noises and the riders absently murmured to the animals.


  John didn’t want to think of the night he had ridden behind Alidas as Bousim rashan’im slaughtered Fai’daum men, but he couldn’t keep it out of his thoughts. He remembered Alidas firing his rifle and the side of a young man’s head spattering apart.


  Would that hurt worse than two broken hands? Could he recover from it? John’s hands trembled and he knew it wasn’t just because of the cold.


  He took in a deep breath of the cool air and felt oxygen saturate his lungs and blood. If anyone could survive this, he could.


  John pushed the hood of his coat back, knowing his curling blond hair would quickly catch the attention of the approaching riders. Through the trees, he caught a glimpse of the dark green Bousim uniforms. He stumbled forward onto the road, pretending to stagger as if he had not expected the sudden open expanse. The riders reined their mounts to a halt.


  John froze before the riders, returning their startled, wary gazes. He took in their tanned faces and their sleek rifles. A panicked urge to run surged through him, but he forced himself to stand still and wide-eyed like a stunned tahldi surrounded by wild dogs while the rashan’im took him in. A look of recognition lit the closest rashan’s face.


  “You,” the rashan said.


  John bolted off the road and down the hill. He heard the rashan’im charging after him. They were too close. John dodged into a tight cluster of trees. He heard the loud crack of a rifle shot. A sapling to John’s left suddenly split apart. Fear clenched through John’s gut. He poured his strength into his legs and sprinted ahead.


  He ducked beneath branches and leaped over jagged stones, knowing by instinct where they lay beneath the deceptively soft snow.


  Behind him, he heard his pursuers crash through the trees. One of them shouted at John, ordering him to halt. John ran harder. Again, he heard the loud report of a rifle. Something hot punched into his shoulder. John threw himself forward with the force of the impact. He leaped over a thick tangle of dark brambles and kept running.


  The muscles of his legs burned. A dull pain throbbed out from his shoulder. He dodged between trees, running half-blind down the steep incline of the hill. His heartbeat hammered through his body, every pulse racing to sustain his desperate pace.


  Three more shots rang out. Almost instantly John felt bullets tear into his back. One slashed across his neck. A spray of brilliant blood colored the snow. Explosions of pain burst through John’s body as he forced himself ahead.


  Another bullet ripped through the meat of his thigh. John’s leg buckled. He couldn’t afford to fall. He couldn’t let the rashan’im take him. John plunged through a cluster of sagging fir trees. He collapsed down to one knee, then shoved himself up to his feet.


  The rashan’im charged after him. John glanced back in time to see the dark silhouette of a tahldi rising over him. He caught a glimpse of the rider’s triumphant face. John threw himself forward. His back and leg screamed against the movement. The tahldi landed, sending snow flying. The rider urged the tahldi after John.


  John limped backwards as the tahldi lowered its long horns towards him. Tears of pain poured down John’s cheeks.


  He felt the ground beneath his feet tremble. The sky shuddered, growing dark. His pain raged for release. Fire and lightning flickered through his thoughts. But John didn’t allow them free reign. Instead he drew the agitation from the earth and air, feeding its power into his ruined body.


  A deep heat flushed through him. Suddenly the lightning motion of the tahldi seemed slow, easy to anticipate. John dodged the animal’s horns and sprang aside. He turned and ran. This time his muscles flexed and threw him forward as if he were weightless. Blood poured from his wounds, but he felt nothing. John gasped in deep breaths of the frigid air, tasting the sharp pine of the forest. He exhaled white steam. His body flooded with wild exhilaration.


  The rashan swore.


  Another rider opened fire. He felt the air ripple around him. He leaped forward as bullets cracked through tree limbs and branches. John felt almost giddy.


  Then he broke from the dim shadows of the forest into a huge, open field of snow. He charged forward, knowing the rashan’im would follow him. Beneath the deep banks of snow, John felt the glassy surface of a lake. He charged across the frozen water, racing for the far bank. John stole a glance back as four rashan’im broke from the forest. The other six came behind them.


  The cover of the forest on the far shore rose in front of John. He reached the far bank of the lake and turned back to face the rashan’im. Two of them had already reached the center of the lake. The others came close behind. John plunged his hands down into the snow. The cold bit into his fingers. He reached down until his hands touched the smooth surface of the ice. He felt the brittle formations of suspended hydrogen and oxygen spilling out like glass beneath his feet.


  The closest rashan lifted his rifle, taking aim at John.


  John thought of the sign of awakening that Ji had taught him. His fingers hardly moved in response, but the ice shuddered. A low noise, like thunder, boomed across the lake. Then the ice shattered. John and the rashan’im dropped down into the water. At the bank’s edge, John only sank to his calves. The rashan’im and their tahldi plunged deep into the frigid water. John didn’t remain to see which of them would come up.


  He clambered up the bank and sprinted into the cover of the forest. He thought he heard one of the rashan’im call another man’s name. Another of the rashan’im shouted and swore furiously.


  John kept running. He continued west, in case the rashan’im decided to track him further. He imagined that those who escaped the water would be far more concerned with keeping themselves from freezing to death than following him. Still, he had to be careful. He couldn’t lead them straight back to Lafi’shir.


  The scent of the dark pines rolled over John and aching cold wrapped around him. Icy needles shot through the nerves of his feet and calves. Snow caked his wet legs. Deep throbbing hurt pulsed through his back and thigh.


  It wasn’t worse than his broken hands and legs had been. When the adrenaline and endorphins burned out of his system, he had no doubt that his opinion would change.


  He concentrated on the white fields of snow ahead of him and the blue shadows of the trees. He ducked under snow-laden branches. Above him, several small white birds burst into flight. John kept running even after he knew no one followed him. He slowed his pace but didn’t dare stop. Only his momentum kept him going now.


  The winter shadows lengthened and the air grew even colder. John turned west. His strides came in a numb, clumsy rhythm.


  He thought of Ravishan, not of him fighting or spying in the south, although he knew Ravishan was doing that right now, but of his warm, inviting mouth and his hard, flat stomach. He thought of Ravishan’s strong legs and his supple back. He fought back the overwhelming cold and pain with memories of the heat of Ravishan’s body, the pleasure of his touch. He imagined absurd positions and impossible acts. Anything to hold his inevitable collapse at bay.


  Staggering and delirious, John reached Gisa long after dark. Moonlight seemed to ignite the white snow, so that it almost glowed against the black shadows of the city walls. Even at a distance, John could make out the hard line where the train tracks bisected empty fields and disappeared into the city.


  Briefly he recalled the afternoon he had first seen Gisa. A little more than three months ago, he stood here with Ravishan and Alidas. The fields had been filled with freshly cut bales of taye. Shepherds had herded flocks of sheep through the city gates to the railway station. John tried to recall the afternoon warmth. He swayed on his feet.


  Slowly, he walked around the perimeter of the city wall. At first, he only encountered a few wooden shacks. Many of them appeared to have been abandoned for the winter. But steadily the quality and number of buildings increased. Rows of stone winehouses spilled out from the city wall. The shadows of drinking men flickered across the oiled hides stretched over the windows. John heard laughter and even a few phrases of song as he passed the painted doors. Farther along, hostels and stables loomed up over the worn ruts that served as a street.


  In the autumn, the whole area had teemed with men and women hawking cheap food, copper jewelry, and cages of fat weasels. Sheep, dogs, and tahldi had filled the pens of the stables. The constant commerce of the trains drew hundreds of people through this rutted, dirty street. But the harvest had passed and few merchants traveled through the winter snows. Now the street was quieter, though still not empty. Even in the dead of winter people missed their trains and needed places to sleep. A woman wearing surprisingly little clothing considering the weather led two young men around the back of a hostel. John kept back in the deeper shadows and continued walking.


  A man stepped out from the dark alley between two winehouses, buttoning the top of his pants. He glanced at John, then with a horrified expression, stepped quickly back into the alley.


  John touched his neck where the man’s eyes had lingered. His fingers came away dark with blood. John glanced down at his leg and for the first time realized that the rashan’s bullet had ripped through his thigh. The wound had already closed but blood still stained the entire left leg of his pants. His back had to look worse. He couldn’t just walk into a hostel looking like this. Even with his hood hiding his blond hair, he’d still attract too much attention.


  Eventually, John spotted the painted sign for the Hearthstone Hostel. Beside the hostel there stood a small wooden stable. John slunk around the building and past the empty animal pens. The stable doors were secured with a heavy padlock.


  Ravishan would have slipped through the doors in elegant silence, John thought. He could have come and gone without leaving a trace, like light passing through glass.


  John grabbed the padlock. He felt its bright metallic nature glimmer against his palm. He closed his fingers around its mass and pushed just a little of his will against its structure. It blackened and crumbled, falling through his fingers to lie in smoking hunks on the snow.


  Inside the stable, the darkness was deeper than the night outside, but John’s eyes adjusted quickly. He recognized eight of the tahldi in the stalls, but no more. Lafi’shir had already accomplished his mission and loaded men and cases of rifles on the train heading south. He, Saimura and the few remaining men were probably enjoying a warm meal in the comfort of the hostel. They’d most likely taken their packs and saddles with them, which meant he wouldn’t find a change of clothes in here that he could use to hide his injuries.


  A perfunctory search revealed that this was true, but John noticed they’d left several saddle blankets behind. He couldn’t wear those, but he supposed he could climb up into the hayloft, curl up in the dirty blankets and sleep until Lafi’shir and the others came to retrieve their tahldi in the morning. He shoved his hands down into the pockets of his coat and considered the climb up into the hayloft.


  His fingers brushed against a smooth, warm shape in his pocket. It was the bone Saimura had given to him for strength. John pulled it out and studied its incised surface.


  Saimura’s carvings were different from the Eastern commands Ji taught. They weren’t Payshmura either, but they seemed to be a melding of both. Observing them now, they struck John as having been carved in Saimura’s own secret language.


  Endowed with Saimura’s own blood, this talisman seemed far more individual, or perhaps more personal, than the charms John had carved in Ji’s classes. This warm bit of polished bone seemed intimately Saimura’s.


  John closed his hand around it. He didn’t need strength, so much as he longed for some small comfort.


  John didn’t attempt to push his will against the talisman. He knew that would simply overpower and destroy it. Instead he tried to pull at it. Gently, he coaxed its warmth into him. The fine carvings glowed a pale gold.


  John felt heat and breath. He tasted the faint salt of a man’s skin. A sound like a supplicant gasp brushed over his ear. The intense ache in John’s thigh grew warm and then eased. John pulled at that warm strength a little more.


  The talisman shuddered against John’s palm. The soft, whispered gasp seemed to grow more ragged until it took on the tremor of a sob. Slightly alarmed, John quickly dropped the talisman back into his pocket.


  John had no idea of what to make of that, but he felt better—at least strong enough to endure the climb up into the hayloft. He went to where the saddle blankets hung. The pungent odor of tahldi sweat emanated from them.


  Then John heard someone outside the stable doors. He stepped back into one of the empty stalls. Moonlight poured into the stable and then Saimura leaned in through the open door. He held his rifle at the ready and glared into the darkness of the stable.


  “It’s me, Saimura,” John whispered.


  “Jahn?” Saimura said his name as if he couldn’t quite believe it was him. “What are you doing in here? What did you do with my talisman?” There was a tremor in his voice. John wondered suddenly if he’d somehow injured Saimura when he’d tried to use the talisman.


  “I tried to use it. I’m hurt,” John replied. “But I didn’t know what I was doing.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Right here.” John stepped out from the stall.


  “Why are you in the stable?” Saimura peered through the darkness at John. John moved closer so that a little of the light from outside fell on his face. Saimura stepped back at the sight of him but then stopped. He lowered his rifle.


  “I didn’t think I should be seen by everyone in the hostel. Not looking like this,” John said.


  “You’re right,” Saimura said. His expression was still oddly drawn. “I hadn’t thought about that. Sorry.”


  “It’s fine,” John said. He wasn’t sure why. He didn’t know what he thought was fine. “I could use a blanket and something to eat if you could manage it.”


  “You look like you need bandages and stitching as well.” Saimura started to turn away, then paused. “Will you be all right until I get back? I should only be a few minutes…”


  “I’ll be fine. Thanks.”


  Saimura stepped back and closed the door. John considered sitting down on one of the tack benches. He didn’t know if he’d be able to stand again if he did. He gazed up at the beams of the roof. For the first time he noticed the clusters of birds up there, huddling close to each other. Something scuttled along the edge of the rafter. A weasel, John realized. They were such adaptive animals.


  Yellow lamplight flashed through the crack beneath the stable doors. Instinctively, John drew back into the shadows of the stall. Saimura came through the door carrying a lamp. Lafi’shir followed, holding blankets and a leather case. Saimura pulled the stable door shut.


  When John emerged from the stall, the lamplight felt like a spotlight as it fell across him, illuminating the full extent of his bloody state. Saimura stared at him in silence. The lamp shook in his hand, making shadows jump up the stable walls. Lafi’shir’s eyes widened enough for John to see the whites.


  “I didn’t want to just walk into the hostel.” John moved closer to them. Saimura hung the lamp on a wall hook and stared intently at John’s injuries.


  Briefly, John feared that Saimura might bolt from the stable. But then he seemed to regain his composure. He walked to John’s side.


  Lafi’shir followed Saimura. He glanced over John’s neck and thigh, then shook his head.


  “How the hell are you still standing up?” Lafi’shir asked.


  “If I lie down I don’t think I’ll get back up.”


  “Lay the blankets down for him,” Saimura said.


  Lafi’shir scowled at the stable floor.


  “Just a minute.” Lafi’shir picked up the saddle blankets John had considered earlier and tossed them on the floor. He spread the finer bedding over the saddle blankets.


  “I’m going to need warm water,” Saimura said.


  Lafi’shir set the leather case down beside Saimura and left the stable.


  “Jahn.” Saimura addressed him softly, soothingly, as if he were speaking to a wary animal. John smiled at him.


  “I know I’m in bad shape, but I’m not going to panic. What do you want me to do?”


  “Let me get you undressed.” Saimura sounded a little more like himself now, calmer and sympathetic. “I need to see the extent of your wounds.”


  John nodded. He didn’t try to remove his own clothes. Saimura stripped his coat and thick snow pants off with the gentle efficiency of a man well used to treating the injured. Just as he finished, Lafi’shir returned with an enamel basin and a second lamp.


  Saimura then peeled John’s shirt off his back. John felt the dried blood clots pull away. Fresh blood trickled down his back and over his bare buttocks. Deep pain seemed to wrench up from his bones. He shuddered.


  “Can you keep standing?” Saimura asked.


  John didn’t trust his voice. He nodded.


  “Are you sure,” Saimura asked.


  John nodded again. He needed to know what the Rifter was capable of. He needed to prove to himself that he could do more than just survive pain and exhaustion, but that he could take strength from it.


  “All right.” Saimura whispered incantations over the basin of steaming water and then washed John’s wounds. John expected the pain to intensify as Saimura rinsed the blood and torn flesh from him. Instead the water dulled the hurt. It smelled sweet and John wondered if Lafi’shir had poured yellowpetal into it.


  John glanced to Lafi’shir, who sat on one of the weathered benches. He stared at John with both of his hands buried deep in the pockets of his heavy coat. John wasn’t sure if it was an effect of the harsh lamplight, but Lafi’shir’s face seemed deathly white.


  “This may hurt,” Saimura said from behind John. John heard him open his leather case. He glanced down and caught the flash of polished blades, needles and forceps against the dark luster of the leather. John lifted his head and stared up into the rafters. He tried to pick out the shape of the weasel again.


  Saimura pushed something into his torn shoulder.


  John choked on a cry. A rush of rage surged through him. Crumbling mountains and black, shattered skies flickered in John’s thoughts. The air shuddered. John clenched his jaws and drew the furious, churning power back into himself.


  His pain receded. His fatigue seemed to lift.


  He felt Saimura pause.


  “Just a few more,” Saimura told him.


  John simply nodded in response and continued to focus all of his will against the reflex to lash out in pain.


  One by one and in total silence, Saimura pulled the bullets from John’s wounds. John thought he could feel Saimura’s hands shaking, but he didn’t think too hard about it. He concentrated on his own anger, restraining it.


  Saimura stitched the bullet wounds in John’s shoulder and back closed. Then he rinsed John’s back again with the warm yellowpetal water.


  “I don’t think your neck or thigh will need stitches.” Saimura wiped his needles down with an acrid, red fluid and then replaced them in the leather case.


  “I feel better already,” John said.


  “You should rest,” Saimura told him. As soon as he’d packed away his medical supplies he withdrew. John turned back to thank him only to catch an expression that was as much horror as exhaustion on Saimura’s face. Then it was gone.


  John wondered what could have caused such a change in Saimura’s demeanor. Had he sensed the fury crackling in the air as he’d removed the bullets from John’s body? But then Saimura had been acting strangely since he had first found John in the stable. The sight of his torn body might have simply overwhelmed Saimura.


  Then John remembered Saimura’s strained demand to know what he’d done to his talisman. It had trembled and whimpered when he had drawn strength from it and Saimura had found him in the stable only minutes after that.


  “Saimura—” John began.


  “You should rest, if you can,” Saimura cut him off immediately.


  John nodded. He wasn’t about to force Saimura to talk to him—certainly not in front of Lafi’shir. And he wasn’t sure he truly wanted to hear what Saimura would say. Not tonight at least.


  John knelt down on the bedding and then lowered himself onto his right side. His neck ached and little, biting pains flared up his back, but it all seemed inconsequential. The slight softness of the blankets came as a vast relief.


  “We’ll need to get those clothes cleaned and patched.” Lafi’shir spoke for the first time in nearly a half hour. He frowned at the blood-soaked heap of John’s discarded clothes.


  “I’ll give them to Tai’yu. He has a sister here.” Saimura gathered up the clothes but held them away from his body. He walked to the stable doors, then glanced back to Lafi’shir.


  “Go on,” Lafi’shir said. “I won’t be much longer.”


  Saimura took his leave.


  Lafi’shir remained on the tack bench, studying John. The silence between them stretched on. John thought suddenly of his father. There had been several nights, just before his father had been sent on active duty, when he would stand in the doorway of John’s bedroom studying him in silence. Then, at last, he would wish John goodnight.


  Now Lafi’shir watched him with that same uncertain expression.


  “What are you really called?” Lafi’shir asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Jahn is an animal’s name.” Lafi’shir’s tone conveyed the disapproving expression that his beard and thick brows hid. “You’re no animal. What is your real name?”


  “It really is just Jahn,” John replied. “I don’t have another.”


  “A man who takes six bullets and keeps his feet shouldn’t be addressed like an animal. You’re a man. You need a man’s name,” Lafi’shir stated.


  “I’m used to Jahn,” John replied. He had even grown used to the animal hand sign that indicated his name, though he hated the sneer that often accompanied it.


  “Tell me how you occupied the rashan’im,” Lafi’shir asked suddenly.


  “I…” John paused at the change of subject but then answered, “I led them west to Mirror Lake. The ice broke under them when they tried to follow me across and I lost them there. Then I backtracked.”


  “That was clever,” Lafi’shir said.


  “Thanks.” John rested his head against his arm.


  Lafi’shir didn’t say anything. He didn’t even seem to be paying much attention to John now. Instead he gazed at the tahldi in their stalls. John closed his eyes. The soft warmth of sleep spread slowly through his muscles.


  “Jath’ibaye,” Lafi’shir said quietly.


  “What?” John cracked his eyes open.


  “It was my uncle’s name,” Lafi’shir said. “I think it might suit you. What do you think?”


  “Jath’ibaye,” John said. He closed his eyes against the harsh lamplight. The name evoked a solitary green refuge. It conjured the image of a calm moment in a deep forest, when the sun filtered through leaves and cast warm emerald shadows. The sweet perfume of bramble flowers mixed with the salty scent of his own sweat. He thought of Ravishan’s lips on his skin and suddenly realized that he was drifting into a dream.


  John pulled his eyes open. Lafi’shir still sat looking at him.


  “Jath’ibaye sounds good,” John said. He felt oddly touched that Lafi’shir would take the trouble to name him. They’d only known each other for a few days.


  “Then it’s yours.” Lafi’shir stood and walked to the stable doors. “I’ll have Pirr’tu make sure no one bothers you. Get some sleep.”


  John nodded. Only moments after Lafi’shir closed the stable door, John drifted back to his dream of that warm green sanctum that his new appellation seemed to promise.


  

  



  To be continued…


  

  



  Characters appearing in Arc Six


  

  



  Arren— Head of fighter’s district in the Warren.


  Ashan’ahma – An ushiri studying at Rathal’pesha.


  Alidas—A rider for the Bousim family; partly crippled.


  Amha’in’Bousim–Lady Bousim, 3rd wife, exiled to the north.


  Bil—Called Behr in Basawar.


  Daru— Fai’daum priest


  Eriki’yu— Boy in the Fai’daum Warren


  Fenn— Fai’daum fighter recently drafted from the stables


  Fikiri Bousim–An ushiri: son of Lady Bousim.


  Gin’yu— Fai’daum Scout Captain


  Giryyn—Fai’daum priest


  Hann’yu–An ushman exiled to the north: specializes in healing.


  Issusha’im–The Payshmura oracles.


  Ji Shir’korud—Dog demon; one of the Fai’daum.


  John—Called Jahn


  Kansa—Faidaum witch in training


  Lam— Fai’daum priest


  Lafi’shir— Fai’daum Ground Commander


  Laurie—Called Loshai in Basawar.


  Lyyn— Craftsman in the Fai’daum Warren


  Nivoun Bousim— Governor of the Bousim’s northern holdings


  Parfir—The earth god.


  Rifter—The destroyer incarnation of Parfir.


  Ravishan—The most promising of the ushiri at Rathal’pesha.


  Rousma—Ravishan’s sister.


  Sabir—The leader of Fai’daum.


  Saimura—Ji’s son.


  Serahn—Powerful Ushman in the Black Tower of Nurjima.


  Sheb’yu— Fai’daum fighter and spy


  Tai’yu–Fai’daum fighter.


  Tanash — Fai’daum witch in training


  Wah’roa—Leader of the kahlirash’im at Vundomu.


  

  



  

  Common Terms and Words


  

  



  and ———————-iff


  animal / it ————shir


  asshole —————-wahbai


  bark (tree) ————istana


  bee (honey) ———behr


  best ———————-sho


  black ——————-yasi


  blonde hide ———jahn


  blood ——————-usha


  blue ——————— holima


  bone ——————-sumah


  bones (holy) ———issusha


  book ———————lam


  brothers —————ashan


  but / however ——hel


  chasm ——————kubo


  city ———————-tamur


  cold ———————polima


  dead ———————maht


  deer (mount) —— tahldi


  delicious ————-mosh


  dog (tame) ———-kohl


  dog (wild)/wolf — sabir


  exhausted ————renma


  fast (speed) ———-sam


  fire ———————- daru


  food ———- ———nabi (grain)


  friend ——————pashim


  from / of ————-in


  fuck ———————faud


  goat ———————fik


  good / pretty ——domu


  grain plant ———-taye


  green ——————-ibaye


  harm ——————-ratim


  hawk ——————-alidas


  hill ———————-rousma


  holy ———————ushmana


  hot ———————-niru


  how / because —-ahab


  idiot ———————bai


  joy ————————amha


  key ————————hala


  key, death-lock —-maht’tu hala


  knife ———————halaun


  lazy ———————-pom


  little / diminutive —-iri


  lock —————————tu


  lost —————————gasm’ah


  love ————————-mohim


  man/ male ————- vun


  meadow ——————pivan


  meat ————————nabi’usha


  medicinal tree ———yasistana


  monastery —————ushmura


  money ———————jiusha


  mountain —————-rathal


  no —————————-iss


  noble ———————-gaun


  none ————————illin


  orchard ——————-umbhra


  peace ———————-tumah


  place ————————amura


  quiet ————————itam


  rain ————————-parh


  red —————————daum


  river ————————fai


  road ————————nur


  run ————————-sango


  sacred books ———- ushmana’lam


  sacred drink ————fathi


  same ————————kin


  shit ————————-jid


  similar ———————ro


  sky —————————loshai


  snow ————————pelima


  solitary ——————-jath


  speak ———————-vass


  spill ————————-ra


  spoil ————————lafi


  still ————————- tash


  stop ————————-nahara


  strike ———————-bish


  terrible ——————-tehji


  time / year—————-ayal


  to be lost ————- —gasmya


  to drink ——————siraya


  to eat ————————nabiya


  to harm ——————-ratimya


  to kill ———————-rashiya


  tree (fruit) —————isma


  tree bark ——————istana


  ugly/ bad —————mulhi


  unholy /unclean —korud


  water/drink ————sira


  weasel ——————-ganal


  what ———————-bati


  when ———————bayal


  where ——————-bamura


  white ———————pesha


  who ———————-ban


  why ———————-bahab


  wine ———————- vishan


  witch ———————tahjid


  woman/ female —-vur


  yellow /gold————jima/ ji


  yes ————————-du


  

  

  



  Pronouns


  he\ him —————-vun


  his ————————-vun’um


  they(all male) ——-vun’im


  she/her ——————vur


  hers ————————vur’um


  they (all female) —-vur’im


  they(mixed) ——— pun’im


  theirs ———————pun’um


  I/me ———————-li


  mine ———————-li’um


  we/us ———————li’im


  ours ————————lim’un


  you ————————yura


  yours ———————-yura’um


  you (plural) —— —-yura’im


  yours (plural) ——- yura’un


  it —————————-shir


  it (plural)————— shir’um


  

  

  



  Declensions and Conjugations


  positive ——————— dou


  negative ——————— iss


  question ——————— sa


  object of action ——— hir


  source of action ——— ati


  one who does————- hlil


  plural ———————— im


  possessive (singular)- um


  possessive (plural) —- un


  future tense ————— ad


  past tense —————— ah


  present tense ————- ya


  (Ya literally means ‘to do’ or ‘to be’.)


  possible ——————— at


  hoped for (future) —- atdou


  hoped against ———-atiss


  command form ——— hi


  gerund ———————-yas


  adjective ———————an


  adverb ————————al
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