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			PROLOGUE

			Vilu woke in dull sunlight.

			With his eyes still half-closed, the young boy growled like a thyodularasi pup and stretched his bare, gangly limbs in unison. Then he deflated and lay for a moment on the narrow cot, feeling the warm new day from his fingertips to his toes. He squeezed his eyes shut then opened them wide, blinking away sleep. He snuggled down on the mattress filled with oiled sea sand and looked around the small, fragrant room. Like all the rooms in the complex, it was a tiny place, barely large enough for his bed and a standing closet for his few clothes and possessions.

			The home in which he lived was shaped like a large wheel. It was constructed of heat-retaining basalt stones piled one atop the other and coated with thick plaster made from seawater and crushed jasmine petals. He inhaled the invigorating aroma deeply. Vilu once asked the house guardian, “Which wakes me first? The light of the sky or the warming of the new day?”

			“Which do you think, boy?” the man asked.

			“The warming,” Vilu had replied without hesitation. “Because it not only warms, it makes the jasmine and the bed oils smell stronger.”

			“Then it is the warming,” the man said, smiling.

			“Anyway,” one of the other boys, Sahu, had said later, when they played in the courtyard after lessons, “it is always daytime during this season. There is always light. That wouldn’t wake you.”

			“It wakes the seabirds,” Vilu had replied. “I hear them. Why not us too?”

			“They wake because they are hungry!” Sahu replied dismissively.

			“If that were true, you would never sleep,” Vilu said, laughing.

			Sahu had no answer for that other than to shrug and continue consuming the petal-flavored ice he had purchased.

			But Sahu had a point. Vilu had learned in their school that at this time of the season the sun circled overhead like a block of ice caught in an eddy. Even the window shades, made of opirati skin, could not darken a room completely. Vilu would have to remember to ask their tutor if sleeping people could react to little variations in light. The Priests said that quiet minds were actually wiser than those that were fully awake. But the Technologists disputed that idea, as he understood it.

			If adults cannot agree, then why bother learning anything? the boy wondered. Then he smiled. I wondered that in my head! Does that mean the Priests are right?

			There were no lessons today and, lying lazily on the mattress, Vilu studied the dark, charcoal-gray light that rose on the walls. It barely illuminated the designs that reached from floor to ceiling. The designs had been cut in the plaster by the local Priest, hoping for Candescence to shine on this abode. A Technologist had added flecks of olivine to the eyes of figures in the design. Vilu didn’t understand the markings. It told a story about designs in the night sky, about lights strung across Galderkhaan like phosphorous fish. The Priests recited it in words he heard nowhere else. A few of the older children found it interesting. He found it confusing and boring.

			He stretched again and continued to lie in bed, listening to the soothing sound of the ocean as it sloshed against the coast. As dreamtime left, he began to hear the familiar sounds of voices along the wharf, of the airships’ ropes creaking on the current, of the fishers returning from their predawn hunt—

			Fishers returning? the boy thought with sudden excitement. Then why am I lying here?

			Typically, the bell would have rung by now and he would be at the adjoining home taking lessons with one of the teachers, but this was not an ordinary day. It was a time of celebration, the Night of Miracles, and the scholars were all in the capital city of Aankhaan, representing the village of Falkhaan in the festivities. Several of his friends had gone, but Vilu did not want to make the long journey by cart and raft. Those conveyances were too slow, too dull.

			A real Night of Miracles would be if things were exciting for once! he thought, only half regretting his irreverence. At least the morning had potential to be exciting if he hurried.

			Vilu leapt from his mattress, its mushy surface retaining his shape. He pulled off his short white nightshirt, dressed quickly in loose-­fitting drawstring trousers and a roomy pullover, and ran toward the flap that hung heavily in his doorway. Pushing it aside, he nearly tripped over his long blue pant legs as he sped through the corridor. He hitched them up and expertly rolled the bottoms as he ran.

			Each of the eight spokelike sections of the circular home opened onto triangular communal courtyards between the residential arms. Here, young children could play with minimal supervision from the adults. The courtyards were protected from the street by heavy opirati skins that only the older children could raise.

			Limbs churning, Vilu thrust himself through one of the skins like a force of nature. He had selected this exit because the communal caregivers were on the other end of the home, organizing recreations for when the children woke. Vilu did not want to be stopped and told to gather the little ones. For one thing, he did not want to participate in the games and plays designed to help children understand and celebrate what Vilu did not quite understand nor wish to celebrate. Only two things mattered dearly to him: the thyodularasi who he swam with in the sea and, more—much more—the airships, especially the well-known ones piloted by the really great Cirrus Cloud commanders, the likes of Femora Loi and Femora Azha in the fleet of Standor Qala. Vilu had heard that Azha of the coastal city of Aankhaan was in very bad trouble, but he didn’t care: she had once given him a ride in the clouds and he would always love her for that.

			“I wondered when we would see you!” cried a fish seller wheeling his basket from the airship field to the market.

			“You’d better hurry!” yelled another.

			Vilu only had time and breath enough to wave with a circling motion, showing respect to the older women. He was glad his mother’s mother was not here, for then he would have to stop and bow to her. There were more rituals in Galderkhaan than a restless boy had time for.

			Arms and legs pumping, Vilu squinted against the light but he did not turn from the sun. He wanted to try and spot the great airship of Standor Qala, see it soaring clear and proud before the massive vessel passed in front of welaji, the light in the sky—teaching that distant ball of magma just who had command of the air!

			A large hollow sound echoed through the skies. Vilu felt it in his belly. That was it! He had to hurry.

			Breathing hard, the young boy ran across the densely packed, sun-hardened sand, wishing he had paused to pull on his footings. But there had been no time, and hadn’t the local Priest once said to the fishers that labor toughens the flesh the way strife toughens the spirit the way destruction had strengthened the Candescents? Isn’t what they were celebrating today—the disaster that gave birth to all life?

			Who am I to fret about the flesh of my soles? Vilu wondered. To the contrary: he embraced the pain, the hardening.

			Other Galderkhaani adults who knew the boy laughed and dodged as he raced toward the sound of the sea. The vast waters were an unlikely beacon, his birth mother, Otal, had said, because the surface boats did not interest him.

			“You were birthed in a tower in Mendokhaan—you should run to the sound of the wind!” she had said.

			Perhaps she was right; he did not see the woman very much since she moved to Aankhaan, so he could not discuss it with her. But the wind was a tease. Now it was here, now it was there. What was the point in running after it? He always knew where the sea was, and where there was sea there were fish and where there were fish there were airships. Even his teachers approved of that reasoning—despite the fact that Vilu desperately longed to be in that selfsame fickle air!

			It’s like playing with a thyodularasi, he thought. Part of the fun was that you never knew what it would do!

			Unlike most of the citizens of the coastal village, Vilu did not care about the water for any other reason. His one passion was for the great airship that launched from the tower on the warm dawn currents, then spotted the legions of fish and sea giants and signaled the smaller airships and boats. He loved Standor Qala’s ship so much that he even began to learn the flashing mirror-talk they used to communicate.

			The young boy swung past the other housing complexes and decided to avoid the market that was sure to be crowded. Leading with his head of dark curly hair, he angled into a net street where the large fine-mesh sheets were suspended on high horizontal bars for repair. Workers were deftly handling bone needles and large coils of sinew that came from the herds of lumbering shavula that were bred for food, clothing, and rope. The net workers who knew Vilu, including two of his mother’s lifelong men friends, Moge and Ura, stepped aside to allow him passage as he approached.

			“You’re not going to make it!” Moge said, laughing as he jabbed a calloused finger at the boy. “The approach horn has sounded!”

			“I will make it!” he gasped. “I am not old like you!”

			Another horn blared across the rooftops and through the streets.

			“The airship is at the mooring tower,” Ura added tauntingly, using hand gestures as he spoke. “You’ll have to run harder.”

			“I’m trying!” Vilu said, throwing his arms up in a universal gesture of emphasis.

			Vilu heard the dull flap of the great airship’s wings as it soared across the tops of the homes, following the coast toward an imminent docking at the tower. The great oval shadow of Femora Loi’s vessel was followed by the shadows of the much smaller airships and the nets they used for cloud farming. The multitude of long tapering shadows covered the net street with a design that looked like spots on a sacred ymit as it slithered through the coastal sands. Vilu loved to see the coastal flagship of the great fleet move from the fishing vessels like a teacher leaving its young to play, but he did not look up, he could not.

			Though it was frowned on, since many elders were still asleep, Vilu cut through the radial arm of a small home belonging to the jutan, the old man who represented their town in the capital city. He dashed through one flap and out the other before the servants even knew he was there. That deposited him in a dark alley where thyodularasi gathered to rest in the shade and wait for scraps from passersby. The head of one of the sleek creatures rose and it honked as Vilu passed. The boy waved, missing in his attempt to pat its head as he raced by. The animal barked after him.

			Vilu smiled back at the animal, looked ahead, then stopped running so abruptly that he scraped the soles of his feet with the suddenness of it.

			The boy was at the mouth of a large courtyard that was built around a great oval pool, a hip-high basalt construct where ice water was melted for the many homes. Within the encircling wall the pit was cut deep in the packed sands, with long spokelike lumps marking the location of underground pipes that carried water from this pool, and others like it, throughout the village. Typically, before and after school, children sat astride the mounds and rode them as if they were the heralds of the Candescents riding their winged, heat-breathing opirati. When the mounds leaked, those games included splashing until the repair teams arrived.

			Today, there were no children or their parents, talking, often loudly, about matters involving lovers or some political issue concerning Priests or Technologists—issues that Vilu did not really understand or care about. The scene in the courtyard was like nothing he had ever experienced. Nearby, in the alleys and streets that were used by people—not like the one he’d just gone through, which was frequented by thyodularasi—he saw small groups of adults huddled, watching in uncommon silence. They too were staring into the courtyard, which was not quite silent.

			Beside the pool, on the side nearest Vilu, was a stone hut where the water guardian lived. He was an elderly citizen whose job it was to make sure people did not swim or drown in the pool. Normally, when children were riding the mounds, the tall old man, Lasha, was outside, where he pretended to be Tawazh, the primary sky god, chief herald of the Candescents. He would wave his arms in large gestures, ordering his minions to survey the northern regions beyond the sea, the eastern lands beyond the mountains, look for signs of the high gods’ return. Sometimes Lasha’s companion, Fen, emerged wearing a white cloth over her head and declared herself to be a Candescent, the only one greater than Tawazh, and yelled at Lasha to stop playing and pay attention to the white, furry little mensats that had interrupted their morning walks to leap into the water at the far end.

			Today, Fen was already gone to her job as a record-keeper at the House of Judgment and Lasha was not being godly. He was fighting with a woman—fighting and losing. His back was against the rear wall of his narrow hut, his arms raised to protect his face, his belly turned away, protected by his hip. The woman was scratching at him with stiff, sweeping hands, kicking with agile legs. When he wasn’t trying to protect his eyes the old man was trying to grab and restrain the woman’s wildly moving arms.

			Vilu stared through the bright morning sunlight, just as the others were doing. The thyodularasi he had passed moments before waddled from the shadows of a doorway, thumping over on flippers. These ended with stubby, webbed fingers from which the animal could extend four sharp claws per flipper. Absently, Vilu brushed the animal away by its whiskered snout. It grumbled low in its throat and nuzzled the boy anyway. Vilu ignored it. He had never seen physical conflict and was riveted. Violence was forbidden, unworthy, punished with banishment—and the boy was suddenly more frightened than anything else.

			Fighting, he thought. Violence in Falkhaan of Galderkhaan.

			His mind could not process that fact—even as he began to move toward it, one leg before the other, the same way he waded through the waves at the shore despite the unknown creatures and dangers and long, serpentine ymits that lay within. There was something that drew him to the struggle . . . and to the woman whom he did not recognize.

			As he approached, the blazing sun was no longer in his eyes and he finally saw the many faces in the windows of the adjacent homes, peering from behind the shades, from around the barely opened door flaps. Youthful faces, adult faces, everyone watching. Like him, most had never seen a physical struggle . . . except as play.

			Minutes passed and Lasha continued to struggle, at one point falling into the pool. As he pulled himself out the woman looked around and extended her fingers as if she were pointing at something that wasn’t there. When Lasha emerged from the pool, he stepped around the woman and then ran at her again. Vilu realized, then, that she had not been attacking him but was trying to prevent him from restraining her.

			Just then someone came striding from one of the buildings toward the two combatants. It was a tall young woman with the posture of a great, proud statue. With a sudden intake of air, Vilu recognized her from glimpses at the airship mooring tower where he sometimes sat and watched the great airship being loaded before taking to the skies: it was Standor Qala, undoubtedly here because this was where she had apprenticed. No doubt she was to meet her prized vessel and fly it to Aankhaan for the night’s festivities. Qala was one of Galderkhaan’s four Standors, and the sole commander of the fleet that plied the skies above the seas—and was likely to remain so, now that Femora Azha was said to be in trouble for violence. Qala looked godlike in her airship regalia, a tight leather tunic and ankle-length skirt with silver bands and markings that caught the sunlight. A red cloth pouch hung from her belt and fishbone clips clattered in her dark, shoulder-length hair as she moved. The woman put her arms around the other woman’s shoulders and pulled her back.

			“Stop this!” Qala said at the same time. “Get back, Lasha!”

			“She began the struggle!” the old man cried. Aided by the Standor, he sought to enforce his control of the courtyard.

			Their communication was brief and superficial because their hands were engaged, unable to add nuance. All the while, the woman fought to get away from them. With powerful hands, Qala grabbed the woman’s black tunic and pulled so hard that poor Lasha, whom the stranger was still clutching, went with her, stumbling to one side but tearing free of his assailant’s hands. The woman’s fingers remained in motion, however, moving fast and wide, a gesture that Vilu had never seen used in speech.

			Because it is fighting, he thought. The language makes no sense because violence makes no sense.

			Overcoming his surprise, the young boy continued to creep forward, staying in the shadows—not like a creature of the tunnels, afraid of the light, but because the compacted earth was hot from the relentless sun. He continued to look ahead, like a seabird fixed on prey, as Qala bundled the struggling woman into her arms and held her there. The woman, whose features Vilu could not yet see, continued to kick and shout and then scream so loudly that the alleyways began to fill with more and more people drawn by her voice. People were beginning to wonder aloud who she was, for they did not know her; no one was a stranger in Falkhaan. He heard someone suggest that she was here for one of the local Night of Miracles celebrations.

			Vilu crouched lower and continued forward until he was close enough to hear what the woman was saying. It was difficult to understand the precise meaning of the woman’s words, since her arms were flailing, unable to qualify what her mouth was speaking. But Vilu understood the gist of her anger:

			“. . . must go!” the woman cried. “Must get back!”

			“Where?” Qala asked. She hugged her close, the Standor’s legs wide to brace herself.

			“My son . . . let me go!”

			“First, you must calm yourself!” Qala ordered.

			As the last of the shadows of the fishing fleet passed overhead, releasing the sun and causing the pool to sparkle wildly, the woman seemed to relax. She did not go limp but she ceased her struggles. Nonetheless, wily Lasha stood ready with a hemp noose he had just grabbed from the hut. He held it up, ready to slip it around the woman’s throat, but Qala shook her head.

			“She will be all right now, I think,” the Standor said. It was as much an order as an observation. She tilted her head, looked down into the woman’s wide eyes. “You will be, yes?” she asked, motioning gently.

			The woman didn’t answer but she stopped struggling. Vilu felt a release of tension from the crowd. It was like the Priests said: people could feel people’s moods if they were open to them. Now Vilu relaxed as well. Too late, he recalled why he had come running out in the first place. Shielding his gold eyes, he looked up at the great airship as it nosed up to the high mooring tower on the coast—his heart seemed to grow huge as he saw the pride of Falkhaan roped and planked to the simu-varkas, the highest column in western Galderkhaan. The great ship’s flipperlike wings rippled atop the envelope, catching the air, turning at the behest of the femora-sitas working the hemp. The tiny, distant deputy commanders were pulling hard. It was majestic, and yet—

			Vilu’s eyes returned to the dying conflict there on the ground. That struggle had power too. Something about it touched him inside; not just fear as he had never known in his young life, but the unfamiliar wildness of the woman and whatever had been compelling her to strike Lasha, to cry out. He had seen people who inhaled dried, burning seaweed act strangely, dance, roll on the ground—but never violently.

			The woman was tired and all but hanging limp in the Standor’s arms. The larger woman’s face was near her captive’s ear.

			“Can I release?” Vilu heard the Standor ask in basic Galderkhaani, since her arms were still occupied.

			Her captive hesitated then nodded.

			“First, tell who are you and why this anger.”

			The smaller woman was breathing heavily. She was looking ahead, scowling, as though she were trying to solve a problem posed by a numbers scholar. She seemed distracted and was moving her fingers as if they were weaving needles. Side to side, pointing down, tucking and untucking.

			“Did you hear?” Standor Qala asked.

			“Yes, yes,” the woman said. “I—I want to get home. To my son.”

			“Where is home?”

			“North,” she said after some hesitation.

			“You must be mistaken,” Qala told her. “You cannot dwell ‘north.’ There is no town ‘north.’”

			“There is,” the woman said, finding renewed life in her arms and gesturing emphatically. “I tried to tell that to this other one—”

			“Noose her!” Lasha said, shaking the hemp with fearful enthusiasm.

			“Quiet,” Qala said to the pool guardian. She turned her face back to her captive. “You wear the dress of a digger,” the Standor noted. “I will take you to the Technologists, perhaps they should be—”

			“No!” the woman said, then laughed. She moved her pinned arms as much as she could. “My god, the Technologists. This is madness. I cannot be here. I don’t belong here. I must go back!”

			Lasha had made his way around the woman then bent cautiously close to her hand. She was wearing a bracelet carved from stone.

			“She cut my cheek with this,” he said as he studied it.

			“Your cheek should not have been so close,” the captive said.

			Qala continued to examine the woman. “No arguing. You seem better now,” she said.

			“I can stand, if that’s what you mean.”

			“And have a conversation,” the Standor said. She bent and looked at the carvings in the stone. “‘To Bayarma from Bayarmii,’” she read.

			The smaller woman shook her head as the laughter turned to tears. “It isn’t possible,” she said. “I—I know that name.”

			“Which name?” the Standor asked.

			“Bayarmii,” she said. “That was the name of the young girl who tried to bond with the soul of Maanik, a young woman in another—place.”

			“Another place,” Lasha said, snorting. “North, you mean.”

			“That’s right. The girl who perished with her grandmother. Or . . . she will perish.” Caitlin looked at her hands. “I cannot be her . . . the grandmother. These are not old enough. I must be the girl’s mother.”

			“You are confusing me,” Qala said. “Who are you?”

			The captive looked from Lasha to the glistening pool to the little boy near it. Her expression softened when she saw him and a sob erupted from her throat. Her legs fell from under her.

			The Standor held her upright with strong but comforting arms. “What’s wrong?” Qala asked.

			“I left a sweet young boy behind,” the woman said. “I have to find him.”

			“And perhaps I can help with that,” the Standor said. “First, you haven’t told us who you are? Only who you are not.”

			“I am Caitlin O’Hara,” she said, the name sounding strange in a tongue that was not her own, “and I must get home.”

			“To the north?” Qala said.

			Caitlin nodded forlornly. “To the north . . . and a world farther than that.”
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			CHAPTER 1

			It was nearly dawn when an exhausted Ben Moss left Lenox Hill Hospital on Manhattan’s Upper East Side.

			Nothing seemed real to the British-born UN translator. But that was becoming the new normal ever since he and Caitlin had been delving into the long-dead world of Galderkhaan and its living emissaries—ghosts, spirits, energies, or whatever they were; during those few weeks he had lost his old perspective on what constituted “real.”

			No, that is not entirely true, he thought. What is very real is that Caitlin is presently unconscious and nonresponsive.

			Yet even as he thought that, his arms moved. He had been spending all his spare time trying to piece together and translate the language of Galderkhaan—so much time that it seemed almost unnatural not to make superlative hand gestures as he spoke.

			That too was a new normal. Along with watching people who unconsciously moved their hands as they spoke, wondering, Are you descended from Galderkhaani?

			Ben walked onto Third Avenue, into the lamplit darkness of the New York predawn. It was late fall and, in addition to the darkness, a cold wind swept in from the East River, adding to his sense of desolation. He was unsure what to do next. That unfamiliar confusion frightened him. Typically, Ben followed the lead of the UN ambassadors. He didn’t have to plan very much, to think further than the next few words. The one time he had tried doing that, as a student at NYU—loving Caitlin—it ended with an estrangement that lasted for years.

			Galderkhaan had brought back all the old fears of wanting something, of planning for something, of being disappointed. Now Caitlin’s life might hang on him reengaging.

			Not being a family member, Ben was only able to get answers from attending physician Peter Yang because the linguist was the only one who could explain—more or less—what had brought Caitlin to this condition.

			“You told the EMT that she was—self-hypnotizing in the park?” Dr. Yang had asked as they stood in the hospital waiting room.

			“Yes,” Ben had said. That was the only way he could think to describe what he suspected was going on.

			“Do you know why?” the doctor had enquired.

			“She was . . . she thought she might be able to contact spirits,” he said. “It’s become a professional hot topic for her.”

			“Why?”

			“Several of her patients needed help in that area—she didn’t tell me more.”

			“Several?” the doctor had asked.

			“Similar reactions to psychological trauma,” Ben replied.

			“Coincidence, then?”

			“That is what she was—exploring,” he said carefully.

			“I see. No mental illness in her past?”

			“None.”

			“Do you know if she has experienced visions, hallucinations?”

			That had been a question full of dynamite. Ben had thought carefully how to answer. “Yes, but I don’t think there’s a neurological—”

			“You’re a doctor, Mr. Moss?”

			“No. But she chose to do these things,” he said with some annoyance. He didn’t like being challenged on translations, and he didn’t like being challenged on this. “As I said a moment ago, Doctor, she was self-hypnotizing. A choice.”

			“All right, then,” the physician went on. “What about drugs, alcohol—”

			“No drugs, no alcohol in excess.”

			“Depression, schizophrenia, hysterical reactions, near-death experiences?”

			He answered yes to the last two, explaining—once again, revealing as little as possible—that Dr. O’Hara had been treating patients who suffered from both of those and she had experienced a kind of empathetic blowback.

			“Not uncommon with good hypnotists,” Dr. Yang mentioned. “Is this similar to the trauma work she did in Phuket, Cuba, and elsewhere?”

			Ben brightened. “You know about that?”

			“I’ve read what she has published.”

			“Yes, that work and this are very much related. Back then she was seeking a way to—short-circuit PTSD, if you will. She was continuing where she left off.”

			The doctor seemed less alarmed when he learned there was a context for the experiments. The diagnosis, for now, was psychogenic unresponsiveness. Dr. Yang said they would keep her in the hospital for more tests, but that was all he would say. Ben would have to find out more from Caitlin’s parents. He had phoned them, waking them, trying and failing not to alarm them. It was one of the few times his smooth British accent and composure had been a total fail. They were on their way in from Long Island.

			So Ben left the complex, largely uninformed, not quite aware of what had happened, and utterly unsure what to do next.

			There were no phone messages. He hadn’t expected any; neither Anita Carter nor Flora Davies had his cell number. Anita was a colleague and friend of Caitlin’s, a psychiatrist who had stayed with Caitlin’s son, Jacob, at the apartment; Davies was the head of the Group, an organization based in a Fifth Avenue mansion and which collected information and relics from Galderkhaan. Ben did not know anything about the latter. Neither had Caitlin before she went down to its headquarters, a visit that led directly to her collapse in the adjacent Washington Square Park.

			Bundled against the cold, Ben decided to do what he always did: take small steps and see where they went. He paused in the doorway of an office building to call Caitlin’s landline, to make sure Jacob was all right. That was what Caitlin would have wanted him to do.

			Anita picked up in the middle of the second ring. She said that the ten-year-old was in his room, up early after a restless night, but that there was something more pressing.

			“What’s wrong?” Ben asked.

			“There’s someone here,” Anita said with concern in her voice. “First tell me—how’s Caitlin? Where is she?”

			“In the hospital.”

			“Is she all right?”

			“She’s unconscious—doctors wouldn’t tell me much.”

			“Shit.”

			“Anita, who’s there?”

			The woman hesitated.

			“Just say it,” Ben told her. “Nothing would surprise me.”

			“All right.” She lowered her voice, said closely into the phone, “It’s a Vodou priestess. And her son.”

			“Madame Langlois and Enok?”

			“Jesus, yes!” Anita seemed caught off guard. “How did you . . . was Caitlin expecting them? I assume she met them in Haiti—”

			“Not expecting that I’m aware of,” Ben said. Caitlin had met the Vodou priestess and her houngan son while trying to help a young girl in Port-au-Prince. Gaelle Anglade was one of the youths whose trauma seemed linked to Galderkhaan. If the duo had been planning to visit, Caitlin would not have failed to mention it. “They just showed up?”

			“About an hour ago,” Anita said. “They flew in from Haiti, came right here, and the priestess flat-out announced that Caitlin is in the coils of a serpent.”

			“The great serpent!” Ben heard a woman’s voice say in the background.

			“Forgive me,” Anita said, lowering her voice. “The great serpent?”

			“We did not come right here,” the Haitian woman added. “Should have. I do not like Miami. Too chaotic.”

			“Right, right,” Anita said into the phone. “Ben, what the hell is going on?”

			“I’m not entirely sure,” he answered truthfully. He did not know how much Caitlin may have told her about Galderkhaan and did not want to get into that now. Leaving the protection of the doorway, he saw a cab, hurried to the curb, and flagged it. “I’m coming over there. Has Jacob been in his room the entire time?”

			“Yes,” Anita said. “He’s been in there drawing a comic book about Captain Nemo . . . he’s fine. Ben, I’m a pretty good psychiatrist and very good listener and there’s something you’re not telling me. What exactly happened to Caitlin?”

			“Firefighters found her lying unconscious in Washington Square Park.”

			“Oh, Ben . . .”

			“I know. There were fires—maybe a gas leak. Perhaps she was overcome.”

			“I got the alert on my phone, didn’t put the two together. Should I call her folks?”

			“Done. They’re on the way to Lenox Hill.”

			“Jesus. What does the doctor say? Or wouldn’t they tell you?”

			“He was like the bloody sphinx, with occasional claws.”

			“Jesus,” she said again. “Maybe if I call him, doctor to doctor?”

			“From his questions, I don’t think he knows much. I’m more concerned about Jacob and your guests.”

			“I understand. Look, I’ll arrange with my office to stay here as long as I’m needed. Meanwhile, what do I do about . . . them?”

			“Nothing, other than keep them away from Jacob,” he said. “Have they asked about him?”

			“No—but they’re obviously involved in this whole ‘thing’ somehow,” she whispered. “How else could they know that something was going to happen to Caitlin?”

			“I just don’t know,” Ben said. “Look, Caitlin’s got a can of mace in her night table if you need it. I’ll be there in about ten minutes. And don’t ask how I know that.”

			“Wasn’t,” Anita replied. “What’s the doorman’s name? In case I need him?”

			“I think Elvis is on at this hour.”

			“Elvis?”

			“Yeah. He’s okay.”

			“What about you?” Anita asked. “How are you?”

			“I have absolutely no idea,” he told her. “Just moving ahead. See you soon.”

			Ben sat back in the cab, watched the video display in the seat, saw the news alert from Washington Square. There weren’t just fires; there were floods, water-main breaks, crowds of students who were being hustled from dorms into the streets. The driver was talking to someone in Nepali on his Bluetooth. Ben couldn’t even tune it out; he understood everything about the family’s dispute with the city over a dangerous school crossing in Queens.

			Noise and unrest, Ben thought. It didn’t end with the tamping down of the tensions between India and Pakistan. It just went back underground, unsettling everyone at a low boil. Thanks to Caitlin and her commitment to helping, he was now acutely aware of it.

			Caitlin, he thought, choking up for the first time. What happened down there, Cai? But it was more than wondering; it was pain and guilt. While Caitlin sought a way to rescue the kids who had been assaulted by Galderkhaani spirits—Maanik Pawar in New York, Gaelle Anglade in Haiti, Atash Gulshan in Iran—Ben Moss, linguist, had been pushing the Galderkhaani language on her, calling and texting and meeting with her to describe with great enthusiasm each new discovery or supposition. He had made her part of a quest that should have ended, for her, with the curing of Maanik and Gaelle. He tried—and failed—not to feel resentment at the way she had kept him out of her research and discoveries. It brought up old feelings about the way she had conceived Jacob with a man she had only just met on a relief mission, someone who later became the very definition of “absentee father.”

			Tears pressed against the backs of his eyes as he thought of the girl he had shared so much with, who he had strongly reconnected with over Maanik, who he was now helplessly in love with. He wanted her back not just from this crisis but in all ways, and he didn’t know how to go about any of it.

			Baby steps? Ben thought with sharp self-reproach. His limited research into Galderkhaan barely translated the fragments of ancient language they possessed, let alone provided insights into the existence of souls in the Ascendant, Transcendent, and Candescent realms. How was he supposed to help Caitlin with this?

			Maybe the madame has insights, he thought then hoped. The priestess had been helpful in Haiti. She certainly has some kind of second sight.

			As the cab sped west across Central Park, Ben tried to be useful—and consoled—by applying himself to the purely scholarly side of the problem. He was amazed at how much cultural overlap had been revealed among Galderkhaani, Vodou, Hindu, and Viking lore—peoples who had no contact in the dawn of our known civilization. Yet, the same cultural archetypes appeared. Inevitability? Or was it something deeper. Was there a connection that went back to this civilization that predated all others?

			How can that not be the case? he asked himself.

			Nor was this the time to figure it out. He did not see how that kind of research would help Caitlin.

			By the time the taxi reached Caitlin’s Upper West Side apartment building, the morning had already blossomed into early dog walkers, rattling breakfast carts, and loud delivery trucks. The bustle seemed to be happening outside a bubble, a combination of exhaustion and distraction. Even the driver’s ongoing school-crossing issue seemed to belong to some other time and place.

			And then, suddenly, there was a wave of fear—not unwarranted. No sooner had Ben emerged from the cab than a man stepped up to him. The newcomer was about five-ten, a little shorter than Ben, and in his forties. He was wearing jeans, work boots, and a black beret. His eyes were covered with reflective sunglasses with fashionable white frames. He held his smartphone in his left hand. His right hand was thrust deep into the pocket of his heavy leather jacket.

			“Mr. Moss,” the man said. It wasn’t a question.

			“Sorry, I’m in a hurry.”

			“I understand,” the man replied politely, but firmly, stepping to block his way. “This will not take long.”

			The man’s voice possessed a faint but distinctive accent, which Ben placed as Icelandic. It was uncommon here, and in spite of everything—or because of it—Ben gave the man his attention, but not until after he had looked around.

			“There is no one else with us,” the man said. “You will not be accosted.”

			“All right,” Ben said. “You have my attention. Who are you and how do you know who I am?”

			“My name is Eilifir,” the man said softly, “and I followed you from the Group mansion, saw you speaking briefly with Dr. O’Hara.”

			“Followed?”

			“I have a car. Actually, the driver followed you. I was busy watching.”

			“But you just said—”

			“That there is no one with us, and there isn’t,” the man said. “We are alone. From the mansion I came here, replaced one of my people. I’ve been waiting to speak with Caitlin—or you.”

			“I see. You mentioned the Group. How do you know those people?” Ben asked.

			“We—their sponsors and my people—once lived together.”

			“On Fifth Avenue?”

			“No, Mr. Moss,” the man replied with a little chuckle. His unshaved cheeks parted as he smiled for the first time. “Our ancestors lived together. In Galderkhaan.”

			Ben was a little rocked by that—not just the fact that someone else knew about the place, but obviously knew more than he did. Then his mind returned to what he had just been thinking about, what he knew of the postapocalyptic trek of the Galderkhaani up through Asia to points north, including Scandinavia.

			“You say you ‘once’ lived together,” Ben remarked. “That, plus the fact that you didn’t go up to the mansion and knock on the door tells me that you are no longer very sociable.”

			“Their ideas are different from mine.”

			“Are you some kind of rogue scholar?” he asked.

			“Not exactly,” the man replied.

			“ ‘Not exactly?’ That’s all I get?”

			“For now.”

			“Uh huh,” Ben said, and moved to go around the man. “Sorry, Eilifir. I have a lot to—”

			“Not yet,” the man said with a hint of menace now. He moved closer.

			Ben hesitated. He had been around enough diplomats to know when polite insistence was about to shade into a threat.

			“Do the doctors know what is wrong with Dr. O’Hara?” Eilifir asked.

			“How do you know anything’s wrong with her?”

			“I have a man outside the hospital,” the man replied. “You departed. She did not. Must we do this dance, Mr. Moss?”

			“Caitlin is unconscious but it isn’t a coma,” Ben answered. “They don’t know what it is. You probably know that, if you’ve been watching her.”

			“No, I only suspected,” the man said. “We make it a policy not to crowd people. The others—they do that. Empathetic souls like Dr. O’Hara pick up on it.” He turned his face toward the brownstone. “The man and woman who are upstairs, why are they here?”

			“I don’t know that either,” Ben said. “How do you know about them?”

			“Someone was here, watching, until I could relieve her.”

			“That’s at least three people,” Ben said. “You have a curious definition of ‘alone.’ ”

			“As you know, words have nuance.”

			“Right, but I don’t have time for subtleties. So that there are no more surprises—how many helpers do you have here?”

			“Too few,” Eilifir replied. “Do you know Casey Skett?”

			Hell, couldn’t the man answer a question directly? “No,” Ben said to move this along. “Who is he? Or is it a waste of breath to ask?”

			“I guess you would call him our general,” the man said. “He and I are the leaders of a handful of other field personnel who want to help you save Dr. O’Hara.”

			“From?”

			“Becoming lost in the past,” the man said.

			“How do you know . . . what do you know?” Ben asked.

			“That any form of cazh or the lesser mergings is tricky, dangerous, as I’m sure you well know.”

			“Is that what happened here?” Ben asked with alarm.

			“I’m honestly not sure,” Eilifir replied. “That’s what we’re trying to determine. If it has, then she is in great danger.”

			Ben did not tell the man that it was the second time that morning he’d heard that sentiment.

			Eilifir drew his hand from his pocket, handed Ben a card. “Call me when you learn anything, when you need something.”

			“You seem certain that I will.”

			“No one can face these forces alone,” he said, “the more so when he or she doesn’t know what they are.”

			“Do you?”

			The man was quiet for a moment—contemplative. “Not entirely, no. But we have tools you lack, tools you may need. And before you ask what they are, I can only say this: Caitlin O’Hara has forged an energetic relationship with just two Galderkhaani tiles. That was enough to send her soul through time and wreak havoc across several acres of New York.” He moved closer to Ben until they were inches apart. There was a new, more ominous quality in his voice. “There are thousands of tiles buried beneath the South Polar ice. If Dr. O’Hara taps into them, wakens them in an effort to get home, the forces she will release would be exponentially more destructive than what we saw last night. And not in the past, Mr. Moss. She would pull that fury with her, into the present. It would travel through her. You can imagine, I think, what would be left of her after that.”

			It was as fantastic and sobering a monologue as any Ben had ever heard—and, in the United Nations, he had translated many of those.

			“Where will you be?” Ben asked.

			“Right here,” Eilifir said, backing away.

			Though the air was warming slightly, Ben felt cold inside. Without another word, he turned and went into the apartment.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Mikel Jasso was very tired and extremely frustrated.

			The Basque native lay in the cot that had been assigned to him until such time as he could be evacuated from the Halley VI research station. That would take weeks, but he had been ordered to stay out of the way of the thirty-nine scientists, medics, maintenance workers, and other personnel at the base. He was to remain inside the eight modules—which were connected caterpillar-style, like a train—not venturing outside, not observing experiments or research, simply doing nothing.

			Doing nothing had kept him awake since his adventure under the Antarctic ice. He desperately needed sleep. But there was something he needed more desperately. He had been among the long-frozen ruins. He had interacted with tiles of staggering power.

			He had communicated with the dead.

			Mikel Jasso needed answers, not imprisonment.

			And I need someone above ground to talk to about it all, someone to listen to me, he thought. There was a vast amount of knowledge out there. The technology alone could occupy him for years. Not just the olivine tiles but treated skins that were still fresh, the breathing apparatus that seemed to employ the mechanism of sea creatures to filter air from a maelstrom; all of that was extremely sophisticated. And he couldn’t get to it, having made himself a pariah by causing the crash of a truck, the denting of a module it was pulling, and endangering the life of an expedition member who had elected to rescue him from an underground cavern.

			Mikel also had a broken wrist, which made it difficult to do anything.

			And so he lay there, his tablet at the ready, staring at the white ceiling, replaying the last two days for anything he may have missed.

			The archaeologist had to laugh, at least inside. He was in a human habitation brought south, and to this spot, with enormous effort. Administered by the British Antarctic Survey, the Halley VI modules had just been successfully towed from a fragile section of terrain on the Brunt Ice Shelf to a more stable region twelve kilometers inland from the Weddell Sea. The accommodation building and garage had come with greater difficulty: not having been erected on skis, they had to be dragged across the ice by trucks and bulldozers struggling against unfavorable winds and cold. Yet nearby, an entire civilization had flourished in this miserable, hostile environment. Even allowing for climatic change, Antarctica was still quite harsh at the dawn of the Ice Age, at the height of Galderkhaani civilization. From what he had gleaned in the caverns, lava had been used to melt and control ice via a network of tunnels. Towers of basalt and other materials had been built. The air had been conquered by ships that spanned the vast continent, and perhaps beyond. Science and religion had struggled with an ambitious, deeply conflicted cultural project, the conquest of the afterlife . . . incredibly, with some success.

			The anthropologist in him was puzzled by something even deeper: How did the Galderkhaani come to be here? When? By what chain of evolution? The answers would change human understanding of the world. Those answers, those profound truths were also out there, and Mikel couldn’t get to them. He couldn’t convince a group of scientists to help him investigate further. In fairness, Mikel was not being as cooperative, and thus as persuasive, as he might have been. His unauthorized descent into the ancient underground ice tunnels, and his insistence that he could not reveal much of what he had found there—not without the authorization of his employer, Flora Davies and the Group back in New York—had alienated the science team and most of the other occupants. The sole exception was Siem der Graaf. The young maintenance worker appreciated the fact that the archaeologist treated him like a colleague and not a high-priced repairman. Siem also appreciated Mikel’s willingness to charge into the unknown in pursuit of knowledge. If not for the extreme climatic conditions, Mikel wouldn’t be sitting here because of the Halley VI staff. But he wouldn’t get more than a quarter mile without gear and assistance.

			Making matters worse at the moment, he had been unable to reach Flora Davies, his superior at Group headquarters, her assistant Adrienne, or anyone else in the NYU-area mansion. The Internet was down, and phone service was poor though he still got into voice mail; for some reason, Flora wasn’t calling back. He had seen on the news that the West Village in Manhattan was still reeling from unexplained fires in the area; no doubt that, and the water pumped at the inferno, had compromised the wires in old conduits beneath the mansion.

			His forced isolation wasn’t entirely contrary, however. Mikel used the time to create a written record of everything he could remember about his trip through the ruins of ancient Galderkhaan and his encounter with the spirits of the Priests Pao and Rensat. With one hand, he had arduously pecked out the log on his tablet.

			The dead, he had written, are not dead—merely without bodies. The lowest of these appear to be “unascended souls.” Like poltergeists in modern lore, they appear to be trapped in the place where they lived or died. I encountered two of these: Galderkhaani Enzo, who had a modern soul; and scientist Jina Park, who was held here, in her thrall. I do not understand by what mechanism either of them remained in the caverns below the ice. Perhaps by choice? Perhaps by the means through which they died—intense fire? Or perhaps this is the Galderkhaani version of hell, a place where souls are punished for suicide or murder or other mortal crimes.

			In the happier order of things, the Galderkhaani believed that at death they ascended—single souls reaching a level of celestial epiphany I still don’t understand. From my studies I learned that Pao and his contemporary Vol created a ritual they called cazh, words and a ceremony that bonded souls, allowed them to shuck the body en masse and, together, rise to an even higher state of spiritual enlightenment—Transcendence, which I would equate with traditional angels or djinn in more familiar ancient lore. Their ultimate goal was to bring together enough souls to—well, transcend Transcendence and achieve Candescence, a state of bliss they believed would make them somehow “one” with the cosmos.
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