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CHAPTER ONE

  Alyssha Dodson closed her flute case under the watchful
eye of Martha Corbett. The quintet's session hadn't broken up until
midnight, but Shelby's mother had stayed until the end. Shelby was
helping Dave Herbert load his big string bass in his truck, and now
Mrs. Corbett waited, legs folded under her, on one corner of the sofa,
while Alyssha straightened the room and stuffed soda cans and other
debris into a trash bag.

    This was how it always was at the Corbetts' house. Shelby's
father had transferred to Granville, Indiana, from Atlanta two years
ago, and Martha Corbett—petite, blonde, and insistently
Southern—always seemed surprised that one of her daughter's friends was a
mixed-race girl whose father was a janitor. It was why she never left
Alyssha alone in the room. Afraid I'll run off with the
valuables.

    "Hey, Alyssha," said Shelby, as she came back into the room.
"You sure you want to leave now? I'm awake for hours after these
sessions—nervous energy. We could watch a movie."

    "Thanks, but I better get home, Shel. Pop'll be waiting
up."

    Mrs. Corbett followed them out to the car. "Now you come
right back, Shelby. And—" she lowered her voice—"be sure to lock
your doors in... that neighborhood, hear?"

    "Alyssha lives downtown, Mom."

    "That's what I mean."

    Shelby rolled her eyes as they backed down the drive. "I
cannot wait to move into the dorm this fall. I just hope she
doesn't decide to move in with me."

    Alyssha laughed.

    "Do you mind if I take Verdun?" Shelby asked as they rolled
through the quiet streets of the Corbetts' subdivision. "It's quicker.
But if it bothers you I can go around by Washington."

    "Doesn't bother me a bit," Alyssha said. Although it did, a
little, but not in the same way it disturbed others. Probably Shelby
would take Washington on her way home. Maybe Alyssha should
have suggested the other route, but in some perverse way she
enjoyed the yearning ache she felt in the vicinity of the Verdun Street
Bridge.

    "Mom'll go an extra mile not to cross that bridge," Shelby
said. "Somebody told her it's haunted or something. My dad laughs,
but I think he goes another way too."

    "It's an old story here in town. Indian legend, supposedly. It
does feel kind of weird sometimes," she added. "Maybe the power of
suggestion."

    "Well, it's quicker." Shelby pulled out onto the broad avenue,
stopped at the flashing red light, and turned to follow Verdun as it
curved along the river. There was only one other car on the street, a
block or two ahead. The Shawmuck was high, as usual in May, and
Alyssha imagined it roiling through the gloom under the bridge.

    Suddenly there was a faint screech of brakes and the car
they were following skidded to a stop. Shelby tapped her own
brakes. "What—?" The other car backed up a few yards, pulled
violently into the left lane, fishtailed, and roared off. Shelby frowned.
"What was that all about?"

    But as they went on, they saw what it had been about. A
body lay in the roadway. Shelby, too, screeched to a stop and pulled
off onto the shoulder. "Oh my Jesus!" she yelled. "They hit
somebody!"

    Alyssha's breath caught in her throat. "Stay in the car!" she
yelled back. "Put on the flashers! Call 911—I'll wave off
anyone..."

    She jumped out and ran into the street. There was no one
coming from either direction. At the edge of the headlights lay the
motionless figure of a man, sprawled on his back. She heard Shelby's
voice—"Verdun Street, just across the bridge from downtown. Oh,
hurry!"—and the other girl was beside her, jamming the phone into
her jeans pocket.

    "Oh, shit—he's dead." Shelby began to sob.

    "Maybe," Alyssha said. "Anyway, his back might be broken.
We shouldn't touch him." She looked around. "Shel, can you back out
into the middle of the street and leave your lights and flashers on?
Then get away from the car fast. We're in trouble here if somebody
doesn't see us in time."

    But almost at once they heard a siren approach, and
another. A police car pulled up behind them, its red light throbbing,
and an ambulance sped in from the other direction. Alyssha gave
Shelby a quick hug. "It's going to be okay now. Calm down if you
can." Her own heart was beating double-time, but it slowed as people
jumped out of the ambulance.

    While the EMTs did their job, the patrolwoman spoke to the
girls, checking their IDs. Her partner joined her after a few seconds
and they exchanged quiet words. He turned to Alyssha and Shelby.
"A police detective's on his way. He'll want to question you both, but
you're not in trouble. You did the right thing, phoning this in."

    "Can I call my mom?" Shelby asked.

    "Wait until you've talked to the detective. It won't take
long."

    Another car pulled up. A tallish black man, wide shouldered,
with graying hair, walked toward them, opening his wallet to show a
badge.

    Alyssha recognized him immediately.

    "Detective Bailey," said the patrolwoman, "these are the
young women who reported the accident. Shelby Corbett and
Alyssha Dodson."

    "Miss Corbett... Miss Dodson," he murmured. He gave
Alyssha another, longer, look.

    She'd sometimes wondered if they would meet, and under
what circumstances. Stephen Bailey had courted her mother, Rosa
Williams, in high school. But at the beginning of her senior year Rosa
met Charlie Dodson, a new custodian at the school, a white man. To
her parents'—and Stephen Bailey's—dismay, the two fell in love.
Alyssha had heard the story many times.

    She nodded back. "Detective Bailey."

    "Can I call my mom? Please?" Shelby sounded as if she might
start crying again.

    "I need to ask you just a couple of questions. So hold on for a
minute, please." He paused. "You were driving? This is your
car?"

    "It's my mom's."

    The ambulance pulled around them, its siren starting
up.

    "You saw a vehicle hit this man?"

    "Yes—no—yes, I guess, but we didn't know—"

    "Which way was it traveling?"

    "The same way we were, toward downtown," Shelby said.
"Ahead of us."

    "How far ahead?"

    The girls looked at each other.

    "Quite a long way," Alyssha said finally. "Maybe two blocks?
Too far to see its license plate. We saw it stop, heard it. Right away it
backed up and swerved off in the other lane. Shelby slowed down.
Then we saw the—the man in the road."

    Something tugged at her mind, something about how he'd
looked, lying there. But Detective Bailey was asking another
question.

    "How fast was that vehicle going?"

    "About the same as we were, I think. Shelby was driving, oh,
probably right at thirty-five." She might have been going a little over
the limit, but not much. Shelby was a careful driver. "But when it
started off again, it was going a lot faster."

    "Did you notice any other traffic? Going either way?"

    "No," Shelby said. "There wasn't anyone else."

    "You're sure?"

    Shelby nodded.

    "Yes," Alyssha said. "The car ahead of us was the only one.
It's this street. There's hardly any traffic here, ever. And it's
late."

    Stephen Bailey seemed to consider this for a moment.
"That's so. Okay, did either of you see what kind of vehicle it was?
Car? Truck? Make, age, color, anything?"

    They glanced at each other again. "I didn't," Shelby said. "It
was a car, I think. Just an ordinary car."

    "That's all I saw," Alyssha said. "It was dark colored, maybe.
Nothing that stood out." She thought for a second. "Both its taillights
were on. Both its brake lights came on." She thought of something
else. "It could be that the car we saw didn't hit the man—maybe the
driver saw his body and panicked."

    Stephen Bailey nodded. He stepped around them into the
roadway, and it occurred to Alyssha that he might think they
themselves had hit the man. But she noticed shards of glass,
sparkling at the edge of the headlights' gleam. Stephen Bailey
glanced at the front of Shelby's car and came back.

    "All right. One more thing. Where were you coming from,
where were you headed? It's not a school night, but it's pretty
late."

    "We were at my house. Rehearsing," said Shelby. "We have a
jazz quintet, and we're going to play at Central graduation. We
practiced late, and I was taking Alyssha home."

    "I live downtown," Alyssha said. "With my father."

    "I know," he said. "Well, I'll write this up, and I'm going to
ask you both to come in to the station tomorrow and take a look at
my report, correct me if I've got anything wrong, tell me if you've
thought of anything you'd want to add. Okay?"

    "Okay," Shelby said. "Now can I call my mom?"

    He smiled. "Go ahead. But— Just a minute. If Alyssha doesn't
mind, I'm going to ask these patrol officers to take her on home, so
you don't have to drive down there and back. And I can get
somebody to drive your mom's car for you, if you don't feel up to
driving just now."

    Shelby shook her head emphatically. "No. I'm going to drive
myself home."

    "Fine. Then after you've made your call, I'll just follow you to
make sure you get there safe and sound. Tell your mom I'm going to
do that."

    "Thanks, Detective Bailey. Alyssha, call me in the morning,
okay? And remember to get your flute out of the car now, hear?"

    As she got into the police car, flute case in hand, Alyssha felt
again the insistent pull of the Door. The urge to be there, under the
bridge, beside the dark river.





CHAPTER TWO

  The next morning Alyssha swam up from sleep through
remnants of a dream. An ambulance, a siren? No, not a siren.
What?

    She opened her eyes as the sound resolved itself into the
telephone in the apartment's other room. Weird. For a moment she'd
thought she was somewhere else—not here in Granville, but in that
other place, where she'd not been for six years. In Bandor.

    And, as the memory of last night came back in a rush, she
realized why she'd dreamed of an ambulance.

    The phone was still ringing. Her father always let it ring six
times. If the call was important, he said, whoever it was would stay
on the line. She waited and heard him answer at last.

    "Come on, Hoppy." She stroked the gray and white cat
stretched out beside her. "Rise and shine."

    Hoppy jumped off the bed and Alyssha sat up, suddenly
aware of the amulet that hung around her neck on a black cord. It
was a red stone set in a piece of metal shaped like a fat letter S
about an inch long. It fell between her breasts and
seemed for a moment to glow against her skin.

    She pulled on her white terrycloth robe, grabbed
underwear, jeans, and a t-shirt, and opened the door for Hoppy, who
went straight for his food dish. Her father was at the wall phone,
frowning. On her way to the bathroom she kissed him quickly on the
cheek, ducking her head to do it. Charlie Dodson was five-foot-nine,
and she'd outgrown him in the last year. His wispy, reddish-gray hair
tickled her nose. He grinned briefly. "Okay, Steve," he said. "Can you
give us another, oh, fifteen minutes? She's here. Just getting
dressed."

    Steve? Alyssha hurried through her shower and came
back out to what they called the greatroom, which was their living
room, dining room, kitchen, and Charlie's bedroom combined.

    "'Morning, Pop. What's up?" He was pouring tea into her
mug.

    "That was Steve Bailey. He needs to talk with you, so he's
coming up here."

    She'd told her father the night before about what happened
on her way home. "He told Shelby and me to go to the police station
later to sign his report. So what does he want to talk about
now?"

    "He wouldn't say. Wants to keep it private. You're an adult
now, so if you don't want me in on it, I'll go downstairs and talk to
Danny."

    The sense of her dream, the alarm bell and its aura of
foreboding, hung over her. "An adult?"

    "Today, remember? You're legally out from under my
thumb. Happy birthday, Sis. I love you."

    She'd forgotten until that moment that today was her
eighteenth birthday.

    "No, Pop, I think I'd rather have you here. But is seeing
Detective Bailey going to bother you? Would you rather go
downstairs?"

    "Bother me?"

    "Well, make you uncomfortable?"

    "Look," he said. "Stephen Bailey and I aren't friends. We can
never be that, maybe. But he's a good man, a good cop. And in my
opinion, as you know, those are far and few between. Steve was the
one your grandparents wanted for Rosa. Smart, good family, bound
to go far. Just right for her. I obviously wasn't—a white man, a janitor.
Fifteen years older. You've heard it all before."

    She had. A dozen times, maybe more. A part of her father,
she often thought, lived a sort of half-life there in his memory where
Rosa Williams Dodson still lived, too.

    "At your mother's funeral," he went on, "Steve came up and
shook hands. We've been okay since then. Not tight, but okay. Unless
you want me to leave, I'll stay." He paused. "This man could've been
your father."

    She had to laugh. "Ah, no, Pop. Couldn't anyone but you have
been my father." But she remembered again that it was her birthday,
and that their party—a breakfast party as always—was going to take
place soon. "I hope this won't take too long. Danny and the Duchess'll
be here at nine."

    "It's not quite eight now. He'll either leave before then or,
hell, let him stay."

    "For my surprise breakfast? A policeman? That'd give
Danny the creeps."

    Charlie grinned. "Danny needs a good case of the creeps now
and then. Keeps him honest."

    Footsteps sounded on the stairs, and he went to open the
door for Stephen Bailey. The detective shook his hand, shook
Alyssha's hand, accepted a cup of coffee, and sat at the table across
from her.

    "What can I do for you, sir?"

    "Alyssha, has your father heard about what happened last
night?"

    "Yes."

    "Well, I have to tell you there was more to it. I went over to
the hospital after I saw Miss Corbett home. The man regained
consciousness for a little bit. He didn't have any identification, and he
died while I was there with him. But he said your name." Bailey
paused. "You didn't recognize him?"

    She shook her head, but remembered the sense she'd had of
something oddly familiar. "I didn't look at him that well. The light—
Anyway, I didn't want to get too close. I could see he was hurt pretty
bad. I didn't want to touch him." She frowned. "And he didn't move. I
thought for sure he was unconscious. At least."

    "He was. Or anyway, he was when the EMT's got there, and
when he got to the hospital. This was some weird coincidence. He
couldn't have known you were one of the ones who found him."

    "Who was he?" she whispered.

    "That's what I need to find out, if I can. Got to see if you can
ID him."

    "Oh, my God." She said it very softly.

    "Just by a photo. If you can. You won't need to look at his
remains unless you're not sure, one way or the other."

    On Verdun Street. The bridge. The Door. A cold hand
gripped her heart. "Detective Bailey, how old was this man?"

    There was the slightest of pauses before he answered.
"Around fifty, I'd guess. Give or take five years. A light-skinned black
man. Reddish hair. He had abrasions on his wrists, as if he'd been
tied up recently. Not cuffed. Tied with a rope."

    The cold hand relaxed. The dead man wasn't the one she'd
feared. Either of the ones she'd feared, although she knew it couldn't
have been her brother. She'd have recognized her brother. Maybe
she'd have recognized Kardl, too, but it had been six years, after all.
He'd been twelve then, like her. She took a breath. "Show me this
photograph, please."

    "First I need to tell you some things. This man was
    dressed—strangely. Ragged, patched clothing. Factory-made, but,
well...unusual for this country, anyway. No toxicology yet, but I'd
guess he was sober, not on drugs. Massive body trauma, but his head
was okay. Wasn't in too much pain, I think. Spinal cord injury, high
up. He talked to me for a minute. Said, 'Alyssha Dodson. She will
know.'"

    She kept her face blank.

    "No ID, nothing," he repeated. "Just this." Bailey pulled
something out of his pocket, a folded envelope, and from it took a
coin, gold-colored, the size of a quarter. A hole had been bored close
to one edge. "I showed it to him, and that's when he said your name. I
think he wanted you to have it. I found it in his pocket, when I was
looking for something that might tell us who he was. I took pictures
of it and I'll do some research. I don't think it'll tell us anything. If I'm
right, and if you want this, you can keep it. Kind of irregular, I guess,
but otherwise it'd just go into a big evidence drawer and get lost." He
held it out to her. "I don't think we're going to identify the man,
unless you can. And I don't think this'll make a difference."

    Alyssha took the coin and looked at it, turned it over. Both
sides were alike. There was a "W" imprinted—no, a double "U." Below
it was a word: UNUMA.

    "Do you recognize it?" Bailey said.

    "No." She passed the coin to her father, who looked at it,
shook his head, and passed it back.

    She closed her hand over the coin. "I'll keep it. Unless you
need it, or until you do. Now show me the picture. Please."

    Detective Bailey pulled another envelope from his jacket
pocket, drew out a sheet of paper and unfolded that. It was a color
printout. He hesitated. "It's not a hard picture to look at, but he's
dead, in it. Just so you know." He held the picture out for her.

    She took a deep breath, looked, closed her eyes, and
swallowed. Bailey waited.

    "Yes. I know him. Knew him. I met him once, a long time ago.
When I was a child. So he wouldn't have recognized me even if he'd
been conscious."

    "Do you remember his name?"

    "Adda," she said. "His name was Maru Adda."

    Maru Adda had been kind to her when she'd needed
kindness. She felt tears begin and willed them back. Now
he'll ask me where Maru Adda was from, how I met him. She
glanced at her father and knew he was thinking the same thing. And
what could she answer? That six years ago today she'd gone into a
hole in the wall under the Verdun Street Bridge and visited another
universe?

    Probably she should have lied, said the man was a stranger.
She'd been lying about that summer for six years to everyone but her
father and the Duchess, after all, and it couldn't make any difference
to Maru Adda now. But, somehow, to say she didn't know him would
feel like a betrayal. She braced herself for the question.

    Instead, the detective asked, "Why did you want to know the
man's age?"

    She swallowed hard. "I don't—really know." That was
a lie. She wanted to avoid telling the truth as long as she could. He'd
never believe the truth.

    But Stephen Bailey surprised her again. "All right," he said.
"I'm going at this the wrong way." He turned to her father. "Charlie, I
know you and Rosa had a son. William Dodson. Billy. A few years
older than Alyssha here."

    Charlie nodded gravely. "Five years older."

    "Ten years ago you reported him missing."

    "Right." He pressed his lips together.

    "Have you heard from him? Did he come back?"

    "He never came back," Charlie said. "I've heard from him.
He's okay. Doing well, far as I know." He paused. "Granville wasn't a
good place for him, Steve. You know how this town is, racially.
You've made it work for you."

    "I've been lucky," said Bailey. "There's lots of towns like this,
here in this country. I've been lucky. And both my parents were
black, so I didn't have a lot of explaining to do." He took a sip of
coffee. "Six years ago—six years ago tomorrow, in fact," he went on,
"you reported Alyssha missing too. But here she is."

    How did he know all this? Why did he?

    But she knew why. Because she was Rosa Williams'
daughter.

    "She came back. We'd had a little tiff, forget now what it was
about. She'd gone off to visit her mom's folks in Oklahoma. They sent
her back a couple months later. I let the police know."

    "I was being stupid," Alyssha said. "Mad at Pop. I had some
birthday money they'd sent me, so I got a bus ticket and took off." It
was what they'd agreed to say, if the question was ever asked. It was
what Pop had told the police then, when she'd returned.

    Bailey glanced at her briefly and looked back at her father.
His face was reserved. "I talked to Rosa's mother last winter. We've
stayed pretty close. She told me they hadn't seen Alyssha since she
was a baby. They were unhappy with you, Charlie, as you know. They
might not get over it. Blamed you for Rosa's death."

    "Rosa died of cancer."

    "I know. Their only child, though. Had to blame somebody
so they wouldn't blame God. Some people are like that."

    Alyssha saw her father's face redden. He'd been caught in a
lie told to protect her, to keep her from having to be the one to tell it,
and then she'd told it anyway. "Wait—"

    "No, let me finish," said the detective. "This might make it
easier for you both. Charlie, I suppose you knew old Mike Crane. One
of Granville's homeless, or mostly homeless. He had a wife here, not
many folks knew that. Stayed there at the house with her sometimes,
not often. Lived in a boxcar, other times, or down under the Verdun
Street Bridge. Poor soul, generally drunk. Dead for a couple years
now."

    Under the Verdun Street Bridge.

    "I knew him," Pop said. "God rest his soul."

    "God rest his soul," Stephen Bailey agreed. "You remember
old Mike Crane, Alyssha?"

    "Yes. My brother gave him money sometimes, I think. We
saw him one time, when I was very young, and Billy introduced him
to me. I used to see him on the street. He was always polite."
Where is this going? She was afraid she knew.

    "Where was it you saw him that first time, Alyssha? Do you
remember?"

    She could say she didn't. But that wouldn't make any
difference, would it? Stephen Bailey already knew what he knew.
"Under the bridge. Voodoo Bridge, kids used to call it."

    Bailey gave her a friendly smile. "Voodoo Bridge. That's
what they called it when I first heard about it, way back when.
Everybody knows there's something wrong with that bridge. Been
stories about it for years. Probably the Delaware Indians told stories
about it before there even was a bridge. How people went in under
there and didn't come out—and sometimes how people came out that
hadn't gone in. Or something.

    "Most folks pooh-pooh all that, naturally, but they know
deep down there's something spooky about it. Old Mike Crane used
to talk about it some. Folks thought he was just babbling, but I let
him babble about it a time or two, and I think he was telling the
truth. Just my opinion, of course. I don't go around telling folks that,
either." He gave a little self-deprecating chuckle. "Somebody'd be on
me to take early retirement."

    Pop gave her a quick look. He knew it, too. She could lie, but
Bailey would know it was a lie. He was a detective, for sure.

    "Well, anyway," Bailey went on, "old Mike said there was a
doorway down there, doorway to a place he called Underland.
He said you knew about it, Alyssha. You and your brother. Said you'd
been there. Said you came back, but your brother never did."

    She remembered the look he'd given her last night, when
she said there was never much traffic on Verdun Street. He'd known
about all this then.

    "'Course, maybe that was just a story Mike was making up.
Was he making that up, Alyssha?"

    She shook her head slowly. "No. He wasn't making it
up."

    "You want to tell me about it?"

    Now, if she told the truth, he'd say she was lying. But if she
lied, he'd know it and demand the truth. She wondered what her
mother could have found attractive about such a smug,
self-righteous person. But she remembered what he'd just said about her
grandparents—they have to blame somebody. She couldn't
blame Maru Adda, who'd given away her secret and then died.

    "I guess I'd better."

    Under her t-shirt, the red-stoned amulet glowed against her
skin as if responding to the words. Her cat, Hoppy, jumped into her
lap and began to purr softly.





CHAPTER THREE

  "It was just before my eighth birthday," Alyssha said.
"Billy was thirteen. He'd been staying out late, skipping school. One
morning he took me down under the bridge. Made me go with him,
because I didn't want to. It felt awful. Weird. Frightening."

    Stephen Bailey nodded, noncommittally.

    "But I went, and Mr. Crane was sleeping under there. Billy
gave him some money, fifty cents or something. Then Billy dragged
me into that little room under the bridge and told me I should go
there if I ever needed to get away from something. And he gave me
this." She took her star stone amulet out from under her t-shirt,
pulled it off around her head. "I didn't know where he'd gotten it. He
told me to wear it. Later I found out someone—a man from
there—brought this and one like it through that... doorway. And Billy
found them."

    She handed it to the detective, who held it for a few seconds.
His eyes widened; he gave it back. "Odd," he said. "Like that bridge.
Go on."

    She put the amulet back on, let it stay outside her shirt. "A
couple of days later, Billy disappeared. We looked for him for a long
time, and finally Pop went to the police. They said he must have run
away, and we never heard from him. Four years later, the day I
turned twelve, two men came up here and broke in. Looking for
this—" She touched the amulet. "—but we didn't know that. When they
chased me I ran down under Voodoo Bridge, like Billy told me to. I
hid where Billy said to hide. And then... well, then I was somewhere
else."

    "Somewhere else?"

    "Somewhere way else. Underland, Mr. Crane called it.
A country called Bandor. A city called Bandor Gan."

    "Go on."

    "That's where I met Maru Adda. And his family. His wife, two
daughters, twin boys younger than me. They helped me out,
protected me."

    "Protected you? From what?"

    "Somebody wanted this." She touched her amulet. "He didn't
get it."

    Stephen Bailey raised his eyebrows and tilted his head to
the side. "These people, they spoke English?"

    "Pretty close, anyway. They called it Rydoru."

    "They were—" He smiled slightly. "—African-Americans?
African-Bandorans?"

    "This really happened, Detective Bailey. I wasn't
hallucinating and I didn't make it up. You asked me to tell you, and
I'm telling you. Because I don't have any choice, I guess."

    "All right," he said mildly. "I'm listening. Go on."

    "The Bandoru—the natives of that country—were
    dark-skinned. The people who invaded, the Rydors, were light-skinned.
Now there are quite a few who're mixed. Like me. Black mother,
white father, or vice versa, but from way back. It's something
like here. That way, anyhow. Except the dark-skinned people were
there first. Like the Indians here."

    Bailey pursed his lips. "And you came back, what, two
months later. Did you stay with this family all that time?"

    "No. I went other places. I found Billy, and that's where he
is." She paused. "I've studied some psychology in school, sir. I know
this sounds like a dream. People there told me it was impossible to
come back, through the Door, to what they called Underland.
Here. But I found out I could, and I did. It wasn't a dream."

    "Alyssha," he said, "I've been under that bridge. I've just held
on to your necklace there. I believe you. Probably most folks
wouldn't, but I know how that bridge makes me feel, and there's
nothing natural about it. Nothing to explain it any better than you
have. Also, I'm pretty good at spotting lies, and I don't think you're
lying. Or crazy." He paused. "So. How does this square with the world
as we know it? How do you understand all this?"

    "I don't know," she said. "Of course I don't. A woman there
told me it was... Another possibility. She'd thought about it enough to
know she didn't understand it, really. But that's what she said,
another possibility. A set of possibilities."

    "A set of possibilities."

    "I read a book once—here, not there—that I couldn't really
understand at all, either. The writer said something like that, though.
That the universe, reality, is always splitting up into different
possibilities. Maybe. I don't know."

    "Hmm," he said. "Well. This Bandor Gan, it's a big city?"

    "No. Not even half as big as Granville. But the biggest they've
got on that continent. On that side of the mountains, anyway. I didn't
go anywhere else."

    "Okay, so when you went there, and when you came back,
how did you get past—whatever it is. That feeling, under the
bridge."

    "This," she said, touching her amulet again. "That's all I
know."

    "How did this man, Maru Adda, you said, get through?"

    "I don't know. He wasn't wearing anything like this?"

    "No. Nothing but that coin."

    "Then I don't know how. People there know about the Door
and believe in it. At least some do. Someone said people had gone
through, or maybe come through, by feeling...fear. Or
something. A strong emotion. Something stronger than the feeling of
the Door. I don't know."

    "So why did he come here? Why did he ask for you?"

    "Ah, God, I don't know. Did he say anything else, except my
name?"

    "When I showed him that coin thing from his pocket, he said,
'Alyssha Dodson. She will know.' Said 'Remember it.' Or maybe
'Remember me.' And he said something I didn't get. It sounded like a
place, maybe in Canada was what I thought at the time. Bay
LaRue, it sounded like. Does that mean anything to you?"

    Her heart turned over. Not Bay LaRue. Not a place. A
person. The name of the boy, the young man now, who had been
Billy Dodson. "It's my brother's name, there," she said. "Bela
Ru. Did he say anything else? Anything about my brother?" She
didn't look at her father, but she knew he'd stopped breathing
too.

    "No. He was pretty incoherent, but I heard everything he
said. That was all." He paused. "If I had to guess, I'd say he meant that
as a reminder. Something to go with that coin. Nothing else."

    Waving Pop's offer of more coffee away, he stood up. "No,
thanks. Good coffee, Charlie, but I'm coffeed out. I've got some work
to do. After that I'm gonna get some sleep, I hope. It's been a
while."

    He turned to Alyssha. "Okay, one more thing. Nobody knows
what this man said to me. Nobody knows you identified him to me,
and nobody else'll be able to identify him. Nobody but me saw the
coin, or whatever it is. We'll circulate his photograph and his prints,
and nothing's gonna come of that. Just another transient, not on the
books anywhere. We get 'em all the time. The truth is, we won't look
too hard. The county'll bury him. I'll let you know when, so you can
be there if you want to."

    "Won't you get in trouble?" Alyssha asked. "For giving me
the coin? For not showing it to anyone else?"

    "No. I've been with the department twenty-five years, never
any problems. If you folks decide to start telling people about this,
it'll be your word against mine. I'm pretty sure you won't, but if you
did, it'd be me they'd believe. My story has the advantage of being
believable." He paused. "I don't like to lie, and I generally don't. But
telling my chief what you've just told me wouldn't solve anything. It
would only complicate things for the two of you—and for me."

    "Steve, thanks," Pop said.

    "Oh, no problem." He frowned. "Alyssha, are you in trouble,
do you think? Did this man coming here mean you've got trouble?
Tell me the truth, now."

    "No. If he was running away from something, he was in
trouble. But maybe this was the only place he could go. The Door, I
mean, and he ended up here like I ended up there. And I was the only
one he knew."

    "Okay," Bailey said. He took out his wallet, removed a card,
took a pen from his pocket, wrote on the card, and handed it to her.
"Now if something else happens—anything else—call me first.
Not the police. Me. This is my cell number. And this is my
home number. Will you do that?"

    She took his hand. "Yes. Thank you, sir."

    "You're welcome." He gave her hand a little squeeze. "Be
good, now." At the door he turned. "You know, you sure do look like
your mom."

    As soon as Bailey left, they sprang into action. Pop took
things out of the refrigerator and turned on the gas range under
cast-iron skillets. Alyssha began to set dishes and glasses on the
table.

    "Here, I'll get that," Charlie said. "Go change your clothes,
girl."

    "People are going to be here in ten minutes, Pop. I don't
need to dress up for Danny and the Duchess."

    "Yes you do. Danny's gone to pick up the Duchess, and she
won't be quite ready. You know that. She'll be all dolled up, and she'll
notice if you're not. I wouldn't put it past her to ask why, and we
don't need to mention anything about last night. Or about Steve. You
can tell her later, if you want."

    He was right. Danny didn't know anything about Bandor,
and there was no reason to get even close to the subject now. She
and Pop would talk later about what Maru Adda's coming through
the Door might mean, but for now they needed to put on happy faces.
She'd had plenty of practice at that.

    She went into her bedroom and took from the old-fashioned
wardrobe a matching tunic and trousers in light, puckered cotton,
with a wide neckline, loose sleeves, and legs tight at the ankles. The
outfit was copper-colored, just a bit lighter and brighter than her
skin, and she knew she looked good in it. Mattie Hale, who owned a
boutique, had made several similar outfits for her, modeled on the
one she'd worn when she returned from the place old Mike had
called Underland. Nobody else in Granville dressed this way,
and she knew what her schoolmates' looks meant, but she didn't
care. For six years she'd been homesick. This was how people
dressed in Bandor, and it felt good to her.





CHAPTER FOUR

  She was entering a wide valley in Bandor's mountainous
North, riding a chiala, alone—she was always alone in this part of the
daydream—and approaching the tiny settlement of Mardoc. She could
see it in the distance: a row of wooden buildings surrounded by fields
and pastures, grazing herds, tree-lined creeks. Between her and the
village the narrow road wound upward; above her was the bright blue
sky of summer.

    Soon, with the swiftness of a dream, she was there, taking
the chiala to the village stables, getting directions to Ru Mardo's house.
She walked there, weary from her long ride but cheered by the
knowledge that she'd soon see her old friend. She knocked at his door,
her star stone amulet glowing with...anticipation? And when the tall,
angular man opened the door, he laughed joyfully. "Alyssha! What a
surprise! See who else is here!" He stepped back, and behind him she
saw another figure rise, a young man with honey-brown skin and
auburn hair. They stared at each other, both frozen at first in disbelief,
and then—

    "Dear?" The Duchess's voice interrupted her reverie. "Are
you asleep, or just woolgathering?"

    Alyssha and her friend Garnet Murphy—the Duchess, as they
called her—shared their birthday, sixty years apart. At breakfast the
Duchess had invited her for their annual celebratory dinner, this
year at O'Brian's Restaurant. O'Brian's was easily the classiest place
in Granville, and Alyssha was dressed for the occasion in another of
her Bandoru outfits, this one in sheer, mint green silk.

    Her hostess was, as always, fashionably late. While waiting
for her in the foyer, Alyssha had drifted into a familiar fantasy, which
could have any of several settings. The one where she discovered
Kardl in Mardoc Village was one of her favorites. Immersing herself
in it, she could avoid worrying about why her father had refused to
discuss Maru Adda's disastrous visit to Granville. Charlie didn't want
to hear her concerns, and he'd said so.

    "I want to think this through, Sis. We'll talk about it later."
He'd looked at the wall clock. "What time's your dinner date?" His
abrupt tone, so unlike him, had stunned her.

    Now, jarred into the present by the Duchess's voice, she
smiled ruefully. Her old friend was standing in front of her, dressed
in a trim lavender suit and a small, flowered hat.

    "Woolgathering, I'm afraid," Alyssha said, jumping up. "You
look lovely, Duchess."

    "In honor of a lovely young woman. Happy birthday,
Alyssha."

    The waiter who came to their table was a former
schoolmate. "'Evening, Mrs. Murphy," he said. "Hello, Alyssha."

    "Hi, Evan. I didn't know you worked here."

    "Two years now, part time. I'm taking classes at Rose State.
Will you be coming there this fall?"

    "I'm not sure yet," she said. "I've been thinking about an
    out-of-state school."

    Evan managed to hide his puzzled look rather well. It was
the middle of May, so she supposed she might be expected to have
made up her mind.

    After he'd taken their orders, the Duchess watched him walk
away. "Seems like a nice young man."

    "Mm-hmm, he is. His mother was my English teacher last
year. Claudia Sanders. Maybe you know her?"

    "I've heard of her, dear. Good family."

    "Pillars of the community," Alyssha agreed. And now here
this comes. The reason she didn't invite Pop. She's going to lecture me
about my life. Or lack of one.

    "I do hear things, you know," the Duchess continued. "And
see things. And I know you quite well. For example, I know you really
are putting off your decision about college until you absolutely have
to make it. That way it'll be relatively painless. Two scholarships.
You could flip a coin."

    Alyssha had to laugh. "I've thought about it, believe me. I've
accepted both, provisionally, so I could wait to decide."

    "Tell me," said the Duchess, "why is it so difficult?"

    There seemed to be no escape. "Well, the one in Ohio is
better, better scholarship. Pre-med. And if I decide I don't like it, or if
I wash out or something, there are other options. Veterinary school,
for instance."

    "So why not take that one? Be truthful, Alyssha."

    "Okay. It's too close to Granville. I'd be back here all the
time. Couldn't help it."

    "If you find Granville so attractive, why worry about that?
Your father's going to be busy, but he'd be glad to see you often. But
then, if you like Granville that well, they have a good pre-med
program at Rose State, don't they?"

    Alyssha unfolded her napkin, refolded it, moved it an inch to
the right.

    "You don't want to accept either one." It was not a question.
Evan came back with his tray, and the Duchess waited until he'd left
again. "You ought to have ordered more than that, Alyssha. You'll
hurt my feelings."

    Alyssha wasn't hungry. She was almost never hungry. "It's a
huge salad. I was going to save room for dessert."

    "Good. They have wonderful cheesecake." The Duchess
picked up her fork. "Well, now I'll stop torturing you. It's not nice to
torture someone on her birthday, is it? You don't want to tell me, so
I'll just tell you. You don't want to go to any school here. You want to
go back to Bandor. To that other world. But you promised Charlie,
and you don't want to break your promise. Isn't that it?" She began
to eat with appetite.

    "Yes, Duchess. That's right." She knows me all too
well. "It'd be different if...well, if it were different. But if
something bad happened to me there, Pop would never know. There
wouldn't be any way for him to know. Billy can't come back. I don't
know why. He may be wrong, but he says he can't, and I know he
won't. And when Billy left and Pop thought he was dead, it
broke his heart. I can't do that to him. I promised I wouldn't."

    "But, dear, you promised not to go back until you were
eighteen, if I'm not mistaken. You've kept that promise."

    "We said eighteen because that's when I'd be an adult. Pop
thought by now I'd be over it. That I wouldn't want to go back."

    "Did you think so, too?"

    "Oh... I don't know, Duchess. I thought it was a long time
ahead, I guess."

    The Duchess chuckled. "Children think the future won't
really happen, don't they." She sipped her water. "But if that's what
Charlie thought, he was wrong, as he surely knows. Alyssha, he
wants you to be happy. And you're not happy. You have no young
friends, by your own choice—only acquaintances. You fill your life
with busyness. And any moment you can't fill, you are lost in a
daydream, as the old song used to say. If you continue this way, dear,
you'll lose it all, even those dreams. You know that, don't you?"

    Thanks for reminding me. Alyssha poked at her salad
and said nothing.

    "You used to go out with other young people," the Duchess
went on. "You haven't done that for years. You even had one or two
dates, as we used to call them. None of that now, either. Why
is that? Decided you didn't like boys?"

    Alyssha put her fork down "Why are you torturing
me, Duchess?"

    The Duchess ignored her. "You like boys fine, don't you. But
you're saving yourself from the boys here. Because of that other boy,
there. The one you used to talk about all the time and never talk
about now." She paused. "What was his name?"

    "His name was Kardl. Is Kardl," Alyssha said
deliberately, speaking the name out loud for the first time in years.
"And you knew that, Duchess."

    "I knew it." The Duchess put her knife and fork down,
carefully, in her plate. She dabbed her mouth with her napkin and
put that down too. "Go back, Alyssha. I can't order you to do it, but if I
could, I would. Every bird has to fly. You'll just be flying farther than
some. Or maybe no farther than that bridge. Go back. If you die there,
your father will know it eventually, and he'll know you died where
you wanted to be. If you don't go back, you'll be very, very sorry, and
so will Charlie. Go back."

    Alyssha took a bite of her salad and thought as she chewed.
"Duchess, Pop believed me about Bandor, all of it. There wasn't a
scrap of proof, just some clothes, a jar of honey, some tea. Nothing I
couldn't have got somewhere else. He just believed me. But so did
you, I think."

    "Oh, I never had a doubt." She opened her handbag,
rummaged, and after a moment brought out a bundle of tissue paper
secured with a narrow red ribbon. "Here, Alyssha. I have a little gift
for you. This is something my auntie gave to me when I turned
eighteen. I want you to have it now." She handed Alyssha the
package. It was so light that there seemed to be nothing in it. "Go
ahead, open it."

    Carefully, Alyssha removed the ribbon and unfolded the
paper. Several small objects, linked by a slim chain, slid out and
landed on the napkin in her lap. She picked the thing up and held it
in the light.

    "It's a charm bracelet," the Duchess said. "Silver, mostly, but
they do something that keeps it from tarnishing. Look at it
closely."

    Five charms hung from the chain: a stylized bird, a crescent
moon, a tiny cross with four arms and a touch of color at the end of
each, a silver sphere—a full moon, maybe. The fifth was an animal
whose details were hard to make out, but looking closely she saw
that it was something like a llama, except for a flowing mane and tail.
The other objects were silver, but this one was gold. She felt tears
come to her eyes. She'd known only one creature like this, and it did
not exist in the world she lived in now.

    "Where did this come from, Duchess?" she whispered.

    "My auntie gave it to me, as I told you. I've had it for a long
time. Here, let me help you with the clasp." Alyssha held out her arm.
The Duchess fastened the bracelet around her wrist and looked
straight into Alyssha's eyes. "Go back, dear," she said again. "I did
not, but I didn't need to. You do need to, and you can. Your father will
understand." She pulled a tissue out of her purse. "Here, wipe your
eyes now and finish your salad. We want to get to the cheesecake
while they have some left."

    Obediently, Alyssha wiped her eyes and began to eat.
"There's something I haven't told you, Duchess," she said after a
minute. "About what happened last night."

* * * *

    When she got back to the apartment, her father set his book
aside. "Well, was it a good time? Did you learn any state
secrets?"

    "One or two, Pop. Did you get something to eat?"

    "One of those tamales we had frozen. Yum, yum. Now,
there's some twilight tea ready. Pour yourself a cup." He stood up. "I
don't want to prolong the suspense. I've got your birthday present
over here."

    "Pop, I just got those riding boots. I don't need any
presents."

    "Oh, I think you're gonna like this one, Sis." He pulled his
foldaway bed out from the wall and took a large box from behind it.
"Move your cup and let me put it down."

    She opened the box. At first she didn't know what she was
looking at, but lifting it out she saw that it was a backpack of soft,
dark leather, with stoutly reinforced straps, several pockets and
compartments, and silver buckles. She held it up, feeling its strength
and weight, and for just a moment had a sensation of distance,
mountains, and cool, thin air. Her star stone tingled. "Pop! It's
beautiful."

    "That's real elk hide," he said. "And look inside."

    The innermost compartment held a pair of leather sandals,
well made for walking. "If they don't fit just right, the man told me
you should go back and he'll fix 'em so they do. Now, there's two
other things." He returned to the sofa bed and took out two sturdy,
capacious bags of smooth leather. "I had him copy these from one of
those pictures you used to draw. If they're not right, it's your
own fault for not drawing them better." He grinned.

    They were chiala side bags, made to be attached to a girth or
a light Bandoru saddle. "Pop...?"

    "Yes, Sis, they're for what you think. They're not going to
look too outlandish, are they? Where you're going?"






CHAPTER FIVE

  On the subject of when she'd leave, she and her
father came as close as they ever did to a real argument.
"Tomorrow," she said on her birthday night. "Early in the morning,
before there's much traffic. I can stuff some things in this new pack
and carry the side bags. I can be in Bandor Gan by midmorning,
and—"

    Charlie gave her an amused look. "And I can be in jail by—oh,
let's say next Friday. You can see the news story now, can't you?
'Local woman disappears. No plans to leave, say friends. Police
question father.'"

    "Oh. I never thought of that."

    "Well, to be fair, Sis, I guess you didn't have time to think of
it, since you didn't decide until two minutes ago. But I—well—" He
glanced at the backpack, sandals, and side bags. "Still, I did wonder
today. Whether you better go as soon as possible or whether you
should stay here, period. Whether I should stop you from going if I
could."

    "Stop me? Pop, we don't know whether Billy's okay. I
have to find out, don't I?"

    "Alyssha, we haven't known for six years if Billy's alive or
dead. Happy or miserable. I've made up my mind to that, and I
figured you had too. And what if he's not okay? What if there's
something bad going on there? Not just for your friend Adda.
Something bad was obviously going on for him—he'd been tied up
with a rope. But what if it's bad for everyone there? A plague? A war?
A shit-storm? You'd be walking right into it. Maybe you could walk
out and maybe you couldn't."

    I could, she started to say but didn't. He was right;
there was no way of knowing.

    "Another thing. I know you miss that place, Sis. You've
missed it for six years. Maybe I hoped you'd change, that way, but
you haven't."

    "Pop—"

    "No, wait. What if something else has changed?"

    "What do you mean?"

    "What if you get there and it's not what you want? You've
changed in other ways, y'know. You're not that twelve-year-old kid
any more. And they've changed, too. Time doesn't stand still, there or
here. Billy's changed. His girlfriend's changed—"

    "Kala. And they were betrothed. Engaged."

    "Kala," he agreed. "His fiancée. She's changed. Even if
they're both okay, even if they're married, they've changed." He
paused. "Kardl's changed."

    Not in any way that counts. Not in his heart.
She shrugged. "So?"

    "So. I know you think you won't want to come back. But
humor me a minute. What if you did want to?"

    "Then I'd come back, obviously."

    "And go back to school? Repeat the second semester of your
senior year? Get those scholarships back? Not likely. You're leaving
yourself no options. All that work, for all those years. Hell, Alyssha,
do you want to spend your life knowing you gave up on finishing
high school?" Before she could answer, he slipped in a real zinger:
"And do you want to spend your life knowing you turned that quintet
into a quartet, fluteless in Granville, a week before their last
performance?"

    Of course she didn't. It wouldn't be fair. "But, Pop, what if
Billy needs me?"

    "Why would he need you, Sis? He's got along all right
without you for quite a while now. If he's sick, there's people there to
nurse him. If he's dead, there's people there to bury him."

    "Pop!"

    "Sorry if that's too cold for you, but it's the truth. You came
back. He stayed. His choice. Now, why would he need you?"

    The star stone. What if he needs my star
stone?

    But her amulet asked nothing, promised nothing, warned of
nothing. It hung against her skin as cool as her father's words. She
knew, reluctantly, that if her brother needed her she'd sense it. Her
star stone and his touched each other somehow, even a universe
apart.

    "But I have to tell Maru Adda's wife."

    "Yes, you do. And you can tell her when you get there. After
you graduate. Her husband will still be dead, she'll still mourn him.
But she's in that world and you're in this one. You owe her the
information she can't get any other way, but you owe things in this
world, too. To that quintet. To me. To yourself."

    His voice got gentle. "I know why you're in such a hurry,
Alyssha. You're a lonely woman. You're your mother's daughter, my
daughter, and I know you. You've waited all these years to see Kardl,
and now you don't want to wait any longer. But, sweetheart, you can
wait a few more weeks."

* * * *

    They told their friends she'd taken a job at a guest ranch in
Montana. Ruthie, at the riding stable where she'd worked for two
years, wrote her a recommendation, which Pop filed away, saying
she could always use it if she wanted to come back. She turned down
both scholarships, which didn't make her teachers happy, but she
assured them she'd go on with her studies after a year or two. She
didn't say where that would be.

    Finally she was ready.

    She'd made her farewells, closed her accounts, repeated the
story about her job in Montana, even written several postdated
letters to Charlie to be produced as evidence if necessary. There was
no one else she'd be expected to write to, no one who couldn't be put
off with "I'm not sure. I'll call and let you know." No one who would
worry much, or for long, when she didn't call. Shelby was going to
spend the summer with a cousin in Vermont, and by fall she'd have
forgotten about Alyssha. Glee, who did her braids in return for
Alyssha's teaching her little boy to read, would call Pop once or twice
to ask if she was okay. But that was all.

    She'd packed her Bandoru outfits, boots and sandals, her
flute, and several well-chosen gifts. It was all she needed.

    One day in June, Alyssha and Charlie took the river path to
the old Beechwood Cemetery at the edge of town, where Rosa
Williams Dodson was buried in a pleasant, shady hollow. Her grave
had always seemed a peaceful place to Alyssha, maybe because her
father was cheerful here. The rose he'd planted seventeen years ago
was in blossom now, its deep pink flowers wafting their strong,
sweet scent through the late afternoon air. "Let's remember to take a
couple of these home for the table, Sis," he said. "And one of these
times I'm going to have to cut the whole thing back again. Maybe dig
some out before it takes over the whole graveyard."

    "When would you do that, Pop?"

    "Probably this fall. Why?"

    "Well, I was thinking I might come see you for a day or two
in October. And if Billy and Kala are in the South, I could take a piece
of this rose back to them. I don't remember Mom really, you know.
But Billy does, and I think he'd like to have part of her rose. And I
think Kala could make it grow."

    He smiled. "I'll wait till October, then."

    On their way back to the river path, they passed the place
Pop called Potter's Field, a section of graves reserved for the
destitute or unidentified, people who had no one to pay for a burial
plot. Here was where Maru Adda was buried. They stopped by his
grave with its small stone, marked only with the outline of a dove.
Other graves here had plastic markers, but Charlie and Alyssha had
pooled their savings for this one. "I'll bring a cutting from the rose
over here, too," Charlie said. "You can tell this man's wife about it.
Might make her feel a little better, to know there's somebody to visit
the place."

    "I'll tell her." Alyssha picked up a smooth pinkish stone from
the path. She'd give this to Adda's wife, too. She'd thought about
taking her the double-faced coin, but decided against it. Maru Adda
had meant the coin for her, Stephen Bailey had said, and it
was hers now for good or ill.

* * * *

    The next morning they were up at dawn. Alyssha fixed
breakfast while Charlie put together a bundle of food for her pack: a
couple of hard-boiled eggs, some cheese, what was left of last night's
soda bread, and two oranges.

    "Now, Alyssha—" He reached into his pocket. "—I want you to
take these." He dropped two rings into her hand. "Rosa's and mine.
They're gold, so you can get something for them. You're going into
this blind, and you won't have anything to use for money, except
maybe that bangle the Duchess gave you. Or that coin."

    "I wouldn't sell those, Pop. Or these either. I'll take Mother's,
if it'll make you happy—" She slipped it on her right hand. "—but not
yours. You keep it."

    "I've worn it for twenty-five years, every minute except
when they operated on that hand. I don't need to wear it any longer.
I don't want an argument, Sis. You can put it on that cord around
your neck, the one with the star stone." His blue eyes were perfectly
serious.

    She didn't argue. "Okay. I'll bring it back in October, if I
haven't had to sell it."

    After they'd eaten, she carried their dishes to the sink.
"Leave those," Charlie said. "I'll do them up when I get back."

    "Get back?"

    "I'm walking down there with you. Just to make sure you're
going where you say you're going and not hopping a fast freight for
California."

    "You don't have to do that, Pop."

    "I know, but I want to. I told Terence and Danny I'd be
taking you to the bus station this morning, so if anybody sees us
they'll think that's where we're off to."

    It was Saturday, so there was little traffic on Granville's
streets this early. Charlie carried the new side bags over one
shoulder, and they strolled in the direction of the Verdun Street
Bridge. Alyssha felt the Door's pull and it was surprisingly hard not
to break into a run. When they reached the path leading down to the
river, she turned to him. "Here's the bridge. You can stay here and
watch me go under it, if you want."

    "Oh, no. I'm going right under there with you. I've been
walking down that way a lot this past year or two. Now I want to see
this happen."

    "You do?" She was astonished. "Doesn't it bother you—the
Door feeling?"

    "It used to bother the hell out of me. Like something
growling, trying to scare me away. But in the last year or so, that sort
of wore off. Now I don't feel anything, even when I go right in under
there and take a look around."

    "Well... Okay. I'm glad, Pop, if you really want to. It's not
going to be too weird, is it? Seeing me disappear in a puff of smoke,
so to speak?"

    "No more than if you disappeared into a Greyhound bus. Or
not much more, anyway. Come on. I'm sort of looking forward to
it."

    Once under the bridge, where there was no grass and the
ground was set with flat, whitish stones, her heart beat fast. There
was no denying the physical power of the place. It was like a
magnetic force, drawing her toward the concrete doorway that
opened into the room under the bridge, where the other Doorway, a
narrow arch set in stone, marked the far wall. After taking the side
bags and arranging them on her own shoulders, she grabbed
Charlie's hand, pulled him into the room after her, and turned.

    "'Bye, Pop," she said, breathless, still holding his hand as if to
let go of it would cause her to fly backward. "I'll see you in October, I
hope. If I don't come then, don't worry. I'll get back for a few days as
soon as I can."

    "'Bye, Alyssha," he said, and kissed her. "I love you. You
take—" His voice cracked and he shook his head fiercely. "You take
care now."

    "I promise. I love you too." When she let go of his hand, she
couldn't stop herself. Walking backward, she bumped into the wall,
felt behind her, and found the depression among the stones that was
the Door. It was widening, deepening, darkening even as she touched
it. Her father's eyes widened too, and she laughed. "Here I go," she
called, and stepped back.





CHAPTER SIX

  Immediately she was far from the bridge, far from
Granville. Her heart beat once...

    A rush of space and time opened on all sides. With this
great soundless wind, her identity took flight. She was no one. A
molecule of matter, an infant in the urgency of birth. A wish about to
be fulfilled. Sudden stars woke and blazed and a universe came into
being. At its center a red stone budded and flowered...

    Another heartbeat...

    She stepped forward and stood on a narrow ledge studded
with flat, whitish stones. Above her was a pale sky streaked with
clouds. Behind her, a shallow cave in the hillside dwindled to a
fracture, a discolored line in the rock. A memory.

    Below and before her, a barely perceptible path led
downward to the foot of the hill, where it joined a scarcely wider
trail that curved ahead into an expanse of grassland. The trail
followed a stream for a while before winding into another line of
hills. Beyond them lay Bandor Gan, only a few hours' walk away. The
hills seemed lower, the distance shorter than she remembered.
Shrugging the two new side bags more firmly onto her shoulders and
breathing deeply of the clean, grass-scented air, she set out down the
path.

    The country around her was very different from Granville's
surrounding landscape of cornfields and deciduous thickets. She
knew that places like this existed in the world she'd just left. Yet
there was something she could only think of as unearthly about the
quality of the late spring sunlight.

    When she'd commented upon this once to the Stone Village
kura, Vinh Ke Saar, the old wise-woman had nodded in agreement.
"I've no doubt you felt that our world, Aerte, was un-Earth-like. I, too,
when I've traveled to your world, have remarked the un-Aerte-like
quality of the surroundings, and I don't refer to accidental
differences, the ones technological innovations have produced. Yet I
believe our experience of strangeness is entirely in our minds. There
is really no essential difference, you know."

    Alyssha stared at this. "My lady?"

    "No difference, in fact, but the obvious one: that your world
does not exist."

    "What?"

    Lady Vinh chuckled. "That is not an essential
difference, my dear. It is an existential one. I shall not attempt
to explain. You would not understand. In fact, sometimes I wonder if
I myself understand... Ah, well, I am growing old, indeed."

    "But how can you say it doesn't exist? I exist! Here I am. Or
are you saying I really don't? Lady Vinh, I don't think I can believe
that."

    "Of course you exist," the old woman said. "As you say, here
you are. You are here. When you were in your own
world—there let us call it—this one did not exist. For you, that is. Or
rather, it existed only in your memory, in your imagination."

    She tried to digest this.

    "I know you've noticed," the kura went on, "how some
things here are exactly the same as some things there. Exactly the
same. The length of a day, the length of a season. The stars in the sky.
Why do you think language is the same—not the old languages, I
mean, but the one we are speaking now, the Rydoru tongue?"

    Alyssha shook her head, mystified.

    "Everything happens that can happen," said Vinh Ke Saar.
"Everything that can be, is. At least in possibility. Not everything can
happen, of course. Some events are beyond possibility, or so nearly
beyond it that they virtually never occur. But others have so great a
probability of happening that they are almost—what would your
friend Kardl say—'a sure bet.' Our language is one of those, oddly
enough."

    "Possibilities? Are you saying my world is only a possibility,
here? And this world is a possibility there?"

    "Something like that, "the old kura said. "And there are
many, many possibilities, you know. Enough—" She smiled. "—for
everyone."

* * * *

    In less than an hour the effect of light disappeared, or maybe
she'd only grown used to it. She began to notice familiar details
about the landscape. Here was where she'd stopped, six years ago,
scared and thirsty, to drink from the stream and wonder where in
the world the strange opening under the bridge had dropped her.
And here, a little farther on, near this grove of willows, was where
she and Kardl had camped three months later, the night before she
went back through the Door to Granville.

    She wasn't tired, but it seemed like a good time and place to
stop for a few minutes. She left the road and sat down in a patch of
shade. Taking out an orange, she peeled it carefully and ate it,
stuffing the peel back into her pack. Her fingers were sticky now and
she was thirsty, but she wanted a drink from this stream, not from
her bottle of Granville water. She walked into the grove, toward the
sound of the stream.

    The breeze shifted and she caught a whiff of something foul.
She stopped still. Garbage. No, worse than that. Rotting meat. A dead
animal, and not a small one. A wave of nausea struck her. At the same
time she felt the hair on the nape of her neck prickle, and the star
stone, under her tunic, touched her with a sinister thrill. It was this,
nothing else, that made her walk toward the stench.

    Even before she saw it, she guessed what sort of dead
animal it would be. She scanned the ground and soon spotted what
she'd feared. The body was sprawled between two of the larger
willows, partly hidden by a tangle of undergrowth. Insects buzzed
over it; the grass around it trembled. Wishing she'd not stopped here
at all, she moved closer, until she had no doubt that she was looking
at a dead human being.

    The body was clothed in stained fabric. Although she
couldn't be sure, she thought it was a man. A large stone rested on
his upper chest and another lay beside him. The face, she saw with
relief, was turned away from her.

    His head lay toward the east, his face turned to the south.
Suddenly Alyssha remembered something the old kura, Vinh Ke Saar,
had said: South is the direction of deceit. Her amulet burned
against her skin. Had the stone killed him, crushed him? It was large
enough for that. How long ago? How long did it take to reduce a
human body to this? More than a few days, she thought.

    Suddenly the grove was full of shadows. She stepped
backward, inch by inch, trying not to make a sound, as if she might
disturb the dead. When the body was no longer visible, she turned
and ran. She reached her backpack, slung it over her shoulders,
grabbed the two side packs, and ran again, down the road, her breath
tearing at her lungs.

    After a while she slowed, stopped, and sat abruptly on the
ground, momentarily exhausted. Her thoughts stumbled over each
other. Two bodies in just over a month, two violent deaths, and she'd
discovered them both. It didn't seem fair.

    She shook her head to clear it and looked along the road,
which led upward now into the hills. Although travelers frequently
came this way, between Bandor Gan and the villages surrounding the
Hill of the Door, today there was no one in sight. She wished
someone would come along, though. Maybe a group of people. She
could tell them about the body—about the murdered man. She
thought it was a man. She thought he'd been murdered. Those people
could deal with it, tell the authorities.

    If there were authorities. Suddenly a terrible thought came.
What if there was war, the revolution that had threatened Bandor six
years ago? What if violence were widespread? First Maru Adda,
escaping from something unknown, and now this dead man here.
What if they were only two of many? The countryside looked serene,
but what if that was an illusion? What if the city she was walking
toward had become a chaotic nightmare?

    It could happen. She remembered the world she'd just left,
with so many ancient, beautiful cities destroyed by human
conflict.

    Well, but she was here, and here for a reason. The coin from
Maru Adda—Alyssha Dodson—she will know—meant
something. She'd left her old world as an adult, she reminded herself,
and here she'd have reached the age of consent, of social and legal
responsibility, two years earlier. She couldn't shift the burden of the
corpse in that thicket to someone else. If there was trouble, she'd
find out soon enough. When she did—if she did—she'd have to decide
what to do.

    Now there was only one thing to do. Walk on.





CHAPTER SEVEN

  Three hours later, walking down the last hill and through
the outskirts of Bandor Gan, Alyssha forced herself not to slow
down.

    She was tired and it would have been easy to hold back,
apprehensive as she was about what she might discover in the city
proper. This eastern approach to the city went through small truck
farms and working-class streets. Farther in were older
neighborhoods of the Bandoru quarter where the clanless people,
descendants of those who'd been held in slavery a century ago, lived.
The Rydor sections of the city were in the west and beyond the low
coastal hills, along the two bays. Far to the south was the industrial
section of woolen mills, warehouses, and shipping.

    What she saw here in the outlying neighborhoods was
heartening. People were coming and going, greeting her as Bandoru
people always greeted strangers, cheerfully and politely. Small
children were playing and older children were probably in school,
which must mean that life was going on normally.

    Once she reached the older neighborhoods near the city's
heart, she began to notice a difference that sparked her curiosity.
When she'd been here six years ago, only the Rydoru—the
descendants of invaders from centuries back—had been authorized
to use chialau for riding and drawing vehicles. People of the
Bandoru, the country's native population, had still not been counted
as citizens, so they could only use the chialau with permits. Most had
been unable for one reason or another to do so. Now, though,
Alyssha saw a wide variety of people mounted on the slim,
pony-sized beasts or driving wagons, carts, or carriages. Many of them, she
guessed from their dress or their wagon's loads, were workingmen
and women.

    Of course, you really couldn't tell the difference between a
Rydor and a Bandoru person just by looking, at least not always. The
invading Rydoru had been a pale-skinned, mostly red-haired race,
originally from the southern continent of Orozon. The native
Bandoru had had dark skins ranging from warm milk chocolate
brown to blue-black, depending on what part of the country they'd
called home. In the hundreds of years since then, there'd been a lot of
intermarriage, not only between Bandoru and Rydoru but also
among the various Bandoru clans.

    As Kardl had explained when she'd first tried to sort out the
difference, being a Rydor now was mostly a matter of class, not race.
Kardl's stepfather, for instance, had been a ruddy-skinned,
red-haired man, with an obvious Bandoru ancestor. In Granville he might
even have been seen as mixed-race—and therefore, to most "white"
people, as "black"—especially if his family was known. But here he'd
been a high-ranking member of the Rydor-only government. On the
other hand, the old kura Vinh Ke Saar, who looked exactly like
pictures of England's first Queen Elizabeth, with skin white as paper
and fiery red hair, was of the Bandoru, having been adopted into a
Shell Clan family at twenty. One could become a Rydor by marriage
or adoption, and vice versa.
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