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Arc One: The Palace of the Day in the Kingdom of the Night

 

 

Chapter One

The letter wasn’t addressed to John. The return address, however, was his. Not that he had sent the letter. He would never have mailed anything off without a zip code, and he certainly wouldn’t have wasted postage attempting to contact “The Palace of the Day in the Kingdom of the Night.”

But his roommate Kyle would have.

John frowned at the yellowed parchment envelope and the gothic letters scrawled across it. A blood-red droplet of sealing wax clung to the back of the letter like a wad of chewing gum on the underside of a school desk. As John turned the letter back over, he noticed faint watermarks on the envelope. Crescent moons.

 John could almost see the mailman rolling his eyes as he tossed the letter into the mailbox along with a heap of bills, sale flyers, pizza coupons, and a glossy new underwear catalog.

He wandered back to the kitchen sink, pulled the trashcan out, and dropped the flyers and coupons into the mire of orange peels and coffee grounds. He paused a moment to consider the catalog.

Tanned men in an assortment of absurdly small briefs grinned up at John from the pages. What little clothing the models displayed was tawdry and over-priced. Still, he lingered on a spread of muscular bodies until their waxed chests and fixed gazes reminded him too much of store mannequins. Then he dropped the underwear catalog into the recycling bin and returned to the mysterious letter.

He turned the envelope over, feeling the uneven mass of the enclosed contents. It felt small and heavy, like a key. John traced the hard outline, almost embossing the shape into the sealed envelope. It was definitely a key. A house key. Probably the key to this very house.

He hadn’t seen his roommate for two weeks, not since the awkward night that they had recognized each other through the crowd of half-dressed men roving the Steamworks bathhouse. John could still remember Kyle’s expression, how it had shifted from something like appreciation to horror when he seemed to realize that John was staring back at him. Then Kyle had disappeared. Just vanished, as if he’d only been a trick of the dim light, and John hadn’t seen him since.

Which was fine, John supposed. He was a private man himself, and he could understand the desire to keep one’s personal life secret, but rent was due tomorrow.

John gazed at the envelope, feeling the weight of it in his hand. It would have been like his socially awkward roommate to work out some weird way to return the house key without actually having to tell John face to face.

With an absent push from his foot, John shoved the trashcan back beneath the sink.

Assuming this was Kyle’s house key, Kyle’s half of the rent was going to be hard to scrape together. And if it wasn’t Kyle’s key? John shook the envelope and considered how he would explain opening his roommate’s mail.

Kyle obviously hated any kind of intrusion into his privacy. When he had first moved into the house, he fitted his bedroom door with a heavy iron padlock that looked like a prop from a pirate movie. Nothing of Kyle’s decorated the living room, kitchen, or hall. No books, photos, posters, CDs, or tapes. In the bathroom, the only hint of his presence was a red travel toothbrush and a bar of soap. Oddly, the soap was still in its paper wrapper and had been from the first day that he moved in. He kept his dishes and food in a locked cupboard, protected from the bad influence of John’s packages of instant noodles and peanut butter.

Sometimes John would look at Kyle and simply could not understand how he functioned.

 Returning to the letter, John studied the wax seal. He supposed he could use a heated razor blade to slice through and then stick the seal back down with glue. Immediately, John imagined Kyle holding the letter few inches below his sharp nose and taking in a strong, suspicious whiff. It was the kind of thing Kyle would do.

Freezing the letter might weaken the seal. Or John could try cutting the top of the envelope itself and then gluing it back up. He would have to carefully line up  the edges—and there was still the problem of the lingering smell of most adhesives.

“Screw it.” John ripped the letter open and dropped the key out into the palm of his hand.

It was not the house key.

It looked like the key to Kyle’s room: gold and decorated with moons and etched with some faint script.

John stared at it for a few moments, trying to figure out why Kyle would send anyone the key to his room. He supposed that he might as well read the enclosed letter since he had already opened the envelope. Maybe it would offer him an insight into Kyle’s strange appearance and odd behavior.

For a moment, he wondered if he really wanted to know more. There was a certain ease to simply not knowing what Kyle was thinking while watching him slink up the stairs, dressed in a heavy black leather coat, carrying lethal-looking knives and a bundle of cloth as long as  a human arm. John wasn’t sure if he was prepared for a deeper insight into Kyle’s inner workings.

But he was so puzzling that John couldn’t help being fascinated by him.

He wasn’t bad looking. He stood nearly as tall as John but with a leaner musculature. His dark eyes and full mouth softened his otherwise sharp, angular features. He would have been handsome if weren’t for the scar that sliced out from either side of his mouth, back almost to his ears. How did a guy get a scar like that? And that scar was only one of several that cut across Kyle’s body like red interstate lines on a road atlas. Then there was his long, black hair and the tiny black symbols tattooed across the backs of his hands and his eyelids.

Who, in his right mind, got his eyelids tattooed?  How did he ever get a job with tattooed eyelids? For that matter, what did he do for a living?

He claimed to be a milkman, but John didn’t believe him.

And what about the two black-bladed knives he always carried? What about the sword?

John decided that the weapons alone might justify reading this one letter. He pulled it out and unfolded it. The entire page of parchment was blank except for a single word.

It said: “Don’t.”

Chapter Two

The night wind slashed through the black branches of the trees, ripping off spring blossoms and young leaves. It swept over Kahlil, tugging at his braided hair and whipping through the folds of his coat. He drew in a deep breath. The bristling energy of the rising storm filled his lungs. Heavy violet clouds churned overhead.

A low reverberation cracked across the sky. It could have been thunder, but Kahlil knew it wasn’t. The smell of gunpowder suddenly hit the air. If they were lucky up in the convent, the rain would break before the fires could spread. Not that he had the luxury to worry about the nuns. He was still a long way from safety himself.

Kahlil bolted from the cover of the trees. He leapt across an irrigation channel and sprinted for the apple grove. His pack rocked against his back, settling uncomfortably against his scabbard. Behind him siege mortars roared again, and he heard a crash as the timbers of the temple gate exploded. The smell of burning wood rushed over him on a warm wind. With it came the quick cracks of line after line of artillerymen opening fire.

“It’s not them guns that kills ya,” a soft voice whispered from his pack, “an’ it ain’t they bullets neither.”

“It’s the holes that kill you more than either.” Kahlil only mouthed the words, not needing to give them voice when speaking to the bones.

Nestled safely inside his pack, the bones gave out a silent laugh.

Kahlil picked his way between the black trees. The overhanging branches of the apple orchard blocked the distant light of the burning convent. Above him, the first soft patters of rain began to fall. Soon the wet ground would make it hard to keep up his pace and his footing.

“Runnin’ dead, down a hill,” the bones whispered, “smokin’ temple at you back.”

“Little ghost caught a chill, rode it out inside a sack,” Kahlil answered silently.

 Again he felt the tiny shaking motions of mirth. Skeletal fingers petted him through the heavy leather of his pack and coat. The icy sensation pierced down to his bare flesh.

At the edge of the grove, an open expanse of road wound up toward the convent. A few yards further on, Kahlil saw a match flare briefly as one soldier offered another a light for his cigarette. They stood close, protecting the flame from the rain.

For a moment their faces were illuminated, expressions soft and relaxed. The chinstraps of their helmets hung loose. Their rifle barrels pointed over their shoulders, still strapped to their backs. Their coats looked crisp, probably still staining the shirts below with new red dye. Probably neither of them had seen action yet.

“Two only,” the bones whispered. “Cut they throats and share they smokes with me.”

Kahlil shook his head.

“Idiot,” came the response. He felt the weak impact at his back as a bony little fist swatted him. “They shoot yous up against a wall someday.”

“They could call every red ant in their army down on us,” Kahlil mouthed.

“Look out. There’s one behind yous.”

Kahlil turned slowly, keeping his body close to the trunk of a tree. The sky glowed dimly behind the tangled black silhouettes of branches and trunks. The soldier paced in and out of the trees’ cover. He didn’t bother to hide his patrol. None of the Fai’daum forces were expecting trouble this far down the hill.

Their siege mortars, godhammers, and experienced soldiers were all deployed against the convent walls. Down here fresh recruits were only catching first impressions of war: distant screams, faint enough to mistake for insect sounds, and the thick scent of smoke. From here the vast walls of the Umbhra’ibaye were just black silhouettes, outlined in yellow flames.

As the patrolling soldier tromped forward, Kahlil noticed the pale dog that followed him. The big yellow animal kept low in the shadows and moved cautiously, catching scents and pausing to listen. Its eyes glinted in the dimness of the surrounding grove. The dog stopped and bent its head down, drawing in a deep breath of the moist ground.

“I smell bones,” the dog growled.

Tiny finger bones clutched at Kahlil’s shoulder blades.

The soldier turned back.

“Bones?” the soldier asked.

 Kahlil’s hands dropped to the hilts of his knives.

“Oracle bones.” The dog lifted its head and drew in a deep breath.

“Are you sure?” The soldier stared down at the patch of earth as if he expected to see some sign of the scent.

“Kills it now!” the bones whispered.

He closed his eyes, concentrating on the cold, deadly space that ran beneath the warm, living world. With a flick of his wrist, he opened a seam and slipped into the Gray Space. From the distant gunfire to the tiny buzz of night insects, every sound went dead. Absolute silence enfolded him. Kahlil opened his eyes, and the shadows and rambling, wild branches of the surrounding trees returned to him. But now they were only pale gray forms. The ground and sky alike assumed the colorless flatness of mist.

Kahlil slid his knives from their sheaths. The blades were black as chasms cut from a starless sky. Then he threw himself forward. The misty forms of overhanging branches split and scattered as he plunged through them. Trees blew aside in wisps.

The soldier turned, frowning slightly, scanning the darkness. Perhaps he felt a chill move over him. Perhaps his eyes focused momentarily on Kahlil as he dropped out of the Gray Space and drove his knife into the soldier’s throat.
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