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    According to Kerris Wynegarde-Grey, there are dragons in the world. 
 
    Dragons are the divine protectors of the Upper Kingdom and the ultimate symbol of Life and Fortune. Their celestial breath, or sheng chi, wards off evil spirits, protects the innocent and bestows safety to all. They show their power in the form of the seasons, bringing water from rain, warmth from sunshine, wind from the seas and soil from the Earth. 
 
    Kerris Wynegarde-Grey knows this. Like him, dragons are elemental. 
 
    There are wind dragons and water dragons, dragons of fire and dragons of ice. There are dragons that live deep in the earth, crush stone with their teeth and breathe sand like incense. According to Kerris, there are even metal dragons, although those are considerably more rare and are usually closely tied to Ancestors. That makes them dangerous, best to be avoided at all costs. 
 
    Perhaps the most dangerous dragon, however, is not really a dragon at all. It is the Year of the Dragon. In a Dragon year there is no peace, said the Chi’Chen Emperor in a previous life, only fire. Dragon years are like the sea – violent and unpredictable with incessant waves of calamity, upheaval and change. Men may make their fortunes in the Year of the Dragon, and just as quickly lose them. And for those born in the Year of the Dragon (called Dragonborn), dragon years are often bad luck. 
 
    Empress Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu was Dragonborn.  
 
    Not many cats have seen a dragon. No dragon bones hang in museums, nor do their skins adorn temple walls. Dragons are wise, elusive and mysterious, understanding the ways of cats far better than cats do themselves. I believed they existed long before I met one simply because Kerris had told me. He knew where they lived and how to find them. Many people have learned from Kerris’ understanding of dragons, including the Ancestor Jeffery Solomon. 
 
    “I wanna see a dragon,” said Solomon, nose pressed against the Griffen’s dirty glass. 
 
    From the console, Damaris Ward looked over her shoulder. 
 
    “There are no such thing as dragons, Seven.”  
 
    “Kerris says they’re real,” said Solomon. “I believe him.”  
 
    “Kerris has an active imagination.” 
 
    “Kerris is a talking lion who controls lightning and trashed the entire CD compound with his mind,” Solomon grinned. “That’s a pretty active imagination.”  
 
    Ward grunted and turned back to her controls and the physician let his eyes linger for a moment. Long of limb and elegant of profile, Damaris Ward was a security chief not given to flights of fancy, much less conversations about dragons. She was rarely without her goggled cap but now, wisps of dark hair flipped out from beneath it. She hated every lock, would shave it all in a heartbeat if given the chance. So very different than Pilar who’d gloried in her masses of wild, dark curls. 
 
    Odd. He hadn’t thought of Pilar in ages. A lifetime. 
 
    He sighed, turned his attention to the windows once again. 
 
    It had been weeks since they had dropped Kerris and his very pregnant wife off at the Forbidden City of Bai’Zhin and since then, they had been piloting the Griffen southward, searching for traces of humanity. They had seen Chi’Chen fishing boats along the eastern coast and feline villages scattered across the Vietnam peninsula, but once they’d reached the New China Sea, it was like civilization of any sort had disappeared. Malaysia, the Philippines, Indonesia and New Guinea – lush, tropical, wild, and completely devoid of people.  
 
    Clearly, the earth had flourished in their absence.  
 
    Now along the beaches and rugged shores of eastern Australia, the Griffen soared low over the water, spray rising beneath the helijet’s curved wings. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” said Persis Sengupta as she too leaned against the glass. “The way the water moves against the land. Blue and white, blue and white. I’ve never seen anything like that before.” 
 
    “Waves,” said Solomon. 
 
    “Waves,” she said and flashed him a tentative smile. She was a beauty with great dark eyes, high cheekbones and short hair slicked elegantly off her forehead. She was strapped into her jumpseat, body straining against the belts but hands pushing back into her chair. Conflicted, Solomon knew. A sheltered woman in a raw land. She stared out at the water, the smile still playing on her lips. “Yes, waves …” 
 
    “It’s caused by the pull of the moon on the oceans,” said Armand Dell from the seat behind. He wasn’t wearing belts and he hadn’t taken his eyes off the coastline for hours. “And it’s actually eroding the shore with each wave.” 
 
    “Well, if there are dragons in the water,” she muttered, “I hope the waves erode them too.” 
 
    “There aren’t any dragons,” said Ward from the console. 
 
    “I bet there are,” said Solomon. “Kerris said so.” 
 
    “Seven is right, Jian,” said Dell. “Kerris isn’t a normal lion.” 
 
    “Person,” corrected Solomon. 
 
    Dell grinned. “You said lion first.” 
 
    “I was being sarcastic. It used to be funny.”  
 
    “You’re losing your touch,” grunted Ward. 
 
    “Well, Kerris isn’t a normal lion or a normal person,” said Dell. “And he’s seen more of this world than we have. What if there are dragons?” 
 
    “There aren’t,” said Ward. 
 
    “But this is a new world,” said Dell. “The animals we had in the compound were either mutations or the results of old genetic manipulations. Who knows what’s out here now.” 
 
    “Not dragons,” said Ward. 
 
    “Either way, the gene pool’s a very different place than when we went under.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Sengupta said. “But I hate it. It’s too wild.” 
 
    “Without people, life should be wild,” said Dell. “People try to tame the wild.” 
 
    “I want to go back.” 
 
    “You should have thought of that before you started talking to the animals,” said Ward. 
 
    “People,” said Solomon. “She started talking to the people.” 
 
    “I was doing my job,” Sengupta grumbled. “It wasn’t my fault we found an animal that could talk—”  
 
    “Woman,” said Solomon.  
 
    “And it wasn’t my fault that I could communicate with it.” 
 
    “Her,” said Solomon. 
 
    The linguist raised her chin.  
 
    “And it certainly wasn’t my fault that Kerris trashed the compound. We could have still been there if he hadn’t trashed the compound.” She shrugged. “See? Wild.” 
 
    “How did he do that anyway?” said Solomon and he turned in his seat to study the zoologist. “Dell?” 
 
    Dell looked up. He was beginning to grow scruff that might one day be called a beard but he was still young. It might take months for him to grow what Jeffery Solomon could grow overnight. 
 
    “How did Kerris do any of that? People can’t control lightning. Animals can’t control lightning. How is it that the IAR splices a few genes and voila, some animal-person lion-guy can control lightning?” 
 
    Dell blinked at him. 
 
    “And Sireth – the one who saved me – I can still hear him in my head sometimes. And Sherah the witch, she could start a fire with her thoughts. You’re the zoologist. How can they do that?” 
 
    “Maybe the IAR didn’t just splice genes,” said Dell. “Maybe they augmented them.” 
 
    “But how?”  
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “I remember scanning a plug once that said they were selecting for exceptional humans,” he said. “So they could modify the genes before mutagenesis.” 
 
    “Exceptional?” Solomon frowned. “How so?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Dell. “It was an old plug.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t use old plugs, Armand,” said Sengupta. “They can corrode the wire and mess with your head.” 
 
    “Explains a lot,” grinned Dell. 
 
    “The IAR had no controls,” said Ward from the pilot’s seat. “No regulatory commissions, no governing bodies. I suspect the scientists overseeing each project could pretty much do whatever the hell they wanted.” 
 
    Solomon shook his head, looked back out the window.  
 
    “That doesn’t answer the question,” he said.  
 
    “We may never know, Seven,” said Ward. “It’s a different world now.” 
 
    “And we just have to learn where we fit in it,” he said. “That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    “Oh look,” said Sengupta. “Pelicans.” 
 
    They all pressed their noses to the glass. 
 
    Below them were pelicans, flying low to the water in a perfect V. The birds had changed little despite the wars, plagues and mutations of centuries past. They were familiar, they were natural and to the scientists, they were a comforting sight.  
 
    “I’ll get closer,” said Ward. She angled the stick and the Griffen dipped a wing. It was a quiet, solar-powered vehicle and soon, they were soaring alongside the flock. Solomon could almost feel the ocean spray on his face. 
 
    “These are nice,” said Sengupta. “Pelicans are not terribly wild birds.” 
 
    “I love to watch their wings,” said Dell. “Pure biomechanics in motion.” 
 
    Solomon grinned again, remembering the time a young tigress drove a Humlander along the ruined roads of Turkey. That was not so much biomechanics in motion as an accident waiting to happen.  
 
    “Is that our shadow?” asked Sengupta and she pointed. There was a dark shape under the water, moving as fast and mirroring the trajectory of the flock. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Solomon. “Damaris…” 
 
    “A whale!” Dell shouted. “It’s a whale! I’m sure of it!”  
 
    Sengupta turned to look at him. 
 
    “They still have whales?” 
 
    “It’s all worth it then,” said Dell. “Some of us hoped that whales would survive, even if we didn’t.” 
 
    The shape grew darker as if rising to the surface. Solomon frowned. 
 
    “Damaris…”  
 
    “Yuh, I’m going to get some altitude,” she said. “I don’t want to be knocked out of the sky by a breaching humpback.” 
 
    “Wait, I want to see it,” said Dell. 
 
    “I don’t,” said Sengupta. “He can stay in the water where he belongs.” 
 
    Solomon leaned forward, pressed his forehead against the glass when suddenly, the shadow burst upwards with a great spray of water. Ward threw her weight onto the stick and the helijet banked steeply, sending both men out of their seats to the cabin deck. Solomon scrambled to his feet and, through the window he caught a glimpse of white water and grey skin, a huge gaping mouth and rows of dagger teeth. The body of a pelican struck the glass and the Griffen bucked again before the great creature crashed back to the water to disappear beneath the waves.  
 
    “That was no whale,” muttered Ward. 
 
    “What was it?” Sengupta cried. “What was it?” 
 
     “Physeter macrocephalus?” Dell now. “Carcharodon carcharias? Both? Neither? An entirely new species? New Genus? New Family? New Order? I have no clue, Jian. It’s blown all my learning out the door.” 
 
    Solomon peered at the skies above, the water below. 
 
    “So…where are the pelicans?” he asked. 
 
    “Where are the pelicans?” repeated Ward. 
 
    Only a few feathers, floating on the waves. 
 
    “It swallowed an entire flock of pelicans,” said Solomon.  
 
    “Don’t talk about it,” said Sengupta. “I hate this place.” 
 
    “It was like nothing I’ve seen in any of the archives,” said Dell. “Like a Physeter macrocephalus crossed with a Carcharodon carcharias, only bigger. Much bigger.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Armand?” 
 
    “You’re the linguist, Sengupta,” said Ward from the stick.  
 
    Sengupta glared at her, dark eyes flashing. 
 
    “Sperm whale and Great White Shark,” she snorted. “I know the terminology, Jian. But one’s a mammal and one’s a fish. You can’t splice those.” 
 
    “Of course you can’t,” Dell said. “But you saw that! It’s just, well, it’s just…” 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” said Ward. “Who knows what else the IAR was playing with?” 
 
    “Dragons?” said Solomon. 
 
    She swore at him. 
 
    “Kalgoorlie isn’t on the water, right?” asked Sengupta. 
 
    “It’s in the middle of the desert.” 
 
    “Good.” And she sank back into her chair, wrapped her arms around her ribs. 
 
    “Right,” said Ward. “Executive decision. Forget scanning Sydney or any of the other coastal cities. On to Kalgoorlie.” 
 
    “On to Kalgoorlie,” echoed Solomon. 
 
    The Griffen flew a little higher after that.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sandman 2,  
 
    Marathon, Ontario, Canada 
 
    Year of the Dragon 
 
      
 
    A late spring storm had buried the Northern Ontario landscape once again in white. The snow was deep but the Sandmen were deeper.  
 
    For as long as he’d been awake, Anthony Paolini hoped he’d get used to the snow. He was a New Mexican by birth but a Canadian by posting, and he’d hoped that somehow, sometime, the harsh landscape would feel like home. He hoped that the frosted pines and boney birches would work their craggy charm into his psyche, that the borealis would weave its dancing spell into his blood and that the rocky mesa-topped mountains would carve silhouettes of slate into his soul. He’d hoped in vain, for after so many years of struggling against the bitter cold and unforgiving elements, he had to admit he hated them still. But most of all, he hated the snow. 
 
    He tapped his finger and thumb together, spreading the ionspace in front of him. The SmartALYK system was one of the few things that actually worked in SleepLab 2, and he swiped the screens back and forth, studying the data brought back by the drones. Information and images detailing an enemy more animal than human living in the ruins of cities like New Delhi and Beijing, Calcutta and Shanghai. In fact, if he didn’t look too closely, he would have sworn the animals were people moving about on two legs, wearing clothing, using other animals as livestock. He shook his head, cursed the IAR and their plagues. These creatures were the end result of an ideology without boundaries and science gone mad. 
 
    It was dark in his office but he preferred it that way. Life underground was safer. Monsters lived on the surface with the cold and the snow. 
 
    A ping, and the square, grey face of Celine Carr appeared on the screen. He wondered if he looked grey to her. Again, a product of life underground. Maybe they were all turning to snow. 
 
    “Cece,” he said. 
 
    “Tony.” Her voice was raspy and vaguely British. “Did you see the latest grids?” 
 
    “Specifically?” 
 
    “The NPM.” 
 
    His eyes flicked back to one set of images, grateful there were no signs of the centre’s reinstatement. Like the Sandman bases, the NPM was still underground. Hopefully abandoned. There were signs of life above and around it, however, and that was a problem.  
 
    “Your monsters are there,” he said. 
 
    “I think we’re fine,” she grumbled. “They won’t have a clue what they’re living on. They’re not people.” 
 
    “They move like people. They wear clothes like people. They ride horses like people. Your Jeffery Solomon says they’re people.” 
 
    She was quiet for a moment, her eyes turning to pebbles, her thin lips tightening to form a perfect line. 
 
    “Jeffery’s thinking is compromised.” 
 
    “If the NPM goes operational, we may have no choice but to destroy it.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “That could start a war.” 
 
    She snorted. 
 
    “They’re a feudal kingdom, Tony,” she said. “They have swords and arrows and claws. We have Maidens. These creatures of Jeffery’s won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “So you don’t think they’re the remnants of the IAR?” 
 
    “The by-products, yes. The descendants? Not a chance.” 
 
    “Good. That makes it easier, then.” 
 
    He paused. 
 
    “Do you remember what it looked like?” 
 
    “What? The NPM?” 
 
    “Yuh.” 
 
    She smiled, her eyes shining and small. 
 
    “It was beautiful,” she said. “A marvel. I still don’t know how they built it.”  
 
    “Oh, I remember. It was all about the novacem,” he said, tapping the image. It flickered under his finger. “They combined modular voltaicomb with aerogel glass—” 
 
    “I wasn’t asking, Tony. I don’t care.” 
 
    He grinned sadly. 
 
    “Be a shame to destroy it.” 
 
    “If we have to, we have to.” 
 
    “We have to decide what to do with these creatures.” 
 
    “You know what I think.” 
 
    “I do.” He sat back in his chair. “I’ll need your list before tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’ll have it.” 
 
    “Right. Tomorrow, then.” 
 
    “Night, Tony.” 
 
    And the screen disappeared, returning the room to its familiar and comforting darkness. He turned his attention to the grids. Mountains and plains, cities and ruins, and he grunted again. All covered in a beautiful, deadly, mocking blanket of white.  
 
    And not for the first time, he cursed the contradictions of the snow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Village of Khumul, 
 
    Steppes of Gobay, Lower Kingdom 
 
    Year of the Dragon 
 
      
 
    Fresh snowfall covered the ground, wood smoke rose up from the roofs of the gars and the smell of roasting tsaa buga hung sweet on the air. It was moonrise and the backs of the People were painted in silver as they waited for the udgan outside her gar. She had facilitated a difficult delivery tonight and no one knew whose cries had been worse – the mother’s or the udgan’s. Finally after several hours, she emerged from the tent, held up the birth sac – payment from an exhausted mother – and uttered one sentence that had stirred the entire village. 
 
    “The Oracles of Blood have come to Khumul.” 
 
     With that one pronouncement, she disappeared into her own gar and soon, the scent of burning flesh rose from the open peak. Now it was quiet but no one in the village could sleep. Their breathing had quickened, their hearts like a drum.  
 
    Oracles of Blood had come to Khumul. 
 
    Tales of the Magic and the Army of Blood. Stories of a battle on a Field of One Hundred Stones. For weeks, runners had brought whispers and rumour but no one could believe that a lion had defeated the Khan of Khans. It had to be false but they had no Oracle to ask. The udgan had chased him into the mountains months ago, claiming the Legions would spare the village if they had no Oracle. It made no sense at the time but now, everyone looked to the udgan for guidance, so maybe it did. 
 
    “Come out, woman!” called Tuuv Sarangaral, alpha of the village. “You’ve caused enough nightmares tonight. Tell us what you mean.” 
 
    “Go away! I’m making peace with the tngri.” 
 
    “She’s drinking,” grunted Raan Altenbayan.  
 
    “I say again,” called Tuuv. “Tell us what you mean by the Oracles of Blood!” 
 
    The leather door flapped open and the People stepped back as the udgan staggered into the light. She was a woman of middling years, with bones braided into her wild hair and the feet of crows gummed into her thick pelt. No one wanted to touch her. She was a caller of the black tngri, and therefore, unclean. The People of the village never knew what to think. She was always moving when out of her gar, always convulsing, always moaning, but those who had been brave enough to peek inside the flaps would see her sitting with her wotchka and pipes, knitting like a normal woman. It was a mystery and the People were not fond of mysteries 
 
    “They come,” she moaned, waving her hands in the air. “The Khargan is dead! The Khargan is dead, killed by the Khanmaker and his Army of Blood.” 
 
    The village formed a circle around her.  
 
    “The runners have been sharing these stories for weeks,” said Tuuv. “Tell us something new, woman.” 
 
    “You know nothing!” Her bony finger snapped up, pointing directly at his face. An offence. He could have killed her but he didn’t dare. “They are coming to turn the world upside down. Your archers should shoot them before they enter the village!” 
 
    “My archers should have shot you last year,” said Tuuv. “Then we might have had peaceful days and quiet nights.” 
 
    The men laughed but she went on, unhearing. 
 
    “Granddaughter of the Blue Wolf,” she moaned. “Lover of the Yellow Cat! They will turn the People upside down and inside out. They will steal our only Oracle and your archers will not defend us!” 
 
    “We have no Oracle, woman. But my archers,” said Tuuv. “My archers are the best of all the Chanyu.” 
 
    He turned to the men. 
 
    “Am I right, men of Khumul?” 
 
    The men cheered, the women clapped, even the children, who had stayed up past moonrise, agreed. 
 
    “Blue Wolf, Yellow Cat,” moaned the udgan and she stiffened, closed her eyes as if frozen. “Blue Wolf, Yellow Cat.” 
 
    The village fell silent. 
 
    “She’s calling the black tngri,” whispered Raan Altenbayan. 
 
    “She’s acting,” hissed Tuula Enkhjargal. “She’s always acting. She just wants attention.” 
 
    “And wotchka,” said Bol Odeseteg. 
 
    And they laughed again. It had been a hard winter with the Khargan stealing men for his army of Ten Thousand. Khumul had struggled to hunt enough tsaa buga to feed them all. The antlered herds had passed on and now with another month left of deep cold and snow, all they could look forward to was hare, grouse and mice dug up from the banks. 
 
    “Go to bed, people,” said Tuuv. “The udgan is drunk. You can smell it on her breath.” 
 
    Suddenly, the woman’s brown eyes snapped open and she swung her finger to the gate of the village. The sound of the sentry horn carried over the gars and they could hear snow crunching as a runner burst into the circle, torch in one hand, bow in the other. 
 
    “A horse!” he cried. “A horse is coming to Khumul!” 
 
    The udgan began to laugh. Tuuv stepped forward. 
 
    “If her tngri is bringing a horse to us,” he began, “then perhaps our luck is changing. Men, to the bow! Women, to the fires. We dine on horse tonight.” 
 
    “But not just a horse, Lord,” said the runner as men dispersed to fetch their weapons. “A group led by…” 
 
    The words dried on his tongue. 
 
    “Led by?” said Tuuv. 
 
    “I can’t say for certain, Lord. The sky is dark.”  
 
    “The moon is not. Led by what?” 
 
    “A cat, Lord,” said the runner. “A cat rides with a girl of the People.” 
 
    A murmur rippled through the village, an uneasy quiet broken only by the laughing of the udgan. Not for the first time Tuuv Sarangaral wished he had killed her months ago. 
 
    An owl swept above their heads on silent wings. It dropped the body of a hare at Tuuv’s feet before disappearing into the night sky once again.  
 
    “A gift,” called a voice from outside the gate.  
 
    In the darkness beyond, eyes could be seen shining in the torchlight. Many eyes moved in, through, and out of the trees toward the village. At the gate, a large dark shape with three pairs of eyes.  
 
    “People of Khumul,” came the voice. No, thought Tuuv, two voices speaking almost in tandem, one a heartbeat behind the other. “We come in peace at the command of our new Khargan, Khan Sumalbaykhan, Khan of Khans, Son of the White Wolf, Father of the Jackal. Ruler of the Chanyu and all the People of the Moon.” 
 
    His archers emerged from the shadows of the gars, bows drawn, arrows nocked and the village spread wide as a horse with two riders stepped through the gate. They were followed a ragged band of walkers but all attention was on the horse and the pair upon his back. 
 
    “Shar Ma’uul,” wailed the udgan. “Yellow Cat, lover of the Blue Wolf.” 
 
    It was indeed a yellow cat, and in the torchlight, Tuuv could see his hair as white as the moon. On his shoulder sat the owl, staring at them with unblinking eyes. 
 
    “A white tngri,” whispered Tuula Enkhjargal. “How could the udgan call a white spirit?” 
 
    “How can a cat be a good spirit?” asked Bol Odeseteg. 
 
    “It’s the udgan,” growled Raan Altenbayan. “She’s called a curse on Khumul!” 
 
    “Silence,” hissed Tuuv. “What do you want with Khumul, tanikhgüi?” 
 
    He was surprised to see a girl swing to the ground, leaving the yellow cat astride his terrifying mount. The horse snorted and pawed at the snow and the archers immediately trained their sights on it. 
 
    “We come in peace, Lord,” said the girl and he saw the blue eye that marked her as an Oracle. “I am Jalair Naransetseg, Granddaughter of the Blue Wolf and first Oracle of the Army of Nine Thousand Dragons.” 
 
    “Nine Thousand Dragons,” repeated the cat and the bows swung to target him next. He had white eyes. Unnatural. 
 
    She raised her hand to the rider. 
 
    “This is Shar Ma’uul, Alchemist and Seer of Sha’Hadin.” 
 
    The owl bobbed its head but the cat said nothing more.  
 
    “The enemy!” wailed the udgan. “She brings an enemy into our camp!” 
 
    “What is this army?” asked Tuuv. “Is it the Khan’s Ten Thousand? Why do you ride with the enemy?” 
 
    “Kill them,” wailed the udgan. “Kill them all!” 
 
    The girl waved her hand at the rabbit. 
 
    “We have brought you an offering,” she said. “Will you hear your Khan’s orders over a fire and a meal?” 
 
    The village of Khumul murmured again but Tuuv raised his hand and they were silenced. 
 
    “Leave your horse and your cat outside,” he said. “Only people are welcome to join our hearths.” 
 
    “The cat goes where I go,” she said. “We are joined.” 
 
    “Abomination!” cried the udgan. “Abomination! Kill all the Oracles! Kill the—” 
 
    The woman gasped and gurgled, clutched at her throat but no sound came out. 
 
    “Thank you, Shar,” called the girl and the cat smiled at her. “We trade peace for peace. My Oracles are weary. Are we welcome to share your gars for the story of our new Khargan?” 
 
    “Does the horse sleep with you as well?” 
 
    “He is warm and makes a very good pillow.” 
 
    And she smiled at him. 
 
    There was something about the girl that Tuuv admired. Her boldness, her strength, her lack of fear or deference. She could easily be the daughter of a Khan, had she not one blue eye and a cat for a lover. He looked past her at the faces lingering outside the gate. Oracles, a few adults but most were children. Tattered, thin children.  
 
    He looked to his betas. Tuula shook her head, as did Bol and Raan and his heart sank. If there was one thing the People hated more than mysteries, it was Oracles. 
 
    He reached down to take the hare at his feet, turned it over and over in his hands. He looked at the udgan, shaking the crow’s feet at the cat in a curse but unable to utter a single word. He looked at his people, the archers with their bows drawn, fingers taut on the strings. He looked back at the girl, to the cat on the horse and the starving band of Oracles at the gate. 
 
    It was madness.  
 
    He tossed the hare back to the girl. 
 
    “Leave,” he said. “My archers will spare you tonight but if we see you again, we will kill you all.” 
 
    She raised her chin and her blue eye flashed in the torchlight. 
 
    “When Khan Sumalbaykhan learns of your disrespect, he will trample your entire village into the snow.” 
 
    “We will wait for Khan Sumalbaykhan himself, not a girl who beds the enemy. Leave and take your Oracles with you.” 
 
    The udgan shook the crow’s feet again at the girl, at the cat, at the Oracles by the gate. 
 
    Slowly, the girl picked up the hare, studied its soft pelt and glassy eyes.  
 
    “They are the Khargan’s Oracles,” she said softly. 
 
    The cat reached a hand for her from the back of his wild horse. 
 
    “Setse,” he said. “Come.” 
 
    Tuuv was shocked to hear him speak in the Language of the People. It sounded wrong coming out of his mouth. 
 
     “The Ancestors are rising,” she said, eyes fixed on the hare. “And the Chanyu are unprepared. I see it now.” 
 
    “Setse, please. Their minds are closed like a fist.”  
 
     “I see it, Shar,” said the girl. “We will never be able to save ourselves. Not without a vision.” 
 
    “We have a vision,” said the cat. “We see. They do not. Come now. Please. The children are tired.” 
 
    And he reached down to take her hand. 
 
    Yes, thought Tuuv. It was all wrong. 
 
    As if hearing his thoughts, the udgan lunged at the nearest archer and an arrow left its nock, whistling across the short distance toward the cat. He rocked back across the saddle in a swirl of brown robes and long white hair, but he did not fall. As he slowly righted himself, Tuuv saw that he had caught the arrow in his gloved hand. He stared at it with odd white eyes when suddenly, it burst into flame, turning to ash in his grip and floating away on the night air. The udgan stomped her feet and another arrow was released, this time plucked out of the sky by the owl and carried off into the night. 
 
    “Kill them,” growled Tuuv but all the arrows burst into flames before the words left his mouth. The archers dropped their bows into the snow and backed away, shaking their heads at the witchcraft. 
 
    The udgan snaked toward the girl, shaking the crow’s foot but that too, caught fire, filling the night with the smell of burning bone. She held onto it as long as she could before dropping it into the snow at the Oracle’s feet. Both the snow and the udgan hissed.  
 
    The girl raised a hand toward the woman. 
 
    “I curse you, Nagaran Altanareg, udgan of Khumul.  There is a flesh-worm within you that is squeezing the breath from your chest. You will die in agony before the summer and the crows will carry off your feet to feed their hatchlings.” 
 
    The udgan dropped to her knees, clawed at her matted head. The girl turned, slowly raised both hands to the village. 
 
    “Tuuv Sarangaral, you have three wives but the children they have borne you are not yours. Soon, your favourite will leave you because of her fear. You will die alone, diseased and shunned by the People. The village of Khumul will be trampled by the Bones of the Ancestors and razed by the Breath of the Maiden. None shall survive to see the New World, not even the Oracle born in your gars.” 
 
    “You are wrong, foolish girl who lies with cats,” said Tuuv. “We have no Oracle. He left the village months ago.” 
 
    “You have one but do not have him.” She reached up to take the cat’s hand and he swung her up behind him on the horse. She peered around him, blue eye flashing. “If you send more arrows, we will burn your entire village.” 
 
    “Leave, Oracle,” growled the alpha. “And take your lover with you. The smell of him is worse than the udgan.” 
 
    A tug of the rein and the horse wheeled in the snow, springing out of the gate and taking its riders off into the darkness. Tattered shapes staggered after them, the last Oracles of the Chanyu. Tuuv Sarangaral and the people of Khumul watched them go, closing the gate after all sight of them was gone.  
 
    They did not see a woman slip out under the skins and through the fence, clutching her new baby to her chest. She ran into the trees, following the tracks of the Oracles across the snow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Celestial Mountain Gate, 
 
    Lha’Lhasa, Shibeth, Eastern Kingdom 
 
    Year of the Dragon 
 
      
 
    She is with child. 
 
    Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu, Matriarch of Pol’Lhasa and Most Blessed Ruler of the Upper Kingdom, whom I have been allowed to call Ling, is with child. 
 
    My child. 
 
    What was I thinking? 
 
    I confess, here and now, that I was not, in fact, thinking at all. I was acting out of despair and gratitude and relief and profound, eternal love, which I suppose is understandable all things considered. But I am a thinking man. I abandoned all that I am for one sweet week in her prayer room and now, she will pay for my recklessness. I can pray that she miscarries, but that would only compound her grief. I owe everything to her and her alone. I would be dead if it were not for her. 
 
    I am afraid for her life. There are spies everywhere in the Palace. Surely, they would not kill an Empress, but a widowed Empress newly pregnant is a scandal and a liability and a tempting target for such as Ho. To this day, Ling still believes her mother was poisoned. I wish the Seer was here – I would have him send his falcon to warn Smith-Honshu, the Captain of her Imperial Guard. He would redouble her watch and urge the ladies-in-waiting to strictest vigilance. But the Seer has a mission of a very different sort.  I hope he survives it. 
 
    I find myself remembering her dream, the one where she takes my hand and we flee from the palace and live forever among the common people in the city but I dream we run further. I dream I take her far away to Kha’Bull or Shiriya or Aegyp, somewhere so far that no one would ever recognize her, somewhere no one would care that we were a lion and a Sacred raising a mongrel child together.  
 
    It will not be my first child. I still marvel to know I have a son.  
 
    Kylan. It means Kirin in Namyanese. 
 
    It twists my heart to think of him, of his mother now married to a dog, but I am proud of her – the woman I should have killed, the woman I could have loved. She has made a strategic choice, but then again, she always did. I hope one day she loves him as I love Ling. 
 
    I wonder if I should return. Even now, so close to the Celestial Mountain Gate of Lha’Lhasa, I resist the urge to turn my horse and race back across the high plateau of Shibeth to the Wall. I would protect her with my life. I will. But I am here, at the foot of the Celestial Mountain Gate of Lha’Lhasa and the Capuchin Council of the Rising Suns with Kerris and his wife and Khan Sumalbaykan and his wife and my heart is far, far away in a palace with peacocks and painted glass and Ling. 
 
    Bushido is my master, and I live by its edicts. Duty, Respect, Curiosity, Certainty, Discipline, Honesty, Destiny, Courage, Integrity, Mercy, Hope, Honour. These Twelve Virtues guide my life. I cannot afford to abandon them now. 
 
    I am feeling the effects of this journey. My knee threatens to give out every morning, and the wound in my back from the Bear’s kushagamak has become hot. I only hope I have the strength do what needs to be done. While I have an Army of Nine Thousand Dragons, we need the support of the Rising Suns behind us. We can still fall, even with so many warriors. We need all the kingdoms united. We need the Gifts and the Arts united. We need strength and conviction and magic to keep our place in the world. Once the Ancestors have a claw-hold, they will not give up easily.  
 
    Indeed, I fear they will not give up at all. 
 
    - an excerpt from the journal of Kirin Wynegarde-Grey 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The road to Lha’Lhasa was a long, winding treacherous one, so it was decided that a small party would forge ahead, allowing the army to follow at a more sustainable pace as they moved through the mountains. On the advice of Chi’Chen general Li Yamashida, they left the Nine Thousand Dragons at a large plateau with stretches of frozen grass and bands of curious, slow-moving yaks. There was not nearly enough food for them all, Kerris thought. Hunger would cripple the army long before cold or war ever could. He wondered if there were enough yaks in all the kingdoms to feed these horses. 
 
    It was with such misgivings that they left the plateau and the Nine Thousand Dragons, setting out up the narrow pass on the road to Lha’Lhasa. It was a strange and diverse group with more cats than dogs or monkeys. Himself, his wife, his brother, the Alchemist, her baby and two soldiers comprised the feline contingent; Khan Long-Swift Sumalbaykhan, Jalair Naranbatar and two foot soldiers the canine; General Yamashida and two Snow Guards the simian. Fast, light, and experienced with travel, the lot of them. Even still, it had taken several days of climb and plateau, climb and plateau, before they made the Celestial Mountain Gate and the entrance to the fabled Chi’Chenguan Way. There was no Great Wall to protect the city, no barrier of any sort to keep the teeth and arrows of the Lower Kingdom out of this northern borderland. In fact, it was as if the Chi’Chen exalted in the city’s vulnerability. Lha’Lhasa was sacred to feline, canine and simian alike.  
 
    Beside, they all knew nothing ever built could protect Lha’Lhasa so fiercely, so completely, as the Snow.  
 
    They had camped that night on a rise in full sight of the Celestial Mountain Gate, allowing the Snow to alert the city and relay messages before the dawn. They did not sleep but rather drank tea and kept warm by the fire until light of morning. And in such a pure, true, white, morning light, Kerris understood how the Celestial Mountain Gate got its name. 
 
    It was not so much gate but wall. Higher even than the Great Wall, it rose from the rocky valley up the mountainsides at steep angles. ‘Like a dam’, Fallon had said, and Kerris had thought it a fitting description. It was impossible to scale, impossible to force, and banners flapped very high up in the mountain winds. It was carved, stone upon stone, with stars, suns and moons. In those carvings, there were holes. At least one hundred Snow guarded the gate, the tips of their arrows visible through those holes like spikes. 
 
    The small party studied the Gate from the rise, breaths frosting in the early morning sun. 
 
    “They’re ready for us,” said Yamashida and he pointed a long blond finger. “The smoke has changed from white to black. They have sent for an emissary from the Capuchin Council.”  
 
    “We be easy targets,” growled Long-Swift, new Khargan of the Lower Kingdom. He was a tall man and lean, with quick dark eyes, scarred ears and thick grey pelt. He carried ala’Asalan, the lion-killer sword, across his back. “Arrows rain if we approach.” 
 
    “Not if the General leads,” said Kerris. “Li can carry the banner of the Rising Suns. Besides, they’re expecting us.” 
 
    “And they open that gate?” asked Swift. “It take thousand men to open that gate.” 
 
    “Or one Maiden,” said Naranbatar. Like the Khargan, the young man wore the weapon strapped to his back. Kerris grinned. One breath of the Maiden and the gate would disappear. 
 
    “That would be an act of war,” said Li Yamashida and the Khargan growled at him. 
 
    “Keep us out be act of war.” 
 
    Yamashida grunted and Kerris looked at him. 
 
    The General himself was Snow and his pink face, down-turned mouth and small eyes were always serious. So different from Bo Fujihara, Kerris thought. Or most monkeys for that matter. Monkeys were known for their happy natures and smiling faces. Not the Snow. Taller and broader than most Chi’Chen, they looked built for war the same way tigers were built for work, lions for rule and jaguars for crime. It was the way of things. 
 
    “What do you suggest then, Li?” asked Kerris. “Would it be best for you and your men to approach first, or should we go as a united group under the Rising Suns banner?” 
 
    “Or our new banner,” sang Fallon Waterford from the back of her horse, and she smiled. “It might make them curious.” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll be curious,” grinned Kerris. “When a group of cats, dogs and monkeys comes a-knocking on their door.” 
 
    He looked over at his brother, seated atop the blood-bay stallion and staring out over the rise. His eyes were fixed on the gate but this morning, like many other mornings of late, his mind seemed elsewhere.  
 
    “Kirin? What do you think?” 
 
    The Shogun-General looked back, blinked slowly. Under the bronze-hammered helm, he looked older than his twenty-six summers. 
 
    “United,” he said. “We go as one under both banners.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said the Khan. “United.” 
 
    Long-Swift looked at his wife. She was standing at his side, rocking the baby on one hip. She gazed up at him, golden eyes heavy-lidded and hiding. 
 
    “Unification,” she purred. “It is the only way.” 
 
    “Right then,” said Kerris. “Fallon luv, do you have the banner?” 
 
    The tigress held it up like a child with a new toy. She had been working on it in the weeks since the Field of One Hundred Stones. It was an inked mosaic of red Yang sun, white Yin moon and twin dragons encircling both. She had attached it to a staff and now raised it high above them. In a heartbeat, one of the Snow lifted the Chi’Chen flag and soon, the only sound was the snapping of fabric in the high mountain wind. 
 
    “Impressive,” said Kirin. 
 
    “That’s the point,” said Kerris and he glanced around at the odd group. “Shall we head down?” 
 
    “We head down,” said Yamashida and the General tugged on the rein of his tough little horse. It tossed its head, taking the first tentative step down the slope into the valley of the Celestial Mountain Gate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Pol’Lhasa, Dharamshallah 
 
    Year of the Dragon 
 
      
 
    “You are afraid,” she said. 
 
    Sireth benAramis looked down at his wife. She seemed completely at home here in this hallway, the antechamber to the Throne Room of the Empress. Her armour and her weapons adorned her like the brass medallions on the walls. She was a soldier and the wife of a priest, as silver as the moon and bright as the stars. He couldn’t imagine life without her anymore. 
 
    “I suppose I am,” he said. “I’ve never been here before.” 
 
    “It is just a room.” 
 
    “In the palace.” 
 
    “It’s just a palace.” 
 
    “Is there another?” 
 
    She snorted, looked away. 
 
    He sighed, letting his eyes drift to the leopards along the walls. They were watching him without watching and he applauded their tact. They could kill him with a look, he’d wager, and feel no remorse. His wife could do the same, although there might be remorse. He liked to think so after a year of marriage. 
 
    He let his eyes fall now to the black and red door at the far end of the room. 
 
    “I won’t change my mind,” he said finally. 
 
    “You will,” she said. “We talked about this.” 
 
    “We talked. I didn’t agree.” 
 
    “This time, you must.” 
 
    “I will not now, nor will I ever, bow.” 
 
    “You will,” she growled. “And completely. Knees, elbows and forehead to the floor.” 
 
    “I’ve never bowed like that in all of my life.” 
 
    “You must,” she hissed. “She is the Empress of all things.” 
 
    “And I am the most important man in the Kingdom,” he said. “You said it yourself. Why should I bow?” 
 
    “Because it’s the Way of Things.” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “And when have I ever followed the Way of Things?” 
 
    “You must now. Knees, elbows, forehead.” 
 
    “Never.” He steeled his jaw.  
 
    “You are impossible.” 
 
    “That is true, and yet, here I am.” 
 
    She snorted again and he released a cleansing breath. She was right. He didn’t ascribe to court etiquette purely for the fact that he had never, in all his life, been to court. From Shathkira to Sha’Hadin, from a governor’s mansion in Kha’Bull to a magistrate’s home in Sharan’yurthah. From a torturer’s tent in Turah’kee to the head of the Army of Nine Thousand Dragons in Tevd. None of them were Court. He’d exchanged prayers and petitions for politics and principalities and power. In Pol’Lhasa, he was sincerely out of his depth. He knew he should bow out of respect alone and he wondered why the thought irked him so, wondered at the stiffness of his spine and the white-hot fire that still glowed in his belly. He was a rebel and a gypsy to the core. A gypsy in a palace. 
 
    The Palace. 
 
    And yet, he was also right. Sireth benAramis, last Seer from the Council of Seven, lead of the Magic and newly appointed High Master of Alchemy. Not First Mage, not yet. That required a commission from the Empress herself. Still, he was the most important man in the Kingdom, by far the most powerful, and a little voice inside told him these leopards who watched without watching should bow to him. 
 
    “Vanity,” he said softly. “I am a foolish, vain man.” 
 
    “Pah,” she grunted. “Show me a man living who isn’t.” 
 
    He grinned and looked down at her again.  
 
    “Be gentle tonight.” 
 
    “If you bow, I will try.” 
 
    “I love you,” he said. 
 
    “You need me.” 
 
    “That too.” He allowed his thoughts to be drawn back to the door. “The little, white-faced man despises me.” 
 
    “Chancellor Ho despises everyone.” 
 
    “He is the one who conspired with Jet barraDunne…” 
 
    “And Yahn Nevye.” 
 
    “And Yahn Nevye.” He clasped his hands behind his back, sharpened his thoughts. “He is telling her that we have not been kept waiting and that, in fact, we have yet to reach the Black and Red Door.” 
 
    “You can hear him?” 
 
    “He is lying to her. Why? Why would he lie to his Empress? What could he possibly have to gain?” 
 
    She shifted next to him and he could feel her agitation. He was, in fact, agitating. Sometimes, he wished he were still the man he had been before his death. He doubted even gloves could keep the world out now. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my love,” he said finally. “But I feel the need to correct him.” 
 
    He strode forward toward the great door. Ursa scrambled as four leopards smoothly slipped across his path, blocking the door with polished bos. Without slowing, he clapped his hands together then flung them wide. The door boomed like a cannon, swinging open on bronze hinges and slamming against the walls with a crash. His hair and robes billowed as in a windstorm and all eyes in the throne room turned to see.  
 
    He was a master of grand entrances. It was vanity but cats are, after all, a vain people. 
 
    After a moment, the winds died and there was silence in the room. He could hear the chirrups of a young falcon, likely hooded. He quieted her with a thought.  
 
    “I will not be gentle,” Ursa hissed at his side. “Never, ever again.” 
 
    He peered through the fence of staffs while his eyes adjusted to the dim candlelight. The crowd stared, open-mouthed, until a lion appeared before him, bearing two swords at his hips. 
 
    “I am Shyam Smith-Honshu, Captain of the Imperial Guard. Your entrance to this room is forbidden.” 
 
    “She is expecting me,” said the Seer. 
 
    “Who are you and why are you here?” 
 
    Ursa stepped forward, bowing with hand to cupped fist. The captain did not do likewise. 
 
    “Sireth benAramis of the Council of Seven, last Seer of Sha’Hadin.” 
 
    A murmur ran through the crowd as all eyes turned now to the far end of the room and the small woman on the wooden chair. 
 
    “Chancellor Ho?” the woman asked. “I thought you said my Seer was not yet in the palace.” 
 
    “My mistake, Excellency,” answered a white-faced man. “May I present to the Imperial Council Sireth benAramis, last Seer of Sha’Hadin.”  
 
    He turned his face to them, smiled without his eyes.  
 
    “And alas, sidala, there is no Council of Seven.” 
 
    Another ripple went through the crowd. Sireth did not need to hear to know the word ‘mongrel’ was on every tongue and suddenly he remembered why he would not bow. 
 
    “I would be honoured to meet my Empress,” he said, “But this fence of eager soldiers is preventing me from entering the room. Might I request they be moved in favour of walking? Unless of course, you’d like me to provide entertainment by setting the bos on fire with the chakra of my mind?” 
 
    Another murmer. They believed him and were terrified. Every single one. 
 
    “Never,” hissed Ursa. “Ever.” 
 
    The Captain grunted and nodded at the leopards. Immediately, staffs were withdrawn and the soldiers stepped back. Sireth strode into the room, his eyes locked on the woman. He didn’t need his eyes for anything else. The walls were scarlet-stained cedar – he could tell by the smell. Beams of ebony, columns of ivory and a high winged roof – known by sound. The touch of timbers ran the length of a ceiling carved with behemoths and dragons, cranes and monkeys. Temple chimes rang, brightly colored peacocks nested freely within the walls, and banners of blue and gold hung from very tall windows. Stained glass painted light from the late morning sun. 
 
    The Throne Room of the Empress reduced to mere furniture when compared with the gold of her eyes. 
 
    Directly in front of the wooden chair, he stopped and all sound in the room ceased, save his thudding heart. He should bow now, he knew. Ursa had dropped to the floor behind him; he could feel her eyes stabbing holes in his back. He could feel the consternation of the white-faced Chancellor, could feel the held breaths of all the Imperial Council, the burning chests, the racing thoughts, the gripped swords of indignation. Bow, he ordered himself. Bend the knees and all else will follow. 
 
    He slipped his hands into his sleeves and stood, as upright as a tree, staring at the tiny woman on the modest seat, raised two steps above the floor. What he could see of her was exotic and fine. Her black cheeks dotted with white paint, her lips red like cherries, her eyes as gold as the evening sun. She was staring back at him, not intimidated, not irked, merely curious. It was an interesting combination and he resisted touching her mind for she deserved respect, if not a bow. 
 
    She stared for a long moment, until her hands, completely covered in blue silk, pushed up on the arms of the old wooden seat. She stood, her posture perfect like a swan. Even on such risers, she barely met his eyes. 
 
    There was no one else in the entire room now, although he suspected everyone had dropped to their knees the moment she had risen to her feet. There was only the Seer and his Empress, brown eyes locked with gold, weighing each other, seeking to know and be known. He felt immediately the iron will and sharp mind, her hidden heart and her skills at diplomacy in this very room as much as in the world of kingdoms and empires. He knew her love of falcons and peacocks and songbirds and her people. And he could hear another heartbeat very faint within her, one she was so desperate to hide. 
 
    When it was born, there would be no hiding anything. She would be ruined, or made. 
 
    The leopards along the walls were sharp at attention. He could feel the weight of their eyes on him, swords and bos ready for the slightest movement. He should light one, he thought, but then, Ursa would be right. It was vanity. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “There is a proverb,” he began. “’To attract good fortune, spend a new coin on an old friend, share an old pleasure with a new friend, and lift up the heart of a true friend by writing his name on the wings of a dragon.’” 
 
     “We share a friend,” she answered. Her voice was like doves. “You have given him the wings of a dragon.” 
 
    “And you have lifted his heart.” 
 
    Boldness, he thought. Behind him, Ursa’s tail lashed, the only movement in the room. 
 
    “Perhaps we can spend a new coin together,” she countered. 
 
    “Or an old pleasure?” 
 
    “You should bow.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    And then she did something most unexpected. Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu, Most Blessed Empress of the Upper Kingdom, smiled. 
 
    “You are my equal, Sireth benAramis,” she announced to the entire room. “I am honoured to have you as my advisor, confidante and new friend.” 
 
    “Oh, what good fortune,” he breathed, relieved. 
 
    “And you?” to Ursa behind him. “Major Ursa Laenskaya, late of Captain Wynegarde-Grey, now guardian of the Seers and protector of Sha’Hadin.” 
 
    “Excellency,” said Ursa from the floor.  
 
    “Rise. I am honoured to be in your company.” 
 
    Slowly, reluctantly, Ursa obeyed and slowly, reluctantly, breathing returned to the Throne Room. 
 
    “All rise,” commanded the Empress. “We are in the presence of heroes.” 
 
    Behind him, Ursa swallowed. He could feel the racing of her heart. It was as loud as running horses. The Empress turned her golden gaze back to him. 
 
    “The young falcon,” she said.  
 
    “Mi-Hahn,” said Sireth. 
 
    “You called her from the wild?” 
 
    “She called me.” 
 
    “I did not think such a thing happened in Sha’Hadin.” 
 
    “It happened in Turah’kee.” 
 
    And she surprised him by stepping down those two steps to stand before him. She was as small as a child. Just like Petrus Mercouri. Sacred. 
 
    “Walk with me,” she said and he fell in at her side as she turned toward the far corner. A trio of falcons sat on an iron frame, hooded and belled. One bobbed eagerly, wings outstretched, razor-beak open.  
 
    “She is learning,” said the Empress. “But she likes to sit on heads.” 
 
    “Do this,” said Sireth and he held a fist over his head. Even hooded, the falcon lit from its perch onto his hand.  
 
    “Remarkable,” she said. 
 
    He pulled his hand down, bringing the bird with it, rotating it until she was comfortably perched on his thumb. He stroked her downy breast, wishing now he could leave this room for Sha’Hadin or even Turah’kee. His road would be longer still, he knew. 
 
    “I shall have tea prepared in the Council Room,” said Chancellor Ho, appearing at their side. The man was a vapour. He moved like a snake. “We shall question the esteemed Seer on the progress of the Shogun-General and the Army of Blood. We have very few direct accounts.” 
 
    “Soon,” said the Empress. “I wish to speak with my Seer and his guardian personally, in my residence. If that is acceptable to the Seer and his guardian.” 
 
    “Perfectly,” said Sireth. 
 
    For her part, the Major nodded swiftly, saying nothing. 
 
    “Very well,” said Ho. “I will have the tea brought to the Imperial Apartments. To which room, Excellency?” 
 
    “The Sun-Silk Bay. It has a splendid view of Kathandu.” 
 
    “The Sun-Silk Bay, yes. Most excellent. I shall go and prepare the tea myself. I am accomplished in Chado.” 
 
    She laid a hand on his arm.  
 
    “Forgive me but you have misunderstood, Chancellor. I meant that I wish to speak with my Seer and his guardian privately.” 
 
    The man blinked slowly but Sireth knew he did not misunderstand. There were wheels spinning behind the great yellow eyes. 
 
    “But surely your Chancellor will not be excluded,” he said after a moment. “Not on matters of Imperial importance.” 
 
    “I can assure you nothing of imperial importance will be discussed,” said the Empress. “Merely private matters of women.” 
 
    “But your Seer is not a woman,” said Ho. “Perhaps he will take tea with me while you discuss these private matters with his guardian?” 
 
    “My Seer is gifted with Farsight and Vision and can see things even the Mistress of Women cannot see.” She smiled. “But do prepare the Council Room, Chancellor. We shall call for you soon enough.”  
 
    Ho bowed and stepped back, hands within his wide sleeves. Sireth could feel the poison brewing. 
 
    The Empress turned in a rustle of silk and seven brightly coloured women surrounded her, preparing to usher her from the Throne Room. Neither Sireth nor Ursa spared a glance for the Chancellor as they followed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The blast of a djenghorn rang through the canyon as the party rode up to the Celestial Mountain Gate. Through the many holes, barbs could be seen as Chi’Chen archers awaited the signal to loose their arrows upon the intruders. But no sign was given and soon, the group of monkeys, cats, dogs and horses reached the massive gate. Two men dismounted their battle horses, three men moved forward – cat, dog and monkey. Arrows slid out through the wall, ready to be loosed. 
 
    In the group behind, Fallon swallowed and tried to steady the banner in her trembling hands. She looked down at her husband. He was watching the three, waiting for the politics to be played out, and she realized that he was holding his breath. He was the organizer of all of this, of peace and war and negotiation and strategy, and yet, he sat behind them all on a shaggy mountain pony.  
 
    Absentmindedly, he rubbed his shoulder and her throat tightened. He had taken five arrows at the Field of One Hundred Stones and nearly died. The deaths of the Needle and Storm had granted him a reprieve but the wounds had reopened and begun to fester. Sireth had warned about the dangers of Necromancy and there had been no more powerful Necromancers than Needle and Storm. 
 
    Death, it seemed, was dogging them still. 
 
    “Do you remember the story of the Four Dragons?” she asked.  
 
    He looked up at her. 
 
    “The Weeping Dragons?” 
 
    “Yes. The Pearl Dragon, the Golden Dragon, the Black Dragon and the Long Dragon.” 
 
    “I do remember that one, actually.” 
 
    “This reminds me of the Gate of Shanshen, the Mountain God.” 
 
    “Where he buried the Weeping Dragons.” He looked at the gate. “The earth kills everything.” 
 
    “You have a truce. You said so.” 
 
    “I did. We do. Still, the earth is angry.” 
 
    Her heart sank. 
 
    “We’re not going to die here,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sure we won’t, luv,” he said. 
 
    “We can’t. We don’t have six grey striped kittens. We only have two.” 
 
    “That’s an encouraging prophecy,” he said.   
 
    “Besides, second is destiny and we haven’t fulfilled ours yet.” 
 
    He smiled then, a flash of sun behind the clouds. 
 
    “I am destined to have more kittens with the woman I love. That’s good enough for me.” 
 
    Suddenly, General Li Yamashida began to shout. 
 
    “He’s speaking too fast,” she moaned. “Can you translate for me?” 
 
    “Ah right, he says… he says he is Li Yamashida, General of Emperor Watanabe’s Winding River that winds no more… That he is traveling with esteemed companions, Kirin Wynegarde-Grey, Shogun-General of the Upper Kingdom… and Swift Sumalbaykhan, Khan of Khans, ruler of the Chanyu and all the People of the Moon.” 
 
    “It sounds so impressive.”  
 
    “He says… we are here as representatives of the Nine Thousand Dragons, an Army united and battle-ready to take on Ancestors rising in the west… that Emperor Watanabe himself has sanctioned this action and that we are here to petition the Rising Suns… for more warriors to defend the Eastern Kingdom against such a foe.” 
 
    “It was hard enough getting the Winding River,” she muttered. “I remember ‘cause I was there.” 
 
    A voice shouted down from high atop the Celestial Mountain Gate. It was a monkey but not a Snow. His face was silhouetted in the morning sun, all but hidden in robes of purple and blue. Suddenly, an arrow thudded into the snow at Kirin’s feet. It was followed by a second into the snow at Swift’s. Neither man flinched. 
 
    Yamashida went on, his voice strong and unwavering. 
 
    “I have with me,” Kerris translated, “A decree from the Risen Sun himself, our Most Divine Emperor Hiro Takahashi Watanabe… to be presented by his dear and loyal friend Kaidan, emissary of the Upper Kingdom.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s you,” Fallon said. 
 
    “We wish an audience with the Capuchin Council. Oh wait… the other fellow up top… he says the request is denied.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s bad.” 
 
    “Now Li says that we insist… simply because it is the express wish of the Emperor and he has proof of this wish… signed in the Emperor’s own hand and sealed with the Emperor’s own seal. And in fact, because of all of this… that it is not a request.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good.” 
 
    The robed monkey turned and shouted over his shoulder. The same phrase was picked up and echoed across the Gate and throughout the canyon, relayed from man to man to man before fading away on the moaning wind. Then, there was silence.  
 
    Fallon glanced at her husband. His face was impassive as he watched and waited. This was his arena, the diplomacy of cultures and negotiations of terms. She looked up at the banner above her head. Hope had forged this symbol, and she realized that, of all things, hope was a war unto itself.  
 
    There was a sound. 
 
    A sound like the grumble of angry snow; a sound like the low, deep grinding of giants: a sound that grew like the approach of a distant storm.  
 
    “Are you doing this?” asked Fallon. 
 
    “Not me,” said Kerris, and he frowned. “The earth is angry here.” 
 
    Beneath their feet, the ground began to tremble and stones tumbled down the mountainside, snow rising in their wake.  
 
    “It’s the Gate,” Kerris shouted over the din. “Old metal is moving stone.” 
 
    “Metal?”  
 
    “This is not Chi’Chen work,” muttered Kerris.  
 
    She turned her emerald eyes to the massive shape before them. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    Roaring now, the Gate screeched and rattled as if pulled by many, many chains. 
 
    Suddenly, a great cloud of snow blew from the base and all the horses squealed, snorting and dancing as their riders struggled for control. Light streamed in icy shafts from beneath the Celestial Mountain Gate. 
 
    It was astounding to watch something the size of a mountain rise off the ground. Rows of stones – from inside to out – folded upwards, lifted by giant mechanisms, wheels within wheels hauling lengths of chain, bolts of cable and masses of connected rock upwards with great shuddering groans. Slowly, methodically, the Celestial Mountain Gate became the Celestial Mountain Bridge, and after what seemed like a lifetime of roaring and screeching, the snow settled back to the cold earth. There was easily room for a vast army to pass beneath this Celestial Mountain Bridge, but this morning, there was no army on the other side, no horses with riders or soldiers with spears. Only a single small figure, silhouetted by the light behind.  
 
    Fallon narrowed her eyes. A pair of thin legs beneath a wooly robe, hands tucked into sleeves, head covered in a thick furry hat. He held a lantern above his head with his long curved tail.  
 
    “Is that a monk?” she asked. 
 
    “A monkey monk,” said Kerris.  
 
    She beamed at him. He made the sun to shine and the rain to fall, this husband of hers. She couldn’t imagine the world without him. She wondered if it would end. 
 
    The wind was the only sound now, the wind and the flapping of banners and the squeaking of quiet leather as they waited for something to happen. 
 
    Finally after a lifetime of ages, the silhouette gestured, waving them to follow before turning and disappearing back the way he had come, leaving only the wind. 
 
    The three men turned to each other – General of the East, Shogun-General of the West, Khargan of the North. They said nothing but everything. Both Kirin and Yamashida strode back to their horses, mounted. Long-Swift reached down to pluck the arrows from the snow. He slid them into his boot. 
 
    “Here we go, luv,” said Kerris and together, the party moved out and under the Celestial Mountain Gate, into the holiest and most sacred of places of all the Kingdoms. Lha’Lhasa. 
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    “Hey, Ward,” called Solomon. “Come and see this.” 
 
    There was bumping from the cabin but the jian didn’t appear. 
 
    He sighed, let his hands fall between his knees as he sat in the Griffen’s open hatch. It was a beautiful night in Central Australia, the sky as red as the mountain that towered before them. It was a peculiar mountain, a single wide flat mesa-top plinth that pushed out of the plain like a gravestone, glowing gold in the sunset. Once, this mountain had been a monument to the inexorable strain of tectonic plates and a symbol of the proud independent spirit of Australia. To Jeffery Solomon, after weeks of being restricted to the inside of a helijet, it was a bloody marvel. He was glad Ward had agreed to stop for the night and even more so, here at the base of the rock that had once been Ayers. 
 
    They had set the Griffen down several hours ago but the temperatures on the plains had been prohibitive. They had no e-suits to protect them from the heat, and they’d sat, noses pressed against the dirty plex until the sun had started to set. Even still, once the helijet doors had swung open, the heat had struck them like a fist. 
 
    In the distance, he could see Armand Dell wandering between the scrub grasses, a hazy silhouette as he studied each flower, each blade, each twig in the witchetty bushes. He was an interesting young man, thought Solomon, passionate about his calling as a zoologist but in reality, he was a lab tech with as much experience with animals as Solomon had with women. And about as much sense. 
 
    “Stop working,” he called over his shoulder. “Persis, Damaris, get out here. This sunset is incredible.” 
 
    “I’m not coming out,” Sengupta’s voice echoed from the cabin. “The spiders here can eat you.” 
 
    “There are no spiders. Ward? Don’t tell me you’re afraid of spiders.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of anything,” she called. 
 
    “Then come out and prove it.” 
 
    “I’m busy.” 
 
    He thought a moment, then reached up to the back of his neck, pinched the wire hidden beneath his dark mop of hair. 
 
    “Super Seven to Jian Ward. I order you to stop working and come see this sunset. Seven out.” 
 
    “Hey,” she snapped when she finally poked her head out the door. “Don’t do that. Everyone can hear you when you do that. It’s intrusive.” 
 
    “Yah. I get that a lot.” 
 
    He heard her sigh, felt the prickle of his neck as she moved to stand behind him on the carbon step-rail of the hatch. He could feel her warmth, smelled the scent of unwashed humanity and old, old tek. 
 
    “Dell shouldn’t be out so far,” she muttered. 
 
    “He’s looking for animals,” he said.  
 
    “This is a desert.” 
 
    “He says there are lots of animals in a desert, especially around the base of that monolith.” 
 
    She looked down at him, arched a tattooed brow. “Monolith?” 
 
    “Yah, single rock. Ayers Rock, Uluru, you know…Symbol of Australia… Geological marvel…” 
 
    “I’m impressed.” She blinked slowly, clearly not. 
 
    “That rock should be dust by now,” he said. “But look, it’s got to be easily eight hundred ms high – that’s maybe three times higher than when we went under. It’s still rising out of the earth. Now that’s impressive.” 
 
    “It’s a big rock,” she said. 
 
    “Most of it is underground,” he said. “You know, like a tooth.” 
 
    “It looks unnatural.” 
 
    “Ancient peoples used to worship it.” 
 
    “No wonder they’re gone,” she grunted. 
 
    “We’re gone and it’s still here.” He leaned back, looked up at her. “Doesn’t anything impress you, Damaris?” 
 
    She pursed her lips, kept her eyes fixed on the sandstone tower gleaming in the setting sun. But she surprised him by stepping down to sit next to him in the hatch. 
 
    “It does impress me, Seven,” she said quietly. “Many things do. I just don’t say it, that’s all.” 
 
    He studied her profile, golden now in the last light of evening. Her lashes were long and thick, set off by the tattoos on her brows. She was a study in contrasts, rather like the smooth stone of Uluru before them. Elegance and hard edges. She was most likely older than him, unless you counted the centuries in cryo. She was a newborn if you counted those. 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said.  
 
    “I’m sorry about what I said,” she said. “About your friends. I’m just trying to figure it out, that’s all.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “We’re all trying to figure it out.” 
 
    “I was one of the first born in CD Shenandoah,” she said. “That’s all I know. This…” 
 
    She gestured with her chin. 
 
    “This is alien to me. Dangerous.” 
 
    “We can’t go back, Damaris,” he said softly. 
 
    “I know, Seven. But change is hard.”  
 
    She looked at him now and he could see the flecks of gold in her hazel eyes. 
 
    “Earlier, you said that we just have to learn where we fit,” she said. “I know it’s true. But Seven, where do we fit in this wild new world?” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “I dunno, Ward, but I have to believe we can. Despite Cece Carr and Paolini and the whole freaking shadow council that lives in the dark, I have to believe. I have to hope. Maybe I’m an idealist or maybe I’m a fool. Maybe both. That’s just how I’m wired. I don’t believe in fate or kharma or destiny. I believe that we make what we make and we reap what we sew. Therefore, best to sew good seeds and work your damnedest to see them grow.” 
 
    She stared at him a long moment. 
 
    “Both,” she said finally. “Definitely both.” 
 
    He grinned.  
 
    “How far is Kalgoorlie?” 
 
    “Fifteen hundred klix, or thereabouts,” she said, happy with the change in subject. “But that’s not definite. There aren’t any sats or working C-spikes anymore. We’re flying from old news.” 
 
    The wires crackled in their skulls. 
 
    “Seven! Jian! Look!” 
 
    They turned their eyes to the zoologist. He was standing in the middle of waist-high witchetty bushes, pointing to a cloud of dust growing on the flat horizon. They both rose to their feet. 
 
    Dark shapes could be seen in the cloud moving swiftly toward them. Ward pulled the goggles over her eyes, adjusted a dial on the temple. 
 
    “Bipedal,” she said.  
 
    “People?” he asked. “People this far from Kalgoorlie?”  
 
    “Not people,” she grumbled. “Animals.” 
 
    The ground began to thunder. 
 
    “Animal people? Like Kerris and Fallon people?”  
 
    She disappeared into the Griffen. Persis Sengupta peered out. 
 
    “Please tell him to come back,” she said and this time, he couldn’t argue. He pressed the wire. 
 
    “Dell,” he said. “Hey Dell, get back here, just in case.” 
 
    He waved his arm. The young zoologist waved back. 
 
    “Macropus rufus!” Dell’s voice echoed over the scrublands. “Macropus rufus! It’s okay!” 
 
    “What the hell is a Macropus rufus?” Solomon grumbled. 
 
    “Red Kangaroo,” said Sengupta. She was a linguist, perhaps the only one who could translate the language that was Armand Dell. 
 
    “Kangaroos?” said Solomon, looking back at the shapes within the cloud. “Those are kangaroos?” 
 
    Ward reappeared behind them, a Helliad rifle hiked under her arm. 
 
    “I thought kangaroos were supposed to jump,” said Sengupta. “Those kangaroos are running.” 
 
    The cloud was almost upon him, the earth thundering under their feet. 
 
    “Those aren’t kangaroos,” said Ward. 
 
    “Please, Seven, tell him to come back.” 
 
    He didn’t need to be asked again. He touched the wire at the base of his skull.  
 
    “Dell, come back now!” 
 
    “Amazing!” came the voice inside their heads. “They’ve adapted a bipedal gait! They move like dromaeosaurids, more specifically Deinonychus antirrhopus! Absolutely amazing!” 
 
    “Dromaeosaurid?” said Sengupta. “Beast feet? I don’t understand…” 
 
    The cloud had stopped moving, completely enveloping the zoologist in its haze. They could see the creatures now, dark silhouettes gleaming red in the setting sun. 
 
    “Beast feet, yes!” came Dell’s voice in their heads. “A term used for Raptors, Rexes and the like. But these are roos, not dinos. Amazing. Look at those tendons…” 
 
    The creatures circled him now, trotting in a fluid, bipedal gait. Eight red animals easily the size of a man, with thick haunches, long powerful back legs and small forelegs tucked into their chests. They were lean and furred and their large ears alternately pricked then laid flat, pricked and laid flat. Their tails swayed behind them, clearly used for balance as they circled around.  
 
     “Dell,” said Solomon through the wire. “I want you to come back right now.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said the zoologist. “Roos eat grass, shrubs, any plant life they can find. Not meat. Not even insects. They’re probably just here for the wichetty bushes. Look! This one has a joey…” 
 
    Solomon narrowed his eyes. Through the haze, he could see a small head peaking out from a large pouch. It should have been adorable but something was wrong with the way the animals were moving. 
 
    “Dell, I mean it. Come back now.” 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” said Dell. “They have no fear of humans. I hate to say it, Seven, but its likely Slab 3 didn’t wake up at all.” 
 
    And he reached out a hand. 
 
    “Make him stop,” said Sengupta. 
 
    “Dell, now!” 
 
    The lead kangaroo ducked low and stepped forward with an elongated hind foot. Dell wiggled his fingers and it shrunk back, hissing, snapped its jaws three times. Dell mimicked it and the pack lashed their tails from side to side. 
 
    “Damn,” said Solomon. 
 
    “I can take it,” said Ward. “Just say the word.” 
 
    “They’re so beautiful...” 
 
    The zoologist reached to touch the furred muzzle. 
 
    “Dell, don’t you dare…” 
 
    And the red clamped its teeth on the outstretched hand. 
 
    “Take it,” said Solomon.  
 
    The young man didn’t even have time to scream as blue light sang from the weapon, cleanly slicing the roo in two. Both halves hit the ground and Dell staggered back, the beast’s head hanging from his arm. The pack scattered but two snapped at the severed haunch, catching it up in their jaws. They shook and tugged until it tore apart under the strain, spraying blood across the thorny branches. A third lunged to catch the dangling head, yanking Dell off his feet. The Helliad sang again, blasting a hole in the animal’s hide and the pack bolted across the plains, dust rising once again in their wake. 
 
    “Cover me,” barked Solomon and he leapt from the steps, racing across the grass toward the zoologist. Dell was on his knees, prying his hand from yellow teeth. 
 
    “They eat grass,” he muttered. “They just eat grass…” 
 
    “Seven.” Ward’s voice from the wire. “They’re regrouping. I can shoot them all.” 
 
    “We’re coming,” he said. “Dell, come on. We’ve got to go. We’ve got to get back to the Griffen.” 
 
    “But they eat grass…” 
 
    Solomon grabbed the young man’s arm, hauled him to his feet as the roos rushed back again, thundering in wide circles around them. They were remarkably adapted, thought Solomon, now that he saw them up close. Narrow, camel-like heads filled with razor teeth, bodies tipped forward for balance, tails straight out like rudders on a ship. He knew about ships. The Plan B had been his home for months before CD missiles had blown it from the water. 
 
    A lean grey lunged but the Helliad’s beam sliced it in two. Blood and entrails sprayed over the plains and the pack’s circle widened. 
 
    It was like dragging a dead weight but within minutes they were climbing the steps to the Griffen’s hatch. Ward pulled the door closed behind them, sealing it as Solomon dropped Dell to the floor. 
 
    “They’re coming,” said Sengupta. 
 
    “Tend him, Seven,” the jian barked. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    And she disappeared toward the cockpit, leaving Solomon with the medkit. 
 
    A thud shook the entire ship, followed by another and Sengupta peered out one of the windows. 
 
    “He’s kicking us,” she said. “He’s sitting back on his tail and kicking us.” 
 
    The Griffen rocked now, echoed with each new thud as the ship’s engine engaged. 
 
    “Sounds like he’s denting it too,” grumbled the physician. He sprayed a thin film across the zoologist’s hand, turned it over to examine the bite. The razor teeth had punctured between the fine bones on both sides. Tendons gleamed white through the red. 
 
    “They eat grass,” Dell mumbled. “Not people. Grass. They’re just here for the wichetty bushes.” 
 
    The Griffen’s engines whistled when suddenly, there was the clang from the hull. Sengupta screamed. 
 
    “They’re on the wing! Jian! Please go!” 
 
    More clanging and the ship rocked wildly as tried it to lift from the ground, its supple wings weighed down by creatures scrabbling across the hull. There was a crack and Ward cursed loudly from the cockpit. 
 
    Solomon pushed the zoologist into a seat and raced forward. Perched atop the Griffen’s nose, a roo gnawed the window plex with razor-like teeth, threatening to crack it with powerful jaws. In the shadows of dark fur and sunset, he could see a joey also actively engaged, leaving tiny scrapes with terrifying infant daggers. 
 
    “Just like the rats of Kandersteg,” he muttered.  
 
    Ward leaned on the stick and the Griffen shot straight up, sliding both mother and baby down the glass. Tiny foreclaws scrabbled, huge hind claws raked, but the force was too strong and the pair tumbled off the nose to disappear over the side. Further back, the hull banged and clanged but soon, there was only the sound of the whistling engines, only the sight of twilight-streaked sky.  
 
    They could hear Persis Sengupta weeping in the cabin. 
 
    “Is Dell going to be alright?” Ward asked, not looking at him. 
 
    “Yah, unless those things are toxic.” 
 
    “The world is better without animals,” she said. 
 
    “Dell was reckless,” he said. “You don’t just go trying to pat a wild animal. Hell, I’d’ve bitten him if he tried that on me.” 
 
    “You’re deflecting.” 
 
    “He didn’t respect his environment. He didn’t consider the threat.” 
 
    “Exactly. The threat. Your word, now. They’re dangerous, and you don’t listen. You never listen.” 
 
    She squared her shoulders. 
 
    “We’re not stopping until we find Kalgoorlie.”  
 
    He rose to his feet. The window had pits from the teeth and claws. 
 
    “We just have to learn where we fit,” he said.  
 
    “Check on Dell, please.” 
 
    He left the cockpit, feeling he’d just lost an important battle in a war that perhaps wasn’t his to fight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Scales of KhunLun were small compared to his Teeth, thought Yahn Nevye, and he smiled to himself, marveling at how easily he thought in Chanyu now. ‘The Teeth of KhunLun’ was the Chanyu name for the Great Mountains; the ‘Scales’ were foothills. The Language of the People was more poetic than Imperial, more visceral than Hanyin, more descriptive than Hindhi. Setse often surprised him with her phrases and word choices. He could hear her thoughts like his own. 
 
    The night was very cold, the path had grown steep, and he had dismounted to lead aSiffh rather than ride him up the slope. The snow was deep and Setse was light and, therefore, better on the young horse’s back. Besides, he’d told her, if both cat and horse plowed the path, it would make it easier for the weary Oracles that had struggled behind. She hadn’t argued. Of all of them, she was weakening the fastest but it wasn’t her legs or her back that were failing. 
 
    No, he knew. It was her heart.  
 
    “Tuck in together,” he told the old couple as he knelt to pass them one half of a roasted rabbit. “Stay warm for one more night.” 
 
    “You said that last night,” said the old man. 
 
    “Each night leads to a new morning.” 
 
    “Each morning ends with a cold night.” 
 
    “That has been my experience in your land,” he said, and he smiled. 
 
    The old man smiled back. His name was Chinbat Ganzorig but he went by Zorig. He was old for an Oracle, had seen perhaps sixty summers and had a pelt of grizzled grey and tan. The old woman, Temuujin Nergui, was even older and missing most of her teeth. They both had the blue eye that marked them as Oracles but Nergui’s were clouded in age. Nevye wondered if either could see. 
 
    “Only half a hare?” she asked. Her voice was like sandpaper. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Silence is hunting from morning to night. There is nothing that the Khan’s Ten Thousand hasn’t eaten.” 
 
    “Give it to the young ones,” said Zorig. “We are yesterday. They are tomorrow.” 
 
    Nevye sighed. Other than these two and himself, the Oracles of Blood were little more than children. Four young girls and three squire-aged boys, huddled together around the faltering fire, wrapped in reindeer-hide and covered in snow. Farther off sat two others – not children but younger than Setse. Dantarin Balmataar, or Balm as they called him, had seen perhaps seventeen summers. There was also a girl known only as Sev who had seen perhaps fourteen. She didn’t talk much except to animals, and he wondered if it were her Oracle gift. She had called rabbits, chukar grouse, and even crows, but there was nothing larger in the area because of the Ten Thousand. The children were thin, haggard and abused, disdained by their people but given hope by the Blue Wolf and Yellow Cat. It was a heart-breaking proposition. The Chanyu did not oblige easily. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I gave them four and a half rabbits. It’s enough. You are all Oracles. Your people need you. Eat.” 
 
    Nergui grinned a toothless grin and pulled at the rabbit, tearing the soft stringy flesh and popping it between her gums. Zorig shook his head however, pulled the yak-hide over his shoulder.  
 
    “Cats,” he grunted. “A wonder you have survived.” 
 
    Nevye rose to his feet, stepping over the children toward the edge of the mountain. He felt the fire crackle as he passed, willed it to leap higher, burn longer, and it struggled to obey. They had found a ledge that was not so exposed but still, the wind was strong, and he found it took all of his skill to keep the fire burning. It was the way he had first impressed the Oracles they had gathered – his claim that the mastery of fire would be theirs if trained. Now, there was little he could do to impress them. Empty bellies made for unappreciative hosts. 
 
    They had stopped halfway up the rise of yet another mountain, smaller than those in the last days, but still it towered over snowy foothills. Most of the Teeth were behind them and now, the Scales rippled before. Yahn Nevye wondered if spring ever came to this bleak, north country. This life of cold and shadow wore away at the soul.  
 
    Smoke rose into the night sky, stars glittering like snowflakes and in the wind, his long white hair reached after them like fingers.  
 
    He remembered a night similar to this, on the road to Shen’foxhindi. 
 
    Loosen your knot, the mongrel had said. Let your hair warm you. 
 
    His hair was free now. Knots of a very different kind had been loosed forever. 
 
    It was cold.  
 
    Every night was cold, if he was honest. Every night since leaving Sha’Hadin and the company of the brothers and once again, he found himself marveling at his journey. He would not trade it, however, because he was traveling it with her. Setse was his life and she was losing heart as she sought to rally her people. Dogs were not like cats, he had learned. Dogs could not be rallied. Looking over the wretched backs of the Oracles, he doubted if they could even be trained. 
 
    He looked over now at aSiffh, the young desert stallion that they had taken as their own, folded down and almost hidden by snow. He wasn’t sure how it had happened. As far as he knew, the horse belonged to the Shogun-General and as such, was Imperial property. But still, the lion had not protested when he and Setse had taken him so many weeks ago. He wondered how such a horse went from hot sun and desert sand to silver moon and mountain snow, and if it grumbled inwardly at the change. 
 
    His life was change. He could barely remember otherwise. 
 
    Balmataar was watching him, staring with his bi-coloured eyes – one blue, one gold. It was a very odd combination for dogs. He was an angry young man and Nevye had already defended one challenge against his leadership. But it hadn’t been about leadership. In fact, it hadn’t been about the Oracles or the Chanyu at all. Balmataar was in love with the granddaughter of the Blue Wolf. One didn’t need to be a Seer to know that. 
 
    Nevye moved to the mountainside, slid down to sit beside her. Jalair Naranseteg, the love of his life. Her arms were across her knees, head buried in them and he ran a hand along her thin back. She was cold too. 
 
    “Setse,” he said. “I have some rabbit for you.” 
 
    She shook her head, did not look up. 
 
    “Setse, please.” 
 
    Now she did look. Gone was the glint, the flash, the life that so characterized her. The brown eye was glassy, the blue little more than cloud on an overcast day. 
 
    “We have failed,” she moaned. 
 
    “We’ve not failed,” he said. “We have barely begun.” 
 
    “We have called them from their homes only to lose them to the elements. The Chanyu are unprepared for the Ancestors and we will be defeated. Tuuv Sarangaral was right. It is madness.” 
 
    He couldn’t help himself. He reached to cup her face in his hands.  
 
    “It is madness,” he said. “But it is our madness. It is all we can do.” 
 
    Silhouetted in the moonlight, aSiffh grumbled, raised his head. 
 
    “There is a woman coming,” Setse said. “She is below the camp, watching us. She has a baby.” 
 
    “The new Oracle, yes,” he said. “You see? Oracles and those who love them know what we are doing is good and right. It is only a matter of time.” 
 
    “I lied today.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “At the camp. The curse.” 
 
    “I cannot curse. I can only see.” Her eyes shone as tears gathered. “I used their fear because I was angry.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I am no better than the udgan.” 
 
    “Now, that is a lie.” 
 
    “When I die, promise me you will return to Sha’Hadin.” 
 
    “You will not die.” 
 
    “Take as many of them as you can. Your people can train them.”  
 
    “I die, remember.” He tried to smile. “Three times now. You won’t die.” 
 
    “We will lose Nergui tonight.” She blinked at him. “Three in as many weeks.” 
 
    “Less than your Khargan has taken.” 
 
    “Not good enough, Shar. We are not training them. We are collecting them, but not training them.” 
 
    He thought a moment. 
 
    “You’re right, Jalair Naransetseg, Light of the Northern Star, Lover of the White Tngri.” Oh, how he loved the Language of the People. And he kissed first the brown eye, then the blue. “In my kingdom, we had places to train, places that became symbols not only of the training but of those trained. We need a home.” 
 
    She cocked her head, but he could swear there was a flash of something. 
 
    “A home...” 
 
    And she clasped her hands over his. 
 
    “Where? We have no monasteries like those in your kingdom. We have only huts and hovels and gars and iron temples.” 
 
    “But you have mountains,” he said. “We will send Silence to find a place for the Oracles of the Chanyu.” 
 
    “A place for the Oracles,” she repeated, a heartbeat behind him. Their thoughts were frequently one. “Ügsiin Nüür khuudas. A school.” 
 
    “Our own school,” he said. “Our surguuli.” 
 
    “Our surguuli.” And finally, she smiled. “Our home.” 
 
    “I believe in sky and earth,” he began.  
 
    Her smile widened at the words. The poem was one of the first things she had taught him. 
 
    “In blood and birth…” she added. 
 
    “In war and strife...” 
 
    “In moon and life…”  
 
    “And you.’” 
 
    She kissed him now, would likely have done more had not the woman with the baby climbed into the struggling firelight. They both rose to their feet to meet her, find her a scrap of rabbit to eat and a hide to sleep under. It seemed a good way to end a hard night. 
 
    Nergui was dead before morning and they buried her under rocks and the snow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The cloud of women dispersed, hovering at arm’s length as the Empress and her Seer made their way to her private residence on the uppermost level of the palace. Sireth had never seen any place so splendid – not the Governor’s mansion in KhahBull nor the Magistrate’s palace in Sharan’yurthah. Gold and jewels were everywhere and he found the war of hues in the palace an assault on his aesthetic. 
 
    Then again, it may have been his gypsy pride.  
 
    They approached a doorway that arched from high ceiling to mosaic floor. An ocelot dressed in purple slipped around to work the latch, swinging the doors outward onto a curved balcony overlooking the city. Cool air blew in, but the woman did not move. 
 
    The Empress smiled. 
 
    “I wish to show my Seer and his guardian DharamShallah at dusk.” 
 
    “I shall summon a Leopard, Excellency,” said the woman. 
 
    “Major Laenskaya has successfully protected the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin for over two years,” said the Empress. “I believe she is sufficient to protect me.” 
 
    “Yes, Excellency. But the Chancellor—” 
 
    “Has no jurisdiction in my private apartments.” 
 
    “Forgive, Excellency, please forgive,” said the woman and she clasped her hands to her thighs, bowed her head low to her chest.  
 
    “All is forgiven.”  
 
    And with a brush of silk and tassels, Empress Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu swept out and on to the balcony. The cloud of women withdrew, leaving the snow leopard and the mongrel at the door. On his shoulder, Mi-Hahn stretched her wings, hearing the city and yearning for the skies above it. Sireth removed her hood and she launched, riding the winds and becoming little more than a speck in an instant. 
 
    Ursa looked up at him. 
 
    “Go out,” she said. “I will guard the door.” 
 
    “I believe she wants to speak to us both.” 
 
    “You speak. I guard.” 
 
    He glanced up and around at the arches, then out at the slip of a figure silhouetted by Pol’Lhasa’s pale sun. 
 
    “Close this door and come stand by her. You can see all and protect her from every vantage point.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, nodded once, and pulled the door closed with great golden rings. He approached the tiny woman at the heart of the whole world. 
 
    The Empress did not look at him. 
 
    “You have never been to DharamShallah,” she said. 
 
    “Never,” he answered.  
 
    “What are your thoughts?”  
 
    At their feet, the city sprawled to the mountains with homes and temples, schools and storefronts. Smoke rose from early-morning chimneys and lanterns flashed along the busy streets. People of all races moved to and fro, in and out, up and down, some on horseback, some in carts, most on foot. Banners flapped in morning winds and birds raced through skies that went on forever.  
 
    “It is the surface of a river,” he said. “Always rushing but never leaving.” 
 
    “Always changing but never changed,” she said.  
 
    “Just so.” 
 
    He studied her profile from the corner of his eye. Sharp, elegant, controlled. Metal, he thought. She was a creature of iron and steel. Dragonborn in a dragon year. Bad luck for her, if he was given to superstition. 
 
    He felt Ursa move to stand behind them, could hear her heartbeat steady and strong. 
 
    “You know why I wished to speak with you?” the Empress asked. 
 
    “I do,” he said. 
 
    “You do not approve?” she asked.  
 
    “I am a mongrel in love with a snow leopard. What should I say?” 
 
    “You are my Seer. You should advise me.”  
 
    “Then I will.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Do what do you wish.” 
 
    She smiled. It was swift and fleeting, but still.  
 
    “You know what I wish.” 
 
    “Then do it,” said the Seer 
 
    “It is impossible,” she said. “With the rise of the Ancestors, our kingdom is fragile. I must be strong so the people stay strong.” 
 
    “And doing what you wish is weakness?” 
 
    She thought a moment. 
 
    “It would involve change. Now is not the time for change.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is precisely the time for change.” 
 
    “Not in a Dragon year. It would invite chaos.” 
 
    She turned to look at him now and he marveled at the gold of her eyes, completely understood how his friend had lost himself there. He had lost himself in a pair very much like these, so many years ago. 
 
    “Have you seen our future, my Seer?” she said. “Do you know what is to come?” 
 
    “I do not know,” he said, releasing a long breath. “I have not tried.” 
 
    “Try.” She looked back out over the city. “There are spies everywhere.” 
 
    “Are they in the palace?” asked Ursa. He was proud of her for speaking. She was as brave as a winter bear. 
 
    “Everywhere.” 
 
    “Are there people you can trust? Rooms where no one can hear?”  
 
    “This terrace only,” she said. “Otherwise, I am a bird in a cage.” 
 
    “You are a Dragon,” said the Seer. “Cages cannot hold dragons for long.” 
 
    The Empress lowered her lashes and he knew he had said a good thing. 
 
    “Who protects you?” Ursa asked. “You move through the palace in a cloud of women. Are any trained to fight, to kill, to die?” 
 
    “They are the Bushona Geisha,” said the Empress. “They are trained.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “You should know. I would know if I were Empress.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should train them.” 
 
    “I would not train them,” Ursa said. “But I would train you if you wished it.” 
 
    The Sacred woman turned to the snow leopard and Ursa straightened, allowing herself to be measured. It was like night meeting day, Sireth thought. Ebony, gold and Imperial silk set against moonlight, ice and warrior’s steel. 
 
    “I do wish it,” said the Empress after a moment. “But I wish many things. Few of which come to pass.” 
 
    “I will train you.” 
 
    “It will take too long.” 
 
    “Three lessons,” said Ursa. “Three lessons and you will be ready.” 
 
    “I will consider it.” 
 
    She turned back to the balcony, laid her hands on the rail. 
 
    “My Seer may grant me a wish, however.” 
 
    “Anything,” he said. 
 
    “I wish for you to stay with me in Pol’Lhasa.” 
 
    Sireth blinked slowly. That was not the plan. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You question your Empress?” 
 
    “I question my wife and that is infinitely more dangerous.” 
 
    The Empress smiled again, freely this time. It was a beautiful thing. 
 
    “It is for selfish reasons,” she said finally. “I am at a loss without my Shogun-General.” 
 
    “As, I am certain, he is without you,” he said. “I would be there with him still if it weren’t for Unification.” 
 
    “Unification of the Arts and the Gifts,” she said. “This is possible?” 
 
    He moved to stand beside her now, placed his own hands on the rail, felt the years of ministers and monarchs shoot through his palms and up to his teeth. 
 
    “Not only possible, but necessary,” he said. “If our Kaidan is to be believed, the Ancestors are as powerful as they have ever been.” 
 
    “There was a weapon,” said Ursa. “Like a bamboo staff but thicker. It made holes in the deer stones like a blade through paper. Others, it completely erased. I have never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “We have no such weapons,” the Empress said.  
 
    “We have people,” Sireth said. “Through Unification, our people will be our weapons.” 
 
    “The Gifts and the Arts combined,” she said. 
 
    “The army called it The Magic,” said Ursa. 
 
    “The Magic,” the Empress breathed the word as if it were incense. “Is there Magic in this world?” 
 
    “Magic is merely a word,” he said. “I do believe there are things we don’t understand, especially about ourselves as a people. I died by an arrow to the back, and yet am here. Kerris Wynegarde-Grey can move mountains with his thoughts. Sherah al Shiva can drink the memories of men and collect them in a floating purse. The Necromancers of Jia’Khan traded eyes for lives. Four cats and one dog were able to create a shield of will that protected an entire army from the hail of arrows. Our world is complex and terrifying and we have few enough Scholars to make sense of any of it.” 
 
    “It’s Magic,” said Ursa. 
 
    The Empress stared off over the city. One could watch her thoughts as if spinning silk. 
 
    “So the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin does not believe in Magic?” she asked finally. 
 
    “He does not believe in Magic,” he said.  
 
    “What is Alchemy, then?”  
 
    It was a test, he knew. 
 
    “Fire powder and incense and perhaps a little more.”  
 
    “More?” 
 
    “There is always more,” he said. “The Alchemists have a profound understanding of the nature of the elements that make up our world. Perhaps the Arts are simply the Gifts, but in a different form. Physical opposed to esoteric, corporeal instead of spiritual. Surely they share a root and I must find this root in order to bring about Unification. I simply don’t know where to begin.” 
 
    She raised her chin slightly, eyes still glued to the horizon. 
 
    “I will draft a parchment instating you as First Mage of Agara’tha,” she said.  
 
    “Pah,” said Ursa. “A First Mage who does not believe in Magic.” 
 
    Sireth smiled. “I was expecting as much.” 
 
    “The Acting First of Agara’tha is Lor barraDunne.” 
 
    The smile froze on his face. Behind him, Ursa hissed. 
 
    “Well, I was not expecting that,” he said. “Lor barraDunne. Is he a brother?” 
 
    “Yes. Younger but skilled nonetheless.”  
 
    “Is he as treacherous?” growled Ursa. 
 
    “Not yet,” said the Empress. “He has not spent as much time in Agara’tha, as in the School of One Hundred Thoughts. He is an Alchemist and a Scholar and stands ready to assist with your transition.” 
 
    Ursa’s tail lashed behind her. 
 
    “I will kill this barraDunne if he even speaks his brother’s name.” 
 
    “Jet was zealous for the integrity of the Empire,” the Empress said. “I’m convinced his brother will not make the same mistakes.” 
 
    “He will make other, more crafted mistakes,” said Sireth. 
 
    They stared out in silence over the city, watched the smoke lift up on the breeze to become one with the cloud and the snow. 
 
    “You will leave at dawn tomorrow to take up your position and bring about this Unification.” The Empress paused. “With, or without, Magic.” 
 
    “I can begin,” he said. “But I am afraid there are many who will oppose.” 
 
    “You do not bow in the presence of your Empress,” said the Sacred woman. “Yet you are afraid of a little fire powder and incense?” 
 
    Before he could stop himself, he laughed and once it was out, he didn’t feel like reining it in. So for the first time in living memory, laughter echoed from the Imperial palace down to the streets and roadways of DharamShallah, welcome and fleeting like the first snow of winter. 
 
    It was silent for a while after the laughter faded, leaving the hum of the wind and the distant clamor of the streets. From the corner of his eye, he noticed a tear running down her ebony face. It broke his heart in many places. 
 
    “Three lessons,” she said after a long moment. “We will begin tomorrow.” 
 
    “Then you are my pupil,” said Ursa. “And we begin now.” 
 
    She slid one of her many shir’khins from the plates on her arm, held it out to the woman in silk. The Empress took it, studied it for a moment in the thin morning light. 
 
    “Instead of a chick or a mongoose,” said Ursa. “This is not your first lesson.” 
 
    The Empress slipped the disk into her sleeve. 
 
    And they remained that way on the balcony until the Chancellor called them in for the tea. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kirin hated it at once.  
 
    They had been riding all morning, flanked by grim mountains and grimmer Snow. According to Yamashida, this was the fabled Chi’Chenguan Way, the legendary road for troops moving between the Celestial Mountain Gate and Lha’Lhasa. To Kirin, it had looked little more than a dry riverbed – arid and stony and surrounded by jagged peaks. It was fairly even, however, and the thin-legged monk kept a relentless pace despite that fact that he wore no shoes. The dogs also walked, including their Khargan. Long-Swift could easily keep up with the horses and over the past weeks, he’d more than earned his name by the length of his strides. The Snow rode thick little buckskin horses with stripes on their legs and manes like black bristle brushes. Unlike traditional Chi’Chen horses, there were no beads woven into forelocks, no braids in the tails, no signs of paint or brand. They were like their riders – tough and utilitarian. One didn’t waste time or chi decorating animals bound for war.  
 
    War. Kirin shook his head. This was a mission of unification, but it was becoming hard to shake the feeling that it would not be an easy transition. Kerris had long abandoned his attempts to chat with the thin-legged monk and even the Scholar was quiet, choosing this time to wisely keep her thoughts to herself. Now, the silence had become like the sun – thin, draining and brutally cold. 
 
    They got their first glimpse of the city by noon, far off and hazy and surrounded by mountains. It grew sharper as they neared, however; first, just a mass of dark shapes at the foot of a large hill. Shapes that eventually became huts, then houses, then larger dwellings that looked like barracks, giving way to a city that sprawled across the plain like the spokes of a wheel. At the center of the city was a very large hill, and on the crest of the hill, a palace. 
 
    The high winged rooftops, the blackened cedar beams, the multitude of windows rectangular and dark. And the steps. Far more than One Hundred Steps, as if to make the climbing harder, and therefore, holier. 
 
    Yes, Kirin hated it very much. 
 
    Lha’Lhasa, the Seat of the Capuchin Council and the easternmost Palace of the Rising Suns. 
 
    He ground his molars, knowing he shouldn’t feel as he did. Lha’Lhasa was older than Pol’Lhasa, in fact the very model for it if the Scholar was to be believed. It was only natural, then, that they would be almost identical; both rising over their valleys like monarchs, causing all eyes to lift heavenward in reverence, wonder and awe. Sitting atop the crest of the hill in the middle of the riverbed, it was surrounded on all sides by mountains like the points of a crown. And Lha’Lhasa was the gem, the crystal, the glorious centerpiece of such a crown, indeed the fulcrum of an entire world. It was only natural that such a place should be holier than Pol’Lhasa, and it was only natural that one should compare. It was wrong but it was natural, and cats are, after all, a natural people. 
 
    But there was something, he also realized amid his grumbling, something simply ‘off’ in this city of lethal expectation. It was only as they entered that he noticed the lack. 
 
    Whereas the jewel of Pol’Lhasa danced with life and colour, Lha’Lhasa seemed a dark gem. There were no flags waving from her courts, no banners of ceremony or garlands of wealth. Rather, ravens lined her high walls and perched, unbothered, atop her pillars. At her feet, row after row of buildings, flat and bent over as if in genuflection, but on their rooftops, crows instead of sentries, snow instead of Snow. It was silent; the moaning of the wind the only sound save the creak of leather and the crunch of heavy feet, and the realization struck him like a fist. 
 
    It was empty.  
 
    In fact, he realized that he had not seen people at all on this road since the Celestial Mountain Gate. Now, as they rode through the city in the shadow of the palace, he looked around at the houses with their dark windows and darker birds. Golden pillars blackened with age, doors closed, chimneys sealed. It was a strange sensation, and sad, for he knew he was looking at a city of ghosts.  
 
    Lha’Lhasa, table of the Ancestors and home of all the Empires of the World, sat abandoned by her people, little more than a whisper on the wind. He glanced down at Kerris on the back of his mountain pony, only to see the same questions on his brother’s face. If Lha’Lhasa was empty, what did it mean for the Capuchin Council? And more importantly, where was the thin-legged monk leading them and why? 
 
    The monk raised a hand and the entire party came to a halt. He looked to his left. He looked to his right. He folded his legs and dropped to the ground, laying the lantern to rest upon the stones. Immediately, the Snow guards formed their horses in a circle around them, locking them in a prison stronger than iron. Swords were held across their thighs, although the blades were nowhere near as sharp as the eyes. 
 
    “Are we having a break?” asked Kerris but the monk did not move. “Li?”  
 
    Yamashida swiveled in the saddle, nodded swiftly but not surely. If Kirin hadn’t been riding with the man for weeks, he might have missed the furrowed brow and tense shoulders, might have misread the clenched jaw for determination and not confusion. This man was a General in the Chi’Chen army but clearly, he was as puzzled as a new recruit at the sight of their holiest of cities left to waste in the white Chi’Chenguan sun. 
 
    “Right,” said Kerris and he slid off his pony to pull out his pack. “Since we’ve had no food in days, I think I’ll have tea.” 
 
    “Oh tea!” sang the Scholar and she too slid from the back of her horse, bringing the baby along with her. “You might have tea too, dearest Kylan. Would that be fine with you, ‘Rah? We can make it with extra milk and honey.” 
 
    Atop the back of her night-black mare, the Alchemist smiled down at her.  
 
    “Of course,” she said. 
 
    Soon, a small fire was burning and a pot bubbled with brewing chai. Kerris had been right. While the tea was welcome, it did not begin to dull the angry teeth inside their bellies. And so, they waited for the monk, some sitting, some standing, all wrestling with their own thoughts. For his part, Kirin wished the city held more than ravens.  
 
    Cup in hand, Kerris ambled over to stand beside him. A smile was fixed on his face, but it was a knife. The Snow were always watching and Kirin had no faith that they were unlearned in Imperial. 
 
    “This is very odd, Kirin,” Kerris said quietly. “The Emperor assured me that we would have a reception with the Capuchin Council.” 
 
    “But where, Kerris?” Kirin asked, also quietly. “Did he say where?” 
 
    “Lha’Lhasa. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    There was a footfall and they looked up to see the Khargan. He did not drink tea. 
 
    “This be wrong,” he growled. “That city too clean.” 
 
    “Too clean?” asked Kirin. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “No smell of death. No smell of life. Just ravens and lies.”  
 
    Kirin released a cleansing breath. As much as he was a soldier, he was a diplomat, and this raised many questions about the state of the Eastern Kingdom. He cast his eyes to the mountains, certain that he saw the glint of steel. He studied the troops, flanking them like prisoners. Surely they would have been killed before opening the Celestial Mountain Gate had that been their aim. No, they were being taken somewhere. He could only hope it would involve the Capuchin Council. They would either have an explanation for the Emperor’s false orders, or their disregard of his true ones. But could anything possibly explain Lha’Lhasa? 
 
    Seated cross-legged on the stony ground, Fallon cradled the baby in her arms. 
 
    “Oh not to worry, dear Kylan,” she said in a singsong voice. “It’s just the funny way of monkeys. They like to make a big show out of things when, really, everything is just very simple. Monkeys don’t like simple, despite what they tell you.” 
 
    The baby smiled at her, flailed his little fists. 
 
    “He wants moving,” said Naranbatar. “Too much time in arms.” 
 
    “Well then, let’s give him some freedom,” said Fallon and she lowered the child onto the stones between them. He rocked back and forward in an attempt at a crawl. His tufted tail lashed behind him and the young dog smiled, entranced. 
 
    The scent of incense floated down as the Alchemist knelt beside her, holding a clay pot in her long, strong hands. 
 
    “You have not touched your tea,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, yah, I know,” said Fallon. “I’m not really feeling up to it right now. I’m too hungry and when you put tea in a hungry belly, sometimes things don’t end up so well. Take it from me!” 
 
    And she laughed to herself. 
 
    “This is special tea,” said Sherah, and she filled the Scholar’s tin cup with a golden-green brew. “For your condition.” 
 
    “My condition?” Fallon’s head snapped up. “What? Am I sick?” 
 
    “Not yet.” The Alchemist smiled. “Your belly is not only hungry.” 
 
    “What? Why? How? What?” 
 
    Suddenly, her emerald eyes grew round. 
 
    “Oh! Do you think…?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Wow, really? Again? So soon…?” 
 
    “Your children are weaned and your husband is eager.” 
 
    I am destined to have more kittens with the woman I love. 
 
    Fallon let out a puff of breath.  
 
     “It’s not a good time. I mean, Ancestors and politics and strategies and war...” 
 
     The earth kills everything. 
 
    “Oh mother…” She bit her lip. “Do you believe in destiny, ‘Rah?” 
 
    “Destiny is Dharma’s gift, sister.” The Alchemist lowered her eyes. “But she is a cruel mistress. We may have fate without destiny if we defer her for too long.” 
 
    We’re not going to die here. 
 
     “Fate without destiny,” said the tigress. “That’s sad.” 
 
    “It is yuanfen. For those who do not find redemption.” 
 
    And the cheetah pushed the tea into the tigress’ hands.  
 
    “Drink.” 
 
    She rose to her feet and slipped back to the fire. Fallon cupped the brew in both hands, letting the heat radiate into her palms and up her wrists. She glanced over to her husband, watched him rub his arm and chest. It was affecting him, draining him, wearing him down.  
 
    We’re not going to die here. 
 
    But what if he did? 
 
    Numbly, she let her eyes wander over to the baby as he crawled toward the young dog. 
 
    “See?” said Rani, catching her eye. “He happy now.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, forced a smile over her tea. “Happy.” 
 
    Beside them the Alchemist tended the fire and hummed to herself in strange, exotic keys. 
 
    Finally, after what seemed like hours, the monk stood up. He picked up the lantern with his long tail and began to walk. The flanking Snow grunted and gestured with their weapons. 
 
    “They don’t need to do that, Li,” said Kerris. “We’re not prisoners.” 
 
    “Protocol,” grumbled Yamashida. “We are unknown, and therefore, suspicious.” 
 
    “Diplomacy needs protocol,” said Kirin as he mounted his horse. “But it also needs respect. There is no honour in neglecting that.” 
 
    “The Snow are ruled by honour.” 
 
    “Your Snow are,” he said. “But these?” 
 
    “All Snow. It is our way.” 
 
    “I look forward to seeing that proven, then.” 
 
     Yamashida frowned but mounted his weary horse. Together, they followed the thin-legged monk once more until the city of ghosts was far behind them and the mountains rose up sharply on all sides.  
 
    The sun was waning now, laying her thin yellow head onto a pillow of mountains and Kirin wondered if she were old here in the Eastern Kingdom. He had rarely seen an old monkey. They lived with youthful faces and young pelts until suddenly, they were ancient. Their coats went grey and their hairless faces puckered like withered apples, and he wondered if it was because of the old, Eastern sun. 
 
    Yet another hour and the Chi’Chenguan Valley angled southeast. Curiously, the monk angled southwest toward the surrounding mountains, and Kirin felt his pulse quicken, fought the keen of his fingers for the hilt of his sword. The flat stone of the riverbed gave way to steep cliffs rising up with unnatural precision. As they entered the shadows, the air grew colder still.  
 
    “Metal,” Kerris hissed. “Ancestral metal.” 
 
    “On the mountains?” 
 
    “In them.” The grey lion breathed deeply as if tasting the air. “And water. Steam. Boiling water. Fire, water and metal.” 
 
    Kirin breathed deeply, noticing the scent on the wind. He had smelled it once before, in the box canyon of Hiran. There, hot springs had filled the air with the smell of eggs. Here, there was just a hint, low and murmuring under the breeze. 
 
    “This is a very old place,” said Kerris. 
 
    In fact, it was golden. 
 
    The sky was golden, the mountains were golden, the stones of the riverbed golden. It was hard to tell them apart now with the setting of the sun. Thin air and low light called all things together, and Kirin could understand how this was truly the cradle of the world where everything had been born. The elements blended with unnatural ease – stone became sky, river became earth. He was glad he was riding, for to walk would necessitate knowing where one’s feet were, and in this golden light, he had little hope that they would stand. 
 
    Suddenly and without warning, the monk stopped. 
 
    Cliffs towered above them now, rising above the plain in an almost unbroken line. Sheer cliffs of snow and shale, ice and slate. The squadron of Snow halted, flanking them on both sides as the party came to a stop. For their part, the horses were grateful. 
 
    The monk raised the lantern, its flame flickering in the mountain wind and he turned to them. For the first time all day, Kirin saw his face. 
 
    Black skin, creamy pelt, eyes as shiny as raindrops. The hat was pulled down low on his forehead, and his torso was wrapped in many layers of wool. But legs and feet were bare, apparently unaffected by the brutal cold. He stamped one foot on the ground once, twice, three times, cast his shiny eyes across the party assembled before him. They came to rest on Kirin. 
 
    “Shogun-General of the Upper Kingdom,” said the monk. His voice was high and thin, like the sound of wind through grass. “You wish to speak to the Capuchin Council.” 
 
    So informal, thought Kirin. Diplomacy needed respect. He chose to remain in the saddle, emphasizing the point. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “It is no easy task. They are the Rising Suns but look, the old sun is setting.” 
 
    Behind him, Kerris drew in a sharp breath. ‘Rising Sun’ was the term for the Eastern Empire, often reserved for the Emperor himself. To say ‘the old sun is setting’ was an insult. Politics, he thought. Another clue for the Lost City of Lha’Lhasa.  
 
    “The Capuchin Council,” he began. “What would they have me do, sidalord monk?” 
 
    “Prove your worth,” said the monk. “Find them.” 
 
    Kirin studied him, his small serious face, his furry hat and bare feet. It was a puzzle and Kirin was weary of puzzles. He was weary of games; he was weary of secrets; he was weary of the unnecessary wiles of clever men. He swung down from his horse, one hand coming to rest on the hilt of the katanah as he moved to stand before the monk. A charge ran through the Snow but he ignored them, kept his eyes locked on the small man. He was the size of a Sacred, barely reaching his chest. He could crush his skull with one hand. 
 
    “Kerris,” he said, not looking. “What does the earth tell you?” 
 
    “The proof falls to you, Shogun-General,” said the monk. “Not a insignificant cat on an irritable pony.” 
 
    Kerris laughed. Kirin shook his head. 
 
    “That ‘insignificant cat’ is your Emperor’s Kaidan, monk.  He could find your Council in two heartbeats or less.”  
 
    “Forgive my disrespect,” said the monk, bowing. “Kaidan is revered by the Capuchin Council and a hero to the people of the Rising Suns.” 
 
    “I have none of the gifts that Kaidan has,” Kirin continued. “He speaks the language of the elements. I do not.” 
 
    He took a long, deep, cleansing breath. 
 
    Duty 
 
    He turned to his party, still seated on their horses. 
 
    “I have none of the gifts of my companions. Not the intellect of the Scholar, or the heightened senses of the Khargan, or the mystical powers of the Alchemist. All I have is Bushido, the way of the warrior and yet, this is a mission of peace.” 
 
    “You have everything you need,” said the monk. 
 
    Respect 
 
     “I do, in fact,” said Kirin. “For I have you. You yourself are the only clue and so, I must put myself in your shoes. Except that you have none.” 
 
    The monk smiled. 
 
    Swiftly, Kirin slipped the kabuto from his head, feeling his scalp prickle with the cold. He tucked the helm under his arm and stepped forward to stand directly behind the monk, towering over him. He cast his eyes out over the Chi’Chenguan Way, the mountains that rose up all around it. Breathed in the cold, golden air, welcomed it into his very heart where the Bushido lived, centered and strong. 
 
    Curiosity 
 
     “You bring us through an empty city,” he began. “Only to make us wait for hours just outside of it. The Council is not in Lha’Lhasa.” 
 
    The monk said nothing. 
 
    Certainty 
 
    “The Chi’Chenguan Way continues southeast but you have brought us southwest to a place where the air smells of metal, and the elements bleed like ink. The Council is not in the Chi’Chenguan Way.” 
 
    The monk grunted, clearly enjoying the game. For his part, Kirin wished it to be over. 
 
    Discipline 
 
    “You made us wait a specific length of time,” he said. “So that we would reach this place at sundown and not earlier. That is significant.” 
 
    He heard the Scholar gasp. 
 
    Honesty 
 
    “The sun rises in the east, but as you said, the old sun is setting. So we must not look to the west but to the east where the new sun rises…” 
 
    Destiny 
 
    He did. They all did. The cliffs towered over them, painted a glimmering gold from the setting of the sun. It was nothing but rock and stone and shadow and wind. Wind, billowing and buffeting as if flowing around one thing and through another. 
 
    The only glass you can polish is your own. 
 
    He looked down at the monk in his furry hat and bare legs. The man’s dewy eyes weighed on him, expecting failure, hoping for it. 
 
    Courage 
 
     Kirin lifted his boot, brought it down on the earth once, twice, three times, just as the monk had done earlier.  
 
    There was a flicker to his left and in the stretching shadow, Kirin could see a sliver of light dancing upon the rock. It had been impossible to see from his former position. 
 
    Integrity 
 
    “This mountain,” he continued. “Is unnatural. Am I right, Kaidan?” 
 
    “It’s Ancestral,” said his brother. “Nothing involving the Ancestors is natural.” 
 
    Again, Kirin looked down at the monk. The man smiled at him now, revealing very few teeth. As unpleasant as it was, he had to admit, it was a welcome change from all the frowns. 
 
    Mercy 
 
    Kirin turned and began to walk, keeping his eyes fixed on the flashing of the light. The sliver became a blade, a slim flickering slice in the rock of the mountain. It beckoned as surely as it warned. 
 
     “Look there,” yelped Fallon from the horses. “There! Can you see? It’s a crevasse, but hidden like an illusion!”  
 
    Hope 
 
    As he approached, it seemed to materialize out of the solid rock. A high narrow opening that folded inward, forming a trail into the mountainside, wide enough to accommodate several men marching side by side. Deeper in, he could see that the slice was a mirror several stories high, turning on great cogs and reflecting light into the entrance and down the dark sheltered trail. He looked up. High above he could see the Snow with bows drawn all along the cliff face, some on ridges, some in what appeared to be windows, camouflaged by stone, and fabric painted to look like stone.  
 
    Honour 
 
    The Virtues of Bushido. 
 
    “Magic,” came the voice of the new Khargan. 
 
    “Ancestors,” said Kerris. 
 
    Kirin paused, looked back. 
 
    “Shin Sekai,” the monk called out to him. “Welcome to the New World.” 
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    The crevasse opened gradually, allowing the great mirror to illuminate the cliff sides with reflected light. Gold flickered across the stones at their feet and up to the Snow watching from above. The device was massive – easily three stories high and as they neared, Fallon could see it pulled to swivel on a track with gears and pulleys. Similar to the Celestial Mountain Gate, she reckoned, and she wondered if it were also leftover from the Ancestors. First the Gate, then Lha’Lhasa, now this. She had been right earlier. Monkeys never liked simple things. 
 
    Oh, how she wished for simple things now. 
 
    The Alchemist had said she was pregnant. It was possible. In fact, the more she turned it over in her mind, the more it made sense. She had weaned the twins months ago, so the timing was right. She had just put the fatigue down to weeks of winter but the symptoms were the same. Sireth benAramis had promised her six and she stole a glance at her husband riding beside her. In the mirror-light, his face was gold on one side, deep shadow the other. Sun, moon and stars all rolled into one. He would be either thrilled or terrified, and at a time like this, he could afford to be neither. 
 
    How would she tell him? 
 
    She fought the tightness of her chest. This was her path. She had chosen it on the shores of Ana’thalyia when he’d sung the Song of the Osprey and she’d agreed to marriage. She would fight the sinking dread and rising panic, and find the way of hope and life and wonder. 
 
    She wasn’t a warrior, but she had a code all the same. 
 
    Slowly, silently, the party of cats, horses, monkeys, and dogs passed by the mirror-device, their reflections twisting and bending as they went. Its bronzed surface was warped by cold and pitted by age. Figures in hooded robes tended the device, angling the gears, adjusting the plates, hauling the cables. They were bulky and a little larger than the Snow, and Fallon frowned at the sight of a white muzzle poking out from beneath one of the hoods.  
 
    She leaned across her saddle. 
 
    “Kerris-your-name-was,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Love of my life,” he answered, just as quietly. 
 
    “Is that a bear?” 
 
    He followed her gaze as the figure leaned down to pull a cable. The hands were wide and black with great long claws emerging from the fingers like those of dogs or bears. The snout was distinctly bear-like and her husband looked up from the back of his pony.  
 
    “It can’t be Gowrain,” he said. “The Snow wouldn’t allow even one bear anywhere near the Council.”  
 
    “So what is it?” she said.  
 
    “That’s a good question. I suspect we’ll find out once we reach the city.” 
 
    “Curious,” she said and she craned her neck to look behind them as the mirror groaned, angling on its track to throw more light on the trail ahead of them. There was movement on a ledge high above and she narrowed her eyes. While it was impossible to see anything other than rolling gears and straining cords, she could have sworn there was another robed creature watching her from the ledge. It had a wide white face and large sad shadows for eyes but it slipped away into the dark gold of sunset.  
 
    She was glad Naranbataar still had the weapon strapped to his back. Bears were lethal, the Snow even more so, but nothing in all the world could compare to the Breath of the Maiden. They would be safe as long as they had the Maiden. 
 
    She sat back, trying to still the racing of her thoughts. Perhaps it was a race of Chi’Chen that she simply wasn’t familiar with. Perhaps it was a type of bear that had joined their fates to those of monkeys. Perhaps it was a new creature entirely. She’d always been told she had an active imagination but then again, she was very tired. Sunset, exhaustion, and gigantic mirrors changed things.  
 
    Movement up ahead and the sheer walls flickered as from firelight. Suddenly, the crevasse opened like a flower blooming to life, revealing a night market of tents and flapping stalls. Lanterns swung from ornate carved posts; fire pits threw light and heat in every direction; the smell of sweet grass and roasting vegetables set her mouth to water. It was a city in a canyon, surrounded by sheer cliffs that became one with the black night sky.  
 
    “Shin Sekai,” she breathed. “The New World.” 
 
    As they rode into the heart of the canyon-city, she could see monkeys of all races working even this late into the evening. Black faces and white pelts, grey faces and golden pelts, blue faces and orange pelts. Big noses, tufted eyebrows, tiny mouths, moustaches; they were all so different. Some were cooking over open fires, others tending large kilns. Others wove intricate patterns with very fine wool, using feet and tails to help with the tasks. All stopped to gape as the horses passed by.  
 
    Once again, the monk raised a hand and the party pulled to a halt in front of a cluster of kilns. The Snow surrounded them like a river around a rock. 
 
    “Wait,” said the monk, and he hobbled off, disappearing in the shadows thrown by the tents.  
 
    A war raged between black night and firelight, and Fallon gazed up at the cliffs surrounding the city. Out of the mountains themselves, light beamed out from long horizontal stripes. Within those stripes, figures stood, watched, moved. She realized that, like the monastery of Sha’Hadin and the Cliff of a Thousand Eyes, the very mountains surrounding Shin Sekai were inhabited. Homes were carved directly into the rock, their rooms open without window or glass. 
 
    A crowd had gathered around them, surrounding even the Snow. Half shadow, half gold, it was strangely oppressive. A young Chi’Chen pressed its face against its mother’s leg but peered at her through the firelight. The mother tapped her thigh and the child scrambled up her body like a tree, wrapping its arms around her neck as if home. Fallon smiled, thinking of Soladad and Kirin, their bright eager eyes and tiny catching claws. Suddenly her heart ached for her children, so far away, and her hand moved to her belly. Six grey striped kittens. Life was so different with even two, and she wondered when she would feel the next pair growing inside.  
 
    Would she tell him? 
 
    Finally, the monk returned with a taller man dressed in robes of blue-dyed wool. His shiny eyes searched the party to fall upon Yamashida alone. The General dismounted his horse and they all followed suit. After so long in the saddle, the ground felt strange under her feet. 
 
    “I am Tomi Moto,” said the man in blue robes. “First Minister of the Rising Suns.” 
 
    He did not bow. Neither did Yamashida. 
 
    “We have been commanded to meet the Capuchin Council,” the General said. “By the only Sun in the Sky, Emperor Hiro Watanabe himself. I am Li Yamashida, General of the Army of Winding Rivers that winds no more. This is Kirin Wynegarde-Grey, First Shogun-General of the Upper Kingdom, Khanmaker, and Commander of the Nine Thousand Dragons.” 
 
    A murmur went through the people. 
 
    Yamashida turned, gestured to Long-Swift and the man stepped forward. Behind the blue robes, the people stepped back.  
 
    “Swift Khan Sumalbaykhan, Khargan of the Lower Kingdom, Ruler of the Chanyu. With him is his first wife Sherah al Shiva of Pol’Lhasa’s courts.” 
 
    “Second,” said Swift. Compared to the man in blue robes, his voice was like grinding stones. “She is second wife, but first Khanil of the Chanyu.” 
 
    Moto bowed, ever so slightly. 
 
    “My mistake. Esteemed Khanil Sherah al Shiva.”  
 
    Baby on hip, Sherah smiled cryptically, swaying like a cobra rising from a basket. 
 
    The Chi’Chen crowd exchanged glances. Odd, thought Fallon, but not surprising. She had been wrong to assume only cats were influenced by caste and race.  
 
    “We are honoured to be in such company,” said Yamashida, inviting Kerris forward. “And this is our own dear and legendary Kaidan, first ambassador between the Kingdoms and truest friend of the Chi’Chen.” 
 
    Fallon felt her heart swell with pride. Kerris was more than they knew, more than he knew, and far more than any of the Empires deserved. She loved him so very much. 
 
    She would not tell him. Not yet. 
 
    Yamashida waved a hand at her. 
 
    “This is his wife, the Lightning.” 
 
    She swallowed as all eyes fell upon her, smiled an awkward little smile, waved an awkward little wave.  
 
    Moto looked back to Yamashida. 
 
    “Shin Sekai is a community of peace and order,” Moto said. “All are welcome to bask in the light of the Rising Suns.” 
 
    She could see Yamashida’s jaw set. He said nothing. 
 
    “But tonight,” Moto continued. “You must eat and sleep. In the morning, you will rise to begin three days of ritual cleansing before you will be ushered into the presence of the Rising Suns. If you are in accord, you are welcome. Otherwise, we bid you go on the winds of the Snow.” 
 
    She bit her lip now. The threat was unmistakable, but the mention of food and sleep easily overshadowed it. 
 
    “We accept your terms,” said Kirin in Chi’Chen. “With honour.” 
 
    The man smiled but without his eyes. He did not nod. 
 
    “There is also a very large army,” Kirin continued. “Three days beyond your northern border. The Nine Thousand Dragons is comprised of cats, monkeys, dogs and horses. We humbly ask that you send as much food as you can to care for them. It is a unified force still driven by its stomach.” 
 
    “I am proud to inform you that the moment you crossed under the Celestial Mountain Gate, rations were sent out to the Nine Thousand Dragons,” said Moto. “Such a force, so close to our borders, might be viewed as an act of aggression. Feeding such a force, so close to our borders, might therefore be viewed as an act of good will.” 
 
    “It will be viewed as such.” 
 
    “I am honoured.” 
 
    And he stomped his feet three times. Six sylph-like girls moved towards them, bowed with knees and clasped hands. Their hair was pulled back into low knots and long beaded braids fell from locks at their temples. They wore woven bracelets, golden collars and kimonohs of wool. Fallon smiled, remembering Emperor Watanabe’s daughters, how delicate, beautiful and wild they were. 
 
    “Follow,” said Moto. “The Moonflowers will show you to your levels. There, Others Not-Flowers will assist your preparations.” 
 
    “Moonflowers,” Fallon whispered to herself. Chi’Chen was a pretty language, with as much spoken in tone, pitch and cadence as in word. She looked back at the woman with the baby. This was not a Moonflower. No, this woman would be an Oakbranch or a Waterstone or Rockwood. Lovely language, Monkey. 
 
    “The Snow,” Moto continued, “Will take your horses.”  
 
    The guards moved forward toward the horses. The dogs growled and even Naranbataar laid back his ears as the monkeys wove between them like threads. 
 
    “Take care of him,” Fallon said as a guard moved to take her rein. “I’ve lost so many horses these last two years. I really don’t want to lose another. It’s very bad for my reputation among horses. They’re such gossips and telltales.” 
 
    The man stared at her. She tried to smile but he turned his back, dragging her horse behind him as he disappeared into the shadow of the mountain. 
 
    Quiz grumbled as a guard moved toward him. The pony wore no bridle and therefore had no rein to take. The man thought for a moment before sliding a bamboo staff from the straps on his back. He tapped the pony’s haunch and Quiz squealed, small ears laid flat against his head.  
 
    “Don’t, my friend,” said Kerris to the monkey. “He doesn’t like sticks.” 
 
    The man stared for only a moment before tapping the pony’s haunch once again. 
 
     Quiz snapped his teeth, narrowly missing the man’s curved tail. 
 
    Fallon’s heart thudded in her chest as lightning cracked across the night sky and thunder echoed through the canyon.  
 
    “I said don’t,” Kerris repeated. “Or your stick will become a lightning rod and you will have a very sore arm in the morning. If, in fact, you still have one.” 
 
    “Li,” growled Kirin. “The honour of the Snow?” 
 
    Yamashida spoke and the guard stepped away, slid the staff across his back. Kerris smiled again and bent down, pressed his face into Quiz’s mane. 
 
    “Go on, now,” he said. “Go with the others. Keep them safe and bite that bugger hard if he hits you again.” 
 
    The mountain pony grumbled but joined the herd, taking one final snap at the guard as he went.  
 
    “Marvelous thing, lightning,” said Kerris and the sky rumbled one last time above their heads.  
 
    “To your levels,” said Moto. “Meals and beds await.” 
 
    The Moonflowers turned and shuffled out of the heart of the city, carrying little fans in their tails as they went. Too weary to protest, the party followed and as they made their way through the tents and firepits. Fallon threw one last glance back to the woman with the baby. She was gone but at the roaring, blazing mouth of the kiln, there was a silhouette working the bellows. It turned its face and for a brief moment, their eyes met before it turned back to the kiln and the fire. 
 
    “Meals and bed, luv,” said Kerris. He reached out his hand and she hurried to take it. As she fell in at his side, she tried to still her racing heart, certain now that she had not been mistaken or imagining or daydreaming.  
 
    No, neither monkeys nor life were that simple any more. 
 
    There were Gowrain in the New World. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No,” said Ursa. “Not all Nine Thousand. There would never be enough food.” 
 
    The War Council nodded, but she knew they weren’t listening. Seven men of wisdom and knowledge, experience and power – the War Council of Pol’Lhasa sat on cushions around a low table and had heard not one word she’d said during the debriefing. Not one word on the Army of Blood, the Oracles of Jia’Khan, or the Battle on the Field of One Hundred Stones. Barely a glimmer of interest when she described the weapon called Maiden that blew holes in stones like a needle through cloth. No, all eyes were fixed on her husband as he knelt before them in the learner’s pose, eyes closed, hands draped loosely in his lap. 
 
    He had said nothing for four hours and the War Council was at a loss. Her husband was now inarguably the most powerful man in the Kingdom – Last Seer of Sha’Hadin and newly appointed First Mage of Agara’tha. The Empress had accepted his insolence where others would have been beaten within an inch of their life. Not only accepted it but called him hero and praised him from the wooden seat in the company of the entire court. Sireth benAramis, he of the spotted hands and tufted tail, he with the voice of a lion and the beard of a mountain cat, gypsy and priest, Brahmin and untouchable, had changed the world by his very existence. Truthfully, Ursa didn’t know whether to be proud or terrified. 
 
    And so she had answered as best as she could their milk-toast questions regarding the Army of Blood, the new Shogun-General, the uneasy alliance of Upper, Eastern and Lower Kingdoms, along with the bloody appointment of a new Khan. She had deliberately left out the pair of interracial marriages. Yahn Nevye and Jalair Naranseteg were not important enough to warrant mentioning. However, she debated sharing the fact that the Khargan’s new wife was a cheetah. It would come up soon enough if the Alchemist had her way. 
 
    “Very well,” said Chancellor Ho and she raised her eyes to meet his yellow gaze. “I believe that the War Council is satisfied for now. Am I correct, Minister Singh? Minister Chow-Chirac?” 
 
    “The Major has been most thorough,” said Minister Singh, a sleek leopard in green robes. 
 
    “Most thorough,” echoed Minister Chow-Chirac, a lion in General’s armor. “However, I would have liked to have heard from her husband.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Minister Ardahvan, a cheetah with a twisted lip. “A War Council is no place for meditations or prayers.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” said Sireth benAramis, his first words since being ushered into the room and she cursed him under her breath. “It is the perfect place for it.” 
 
    And for the first time in four hours, he opened his eyes, brown as a carob bean, brown as the earth.  
 
    Unnatural. 
 
    “You are new to me,” her husband continued, “As I am to you. We are both curious, are we not? It is to be expected.”  
 
    Slowly, he rose to his feet, towering over the men as they sat on their cushions, their papers and plans, brushes and inkpots strewn across the low table. She felt a charge sweep through the room and her hand twitched, wishing it could move from its place behind her back to the hilt of her sword where it belonged. 
 
    “Our Empress has admitted to spies in the palace. I serve the Empress, so how best to do so than to scry the spies from their holes in high places.” 
 
     “And have you been scrying officers and servants in the entire palace these last hours, sahidi?” asked Ho. “Or have you been scrying us?” 
 
    “Both,” he said. “But mostly you. I am the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin. I must be careful with my trust.”  
 
    Her heart thudded at his words and she fought to contain it. He was bold to the point of foolishness and she prayed they would leave the War Room together and alive.  
 
    “And?” said Chow-Chirac. “What are your conclusions, oh Esteemed Last Seer of Sha’Hadin?” 
 
    “Those are insights best shared with the Empress herself,” he said. 
 
    “Your insolence is unbecoming,” said Ardahvan. “You should advise the War Council of your visions, so we may best chart the course of the Empire.” 
 
    “My insolence is a result of my personality,” he said. “I am a difficult man. Ask my wife if you doubt.” 
 
    Her fingers curled, keening for steel. 
 
    “We do not doubt,” said Ho and he leaned forward, steepled white fingers under his chin. “But tell us, are there spies among us, sahidi?” 
 
    “Perhaps we are the spies?” asked Singh. 
 
    “Or are we noble servants of the Empire?” asked Chow-Chirac. 
 
    He was thinking, she could tell, weighing what he knew against what he feared and choosing words that would defend both. She did not envy him his position, and yet, he never made it easier. 
 
    “We are an Empire on the verge of war,” he started. “And you are all servants to the core. Some serve the Empress firstly, some the integrity of our Empire, and others the code of Bushido. I can assure you that, from what I have seen, all serve what they believe to be the best interests of the Kingdom.”  
 
    She could have sworn she heard each man release a cleansing breath. Ho sat back. 
 
    “You have answered wisely,” he said. “But carefully, as to avoid the question.” 
 
    “As you have said.” He raised a brow. “Wisely.”  
 
    She would have hit him, had there not been officers in the room. 
 
    “Tell me,” said Ho and he aimed his little flat face directly at the Seer’s. “Are there spies in Pol’Lhasa?” 
 
    “Spies, operatives, lookouts, informants, it is all the same,” said her husband. “You all have people watching other people, bringing you information in ways outside official channels. You, Minister Ardahvan, have three calligraphers reporting to you on the activity of Minister Singh. Minister Singh has a lieutenant and a captain who slip him Minister Chow-Chirac’s sentry patterns every night along with his tea, and Minister Chow-Chirac has his hand in deep in the pocket of Minister Juan Jing-Carlos at the School of One Hundred Thoughts. Their Scholars are everywhere in the Palace. And Chancellor Ho…” 
 
    He stopped himself and she was glad. Ho’s nails were digging into his knuckles and she knew it would be moments before a bead of blood stained the white. It was as much threat as it was terror. Sireth smiled. 
 
    “Chancellor Ho’s cleverness behind the scenes have made it so that the Empire has a new Shogun-General and a new First Mage of Agara’tha. I am here, instead of Jet barraDunne, and for that, I am grateful.” 
 
    And to her surprise, he bowed. Just a little. 
 
    Ho relaxed his grip. Blood was averted for now, if not for long. 
 
    “So, if we may take our leave,” the Seer continued. “My wife and I are exhausted. We have recently returned from the Plains of Tevd and have had only hard ground and Wall stone as a bed in all that time.” 
 
    “You have a commission to take up,” said Ho. 
 
    “And we’ll be leaving in the morning. But first, a good long night in a soft bed. The Empress has arranged it.” 
 
    “I have arranged it, sahidi,” said Ho. “There is no spare room in the Palace but the Room of Enlightened Shadows should be adequate for one night. No bed, but cushions on the floor should suffice for one accustomed to austerity.”” 
 
    “Again, you have my thanks.” 
 
    “It is my duty.” 
 
    “And you do it so well.” He smiled at them all. “Good night, esteemed friends. As the newest member of the War Council, I look forward to many lively conversations in the future.” 
 
    And with that, he swept from the Council Room with theatrical flair, a Leopard Guard holding the door for him as he went. She fell in at his side, happy to find her hands on the hilt of her swords, home. 
 
    “Well?” she growled.  
 
    He did not look at her, kept his face forward as he walked. 
 
    “This place is filled with spies and hassassins,” he said under his breath. “We need to leave at once.” 
 
    “But the Empress?” she snapped. “I promised three lessons.” 
 
    “We’re taking her with us.” 
 
    He was a long way off before she realized that she had stopped dead in her tracks. Sacrilege, Blasphemy, Treason, Laying Hands on the Royal Person. The list of crimes rolled through her head. They would be dead before they left Pol’Lhasa, and swiftly, brutally. There would be no honour in their deaths. She wondered if they would kill the Empress. It would be the perfect time. There was already a Sacred kitten and Ho would be named Regent. It was madness. 
 
    Vain, mongrel, gypsy madness. 
 
    There is only desire and the sorrow that it brings. 
 
    She gripped the hilt of her swords and followed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was curious, Kirin thought, how the Moonflowers were so adept at separating them without using a single word. In fact, he thought they might just be more effective than the Snow in that regard. He wondered if the fans they carried were weapons, or if any of them had been trained to kill. 
 
    First, at the base of the mountain, Li Yamashida’s Snow were sent to the barracks by a mere glance of the eyes. Then up a flight of stone steps into a mountain very much like Sha’Hadin. But where Sha’Hadin’s steps were open to steep drops below, these were narrow and claustrophobic, with white stone pressing in on all sides. In fact, had he not been carrying his helm, the pheasant feather would have swept the ceilings clean.  
 
    The two leopards were led to a room where four Chi’Chen women waited at the open doorway with tea, hot towels and faces as hard as the stone. The leopards looked back once before disappearing through the door and Kirin wondered if he would see them again. 
 
    Leaving the dog soldiers next in a room much the same, they made their way up another set of stairs. Mirrors reflected light up and down the corridors, and had it been another day, he would have enjoyed studying them, but his belly was grumbling and the promise of sleep was far more compelling. Another sharp wall and they left Yamashida in a room with four women to tend him. The Moonflowers stopped at another door and gestured with barely an eyelash at Naranbataar. He was holding the baby and glanced from the Alchemist to the Moonflowers. 
 
    “No,” growled Long-Swift. “Jalair Naranbataar serve the Khan of Khans. We stay with him.” 
 
    Kerris translated, although Kirin wondered if Sherah al Shiva weren’t fluent in monkey. She could speak any and all languages, for all he knew. Nothing would surprise him regarding her.  
 
    The Moonflowers exchanged glances, gestured in their graceful way and the Khargan strode into the room. The four women chattered at the Moonflowers, clearly not willing to attend a party of three plus a baby. As they argued, the Alchemist slipped forward, taking the baby from Naranbataar’s arms, and followed her husband through the door. She paused, turned back, golden eyes gleaming from the young man to Kirin and back again. 
 
    “Come,” she said. “You serve the Khargan.” 
 
     Naranbataar stood up straight.  
 
    “I live to serve the Khan of Khans,” he said. 
 
    As he moved to follow the Khanil into the room, he paused and slipped the Maiden over his shoulder. He held it out to Kerris. 
 
    “Best with you,” he said. 
 
    “Right, then,” said Kerris. He took it, slid it across his back. 
 
    And with a swift nod, the young dog disappeared into the room. The Chi’Chen women threw up their hands and followed. Cats and Moonflowers moved on. 
 
    Curious, Kirin thought to himself, how his heart still twisted at the sight of Sherah taking his son away with the dogs. He should be beyond it. Above it, far removed from such familial matters. It was Ling, he told himself. She would never have the freedom to leave like that, to hike her child on a hip and just leave. He wondered if she would have the freedom to live once her baby was born. 
 
    “Kirin? You alright?” 
 
    Kerris leaned into him in an old way, a way from times gone by. Kirin smiled wearily. 
 
    “I’m fine, Kerris. It has been a very long year.” 
 
    “Year of the Dragon now,” his brother said. “Anything can happen.” 
 
    “Anything, indeed. I’d almost forgotten.” 
 
    “There are Gowrain in the city,” whispered the Scholar. “I saw two.” 
 
    “Gowrain?” said Kirin. 
 
    “They’re not our usual bears,” said Kerris. “Smaller, stockier, working alongside the Chi’Chen.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re slaves?” asked the Scholar.  
 
    Kirin grunted. It was possible. While Gowrain were fierce and powerful, the Snow were indomitable. There was little in all the world that could stand up to the Snow. 
 
    The Moonflowers stopped at another doorway. Four stony women stepped out. 
 
    “Our stop, I expect,” said Kerris. “I wonder if there are hot springs in here?” 
 
    “Do you think so?” asked his wife.  
 
    “Monkeys love hot springs,” said Kerris. “Both mountain and water are warring but the water is winning.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Fallon said.  
 
    Kirin shook his head. Nothing his brother and the Scholar said made sense to him. They lived on another cloud-layer above him, like Ancestors and dragons and women. 
 
    “Do you want to come with us?” asked the Scholar. “If they take you to another room, you’ll be all alone.” 
 
    “Alone with four monkey women,” grinned Kerris.  
 
    “Alone is good,” said Kirin. “I need to think.” 
 
    “Bushido?” said Fallon. 
 
    “Yes,” he lied. “Bushido.” 
 
    And with that, Scholar and Geomancer disappeared through the doorway, leaving him with the Moonflowers and the low ceiling. They turned and shuffled to the next doorway, where four women stood waiting with tea and hot towels and he wondered at the combination. 
 
    He bowed a small bow to the Moonflowers, who as one, bowed back before turning and shuffling away along the low corridor. He watched them go, marveling at the way they carried the little fans with their tails, wondered how tails like that could possibly have come into being. With that thought, he took a deep breath and entered the room. 
 
    The ceiling was just as low as the corridors – barely enough for his head and little else. The room was sparsely furnished and lit by a single lantern on a table set with food. Against a far wall, there was a blanket on the floor. No, not a blanket – he narrowed his eyes – a pelt of thick black and white fur. Bear, if the Scholar were to be believed. In the center of the room, water bubbled and boiled in a pit and the smell of eggs was very strong.  
 
    He glanced around the room, pausing at the sight of the far wall. It was missing. From floor to ceiling and as wide as two men lying head to toe, the room was open to the night sky. Despite the deep winter cold, the room was warm, and he realized that it was because of the water pit. It was remarkable engineering, and he wondered if it was designed by monkeys or Ancestors.  
 
    He crossed to stand in front of the open window-wall. Three stories below, the tent-city glowed with firepits, lanterns and kilns, throwing sparks up into the night sky, but the city was more than this. Light glowed from the surrounding mountains themselves, with hundreds of window-walls open to the occupants within. He could see monkeys reading by candlelight, monkeys eating at tables, talking in animated conversations, taking each other to bed. He could see monkeys reclining deep in their waterpits, heads barely visible as they soaked the pain of their lives away. Ordinary lives on view for everyone to see. 
 
    Shin Sekai. This was a new world indeed. 
 
    He shook his head, turned to find two of the four behind him. 
 
    “You are not Moonflowers,” he said in Chi’Chen. He wondered if he spoke with an accent, much the way monkeys and dogs did when they tried to speak Imperial. “What are you called?” 
 
    “Stonelilies,” said the woman. She held up a bolt of fabric. “Wear this. Your clothing is unclean. You must be clean before you eat.” 
 
    He glanced over at the table. Vegetables raw, roasted, and boiled in a variety of colourful dishes, and his belly grumbled again. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. For soldiers, hunger was a constant companion and once again, he thought of the Nine Thousand Dragons.  
 
    “Is there a place where I might remove my clothes?” he asked, not surprised when the only response was silence. “No? Here then. With your help. In front of you and this large open window.” 
 
    “The New World is a community of peace.” 
 
    “And considerable freedom,” he said. 
 
    They were waiting on him, for him to oblige, but the table was also waiting for him to indulge. Against the far wall, the bear pelt soft and thick, waiting for his head to lay in sleep. They were all waiting on him, just waiting, and he was so very tired. 
 
    He passed her the helm and reached for the buckle of his doh. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A peak towers over the others, one of sandstone and clay and empty walls rising to the skies. At the very top, an Ancient monastery, red-stained brick and cedar-beamed roof. Higher now to the beating of the wings, windows black and hollow like the spots on a jaguar’s pelt. Higher still, the landscape spreading far beyond, rocky and grey. Below, a lone hare racing from the shadow.  
 
    The owl spreads his wings behind his back, dropping his weight into his talons— 
 
    “Where are you taking us, cat?” 
 
    Yahn Nevye turned to find Balmataar directly behind him at the cliff’s edge, his bi-coloured eyes narrowed, his filthy hair rising on the mountain wind. He was taller than Nevye, for Nevye was only a jaguar and Balm was still growing. He was surprised the young man had restrained himself here at the cliff’s edge. One push and his rival would be gone, lost to the Scales of Khunlun and this valley with no name.  
 
    Unless of course, he lived. Shar Ma’uul had a habit of living. 
 
    “To the mountains beyond that snowfield,” he said. “Silence has seen a place that may suit the school.” 
 
    “School,” the young man grunted. “I thought you were raising an army.” 
 
    “Soldiers begin at the beginning,” said Nevye. “The Oracles are powerful but untrained. Training will make them more powerful.” 
 
    “It will make me more powerful.” 
 
    “It will, Balm.” 
 
    “Then I can kill you and take your woman.” 
 
    Nevye grunted. 
 
    “My woman has killed a Legion of soldiers,” he said. “You’d be dead before you moved a finger.” 
 
    The young man made a face. Clearly, he had not thought of Setse as anything but a girl. He had never seen her dance with a dagger. 
 
    “Maybe I kill you now,” Balmataar said, “And say that you fell.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t believe you,” said Nevye. “Besides, she is more powerful an Oracle than you. She sees into your black heart as we speak.” 
 
    The young man snarled but stepped back. Nevye could see the war on his face. He needed no Gift to aid him in that regard. 
 
    “Why do you fight us, Balmataar?” he asked. “Why not just leave, return to the village where we found you?” 
 
    “Because I’m going to burn that village,” snapped the Oracle. “I will go back and I will burn every gar. I will burn every fence, I will burn every man and woman until all that is left is ash and bone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Balm. We’ll not help you with that.” 
 
    And he moved to pass but Balmataar blocked him. 
 
    So young and full of himself. Or perhaps it was the anger. Life was difficult for Oracles of the Chanyu. Few of them were happy. He wondered if this was how he’d come across to Sireth benAramis so long ago. Angry and lost and looking for someone to blame. 
 
    “Hate lessens your power, Balmataar,” he said. “It compromises your mind and darkens your chi.” 
 
    “You talk too much, cat.”  
 
    “Step out of my way.” 
 
    “Make me.” 
 
    Nevye sighed. He used to be a soldier, wondered if three deaths had brought the skills back. When he was a soldier, two moves and the boy would be down; three and the valley would be fed with blood. Training the Chanyu was proving more difficult than either he or Setse had ever imagined.  
 
    He clasped his gloved hands together under his chin and the winds rose with them. 
 
    “Alchemy is change,” he said to himself as much as to Balmataar. “And change is Alchemy. I ask the air to change, to move faster and faster so that it pushes against the body of the boy with the golden eye. I touch the mind of the boy with the golden eye, press upon him with the force of my thoughts and he sees who I really am, the soldier from Keralah who is now both Alchemist and Seer, and he will step back because the air is so strong that it will push him from the mountain if he does not.” 
 
    The wind whipped Balm’s hair and hide coat like wings. His boots began to skid across the rock and he leaned forward, fighting to stay in place.  
 
    “He is not a foolish boy,” Nevye continued, “Merely angry, and he knows that to die today would be waste of his young life. But it will end if he does not move, for we have many Oracles more skilled than he and no one will miss him or even shed a tear for him, the boy with the golden eye.” 
 
    Balmataar snarled but stepped back, and back again. The winds died away. 
 
    “The udgan was right,” he growled. “You are tngri.” 
 
    “Perhaps I am,” said Nevye. “But a white one. Don’t make me call the black.” 
 
    He pushed past the boy. 
 
    “I will kill you!” Balmataar called after him. “I have seen it! I will learn your tricks, then I will kill you and I will be leader of the Oracles!” 
 
    He shook his head as he made his way across the rock, feeling the brush of Silence as he began his return from the mountain. The owl had a hare in his talons, so at least two of them could eat tonight. 
 
    He would make sure it would not be Balm. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Early morning and the baby is sleeping. Naranbataar can hear the Khargan making love to his feline wife, can hear every breath, every scrape, every sound as their bodies slide across each other and he tries not to listen. He has never had a woman. He has never known this pleasure. His life has been Setse, her care, her survival. Not this, never this. 
 
    He is serving the Khan of Khans but he doesn’t know how or why. He is proud of his position but in truth, he is only watching the baby and the baby is the son of the witch who is now Khanil of the Chanyu. It is a mystery but Naranbataar has lived with mystery his entire life. He is the brother of an Oracle. 
 
    In his sleep, Kylan lashes his tail. He will wake soon, looking for food. The witch has milk and that’s good. There has been little food in the mountains this winter and all the soldiers are hungry. He wonders where his sister is, if she is alive, if she is happy with the cat. He can imagine them now, just like the Khan and Khanil – different kingdoms, same bed. But he doesn’t want to imagine that. 
 
    The monkey women are waiting along the walls like statues. He wonders if that is all they do – wait. The food was prepared when they entered the room but it is all vegetables and dogs hate vegetables. The Khan has demanded meat but the monkey women just stare at him. He wonders if they will both die of hunger before the night is done. 
 
    There is quiet now from the Khan and Khanil and he knows they are finished. He wonders if it is possible for the witch to catch the Khargan’s seed and what a child might look like if it survived. Certainly nothing like Kylan, but then again, such a thing has never been done. Some things are different but truthfully, most are the same. 
 
    He doesn’t want to think about Setse and her lover. No girl’s brother ever does. 
 
    “I did not know you were married,” says the witch quietly. He thinks she is lying across the Khargan’s chest, but he doesn’t know and won’t look. 
 
    “Long time before,” says the Khargan. “Andetje. She died birthing a son many winters past.” 
 
    “I am sorry to hear of it.” 
 
    “Don’t be. Now I have you, Singer of Songs.” 
 
    “You are a good man, Long-Swift Sumalbaykhan,” she purrs. “I am proud to be your wife.” 
 
    “And I am proud to be your husband, Khanil of the People. Luck has smiled on me twice.” 
 
    “Hmmm. You are the only luck I have ever known.” 
 
    He grunts. “Maybe all you need.” 
 
    There is silence for a long moment.  
 
    “I wait for it to run dry. I fear that day.” 
 
    “Dogs know the dry times. We thrive there. They do not last.” 
 
    “One day, Dharma will call my name,” she says. “My true name and I must treat with her, pay for a life filled with dark bargains.” 
 
    There is a pause. 
 
    “My hands are not clean.” 
 
    “You cannot live with clean hands, Khanil. No one who lives can.” 
 
    “You do not believe in fate, husband?” 
 
    “The Chanyu do not believe in many things,” he says. “We have a saying. ‘I believe in sky and earth, in blood and birth, in war and strife, in moon and life and you.’” 
 
    “It is beautiful,” she purrs.  
 
    “And true.” 
 
    It is sealed by what Rani could only imagine is a kiss, followed again by noise. 
 
    He sighs, pulls the baby close to warm him. Is it so easy to love the enemy, he wonders, but then he realizes that he is holding a cat and his heart swells with the thought. He would die to protect this little cat, so perhaps the world is changing despite the protests. 
 
    All the while the monkey women wait, but he doesn’t wonder what they think. His lids close and he is lost in sleep without dreams. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jeffery Solomon sat up abruptly, blinking and looking around the Griffen’s cabin. Through the windows, clouds and red scrubland but all he can see are snatches of dreamstate, fleeting and surreal. Armand Dell eaten by kangaroos, the Griffen swallowed whole by sharks, Ward’s goggled cap disappearing in a pit of lava. It was a blessing, then, for such a restless sleep to be broken by the sound of the alarm. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Sengupta as she pushed up from her cot. “Why the alarm?” 
 
    “Dunno.” He pressed the wire at the base of his skull. “Ward? What’s up?” 
 
    “Contact.” 
 
    He blinked again, cursing these short bouts of sleep. But then, for a Sandman, anything less than a hundred years was short.  
 
    “Kalgoorlie?” 
 
    “Maybe. We got pinged. Something’s drawn a bead on us.” 
 
    “People, yes?” said Sengupta. “Human people?”  
 
    “I’ll come forward,” said Solomon and he rose from his cot, paused to check the taglines running from Dell’s feed. He was stable, but pale, and running a low-grade fever. 
 
    “How is he?” asked the linguist as she crossed the deck to join him. 
 
    “We may have to put his hand in stasis,” he said. “It’s not responding to the feed.” 
 
    “Stasis? Really? Isn’t that extreme?” 
 
    “Might be the best I can do until I get some proper meds,” he said. “Those ‘roos probably had something in their saliva that’s not a part of the old protocols.” 
 
    She bit her lip, looked down at the zoologist. 
 
    “Isn’t it awkward working with a hand in stasis?”  
 
    “Sure.” He shrugged. “If he actually worked...” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” she said.  
 
    “It’s Dell,” he said. 
 
    “You didn’t turn him away when he offered to come.” 
 
    “It was either let him come or let him get shipped north.” Solomon sighed. “But you’re right. I’m sorry. It’s not his fault he has no experience. None of us do.” 
 
    “Is he going to turn into an animal?” 
 
    Now it was his turn to bite his tongue. It also wasn’t her fault that she believed in monsters. Their entire compound had been fed mistruths to keep them suspicious, defensive and close to home. It was simply a natural use of a very natural fear. This was a new, unknown world now, with altogether new myths and legends, ripe for the making. 
 
    “No,” he said. “People don’t turn into animals.” 
 
    “They turn into something in-between, like your friends.” 
 
    He grinned wearily.  
 
    “Dell just needs to be more careful, that’s all.” 
 
    “If he turns into an animal,” she said. “I hope he’s a careful animal.”  
 
    And for the first time in a very long time, she smiled at him. 
 
    He turned and left the cabin. Naturally, Damaris Ward was in the cockpit, working her controls as though she were part of them. He wondered if she were as fearful as Sengupta but had a cockpit to keep her safe. Armour, he had realized over the years, came in many shapes and sizes. 
 
    “So?” he said. “We got pinged?” 
 
    “Yuh,” she said. “We passed an old C-spike two mits ago and it picked up. We’re pinging off something else and our trajectory is being hacked.” 
 
    “You have the CODA on?” 
 
    “I know my drills,” she growled.  
 
    “I know you do. Sorry.” He shook his head. Dell’s injury had made them all jumpy. “But you haven’t heard anything?” 
 
    “No,” she said, twisting the CODA plug inside her ear and passing it to him. “But we’re only assuming they have the same tek. Sit, Seven. You’re making me nervous.” 
 
    He did, taking the seat next to hers and sliding his feet into the locks. He felt the straps grow tight around his hips and thighs. He slipped the plug into his ear and she passed him a roll of glass. He spread it out on the console in front of him and immediately the Griffen’s surrounding area – below, above and 360 degrees rotation – sprang to hololife in front of him. There were two pips coming from the west. 
 
    “We are assuming they’re from Sandman 3, aren’t we?” 
 
    “That is the direction of Kalgoorlie,” she said.  
 
    “How far out?” 
 
    “Twenty klix or so,” she said. “But they’re not responding to the CODA.” 
 
    “Damn,” he grumbled. “We were down so long that there was bound to be glitches. I wonder—Whoa! You see that?” 
 
    “I do. Chest and neck. Now. Sengupta!” she called from the pit. “Strap in now!” 
 
    From the two pips, four more erupted like falling stars, and he looked out the narrow window onto grey sky and red scrub plains. Heavy clouds and witchetty bushes raced to the speed of his heart. 
 
    “I don’t see anything…” 
 
    “Whatever they are, they’re coming. I said chest and neck!” 
 
    He tugged at the chest-brace, felt it grow tight around his ribs, reached for the neck but he paused, remembering a morning on the Plan B when Kerris smelled metal fire in the sky. 
 
    “Ward,” he said. “Get us out of here.” 
 
    “Seven?” 
 
    “Trust me! Now!” 
 
    Without hesitation, she leaned on the stick and the Griffen banked sharply. The pips came, closer and closer still.  
 
    “Hang on!” she shouted and suddenly, the Helijet rolled in the clouds, forcing him backward into the seat. He heard a scream from inside the cabin, prayed Sengupta had strapped herself in. Dell would be fine. He was literally tethered to his cot, but if these were STS drones, the straps would be as useful as shoestrings in an earthquake. 
 
    Through the window, Solomon watched grey clouds alternate with red plains as the Griffen spiraled through the sky, dipping and dropping, then arcing upwards in a steep vertical climb. The hull shuddered under the strain and he prayed the force wouldn’t tear them apart. Suddenly, a metallic clang rang throughout the cabin. A second, then a third and fourth, and the helijet groaned as it warred with the elements of earth and sky and centuries-old tek. Slowly, the nose began to come down until the craft leveled out and the horizon line came into view. 
 
    “Bots?” panted Solomon. The world was still spinning, even though the helijet was not. 
 
    “Well I’m sure as hell not doing this,” she snapped.  
 
    And for emphasis, she sat back and raised her hands in the air. The Griffen’s stick moved of its own accord. On her glass, the four pips had become one. 
 
    “Destiny bots,” she said. “They’re bringing us in.” 
 
    “To Kalgoorlie?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    “At least they want us alive,” he said. “That’s better than my welcome to CD Shenandoah when you and Cece blew my ship out of the water.” 
 
    “They should’ve answered the CODA,” she grumbled. 
 
    Suddenly, the holoforms on the glass rippled and a voice crackled in his ear. 
 
    “You have entered restricted airspace,” it said. It had a deep, rolling, lazy timber, and sounded nothing like an Australian accent. “Your craft will be escorted to the SuperPit SandFields where it will be impounded. You will be placed in Dreamtime.” 
 
    “Whoa,” said Solomon. “Wait—” 
 
    “Any attempt to avoid your sentence will result in the immediate detonation of the D-bots and the destruction of your craft. This, sir, is your only warning.” 
 
    And the plug went dead. 
 
    It was Solomon’s turn to sit back. 
 
    “Welcome to Australia,” he said as the Griffen began to descend to the red scrub plains of Kalgoorlie. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Certainty 
 
      
 
    It was the first time in weeks that he could remember waking with a full belly and Kerris debated opening his eyes for the sweetness of this bed. True, it smelled of bear, but at least it wasn’t stone or snow, and for that he thanked the earth. The earth was his ally now, or at least, not an enemy. Concessions had been hard fought and harder won, but there was a truce now and life was better for the winning. 
 
    He pushed up on his elbows and gazed around the large, low, stony room. It was an odd design, he thought, not typical of Chi’Chen homes. Vast space with little in it. Spartan yet indulgent at the same time. The thin sun streamed in from the window-wall, and he could see mist above the water-pit prickling and dancing with frost. If the water lost her fury, all the Chi’Chen would freeze. It would serve them right, he reckoned. They had always been a self-important people. Then again, perhaps they were not so different than cats. 
 
    He saw his wife standing at the edge of the window-wall, hands wrapped around her ribs. Like him, she was wearing nothing but an unbleached linen kimonoh and he admired her shape through the fabric. While most tigers were tree trunks, his wife was bamboo. She was intently studying something down below, didn’t turn as he yawned, stretched or rolled to his feet. No, she was lost in her thoughts, affording him the perfect opportunity for breakfast. 
 
    The table had been reset and he ambled over to it. A Chi’Chen woman stood beside it, tea urn in hand and he lifted a clay cup, inhaling deeply as she poured. He hoped there was bread today, but he doubted it. Monkeys were useless in the bakery. Their creations were so very pretty but tasted like sweet air. Apricots and rice balls, leeks and beans, a broth that looked like cedar sap, nuts and seeds in a bowl. To his utter delight, onsen tamago – eggs poached inside their shells. It made sense, with the hot springs so plentiful in this New World, and he eagerly plucked one from the tray, cracking it with a claw and slurping back the contents. 
 
    He grinned at the woman’s disapproving stare, plucked another egg and turned to study his wife at the window. She was looking for bears, he knew, although he was less sure of why. He had heard her speak of the time in the mountains of Hirak when the Gowrain had attacked and killed Wing and Luke and a jaguar named Rhan. How they had bitten the arm from Oded and almost destroyed the bonds that kept the rest of them together. She had been clearly terrified, but this, this was more than simply a fearful memory. 
 
    Could they be slaves, she had asked last night, and he reached for an apricot now. Of all the cats in the entire kingdom, only his wife would be concerned about such a thing. She was a remarkable woman and as he bit into the sweet fruit, he let his eyes roam over her bamboo body. 
 
    Her tail, long and striped, tapping on the floor to a tune that only she heard. Her feet and hands white as the snow, her throat long like a swan and her hair, once soft like a creek, now wild as the quick waters of Irhupua Falls. The Chi’Chen called her the Lightning and it suited her — quick and flashing and dancing with light, changeable as the weather, never staying still. Her element was wood but in reality she was all of them combined. Bright as fire, relentless as water, sharp as metal, deep as earth, free as the air. Mother of his children, he loved her more now than ever. More than that, he couldn’t be what he needed to be without her, and the knowledge terrified him to his core. 
 
    Prophecies and politics, truces and lies. The earth was an ally that would ultimately turn, much like the Chi’Chen with their smiles and their spears. The world was too big for him now, and the Ancestors far more lethal than he had ever expected. As much as he liked Jeffery Solomon, he knew they should have let him die in Swisserland and gone about their lives in blissful ignorance.  
 
    He rubbed his aching shoulder, cursing himself for such dark thoughts.  
 
    He was tired. 
 
    Tired of moving, tired of fighting, tired of having to stay one step ahead of the doubt that skirted the edges of his mind, wearing him down the way water wore down a stone. Except he had never been a stone and his edges had never been all that sharp.  
 
    Life, like dice, never rolled the same way twice. 
 
    He moved to the edge of the water pit, dipped a grey toe and hissed at the heat. There was a ‘tut’ from one of the women and he glanced at her. She met his eyes, despised him with her severe mouth and pebbly expression and wrinkled nose. He wondered if she had ever seen a lion before.  
 
    “Well then, my fierce granny,” he muttered under his breath. “Let’s see if we can’t put a crack in that stony face.” 
 
    He was easily a head taller than any Chi’Chen man and twice as broad, and he took his time with the knot in his kimonoh. He could hear ‘tuts’ from the other women but he only had eyes for the one, keeping her locked in his stare in a battle as ruthless as the Field of One Hundred Stones. Slowly, he slid the fabric to the floor and the ‘tuts’ fell silent. He stood in front of her, his body strong and scarred and all lion, but daring her to look anywhere other than the blue of his eyes. 
 
    The others stomped over, began to poke at the wounds in his pelt. Five arrow wounds that were festering and would kill him soon if untreated, but he was currently at war with a fierce monkey woman, and to Kerris, the game was everything. He would happily die knowing he’d won just once more. 
 
    “What’s your name, granny?” he asked, chewing the apricot and daring her to blink. 
 
    “Ai’an,” she said, her eyes fixed on his. He could see them beginning to water and sting. 
 
    “Can you smile, Mother Stonelily?” 
 
    “No. Stonelilies do not smile.” 
 
    Give her credit, he thought to himself. She was a tough nut. He would love to continue the game but he was cold and bored and wanted in the water. 
 
    He bit the apricot one last time, tossed her the pit that she caught in gnarled hands. She looked at it, then back at him, and, after a moment, smiled. Short and sweet. Yet another battle won by Kerris the Grey. 
 
    He blew her a kiss and jumped into the water, sending it up and over the Stonelilies with a splash. 
 
    “Oh!” said Fallon. “You’re awake.” 
 
    “Have been for some time, luv,” he said, sinking in to the bubbling water so that only his grey head was visible. “Join me?” 
 
     “These bears are always working,” she said. “White and black bears. I can see them from up here.” 
 
    “And I can see you from down here.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re slaves or workers?” 
 
    “I’m not thinking very much at all right now,” he said. “The elements are too loud and you are too lovely. Indulge me and help restore my unbalanced chi.” 
 
    “But what about the bears?” 
 
    “The bears will not restore my chi,” he said.  
 
    “But it’s wrong.” 
 
    “Then we will make it right.” He held up a hand. “Come in, most beautiful tigress in the New World, and tell me again about that prophecy.” 
 
    “Six grey striped kittens,” she said, emerald eyes dancing. “And I’m the only tigress in the New World.” 
 
    “So clever with numbers. You astound me.” 
 
    “Shall I astound you some more, Kerris-your-name-was?” 
 
    “I wait in eager expectation.” 
 
    Her kimonoh dropped to the floor now and she grinned. “Then we’ll talk about the bears.”  
 
    And she slipped into the water with him. For their part, the women merely waited and watched, but at least one was smiling. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He almost couldn’t believe his eyes as the Griffen approached from the northeast. Easily five klix wide and impossible to guess how deep, the SuperPit SandField was the largest thing he’d ever seen in his five thousand years. An exposed hole in the belly of the earth, it looked as though a meteor had crashed into the red sand of Kalgoorlie. As they neared, the strata took on the appearance of a human body stripped of skin, revealing bones and ribs, flesh and fat. Layers and layers of rich, meaty colour that went wide and deep into the landscape; grey roads like veins that running through the red, and he marveled at the combination of soil and stone that worked to make it that way. 
 
    “That used to be a mine,” he said. “Sandman 3 was buried there, but I actually thought it was buried. That’s the strangest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “And you’ve seen some strange things,” said Damaris Ward.  
 
    He glanced at her. Her eyes were fixed on the view out the window and he wondered if she was being serious. He didn’t know if she even knew how to make a joke. 
 
    Beyond the SandField stretched a series of mechanical white wheels spinning slowly over the plains. They looked like colossal wind turbines, and he watched them grow larger in the Griffen’s window with a mixture of apprehension and awe. Civilization. Perhaps they had done it this time. Hell, humanity had to get it right at least once. 
 
    He reached up to touch the wire. 
 
    “Hey, how’re you doing back there?” he asked and he was relieved to hear Sengupta’s voice come back calm and steady.  
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Dell’s still out. What’s going on? Where are they taking us?” 
 
    “Looks like Sandman 3,” he said. 
 
    “So that’s good then.” 
 
    “Supposed to be.” 
 
    “Pero qué the hell?” muttered Ward under her breath. “What’s that?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes out the grimy window. 
 
    “A city?”  
 
    “That’s one hell of a city,” she said. 
 
    “It’s one hell of a pit,” he said. 
 
    Around the vast mouth of the Sandfield, buildings of red and white formed a great wide ring, anchored into the surrounding stone with a remarkable weave of metal, pillars, and pendentive carbon. Narrow platforms stretched from one side to the other like sails, and dusty roads radiated outward from the city’s perimeter. He had to admit that it looked awfully good for something that was supposed to be over five thousand years old. 
 
    “Prepare for sanddock,” came the lazy voice inside their wires. “And do not exit the craft. If you do attempt to exit the craft, the D-bots will be detonated.” 
 
    “Jolly good, old sport,” grumbled Solomon. 
 
    “What’s going on?” called Sengupta.  
 
    “This is Reedy the Qore. Razorlights, check. Bring ‘er in.” 
 
    The Griffen banked as a section of red soil lit up, sending beams of white to the sky. Obviously a landing point, and from the grimy window, he could see vehicles moving along the circulatory roads. Zippers and lorries, small helivacs and ground movers, playing out like toys from his childhood. As the Griffen folded her wings and settled onto the sand, he could see workers moving around the perimeter in carbon-fibre suits similar to those in Shenandoah. Others towered over the scrub, moving slowly, robotically. Mech-suits stepping like giant mechanical birds, with massive, forward-pointing weapons instead of wings. 
 
    “Hmm, Net-cannons,” said Ward. “Heavy stuff.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of artillery,” he said.  
 
    “Too much to stop a bunch of fast-moving ‘roos.”  
 
    “Something bigger? This time I promise I won’t say dragons.” 
 
    She grinned a weary grin and he thought it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    “The temp down there is a killer, too,” she grumbled. “They must have treble coolants in those suits.” 
 
    “Do you think there are people in those bird-suits?” 
 
    “Nuh,” she said. “Bots, most likely.” 
 
    Their wires crackled once again. 
 
    “ProTrax 7734C Helijet down.”  
 
    “Secure.” 
 
    “Tamp fuses, go.” 
 
    “Tamp fuse 1, go.” 
 
    “Tamp fuse 2, go.” 
 
    “Tamp fuse 3, go.” 
 
    The earth rocked with small tremors, sand puffed across the scrub, and the mech-suits swung their cannons. Soon, the all clear came across the wire. 
 
    “Do NOT attempt to exit the craft,” repeated the voice. “How many humans on board?” 
 
    “Would you like to know our—” 
 
    “How many humans on board?” 
 
    Solomon sighed. “Four.” 
 
    “All clear?” 
 
    “Clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, clear. Are all four humans clear?” 
 
    “Of what? We aren’t from—” 
 
    A zipper rolled up underneath the Griffen’s wings and once again, the hull clanged. Immediately, a great white balloon began to inflate all around the craft. He glanced at Ward as the whine of a drill came next, followed by a hiss that filled the cabin with the smell of burning coolant. 
 
    “You will be decommed before your sentencing,” came the voice. “If you are found to be carrying, you will be terminated. This is your only warning.” 
 
    “Well, I understood that,” he grumbled and pinched the wire at the nape of his neck. “This is Jeffery Solomon, Supervisor Seven of SleepLab 1 in Kandersteg, Switzerland.” 
 
    There was silence from the wire, but the hiss and clang continued. All that could be seen from the window now was a sea of billowy white. 
 
    “I repeat, this is Jeffery Solomon, Supervisor Seven of SleepLab 1 in Kandersteg, Switzerland. With me is Jiān Damaris Ward, Linguist Persis Sengupta and Zoologist Armand Dell from Shenandoah, North America, Auxbranch of Sandman 2. We come in peace, folks. We really do.” 
 
    “Spike Two, confirm,” came the voice. 
 
    “Confirmed, Qore.” 
 
    He looked at Ward. She made a face. 
 
    “You tried,” she said. 
 
    “I do, generally.” 
 
    “Are they going to kill us?” came Sengupta’s voice. 
 
    “No Persis,” he said. “They’re not going to kill us.” 
 
    “Good. Because they’re trying to come in the hatch.” 
 
    “I hate them already,” Ward grumbled. 
 
    “Deep breath,” he said.   
 
    Together, they rose to their feet as the door to the Griffen swung open. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Empress rose slowly from her cushion, crossed the floor to stare out the window of the Room of Yellow Hummingbirds, and Sireth glanced at his wife. Ursa would not look at him. She was afraid and angry but would show neither, and he knew that he put her in many difficult situations. Her life had been hard. He was not making it easier. 
 
    There were women fussing in all corners of the room, picking up cushions, embroidering patterns, picking up teacups, putting them down. One, a clouded leopard in fuchsia silk, followed the Empress and opened the window to the cool evening air before slinking away to the rest of the garden. Hard to think of them as protectors. Ursa would never fuss like that.  
 
    Finally, the Empress turned her face to them. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I will not leave.” 
 
    He sighed, rose to his feet to join her. 
 
    “They do not know of your pregnancy,” he said, keeping his voice low. “But have already discussed your removal.” 
 
    “Because of the Shogun-General,” said the Empress. 
 
    “Because of the Shogun-General,” echoed the Seer. 
 
    “There is already an Imperial kitten,” said the Empress. “So the monarchy is secured. Ho could remove me and serve as regent.” 
 
    “He could,” said Sireth. “But then we have a dishonoured throne for sixteen summers. Even then, your daughter would not truly emerge from the shadow of scandal.” 
 
    She thought a long moment. 
 
    “Are you certain it is Ho?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “He is adept at muddying his thoughts. I suspect Jet barraDunne has taught him this, but the threads were there, begging to be pulled.” 
 
    “And you pulled them.” 
 
    “As best I could, given the circumstances.” 
 
    “If I leave,” she turned now to face them, her hands hidden in the wide indigo sateen of her sleeves. “How would this keep honour on the throne? I would have put my life above that of the Kingdom. That itself is disgraceful.” 
 
    “You join me on the road to Agara’tha, saying the time has come for unity on all fronts. How better to show your people that you believe this than putting your hand to the task yourself?” 
 
    “How can I do this when I am not allowed to leave Pol’Lhasa?” 
 
    “Laws can be changed.” 
 
    “Not in a Dragon year.” 
 
    “And killing an Empress in a Dragon year is better?” 
 
    “Have you seen my death, Seer?” 
 
    “I have seen a metal dragon landing on the streets of DharamShallah and Ancestors climbing the palace steps. Forgive me if I wish it to be you whom they meet and not Ho.” 
 
    “How could they meet me if I am with you in Agara’tha?” 
 
    He had no answer for her. She was as stubborn as he. 
 
    “And so,” she continued. “My answer is still no. I understand your concern for my safety but an Empress is only as secure as the Council she has established. If my Council sees fit to remove me in this way, then I alone am to blame.” 
 
    “That is not your destiny.” 
 
    “There is fate without destiny, Seer. I have dishonoured the throne. Perhaps, it would be my yuanfen.” 
 
    “I’m certain that will comfort your daughter when she’s older.” 
 
    Those golden eyes flashed now. 
 
    “You are bold to speak to me this way!” she snapped. “I have granted you freedom but you press my boundaries!” 
 
    Women moved, wary but discreet, at the uncustomary outburst of their Empress. The Bushona Geisha, she had said. He wondered if they would kill him if she ordered. He wondered if Ursa would let them. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he said. “You are right and I am bold. I am also selfish. You are an inspiring Empress and I do not wish to see you removed from the throne.” 
 
    She turned to the window. 
 
    “Leave, Seer,” she said. “I have much to consider.” 
 
    “And I have Agara’tha to run.” 
 
    He turned with the customary whirl of his robes and the women descended on her, enveloping her in a riot of colour and pattern. The Panther Elite held the door for him while Ursa fell in at his side. 
 
    “She doesn’t know what she’s saying,” he grumbled as they marched down the hallway, guards lining the walls like ebony posts. “She thinks she is being stoic but she’s just being proud.” 
 
    “And how does she differ from you?”  
 
    “The fate of the Empire doesn’t ride on my shoulders,” he grunted. 
 
    “Perhaps you underestimate yourself.” 
 
    With a lash of his tail, he caught her hand, brought it up to his lips. She always knew what to say, how to diffuse his temper face wrapped in black linen high in the cedar beams  
 
    He slowed. 
 
    “What?” said Ursa. 
 
    balance and pipe to lips Dragon Tea into the riot of women 
 
    He glanced at his wife. She knew. 
 
    Together they turned and bolted back to the door. The Panther Elite stepped in front but with a clap of his hands, the door burst open. Seer and Major rushed through. 
 
    The cloud of silent women turned and looked up. In the very heart of them, brush in hand, painting mountains with masai ink, the Empress also looked up. There was nothing – no riot, no attack, no murder. There was no ninjah, no sorceror, no hassassin, sneaking down from the cedar beams. It was utterly serene, utterly peaceful, utterly calm. 
 
    “There,” he snapped, pointing, and the Major stepped forward, sending one of her shir’khins slicing through the air into the darkness. 
 
    “Aiya!”  
 
    With a rustle of night black, a figure dropped to the floor. She was a small woman and thin, her ocelot’s tail swaying behind her like a rudder. She lifted a tiny pipe to her mouth but a flash of steel sent the needle pinging off across the mosaic tiles. The Bushona Geisha shrieked and rushed into a defensive circle around the Empress as slowly, the ninjah rose to her feet.  
 
    She tugged the shir’khin from her arm, stared at it a long moment before pitching it sharply toward the Empress. A Geisha lunged and the star disappeared into a flapping sleeve of blue silk. The ninjah snarled and stepped back, reached back to slide twin sai from across her shoulders. They gleamed in the lantern light. Slowly, the Major slid first katanah, then kodai’chi, from sheaths at her hips, and charged. 
 
    The Panther Elite flooded in, tried to usher the Empress from the room but she refused, drawn by the dance of silver before her. Clang, ting and hiss, steel met steel in a flurry of spark and limb as the two women fought in a circle of guards. The ninjah lunged but the Major sprang back, deflecting the needle-like blade with the short sword and swinging low with the long. Red sliced into the black-wrapped thigh and the ocelot growled. She lunged again but a blow of the katanah sent one of the sai sailing across the floor. A panther stepped on it, pinning it to the stone. 
 
    The hassassin glanced around her. 
 
    “You are dead,” said Ursa. “Tell us who hired you and you will meet the Last Road with honour.” 
 
    “Kunoichi have no honour,” said the woman. “But neither does the Empress.” 
 
    She spun and flung the remaining sai into the chest of a panther behind her, blowing a needle into the hand of a guard standing beside. Both staggered and she bolted between them, racing across the short distance to the window. The Major was at her heels in an instant but as she passed, she sliced the panther’s ebony hand with her kodai’chi. It dropped to the floor with a thud. 
 
    Fast and resourceful, the ninjah leapt out the small open window, twisting as she did to catch a bolt of silk fastened to the latch. The frame snapped tight and the woman slid down the silk, disappearing into the darkness. Sireth watched his wife slide to the window and lean out, her hair lifting in the cold night air. She brought the kodai’chi down again, slicing the silk. There was a cry from below and then nothing. 
 
    She sheathed her swords and turned only to find herself surrounded by the swords of the Panther Elite. 
 
    “Hand or life,” she snapped. “None of you thought of the sacrifice. You live in a palace. You are soft.” 
 
    “She is right,” gasped the panther, cradling the stump of his arm. “I owe her my life.”  
 
    Ursa crossed the floor once again, stopping to lift the hand from the ground. Already its tendons were curled into a fist.  
 
    “Dragon Tea,” she said and looked up at her husband.  
 
    “When you’ve seen the battles that we’ve seen,” Sireth began, turning to the Empress. She was an indigo spot in a riot of colour. “When you’ve survived the wars we’ve survived, nothing is the same. There is no ‘Way of Things.’ That way simply doesn’t work any more.” 
 
    Ursa plucked the needle from the hand, held it up in the lantern-light. 
 
    “We may not be accustomed to court politics,” her husband continued. “And in fact, we may be exiled or killed for our actions today but we will finish this, at least.” 
 
    Ursa stepped over to the Bushona Geisha, to the clouded leopard in fuchsia silk, brought the needle close to her face. 
 
    “You opened the window,” said Sireth. “Why?” 
 
    The woman glanced from Major to Empress.  
 
    “The Excellency needed air,” she said quickly. “I live to serve the Empress.” 
 
    “I did not need air,” said the Empress.  
 
    “Forgive please forgive, Excellency,” and the woman dropped to her knees. 
 
    “You opened it for the ninjah,” said Sireth. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You are working for whom?” 
 
    “The Empress knows all!” 
 
    “And you live in the company of the Empress. What do you know, oh Bushona Geisha clouded leopard?” 
 
    Slowly, the woman looked up. There was a fire in her yellow eyes. 
 
    “The Empress has traded our Kingdom for the bed of a lion!”  
 
    And she lunged forward, catching the needle in both hands and clasping it tight. 
 
    “She has no honour and has forfeit the throne!”  
 
    She began to rock and seethe. 
 
    “She will tell us nothing,” said Ursa. “And losing both hands would kill her as surely as the poison.” 
 
    “Let the poison have her,” said the Empress. 
 
    “Shame comes to the House of Fangxieng! Shame sits on the old wooden seat!” 
 
    But her words were little more than rasps and she fell forward, convulsions racking her body. The Empress looked up. 
 
    “Prepare the Council,” she said to the Elite. “We are a kingdom at war. Seer and Major, please come with me.” 
 
    And she left the Room of Yellow Hummingbirds, stepping over the body of the clouded leopard in fuchsia silk. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was certain that I would not enjoy the bubbling water. 
 
    The Stonelilies noticed the wound on my back the first night as I stripped before them. Normally, I would have never disrobed before a group of women, but I was tired and after these last years, I have realized there is no dishonor in nakedness. The dogs removed my mane, my tail and my claws – that was a more profound nakedness than the loss of any clothing. Armor protects the shell. Nothing, I’ve found, can protect what lies within. 
 
    Besides, Ling has told me that I have a pleasing body and it warms me to know that this body, as broken as it is, has made love to an Empress. Perhaps I should feel pride instead of shame, but I feel nothing at all in its regard so that, I suppose, is progress. It allows for the higher state to reign, and in this very dangerous place of bubbling water and simmering politics, I need to remain alert and aware. 
 
    So, the water. 
 
    The Stonelilies could see the wound caused by the Khargan’s kushagamak – the hook and cable weapon that almost lost the battle for me. It had closed up but was festering and I know that if left untreated, that it could certainly still bring my battles to an end. Many a man has died from a minor wound left untended. 
 
    They spun me around to hover and fuss, but it was too late that night and I was content to merely slip on the rough linen robe, nibble a few handfuls of dates before wrapping myself in the coat of a bear and disappearing into the dark and dream-filled world of sleep. There were no gars, but there were dogs. I fear my dreams may never be free of monsters. 
 
    The next morning, however, the Stonelilies woke me with butter tea, apricots, dried figs and something that looked like seaweed soup. I have only had seaweed soup once, never liked it, and I wondered how they would get seaweed all the way up into these mountains. Then again, if this was truly a New World, then it easily could be a major commercial center as well as a political one. I couldn’t see it, however, not with their tents and their kilns and their seeming lack of social order. 
 
    Regardless, the seaweed soup was said to have healing properties so I had two bowls because I was hungry. Then, they made me kneel so that they could examine the wound. They noticed the wince of the knee too, weakened by rats and then by the Khargan. One day, it would be my undoing. It is said that a soldier is only as strong as his belly. I say he is only as strong as his knees. 
 
    They dragged what looked to be a wooden stump towards me. I was surprised to see it was a stool, skillfully carved to look like a stump. They told me they were going to open the wound and needed me to hold the stump in my arms for they were afraid I would hurt them with my claws. I wouldn’t. I was far too disciplined (and had no claws), but in order to avoid dishonor, I obeyed. There was tugging from the wound and heat but soon, there was release and I felt liquids drain down my back. They surprised me by pouring the remaining soup into the wound, and then stuffing the seaweed into it as packing. 
 
    Then, they said, the water. 
 
    I am not a friend of water. No cat is, unless he is a tiger or Kerris, but they insisted. Three days of ritual cleaning if we are to see the Rising Suns of the Capuchin Council. It would have been pointless to refuse and, as I stepped into the bubbling, foul-smelling liquid, I tried to take my mind off the sensations. Perhaps it was truly an illustration of the turmoil going on in the world. Perhaps the elements knew something we didn’t. There was clearly a departure from Chi’Chen politics in the wind and I wondered which side we would be expected to fall on and why. The road to unification might not be smooth, given this new development, and I wondered if the Ancestors ever had this trouble. 
 
    But soon, the water was all around me, buffeting my body like a Shiah’Tsu, and I instantly understood what the Stonelilies meant regarding healing and cleansing. I closed my eyes, hoping they would keep me from drowning as I slipped off once again to sleep. This time, I dreamt of Ancestors. I feared them more than the dogs. 
 
    - an excerpt from the journals of Kirin Wynegarde-Grey 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They watched in awe as lightning flashed across the screens. Lightning and electricity and shattering plex and in the middle of it all, a grey lion that fought like a man. 
 
    “Just a reminder,” said Celine Carr when the screens returned to the series of blue faces. “These creatures are dangerous and powerful and made by our enemies.” 
 
    “Enemies?” asked Washington. “We’re not at war, Cece. Not anymore.” 
 
    “Aren’t we? Are you comfortable with having creatures like this living and working with IAR tek?” 
 
    Paolini studied the faces that belonged to the supervisors of Sandman 2. Carr, Portillo, Washington, Jorgenson, and Claire – closer than family, they charted the future of the EUS from bases across the continent known as NorAm.  
 
    “Are they working with IAR tek, Cece?” Washington raised a brow. “Because I’m not seeing that in any of the grids.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Claire. “Your report mentioned a Japanese style sword, not tek.” 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time,” said Carr. 
 
    “These are the same creatures that Jeffery Solomon insisted saved him, yes?” said Jorgenson. 
 
    “Jeffery’s been compromised,” said Carr. “He’s the sole survivor of Sandman 1.” 
 
    “Have the drones turned up any evidence that the IAR is back?” asked Claire. 
 
    “No evidence of humans, no,” said Paolini. “But these humanoid creations are apparently thriving.” 
 
    “Including a settlement on the site of the NPM,” added Carr. 
 
    There was silence in the room for a long moment. 
 
    “Is it still underground?” asked Portillo. 
 
    “Yuh,” said the director. 
 
    Paolini sat back. 
 
    “Now, I’m not suggesting we pick up where we left off—” 
 
    “But,” said Carr. 
 
    “But,” he said. “If we were to require preemptive action, we need to know what we’re working with on our end. I’m asking you all to make lists of your assets. We can review them next comm charge, which should be…” 
 
    He checked the window at his station. 
 
    “…26 hours, 32 minutes. We’re good for that, folks?” 
 
    Affirmatives all around, and quickly the screens folded up on themselves, leaving only the grey face of Cece Carr.  
 
    “So,” she said, after a moment. 
 
    “So,” he said. 
 
    “Can we do a flight over the NPM, Maiden the settlement, and leave it barren?” 
 
    “We could,” he murmured. “But that doesn’t get rid of the threat inside. Others might just move in later.”  
 
    She grunted. 
 
    “We could override the ion desorption levels,” she said. “Take out the entire compound in a few concentrated bursts.” 
 
    “If it were above ground, I’d agree with you,” he said. “But underground, I’m not sure anything can touch it.” 
 
    “Well, as long as it remains underground, we’re safe.” 
 
    “For now, yes.” 
 
    She nodded, her lips pressed into a tight line.  
 
    “Well, I’ve sent you my list and my recommendations. But I’m the one dealing with the fallout of that creature, Tony. Not you, not Claire, certainly not Washington. And I can tell you that my people are terrified. I won’t let this happen again.” 
 
    And her face disappeared, leaving the supervisor alone in the shadows. 
 
    A place that was beginning to feel like home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was late when Ursa returned to the Room of Enlightened Shadow. Originally a meditation room for high-ranking officials, it had been ‘reassigned’ to the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin and his wife. There was no bed, rather a set of wide cushions on the floor but Sireth didn’t mind. Compared to the straw mattresses of Sha’Hadin, and the icy ground of ShiBeth, it was opulent. Two leopards guarded the corridor, to protect him or to obstruct him, he wasn’t certain. Now, as his wife entered and the light streamed in, he pushed up to his elbows. 
 
    “Well?” he asked. “How is she?” 
 
    “Furious,” she said and she closed the door, sliding the katanah in between the latches as a lock. “No one knows anything.” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    He watched her pull the silver doh from her shoulders, heard the soft thud as it hit the floor.  
 
    “They are suspiscous of us.”  
 
    The obi next, along with the short sword, greaves, sode and kote. Boots last, always last. Sometimes not at all. 
 
    “Also, naturally.” He held up his great brown robe and she’d slipped under, warm and cold at the same time. “Was Ho there?” 
 
    “He thinks we are dangerous.” She wrapped her arms around his waist, rested her chin on his shoulder. Protecting yet controlling. It was her way. “He hates you.” 
 
    “Many people do.” 
 
    It was dark in the little room and an oil lamp flickered gold in the corner. He debated snuffing it out but he was cold and the cushions were warm. Warmer now, with his wife. 
 
    “I must still leave tomorrow for Agara’tha,” he said and she growled. Her marbled tail would have lashed had it not been under a blanket. 
 
    “She won’t want it now,” said Ursa. “You saved her life tonight.” 
 
    “We saved her life.” He glanced down at her. “You killed the hassassin.” 
 
    “Because you knew she was there. The Palace is not prepared for war.” 
 
    “Neither am I.” He sighed. “There are too many thoughts, too many distractions, too many threads. I can’t sift them out to find the Ancestors. I can’t even find Solomon.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s dead.” 
 
    “Maybe he is but I won’t know until there is quiet.” 
 
    “Sha’Hadin was quiet,” she said. 
 
    “I may find that quiet in Agara’tha.” 
 
    “Pah,” she snorted. “Alchemists are not quiet. They are always humming.” 
 
    He smiled, enjoying the feel of her breath on his neck. 
 
    “I can’t be both here and there. Surely, she knows that.” 
 
    “She knows,” said Ursa. “But she fears. She is a cricket with the heart of a dragon, but still, she fears.” 
 
    “We all do,” he said. 
 
    “If you leave,” she began. “What do I do? Where do I go? Where will I serve?” 
 
    He thought a moment, knowing this question had to come. 
 
    “Train the Bushona Geisha,” he said.  
 
    “They hate me,” she said. 
 
    “Many people do,” he said. 
 
    He could feel her smile now against his shoulder. It was a good feeling. 
 
    “They need armour, not flowers and silk.” 
 
    “Then get them armour.” 
 
    She grew still and he could tell that she was thinking. 
 
    “Colourful armour,” she muttered to herself. “So they retain their chaos and bewilder their enemies, but terrifying so that no hassassin will dare try kill the Empress with them in the room.” 
 
    “You see? You never find the road until you open the door.” 
 
    “They will never be as good as me.” 
 
    “No one will,” he said. “But still.” 
 
    “If you go to Agara’tha and they kill you, you will not be serving the Empire.” 
 
    “If I stay here and we lose the war, I will not be serving the Empire.” 
 
    She grunted. 
 
    “I am but one,” he went on. “At Agara’tha, there are many. If I can open their minds, if I can train them, then I am serving the Empire.” 
 
    “And they hate you too. Hmmm.” She pushed up on his chest then, and peered down at him through her wild curtain of hair. “Everyone hates us.” 
 
     “So it seems.” 
 
    “And yet, we keep fighting to save them. Why?”  
 
    He reached up to smooth the hair from her face. 
 
    “Perhaps we both have the hearts of snow leopards.”  
 
    “I will be gentle with you tonight.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want you to be gentle?” 
 
    She grinned and bent down, covering him with her hair. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Tsaa buga!” wailed Balmataar. 
 
    Yahn Nevye looked over his shoulder, across the child riding in the sling on his chest and past the child clinging to his back. Setse was looking as well, one child on her hip and supporting the new mother with her arm. 
 
    “Tsaa buga!” 
 
    “Keep your tongue in your head,” grunted Zorig as he trudged past the boy with the golden eye. “Do you want to bring the snow down on ours?” 
 
    “The Tsaa buga are close!” Balmataar warbled, arms waving like branches. “Can you not feel them? You people are useless!” 
 
    “We can feel them, Balm,” said Setse. “But we are in an exposed valley. If they come, we die.” 
 
    They had left their mountain ledge in the morning to find this expanse of white awaiting them on the other side. The Ngari Plain, Zorig had called it. Large and white and empty, flanked to the north and to the south by the Scales of Khunlun. It would take almost a day to cross it. The children didn’t even argue anymore; they merely looked with hollow eyes. Their stomachs were empty, their souls emptier. It broke his heart, this life of Oracles. 
 
    “If they come,” snarled Balm, “We can kill them and finally eat and not die. We have been dying one by one since your yellow cat stole us from our homes!” 
 
    “Dying?” gasped the new mother. Her name was Houlun Elbegdorj, third wife of Tuuv Saranagal, alpha of Khumul. “How many have died?” 
 
    “Only three,” said Setse. “Three from thirteen.” 
 
    “From fifteen,” said Nevye. “You must count us, Setse.” 
 
    “Why are they dying?” wailed Houlun. 
 
    “Tsaa buga!” 
 
    “It’s me,” said Sev, the girl who never spoke. 
 
    They all looked over at her. 
 
    “It’s my fault,” she said. “They are coming because of me.” 
 
    “Who are?” asked Setse. 
 
    “The tsaa buga.” 
 
    Nevye frowned. “Did you call them?” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” she said. “So I did.” 
 
    “Can you make them stop?” 
 
    Tears brimmed beneath her lashes. 
 
    Beneath the deep snow, the ground began to rumble. 
 
    “Tsaa buga!” wailed Balm.  
 
    “Why are they dying?” Houlun cried and she clutched her baby to her chest. “Why?!” 
 
    “Because Oracles are weak!” snapped Zorig. “You are whole, woman. You wouldn’t know!”  
 
    “Tsaa buga!” 
 
    Houlun tore away from Setse, stepped back and back again. 
 
    “I’ve made a mistake,” she said. “I don’t belong here with you. My baby doesn’t belong here with you.” 
 
    “Tsaa buga!” 
 
    “See?” Setse pointed at Balmataar. His eyes were wild, his knees knocking. Nevye didn’t know how the boy managed to stay on his feet. “Oracles are weak, Houlun. Most of us don’t live past our first winters. That is life for an Oracle, but we are trying to change that. That’s why you need to bring your child with us.” 
 
    “No, I must go—” 
 
    “Tsaa buga!” 
 
    “Shove some snow in his mouth,” grunted Zorig. “He’s giving me a headache.” 
 
    A cloud of white rose along the horizon and the earth roared at its advance. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” wailed Sev. 
 
    “Quickly,” said Setse. “If the tsaa buga come, we’re dead. We must cross the snowfield.” 
 
    “We won’t make it,” Nevye said. “The snow is too deep.” 
 
    “We can’t go back,” she said. “It’s too far. We can make a Shield?” 
 
    A Shield. A force of mind and will and magic. They had become proficient while leading the Army of Blood.  
 
    He glanced at her. 
 
    “We are not the Magic,” he said. 
 
    “We are two fifths of the Magic.”  
 
    He tried to smile but it did not find a home on his face.  
 
    “Then we make two fifths of a Shield.” 
 
    “We are not shielding the Army of Blood,” said Setse. “Only a few children.”  
 
    “And me,” grunted Zorig.  
 
    “It should not be hard.” 
 
    “It’s my fault,” said Sev.  
 
    “This was a mistake,” said Houlun. 
 
    “Tsaa buga!” 
 
    The child in his arms began to cry but he didn’t move. He had almost made a Shield to push Balm on the cliff. Sev had called the tsaa buga. The thoughts were coming as fast as the herd. This was the life of Oracles. Unforgiving and raw. 
 
    “I have an idea,” he said.  
 
    He swung the two children into the snow behind him and looked around at the weary group.  
 
    “Come close, everyone. Come close. Show me. What do we have for weapons?” 
 
    “I have my dagger,” said Setse and she slid it from her boot. “And you have the sword, the one the Shogun-General gave to you.” 
 
    “Bright River.” He touched the hilt with his gloved hand. “But a bow? Arrows? When the tsaa buga come, we will need those.” 
 
    “Tsaa buga!” wailed Balm. “The earth thunders with their numbers!” 
 
    “I could use a snowball on him,” grumbled Zorig. “But not for a tsaa buga. I have a bow but my hands shake too much.” 
 
    “I have two arrows,” said Sev. “I stole them from my brother’s gar when I left.” 
 
    The ground thundering, the snow rising, shapes moving in the distance, growing larger. 
 
    “So,” he said. “A sword, a dagger, a bow and two arrows and…” 
 
    He smiled at her. 
 
    “The very best weapon in my Kingdom.” 
 
    He reached out to lay a hand on aSiffh’s young neck. 
 
    “A horse.” 
 
    The Oracles murmured now. All the children were frightened of aSiffh, even the ones that rode on his back.  
 
    One by one, he slid the children from the horse to the snow, reached out to undo the rope at the stallion’s cheek. aSiffh raised his head, nostrils wide, before letting a squeal rip through the sky. The children screamed and hid behind adult legs as a shape swooped down from the clouds. Hunts in Silence swept overhead, talons flashing in the dim sun. 
 
    “The tsaa buga are coming,” said Nevye. “We will all eat well tonight.” 
 
    The ground shook as the tsaa buga thundered toward them.  
 
    Nevye turned next to a young boy called Shaganaruii Doshan.  
 
    “Stand here,” he said, pressing the sword into the boy’s small hands. “Hold it with both hands into the legs of all the tsaa buga that run past. It will take all your strength but just hold and don’t let go.” 
 
    Doshan nodded quickly. 
 
    “And Sev,” Nevye said. “Can you shoot your arrows with Zorig’s bow?” 
 
    She stared at him, tears frozen on her cheeks. 
 
    “You can call them,” he said. “But can you kill them?” 
 
    Like Doshan, she nodded quickly. 
 
    “Only take sure shots. We have two arrows. Don’t lose them on a strong one. Wait until the end, find the weak, make it count.” 
 
    The girl quickly snatched the bow from the old man’s hand. She nocked the arrow and pulled the string to her eye.  
 
    He turned to Zorig. 
 
    “Take the dagger,” he said. “Slice any that come too close.” 
 
    Zorig took it, turned it over in his scaly hands.  
 
    “You’re foolish to trust me with this,” he said. 
 
    “You are stronger than you think.” 
 
    The old man shook his head, but took his place behind the yellow cat. The children clung like skins, warm and frail. The wall of beasts was nearly upon them. 
 
    “Tsaa buga!” wailed Balm. “Tsaa buga!” 
 
    Nevye reached for Setse’s hand. She gave it. 
 
    “The Shield will hold,” she said and closed her eyes. “Do not doubt. The Shield will hold.”  
 
    “The Shield will hold,” said Nevye and he too closed his eyes, swallowing his uncertainty and calling the air to wrap around them like a fist. 
 
    Summoning it, marshaling it, bending it into a wall, thick as ice on the mountains, strong as stone and earth and metal. Drawing power from Setse’s thoughts, Setse’s will, Setse’s heart, Setse’s hand, tight in his. The memory of the Magic, of the witch and the grey lion and the mongrel. Most especially, the mongrel. Sireth benAramis. Once his enemy, now his mentor, and he formed the man’s bearded face in the wall of his mind. He saw a dark room he had never been in, a place he had never seen, a single lantern in a corner he had never known, and with the force of the vision, he reached out with mongrel hands as finally, powerfully, the herd hit. 
 
    They hit with the force of strong water and he pushed back with every hair on his body and every thought in his head. With every thought in Setse’s head and with every thought in the mongrel’s head. He held the creatures away as they pummelled against him, thudded, rippled, deflected, flowed around them like a rock in a river. The bearded face snarled and pushed the Shield outward even more, as if a great wind were at their backs, a great spotted mongrel wind. Nevye was so very grateful for the teaching. They would all be dead now, otherwise. 
 
    The Shield was holding. He opened his eyes.  
 
    He could see them as one might see koi moving beneath the ice, thundering in waves past the wall of will. Silver and brown and white and grey, tsaa buga were the largest animals on the northern plains. They ran on four legs like horses, with large tusks, neck spines, and shaggy hair matted with ice. Their antlers were as wide as the height of a tiger and just as deadly. They moved in huge numbers, churning up all the lands behind them on their split toes like khamels. In Imperial, he’d called them reindeer and in Hanyin, xùnlù but he could barely think in those tongues now. 
 
    He heard aSiffh squeal but did not risk a glance. From the corner of his eye, he could see young Doshan, knees bent, elbows locked, holding the sword straight as a rod as it sliced at the knees and hocks of the animals that lumbered too close. He didn’t dare look for Sev, prayed that she was saving their two arrows, and he vowed that after fire, the art of arrow making would be first on their list. 
 
    Hours, he thought. It seemed like hours before the herd began to thin. Setse had told him that, before the Khargan’s Army of Ten Thousand, it would take days for a single herd to pass out of a village’s hunting grounds. They were as plentiful as grass in summer and snow in winter. One wave of the great antlered beasts could feed a village for months. 
 
    Finally, the last of the creatures thundered past with the old, weak and very young straggling behind. Together, they dropped the Shield and he glanced at Setse, grimaced to see the strain on her face. All was forgotten when she smiled at him.  
 
    “Shar,” she gasped. “You see?” 
 
    “See?” 
 
    “Sakal.” She touched her chin. “Sakal always helps.” 
 
    Sakal. Her name for Sireth benAramis. He marveled that she had thought of him as well. Perhaps he had helped them with the Shield. It seemed nothing was beyond the man’s skills. It didn’t matter. Setse was safe, they were alive and he turned his attention to the group. Young Doshan was all but frozen in place, knees still bent, elbows still locked and covered from ears to tail in the blood of his prey. Balm was on his knees, hands clasped over his head and Nevye shook his head. The young man needed training more than any of them. 
 
    Surprisingly, Sev still stood with arrows nocked and now, as the weary stragglers loped by, she stepped forward, sending her first arrow into the neck of an oldling. It stumbled and fell, wailing as it bled across the earth. Immediately, she re-nocked and sent the second into the barrel of a calf. It too went down, thrashing in what was left of the snow. 
 
    For his part, aSiffh stood over the plains, pink tendrils swinging from his bloody jaws. Nevye tried to count the young stallion’s kills but it was impossible. They would have much food tonight and for many nights. 
 
    The entire plain was devoid of snow; the drifts flattened and turned to mud beneath hundreds of split-toed feet. Crossing to the next mountains would be easy now and Nevye couldn’t imagine the same sight in the summer. He wondered how long it would take the grass to return. 
 
    “Where’s Houlun?” asked Setse. “I count everyone but Houlun and the baby.” 
 
    “Could she have made it back to the mountains?”  
 
    From the ground, Balm began to laugh. 
 
    “What?” asked Setse. “Balm, what? Do you know where she is?” 
 
    Balmataar pointed and they all turned. In the trampled mess that had been snow but was now mud, there was a skim of blood and fabric. Setse sank to her knees, covered her face with her hands. 
 
    “The baby too?” asked Nevye. 
 
    “She was whole, that one,” Zorig said. “She didn’t fit with us. Shame about the baby, though.” 
 
    Hysterical laughter echoed across the snowfield. 
 
    “We’ll make a fire,” said Nevye, more to himself than to anyone else. “A fire will be good.” 
 
    “Shar Ma’uul?” asked one of the little ones, Alagh Bayargal. “Can we eat tonight?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “We will eat tonight.” 
 
    “Good,” said Alagh. “I’ve been hungry forever.” 
 
    With that, Shar Ma’uul turned his white eyes to the oldling deer dying on the plain. The life spark was leaving its body so he caught it in his thoughts, rubbed it together in the palms of his mind, breathed on it with the wind of the earth’s breath. The tsaa buga erupted in flames and soon the entire basin filled with the smell of roasting flesh. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I have to leave.” 
 
    Dragons in ice, dragons in the sky, dragons under the sand, Solomon spinning, blood filling up the pouch, filling up the room, filling up the world of the Dreamtime 
 
    “I have to leave.” 
 
    He opened one eye.  
 
    “The Empress has summoned me,” said Ursa.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “But I must go.” 
 
    “Then you must go.” 
 
    He watched her, her slim straight spine and proud posture, the long marbled tail lashing from side to side and her hair, wild and free and swinging in coarse lines across her back. He loved her more than he should, and less than she deserved, and for the first time in a long time, he wished to take her to the little pukka house in Shathkira and resume his manufacture of chairs. 
 
    He grinned sadly. She would terrify the villagers so no one would buy. They would starve to death in that little pukka house, unless of course the Ancestors came and enslaved them all before that. He sighed, despairing that all his thoughts now ended with death. He used to be a painter, seeing beauty in everything, but now his world was strife and death. He wondered if that was the lot for most people. 
 
    He yawned, stretched and rolled up to sit, looking around at the Room of Enlightened Shadows. He thought it was a perceptive name for a meditation room, and he could imagine it customarily filled with people praying. He was alone now, however, with a single lantern and leopards outside the door. The room was dark and windowless and he had made Ursa douse the incense. Incense clouded the mind rather than illuminated it, and made for surreal visions prompted by fumes. Besides, incense reminded him of Sherah al Shiva and her web of lies and death. She had given him life through her sorcery, would pay one day for all her dark bargains. But he was the result of those bargains and he wondered if Death was still bartering for him as well.  
 
    Perhaps it was Kharma trying to take back what she had lost. Perhaps it was Dharma, staining him with the world of Necromancy and luring him with its unimaginable power. There was no turning back from such a road. He had died. Now he lived. He knew Sherah al Shiva would spend the rest of her life trying to elude her fate but ultimately, it was a futile quest. All cats died, few came back, yet he could count three men whom she had returned. Kerris Wynegarde-Grey, himself, and Yahn Nevye. 
 
    Yahn Nevye, the man who spoke to owls and was afraid of heights. Nevye, who had betrayed them all and subsequently, turned his face to a hard destiny. Soldier, Seer and Alchemist, now firmly rooted in the North to raise up and train the untrainable. He could feel the brush of his mind from time to time, so now, curiosity piqued, he closed his eyes again and stretched out fingers of thought, reaching for the Blue Wolf and the Yellow Cat and their weary band of Oracles. 
 
    It is not a  
 
    peaceful  
 
    touch. 
 
    They are in the middle of a snowfield, in the path of a herd of stampeding reindeer. At least, he thinks they are reindeer. He’s not a northern cat and there are no animals that look like that in the south. He can see the snowfield and the reindeer and a terrified huddle of children and they are trying to make a shield but they are not strong enough or skilled enough for this level. He breathes deeply a cleansing breath and gathers the chi from all over the Palace and sends it to surround them like a soap bubble. Like a soap bubble made of iron and he shudders when the first animal hits but it stumbles off into the rushing herd. The children scream but the shield holds, the iron soap bubble that will keep them all safe for hours and for hours all he can think about is the soap bubble and keeping Yahn Nevye safe and Jalair Naransetseg safe he doesn’t wonder where his wife is he doesn’t care to track down hassassins in the palace he needs to keep the oracles safe for the good of all the kingdoms 
 
    He opened his eyes, surprised to find sweat beading down his brow. The Room of Enlightened Shadows was a mess – cushions flung against the walls, parchment floating to the floors. There were no candles burning. In fact, he couldn’t see the lantern either, wondered if it was beneath the cushions and if so, how long it would take for the flames to catch. 
 
    Leopards peered in from outside, as if prevented from entering by an unseen wall. 
 
    He wondered if he made a Shield here too.  
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “Come in,” he said. 
 
    They exchanged glances but did not enter. 
 
    “Sahidi,” said one leopard. “You have been summoned to the War Room.” 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “End of the last watch, sahidi.” 
 
    Hm. Hours later. He may have made a Shield in the north after all. 
 
    “Is it customary to be summoned to the War Room at the end of the last watch of the day?” 
 
    They did not answer. 
 
    “Where is my wife?” 
 
    Again, they did not answer for they had no answer for him. They were merely messengers. Like dreams, Farsight and Vision, all simply pieces in a puzzle, threads in the cloak of the world. He wondered if there was anyone who could see it all.  
 
    He released another long, cleansing breath, and rose to his feet. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Griffen’s door slid open with a thunk. Billowing white fabric was the only thing visible from the hatch. 
 
    “Down the steps and bring nothing with you.” 
 
    Solomon exchanged glances with Ward and Sengupta, touched the wire on the back of his neck. 
 
    “So did you confirm with Spike Two, Kalgoorlie?” he asked. 
 
    “Down the steps please and bring nothing with you.” 
 
    “We are senior members of the International Sandman teams. I repeat, did you confirm?” 
 
    “Spike Two confirmed the existence of Sleeplab Supervisor Seven Jeffery Anders Solomon but not the identities of Ward, Sengupta and Dell.” 
 
    “They were colonists,” Solomon added. “Therefore not on the main lists. You many need to dig deeper into your records.” 
 
    “Down the steps and bring nothing with you.” 
 
    “We’ll come down now,” he said. “I just don’t want you to terminate anyone because you’re afraid, is all. Is THAT clear?” 
 
    “Termination will occur if you do not exit the craft.” 
 
    “Well then,” he said. “I’ll stay back with Dell.” 
 
    “Right,” Ward hiked the Helliad rifle under her arm. “I’ll go first.” 
 
    “Jiān Damaris Ward and Linguist Persis Sengupta are coming out now,” he said. “Do NOT terminate.” 
 
    For her part, Sengupta drew a deep breath and followed the jiān out, ducking her head under the low door hatch. 
 
    There was no sound for the longest of times until voices and a clang on the hull. 
 
    His heart was thudding in his chest. Odd how the thought of meeting other people once filled him with excitement and hope. Now, the excitement was replaced by dread, and the only hope was that of survival. 
 
    He looked down at Dell. The zoologist was not looking good and he wondered if there was actually something toxic in the saliva of the ‘roos. He hoped the medics in Kalgoorlie had the vax to help. 
 
    Clanging from the hatch now and he glanced up to see figures in white polyclad armour tromping up the steps. Bones, Kerris had called them. An army of bones. It was fitting for a dead civilization to dress themselves in bones. 
 
    “You were ordered to exit the craft,” said one. He couldn’t even see the face behind the screen. “Why have you not exited the craft?” 
 
    “I’m a doctor,” he said. “And Dell here is my patient. I couldn’t very well leave him behind, now could I?” 
 
    There were three and the Griffen made tight quarters for them. 
 
    “What is the condition of the injured party?” 
 
    “He got bit by one of those kangaroos,” he said. “The ones that run like raptors.” 
 
    One looked down at the zoologist and Solomon could hear the tinny hiss as they communicated between themselves. A click as a device popped out of the arm and symbols began to flash across a narrow screen. 
 
     “Can you help me get him to your infirmary?” 
 
    “Beta 22 confirmed,” said the solider. “Reedy?” 
 
    “So?” asked Solomon. “The infirmary?” 
 
    The screen folded back inside the arm and a second device sprang out. 
 
    “Wait,” said Solomon. “What are you doing?” 
 
    A spray shot from the arm, covering Dell’s entire head in liquid that immediately cooled into a clear film sac. It stuck to his features like a vacuum and made his face look like a desiccated skull. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” said Solomon. “That’s not—” 
 
    The soldier swung his other arm and fired, blood filling the sac but protecting the Griffen. 
 
    “Shit!” shouted Solomon. “Shit! What? NO!” 
 
    And he lunged but the second soldier swung toward him now and fired a different device and Solomon was thrown backwards except he wasn’t. He was thrown so far backwards, but frozen at one point and all the world expanded along the line drawn between the impact in the front of his chest and all the way back and pain came in twisting waves as he was thrown farther and farther and farther back, held fast by the point and Dell’s head was in a bloody sac and the kangaroos with their teeth and Ward’s weary smile and the universe was expanding and collapsing at the same time and in the wink of an eye, it was gone. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     discipline 
 
      
 
      
 
    They ate as much of the tsaa buga as they could fit in their stomachs that night. They also buried more under rocks and snow and stripped several of the pelts to make blankets. Two, they carved for Sev and Zorig to carry. Doshan the Brave led aSiffh as the young stallion dragged two carcasses behind him and carried a third across his back.  
 
    Now, they sat at the foothills of the mountains once again, Balmataar muttering to himself while prodding the evening fire with a long bone. Setse cradled a young girl, singing songs of childhood and memory. Sad songs for the most part, and Nevye wondered if dogs ever celebrated. They were a hard people, he had realized, made so because of their hard lives. 
 
    “I can’t do it, Shar,” said Doshan. “I can’t see it like you.” 
 
    He smiled. The boy had asked to make fire and Nevye had been trying to teach him. It was difficult, for his years of training were taken for granted. Difficult to go back to the time when all was broken bones and emptiness. 
 
    “Emptiness,” he said. “Yes, emptiness. That might help. Doshan, close your eyes.” 
 
    The boy obeyed. Nevye removed his gloves and took the small wiry hands, pressed them between his own, immediately seeing Doshan’s young life in the gar. A mother afraid, a father despising. An older brother with large fists, an older sister with biting tongue. Convulsions and visions and dreams of a gar of his own, dreams of food and water and blankets and sunshine. 
 
    Sunshine, Nevye thought. Catch the sunshine, Doshan. Feel the sunshine, feel the warmth of the sun, how it makes your pelt tingle. See the tingle as sparks, blow on them with the wind of your mind, see them fan and catch in the darkness. See the light, call the light, will the light turn into heat and then flame… 
 
    “Doshan,” he said. “Look.” 
 
    The boy opened his eyes. A tiny spark was causing wisps of smoke. But it was only a spark and it died the moment the boy laid eyes on it. 
 
    “It’s a start,” said Nevye. 
 
    “So,” said Zorig. “Are you a tngri, cat?” 
 
    He looked up. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nevye grinned. “Why?” 
 
    “No Chanyu can do what you can do. I can’t believe it’s just because you are a cat.” 
 
    “The Chanyu can do what I can do,” he said. “Setse is more powerful than you know.” 
 
    The old man looked over at her, looked back.  
 
    “Hard to believe that too,” he said. “Has she been trained?” 
 
    “No,” said the jaguar. “But Khan Sumalbaykhan wishes the Oracles to be trained now, to strengthen the People of all the Lands.” 
 
    “Against the Ancestors,” said Zorig. 
 
    “Against the Ancestors,” said Nevye. 
 
    “But the Ancestors are gone,” said Zorig. “How can there be any left?” 
 
    “The Star of Five Tails brought them back,” he said. “I’ve seen their weapons. I’ve spoken with those who have fought them.” 
 
    Zorig shook his head, turned to look at Doshan. A tiny spark flared, then died again. 
 
    “Well done, boy,” said Zorig. “Let me try that now…” 
 
    Nevye rose to his feet, slipping the gloves over his hands once again. That was what they needed, these Oracles, a place where they trained together and encouraged each other. The school could not come soon enough. 
 
    He crossed the rocks to Setse. She did not look up, merely hugged the child tighter.  
 
    “Setse,” he began. 
 
    “I don’t know who I am,” she moaned. 
 
    “Setse, come with me.” 
 
    “I don’t know who I am. I left my husband and lost my baby.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “You are not Houlun,” he said. “You are Jalair Naransetseg, Granddaughter of the Blue Wolf.” 
 
    “Blue Wolf, Yellow Cat.” 
 
    “Blue Wolf, Yellow Cat,” he repeated. “Please come with me. Silence has found our school.” 
 
    “You are only saying that to please me,” she said.  
 
    “Setse, no.” 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” she growled. “Don’t look at me. Go away and leave me alone.” 
 
    He studied her for a moment, followed the dark chi back to Balmataar and the long bone. He was twisting a lock of his own hair around it, affixing a smaller, splintered bone to the leg like a hook. It reminded him of the bonestick of the Needle and Storm on the plains of Tevd. The young man smiled at him. It was not a pretty sight. 
 
    “Where did you get that bone?” Nevye asked. 
 
    Balm shrugged. “Tsaa buga.”  
 
    “Not that one, the little one.” 
 
    “Oh, this…” He lifted it to admire the shape, the sharp shattered end. “I took it from what was left of the woman with the baby.” 
 
    “Necromancy is a dangerous path, Balmataar,” growled Nevye. “I would not tread it if I were you.” 
 
    “You are not me, cat.” 
 
    There was a voice in his blood and he knew it was the bonestick. Take me, it whispered to him. Take me and use me to thwart this runt of a boy. It is only fitting and the Oracles will be better for the loss. 
 
    He’d been dead three times, brought back twice by the power of Necromancy. He had owed a terrible debt, but surely that had been paid by love and honour. Surely it had. 
 
     Kill him, the stick said. Kill him and take back what he is stealing from you. 
 
    On the wind, Silence dropped something at his feet. He bent to pick it up, rolled it over in his hand. It was a lump of wax with a wick. 
 
    He felt a name form on his tongue, tasted it into sounds, syllables, history. 
 
    “Everyone, rise,” he said to the huddled group. “Silence has found our home. Tonight we sleep in Tsaparang.” 
 
    “Tsaparang?” said Setse, and she pushed up from the rock. “Silence has found our school?” 
 
    “I told you he would. Now rise up, Oracles. We have still an hour of light. Up, up into the mountains now.” 
 
    “I’m so happy, Shar,” she said and her blue eye sparkled in the twilight. He wondered if she remembered what she had said earlier. He wondered if she had even said it. Perhaps Balm and the bonestick were already more powerful than he knew. 
 
    As the oracles rose to their aching feet, he spared a glance at Balmataar. The boy was gone, merely a shrinking silhouette among the snow of the foothills.  
 
    Kill him and take back what he is stealing from you. 
 
    “Not today,” he said aloud, but his thoughts said something else entirely. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Twisting and pulling, the world in all its infinite darkness exploding in a big bang of light and colour and he is being pulled from within to the surface and he doesn’t want to go. The darkness is far better than the colour of the blood. Blood in the sac, blood in the Griffen, blood in the center of the world and as he rises from the dark, there is a sound that is almost as bad.  
 
    It is the sound of a man screaming. 
 
    Solomon opened his eyes as the quiet settled onto his bones. 
 
    The room was white and brightly lit – disturbing for someone coming out of a gut-wrenching, stomach-churning state, and he lay very still as the room spun for several long moments. There was the hum of podlights, the sharp tang of ozone and he flexed one wrist, not surprised to find it fixed to the table where he lay. It was rather like his welcome to the Shenandoah complex of Celine ‘Cece’ Carr months ago. At least this time, he was clothed. 
 
    New jumpsuit – dark and rather sleek as compared to the old grimy brown one he had been wearing for thousands of years. New footwear too, and he wondered if any of it had VS or sensors to track him. It would be a smart thing, all things considered, in this new world of paranoia and fear. 
 
    Armand Dell’s blood spraying inside the film sac. 
 
    He wanted to scream again. He wanted to rip out of this bed and kill every person on this God-forsaken base. He wanted to curl up and die as memories of the hapless, idealistic zoologist played through his brain over and over and over. The man had defended Kerris and Fallon to his exclusion, and now he was dead, blood sprayed inside a film sac to keep the goddamn plane clean. 
 
    His breath was coming in ragged gasps so he closed his eyes, tried to rein in his fury but the horror was worse than the rats of Kandersteg. Those were animals. These were people. Humans killing humans like they had for millennia. Nothing was different. Nothing had changed. He clenched his jaws, desperate to taste blood, his own blood, prove that he was alive. It was wrong and he cursed the fact that, less than a year ago, he had woken up. Not for the first time, he wished he hadn’t. 
 
    Inhale deep, exhale slow; inhale deep, exhale slow. Still, it took a long time before his breathing returned to anything remotely normal and finally above his head, he heard the ping of a monitor. A MVS Ring began to rise out of the arms of the bed and he watched it curve gracefully before meeting in the middle with a seamless click. It’s hum was as familiar as the Griffen’s engine, and it purred its way down his legs, then back up to his head, before returning to default over his belly. It was an old model but in working order, and he could read through the screen to the symbols on the other side. 
 
    He wondered if it was voice sensitive. 
 
    “All clear,” he said aloud. “The patient is awake and alert and ready for discharge.” 
 
    “MDID?” said the Ring. Its voice was smooth and artificial, like electric cream. 
 
    “Solomon, Jeffery Anders. SLS7554b37Q.” 
 
    “Passcode?” 
 
    “Tango9931.” 
 
    “Version?” 
 
    Version. He swallowed, mind temporarily blank. 
 
    “Version?” the Ring repeated. 
 
    Version? He knew the version but it was gone from his tongue like a snowflake, hiding in his brain like a child with a stolen cookie. 
 
    “Seeker 4!” he snapped. Funny, how little things jogged a very old memory. 
 
    “MDID confirmed. Patient discharge confirmed. Welcome to Dreamtime, Dr. Solomon.” 
 
    And the Ring hummed again, retracting into the arms of the bed and the wrist braces clicked open. Slowly he swung his legs and sat up, rubbing his chest and looking around the room. 
 
    Dreamtime. It was a better name than SuperPit Sandfield SleepLab 3. A beautiful name for a horrible place. Dell would have loved it. 
 
    The infimary was empty and clean with beds in neat, orderly rows. Behind him, a wall of plex overlooked a makeshift garden. Green mugla, yellow witchetty bushes, red soil and blue blue sky, the expanse was flat and unending, and he wondered if it were real or a well-maintained ArcEye system. If the latter, then technology had certainly fared better here than in NorAm, where everything was dirty, bronzed and held together by bits of rusted wire. 
 
    Dell’s blood inside the sac. 
 
    There was no one in the room. 
 
    He didn’t care. He’d be making no small talk until he had answers so he raised a hand to the wire in the back of his head. 
 
    It was gone. 
 
    His heart thudded once. 
 
    He ran his fingers along the scalp line – no incisions, no scar tissue, no hole, no stub. He’d had had a wire since he was a kid, and now, to find it gone was perhaps the most alarming sensation of all. And not just gone, but gone, as if it had never been, and he wondered how long he had been out. He rose to his feet, waiting for the vertigo to subside and his legs to hold. He looked for the door but saw none. Yep, he thought, ArcEye, and scanned the walls for the blue triangle that indicated the exit. Why it was a triangle had always eluded him. Doors were never triangular; always a goddamn rectangle, and he breathed again and again as the fury burned within him once more. 
 
    He breathed it away as he remembered the other quirks of an infirmary. A patient would never be discharged if the room detected an elevated temperature, increased heart rate or rise in blood pressure. No, the only way he was getting out of here was calmly and in control of all his faculties. Inhale deep, exhale slow. Inhale deep, exhale slow. 
 
    He spied the triangle where naturally it would be, pushed off the bed and strode toward it, praying it would slide out of his way and into the wall as it should. It did, and he stepped out of the infirmary into an empty, white corridor. Without his wire, he couldn’t talk to either Ward or Sengupta, and he realized he could be wandering around this god-forsaken compound for days. 
 
    There was a ping in the floor and he looked down. 
 
    A blue light flashed along the bottom of the wall. He looked right. It flashed green. He looked left. It flashed red. He was being herded and he reined in the flash of fury, lest the door close on him and lock him in this room forever.  
 
    Breathe. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    He turned right, following the green light down the long, empty hall of white. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Long-Swift glared at the pit of bubbling water, its freezing mist rising in the center of the room. 
 
    “I will not go in there,” he growled. “I am not a fish.” 
 
    “You may enjoy it,” said his wife. She sat feeding the baby, cross-legged on the furs. “It is soothing for the bones and the joints.” 
 
    “So is running across a field of wheat, threshing with ala’Asalan as I run.”  
 
    She smiled and pulled the baby from her breast, tucked herself into the linen kimonoh she had been given. Kylan’s tail lashed back and forth and she set him on the stone in front of Naranbataar. Hand, knee, hand, knee, the kitten crawled across the floor towards his dog.  
 
    The Khargan faced two of the Stonelilies, put his hands on his lean hips. 
 
    “Why are we isolated from the others?” he asked in Chanyu. “This is to keep us vulnerable and defenseless.” 
 
    The Chi’Chen woman stared at him, not understanding his words but neither intimidated by his tone. 
 
    “Of course,” said the Alchemist as she began drawing circles on the floor with a small rock. It was like a chalk, leaving scratches of white across the stone. “It is an effective tactic.” 
 
    “It is insulting.” He towered over the women, easily two heads taller than they. “You bring us swamp water and vegetables like we are yaks. Do you intend to starve us before skinning the pelts from our bones?” 
 
    The women said nothing.  
 
    “I wish to speak with the Shogun-General. Tell them this, wife, please.” 
 
    From the floor, she did. 
 
    The women exchanged glances but did not move nor speak. 
 
    “This is useless.” 
 
    He pushed them aside and moved to the door only to find three heavily armed Snow guards outside. They snapped to attention, swords gleaming in the torchlight. 
 
    Long-Swift swore. 
 
    “Give me ala’Asalan,” he snarled. “I will show them how a dog threshes wheat.” 
 
    “Come, husband, and sit with me,” the Alchemist said. “We may talk about the Rising Suns and what they mean for the Army of Nine Thousand Dragons.” 
 
    “You risk war with the Chanyu,” he growled at the Snow, before turning his back on their stern faces. He glanced at his wife. “We are their prisoners.” 
 
    “But we are not in prison,” she said. “Our minds are free and now is the time for thinking.” 
 
    “The Chanyu are not so good at thinking.” 
 
    In a far corner, Naranbataar laughed. 
 
    She smiled.  
 
    “Perhaps we are here for a reason.” 
 
    “What?” he grunted but crossed the floor, settled down in front of her. “What be reason?” 
 
    “Perhaps we are here to change things, to redeem things, to make things right.” She took his hand. It almost dwarfed hers. “Perhaps, we have a destiny.” 
 
    “The Chanyu not believe in destiny. The Chanyu believe in iron and blood.” 
 
    “The Chanyu follow the lead of the alpha. You have a quick mind, my Khan. Sharpen it like a sword, and you will be the mightiest Khargan in the history of your people.” 
 
    He looked down at her drawings on the stone. Circles and triangles, arrows and numbers. He growled to himself. The Chanyu had no formal writing system. It was a world left to oracles and udgans and old women. 
 
    “Sharpen me, Sherah al Shiva, Khanil of the People.” 
 
    Golden eyes gleamed. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    And she pressed the stone into his hands. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They had lost the sun early, but truth be told, it wasn’t much of a loss. The light had been weak all day, and thin snow had blown sideways against the sheer cliff walls. Thin, pale, cold and hard. That was life in Shin Sekai, she realized.  
 
    Fallon hugged her knees, feeling the war of the cold stone at her back and the prickling spray of bubbling water on her cheeks. There was war in all things. Ursa had taught her that. Ursa and life, and she swallowed the lump in her throat as she watched the Stonelilies bleed her husband as they began to heal him. 
 
    Happily, he had surrendered to their expert hands and they had pried the scabs off the festering wounds, revealing yellow and pink in equal measure. More than a fair share of grey came off too and she wondered how long it would be before his pelt was more white than Chancellor Ho’s. Blood and bile, pus and pucker. Under normal circumstances, she would have been fascinated, but something had happened to make her fear that death and destiny were rising like the moon. 
 
    Life and death, fate without destiny. 
 
    The earth kills everything. 
 
    She was pregnant. She should have been ecstatic but this time, it was different. This time, with death and destiny intertwining like Imperial dragons, she couldn’t help but wonder if Sireth’s vision was really a prophecy after all. Kerris was certain that he would die one day under the crushing fury of his elements, but she, on the other hand, was certain that he would live to see those six children. The Seer had said six kittens; he’d never mentioned a happy, fulfilling life with their father. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d been wrong. 
 
    “Ai,” groaned Kerris, and she looked up. 
 
    The Stonelilies had finished their work, having stuffed his wounds with seaweed and tea. Now he sat, arms across his knees and a second bear pelt across his shoulders, looking like he’d lost a fight with a behemoth. 
 
    She scrambled over to him, pressed a hand to his forehead. 
 
    “How do you feel?”  
 
    “Like I’ve lost a fight with a behemoth,” but he grinned. “Did they bring our clothes?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Are you cold?” 
 
    “No,” he said, “But I want to pull the sticks.” 
 
    “Are they in your blue pocket?” 
 
    “The very one.” 
 
    The Chi’Chen had returned their clothing, washed, dried and folded into perfectly neat piles, but the sticks were sitting atop them all, along with his pendants, a pouch filled with sand, and a collection of stones from all over the world. The sticks were carefully bound in red wool, and she brought them over, knelt beside him on the bearskin rug. He unraveled the wool and the sticks fell to a jumbled stack on the floor. 
 
    The Stonelilies shook their heads, tutted. 
 
    “Why are you pulling them?” she asked. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling,” he said. He closed his eyes and plucked two sticks with sharp grey claws. He passed them to her. “What do they read?” 
 
    “Nine,” she said. “And Four.” 
 
    “Two numbers,” said Kerris. “Hm.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “Nine is eternal. Four is death.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of eternal life, but eternal death?” 
 
    “Welcome to the New World,” he grumbled. “Everything is angry here.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. 
 
    “I, I need to tell you somethi—” 
 
    A horn blasted from the city outside, long and low like a djenghorn. It echoed again and again, followed by a deep thoom-thoom-thoom rising on its heels. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    She frowned, rose to her feet, moved slowly over to the window-wall and peered out over the square below.  
 
    Her blood froze in her veins. 
 
    The wail of the djenghorn, and thoom thoom thoom 
 
    “Kerris-your-name-was?” 
 
    “Love of my life?” 
 
    “Is it too late to go home?” 
 
    “Two years too late, luv. Why? What is it?” 
 
    She turned to look at him, wrapped her arms round her ribs once again. 
 
    “An army,” she said. “Marching into the square.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The room was large and filled to bursting with people, and it took him a moment to deaden their thoughts to a dull roar. All looked up as he was ushered in; all sound fell away, all brushes lowered, parchments pushed aside as the mongrel stepped into the most important place in all Pol’Lhasa. 
 
    The War Room. 
 
    It was designed in a circle, with low desks arranged to follow the curve of the room. Men in robes knelt at the desks, men in armour stood behind, and the smell of ink, sweat and oiled steel was thick in the air. In the centre of the room, a huge mosaic map of the known world decorated the floor. The Upper Kingdom with all of its provinces and cantons. The Eastern Kingdom with the fragile borders along Shibeth, Myarmar, Shiyam and Nam. The Lower Kingdom seemed to disappear north of the Great Mountains, but that was understandable for no cat had been to such terrible places. There was also a great land hinted at south of Aegypt – the land of the Bab’hundi, fierce warrior tribes rumoured to be half monkey, half spider, who lived in trees and ate their own young. But then again, it was only rumour. None who had seen them had lived to tell. 
 
    Beyond that, nothing. 
 
    The large, golden statue of a lion towered over a small wooden seat, strategically placed to guard the woman who sat there. It was as terrifying as it was commanding, with its snarling mouth and katanah claws and it reminded him of another golden lion, one who’d lay down his life to protect the woman in a heartbeat. Lions, it seemed, were forged in nobility and defense and pure, pure gold.  
 
    “You may sit here, sahidi,” came a voice and he looked to see another lion, this one thin and in blue robes. He indicated a space at the curved desk next to him. “Master Long-Lang is feeling poorly, and therefore not present.” 
 
    Sireth smiled. 
 
    “What is your name?” he asked and the room murmured their discontent. Protocol, he sighed. He was always violating some rule or other. 
 
    “Master Yeo Tang-St. John,” said the lion and he bowed. “Minister of Horses, at your service.” 
 
    Sireth bowed, only a little, out of respect for the horses. 
 
    “You are too kind, Master Yeo Tang-St. John, but I prefer to stand. I wish to study the artwork on the floor.” 
 
    And he left his guards then, moved to stand in the middle of the map, one hand behind his back, the other abstractly stroking his bearded chin. 
 
    “It is not artwork, sahidi,” purred a lion in green robes. “It is a map of the Empire. You may have never seen such a thing before.” 
 
    “I would be a terrible thing,” said the Seer. “If I were counseling an Empress and had never seen a map.” 
 
    “Farsight and Vision,” said a Sacred man of orange stripes. “Are distinctly ethereal. Maps are physical things.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” said the Seer. “Maps are abstract representations of geographic perspective and political will. This ‘physical’ is merely an interpretation by the artist, for you see, this map is wrong.” 
 
    “Wrong?” snapped Minister Chow-Chirac. “How can you say wrong?” 
 
    He strode over to Chow-Chirac, bent down to snatch a pair of inkpots from his desk. He smiled and turned, moving back to the map and placing one on the westernmost edge of the Empire. 
 
    “Turak’hee, where we met the first Ancestor.” 
 
     He placed the second pot far, far to the left of the mosaic where there was only pattern and no defined land. In fact, there was likely a good stride between the Kingdoms and this first inkpot.  
 
    “Swisserland,” he said. “Where he came from.” 
 
    There was silence in the room. They stared at him as if he were mad. He wondered if they were right. 
 
    He straightened, clasping his hands theatrically. 
 
    “Sidalord Minister of Horses, where you are sitting is NorAm, another vast land where there are cities and armies of Ancestors rising from the ashes. Who knows where else they may be. Solomon mentioned a place called Lost Railya.” 
 
    “This is impossible,” said Minister Chow-Chirac. “The world is not that big.” 
 
    “I can assure you that it is.” 
 
    “No cat has been to these places you speak of,” growled Minister Ardahvan. 
 
    “I have been to Turak’hee beyond our Shiryian border,” he answered. “And Kaidan himself has been to NorAm.” 
 
    They bit their tongues. Kaidan of the quick smile and the long drink. Kaidan, the ambassador to all nations, He’d been to the moon and back. He’d conquered the virgin, Shagar’mathah. If any cat could cross the world, it would be Kaidan. 
 
    There was the deep, booming chime of a gong and all rose to their feet. A great ebony door swung open and a party of Panthers marched in, holding banners and swords and moving in practiced precision. Next, the Bushona Geisha in their riot of colour, but they hovered at the doorway, not daring set slippered feet into the War Room. They parted like an ocean as Chancellor Ho swept through in robes of blue. And finally, the Empress, dressed entirely in black and red with a headdress of rubies, followed by a small helmed woman completely covered in silver armour. His heart thudded once at the sight. 
 
    There was a rush of fabric as all knees bent, elbows and foreheads touched the floor in reverence and respect, but still, he felt a rush of defiance. He had never, would never, but should. She, if anyone, deserved it. 
 
    She turned to the great golden lion and lit a stick of incense, blew across it to create a thin wisp of smoke. He breathed it in. Pine for focus, cedarwood for strength, coconut for protection. And, if he wasn’t mistaken, Dragon’s Blood Bark, known for male potency and passion. Fitting, he thought, given their situation, but ironic, given hers. 
 
    She laid the stick in the teeth of the lion and turned, meeting his eyes with her own. She was defiant and proud. A dangerous coupling. 
 
    “Rise,” she said. 
 
     They did. 
 
    With Ho on one side and the armoured woman on the other, the Empress took her place at the small wooden chair, lowering herself to sitting and folding her hands in her lap. The room was silent for several long moments before she looked up, blinking those great golden eyes. Ho looked up as well, his expression flat and controlled. He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Today, Esteemed Ministers,” he began. “There was an attack on the life of our most beloved, most serene Excellency, Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu, may she live forever.” 
 
    The silence lasted only a moment longer before the War Room erupted into chaos. 
 
    After a moment, Ho held up his hand. 
 
    “It was committed by an unknown kunoichi and facilitated by one of the Empress’ own Bushona Geisha.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Chow-Chirac. 
 
    “When?” asked Tang-St. John. 
 
    “Why?” asked Ardahvan. 
 
    “The details are unimportant,” answered Ho. “What is important is the fact that the Empress was saved by the swift and decisive actions of…” 
 
    He cleared his throat once again. 
 
    “By the actions of Sireth benAramis and Major Ursa Laenskaya.” 
 
    The War Council turned to look at him. He could have sworn several of them nodded, although he couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “As a result, the Empress has invoked the right to once again bestow the station of sham’Rai on one of her elite. Major Laenskaya, please step forward.” 
 
    His heart was beating wildly as she removed the snarling helm with a swipe of her arm. Her hair – usually wild and loose about her shoulders – was pulled severely back from her face in a high silver queue. Her face was as hard as a stone.  
 
    He tried to catch her eye. She would not look at him.  
 
    How long could she remain the wife of a priest? 
 
    Ho held up a scroll, began to read. 
 
    “The Tale of Heike says,” began Ho. “That the first Bushona Geisha was a snow leopard with white pelt, long hair, and ghostly features. She was a strong archer, and, as a swords-woman, she was worth a thousand men. She handled horses with superb skill; she rode unscathed down perilous descents. Whenever a battle was imminent, her captain sent her out as first soldier, equipped with strong armour, twin swords and a mighty bow, and she performed more deeds of valour than any of his other warriors. While this was written to honour the first Bushona Geisha, it is remarkable how well this also describes our Major Laenskaya.” 
 
    Ursa blinked slowly, naturally said nothing. He wondered if she was as terrified as he. 
 
    “Ursa Laenskaya, you are no longer a major in the Imperial Guard,” Ho continued. “But a living embodiment of Heike, the first Bushona Geisha. And while the Empress already has her own Shogun-General, she sees fit to bestow a similar honour upon you. You will live a life of service to the Empire, to its Empress and to her children for as long as they live. Along with this, you will guard the life of the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin, ensuring that he also may serve the Empire, its Empress and her children for as long as he lives. Do you accept this commission?”  
 
    She nodded swiftly and Sireth dropped his eyes, heart sinking like a stone. 
 
    She was sham’Rai now, no longer the wife of a priest. 
 
    “War Council, this is a decision forged in a time of war,” said Ho with a surety he likely did not possess. “There will be no debate.” 
 
    There was a murmur from the War Council until the Empress herself raised her face and all tongues fell silent. 
 
    “This is the Year of the Dragon,” she said, each word slow and precise. “In it, we find ourselves at war, but not with the Kingdom of the East. Not even with the Kingdom to the North. No, we find ourselves at war with the rising Ancestors who will seek to rule once again.” 
 
    The politicians and warriors in the room exchanged glances.  
 
    “A kunoichi was allowed entrance to the Palace tonight,” she said. “By one of my trusted own.” 
 
    What she was saying was sacrilege. Every one of them would die before that happened. 
 
    “I do not fear death, but I do fear it. I fear it for what it would mean for the Kingdom.” 
 
    A hush. Not a breath. Not a heartbeat. She continued. 
 
    “But it is a Dragon Year and I am Dragonborn. Nothing will remain unchanged. We must fight to maintain the integrity of our Empire and our right to reign over it as we and we alone choose.” Her eyes were liquid fire. “Because of this, I embrace my destiny as Dragon Empress.” 
 
    And all hearts ceased to beat as Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu reached up to do something not seen in the War Room, the Throne Room or in any room in the history of the palace or even the world.  
 
    She removed her crown.  
 
    Her hair, as black and shiny as a moonlit night, was almost as elaborate as the crown, with many braids in many patterns piled on her head. She looked small and fragile without the headdress as counterbalance. She carried on, unmindful. 
 
    “I have called for the War Crown to be restored from the Ministry of Military History and Archives.” 
 
    Ursa turned to receive an object, wrapped in silk.  
 
    A drawing of breath of every man in the room as the silks fell away, revealing a headdress of obsidian metal. Black and gleaming, it was a hammered dragon coiled like a cap, with black silk tassels swinging on either side. The War Crown of Pol’Lhasa. 
 
    “Tonight, I put it on...” 
 
    Ursa stepped behind her, dwarfed by the great golden lion as she held the crown above the Empress’ head. Lowering, lowering, until the dragon coiled about the Empress’ head, home. 
 
    “And I will not remove it until there is peace once again in our land.” 
 
    There was utter silence in the War Room. To the Seer, it was deafening. 
 
    Slowly, Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu rose to her feet. 
 
    “This is a new time, and a terrible time. The Way of Things is overturned in favour of a new way. We may not agree with the change, but we cannot stop it. We must change, as a Kingdom, as a people, or we will be subjugated by another Kingdom. That is the Law of the Dragon.”  
 
    She swept her great golden eyes across the men in the room. 
 
    “You are all men of wisdom and of honour, but I am asking you to be more than that now. I am asking you to be willing to not only accept this change, but to be the very instruments of it. You lead the people in what they think and you must model for them a new way. You must bend like a river, yet be as resolute as the mountain. This will be difficult but I know each and every one of you. You must do that which is right.” 
 
    Barely a breath in the room as every man drank in her words. 
 
    “Sireth benAramis,” she said and suddenly, all eyes fell upon him. “You are the most trusted man in the Kingdom.” 
 
    Certainly the most hated now as he watched Ho shift uncomfortably behind her. 
 
    “Last Seer of Sha’Hadin and First Mage of Agara’tha, I now add a new title to your name.” 
 
    This was not what he’d wanted. This was never what he’d wanted. All he wanted was a quiet life and some chairs.  
 
     “From now until peace,” she continued. “You will be my War Advisor. Does this position suit you?” 
 
    War Advisor? He knew nothing about war. Only about conflict and cats and will and desire and sorrow and death. 
 
    So perhaps he did know about war after all. 
 
    “I live to serve the Empress,” he said.  
 
    “Join me then and counsel me on how best to prepare my people for war.” 
 
    With that she held out her hand, completely covered in black silk. He took it, grateful for the barrier, and together they turned and swept from the room, followed by the new sham’Rai, the Bushona Geisha and a very downcast Chancellor Ho too many steps behind. 
 
    All under the gaze of the Great Golden Lion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He had been walking for the better part of an hour, following the green along the white corridor. He’d met no one and would regularly stop at the plex walls to study the city spread out around them. Buildings topped out at three stories, most low and red, others partially white and he realized that it was because of the sand. The soil here was a mixture of iron oxide and clay, and the wind literally covered the buildings in red dust. Some areas had been cleaned, others not and he wondered at the discrepancy. 
 
    He heard voices and as rounded a corner, he saw two men sitting side by side on the floor. They scrambled to their feet as he approached, pulling machetes from straps across their backs almost as an afterthought. 
 
    “Hey!” said one of the men. Young, maybe Dell’s age with a wide face and dark curls to rival his own. He held the machete awkwardly but Solomon could see the sharpness of the steel. “Who you men?” 
 
    Dialect, he wondered, or slang? 
 
    “Dr. Jeffery Solomon, Supervisor Seven, SleepLab 1, Switzerland. Who are you?” 
 
    The men exchanged glances. 
 
    “Uh, I’m Jarrah Wanbarra. This Romeo. He don’t have no last name.” The one called Jarrah swallowed. “You posed to be out? Reedy say you can be out?” 
 
    “I’m a doctor,” he answered. “I said I’m posed to be out.” 
 
    Romeo nodded vigorously. “Doctor.” 
 
    But the machete was trembling, making both it and its bearer dangerous. He remembered Kirin’s hands. He knew what such blades could do. 
 
    “Where you from, Doctor?” asked Jarrah.  
 
    “Kandersteg, Switzerland. Sandman 1.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Romeo and he nudged the other. “Sandman.” 
 
    “Shut it, Romeo.” The one named Jarrah shook his head. “Don’t mind Romeo. It weren’t his fault the chamber leaked. Reedy shoulda let him die.” 
 
    “But he dint,” said Romeo. “Reedy saved me.” 
 
    Solomon cursed under his breath. It was clear these young men were not Armand Dell’s killers, and he reckoned the few weeks of training afforded him by a lethal snow leopard would enable him to disarm these fellows rather swiftly. That wouldn’t serve him, however. He needed to find Ward and Sengupta before he did anything rash. 
 
    “I came with two others,” he said. “Do you know where they are?” 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    “Yah,” he said. “Two women. Tall, short hair—” 
 
    “Oh, the women,” said Jarrah. 
 
    And Romeo grinned. “The women.” 
 
    “Do you know where they are?” 
 
    “Ask Reedy.” 
 
    “Reedy?” 
 
    “Yah.”  
 
    And they smiled at him. 
 
    “And do you know where Reedy is?” 
 
    “Where Reedy always is.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “Dis way.” 
 
    The young men threw the machetes across their backs and headed along the corridor in front of him. Solomon shook his head. Clearly these men had no clue about security. He only need step forward and slide the blades from the straps across their backs and he could drop their heads to the floor in two swipes. He could delimb one and disembowel the other before he could say ‘Ursa Laenskaya.’ But they were just boys, no different than Dell. Idealistic, naïve and full of themselves. Five thousand years had a way of knocking that out of you. 
 
    He also noticed that, like him, they weren’t wearing wires. 
 
    He followed, and the green light happily kept pace until they stopped at a wall with familiar triangle. It didn’t open automatically, unlike most ArcEye doors, and he watched as Jarrah looked up to the sliver of dubious sky above. 
 
    “Jarrah Wanbarra,” he said and the door slid aside. He jerked his head. “In there.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going in?” asked Solomon. 
 
    “Nah, not allowed. Reedy gets mad.” 
 
    “It’s not good when Reedy gets mad.” 
 
    Dell’s blood inside the sac. 
 
    “Yah,” said Solomon. “I gathered.” 
 
    He peered into a large room, filled floor to ceiling with screens and plex. 
 
    “I don’t see anyone,” he said. “Are you sure this is the room?”  
 
    And he turned back but the men were gone. 
 
    It’s not good when Reedy gets mad. 
 
    The strange, screened room began to hum. 
 
    “Come in, Doctor Solomon,” came the lazy voice from the D-bots and the Griffen. “Or would you prefer to chat in a public corridor?” 
 
    Solomon narrowed his eyes. “Public is good.” 
 
    “Jiān Ward told me you’d say that.” The voice was rich, fluid, sardonic, male. “I prefer private, sir. The walls have ears in Dreamtime.” 
 
    Solomon stepped into the room and the screens began to rotate and twist. Slowly, hypnotically, they rotated in on themselves, weaving thin blue lines in the air like a spider’s web. There were stations with screens, and walls with screens; transparent screens with blue and white lights, and plex screens with orange lines and dashes. Some two dimensional, others three, twisting, twisting as he looked up into a slowly spinning sky. He could see flashes of a man sitting at one of the stations, chin in hand, but it was hard to see him clearly because of the weaving blue lines and the screens.  
 
    “Do come in now,” said the man. “I’d like to say that I don’t have all day, but well now, that would be lying.”  
 
    And he smiled. 
 
    No discernable accent, or perhaps all of them combined. His hair was a mass of wild silver, his cheeks pockmarked with age. His eyes were heavy-lidded; his smile wide and weary. He looked familiar somehow, but then again, he was human. In this world, familiarity was a fleeting thing.  
 
    “What is this place?” asked Solomon.  
 
    “Which place?” asked the man. “Dreamtime or the Qore?” 
 
    “Either. Both.” 
 
    The man sat back. He was wearing a dirty tan jumpsuit, much like the one Solomon had been wearing when he’d awakened in Kandersteg. 
 
    “You are at the center of all things, Doctor,” said the man. “The Qore of Dreamtime, SleepLab Ops. Everything runs from here.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    The man was sharp and smooth. Like glass. 
 
    “You look familiar,” Solomon said. “Do I know you?” 
 
    The man smiled again.  
 
    “Matty Reedy. I’m the caretaker of the SuperPit Sandfield, Sandman 3.” 
 
    “Where’s Damaris Ward and Persis Sengupta?” 
 
    “Sleeping,” said Reedy.  
 
    “Sleeping?” said Solomon. “Literally or metaphorically? Because if they’re dead—” 
 
    “Literally, Dr. Solomon,” said the man. “It’s exhausting here in Dreamtime.” 
 
    “You killed one of my people.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” The man turned his eyes to a screen. “Armand Dell, zoologist. He had a Beta 22 metavirus in his system. He wouldn’t have made it any more than two more days.” 
 
    “Two more days to find an antiviral.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have helped,” said Reedy. While his skin was covered in age spots, he looked as strong as an ox. “We don’t have the facilities for containment.” 
 
    “Looks like a pretty damned contained facility to me.” 
 
    “Doctor Solomon,” said the man. “I understand your distress and I am sorry for it, but as caretaker of this place, I have a great deal of responsibility on my shoulders considering we have no Supers in cryo anymore. It’s been a very long time, but I suspect you know that.” 
 
    “You’ve lost them all?” 
 
    “None left in cryo, sir, so yes.” 
 
    Solomon frowned. “Did they die?” 
 
    “Oh no, Doctor, not die.”  
 
    And he smiled again.  
 
    It was a game, Solomon knew. One he’d be forced to play without his wire and with both Ward and Sengupta on the line. 
 
    “Alrighty then,” said Solomon. “And the subs?” 
 
    “Well, that part gets a little sketchy…” 
 
    “Draw it out for me, Matty.” 
 
    “Well, how ‘bout I show you?” 
 
    His heart skipped a beat. Memories of the sub-chambers and the rats of Kandersteg – sporadic lighting, shattered plexi and shredded people. Blood and ice in equal measure.  
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Just a tick.” 
 
    Matty Reedy reached back to pinch the nape of his neck and the screens flickered in Qore. A wire, thought Solomon. Damned Matty Reedy was wearing a wire. 
 
    “All ready now,” said the man and he rose to his feet. He was tall, lean, haggard. “Let me tell you a little about our world Down Under, shall I?” 
 
    As they headed out into the wide, white corridor, Solomon threw a glance over his shoulder. Where Reedy had been sitting, there was no chair. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The black silhouette of a mountain rose up before them. It was not a tall mountain but it was broad, formidable, and it spanned the entire horizon. After the last hour struggling across an uneven plateau, it was enough to stop them in their tracks. It would be treacherous to scale in the darkness but he had made them a promise. Tsaparang called like a beacon. They would not, could not spend yet another night without hope. 
 
    With a child in each arm, he turned, looked back at the weary band following him. It was a canine river, he thought, with Setse trudging at its tail. She had a child clinging to her neck and looked as if she’d drop to the ground at any moment. Each Oracle that could walk was carrying their weight in frozen meat. aSiffh himself carried a tsaa buga across his back and dragged two behind by strips of pelt. The constant climb had been difficult for the young horse. Apparently, four legs were not always better than two.  
 
    They had crossed a wide plateau this last hour and through large conical rocks dotting the plateau like a forest of clay. They were stone sentinels, covered in snow but reeking of gold, and he wondered if they were Ancestral. He would believe it. Their world was a wondrous, dangerous place because of the Ancestors.     
 
    A shape swept through the sky above them. They never heard Silence. The wings of an owl made no sound and not for the first time, Yahn Nevye wished for the wings of an owl. 
 
    He waited as Setse struggled to his side. The young Oracles were exhausted and Zorig looked worse than death. 
 
    “We stop now, Shar,” she panted. “We have shelter with these stones. We sleep here tonight and go up the morning.” 
 
     “But Setse, it’s right there,” he said and swept an arm up to the mountain. “We can make it tonight and be safe.” 
 
    “I don’t see it, Shar. Here…” She touched her eyes, and then her forehead. “Or here.” 
 
    “You don’t trust me.” 
 
    “I do, Shar, with my life and with theirs. But it’s night and we’re so tired. These chorten will shelter us and we can build a fire out of the wind.” 
 
    “Chorten?” 
 
    She indicated the large stones that dotted the plateau. 
 
    “The Clay Forest is Ancient.”  
 
    Clay forest. She had echoed his thoughts, down to the very words he had formed in his mind. They were almost as one. 
 
    “I know,” he said and he sighed. “Yes, I know. We can rest here tonight. Tomorrow, we go home.” 
 
    And he held his hand out to her. 
 
    She took it. Clutching the lump of wax in the other hand, he closed his eyes. He sent his thoughts far ahead, sweeping upwards to ancient candles preserved by ages of dry and cold. He felt them catch one by one by one all throughout Tsaparang, and its history echoed like a falcon cry through his bones. 
 
    He heard her gasp and pressed on, lighting another and another and another with his thoughts. Behind them, the children squealed with delight and he heard Zorig laugh. 
 
    “Shar, you did it,” Setse said. “You found it.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked up. High above them, lights flickered in the night sky. Up up and up, the mountainside danced with candlelight. 
 
    “Tsaparang,” she said, and she reached up to touch his face. “Our home.” 
 
    He pulled her hand to his chest, turned to look at the children. 
 
    “Oracles, tonight we sleep in the Clay Forest,” he said loudly. “But tomorrow, we go to school.” 
 
    Their triumph was broken by the cry of a child. 
 
    “Two heads!” Alagh wailed. “Two heads and two. The mountain waits with teeth and claws.” 
 
    “Two heads and two,” cried Sev and she clutched her skull, dropping to her knees. 
 
    “Teeth and claws,” moaned Doshan and he, too, buckled to the ground. Setse rushed to catch them as one by one, the Oracles of Blood fell, caught in the grips of the now familiar convulsions. Resting against one of the chorten, Balmataar began to laugh. 
 
    Teach them, whispered the bonestick. Beat them into readiness. 
 
    Nevye’s spotted tail lashed once. Dark thoughts, he growled to himself, from dark places. He would have to destroy the totem soon, hoped he wouldn’t have to destroy its Oracle as well. He might, to preserve the unity of the others, but it would start him on a road best not traveled. Not with the mountain above dancing with light. 
 
    Tomorrow, we go to school. 
 
    A promise as elusive as hope and summer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thoom thoom thoom thoom. 
 
    Kirin blinked slowly. The world was a dream, twisting and distorted, and he wondered if he was still asleep. Or perhaps he had in fact drowned in the bubbling water and this was merely a portal to the next life. He didn’t know what he believed about that, about other lives after death. He had enjoyed many good debates with Sireth benAramis on their return to DharamShallah in the months after the Plan B had left the shore. But still, even after all the miracles and magic he had witnessed in these last years, if in fact an afterlife existed, he doubted very much that it would look like a monkey cavern. He was more certain that it’s devas would not look like Chi’Chen Stonelilies.  
 
    Thoom thoom thoom thoom. 
 
    He lay on his belly in the rug of black and white bear with only the linen kimonoh for covering, waiting for the dizziness to subside. Earlier that morning the Stonelilies had got to work on the back of his knee. All day long they had worked, using needles and hot stones and burning sticks, and, while it had been painful at the time, he had to admit that at the moment he was experiencing no pain whatsoever. He wondered if there was some form of medicine in the needles – a root or leaf extract that amplified the work. He could ask the Alchemist but could not be sure if she would answer with the truth or a riddle. She was cryptic to her bones. It was best not to think of her. 
 
    Thoom thoom thoom thoom. 
 
    It sounded like thunder. It sounded like the drums of war. 
 
    In the middle of this waking dream, the cold air began to rumble and the Stonelilies shrieked with alarm. He pushed up on his elbows, the thin bolt of mane falling past his cheek as he turned his face. It had to be a dream, for the far wall was glowing, a circle of grey, then blue, then white before disappearing entirely with a shower of sparks and leaving a hole the size of a lion. A dream, he was certain, for such a thing was not possible. 
 
    And then a voice. 
 
    “Chinmoku, josei, my grannies. Don’t move or I’ll puncture your lovely throats. Just one claw each and you’ll die long, slow but beautifully colourful deaths before you even make it to the floor.” 
 
    It was then that he remembered that anything was possible if Kerris Wynegarde-Grey was involved. 
 
    “Kirin? By the Kingdom, what have they done? Needles?”  
 
    Familiar hands roaming over his body, tugging the points from his pelt. 
 
    Kirin wondered if there was blood. 
 
    “Kirin, are you alright?”  
 
    Thoom thoom thoom thoom.  
 
    Was it the blood in his ears? Had his life become so entwined with war that even his pulse was a drum? 
 
    He shook his head to clear it, felt his stomach lurch as Kerris helped him sit up.  
 
    “There. How’s that?” said Kerris. “They’ve dipped those needles in a brew, I’m a-thinking.” 
 
    “How did you get here?” he asked. His throat was dry, his voice hoarse. “They wouldn’t let me leave the room.” 
 
    “There is more than one way to get into a room,” and the grey lion cast his eyes to the wall. “The Maiden is good for many things.” 
 
    Kirin followed his gaze to see a hole large enough for a cat. He wondered if and when the Snow would come for the device now that the secret was out. 
 
    “Tut,” he heard a Stonelily say and Kerris’ head snapped up. 
 
    “I said don’t, lovely,” he said pleasantly. “Else I’ll ask the wall to close and the steam to boil your bones.” 
 
    The woman froze in her tracks as the water bubbled angrily in its bed. The elements carried more of a threat than his voice ever did.  
 
    Kerris leaned forward.  
 
    “I can’t ask the wall to move, really,” he said in Imperial. “These walls are Ancestral and they don’t speak. I’m not sure I could do a thing with them …” 
 
    Thoom thoom thoom thoom. Jingle and song and thoom thoom thoom. 
 
    “Kerris,” Kirin said. “What’s that noise?” 
 
    “You need to get up,” said Kerris. “We need to show you something.” 
 
    “Your clothes,” said Kirin. “How did you get your clothes?” 
 
    “Yours are here too,” said Kerris. “I’ll help you with that in a moment. Come.” 
 
    Kerris pulled him to his feet, holding him steady as the room continued to spin. He flexed his knee, surprised to find it pain-free for the first time since Roar’pundih. 
 
    Fallon Waterford-Grey stood by the window-wall, arms wrapped around her ribs, striped tail silent and still. She threw him a quick glance but not a happy one. He wondered why. She was a creature of sunshine and wind.  
 
    “They call it the Square of Frost Flowers,” she said softly. 
 
    “Come see,” said Kerris. 
 
    The room spun like a child’s toy so they made slow time to the window-wall to stand beside the tigress. He looked down, following her gaze to the village below. It was dawn and the light was thin, with torches burning all throughout the tent-city.  
 
    Thoom thoom thoom thoom. 
 
    Hundreds of soldiers, Snow all, marching through the Square of Frost Flowers, their swords and arrows gleaming in the firelight, their boots stomping in perfect precision. They were leaving the city like a golden wave, early morning crowds throwing petals in the air as they marched past. 
 
    “Why?” he growled.  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Kerris. “But look there…” 
 
    And he pointed a long grey finger to a platform at the base of the mountain where the army marched past. 
 
    Kirin narrowed his eyes, making out the sight of two men strapped to poles. Snow, he realized, the men were Snow, but they weren’t strapped to the poles and he was suddenly grateful that Kerris was holding him as now the room lurched at the sight. The men were impaled, bleeding from mouths, nostrils and eyes. The crowd tossed fruit peels and flower blossoms at their bodies, singing in their strange, lilting, Chi’Chen tongue. 
 
     “What are they saying?” he whispered. “Peace, Brothers, Snow? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Find Peace and Enlightenment, Lost Brothers of the Snow,” said Kerris.  
 
    He looked at his brother. “Why would they kill members of their own?” 
 
    “They didn’t.”  
 
    “They didn’t kill them?” 
 
    “They’re not their own.”  
 
    And Kerris pointed to another pole where only a severed head reigned. 
 
    “They’re ours.” 
 
    Kirin’s heart stopped in his chest. 
 
    On the top of the pole sat the helmed head of Li Yamashida, General of the Army of Nine Thousand Dragons. 
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    The Great Golden Lion towered over the small wooden seat. 
 
    A riot of colour. The hassassin of an Empress 
 
    The Great Golden Lion towered over the small wooden seat. 
 
    I will not leave. 
 
    The Great Golden Lion towered over the small wooden seat. 
 
    Pine, cedarwood, coconut, Dragon’s Blood Bark. 
 
    Dragon’s Blood Bark 
 
    Dragon’s Blood Bark 
 
    Sireth benAramis opened his eyes. 
 
    He was in the War Room again, and he doubted it was a good idea. His thoughts had teeth now and he wondered if it was the Alchemy. This new life after the old one was all still so raw. 
 
    His wife was sham’Rai. 
 
    He wondered if their marriage would be annulled somehow. If Chancellor Ho would make certain there was a law in some old book that a sham’Rai could have no land or property or spouse of his/her own. He thought he’d read it somewhere, at sometime. Perhaps in Sha’Hadin a lifetime ago. He could barely remember. 
 
    This new life. He honestly preferred the old. 
 
    He sighed and looked around the room. The same as the day before but empty now, save the two leopards guarding the door. They must have thought it strange – the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin sitting cross-legged on the map floor directly on top of Swisserland. Naturally, they wouldn’t know that, and truth be told, he didn’t know that. He trusted Kerris and Solomon and their unnatural way with maps.  
 
    The Great Golden Lion towered over the small wooden seat. He had placed seven sticks of Dragon’s Blood Bark in the mouth of the statue and the room was heavy with the musky sweet odor. He’d had an idea earlier on, had formed a dangerous plan to save the honour of the Empress and the baby in her belly. It would likely not work. It would also involve treason, so he dared not tell his wife.  
 
    “Have you seen our future, my Seer?” the Empress had asked. “Do you know what is to come?” 
 
    He had seen a metal dragon land in the streets of DharamShallah, he had told her, Ancestors climbing the steps of the palace, but he had to admit it was a bit of a lie. The Ancestor had been Jeffery Solomon, and he had no idea of when. He’d once told the Captain that Time was little more than an old woman’s knitting, but that too was something of a lie. Time was an esoteric thing on the Vision plane, quite unlike that old woman’s knitting. Perhaps truth, like time, was esoteric and perhaps now, he was lying to himself. 
 
    The truth was simple. He didn’t want to know their future. He didn’t want to try. He would be happy taking up a position at Agara’tha. He would even be happy training Alchemists, as impossible as that was, and would even be happy with this brother of Jet barraDunne serving under him. It would be like every other thing he had ever done in life – difficult and fraught with prejudice, and because of that, familiar territory. But War Advisor and husband to a sham’Rai? Neither was a comfortable fit.  
 
    Too many thoughts were crowding his mind. He had one job now, given him by the Empress. See the enemy. Secure the course of the Empire. 
 
    Chairs were sounding so sweet. 
 
    He closed his eyes, released a deep cleansing breath as he turned his thoughts to the metal dragon. Kerris and Fallon had described it many times – how it rode the air like a soaring bird but carried them inside its belly rather than on its back. Ancestors were a strange people to have constructed such a thing.  
 
    He let his thoughts wander to the one Ancestor he knew. The brown eyes and peltless face, the quick humour and the big heart. Solomon was in Lost Railya searching for Ancestors but now, when he sought for the familiar mind, there was nothing. Nothing but ice and he shuddered at the memory. The ice had almost killed them both, once upon a time. 
 
    He lived to serve the Empress. 
 
    He looked up as a man in blue robes slipped in. 
 
    “Oh forgive, wise Seer,” said Master Yeo Tang-St. John in his thin voice. “I was hoping to make an adjustment to the rotation of the Imperial Stables, and my notes are at my station. I shall return later.” 
 
    “No, no,” said Sireth from the floor. “Please come in. I needed another space since the Room of Enlightened Shadows is under repair.” 
 
    Another lie. Perhaps one day he’d be good at it. 
 
    The Master of Horses smiled a toothy smile and moved into the room.  
 
    “I have heard,” said Tang-St. John. “Master Turlington said that Master Han said that it was almost as if a herd of animals had trampled through it.” 
 
    Sireth smiled, liking the man immediately.  
 
    The Minister crossed the floor toward his low desk but slowed, sniffed the air. Turned to look at the Great Golden Lion and the many sticks of incense in his great golden mouth. 
 
    “Dragon’s Blood Bark?” he asked.  
 
    “I am entreating the Guardian of Pol’Lhasa.” 
 
    “The Guardian?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Sireth. “The symbol of the Upper Kingdom is a golden lion, is it not?” 
 
    The Master of Horses looked puzzled, frowned.  
 
    “It is on the Fanxieng Imperial crest,” he said. “But I do not think—” 
 
    “It’s magic,” the Seer said too quickly.  
 
    Tang-St. John’s eyes grew wide. “Magic?” 
 
    “Yes, magic. As the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin and the First Mage of Agara’tha—” 
 
    “And newly appointed War Advisor to the Empress,” added the Master of Horses. 
 
    Such a dangerous game. 
 
    “Yes, that,” said Sireth. “The Empress had asked me to use all of my skills to serve the Empire. How better to do that than to call on powers even greater than my own.” 
 
    “With incense?” 
 
    Sireth rose to his feet, slowly approached the tiny wooden chair dwarfed by the statue. Naturally, Tang-St. John followed. 
 
    “With Dragon’s Blood Bark,” he said. “Known the world over to augment and improve male passions and power.” 
 
    Tang-St. John blinked several times. 
 
    “But how will that serve the Empire?” 
 
    “War is a man’s game. Our Empress—” 
 
    “—May she live forever.” 
 
    “—May she live forever.” The Seer plucked another stick, held it to the charcoal brazier, watched as the tip caught and glowed. “Will need to be guided by this symbol as she decides our course with wisdom and strength.” 
 
    Lies. Games. Manipulations. Vanity. 
 
    He placed the stick in the lion’s mouth, turned to look at the Master of Horses. 
 
    “And the Great Golden Lion will give her a sign.” 
 
    “What kind of sign?” 
 
    “A magical sign,” he said. “It will be a miracle and it will unify all the people.” 
 
    Tang-St. John thought for a long moment, before reaching out to take a stick. 
 
    “Then I will pray for this as well. Thank you, sahidi. I believe the Empress has chosen well.” 
 
    Sireth nodded and returned to the spot on the floor that was possibly Swisserland. He folded his long legs and lowered himself to sit, palms held loosely in his lap. 
 
    Footfall as another man appeared at the War Room door. 
 
    “Master Turlington!” exclaimed Tang-St. John. “Come join me as we pray for a miracle!” 
 
    “A miracle?” exclaimed Master Turlington and he stepped into the room. “What is this miracle?” 
 
    “It’s magic!” 
 
    Sireth closed his eyes once more.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Teeth and claws teeth and claws and scales and heads two heads four eyes flash red in the darkness the ice cracks the stones move the mountain begins to stir 
 
    A hand on his face— 
 
    He opened his eyes. Setse was smiling at him, the tips of her lashes covered with frost, and his heart swelled at the sight of her. How quickly she had become his world.  
 
    Alagh stirred in his arms, and he held his breath, desperate for the boy to continue sleeping. It had been a hard night for the Oracles of Blood. Visions and convulsions, dreams and prophesy, a living cavern of breathing walls and floors of teeth. He had seen it too – fleeting scraps of images, not quite memories, not quite future. The gifts of the Oracles were raw and jarring, not at all the same as life in Sha’Hadin and the vision plain.  
 
    Holding the boy, he pushed to his feet, the snow falling from his cloak like powder. Behind him, aSiffh rose as well, shaking out his mane and making it snow anew. The young stallion blinked slowly before ambling off towards a frozen carcass for breakfast.  
 
    Setse smiled again. 
 
    “Look, Shar,” she said. “Look at our home.” 
 
    Nevye looked up at the mountain. The morning sun gleamed on the sandstone, sparkled off the sheets of snow. Tsaparang. In some ways, it reminded him of Sha’Hadin – the rocky rises and icy slopes of the Cliff of a Thousand Eyes. In other ways, it reminded him of Pol’Lhasa, her many angled rooflines and even more steps. There was a strange otherness to it and he knew it had to do with the Ancestors. They built with straight lines and golden domes and elements that whispered danger. Even the chorten at his back rippled with Ancient chi. What it had to do with teeth and claws puzzled him, but then again, he had never been skilled at interpreting dreams. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” he said.  
 
    “There is darkness inside,” she said. “We all feel it.” 
 
    “We will fight the darkness,” he said. “We can’t turn back.” 
 
    “I have a dagger,” she said. “You have a sword.” 
 
    “But we also have children.” 
 
    “They are Chanyu,” she said. “They will fight like warriors.” 
 
    He remembered how Doshan had held the sword without flinching, how Sev had killed the tsaa buga with her arrows. In his arms, Alagh was deep in sleep, his frosted lashes soft against his gaunt young cheek. They were brave and valiant and far too young to fight. 
 
    “Give him to me,” came a voice and Nevye looked to see Zorig stir from his mound of hide. “He’ll keep me warm while you go explore the mountain. Kill off any teeth and claws before I get there. There’s a lot of steps and I’m too old to fuss.” 
 
    Nevye passed the boy into the old man’s arms. Zorig grunted and rolled over, becoming little more than a hide tent once more. 
 
    “Where’s Balm?” Setse asked. 
 
    They glanced around at the many small icy mounds, noticed one depression in the snow, spied the tracks that led up the mountain. 
 
    Nevye sighed. 
 
    Setse slid the dagger from her boot and looked up, a dancer with the spirit of the moon and a will of iron. She had never been more beautiful. 
 
    He gripped his sword and together they pushed through the new snow toward the mountain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Lesson One.” 
 
    She circled the Empress draped in folds of black silk. 
 
    “You are weak.” 
 
    “I am Iron,” said the Empress. 
 
    “You are a blade of grass, a cricket. Anyone could step on you. Anyone could kill you.” 
 
    “My Bushona Geisha would stop them.” 
 
    The riot of women huddled close by, watching, whispering, furious. The Room of Dancing Cranes had been emptied of all servants and staff, save Ursa, the Empress and the Bushona Geisha. 
 
    “No,” said Ursa. “They would kill your killer, but you’d be dead, crushed like a cricket under a boot.” 
 
    The Empress raised her chin, refusing to move as the snow leopard circled her like a cobra. 
 
    “You should allow me to remove my crown.” 
 
    “Would a killer allow you such courtesy?” And she reached forward, swatting the War Crown with her hand. The Empress gasped and the Geisha grumbled in the distance. “Was the hassassin in your rooftops waiting for a private moment? Or was she waiting for the perfect shot?” 
 
    And she slapped the Imperial shoulder. The Empress whirled, tassels swinging about her beautiful face. 
 
    “This is not a good first lesson,” she growled.  
 
    “It is your only first lesson.” And the snow leopard slapped again, this time an arm. 
 
    The Empress struck back. 
 
    Grumbles from the Geisha. 
 
    A jab to the belly followed immediately by a slap to the ribs. 
 
    “This is not fighting,” said the Empress. “I will not continue.” 
 
    “Good,” said Ursa. “You will die sooner, little cricket, and the Empire will fall to Ho.” 
 
    Another jab. The Empress swung around, hands up in guard stance but Ursa knocked them easily away. Batted her chest, her arms, her shoulders, all the while the Bushona Geisha moved and grumbled, a blur of colour along the edges. 
 
    “I thought you were Dragonborn,” said Ursa.  
 
    “Do not speak to me about Dragons!” 
 
    “You are small.” 
 
    She pushed her and the Empress staggered back on her slippered feet. 
 
    “You are pathetic.” 
 
    She yanked a tassel so that the crown slipped on her forehead. 
 
    “You have no honour.” 
 
    And she slapped the monarch across the face. 
 
    There was silence in the Room of Dancing Cranes. 
 
    With a cry, the Empress launched herself forward, claws extended, slicing at leather and armour and pelt. Ursa whirled, deflecting the lunge easily and spinning to catch the Sacred woman from behind. It was like holding a dervish, all claws and fury and raging black silk. But the snow leopard was skilled and the Sacred woman was not and Ursa held tight her until the struggles slowed. 
 
    “I have honour,” the Empress snarled. “I am honour.” 
 
    “Honour will not keep you alive,” Ursa hissed into her ear. “You have forgotten your true birthright and have believed a lie.” 
 
    “My birthright is to rule this Kingdom!” 
 
    “Your birthright is more than your crown,” said the sham’Rai. “It is your claws.” 
 
    The Empress grew still. 
 
    “You have forgotten that you are not only an Empress. You are a cat. You are a hunter. You can fight. You can kill.” 
 
    “I wanted to,” she whispered. “I wanted to kill you.” 
 
    “Good,” said Ursa. “You are the Empress of all cats. Do not forget what makes your people fierce and strong and dangerous. Find pride in our heritage.” 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “More than cat,” Ursa went on. “You are Cat and Dragon. Nothing can match your fury. You slay with a word. You crush enemies with a glance. You breathe fire and cities are turned to ash and you feast on the marrow of their bones.” 
 
    Ursa released her, slowly spun her around to face her. She pushed the War Crown back into position and took a step back. 
 
    Fist to cupped palm, she bowed. 
 
    Slowly, warily, the Empress bowed back. 
 
    “End of Lesson One,” said Ursa. 
 
    And she turned and left the Room of Dancing Cranes. The air slowly returned to the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Level Six is the only level still under ground,” said Reedy as the sterile, white hydraulift descended. “The Qore has it fully automated.” 
 
    “The Qore?” asked Solomon. “What the hell is the Qore and why is it fully automated?”  
 
    “So many questions,” smiled the man. “You boggle me. One at a time, please.” 
 
    It was as if the man had practiced the art of ‘wise and long-suffering.’ His eyes, wrinkled and heavy-lidded, gleamed with wry humour; his words slow and carefully chosen; his smile practiced and patient. But behind the eyes, Solomon saw fierce intelligence. Between the lines, volumes left unspoken. Behind the smile, a knife. He couldn’t help but think that to trust this man would mean more sacs filled with blood. 
 
    Solomon took a deep breath. 
 
    “What do you mean, fully-automated? My zoologist was killed by someone in C-SAS gear.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. That was one of the First Line,” said Reedy. “Our soldiers, protectors and caretakers, with specialized anti-bio gear. Without the gear, no one goes on the surface.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, roos for one,” he said. “Like the ones that bit and ultimately killed your friend. Dillies, to mention another. Come right up from under the ground and swallow you whole. Although the C-SAS gear couldn’t do much about that…” 
 
    His words drifted off for a moment. 
 
    “Then there’s sandflies the size of your fist that come in swarms and devour the flesh right from your bones. Kuri, too. Meanest creatures you ever met. They used to be people, once upon a time. They dip arrows in snake venom, so even if you’re grazed, you’re dead. They’ve trained scorpions to hunt for them, scorpions the size of goats. There’s nothing good left in the natural world, now is there?” 
 
    Solomon frowned. It was possible, probable even, that life would have evolved very differently in the time since he’d gone under. Humans were gone and not for the first time, he wondered if they were meant to stay that way. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘Kuri used to be people’?”  
 
    “Just what I said, Doctor.”  
 
    “You’ve had a lot of experience with life on the surface, it seems,” said Solomon. 
 
    “As much as I care to. The First Line records everything and the Qore analyses it.” 
 
    Solomon bit his tongue. Just play the game, he told himself. Play the game, find Ward and Sengupta and get the hell back to the Griffen. 
 
     “Ok, how about the Qore?” he asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    “The Qore is the Qore,” said the man. “It runs the entire facility. Never shuts down, never loses power.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It powers itself,” he said. “It’s a quantum device, so it surely has to do with subatomic particles.” 
 
    “Surely,” said Solomon.  
 
    “I’m only a caretaker, Doctor,” he said. “Not a physicist.” 
 
    There was no bump or lurch as the hydraulift halted its descent, only a friendly ping. The lights turned blue then and the air smelled of ozone. Reedy turned his heavy-lidded eyes on him.  
 
    “Decontamination,” he said. “The lifts serve many functions here in Dreamtime.” 
 
    “Are those also controlled by the Qore?”  
 
    “Indeed, Doctor. Everything is.” 
 
    Finally, the doors slid open onto a wide expanse below them. They stepped out onto a metal catwalk, and immediately Solomon felt cold rush down his spine to his knees.  
 
    The sub-chambers, deep, high, and wide, gaped like a mouth that had taken too many punches. Iron-graphene pillers were buckled and many levels had collapsed inward. Polymer-strand webbing blocked most of the rows and rubble lay in mounds against the remaining walls. Cryounits, empty and upended, looked as if they had been cannibalized for parts. 
 
    There was a flash of movement on the lattice floor below, and a man-sized bird bot stalked into view. It swung its odd-shaped torso as it moved, sweeping the area with an arc of blue light before clanking down the corridor beneath them. 
 
    “Counter measures, Doctor Solomon,” said Reedy. “Because of the dillies.” 
 
    “The things that come out of the ground?” He was growing weary of this game.  
 
    “Mutated Australian crocodiles that have adapted to the dunes and sand of the outback. Burrowed their way through the rock and trashed three levels.” 
 
    Solomon looked up at him, incredulous. 
 
    “Oh, I do know how that sounds, sir,” said Reedy. “But we lost over half of our subs to them before the Qore was able to prepare the counter measures. That’s kept them out now, for the most part. We get a bit of a reprieve over summer because they’re most active in the winter.”  
 
    “Are they cold-blooded?” 
 
    “They are, sir. Here in Australia, the summers are unnaturally hot and the dillies hibernate deep in the earth. It’s autumn now, and they’ll be waking soon, hence the tampers. They hate the tampers. We learned that the hard way.” 
 
    Solomon remembered the Griffen’s landing – the tamp fuses and the tremors and the mech-suits swinging their cannons. 
 
    He released a long-held breath. 
 
    “So you lost half,” he said. “Are the ‘counter measures’ enough to protect the rest?” 
 
    “The ‘counter measures’ don’t protect the rest, Doctor.” He blinked slowly. “They protect the First Line and the Qore. We’ve moved the rest.” 
 
    “Moved them? Dammit, that’s not the protocol.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Reedy smiled again, but without his eyes. “Isn’t it our duty to protect the subs at all cost?” 
 
    “It’s the duty of the supers, not caretakers. And how are you a caretaker, exactly? There were no ‘caretaker’ positions when I went under. Where and when did you get here?” 
 
    “So many questions,” said Reedy. “They do boggle me so. I did say that earlier, didn’t I? We do have caretakers, of which I myself am one. Which one of your other questions would you like me to answer?” 
 
    Solomon stared at the man. Tried to imagine him without the age spots and the wrinkles and the wild silver hair. 
 
    “So where did the subs go?” Solomon asked. 
 
    “With the exception of the First Line?” 
 
    “Yes, Matty. With the exception of the First Line.” 
 
    “Would you believe me if I said the Wheels?”  
 
    “The Wheels,” murmured Solomon. It was beginning to make sense. 
 
    “’Behold, as I looked at the living beings, there was one wheel on the earth beside the living beings, for each of the four of them. The appearance of the wheels and their workmanship was like sparkling beryl, as if one wheel were within another.’” 
 
    Reedy smiled slowly at him.  
 
    “It’s from the Bible,” he said. “Ezekiel, I believe.” 
 
    “You put the subs in wind turbines?” 
 
    “They’re not wind turbines, sir. They’re cryo-wheels.” 
 
    It took a moment to realize what the man had said. The field of turbines, massive and otherworldly, was filled with sleepers. A thousand lives silently spinning their dreams away across the Australian outback. Living Beings within the Wheels. 
 
    Solomon shook his head, feeling like the time in CD Shenandoah when he’d put the Plug over the wire and the information had overwhelmed his conscious mind. Only this time Reedy had the wire, not him. He looked up. 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “No older than you, Doctor.” And now he leaned back onto the railing. “But I do understand your sentiment. Dreamtime is exhausting.” 
 
    Suddenly, all around them, the blue lights changed to red, pulsing bright to brighter but emiting no sound. A quiet, controlled alarm. Reedy touched the wire at the back of his neck. 
 
    “We should get back to Qore,” he said calmly. “There’s something amiss outside.” 
 
    Roos. Dillies. Kuri. Subs. This Dreamtime was a nightmare of secrets and screens. Wheels within wheels. Monsters and half-truths and Matty Reedy, a master of the game. But Jeffery Solomon was a patient man and he would play the game until Ward and Sengupta were free. If Reedy was telling the truth, and they were not already dead. That was by no means certain. 
 
    “Doctor?” called the caretaker from the lift. “Shall we?” 
 
    Solomon joined him and the doors slid shut on the counter measures and the dark. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was hard not to smile at the sight. Weary from an exhausting day of play, three children under the age of two slept in a huddle of arms and legs and tails and yellow silk. In the Imperial nursery, four women sat on embroidered cushions, watching them. 
 
    “Sleep,” said the Seer. “It is a blessed thing. 
 
    “It comes so easily to the young,” said the Empress.  
 
    “‘To be in bed and sleep not,’” began the Seer, “‘To want for one who comes not; to try to please and please not. These are the worst things in life.’” 
 
    “Petrus used to say that,” she said. “He was a wise man.” 
 
    “He was a friend.” Together they watched the kittens through a screen of painted bamboo. “As is the mother of these kittens.” 
 
    “Fallon Waterford-Grey,” said the Empress. “Kirin has spoken of her. She is a good match for our Kaidan?” 
 
    “They seem happy,” he said. “He is Fire. She is Wood. He burns brighter because of her but she is not consumed.”  
 
     “Soladad was the name of your daughter,” said the Empress, golden eyes fixed on the three slumbering forms. 
 
    “Yes,” said the Seer softly. 
 
    “I am sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Are you?”  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Then change it. Change the Way of Things.” He looked at her, glorious and majestic in her War Crown and black silk. “Only you can.” 
 
    She said nothing and he could see the thoughts wheeling behind her eyes. 
 
    “I need time,” she said finally.  
 
    “Perhaps I can give you that,” he said. “I have an idea.” 
 
    Now she looked up at him. 
 
    “It involves a small amount of deception,” he continued. “And I am not the best of liars.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear it,” she said. “Will Chancellor Ho approve?” 
 
    “Not in the least.” 
 
    “Then I do.” She raised her chin. “How will you do it?” 
 
    “Magic.” 
 
    “You do not believe in magic.” 
 
    “There’s a time for every purpose under heaven.” 
 
    A quirk of her lips and she turned back to the window glass. He wondered if she ever felt the urge to take her daughter under her wing, tend her herself the way other mothers did, or if she preferred to be free to lead councils of state and oversee the running of an Empire. He still knew so little of her. Her heart ran deep and secret.  
 
    “If I manage to conjure you this time,” he began. “I would like to ask permission to journey to Agara’tha.” 
 
    “You are my War Advisor,” she said. 
 
    “And the best way I can advise you is from a place of solitude and focus. This is not that place.” 
 
    In the mound of sleeping kittens, a grey striped tail lashed. A dream. He hoped it was a sweet one. 
 
    “Besides,” he went on. “Agara’tha is close, is it not? I’ve been told one day, at most, on foot, and I presume I still have my horse, so… less?” 
 
    “And your wife? Where will her allegiance lie?” 
 
    “With the Empire. First and foremost and always.” 
 
    “She is a hard teacher.” 
 
    “You should see my bruises.” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “You are every bit as obstinate as Kirin has described.” 
 
    “I am. Most decidedly.” 
 
    “You have met your match in me.” 
 
    “I have. Most assuredly.” 
 
    “You cannot meditate here?” 
 
    He hesitated, remembering the Room of Enlightened Shadows. 
 
    “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “I can but not the way I need. There is too much distraction and I admit that I am at a loss to what I need to do.” He sighed, clasped his hands behind his back. “Do I sift the hearts of the men and women working here in the Palace for thoughts of betrayal? Do I continue the hunt for ninjahs and hassassins or do I send my thoughts to the Shogun-General and his quest for treaties with the Capuchin Council? Or do I cast my mind to the Ancestors, use the Gift of Farsight to seek out their numbers, their camps, their strategies? And what of Unification? Sha’Hadin and Agara’tha are our greatest strength but they are leaderless and weakened by strife.” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “I am a powerful man but I am only one, and I fear that in trying to do many things, I will fail to do any one thing.” 
 
    She studied him for a long moment. 
 
    “You feel you will be most useful at Agara’tha?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “And you believe you can work with the current overMage, Lor barraDunne?” 
 
    “I will do my best.” 
 
    “Then you must go to Agara’tha. I will have the Chancellor attend the details.” 
 
    “Thank you, Excellency.” 
 
    “Excellency.” She smiled. “You respect me now?” 
 
    “I have always respected you.” 
 
    “But you will not bow.” 
 
    “Would you?” 
 
    Her eyes, deep and golden and large as the world. He did not turn from them. She raised a brow. 
 
    “No,” she said finally. “You have earned your mountain top.” 
 
    He smiled now, validated. 
 
    “One last favour,” he said.  
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Before he died, Ambassador Bo Fujihara mentioned a Chi’Chen painter...” 
 
    “Kai Yamakaze, yes. His paintings grace the Yellow Sun Room.” 
 
    “He said I should see them.” 
 
    “I will take you there myself.”  
 
    As they turned away from the screen, two leopards fell in behind, as well as the Bushona Geisha in their riot of pinks and purples. They left the Imperial Nursery to linger over the Chi’Chen paintings of Kai Yamakaze in the Yellow Sun Room, barely noticing the Dragon’s Blood Bark curling in a tiny pot in a corner. 
 
    In the War Room, however, the mouth of the Great Golden Lion is filled with incense. In fact, all throughout the Palace, every pot, every statue, every clay dish and bronze bowl glows with Dragon’s Blood Bark, as rumours of Ancestors and magic and murderous hassassins swirl and blend to the drums of war. Not knowing how or why, the people pray for a miracle. It is powerful superstition but cats are, after all, a superstitious people. 
 
    And there is a shift in the wind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Three?” grumbled Tony Paolini. “Is that all you have?” 
 
    “Just three,” said Celine Car. “And not all of them work.” 
 
    “Make them work,” he grumbled. “We’ll need all the REDmarks we can get if we are going to do this.” 
 
    “How many can the others spare?” 
 
    “Three from Claire, two from Jorgenson, two from Washington. Portillo has five, so that’s a plus.” 
 
    “What about you?” she asked. “Marathon was the cache. Didn’t we have twenty, initially?” 
 
    “We have five but you’re welcome to come dig them out if you like.” 
 
     “Sarcasm doesn’t become you, Tony,” she said. “Still, we could destroy the entire complex with fifteen REDmarks.” 
 
    “If that’s what we wanted to do, yes.” 
 
    She tightened her thin lips. 
 
    “What about C-SAS gear?”  
 
    “We’ll need as many suits as you can spare. Your list says fifty-seven. I thought you had over three hundred.” 
 
    “We use them, Tony. We don’t stay underground like you do.” 
 
    “If we can take care of the NPM, we may not need to stay underground anymore.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be lovely?” She shook her head. “Are you thinking infiltration or annihilation?” 
 
    He sighed now. 
 
    “I don’t know. We’re not spies. We’re not Special Forces. Hell, we’re not even army. None of us were expecting to have to deal with this. We thought we’d wake up and it would have all gone away.” 
 
    “It hasn’t gone away, Tony,” she said. “And we need to destroy it in such a way that it never comes back.” 
 
    He nodded, knowing that she was right. 
 
    “What about Jeffery’s creatures?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m hesitant to kill anything or anyone due to an accident of location. I’ve studied the screens. They seem opportunistic, settling in the ruins of old cities, and building on to them. They don’t know what they’re playing with at the NPM, but at the same time…” 
 
    He let his words trail off. 
 
    “At the same time,” Cece finished for him. “We can’t risk another Hinga.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He looked up at her image, blue and stony like ice. “Have you ever heard the term, ‘Winter Water’?” 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    “Winter Water?” 
 
    “Yuh.” 
 
    “Is it an old catch?” 
 
    “I have no idea. It was the first post from the Everest Spike 2 years ago. ‘Winter Water’, then nothing.” 
 
    She grunted and her blue face rippled in the darkness.  
 
    “I’m losing the link,” she said. “I’ll get my people on those REDmarks, see how many suits we can spare.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me, Tony,” she said. “Just do it.” 
 
    And she was gone. 
 
    He drummed his fingers on the console, chewed his bottom lip. 
 
    “And if I don’t,” he muttered to himself. “You will, won’t you, my dear Cece? Then we’ll have a mutiny, an insurrection, and another civil war on our hands. But Marathon will be protected because of all this god-damned snow.” 
 
    He shook his head and bent back to his notes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After a long uneven climb, they passed under the first snowy lintel, perfect in its sharp angles and straight lines. Nevye was surprised it was still intact, given the wind and the snow and the age. They were high above the plain now, could see the canyon-like valley that stretched to the Scales of Khunlun. He could see the chorten, standing like stone guardians, and the mounds of snowy hide that covered the sleeping Oracles of Blood. He watched aSiffh, merely a speck, as he dug through the snow for frozen tsaa buga. It was a beautiful land and harsh, and the morning wind bit his eyes like needles. 
 
    Balm’s footprints swung right, disappeared into the first of the roofed structures. There had been a door at one point but now, only a bump where hinges had once been. Inside, a long drift of snow from an even longer winter, and their boots sunk deep as they stepped into the room. Frost hung from filmy cobwebs across the ceiling and light fell in shafts from tiny holes, once windows, on either side. Against the far wall, a huge face glowed out of the shadows, its paint cracked by weather and faded with age. 
 
    Suddenly, his sword seemed profane, and he fought the urge to drop to his knees. 
 
    “Ancestor,” breathed Setse.  
 
    He moved in closer, inhaled deeply the cold, dry air.  
 
    “This is a holy place,” she said, reading his thoughts.  
 
    “A Ancient monastery, perhaps,” he said. “Like Sha’Hadin or Agara’tha.” 
 
    “It is a good place for our school. The Ancestors have willed it.” 
 
    They followed the steps out another door, up to a second building with walls painted a faded red. Passing beneath a high portico, they moved inside, stepping over the snow blown in drifts across the stone. Pillars of cedar rose to the ceiling strung with icicles and in the centre of the room towered a crumbling statue. It was missing most of his many arms and was also glazed in red. 
 
    “A durgha,” said Nevye.  
 
    “He is a fierce warrior,” said Setse. “He will protect us.” 
 
    The sharp morning breeze blew in through a window, bringing with it a strange scent. Setse lifted her head, her sense of smell far keener than his. It was one of the many things he had learned after so many months with dogs. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she whispered. “Teeth and claws. Two heads and two.” 
 
    He looked around. Doorways led out of the antechamber in many directions – some to the daylight, others deeper into the Ancient monastery. He looked at Setse. 
 
    “He’s gone down,” she said. “Toward the living court.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Toward the teeth and claws.” 
 
    “But not the heads.” 
 
    “Not the heads.” 
 
    “The heads come to us.” 
 
    “I don’t think our weapons will help if the heads come to us.” 
 
    They pressed onward, up and into the ruin. With the raw instinct of Oracles, they followed Balm’s path as it led from building to building, each in various states of decay. Paintings flaked on every wall, statues crumbled in every corner. Stone steps were worn smooth by the elements, walls pitted and corners rounded with the passing of time. Corridors rabbited like tunnels, some opening into very large rooms with walls painted in faded tones of red and gold. It was beautiful and terrifying; fragile yet iron and they couldn’t shake the echo of danger. Such was the way of Ancestors.  
 
    The trail led to a corridor that turned forked in two, one path leading up into sunshine, the other leading down to the dark. 
 
    He looked at her. 
 
    “There is much more if we go up.” 
 
    “Balm is down.” 
 
    “Balm is mad.” 
 
    “He is one of us. We find him down, then we explore the up.” 
 
    He reached into his cloak, pulled out a small pebble of red powder and squeezed it tightly. Light flared within his palm, sizzling and popping and he held it out, bathing the dark steps in unnatural light.  
 
    The stairway was cold and dark, the old stone pressing in from all angles, the footing rough and uneven. There were no windows in this part of the stair and Nevye could see his breath as they made their way deeper down. He was grateful for the firepowder in his gloved hand. It gave light and some warmth. 
 
    “I feel him,” said Setse. “He’s terrified.” 
 
    “He’s dangerous,” said Nevye. 
 
    “We are all dangerous,” she said. “But there must be good in us somewhere. There must be hope or our journey is worthless.”  
 
    He sighed, his breath frosting now in front of his face. The light from his palm flickered across the stone as the stairway widened before him. The air had changed and he knew there was another large room ahead. 
 
    “It is a hard path for Oracles,” he said. “But Balm is toying with Necromancy. I have no wish to be Storm to his Needle.” 
 
     “You owe your life to Necromancy,” she said. “Perhaps you are sensitive to its voice.” 
 
    He cursed her insight. She knew him too well. 
 
    They slowed as the stair opened on a vast chamber with high, pebbled ceiling and rough, rocky walls. There were many dark openings in the stone and Nevye knew they were tunnels but there was neither light nor breeze coming from them. In the middle of the room, Balmataar stood frozen in place, an armful of bones clutched to his chest. His breath frosted in front of his face and his golden eye gleamed in the light of the Alchemist torch. Terror rippled off him in waves.  
 
    “Teeth, teeth, teeth,” moaned Setse. “The court of teeth and claws.” 
 
    “The court of teeth and claws,” Nevye repeated. 
 
    He held out his sizzling hand, and slowly, peered into the room. It was like a mosaic made of round stones, each shining in the darkness. There were dozens of them, slick with ice and covered in frost; large, child-sized stones piled on top of each other across the floor, up the walls, along the ceiling. 
 
    There was something very wrong about these stones. 
 
    He frowned and angled his hand, sending the light up the nearest wall to study them. These were not ordinary stones, fashioned by the earth and worn from time. No, they were carved into the shapes of animals, with etched limbs, chiselled hair, sculpted tails. Carved with such marvellous detail as to look almost alive.  
 
    His heart froze in his chest.  
 
    “Setse,” he said. “We must leave now.”  
 
    “The court of teeth and claws,” she moaned. 
 
    Walls, ceiling and floor, the great court of Tsaparang was filled with rats. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She watched him as he blew across the stick of incense, laid it in a small bronze bowl at his knees. The room filled with the scent of alder and orange.  
 
    “Close the door, Major – I mean, sham’Rai-dala. Forgive my familiarity.” 
 
    Ursa ground her teeth but did as he asked, sliding the rice paper door shut with a click. He had been praying, that much was obvious from his rounded blue back, the scuffed bottoms of his tabi slippers, the white tail peaking out from the hem of his robes. She was surprised. She had never thought of Chancellor Ho as a religious man. Then again, if she was honest, she never thought of Chancellor Ho at all. 
 
    “Do you pray, sham’Rai-dala?” 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    “The wife of a priest does not pray?” 
 
    “Praying will not sharpen my steel.” 
 
    “But it serves to sharpen the will.” 
 
    “Does it clean a blackened chi?” 
 
    He straightened, released one, two, three deep breaths. He was helpless before her, this man who had orchestrated the fall of Sha’Hadin and plotted the death of the Captain. He, who had set a kunoichi on them all and destroyed their lives in the tents of Turak’hee.  
 
    One jab to his kidney and her fire would be cooled. One shir’khin to his throat and she would be free. 
 
    He rose to his feet and turned, a smile fixed on his flat white face. 
 
    “Did you think to kill me just now?” 
 
    “If I did,” she lied. “You would not be praying to your ancestors, but meeting them.” 
 
    He moved to his low desk, folded to his knees once again. The papers were neatly stacked beneath an inkpot and brushes, stamps and wax. A teapot waited beside two clay cups, thin wisps of steam curling from the spout. 
 
    “Would you like tea?” 
 
    “Why did you summon me?” 
 
    “So direct. It must be the army.” 
 
    She said nothing. He began to pour. 
 
    “Congratulations on your new position. Our Empress is wise to trust you.” 
 
    “I will protect her from all enemies.” 
 
    “Then you will serve the Empire well.” 
 
    “I will serve the Empire with my last breath against those who seek to destroy it.” 
 
    “I know what your husband is doing.” 
 
    The lap of the liquid, the scent of the leaf. 
 
    “The Great Golden Lion, the Dragon’s Blood Bark. The rumours have spread throughout the Palace.” 
 
    “Gossip and superstition,” she growled. “There is nothing new in that.” 
 
    “Your husband plays a dangerous game.” 
 
    “My husband is skilled at games, else he would have been dead long ago.” 
 
    “If he loses this game, he may yet die. The honour of the Empress—” 
 
    She slammed her boot down onto his desk and he flinched, the tea splashing across his fingers. She leaned forward, long marbled tail lashing behind her. 
 
    “Honour?” she snarled. “You talk to me about honour?” 
 
    He did not move. 
 
    “You know what the dogs did to Captain Wynegarde-Grey,” she began. “You may even know what the dogs did to Jet barraDunne, but do you know what the dogs did to my husband?”   
 
    She brought her face down low to meet his. 
 
    “Do you know what they did,” she hissed, “To me?”  
 
    He blinked before yellow eyes met blue. He held her gaze a long time. 
 
    “And yet,” he said. “You wish us to join them.” 
 
    “Why did you summon me?” 
 
    “I know you do not believe this, sham’Rai-dala, but I am loyal to the Empress.” He set his lush white chin. “I will also serve her with my very last breath.” 
 
    “I would expect no less of her Chancellor.” 
 
    “Your husband believes there are spies and hassassins in Pol’Lhasa.” 
 
    “I have killed one. Why do you doubt?” 
 
    “I need to know who has paid them.” 
 
    She could see silver hairs mixed in with the white. She wondered how old he was. 
 
    “You are a frightened little man. I will not help you.” 
 
    She slid her boot off his desk. There was a mark from the heel and he studied it for a long moment. 
 
    “I am not your enemy, shamRai-dala.” 
 
    “Lies from your worm tongue.” 
 
    She turned and strode to the door, paused. 
 
    “I have fought with dogs and against them. I have fought with monkeys and against them. I have fought with cats and against them. I have trained an Ancestor and now I train an Empress. Your days in Pol’Lhasa are numbered, frightened man. Count them well before they are gone.” 
 
    She did not look back, nor did she close the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This is not allowed,” said Tomi Moto.  
 
    “You have killed my General,” growled Kirin. “That is not allowed.” 
 
    “General Yamashida was uncooperative.” 
 
    “As I am being now.” And Kirin’s hand fell to the hilt of his sword. The hands of the Snow fell to theirs. “Will my head find a similar resting place?”  
 
    “You are an emissary from another land,” said Moto. “Unfamiliar with our ways and culture. However, General Yamashida is Chi’Chen, and therefore under the reign of the Rising Suns.” 
 
    “Has there been a coup in the Eastern Kingdom, sidi?” asked Kerris at his side. “One that Bai’Zhin and Pol’Lhasa are unaware of?”  
 
     “No coup,” said Moto. “The Rising Suns command respect.”  
 
    “As does your Emperor,” said Kirin. “As do the emissaries from the Upper and Lower Kingdoms. Without order, there is anarchy.” 
 
    “Chi’Chen order is without equal.”  
 
    “You are courting war with three empires. Is that really what the Suns wish?” 
 
    Moto tightened his wide mouth. He was flanked by a troop of well-armed Snow and had been summoned by the Stonelilies after yet another ‘hole’ had appeared in the wall, allowing the Alchemist, the Khargan, Naranbataar and baby Kylan passage from their rooms. Moto and the Snow seemed to be at a loss and it had suddenly become apparent that, for all their swagger and sneer, the Chi’Chen were afraid of them. 
 
    “Why have you sent troops toward the Celestial Mountain Gate?” said Kirin. “Are the Nine Thousand Dragons to feel the heat of the Rising Suns?” 
 
    “The troops are not for the Celestial Mountain Gate.” 
 
    “Mere exercises, then?” 
 
    “Shin Sekai is a jewel amoung cities, and as such, there will always be threats. An army is presenting from the east. Scouts marked them two days ago. They will be here by sunset if not intercepted by the Sacred Snow.” 
 
    “An army?” asked Kerris. “Within your borders?” 
 
    “The Suns will explain all.” 
 
    “Then you will have no issue,” Kirin began, “If we send one of our own to verify that there is no threat to the Nine Thousand.” 
 
    “You are alive, your wounds tended, and you have dined on the finest of Chi’Chen delicacies. Still, you do not trust my word.”  
 
    “General Yamashida might have something to say about your word, my friend,” said Kerris. 
 
    “The Chi’Chen way—” 
 
    “Chi’Chen way wrong,” the Khargan snarled, his first words in the debate, and the Snow gripped their weapons, bristling.  
 
    “Say no more about the Chi’Chen way, sidalord Moto,” said Kirin. “Lest you would have us believe the Chi’Chen quarter of the Dragons also falls under the reign of the Rising Suns. You have already killed three of our party. Prove to us you will not kill the rest.” 
 
    And Kirin’s tail rapped once, the Scales of the Dragon showering sparks across the stone floor. 
 
    Moto straigtened. 
 
    “Choose an emissary to return to the Celestial Mountain Gate,” he said. “We will send four Snow as accompaniment. He will verify the survival of your Nine Thousand Dragons, and return with confirmation. Is this acceptable, Shogun-General?”  
 
    “We choose Jalair Naranbataar,” said Kirin. “Aide to Khan Sumalbaykhan of the Chanyu. He will bring instructions to the Dragons on the manner of their upcoming deployment – one-third for each empire for defense. He will return before sundown tonight, alive and unharmed, or there will be war.” 
 
    He steeled his jaw. 
 
    “And Tomi Moto will have caused it.” 
 
    The man’s small eyes flicked to the young dog standing at the Khargan’s side, the Maiden strapped across his back. 
 
    “What is this weapon he carries?” said Moto.  
 
    “The Breath of the Maiden is no weapon,” Kerris lied. “It’s an ancient horn that calls the army. There are nine thousand of them, after all, and it’s rather difficult to shout. Isn’t that right, Rani?”  
 
    Naranbataar swallowed, nodded quickly and Kirin smiled to himself. The young dog was proving not only resourceful, but fearless as well. Perhaps there was hope for the Chanyu yet. 
 
    “But you see,” said Moto. “That is not the tale told by the Stonelilies.” 
 
    “No disrespect to the esteemed Stonelilies,” said Kerris, “But it is the tale told to you now by the esteemed emissaries of the Upper and Lower Kingdoms.”  
 
    “Your call to honesty seems rather one-sided, Kaiden of the Emperor.” 
 
    “Believe whom you will, but woe to you if you believe wrongly.” 
 
    Kerris’ smile was a knife. The four Stonelilies waited by the door, glancing between them all as if their very fates were being decided. This was a new and dangerous game and everyone feared for the outcome. 
 
    “Very well,” said Moto. His eyes swung to the katanah at Kerris’ side, the Brother Fangs resting at Kirin’s hips, and ala’Asalan slung across the Khargan’s back. “Your man may take this magical horn. But you will leave your swords here.” 
 
    “We leave swords if you leave Snow,” growled the Khargan. 
 
    “Impossible,” he said. “The Snow protect Shin Sekai and the New World of the Rising Suns.” 
 
    “The same Rising Suns that have somehow replaced the Capuchin Council?” asked Kerris. “That is not the reception we were promised.” 
 
    “You showed up with an army at our gate.” 
 
    “At the command of your Emperor. Is he, still, your Emperor, sidi?” 
 
    The twitch of a pink lip. 
 
    “The Sun must set before it rises anew.” 
 
    “And debts must be paid before new bargains are struck,” said Kerris. 
 
    “Spoken like a Chi’Chen diplomat,” said Moto. 
 
    “In the spirit of honesty and diplomacy,” said Kerris. 
 
    “In the spirit of honesty and diplomacy,” Moto began, and he swept a blue-clad arm toward the openings in the walls. “Tell me how you made these holes.” 
 
    This was not diplomacy, Kirin fumed. Diplomacy was held in small rooms with maps and ink pots and tea. This was chess, and they were losing pieces quicker than they could recover. 
 
    “Kaidan made them,” said Fallon quickly. “He can speak to the elements. They obey his very thoughts.” 
 
    “Impossible,” said Moto. 
 
    “Oh no, not impossible at all really. Kaidan is amazing like that. Remember the thunder and the lightning the other day? That was him, all him. He could take Shin Sekai apart, stone by stone, if he had the inkling.” 
 
    “That would be an act of war,” growled Moto. 
 
    “Killing general act of war,” growled Long-Swift. 
 
    “Let us end this,” said Kirin. “We will speak to the Capuchin Council now. If not, let us take our army and return the way we have come. If the Eastern Kingdom falls to the Ancestors, it will be on your head, Tomi Moto.”  
 
    “Your head on pike,” said the Khargan. 
 
    There was silence for several long moments before Moto nodded. 
 
    “We will take you to the Rising Suns. In their light, you may choose your path.” 
 
    “Even the baby?” asked Fallon. 
 
    “No baby,” said Moto. “And no women. The Suns’ chi is pure.” 
 
    Kerris laughed. 
 
    “We go together, sidi,” said Kirin. “These women are—” 
 
    “Wait,” said Fallon. She stepped forward, Kylan on her hip. “We can stay.” 
 
    “You are not staying,” said Kirin.  
 
    “You’re not staying, luv,” said Kerris.  
 
    “If we stay, we can go to the market.”  
 
    She threw him a quick glance but her question was for Moto and Moto alone.  
 
    “Fallon,” warned Kerris. 
 
    “I mean, ‘Rah and I can take the baby and wander around the markets. Meet some of the women here, see how they run their shops, that sort of thing. It’s really good for diplomatic relations when women of different cultures can share stuff like that. You know, shops and crafts and weaving and, oh, maybe bears…”  
 
    “Fallon…”  
 
    “And babies.” She held up Kylan. “We’d love to see some Chi’Chen babies. We women just love babies…” 
 
    And she bit her lip. The baby flailed and cooed. 
 
    Sherah slipped over to the Scholar’s side, gathered Kylan into her arms. 
 
    “Perhaps one of the Stonelilies will serve as guide,” she purred. “I am keen to learn Chi’Chen medicines. They are renown across the Empires.” 
 
    Kirin ground his molars. He knew these women. They were not the least interested in shops or crafts or medicines or, for that matter, even babies. They were shrewd strategists both; he owed his life to them many times over. 
 
    He looked back to the man in blue robes.  
 
    “If the women may move freely amongst your city without fear, we will join you without them. Is that agreeable, sidalord Moto?”  
 
    Moto narrowed his eyes, lost in the game being played out before him.  
 
    He snorted his approval. 
 
    “Which Stonelily would your esteemed women choose?” 
 
    “Oh?” said Fallon. “Um, Ai’an? She’s very helpful.” 
 
    “She’s a fierce one,” said Kerris and he slid his eyes in her direction. 
 
    The woman stepped forward, grim, humourless and proud. 
 
    Moto’s eyes slid to the Snow. He nodded. 
 
    Arrows whipped through the air, thudding into the woman’s body in succession. Fallon screamed as Ai’an staggered backwards against the wall. She remained there for a few short moments before sliding to the floor, a slick of red oozing behind.  
 
    There were no words. There was no sound. No hearts beat, no breaths filled the chest. The other Stonelilies stood, silent and still, awaiting arrows of their own, and for the first time Kirin could remember, Kylan began to cry. 
 
    Kerris swung around to the monk. 
 
    “Why?” he cried. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    Immediately, arrows and swords snapped up, and both Kirin and Khargan stepped forward to grab the grey lion before he was next. 
 
    “Why would you kill that woman?’ snapped Kerris. “She did nothing wrong!”  
 
    “You have accused the Stonelilies of bearing false witness,” said Moto. “Of lying. In doing so, they have disgraced the Rising Suns. Be grateful only one must pay for this dishonour.” 
 
    “Like General Yamashida?” growled Kirin. 
 
    “Even so.” He blinked slowly. “The Suns are the future of all people. You will understand when you bask in their presence.” 
 
    The room grew silent once again, save for the lashing of a grey tail. Kirin leaned in to his brother’s ear. 
 
    “Kerris,” he said. “Be still. We have a duty.” 
 
    “If you harm the Lightning,” his brother snarled. “If you break one hair on her head, if you terrify the dog or threaten the cheetah or make the baby shed one more tear, Kaidan will in fact take this city apart, stone by bloody stone. The waters will boil and the city will freeze and your people will die in a city that is not theirs. The crows of Shin Sekai will pick the bones clean until you, your city and your Capuchin Council are nothing more than a whisper on the Eastern wind.” 
 
    After a moment, Moto’s wide mouth split into a smile. 
 
    “Now this is the Kaidan of our legend,” he said. “Come. The Suns are anxious to bless you with their acquaintance.” 
 
    And he spun on his heel and left the room. The Snow turned their small, shiny eyes on them. 
 
    Kirin released a cleansing breath and faced the others. There was no choice. There was only one way. They all knew this. They all shared the burden. 
 
    The baby had stilled, burying his face in his mother’s chest as she swayed from side to side, and he held her gaze the longest, her gold catching him, binding him, entreating him. He caught her back, willing the Bushido through her eyes into her very soul. Hers was the power, hers the Magic. If any of them lived now, it would be because of her.  
 
    And they needed to live. 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    With a nod, Kirin pushed out through the Snow, flanked by his brother and the Khargan, leaving the others in the care of the remaining Stonelilies.  
 
    He prayed he would see them again. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Destiny 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lesson Two.” 
 
    The Empress looked up from the cushions in the Prayer Room. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she snapped. “No one is allowed in here.” 
 
    “Someone was allowed in here,” said Ursa. She grinned wickedly. 
 
    “That is none of your concern.” 
 
    “You have made it everyone’s concern.” 
 
    And she began to move around the paper walls like a snake circling a chick. 
 
    The Empress growled. The black tail lashed once across the silks. 
 
    “I command you to leave.” 
 
    “My husband is working to restore your honour.” 
 
    “One who sneaks into a prayer room is not one to speak of honour.” 
 
    “Kunoichi have no honour.”  Ursa circled, her ice blue eyes sweeping the room. “The hassassin sent to kill you had no honour, and yet she insisted you had less.” 
 
    The Empress seethed but said nothing. 
 
    “She said you traded our Kingdom for the bed of a lion.” Stepping over the scarlet pillows, along the rice paper walls, around the gold incense pots. “Was it a worthy trade?” 
 
    “Get out of this room.” 
 
    “It was a long time coming. Did you weep, little cricket? Did he?” 
 
    “You know nothing!” 
 
    “I know him. He loves two things, the Bushido and you. Are you worthy?” 
 
    Ling glared at her for a long moment before bowing her head. Suddenly, there was no Empress. There was no monarch or Sacred ruler, only a woman kneeling on a floor of cushions.  
 
    “I am not worthy of him,” she said softly. 
 
    “No, you are not. You are a cricket. He is the sun.” 
 
    “He is the most worthy man in all the Empire.” 
 
    “But ‘shame comes to the House of Fangxieng,’ the hassassin said. ‘Shame sits on the old wooden seat.’” Ursa looked down at her, so small and unassuming in her night robe and her cushions. “How can there be shame if he is so worthy?” 
 
    “There is, there… No.” Ling paused, released a cleansing breath. “I love him.” 
 
    “So how can there be shame.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t.”  
 
    “You are the Empress of the Upper Kingdom.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the snow leopard dropped to her hands and knees, crawled forward until they were nose to nose. 
 
    “These walls are made of paper,” Ursa hissed. “Tell me how they can hold a Dragon?” 
 
    “I am carrying his child,” Ling said in a small voice. 
 
    “The child of a Dragon and a Shogun-General?” She sneered. “Such a thing cannot be. It is a miracle. A creature of legend. It must be magic.” 
 
    For a brief moment, there was a smile. 
 
    “And perhaps it is your destiny.” 
 
    Finally, Ursa sat back on her heels.  
 
    “Shame is fear. It is a powerful weapon in the hands of your enemies.” 
 
    Ling nodded.  
 
    “Shame is a paper cage. It cannot hold you.” 
 
    “It will not hold me.” 
 
    “It will not hold the Shogun-General either, when he returns.” 
 
    Another smile and Ursa studied her for a long moment, the woman at the heart of a kingdom. So young to wield such power. Her inexperience would be her undoing. 
 
    And with a powerful backhand, she struck the Empress on the cheek, sending her reeling to the cushions. 
 
    “Why?!” Ling snapped. “Why do this again?” 
 
    “You are still the Empress.”  
 
    Ling pulled a hand to her mouth. There was a drop of bright red blood. 
 
    “You could be killed for this.” 
 
    Ursa rose to her feet.  
 
    “Love makes you soft and the Kingdom will suffer. Use your passion to make you strong.” 
 
    “You will never strike me again.” 
 
    “I will strike you until you stop me.” With fist to cupped palm, the sham’Rai bowed. “End of Lesson Two.” 
 
    Suddenly she wheeled and kicked her high boot heel savagely through one of the rice paper walls. She was gone in a heartbeat, leaving the Empress with her pillows and her prayers. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Naranbataar and four Snow guards made their way back through the winding, mirror-machined crevasse. There had been not a word passed between them, for in fact, it was impossible. Language, he was beginning to realize, was an elusive thing. 
 
    Monkey people moved through the narrow passageway and he had to remind himself that this New World was a city, the capital of the canton of Shi’beth. His people had called it Tevd and thought it a wasteland, home to ice and secrets and the stony gar of the Moon. But in reality, commerce thrived here, and he studied both merchants and soldiers as they passed. They, in turn, stared at him, for a dog in the streets was an unusual site. He didn’t understand this people, didn’t really care overmuch. They ate fruit and lived in mountains with no walls. They killed each other with no regard and yet they looked at him with fear and loathing. Not so strange, then, that he would prefer the company of cats. 
 
    Not for the first time, he thought of Setse. 
 
    He wondered where she was, if she was alive, if she was happy with her lover the yellow cat. She would have been mated had they remained in Karan’Uurt, and in fact, so would he. He had never wooed a woman; he had never won the loyalty of a wife. Life as the brother to an Oracle had cost him everything just to keep her alive, and yet, here he was. He’d run with a Khargan, cared for the baby of a Shogun, and fired the weapon of an Ancestor.  
 
    Still, just one woman might have been nice. 
 
    Soon, they were out of the crevasse, and the expanse of the Chi’Chenguan Way spread out before him. The clouds were low and he could smell snow on the air. Snow and Snow, and he resisted the urge to look above him, knowing they dotted the mountain with their sentries and scouts. If they suspected his true intentions, the hail of arrows would kill him before the Maiden left his back. They might anyway, regardless. 
 
    He had only used the Breath of the Maiden in practice. The grey cat had shown him how to hold it on the shoulder, how to measure distance with the eye, and strength with the fingers. He’d always been a good archer but this was a different weapon entirely. Its strange blue-white beam could destroy an entire mountain in one swipe. All the monkeys, all the little huts, all the strange angled arches and slabs of grey stone, gone in one deadly blast. But his was a different commission. Return to the Celestial Mountain Gate and free the Nine Thousand Dragons. He prayed he could before the arrows sent him to the Great Grass Plains of the Moon. 
 
    His nose caught the scent just before his ears caught the sound – jingle of tack, snort of horse. He turned to see a group of Snow leading five dun ponies and he frowned. He didn’t ride horses. None of his people did. How could he explain to them that he could run as fast as they could ride? Would they shoot him for refusing? Would the horses eat him if he tried? 
 
    The little dun horses separated, each to a rider, and he groaned at the sight of the pony in the middle. It was grey lion’s pony, the one with the messy tail and bad attitude and it was clearly meant for him. 
 
    “Not mine,” he said and he pointed. “Not my horse.” 
 
    The Snow did not spare a glance as they swept up into their saddles. 
 
    Naranbataar looked at the pony. 
 
    “I can’t ride you. You hate me. You hate everyone.” 
 
    The pony blinked and stretched his neck forward, opening his mouth to reveal teeth like yellow daggers. He yawned, slowly, loudly, as if for effect, then shook his wild mane. He stared up at the dog. 
 
    “What? I can ride you, mean little horse?” 
 
    The pony did not respond.  
 
    “Dogs do not ride horses. Dogs do not ride horses.” 
 
    And he remembered Setse and her horse, how she’d hugged him and loved him and called him her own. 
 
    He shook his head and stepped forward, grabbing a handful of mane and swinging his leg high. And suddenly, he was on, his thighs wrapping round the belly as if they belonged. Rani glanced around at the Snow. Their faces were stone, their eyes shiny pebbles. He smiled his best smile, wondering if it even translated into monkey. 
 
    With a cluck of a tongue, they were off on the Chi’Chenguan Way and the Celestial Mountain Gate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “The Square of Frost Flowers,” said Fallon, and she breathed deeply the scents from the New World markets. “Such a pretty name for such a pretty market. I love markets, especially monkey markets and I’ve been in quite a few this past year. I’m sorry if I’m talking too much, but I talk a lot when I’m nervous, or thinking, or sad. And I am sad, Jae’un. I’m sad because of poor Ai’an. I hope she had a nice husband and a happy life. I can’t believe she died like that. Just like that. I will do everything I can to make sure you don’t die like that, Jae’un. Everything I can. Oh look, melons!”  
 
    The Stonelily named Jae’un swallowed but her face was hard as clay. Behind her were two Snow, and Fallon was certain their hands had never left the hilts of their swords. As usual, the Alchemist carried the baby on her hip and hummed to herself in strange, exotic keys. 
 
    “So do they get all this to grow here, Jae’un?” She swung around to the Stonelily. “Can I call you Jae’un? I mean, if I have to call you sidalady Jae’un, or sidalady Lily, or even sidaLily, I could do that but I don’t know if that translates well into Chi’Chen, although it sounds pretty to me.” 
 
    The Stonelily stared at her, blinking her shiny eyes but she said nothing. Fallon sighed. It was like talking to a wall. 
 
    It was hard then, as they wandered between the stalls, with so many thoughts warring for her attention. Kerris and the Rising Suns, Ai’an and the arrows, the armies and the Snow, and Naranbataar and babies in a time of war. Life and death in a precarious dance, ebbing and flowing and cutting all things as they went. Even here, in this strange unnatural city, the balance was off, the chi spread thin, and she wondered if she were simply growing numb to it all. Vendors stopped to stare. She didn’t care. Women whispered, men grunted, children stole glances from behind boxes and barrels. More than once she heard the word ‘Lightning’ and she wondered what they thought when they saw her. Inside, she was still the same silly little tigress from Parnum’bah Falls, but with the things she had seen, the things she had done, she supposed her new, wild appearance was rather justified. Apparently, lightning did that to people. If only she felt as sharp. 
 
    The market was crowded at this time of day with people as well as wares. Bolts of linen and reams of wool lined the paths like fabric fence posts, while baskets of fruit towered over tables laden with colourful vegetables. Rice paper fans and masai ink pots and beaded slippers and cob pipes and lanterns and beeswax and bowls and hats and just so many wonderful things. Normally, she would be inspecting it all, holding, touching, smelling, buying, but it was all a wild, colourful, numbing blur. 
 
    She picked up a toy rattle-drum, twisting it back and forth so that the beads struck the skin like rain. Little Kirin had been given a red one by the Emperor himself, Soladad a yellow, and she blinked back the unexpected stinging in her eyes. 
 
    “Will you take us to see the medicines now?” Sherah asked Jae’un. “My sister needs to see a midwife.”  
 
    The Stonelily glance from her face to her belly and back again. 
 
    “Baby?” she asked. 
 
    The Scholar bit her lip and, for some reason, the tears threatened to spill from her lashes.  
 
    “It’s a difficult time to be a mother,” purred the Alchemist. 
 
    “Always bad time,” said Jae’un. “Woman Tent. Come now. Chi’Chen medicine best for babies.” 
 
    She whirled to the Snow and launched into a series of shrill commands. They argued briefly but within moments, the pair snorted and spun on their heels, leaving the women alone in the market. Fallon looked at the cheetah, fought the tightening of her throat. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, for once at a loss for words.  
 
    The Alchemist smiled.  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “Come now!” snapped Jae’un and she pushed off through the crowd. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Balmataar’s laughter echoed through the great hall of Tsaparang. 
 
    “Frozen!” he barked.  
 
    “The claws come behind,” moaned Setse. “The claws come behind.” 
 
    “Balm, come here,” Nevye growled.  
 
    “Stupid rats,” said the boy. “They’re all frozen solid!” 
 
     He kicked one of the rounded forms with his boot.  
 
    “The claws come behind,” Setse moaned again and Nevye swung round to take her arms. 
 
    “Setse, rise above your gifting,” he said. “You control it. You know this. You are stronger than this.” 
 
    “Teeth and claws, two heads and two,” she moaned. “I try, Shar. But the dreams dance in my eyes until all I can see is teeth and claws, two heads and two.” 
 
    “Frozen like icicles!”  
 
    And for emphasis, Balm speared one with the bonestick and the cavern echoed with the crack. The echo did not fade however, but rang again and again like thunder following lightning, booming deeper, darker, throughout the cavern.  
 
    “I can burn them,” the boy laughed. “Burn them with the fire that I have learned to make. Then I will be Oracle of this mountain.” 
 
    “The claws come behind,” whispered Setse. 
 
    “Balm, can you not feel it?” snapped Nevye. “The echo of thunder and blood? This mountain is alive.” 
 
    “And I will make it dead.” 
 
    “Come here, Balm,” growled Nevye. “And we can leave together.” 
 
    The boy held his gaze for a long moment, ignoring the echo before raising his stick and bringing it down once more onto the rat’s rounded back. With a crunch, it speared the creature like a fish in a stream. 
 
    Suddenly, the great court boomed as a huge shape burst in from a black stairway. A winter bear bounded across the court’s stony floor, crushing the frozen bodies under its massive feet. Balmataar dropped to the ground, covering his head with his arms as the creature rose high on its back legs, towering over the boy with the golden eye. It bellowed and the entire chamber shook.  
 
    In the dim sizzling light, Nevye could see two heads. 
 
    The winter bear had two heads. 
 
    Two heads and two. 
 
    “Claws of Nüür!” cried Setse, and suddenly, she was the granddaughter of the Blue Wolf once again. Clutching her dagger, she leapt onto the floor, springing from rat to rat until she was at the boy’s side. Great white claws gleamed and she swung her dagger up to meet them. 
 
    “Setse, no!” 
 
    The great claws sliced the air in front of her face, slamming down and impaling another frozen rat with a crunch. The bear reared back, holding the carcass high on the ends of its claws. It bellowed again, the roar echoing from both mouths, and Setse crunched her eyes tightly as the breath blew hot across her face. 
 
     “Nüür, nat es!” cried a voice. There was another shape on the stair.  
 
    It was a dog, small and tattered, and in the dim light, Nevye could see the blue eye of an Oracle. He turned to them.  
 
    “Idiots! Fools! We will let the rats have you if you don’t leave now! Nüür, warrior, goddess, bringer of life and death! Leave them. They are dust! They are bones!” 
 
    With that, he turned and scurried up the steps, disappearing immediately in the darkness. The bear swung one of her heads and in the glow of the fire powder, Nevye saw the gleam of leather armour across forearms, chest, and shins. Strips of tattered cloth swung from her loins and he could have sworn there was a club tied to her hip. The massive head swung back and forth between cat and dogs before she shoved the rat carcass in one set of jaws, dropped to four legs and lumbered up the stair. There was silence for a long moment in the cavernous court of Tsaparang. 
 
    Setse sank to her knees, trembling but whole.  
 
    There must be hope, she had said, or this journey is worthless. 
 
    He stepped down into the court of teeth and claws. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     The mountain was not a natural one, and Kirin knew there was only one explanation. 
 
    Ancestors. 
 
    It was obvious. Hallways were carved from the flat grey stone that characterized most Ancestral sites. Chi’Chen hewn torches glowed from the walls and mirrors reflected their light down corridors that smelled of sharp metal and old oil. It had grown warmer with each footfall and Kirin felt sweat begin to roll beneath the leather plates of his uniform. It was an odd sensation. The heat and the darkness reminded him of the kitchens of Sha’Hadin, where he had fanned the flames and saved Sireth benAramis. He hoped the man had finally met the Empress. Prayed that he had bowed.  
 
    As the Snow led them deeper into the mountain, he ran the last moments with the young dog through his mind. It was certain that Moto had lied, and that at least part of the army in the square was headed to the Celestial Mountain Gate. If they got there, the Nine Thousand Dragons would be severly reduced under a hail of Chi’Chen arrows. They were boxed in, helpless and contained unless the Gate were raised, or as Kerris had suggested in an earlier conversation, razed. 
 
    He was proud of Naranbataar. Although he had never used it in combat, the boy had practiced with the Breath of the Maiden on the journey to the Gate. He was determined to prove himself, and more than that, willing to offer his life to see the Dragons freed. However, he was riding with soldiers who would be happy to see him dead and would need little incentive to make it so. It would take all of his ingenuity to stay alive until the Gate. All would be lost if he did not bring down the Gate. 
 
    However, if Moto was telling the truth and there were a second army moving in from the East, he found himself wondering whom it could be. Ancestors already? If so, their alliance was doomed, for Shin Sekai was in no way ready for a battle unless the Dragons were unleashed to meet them. Even then, there was no chance without a strategy and there would be no strategy if the army’s leaders were trapped in the web of the Rising Suns. This was going from bad to worse, and he was beginning to regret the decision to come here at all. 
 
    No one spoke as they journeyed through the mountain, and slowly, the grey stone gave way to white. This was clearly an Ancestral compound, and he wondered if Kerris had seen anything like it during his time across the sea. Dull blue triangles dotted the walls alongside empty glass cases, and he tried not to imagine Ancestors roaming the halls. They were gone for a reason. As much as he liked Solomon, the man still had no right to come back. 
 
    Finally, they reached a section of rusted mesh in the walls, flanked by a system of chains and pulleys. Beside them stood a pair of stocky, robed figures, and Kirin narrowed his eyes. These were not monkeys. 
 
    “Xióngmāo,” said Moto, the first words spoken in ages. “Servants of the Suns, as are we all.” 
 
    “Fallon’s bears,” said Kerris.  
 
    “The Xióngmāo are the guardians of the Rising Suns,” said Moto. “And the Suns are the guardians of Shin Sekai. They will usher us into the New World.” 
 
     And he nodded at the robed figures. As one, they gripped the chains and pulled them downward, hand over clawed hand. The mesh wall rattled aside, revealing a platform of bronzed mirror, and Tomi Moto turned to face the leaders of the Nine Thousand Dragons. 
 
    “Prepare for the bounty of the Rising Suns.” 
 
    As he stepped onto the platform, the floor echoed beneath his feet. Long-Swift growled. 
 
    “I can assure you it is quite safe,” said Moto. “The Xióngmāo control its rise, and the Xióngmāo never fail.” 
 
    “I know this device,” the Khargan said. “It not natural. The Eyes of Jia’Khan lived beneath such as this.” 
 
    “Ancestral tek,” said Kerris. “It’s very old.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand,” said Kirin, “what happened to Lha’Lhasa.” 
 
    “The Suns are waiting,” called Moto.  
 
    With a deep breath, Kirin strode forward and onto the platform. The metal echoed under his boots, clanged as the Scales of the Dragon struck the floor behind him. Kerris next, then Long-Swift. Surprisingly, no Snow joined, and with a shudder, the platform began to rise, up, up and into the New World of the Rising Suns. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ursa stepped into the high rooftop terrace known as Whisper of Willow. 
 
    Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu stood in the first light of early morning, wearing no armor or silk, no tassels or beads, not even the war crown. Her night black hair was pulled back in a high queue and she wore only a rough linen sparring gei with tabi slippers. She could have passed for any one of the servant girls in the Palace, save for the fact that she was Sacred.  
 
    The morning air was cold and the Bushona Geisha hovered at the edges of the terrace, all pink and teal and red and blue. In the distance, the Fang of Kathandu gleamed purple and the city sparkled silver in the late spring frost. A lone willow tree grew from a large clay urn, dozens of chips in its golden bark.  
 
    “Lesson Three?” asked the Empress. 
 
    For the third time, the snow leopard paced a slow circle around the woman at the center of the world, measuring her strides, her breath, her distance. Her head was cool, her heart steady but the blood was hot in her veins. Her palms rested on the hilts of her twin swords. Balance was a warrior’s whole world. One element out of line and death would be the price. 
 
    “You look like a child playing in your sensei’s robes,” Ursa said. “Did you dress yourself this morning?” 
 
    Ling said nothing. 
 
    “No chick in your sleeve? No little mongoose?” 
 
    Circling slowly, warily, ears straining to hear any rustle from the Bushona Geisha now behind her. She had no pretense of kinship or camaraderie with them. They would kill her as soon as they dared. 
 
    Ling said nothing, merely followed her as she circled, pivoting on the pads of her slippers, arms held firmly but delicately before her. Graceful, Ursa thought. She would be a better pupil than the Scholar had ever been. 
 
    “Have the Mad Flowers been trying to teach you?” she asked. 
 
    Ling nodded. 
 
    Silence. Breath. 
 
    “Pah,” Ursa snorted. “I am not impressed. Show me something, little cricket.” 
 
    Ling waved her fingers like a magician, and two disks appeared, glinting in the morning light. 
 
    Shir’khins, Ursa realized, suddenly understanding the slashes in the willow bark. 
 
    She grinned, slid both swords from their sheaths.  
 
    The Bushona Geisha stirred. 
 
    “No,” growled the jade Geisha, a cheetah, taller than any of them. 
 
    “Not fair,” snapped the red, a jaguar with flowers in her spotted hair. “The Empress has received no training in weapons.” 
 
    “Oh?” asked Ursa, not taking her eyes off the Sacred woman as she circled. “And tell me, when does an hassassin play fair? When does a ninjah wait for you to be trained?” 
 
    “These are lessons,” said the plum, a panther with elaborately hennaed cheeks. “Meant to teach and inspire.” 
 
    “Are they?” Slowly, she raised the katanah above her head, drew the kodai’chi silent across her chest. Home position. “Little cricket?” 
 
    Ling said nothing. Her golden eyes were fixed, her face an ebony mask, and for the first time, Ursa’s heart thudded inside her. Fierce, young, disciplined, angry. A young dragon indeed. It would be exhilarating to stoke the fire in this one. 
 
    Silence. Breath. 
 
    And with a war cry, the sham’Rai lunged forward, swinging the katanah down in a lethal arc, sweeping the kodai’chi savagely where the Empress’ belly had been but the young woman wheeled and a shir’khin whipped through the short distance between them. It pinged off steel to sail over the side of the winter terrace and into the wind. 
 
    “Good,” said Ursa and she stepped back, bringing the swords to home, katanah raised, kodai’chi crossed. “Again.” 
 
    Again, she cried and lunged and again, a shir’khin sliced the air between them, this time deflected by the hilt of the short. But this time, the sham’Rai did not step back but stepped forward, advancing the range of the deadly blades, forcing the Empress to wheel and pivot as she sought a third disk and then a fourth. Shir’khins split the air and the Geisha dodged to avoid them as they clinked into stone and ceramic and clay. 
 
    The Empress cried out as the tip of a blade opened a tear in her sleeve, a faint ribbon of red showing against the linen. The Bushona Geisha leapt forward but the Empress silenced them with a hand. She studied the blood for a long moment, before her golden eyes slid back to her teacher. 
 
    Silence. Breath. 
 
    With a cry, the Empress lunged, sent another disc flashing in the sunlight, then another and another. Ursa flung herself backwards as the discs sailed past, taking locks of silver with them as they went. The snow leopard twisted in mid air, deftly landing on hands and knees, and without missing a beat, she sprang forward, catching the Empress at the waist and bringing her down to the Whisper of Willow’s stone floor. Empress and sham’Rai in a tangle of black and silver and steel. 
 
    The Geisha erupted like a flock of birds. 
 
    “Yield,” snarled Ursa. 
 
    “No!” the Empress snapped and she thrashed under the snow leopard’s weight.  
 
    Ursa grabbed both wrists, crossed them under the night black chin, ground her elbows into the linen ribs. 
 
    “Yield!” 
 
    “Never!”  
 
    She tightened her grip on the bleeding arm, twisted the bone until the woman cried out.  
 
    “Yield and I will stop hurting you!” 
 
    “You can kill me but I will never yield!” 
 
    “Why?” barked the sham’Rai. “Tell me why you will not yield?” 
 
    “I am a Dragon!” shrieked the woman.  
 
    “What about the pain?” 
 
    “I feel no pain!” 
 
    “Not true! Tell me!” 
 
    The Empress seethed beneath her, her breath coming in ragged gasps, her golden eyes narrow and sharp. 
 
    “It fuels me,” she snarled. “I am more than my pain.” 
 
    “What about the blood?” 
 
    “It strengthens me.” Deep breath. “I am more than my blood.”  
 
    “What is your destiny?” 
 
    Silence. Breath. 
 
    The snow leopard jerked the wrists up and the Empress stifled a cry. 
 
    “What is your destiny?!” 
 
    “A Dragon creates its own destiny!” 
 
    Swiftly, Ursa rolled off and the Geisha swept in, but the woman flung both hands up in the air. 
 
    “No!” she snapped, and pushed herself up from the floor. She stood, fists clenched at her sides as Ursa retrieved both swords and sheathed them before turning.  
 
    Silence. Breath. 
 
    “Courage, like blood, is yang,” said Ursa. “And pain is a matter of perspective.” 
 
    And without warning, the snow leopard swung a savage backhand. It was met by the bleeding forearm in a perfect block.  
 
    Ebony and ivory, gold and blue, Empress and sham’Rai. Opposite yet the same. 
 
    Silence. Breath.  
 
    End. 
 
    The cry of a falcon carried across the sky and they looked up to see Mi-Hahn the exuberant sweep in from the city. Ursa raised her fist above her head and the bird settled onto it, beak wide, wings outstretched. There was a parchment bound to her thin leg and the snow leopard took it, reading quickly as the bird hopped to her shoulder, home. 
 
    She looked up.  
 
    “Your War Advisor asks that you join him in the War Room.” She threw a glance at the Bushona Geisha, the riot of colour now standing on pins and needles. “Dress her. She is the Empress of all the world.” 
 
    Ursa turned back to the monarch, bowed fist to cupped palm. 
 
    “End of your lessons.” 
 
    “I command that you give me more.” 
 
    “Pah. Crickets. They chirp and annoy.” 
 
    The women moved in with the silks and the crown.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Tent of Women was at the end of the Woman’s Road. It was, in fact, a series of tents attached by ropes and cables and bright yellow sheets. Small gardens grew in clay planters and Fallon understood the need for the kilns. It seemed a strange many things were grown out of doors here in the New World, and the weather was not obliging of its own. The kilns threw heat in all directions, causing the ice to thaw and the snow to melt, creating water for the plants. Here, in this narrow alleyway between the Ancestral walls, the marketplace was almost pleasant. 
 
    Eyes followed them as they moved through the tents. Pink faces and black, grey and blue, all working together without regard for caste or race. Or maybe that’s just how it seemed to her. Shin Sekai was not Bai’Zhin and, while she had spent several months riding with the Army of Winding Rivers and then the Army of Blood, her understanding of this complex people was barely adequate to be serving as the wife of an ambassador. 
 
    She reached down and touched her belly; fought the tightening of her throat.  
 
    What a life, she mused, where such a happy thing brought with it more than its share of sadness. No, she wasn’t adequate by a long shot. 
 
    She could feel the Alchemist’s golden eyes on her, quickly removed her hand. 
 
    Jae’un paused at a flap of leather and beads.  
 
    “Haiya,” she said. “Tent of Women.”  
 
    And she held open the flap as the cats peered through. 
 
    It was beautiful. 
 
    The fabric roof glimmered and shone under the weak sun. Stitched into the silk, embroidered birds flickered and flew as if in a dream. Chimes floated as they passed, underscored by the quiet hum of conversation. Conflicting scents teased her nostrils – flowers and sweat, lemons and blood. Monkey women moved freely, some dressed, some not, and many reclined around the cushioned edges, holding bellies round with child. Many were in the process of birthing and Fallon’s heart ached at the sight. Life, she thought. It just went on regardless of wars or hardship or destiny. 
 
    Women stared at them as they passed. Children ran between tables and legs and chairs and stalls, squealing with laughter and fury. Fallon smiled, remembering Soladad the wild and Kirin the quiet, and once again, her heart ached at the memory.  
 
    She wanted to go home. 
 
    They were directed toward a far table covered with small clay pots and glazed ceramics. Liquids bubbled over tiny flames and it reminded her of the Alchemist and her noxious potions. Jae’un spoke to the owner, a woman with a ring of white pelt around a pink face. She slid forward two small corked pots, one clay, the other ceramic. 
 
    “War is a hard time for babies,” said Jae’un. “You decide.” 
 
    Fallon blinked.  
 
    “Decide?” 
 
    The Stonelily laid a hand on the ceramic. 
 
    “Baby.” 
 
    Then on the clay. 
 
    “No baby.” 
 
    And suddenly, she knew. 
 
    She turned her eyes to the Alchemist, once an enemy, now dear friend, holding her own baby on her hip. 
 
    “What do you want, sister?” Sherah asked.  
 
    Fallon looked down. Ceramic or Clay, Life or Death. It had been hard enough carrying twins in NorAm, then birthing them in Bai’Zhin. The sheer complexity of feeding them, cleaning them, raising them, keeping them alive in the cold mountains; all the while riding with the Winding Rivers; all the while hoping that Kerris could rally the Chi’Chen and broker peace with the Chanyu. The fate of the kingdoms had always rested on his shoulders, on his ability to stay focused without distraction or compromise. With Kerris, it was difficult. With babies, it had been impossible. 
 
    She brushed her fingers across the ceramic. So smooth, so shiny, the glaze a perfect blend of sand and sky. 
 
    “How do you know,” she began quietly. “What’s a vision and what’s a prophecy?” 
 
    “Vision is not prophecy,” said Sherah. “Seers see what will happen. They do not make it so.” 
 
    “Can a vision change?” 
 
    “Of course. Vision is not stone.” 
 
     Fallon found her hand moving to the clay now. She picked it up, felt the warm, rough surface, unglazed and raw.  
 
    “So do we choose between life and death, or has Dharma already set our paths out for us?” 
 
    “Dharma is a cruel mistress,” said the Alchemist. “She does not forgive.” 
 
    “I’m so confused,” the Scholar sighed. “Destiny, Dharma, war, life. I don’t know which way to turn my head.” 
 
    The Alchemist thought a moment, kissed Kylan’s forehead tenderly. He cooed, hid his face into her neck. 
 
    “There is no destiny,” she began. “Only choice and consequence.” 
 
    Choice and consequence could change a world, Fallon thought. She wondered if she could ever have a normal life after these last few years. 
 
    There was a bump on her leg and she looked down, certain her heart had leapt to her throat. 
 
    It was a bear. 
 
    Not a normal bear. Not the great black, brown, or winter bears of the northern lands but a strange monkey bear child with short limbs and long torso, white face with black patches. It looked up at her with great brown eyes, held up a stalk of well-chewed bamboo. 
 
    She smiled and took it. The child caught her free hand, turned it over in his, as if studying her palm and fingers. He turned his face as a second figure lumbered over to stand behind him, and her heart thudded in her chest. Another bear, larger, older, dressed in robes of brown, possibly a female. Woman, Fallon corrected herself. A bear woman, and beneath the hood, she could see the blunt white muzzle and banded eyes. She was so different from a normal bear, but then again, Fallon had to admit she had very little knowledge bears of any kind. Much like monkeys. 
 
    Surprisingly, she felt no fear, nor flashing memories of the attack in the mountains of Hirac.  
 
    Truth be told, she was more afraid of the Snow. 
 
    “Hello,” she said but the Stonelily grabbed her arm. 
 
    “You do not speak to the Xióngmāo.”  
 
    “Why?” asked Fallon. “I mean, this is why I came to the markets, in all honesty. I wanted to meet a bear. And now, I have. I have so many questions.” 
 
    “It is forbidden.” 
 
    “But why?” she repeated. “Do they serve you?” 
 
    “They serve the Suns, as we all do.” 
 
    Kylan squealed and reached down for the child, touching his face with golden hands. The young bear chirped like a bird. 
 
    “But how do they serve?” asked Fallon. 
 
    “Choose your medicines, Lightning of Kaidan,” Jae’un growled. “The Suns do not approve of idle questions.” 
 
    “But I am so full of questions,” she sighed. “Idle or otherwise.” 
 
    She sighed and handed the bamboo back. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’d love to talk to you, even if you can’t talk. I’m sure I could learn something from you and your people. I guess it’s not my destiny to be an ambassador.” 
 
    With a deep breath, looked back at the pots.  
 
    “I’m not enough,” she said softly.  
 
    She plucked the clay pot, held it up to the shopkeep.  
 
     “What is the charge?” 
 
    The Chi’Chen woman folded her hands over the white striped ones. 
 
    “No charge for guest of the Rising Suns,” she said. “Be strong, sister Lightning.” 
 
    Once more, Fallon felt her throat grow tight and she nodded quickly, slipping the clay pot into the pocket fold at her hip. 
 
    “We go now,” said Jae’un, but the large bear stepped between. She held out a clawed hand and pointed. Suddenly, all sound in the Tent of Women ceased. 
 
    “Me?” said Fallon.  
 
    The adult stepped forward, took the tigress’ striped hand. Turned it over and over in her own, pressed the pads to reveal black claws. The bear turned and reached for the Alchemist’s hand as well, flattening its palm against hers, held them together with a curious expression. 
 
    “Xióngmāo?” asked Fallon. “Was that the word?” 
 
    Jae’un snorted. 
 
    “Xióngmāo,” said Fallon. 
 
    Abruptly, the Xióngmāo turned and lumbered toward the far end of the tent. The child looked back at the tigress, shrugged and followed, its own gait awkward and cumbersome. The short legs, thought Fallon, combined with long torso and swinging arms. No wonder most bears went on four. At least, so the stories went.  
 
    The bears paused at a flap in the tent, held it open to reveal a rectangular opening into the mountain. They looked back, holding the flap as if for them. Both bears pointed. 
 
    Everything – hearts, breath, thought – ceased in the Tent of Women  
 
    “No,” said Jae’un, shaking her head. “It is forbidden.” 
 
    “The Xióngmāo wish it,” said Sherah. “And the Lightning wishes to learn from the Xióngmāo. You will allow this.” 
 
    “I cannot. It is forbidden by the Suns.” 
 
    “Is it?”  
 
    The Alchemist passed Kylan into the tigress’ arms and swung strangely close to the monkey.  
 
    “You will allow this.” 
 
    “I cannot allow this. Move away from me.” 
 
    “Sister, hush.” 
 
    Jae’un blinked as the cheetah reached out to touch her chin. The woman did not fight, however, as Sherah cupped her pink face, stroked her wrinkled brow. 
 
    “You must allow this,” she purred. “Kaidan will be pleased and the Suns will be proud.” 
 
    Incense and eyes, thought Fallon, so much more than magic. Her powers were more dangerous than spears or arrows or swords. 
 
    “You will take us to where the Xióngmāo live.” The Alchemist smiled. “And the Suns of Shin Sekai will be honoured.” 
 
    The bears were waiting – holding the flap, pointing and waiting. Fallon bit her lip, glanced between the cheetah and the monkey. Sherah stepped back and the Stonelily blinked several times. 
 
    “Come,” said Jae’un. “Before the noon guard changes.” 
 
    And she spun, marched toward the end of the tent, slipped under the flap of the bears.  
 
    The Scholar looked at her friend. 
 
    “I don’t know how you do that,” she said. “But then again, I don’t know a lot of things, really, even though it’s my job and all. Scholar in the Court of the Empress, remember? But still, I’m very glad we became friends, even if Kerris isn’t.” 
 
    The kohl-painted lids lowered. 
 
    “Of course,” she said softly.  
 
    And together, they turned, disappearing into the mountain with the Xióngmāo, and life resumed in the Tent of Women. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A crowd had gathered in the War Room of Pol’Lhasa. 
 
    It was not a normal thing, for the War Room was a place reserved for the most austere and serious of occasions, and for the most austere and serious of ministers. Standing and sitting, kneeling and silent, they were all gathered around the form of Sireth benAramis, the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin, seated cross-legged on the War Room’s mosaic floor. He had been there for hours, said one rumour; days, said another. Had neither eaten nor drank, slept, nor moved, save to light more sticks in petition to the Great Golden Lion. Naturally, all men of learning and wisdom and power wished to join him, and the room was thick with incense. 
 
    Ho had tried to engage him, provoke him, elicit him in conversation but the mongrel had not obliged, keeping eyes closed as one in a deep trance. The Chancellor was at a loss. He longed to chase the ministers from the War Room, remind them of their duties and toss all the sticks of incense out the first open window. But the atmosphere was somber, the entire Palace fully engaged, and Ho not entirely certain of his right. And so he stayed and prayed and left, all the while his thoughts running like wild horses behind his eyes. 
 
    But the Empress. 
 
    Sireth could feel her walking along the polished halls, even through the chaos of thoughts that surrounded him. He had made her his target, the one object of his thinking, and he hoped that his plan would be successful. He knew it was possible, but had never attempted such a thing before and the timing had to be perfect. Her life, and quite possibly that of the Shogun-General’s, depended on it. 
 
    So all was off limits save Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu. His wife, the courts, the threat of Ancestors, even the missing touch of Jeffery Solomon – not allowed. Only the Empress, young and Dragonborn, carrying the Way of Things on her shoulders and the future in her womb. He had been with her in Lesson Three when she’d bled, with her when she’d blocked, felt her heart swell with pride at the accomplishment. His wife was a merciless teacher. 
 
    Now, she moved like a tapestry down halls of teak, light patterned in shadow, beauty and colour and regency and steel and suddenly, all thoughts in the room turned, all whispers hushed, and he knew that she was here. 
 
    He opened his eyes. 
 
    Flanked by his wife and the Bushona Geisha, Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu paused at the War Room’s double doors. 
 
    All men dropped to the floor, knees, elbows and foreheads to the warm stone. The Empress’ golden eyes met his, held his for a long moment, before they turned to the statue towering over the small wooden seat. He could feel Ursa’s ice blue gaze on him but he kept his own fixed on the woman in the War Crown. Slowly, respectfully, she swept into the room. 
 
    He closed his eyes and everything changes. 
 
    The Geisha remain at the doorway while the sham’Rai steps through, and the Empress crosses the floor to stand before the Great Golden Lion. She stands there for a long moment and he can feel her fear, her hesitation, her iron will. He becomes one with her as she reaches to pluck a stick from the basket, her fingers fully covered as they brush the thin wood. He feels them as if they are his own. 
 
    It is Power. All eyes look to her for life. 
 
    He is her blood as she dips it into the charcoal brazier. He is her pulse as she watches it sizzle and catch.  
 
    It is Poetry. She will make history tonight 
 
    He is her breath as she blows across the tip, her arm as she raises it high to slide it between the many others in the great golden jaws.  
 
    It is Perfection. She meets her destiny like a Dragon.  
 
    Sleep, he says. 
 
    He watches through his mind’s eye the slow buckle of the knees, the folding of the slim torso, and the sham’Rai springs to catch her as she falls. The room erupts in chaos as, before an entire room of witnesses, the Empress faints. Perhaps it was the incense, far too thick for such as she. Perhaps it was the pressure for war is, after all, a man’s game. But they know, they all know, that the Great Golden Lion, Protector of the Upper Kingdom, has heard their prayers and has given them a sign. 
 
    It will be a full day before they are made aware that the Dowager Empress is with child, and they know that the Great Golden Lion has not only given them a sign, but also a miracle. It is magic, but cats are, after all, a magical people. 
 
    Such a dangerous game. 
 
    When he opens his eyes, Chancellor Ho is watching him from the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They said nothing as they ascended high into the mountain-city of Shin Sekai, and it was all that Kirin could do to steady the racing of his heart. He was not his brother. In fact, he felt more in common with the Khargan than he did Kerris. Ancestral ‘tek’ was not a part of his world, and every hair on his body told him it was both dangerous and wrong. The device moved slowly, jarringly, and he could imagine the bears raising it hand over hand, hand over hand. After what seemed like hours, the platform jerked to a stop. A moment longer before the mesh doorway rattled open and the heat struck him like a fist.  
 
    Kirin could honestly believe he was walking into another world. The New World of the Rising Suns.  
 
    A jungle with trees of iron stretched to the very high ceiling, covered in moss and heavy with vines. Bridges and catwalks crossed the heights and beneath those, fields as far as he could see, with rows of waving gold alternating with squares of leafy green. Water bubbled in clear tubes, anchored to walls with cable and chain, and mist hovered over the earth, dripping from the leaves and the cables and the iron. 
 
    So deep inside the mountain, there was light, and he realized that once again it was the mirrors. Huge angled slabs of bronze that reflected light throughout the expanse, creating the illusion of daylight and accentuating the reality of deep shadow. The smells of this place carried him away – poppy and lemongrass, oranges and wheat and soy and cabbage and bamboo and wet earth and, to his surprise, fish. He shook his head, realizing that he too would have abandoned a city like Lha’Lhasa had this alternative been presented.  
 
     “Kr̥ṣi,” said Moto as they began to walk. “The Gardens of the New World. We can feed thousands from these grottos. The Suns have blessed us with their bounty.” 
 
    Through the fields and iron trees, robed figures – Xióngmāo, Moto had called them – moved with quiet purpose, pruning leaves, loosing earth, digging and planting and pulling and harvesting. He watched them as they walked past. They did not look up. They did not acknowledge the party of monkey, cat and dog. They worked in solitary silence, and not for the first time, Kirin thought of Sha’Hadin. 
 
     Soldiers were not like that. Soldiers needed each other; they needed the strength of the army perhaps even more than their own. 
 
    “When we found it,” Moto continued, “There were years of food preserved by the Xióngmāo in vast storage vaults, more years than we can count. First the army came, for with such food, an army can work forever.” 
 
    They passed a plot of sunflowers, watched the bees crawl over them before zipping off to the next. Water trickled down and wild birds flitted between the trees. Pines and cedar and fir, and the smell of green was overwhelming. Amid it all, the Xióngmāo worked, tending all with quiet purpose.  
 
     “Then, the Capuchin Council chose to move the council seat, for while Lha’Lhasa is holy, Shin Sekai is divine. Soon, the markets sprang up and the people began to clamour for housing. The Xióngmāo opened the mountain and invited us in with the blessing of the Ancestors. It was then that we found the Rising Suns. It was our destiny to join our fates to theirs.”  
 
    He glanced at Kerris. His brother made a face. 
 
    The Gardens carried on as far as he could see but Moto led them toward another corridor with blue triangles and featureless white walls. The ceiling was low and the floor sloping and Kirin noticed a hum growing as they went. 
 
     “And so,” continued Moto, “You ask us to prepare for a war that we do not need, against a people who have provided so much. Tell me, why should we fight when the Ancestors have given all this?” 
 
    The corridor led them to a set of rusted double doors, guarded by Snow and flanked by two bears. As the Xióngmāo slid open the doors, Moto turned and spread wide his arms. 
 
     “Prepare to be enlightened,” he said. “And welcome to the glory of the Rising Suns.”  
 
    The room was cold, large and completely dark, until one by one, shafts of light sliced down from the high ceiling with dramatic flair, illuminating nine tall, cylindrical cases of glass. Easily the height of three men, the cases towered above them, darkened with shadow and coated with ice. Steam billowed and hissed around the bases, and Kirin narrowed his eyes, for atop each cylinder sat a monkey.  
 
    “I think we’ve found the Capuchin Council,” Kerris muttered. 
 
    On top of each cylinder, nine Chi’Chen sat, cross-legged and robed in scarlet and blue. Wires ran from their temples, tubes from their spines, cables from their wrists; all attached to nodes and disappearing deep into the cylinders themselves. At each base stood a Xióngmāo. 
 
    “Feast your eyes upon the glory of the Rising Suns,” sang Tomi Moto, and he dropped to his knees before the towers. “May their union live forever.” 
 
    The Xióngmāo hauled on a set of chains, and above them, the beams of light split, dancing across the cylinders and refracting through the icy surface. Within the cases, shapes could be seen; hulking four limbed figures grotesquely distorted by thick, gelatinous ice that moved like muddy water.  
 
    “What be these?” growled Long-Swift. “Oracles?” 
 
    “Not Oracles,” said Kerris softly.  
 
    Suspended by suspended by tubes, cables and wires, the creatures looked like large, heavily-muscled Chi’Chen. Three black, three brown, and three the colour of sunset at Roarpundih. Long arms, short legs, heavy brows. Thick pelts like Chancellor Ho that flowed in the shifting, flowing, muddy ice. They looked dead, for several had split open, pink tubes lapping slowly against red flesh. White bones reflected off yellow sinew, and bits of matted hair floated through the containers like ash from a fire. Four of them had open eyes, others had eyeballs bobbing outside of their sockets at the end of grey tendons. They were all connected, via the wires, tubes and cables, to the Capuchin Council above them. 
 
    It was obscene, Kirin thought to himself. An obscene coupling of death and monkeys and Ancestors and creatures he had never seen in his storied life. 
 
     “Apes,” said Kerris and he turned, hands on hips. “The Rising Suns are Apes.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The screens in the Qore had exchanged blue for orange. Solomon watched Reedy amble over to one of them, wave a hand across to bring the outside into view. The man never hurried, Solomon realized. He had not dropped the laconic smile nor the fluid body language, and Solomon wondered if things were often ‘amiss’ outside. The Superpit was literally hundreds of klix from anywhere. ‘Amiss’ just didn’t seem possible. 
 
    “I reckoned it was Kuri,” Reedy said from his station. “They’re always looking for something.” 
 
    “Kuri,” said Solomon. “The ones that ‘used to be people.’” 
 
    “The very same.” 
 
    And the screens began to spin toward him, trailing orange threads like wires. They showed a line of tan shapes on the red horizon, thin and wavering in the surface heat. Solomon felt his pulse quicken. 
 
    “Prep the tampers,” said Reedy into the screens. “Mobilize the suits. I think they’re just passing by, but there’s a sandstorm a-coming and it never hurts to be careful.” 
 
    Images spun and folded across the plex and Solomon narrowed his eyes to make out the shapes glimmering in the distance. They appeared to be on horseback but as they moved across the screens, he realized that they were camels. Large, lean camels with elephant tusks and long horse-like tails, carrying what looked like tents on their backs. 
 
    “The Kuri are nomads,” said Reedy. “Cross the plains in these small packs.” 
 
    “Are they people?” he asked. “Because packs could also be called families. Or clans, or tribes. Semantics is a big deal when dealing with new species.” 
 
    “Semantics is a moot point when faced with the end of a spear, Doctor.” Reedy leaned forward, made some adjustements to the station and the image grew larger, sharper on the screen. 
 
    The tents were homes, complete with wooden poles, leather skins and linen cloth. They tipped from side to side with the rhythm of the camels. 
 
    “Have you ever tried to contact them?” 
 
    “They’d eat you as soon as look at you,” Reedy said. “Just like everything else.” 
 
    All along the plex above his head and behind his back, he could see the mech-suits and the bird-bots aiming the net-cannons. It looked like far too much tek for nomads on camels. 
 
    “They’d scavenge the SuperPit clean if it weren’t for the bots. For the most part, they just pass by.” 
 
    “But if they’re people…” 
 
    “They’re not.” 
 
    Solomon shook his head and turned his attention back to the screens. He leaned forward to get a better look, eyes straining for a glimpse of rider. 
 
    “You want to know what they look like, don’t you?” said Reedy. “Under the fabric and the skins.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Naturally, you would. You’re a doctor. You’re curious.” 
 
    He’d traveled with tigers and lions and mongrels. 
 
    “Dying of curiosity,” he said. 
 
    “Just think it,” said Reedy. “You’re a super. You have a passcode. You have access to the Qore.” 
 
    He threw up his hands. 
 
    “What does that even mean?”  
 
    Reedy looked at him and sighed, his eyes heavy and glittering.  
 
    “You want to see a Kuri? Think to see a Kuri…” 
 
    “How the hell do I think to see a Kuri?” 
 
    “How the hell else do you see anything in Dreamtime? Think, Doctor. Think.” 
 
    And the man turned his attention back to the plex and the net cannons following nomads across the plain. 
 
    Think.  
 
    Solomon, Jeffery Anders. SLS7554b37Q. Passcode Tango9931. Seeker 4. I want to see a Kuri. 
 
    And suddenly, a screen tipped toward him, began to roll in on itself to form a clear tube. The blue lines, now orange, began to dissipate, shaving light particles in all directions as the tube began to reshape itself. 
 
    Impressive. 
 
    “Do you know what the IAR was doing over there, Doctor?” asked Reedy, eyes fixed on the screens.  
 
    The tube spun in mid air, sparks of orange light spraying like fireworks across the surface.  
 
    “Engineering plague-resistant people, or so I’m told.” 
 
    “That was only the beginning. The Qore has data from before the Hinga – you know, the Fall.” 
 
     Legs, arms, torso, tail. The Kuri was taking shape. 
 
     “They called it the Chimera project,” Reedy continued. “Gene-splicing, recoding and resequencing. Complex molecular engineering to create new, better life forms. They had seventeen different labs working on hundreds of different methods, all racing to see which one could find the most stable, sustainable results.” 
 
    Face long and narrow, ears pointed, dog-like 
 
    “Once they settled on a proven procedure, they consolidated the research into one location, apparently somewhere in Tibet. They called it the New World. That’s what they were trying to create, a new world resistant to the diseases that were killing us all.” 
 
    Barbed tail, neck set low on stooped shoulders. 
 
    “They spliced human with ape but those creations were too similar to us and the test subjects died when exposed to the viruses. Platyrrhine and the non-ape catarrhine splices, however, were resistant, as were the feline, canine and ursines. Apparently, they tried other species but the data stops shortly after the last outbreak of G9EVi. There is no way of knowing what is still alive out there and how it has changed over time. And believe me, Doctor. I’ve seen my fair share of time.”  
 
    The Kuri were just specs on the horizon now, little more that a dark slice rippling in the afternoon heat. The plex, however – now a SmartALYK figure spinning before him – was as clear as day.  
 
    “Can you imagine a cat person, Doctor?” asked Reedy, his eyes boring holes into Solomon’s face. “What a truly terrifying thought. Bad enough to have these Kuri.” 
 
    The figure was an anthropomorphic dog with spiked ruff and tail like a scorpion’s stinger. He could see the pelt, short and golden, could see the ridges in its abdomen expand and contract with its breathing.  
 
    “It’s a dingo,” he said and he shook his head. “A mutated dingo. But mutated with what?” 
 
    “Aye, and there’s the rub,” said Reedy. “In order to facilitate the splicing, the IAR used the DNA of clinically engineered tardigrades. Heat, cold, radiation, disease, toxins, even lack of oxygen. Those little suckers can survive anything.”  
 
    Solomon nodded.  
 
    “Hypsibius cryosphoridae,” he said.  “I know. The Sandman project used their genetic material in our prep sleeps to prevent cell desiccation and facilitate cryptobiosis.” 
 
    “Amazing what a good working knowledge of genetics can do,” said Reedy. His eyes slid to the screens. They showed nothing on the horizon now, only mech-suits and bird-bots and soon, the orange lights returned to blue. “Suits, stand down if you will. And good job.” 
 
    Finally, the man turned to face him, folded his hands calmly as if preparing for a lecture. 
 
    “Yes, that little tardigrade was plenty critical to both EUS and IAR survival strategies,” he said. “Their DNA makes genes receptive to mutagens and extraspecial proteins.” 
 
    Solomon turned to him, folded his hands the same way.  
 
    He was tired. 
 
    “And that’s a problem how?” 
 
    “In order to cause and secure these rapid mutations between species, the Chimera Project took a naturally occurring protein and made it a weapon. That weapon works like a virus, aggressively restructuring cell proteins and recombining genes. It effectively ushered in a new saltation era of rapidly mutating species.” 
 
    He nodded, following but missing the link. The missing link. Hopeful Monster Theory, minus the hope.  
 
    For some reason, his head was spinning. 
 
    Dreamtime is exhausting. 
 
    “The problem, Doctor, is the fact that you and I and every human alive today was infused with Hypsibius cryosphoridae, both in our units and in our preps.”  
 
    A cold sweat swept down from his ears as Reedy’s words began to sink in.  
 
    “In fact, each and every one of us is carrying the very gene that would respond to the Chimera virus. That’s why we had to terminate your young zoologist. He would not have remained a zoologist for very long…” 
 
     If he turns into an animal, I hope he’s a careful animal  
 
    “He may, in fact, have turned into a zoo of animals…” 
 
    His breath had fled his body, his knees the consistency of sand. Sand man. Sandman One, Kandersteg, Switzerland. 
 
    “And if we detect the virus active in you or your companions, we will have no choice but to terminate you as well.” 
 
    The caretaker smiled patiently. 
 
    “It’s nothing personal, Doctor. I myself am in the same boat. That’s why I don’t go to the surface.” 
 
    People don’t turn into animals, Persis  
 
    Solomon lowered himself to the floor as the realization swept over him like waves, like waves crashing and buffeting and pushing him under the killing oceans filled with shark-whales and dead pelicans. He was drowning in deep, dark, icy waters. 
 
    People don’t turn into animals 
 
    “The Kuri?” He looked up at the man in the tan jumpsuit. “Who are they?”  
 
    “Ah. You understand now. The Kuri are Supers One to Six, and their descendants. It’s been awhile.” 
 
    Dreamtime is exhausting. 
 
    “And you?” he managed to ask. “Which one are you?”  
 
    His voice was like sandpaper. Sand paper. Sand man. 
 
    “Just like you, Doctor. I used to be Seven. Matthias Reitman, Super Seven of Sandman Three.” 
 
    It made sense. Horrible, apocalyptic, anthropomorphic sense. 
 
    “This has been an exhilarating Dreamtime for you,” said the man who used to be Matthias Reitman, Super Seven of Sandman Three. “Maybe too much. I can see you’re slipping.” 
 
     How else do you see anything in Dreamtime? 
 
    “Go to sleep now,” Reedy said. “I’ll bring you back in a few months when you’ve recovered. I’d like to wake Jian Ward next. She’s quite the firecracker.” 
 
    Welcome to Dreamtime 
 
    And the screens rolled and the plex folded and he realized he was not in the Qore but inside a cryo unit and the ice descended on him like a blanket. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Courage 
 
      
 
      
 
    They found the dog in a high part of the monastery, skinning the rat over a crackling fire. It was a very old temple with frescos of Ancestors in reds, blues and gold covering the walls. Pillars of black held up a crumbling wooden ceiling, and beams of morning light sliced through the ancient dust. It seemed that time itself had stopped in this holiest of holy rooms.  
 
    The bear sat with him, eating the portions of flesh he passed its way. It looked up with one head, growled when they stepped out of the dark corridor.  
 
    The dog did not look up. 
 
    “I said go,” he said. “The Uürekh don’t want you here.” 
 
    “Uürekh?” Nevye repeated. He had never heard the word before. 
 
    “Your Gowrain,” said Setse.  
 
    “I thought you were a cat,” he muttered. “But I don’t see so well anymore. Has the Khargan lost our borders again?” 
 
    The dog rose to his feet, and Nevye could see he was dressed in the skins of many rats. His hair was thin and matted, his face pushed in as if by a massive fist. As a result, his eyes bulged and his few teeth pushed out through his lips at unnatural angles.  
 
    Setse stepped forward and the bear growled again.  
 
    “We come in peace at the command of the new Khargan, Khan Sumalbaykhan, Khan of Khans, Son of the White Wolf, Father of the Jackal. Ruler of the Chanyu and all the People of the Moon.” 
 
    He had heard it so many times, it had become a ritual. In her voice, it was music. 
 
    “But how is there a cat?” 
 
    “The Kingdoms are united now,” she continued. “To face a common threat. May we join your fire to speak of it?” 
 
    “It is not my decision.” He glanced at the bear. “Nüür goddess? Shall we wake the others?” 
 
    The bear tossed the rat into the fire and pushed herself to her feet, standing easily twice as tall as the dog. She lumbered forward and Nevye could see the rough leatherwork of her arm and leg braces, the lack of stitching on the cloth or belt. It had to be difficult to create anything with such claws at the end of their fingers, but it made sense that they would try. People wore clothing; animals did not. He’d never thought of Gowrain as people, but truth be told, he’d never thought much of Gowrain at all. 
 
    Courage, he told himself, as the bear, Nüür, towered over them like the chorten on the plain. Her breathing was deep and rumbling; her muzzle black, her eyes liquid. Slowly, she swung her heads – one to study Yahn Nevye, and the other to study Setse, and he realized that, like most of the inhabitants of the Lower Kingdom, it was likely the first time in her life she had seen a cat. Behind them, Balm muttered and tapped the bonestick on the floor. Nevye could hear it whispering dark things to them both. 
 
    “Goddess,” said Setse. “We await your favour.” 
 
    And she raised her hand, palm out. 
 
    “We await your favour,” echoed Nevye, his voice as always a heartbeat behind. He too raised his hand, palm out. 
 
    Nüür bellowed out of both mouths, her breath hot and smelling of rat. Balm ducked back into the corridor but neither the Blue Wolf nor the Yellow Cat flinched, their hands outstretched and open. The bear moved closer, her thick white pelt rippling with each step, and she bellowed again. The air shook all around him, his teeth rattled in his head. She could gut him with one swipe of her claws; she could take off his head with one blow. He should have been terrified but he was no longer Yahn Nevye, failed Seer and coward of Sha’Hadin. With Setse at his side, he was Shar Ma’uul. With Setse, he was more. 
 
    Suddenly, Nüür leaned forward, pressing their hands with her great padded palms and pushing them both backwards with her weight. The moment they touched, however, Nevye was a winter bear, growing up under the green night sky, following the herds of tsaa buga, fighting for the right to harvest the rats, taking a mate and losing a child to the winter winds. Finally, she pulled back, leaving deep scratches in his leather gloves. She dropped to four legs and swung away, abandoning the visitors and the fire and the smoking rat carcass, before disappearing between the pillars. 
 
    “She’s going to ask the others,” said the dog. “So you should sit now until she changes her mind. The Uürekh are like that. My name is Oyuunchimeg Chiingis. You may call me Chiing. I had a good life in Khumul until that cursed udgan drove me out.” 
 
    At the mention of the village, Setse glanced at him, but they settled down together by the fire with the lost Oracle of Khumul. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This reminds me of the Marh’eeyen Ahrkhives,” said Fallon. 
 
    “Marh’eeyen Ahrkhives?” asked the Alchemist, baby on her hip. 
 
    “Oh, right. I forgot you weren’t there. Ana’thalya in Turah’kee. It’s where we found the boat.” 
 
     They had followed their Xióngmāo hosts through the walkways of the mountain city. The corridors were cracked and very old, and moss was slowly working to turn the walls from grey to green. Beams of light sliced down from mirrored shafts, and she recognized the husks of Ancient lamps where torches now glowed in their stead. Along the walls, D-links marked the locations of long hidden screens, hologrids and plex, millenia dark. 
 
    Indented in the walls, alcoves that may have once housed workstations had been transformed into tiny rooms filled with straw and linen and baskets of bamboo. It seemed the Xióngmāo needed even less space than the monks of Sha’Hadin. Bears looked up as they passed; most rose to their feet, and soon, they had a small crowd in their wake, following in their rocking, side-to-side gait. They seemed a hard working, contented people, and Fallon wondered what made them stay amongst the Chi’Chen who despised them. 
 
    Some things still boggled her. 
 
    She released a puff of breath. 
 
    “Anyway, the Marh’eeyen Ahrkhives were powered by the sun. We didn’t know that until Sireth found the panels and Solomon got everything working. I wonder if this is the same? Jae’un, have you ever been here before?” 
 
    The Stonelily did not look up. Her hands wrung like damp dishcloths; her eyes darted from side to side. 
 
    “Never,” she said. “The Xióngmāo quarter is forbidden.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Fallon. “Then you’re very brave to be here. I hope they don’t put your head on a pike like they did General Yamashida.” 
 
    At certain junctions, Fallon noticed signs in the walls as they passed, palm prints pressed into tarnished metal. Most were bear, but not all. Some, she realized, were Ancestral. Others were cat.   
 
    There was a large, white double door, locked with several loops of moss-covered chain, and she paused to study the inscription. It wasn’t Chi’Chen, and it wasn’t Imperial, and it took her a long moment before the words began to shape themselves in her thoughts. 
 
    “Winter…Water?” 
 
    She peered through a pane of discoloured plex, could see nothing but dark corridors and triangles of blue. She sighed and turned back, surprised to find all eyes on her. 
 
    Before long, a wall of white stone blocked their way, suspended halfway above the pitted floor as if stuck. The Xióngmāo woman threw them a look before bending and slipping her way beneath the rough edge. Fallon looked to the young bear at her knees. He pointed. 
 
    “Under there?” she asked. “We go under?” 
 
    He put the stick of bamboo between its teeth, bending forward and sliding under almost on his belly. He held out his hand. Fallon glanced at both Alchemist and Stonelily but she took it, and scraped under the wall.  
 
    What she saw on the other side took her breath away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He had just come from seeing the Empress. She was rested and alert and fully aware of what had happened in the War Room. She had not spoken of it, but she knew. She had given him permission to leave, and he found he couldn’t get back to his room fast enough. Agara’tha was calling. His thoughts had been crowded ever since setting foot in DharamShallah, and more so here in the Palace. A monastery far removed from such chaos sounded perfect for Farsight and Vision, even though it be filled with incense. 
 
     “Sahidi,” came a voice and he turned. The corridor was wide and busy, but he could see Chancellor Ho flowing toward him, blue and silver robes sweeping the floors like brooms. People gave him a wide berth.  
 
    “Chancellor.” 
 
    “Do you have a moment, sahidi? I wish to speak with you.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Here, in the Seven Candles.” 
 
    And the man gestured to the rice paper doors of an Imperial prayer room.  
 
    “Are people praying?” Sireth asked. “I’d hate to disturb them if they’re praying.” 
 
    “There will be no disturbance,” said the Chancellor and he turned, flowing through the doors like water. The Seven Candles was a prayer room with far more than seven candles. It was scarlet, with torches and incense pots and kettles and bells. Six ministers were present, some kneeling, some seated cross-legged, the rest moving from statue to statue, spinning prayer wheels and counting holy beads, writing on parchments only to burn them, their prayers rising up to the heavens on trails of smoke. It was a holy room but cats are, after all, a holy people. 
 
    “Ministers of Pol’Lhasa,” began Ho. “The Last Seer of Sha’Hadin is in need of the Seven Candles. Please leave now.” 
 
    As one, each man looked up and nodded, and within moments, the room was empty save the Chancellor and the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin.  
 
    “No disturbance?” asked Sireth. 
 
    “None at all. You are leaving for Agara’tha?”  
 
    “I am, yes.” 
 
    “Are you taking an Imperial palanquin?” 
 
    “I will walk.” 
 
    “It is a day’s journey by foot. Perhaps you could meditate while the palanquin carries you?” 
 
    “Walking suits me.” 
 
    And the Chancellor turned to face him.  
 
    “I know what you did.” 
 
    “Ah, the Room of Enlightened Shadows,” said the Seer. “I can explain—” 
 
    “You have such power,” said the Chancellor, “To make her sleep from across the room. You can do this with a thought?” 
 
    The Seer inclined his head. 
 
    “I am the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin. I live to serve the Empress.” 
 
    “Kill it.” 
 
    Sireth blinked. 
 
    “I said, kill it!” Inside his sleeves, Ho’s fingers curled into fists. “If you have such power, save our Empress and kill this child before it is born.” 
 
    “I cannot,” said the Seer. “I will not.” 
 
    “You must. Not all the sham’Rai in the world can protect her if the city knows what she has done.” 
 
    “The Great Golden Lion has given them a sign.”  
 
    “It will not save her,” said the Chancellor. “Our people are not fools.” 
 
    “But they are foolish,” he said. “And very superstitious, I’ve learned. They want to believe in magic, in legends, in things beyond their understanding.” 
 
    “You know nothing of our people.”  
 
    Ho stepped forward, white tail lashing beneath the blue robe. The Seer was tall, his cheetah heritage evident in the length of his legs. The Chancellor was Sacred, his face coming only to the mongrel’s chest.  
 
    “They gossip and grumble. They will be tickled by the idea of a miracle child, but once it is born, they will gossip and grumble.” 
 
    “If the people must grumble about a fatherless child, then their lives are too easy,” said Sireth. “The Ancestors are coming. No one will grumble when their dragons flash across the skies.” 
 
    Ho shook his head. 
 
    “You talk about Ancestors, but still there is no proof.” 
 
    “I am the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin,” said Sireth. “The people need more proof than that?” 
 
    “Only a small group of ministers was privy to that briefing,” said Ho. “And of those, an even smaller group believes.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I do not,” he said. “It is a fantastical tale which cannot be proved or disproved, absolving the teller of legitimacy.” 
 
    Sireth stared at him for a long moment, before swinging his hands up to the sides of the man’s head. 
 
    Ho’s eyes grew round as the mongrel moved in.  
 
    “This,” said Sireth, “Is Jeffery Solomon. See him. See his peltless face, his clawless hands, his brown brown eyes…” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “And there are more. Kerris Wynegarde-Grey says there are more. He has seen them. He and the Scholar have been where there are more. An Empress and her mongrel baby are nothing compared to Ancestors.” 
 
    Ho grabbed the Seer’s wrists with his hands, purest white against spots and stripes.  
 
    “I live to serve the Empress,” Ho gasped. “And I can assure you that she can face any threat if her honour is pure and uncompromised.” 
 
    “You speak of honour?” The Seer pressed his thumbs now into the lush temples. “Did you hire the hassassin to kill the Empress? I will know if you lie.” 
 
    “No!” snapped the man. 
 
    “Did you pay the Geisha in fuchsia silk to hire the hassassin? I will know if you lie.” 
 
    “No, I did not. I would die myself before I let my Empress die. I have served her since her twelfth summer.” 
 
    “Do you know who did hire them?” 
 
    “Again, no!” 
 
    “Hmm.” He spread wide his fingers, crushed them into the slick white hair. “One last question, then, on the subject of killing and honour. Was it so easy for you to order the death of Captain Wynegarde-Grey? You know I will know if you lie.” 
 
    The Chancellor released a long breath. 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed. “It was so easy. The Captain compromised the security of the Empire like no other individual. His death was necessary.” 
 
    Sireth grunted. 
 
    “And yet, he is not dead. Moreover, he is now the sire of an Imperial child, something he would never have dared before your clever plan.” 
 
    He released the man, took a step back as Ho sagged into his robes. 
 
    “Dharma is a cruel mistress, Chancellor,” he said. “You of all people should know this.” 
 
    “I do know this, sahidi,” Ho growled. “As do you. And I so ask you once again, for the sake of the Empire and for the love of our Empress, before you leave, kill the child within her. Please.” 
 
    Sireth whirled and strode past the Chancellor, but paused. 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind,” he said. “Arrange a palanquin for me. I leave at once.” 
 
    He left the Seven Candles and did not look back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Twisting and pulling, the world in all its infinite darkness exploding in a big bang of light and colour and he is being pulled from within to the surface and he doesn’t want to go. The darkness is far better than the colour of the blood. Blood in the sac, blood in the Griffen, blood in the center of the world and as he rises from the dark, there is a sound that is almost as unsettling.  
 
    It is the sound of a man screaming. 
 
    Solomon opened his eyes as the quiet settled onto his bones. 
 
    The room was white and brightly lit – disturbing for someone coming out of such a gut-wrenching, stomach-churning sleep and he lay very still as the room spun for several long moments. There was the hum of podlights, the sharp tang of ozone and he flexed one wrist, not surprised to find it fixed to the table where he lay.  
 
    He had been here before. 
 
    Dreamtime. 
 
    People don’t turn into animals, Persis  
 
    The conversation came crashing back into his memory, and, not for the first time, he wished life had gone differently. 
 
    Each and every one of us is carrying the very gene that would respond to the Chimera virus. 
 
    It was true. He knew it in his bones. They were all carrying the Chimera virus. The Kuri were people. Had been people. Six supers. Hopeful monsters, all of them, as the genetic theory had once suggested. Best to leave the world to the cats and be done with it. 
 
    Inhale deep, exhale slow. Inhale deep, exhale slow. Still, it took a long time before his breathing returned to normal, and finally, above his head, he heard the ping of a monitor. Like before, the MVS Ring rose out of the arms of the bed and he watched it curve gracefully before meeting in the middle with a seamless click. Its hum was as familiar as the Griffen’s engine, and it purred its way down his legs, then back up to his head, before returning to its default over his belly.  
 
    There was a sound. 
 
    A scrabbling, ticking, clicking sound. He didn’t remember it from his first waking. 
 
    “Jarrah?” he asked and immediately the sound stopped. “Romeo? Is that you?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He waited, worked on keeping his breathing slow and silent. Maybe it was the Ring. Maybe he had just forgotten. Maybe he never really remembered. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “The patient is awake and alert and ready for discharge,” he said. 
 
    “MDID?” said the Ring in its artificial voice. 
 
    “Solomon, Jeffery Anders. SLS7554b37Q.” 
 
    “Passcode?” 
 
    “Tango9931.” 
 
    “Version?” 
 
     “Seeker 4,” he said, grateful for the scrap of memory.  
 
    “MDID confirmed. Patient discharge confirmed. Welcome to Dreamtime, Dr. Solomon.” 
 
    And the Ring hummed again, retracting into the arms of the bed. The wrist braces clicked open and in his peripheral vision, something moved across the floor.  
 
    Tick, click and rattle, and he lay perfectly still as a dark shape bobbed into view. Sickle shaped and bulbous, it looked like a scorpion’s stinger and his heart froze in his chest. 
 
    A scorpion the size of a goat. 
 
    Dreamtime. He was in Dreamtime. Surely there couldn’t be scorpions in Dreamtime. If there were, he was in big trouble. 
 
    The tail bobbed forward toward the head of the cot, disappearing from view with a rattle and click on the cold, hard floor. He cast his eyes around the room, looking for anything that he might use against it. 
 
    It was the same room as before, empty and clean, with beds in neat, orderly rows. He lay perfectly still as the creature scrambled past his shoulder toward the plex wall overlooking the garden. Slowly, cautiously, he turned his head to get a better look. 
 
    Segemented and chitinous, its exoskeleton was the colour of dried blood and it rose up on six legs, scraping at the plex with claws large enough to take his head off. The tail bobbed behind it, the stinger barbed and deadly. He wondered if he could make it to the door before it caught up, or if Reedy had it orchestrated otherwise. 
 
    That was hard to imagine, but then again, Reedy had a wire while he did not. 
 
    Dreamtime. 
 
    He released a long breath as the cold settled into his bones. Dreamtime was not a place but a state of mind. Somehow, he was awake and conscious and only loosely connected to his body in the same way as when he’d awakened in cryo years ago. Dreamtime allowed one to move in a world that was entirely fabricated by another. That had not ever been a part of the Sandman program, and he wondered how long Reedy had been awake. 
 
    And it suddenly occurred to him that Reedy may never have gone to sleep. 
 
    The sound set his teeth on edge as the creature scraped its mandibles across the plex. 
 
    Reedy, aka Matthias Reitman, Super Seven, Sandman Three. Maybe Reedy wasn’t awake either.  
 
    “Restore my wire,” he whispered, praying the Ring would respond, dreading that it might. 
 
    “Passcode?” said the Ring.  
 
    At the sound, the creature froze, and a cold wave swept from his ears down to his toes. 
 
    Maybe Reedy was perpetually in Dreamtime. 
 
    “Passcode Tango9931.” 
 
    The podlights flickered and he reached a hand to the nape of his neck to find it there. The scorpion halted its attack on the plex, dropped down to the floor. 
 
    Slowly, Solomon rolled back. The creature ticked its way across the floor, disappearing from his peripheral vision, and he knew it was under the infirmary bed.  
 
    Maybe Reedy was Dreamtime. 
 
    Deep breath. Glance to the door. The ArcEye gleamed blue in its right corner. Four meters away. Four meters to freedom. If he could keep his heart rate and breathing steady. If he didn’t panic. If the creature didn’t kill him. 
 
    Maybe Reedy was the Qore. 
 
    He swallowed as the creature hissed, bobbed its awkward tail, snapped its massive claws beneath the bed. 
 
    If Reedy was the Qore, then he would control every aspect of life in Sandman 3.  
 
    But Solomon had a wire now. That meant he had a chance. 
 
    There was a sound above him and he looked up. There was a hole in the ceiling and the claws of a second scorpion pushing through. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Apes,” said Kirin under his breath, rolling the word on his tongue and wondering when it would find a home there. 
 
    “Dead apes,” said Long-Swift. 
 
    “Solomon talked about them,” said Kerris quietly. “The ones that didn’t make it.” 
 
    “I remember,” said Kirin. “But why are they here?” 
 
    “Fallon would know,” said Kerris. “She pays attention to things like that.” 
 
    Kirin grunted, leaving the obvious unsaid. 
 
    He studied the living part of the gruesome pairing. As far as he could tell, the Capuchin Council was still alive, seated cross-legged atop the glass towers. He wondered if they ever left their perches or if they were permanently fixed to their long-dead companions. It would be possible with these monkeys. Truth be told, nothing surprised him any more. 
 
    Tomi Moto rose to his feet.  
 
    “Glory to the Rising Suns,” he said, and he waited as if expecting a response.  
 
    “Glorious is one word for it,” said Kerris.  
 
    “Remarkable and glorious,” said Moto. “They steer us on the path of enlightenment.” 
 
    “Do the Suns speak to the Council?” asked Kerris and Kirin’s heart thudded in his chest. One wrong word and arrows would fly. There were at least six Snow in the room. They guarded the Suns the way leopards guarded the Empress. 
 
    “The Capuchin Council and the Suns are one,” Moto said.  
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “It matters not. The Suns have been waiting for a thousand years less a day to raise Shin Sekai to it’s former glory. With the Council, Restoration has begun.” 
 
    And he raised his hands, palms up.  
 
    “The Suns welcome you to a New World.” 
 
    High above him, the Capuchin Council did likewise, raising their hands and palms to the ceiling. They began to hum, a flat, reedy sound that came from the backs of their throats and echoed throughout the chamber.  
 
    “Oh, holy ones of Shin Sekai,” Moto began. “Nine of the Nine Peaks Mountain and Fate of the New World. Pride of the Ancestors and Hope of the Chi’Chen. We call upon you to indulge our presence and bless us with your council.” 
 
    One by one, the dead creatures in the cylinders beneath began to move. 
 
    Long-Swift stepped back. 
 
    “The Council are your eyes,” Moto went on, as one by one, dead hands began to raise. “Your ears, your voice. The believers of Shin Sekai are your hands, your feet, your will.” 
 
    Dead eyes opened, mirroring those of their monkey hosts above. Eyeballs floating on the ends of tendons turned and Kirin felt the cold dread sweep down to his boots. 
 
    “Kirrriiiin,” moaned one of the Chi’Chen with grey face and blue robes. “Lord of House Wynegarde-Grey, sham’Rai of Pol’Lhasa and Shogun-General of the Upper Kingdom.” 
 
    “We welcome you,” they all hissed in unison. 
 
    “Swiiiiffft,” came another. “Of Sumalbayar, Wielder of ala’Asalan, Khan of Khans and Khargan of the North.” 
 
    “We welcome you.” 
 
    “And Kaiiiidan…” 
 
    Slowly, eighteen simian faces, some living, some dead, turned toward Kerris. 
 
    “Kaidan,” said another. “Of the Kingdoms.” 
 
    “Kaidan,” said another. “Of the Emperor.” 
 
    Hisses from the Council. 
 
    “The Emperor…” 
 
    Moans from the Council. 
 
    “The Emperor…” 
 
    And suddenly, the chamber erupted with shrieks and howls. Even the Snow and the Xióngmāo looked up at the chaos until eventually, the room fell silent once again. 
 
    “The Emperor betrays the Capuchin Council,” said one. 
 
    “The Emperor has sent an army,” hissed another. 
 
    “Why does the Emperor send an army?” 
 
    “We know why the Emperor sends an army.” 
 
    “Why do you?” 
 
    “Why do you?” 
 
    One by one, arms both living and dead raised. One by one, fingers pointed, eerie and unnatural. 
 
    Kirin fought to steady his heart. He had seen so many things these last years, but nothing like this. 
 
    “Our Army is not from the Emperor,” said Kerris, undaunted. “It is an Alliance of all the Empires.” 
 
    “An army to bring the New World into line,” said another. 
 
    “Our Army is a river of three streams,” said Kerris. “Forged by blood and will and hope.” 
 
    “You bring nine thousand,” said the first. 
 
    “Nine thousand as a gift,” said the second. 
 
    “A gift for the Rising Suns?” asked the third. “Or a weapon for the Setting?”  
 
    It was hard to look anywhere but the grotesque cylinders, the bobbing eyes, the floating flesh. Kirin took a deep breath. 
 
    “The Nine Thousand Dragons is united for one purpose only,” he said. “Tell us how you fall and we will attend or retreat at your word.” 
 
    “What is your purpose?” asked one and it moved a hand from left to right. In the cylinder beneath, the creature slowly waved its hand from left to right. 
 
    Unnatural. Unnerving. Worse than the Eyes of Jia’Khan. 
 
    “We are here to seek your support,” began Kirin. “Ancestors have risen in the West and we need to present a united front, otherwise all the kingdoms will surely fall.” 
 
    One of the Chi’Chen leaned forward. Slowly, the creature beneath did the same. 
 
    “And who will lead this united front?” the monkey asked. “Which Empire shall direct its course? That which finds its seat in Pol’Lhasa?” 
 
    “Or that which finds its seat in Bai’Zhin?” 
 
    Hisses once again, then another leaned forward, cast his eyes on the Khargan. The creature beneath him did the same. 
 
    “Is there a seat in the North, Sumalbaykhan of the North?” 
 
    “Ulaan Baator,” the Khargan growled. “At the heel of Khazien, Mountain of the Khans.” 
 
    Hoots of laughter, howls of mocking. 
 
    Kerris stepped forward. The Snow snapped to attention and the howling ceased. 
 
    “I have in my possession,” he began, slipping a scrap of folded yellow from a pocket. “A parchment from six months ago, drafted by Emperor Watanabe and signed by you, the Capuchin Council, committing to the building of a united Empirical front.” 
 
    He unfolded the paper, smoothed it between his palms. 
 
    “It was, in fact, the impetus to dare step into the Lower Kingdom to broker peace with our enemies.” 
 
    “We have heard,” hissed one from high above. 
 
    “You cut off the head of the Wolf,” whispered another. 
 
    “And replaced it with a head of your choosing.”  
 
    And all eyes, living and dead, turned on the Khargan. Long-Swift growled, laid back his ears. 
 
    “And now you presume to do the same with us.”  
 
    The Snow lining the walls raised their swords as Kerris held up the parchment. 
 
    “Are these not your names?” he asked. “Is this not the sworn pledge of the Capuchin Council? Does your word now mean nothing in the eyes of the world? Is that the glory of the Rising Suns?” 
 
    Once again, the Council erupted into shrieks and howls, slapping of hands and tossing of heads. The weapons of the Snow were aimed and ready. Kerris was playing a dangerous game, provoking the wrath of unstable men. It would take little to set them off. 
 
    “You have exchanged the Chi’Chen way of life for this one of darkness and arrows,” the grey lion continued, forced to shout now over the din. “Thinking the secrets of the Ancestors will remake you, set you on a path to enlightenment and glory. You could not be more wrong!” 
 
    Life was full of dangerous games.  
 
    “Spoken like the Emperor’s pet!” snapped one. 
 
    “Chi’Chen are made in the image of the Ancestors,” howled another. “Their legacy is ours by right!” 
 
    “The New World is ours!” 
 
    “And all of her secrets as well!” 
 
    “Your people are terrified!” Kerris snapped and suddenly, the chaos died, an eerie silence falling across the room. He shook his head, slipped the parchment back into a deep pocket.  
 
    “This is not the people I remember,” he said. “The quick minds and quicker smiles. The deep thoughts and strength of honour. What have you traded to possess these Ancestral secrets? Because I can tell you, it was a very poor bargain.” 
 
    The room was silent.  
 
     “Your people have lost their spirit,” said Kerris. “They have lost their music. They have lost their joy. All I see is grey lives living in grey stone and fear. That is not a life worthy of a Chi’Chen.” 
 
    Even the Snow were listening. 
 
    Kirin felt his heart push out against his ribs. Despite all his flaws, Kerris was a master diplomat. His words were more powerful than a thousand swords. 
 
    “Shin Sekai is sacred to the Ancestors,” said one, after a long moment. 
 
    “Nothing is sacred to the Ancestors,” said Kerris. “Except their own survival. To them, we are animals made to fight in pits.” 
 
    High above them, the Council exchanged glances. 
 
     “You will not treat with them as equals,” said Kerris. “Their weapons are unlike anything you’ve seen. They fly in metal dragons and command armies of bones.” 
 
     “They are without match in the Art of War,” said Kirin. “You need to be prepared to defend your people when the time comes.” 
 
    “The Snow—” 
 
    “Are not enough,” said Kerris. “Alone, none of us are.” 
 
    “Will you support us?” asked Kirin. “Will the Capuchin Council stand when called or will they continue to hide in the city of the Ancestors?” 
 
    Silence still. He had offended, but he didn’t care. Diplomacy went only so far when dealing with madness. 
 
     “The Ancestors are not fools,” Kerris went on. “They are opportunists. If they perceive weakness or fear, they will move. If they encounter unity and strength, they will hold and consider. It is all we can do.” 
 
    Silence again. Kirin was relieved at this simple thing.  
 
    Icy bubbles rolled up from the bases of the cylinders. Kirin watched as they flowed through, moving limbs, waving hair, bobbing eyes. 
 
    “We will consider,” said one of the Chi’Chen after a long moment.  
 
    “Can you assure me,” Kirin began, “That the Nine Thousand Dragons are safe from the arrows of the Snow?” 
 
    “Return to your apartments,” said another.  
 
    “Feast on the riches of the New World,” said another. 
 
    Kerris swore under his breath. 
 
    “You will be summoned once we have reached a decision,” said another. 
 
    “Leave now, emissaries of the Other,” said another. 
 
    “Yes, leave.” 
 
    Tomi Moto rose to his feet. 
 
    “The Suns have spoken,” he said. “Blessed be the Rising Suns.” 
 
    “No wonder the Chanyu prefer the Moon,” grumbled the Khargan. 
 
    The Snow moved from the walls, forming a line to usher them out but Kirin spared a glance over his shoulder. One by one, the beams of sunlight disappeared and the Rising Suns, along with their long-dead familiars, sputtered into darkness once again. 
 
    “They didn’t answer your question,” said Kerris. 
 
    “I noticed that,” said Kirin and he glanced between the men on either side. “A young dog is the only hope for the Dragons now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The horses made good time, and he found staying on the back of the pony an easy task once he found the rhythm. One, two, one, two, one, two. His spine soft, hips loose to take the jarring. The pony seemed to move faster than a horse, and he wondered if the short legs made double the time. 
 
    The abandoned city had come and gone with only the crows watching from the ramparts. The mountains were closing, narrowing off the Chi’Chenguan Way as Naranbataar and the four riders moved steadily toward the Celestial Mountain Gate. The Snow did not speak and the terrain was flat, so for hours, he had little to do but think. Both the Khargan and the lions wanted him to use the Ancestral weapon to release the Nine Thousand, but that was far easier suggested than done. The entire Chi’Chenguan Way was guarded by archers. Their arrows posed no problem now, as the plateau was wider than an arrow could fly, but the Way narrowed as they drew closer to the Gate. Soon, he would become an easy target and once arrived, it was unlikely that they would simply let him through. The Snow were many things, but naiive was not one of them. His mind turned the plan over and over again, and his world began to grow very small. 
 
    There was little choice. If the Nine Thousand Dragons were indeed gathering at the Celestial Mountain Gate, they would also be easy targets for the Snow. Hundreds of arrows raining down like hail would make short work of dogs, cats, monkeys and horses alike. The crows would feast for weeks on the dead.  
 
    The Breath of the Maiden bumped on his back with the one-two rhythm of the pony and he slid his eyes to the four Snow flanking him. They stared straight ahead, their posture perfect on their little dun horses, and he wondered if he would have to kill them once he reached the Gate. And if so, how? He didn’t even have a sword. He wasn’t a soldier. He was just the brother of an Oracle. Either one of these men could kill him before the Maiden ever left his back. 
 
    And it suddenly occurred to him that he would likely die today. 
 
    He did not fear death. None of the Chanyu did. Some believed it was passage to the Great Grass Plains of the Moon, a glorious promotion from the hardships of life to a realm of slow deer, fat rabbits, and wotchka. Rani was not one of these, however. Death was death, the end of all things, and while he did not fear it, the likelihood of it happening today was a sobering thought. 
 
    He had to make it count. 
 
    And it was with such unrelenting thoughts chasing shadows through his mind when the steep, carved wall of the Celestial Mountain Gate came into view. At its base, an army of horses and a hundred Chi’Chen archers scaling the wall. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the Court of Teeth and Claws, the Boy with the Golden Eyes sits, building a pyre of rat and bone. His lips are moving; his hands are still, hovering over the pyre as he rocks back and forth. He hates the Yellow Cat and that hate is a powerful thing. It is like smoke, pungent and raw, and he sets the hate deep within the pyre of bone, fans it with a thought of the Blue Wolf who shuns him. Next, with eyes still closed, he calls the white-hot fury that lives inside his chest, the fury of a lifetime of despair, of betrayal, of mockery. He calls it out of himself, blows it like a burning, twisting leaf onto the smoke and feels the fury take hold. The bones are dry, the rats are greasy, and soon they erupt into an oily blaze. The frost in the room sizzles and snaps and he opens his eyes, smiling at his work. 
 
    He does not see the movement of the teeth and claws behind him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was called Seed. 
 
    Looking down at it from the top of the One Hundred Steps, the palanquin was a tiny speck, barely large enough to hold a Sacred minister, let alone a man of his height. Carried on poles by four panthers, it was taller than it was wide, with narrow walls made of hammered gold and a rooftop adorned with dragons. Ebony grates served as windows, and it was impossible to see within. Carved cranes curled gracefully around each of the four corners, holding bells in their beaks that chimed with each gust of wind. Up here on the roof of the Roof of the World, there was much wind. 
 
    “A palanquin called Seed,” said Sireth, his hair and robes whipping like wings. “Well, it’s about the size of one.” 
 
    “Can you even fit?” asked Ursa. At his side, her sham’Rai armour gleamed in the sun. 
 
    “I will fold myself in many folds, like an origami crane.” 
 
    “Pah.” She passed him a basket. “Here. You will have tea and noodles.” 
 
    He took it, tucked it under his arm.  
 
    “I will not stay in the palanquin long. I intend to get out at the very first inn or little village and walk the rest of the way.” 
 
    “And the palanquin? It was Ho’s idea.” 
 
    “I’ll buy the panthers a drink, then continue on foot.” He looked at her. “Chancellor Ho will be utterly confounded.” 
 
    “Good. You have your dagger? 
 
    “In my boot.” 
 
    “The panthers should not try to kill you, but if they are on orders from the Chancellor, they will.” 
 
    “I will dispatch them with the chakra of my mind.” 
 
    “You are not funny. You have your hookah?” 
 
    “And Palace opium.” He tapped the satchel at his waist and waggled his brows. “Brought all the way from Cal’Cathah. Chancellor Ho’s personal stock.” 
 
    “For you, it will be poison.”  
 
    “We’re friends now. I told you.” 
 
    “You are a terrible liar.”  
 
    He tore his eyes away to study the panorama spread out beneath them. It was remarkable, a rugged landscape of snowy mountains and sleeping city. Ice and stone and rooftops and smoke stretched like canvas under an endless sky. 
 
    “Look, what cat ever gets to see this? It’s a gift.” 
 
    “I thought you loved the jungle.” 
 
    He looked back at her. 
 
    “I have learned to love the snow.” 
 
    He could have sworn there was a smile but it was fleeting. Her pale lashes flicked down as she slipped a tiny silk bag from her obi.  
 
    “The Empress has asked me to give you this.” 
 
    He took it and immediately felt the heat sear his palm. 
 
    “It was given to her by Kerris Wynegarde-Grey after one of his many trips. She thought it would help.” 
 
    “Hmm. Ancestral. I can feel it even through the silk.” He grunted, slipped it into the basket. “This should help immensely.” 
 
    “You will stay in Agara’tha until you see Ancestors?” 
 
    “I will stay until I have the Alchemists trained and you have the Bushona Geisha trained. Then, you can join me.” 
 
    She grunted. 
 
    “Then I will never see you again.” 
 
    “Don’t despair, my love. Life may surprise you.”  
 
    As if on cue, Mi-Hahn soared up from the city, riding the winds on speckled wings. He stretched out his hand to meet her, moved her to his shoulder and she chirruped at them both. 
 
    “If you need anything,” he said. “Call her.” 
 
    “If you need anything,” she said. “Tell her.” 
 
    He reached out, caught Ursa’s white hand and raised it to his lips. 
 
    She watched him out of ice-blue eyes, did not rush the kiss, merely tolerated it, and turned her back to him once released. It seemed she would leave without another word but she paused, turned back. 
 
    “I am proud to be your wife,” she said. “You are vain and stubborn and difficult and you do not listen, but you are resourceful and noble and very clever, and I am honoured to be your wife.” 
 
    He could die a happy man. 
 
    With that, she turned then and made her way back to Pol’Lhasa’s great double doors. They swung open, instantly swallowing her in the loud, bustling chaos that was the Palace. And then she was gone, along with his breath. 
 
    He prayed he would live to see her again. He prayed she would live to vindicate him if he didn’t. 
 
    He turned to look down the One Hundred Steps to the tiny palanquin called Seed. Four panthers waiting to carry him along the narrow roads that led to Agara’tha. He wondered if these panthers were servants of the Empire, members of the Panther Elite or Alchemists themselves. If the latter, he might not make it to the monastery at all. 
 
    With a deep cleansing breath, he took the first of One Hundred Steps. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This new chamber was dark, lit by eerie, green light, and full of moss and bears. In fact, it reminded Fallon less of the Marh’eeyen Ahrkhives than the CD research complex in Shenandoah, where she had asked for her clothes, her husband and some tea.  
 
    It was a laboratory with glass cases packed along the walls from floor to ceiling. Inside those cases, animals. Birds of all shapes and sizes. Snakes and lizards, rodents and mongoose and guyan pigs and hares. Larger cases held larger animals, from pika deer to horses to the great horned behemoths that roamed Hindaya. Some intact, others in a state of decay, they seemed to be frozen in ice or clear wax. It sent a chill up her spine and she wondered if she could ask the Alchemist for the baby. Holding him seemed safer than holding the hand of the little bear at her side. 
 
    He looked up at her, blinked his large dark eyes. As if he sensed her misgivings. As if he knew.  
 
    She reached down and scooped him into her arms. He was heavy, and he pressed his wide face into her neck. She sighed, remembering her children and the clay pot in her pocket. Life and Death. Sun and Moon, Yin and Yang. Complex, entwined, balanced, at war.  
 
    They were being followed by several dozen Xióngmāo now; those that had laid their brooms and rags aside as they’d passed. Bear prints lined the walls. Cat prints too, discernable by the length of the fingers and the pads on the palms. Ancestral prints without pads, and she remembered the remarkable dexterity of Solomon’s hands and fingers. Undoubtedly, one reason the Ancestors lasted so long. 
 
    There were other doors along these walls but they were sealed shut. No prints, no pads, no blue triangles above the frames. She wondered what they could hold, but truth be told, she didn’t really want to know. 
 
    They paused at another half closed doorway, and they were forced to squeeze sideways to make it through. At their heels, the Xióngmāo followed like a clutch of pheasants. It was hotter in this new chamber, the air was stale, and Fallon knew they were nearing the heart of the mountain. Kerris had talked of the anger of the bubbling water. She wondered where he was and her heart ached anew. 
 
    The walls were still lined with cases, but she found herself slowing, staring at the creatures inside. 
 
    “This evil,” hissed Jae’un. 
 
    “Sister,” Sherah said softly. “We should leave.” 
 
    Fallon swallowed and glanced at the cheetah. Her golden eyes were wide and she was clutching her son to her chest. It was strange to think that the Alchemist, the mysterious, all-knowing, otherworldly Alchemist, was afraid. 
 
    Because in these frozen cases were dogs. 
 
    Not the Chanyu of the Lower Kingdom but like them, animal versions of them that clearly moved on four legs like horses or goats. No erect, catlike stance, no clothes, no fingers, no hair distinguished from pelt. It was strange and disturbing and Fallon felt dizzy as they moved through the chamber. From dogs to bears next, animal bears, not people. Fallon had never been certain that bears were, in fact, a people, but these creatures were as different from Gowrain as these dogs were from the Chanyu.  
 
    Cold needles swept down from her ears, for she knew what they would find next. 
 
    Silence now as slowly, they walked between cats trapped and lifeless in cases of glass. Large and small, striped pelts and spotted, maned and furred and silver and gold. All the races of the Upper Kingdom before there was an Upper Kingdom, before their people had been people, back when they were merely animals in glass cages, subjects of the Ancestors. 
 
    Along the walls, monkeys came next but she was sure her eyes were seeing little now. They had been animals. She knew it was true. Solomon had spoken of it during their time on the Plan B, and then on the Griffen as they’d flown over the waters to Bai’Zhin. Gene splicing, genetic manipulation, all words that, at one time, were exciting and new, now heartless and cruel and merciless. She wondered if this was how Kirin had felt that night in Ana’thalia when his sword had rebelled and split his brother in two.  
 
    She wrapped her hands around the little bear but she couldn’t feel him. There was no breath in her chest. Each step was a torture and, not for the first time, she wanted to go home. 
 
    Life and Death. Sun and Moon, Forward and Back, Ceramic and Clay. It was too hard. She was not enough. 
 
    Another wall. Another door. Another hand print. Cat. 
 
    The Xióngmāo woman pointed. 
 
    This door was sealed. There was no glimmer of light from the other side, no hope of squeezing through or slipping under, or even climbing over for that matter. It was a wide smooth mossy slab, and the bears were watching her. 
 
    “What?” she asked. “Me? I can’t open that.” 
 
    In her arms, the Xióngmāo child pointed. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I’m sorry. I want to go back now, please. I don’t want to see anymore.” 
 
    “Please, Scholar,” said the Alchemist. “We can leave.” 
 
     All the bears now raised a long-fingered claw, pointed them at her. 
 
    Fallon swallowed. 
 
    “Oh mother,” she said. “But how? It’s sealed tight. I don’t even see a…oh wait. I do…” 
 
    Up in the corner above the door, almost hidden by moss, a triangle gleamed. 
 
    “What did Solomon call those?” she muttered to herself as she stepped towards the door. “Eyelight? Arclight?” 
 
    The young bear hung tight to her neck as she stood up on tiptoe and reached to push away the moss and the grime. Beneath it all, the triangle made of metal gleamed blue in the darkness. 
 
    “ArcEye!” 
 
    And when she brushed the blue with her fingers, a reed-thin beam sliced the chamber like a blade. 
 
    As one, the Xióngmāo chirped and stepped back. Funny, thought Fallon. They sounded like birds. Not what she would have expected. 
 
    The beam swept the chamber, moving across the Xióngmāo before it turned its light on her. It flickered up her legs, across her torso, across the young bear before settling upon her face. It was very bright and she narrowed her eyes as it flashed three times. Cool, she thought. It should be hot, but it was most definitely cool.   
 
    “Not the Caretaker,” said a sudden voice and the Xióngmāo chirped again. The voice seemed to come from the very walls, and surprisingly, it was in Hanyin. “Access denied.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Fallon. “My name is Fallon Waterford-Grey. No, I’m not your Caretaker but the Xióngmāo—” 
 
    “Denied.” 
 
    The beam moved off her face toward Jae’un but the woman stepped back. 
 
    “No!” she moaned. “This is witchcraft!” 
 
    And she whirled and fled the room, the sound of her slippers carrying off into silence. The Xióngmāo watched her go, turned their gaze back to the cats. 
 
    The beam swept over to Alchemist next, flickered over Kylan held tightly in her arms. The baby blinked and blinked again, the pupils becoming pinpoints in his bicoloured eyes before he turned his face away to press into his mother’s chest. The beam left him, tracking upwards to Sherah herself and she straightened, steeled her chin in defiance. The beam danced across her face, her eyes, her wide forehead and full mouth, traced the stripe of cheetah black that curled like a serpent on her cheek.  
 
    The beam flashed three times when there was a click from the door. 
 
    “Welcome home, Seiya Fehr,” said the voice. “It has been a long time and we have work to do.”  
 
    And with the sound of thunder, the slab began to move.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I was here for almost a year when the first of the rats came. They send out scouts, you know, like dogs and maybe like cats. I don’t know anything about cats. You are the first cat I’ve ever seen, so I don’t know if you send out scouts.” 
 
    He tried to grin. It looked more like a grimace, given his bulging eyes and protruding teeth.  
 
    “I am clever, though. I killed the first rat, then the second, and wore their skins. It made me invisible to the swarm when it came. Because of course, it came. First ten, then twenty, then a hundred of them. They looked like a storm cloud moving across the canyon. I hid here because it was snowing and I knew I wouldn’t last outside for too long. And it was good for a few moons, but then the Uürekh came. They follow the swarms, taking the weak and the old and the young. Like the tsaa buga, I suppose, only with teeth instead of spikes.” 
 
    The dog called Chiing laughed but it sounded like a cough. Nevye wondered how long this Oracle would last. They were the weakest of all dogs. 
 
    “I thought the Uürekh would kill me because I was a dog and I smelled like rats. Their eyes are not very good, so I think I confused them, just a little. I made them fire, made them bone tea. They liked me and kept me alive. The rats had sought out the deepest part of the mountain for their ovoljoo and— ”  
 
    “Ovoljoo?” aske Nevye. Again, another word he had never heard. 
 
    “Winter sleep,” said Setse. 
 
    “It is something the Uürekh do as well. When the nights grew short, they took a corner behind the pillars and slept.” 
 
    Nevye marveled at the thought. He wondered if bears slept away the winters in warmer lands. 
 
    “But they don’t freeze like the rats. No, they wake up many times, and I bring them rat meat that I have thawed for them. It’s easy now. It won’t be so easy in a few moons when the winter shrinks and grass returns to the land of the Chanyu.” 
 
    He looked up at them.  
 
    “Then the rats will wake.” 
 
    Setse sighed.  
 
    “So, we can’t stay here. We must keep moving.” 
 
    Nevye looked at her. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “We can’t hide the children forever.” 
 
    “No no,” said Chiing. “The rats will move on. There’s no food here for them and they go where there is food. They just needed a place like Tsaparang for their winter sleep.” 
 
    There was quiet for a long time while each stared into the fire and wrestled with questions. 
 
    “Why does Nüür have two heads?” asked Nevye. 
 
    “I don’t know. Why do you have two eyes?” 
 
    “It’s not the same.” 
 
    Chiing shrugged.  
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t make bears.” 
 
    There was a sound over the crackle of the fire, and they rose to meet it. Three massive shapes lumbered towards them between the pillars, the temple echoing with the drum of padded feet on stone. Chiing bowed low to the ground. Nevye and Setse followed his lead and did the same.  
 
    A bellow tthreatened to split his skull, deeper and more powerful than anything he had ever heard. A second but higher, sharper, and finally, Nüür. Odd, he recognized her voice already. Or perhaps it was the Gifts working through him. He never knew any more. Life was so strange. 
 
    “She says rise,” said Chiing, so they did. 
 
    Three bears towered over them, Nüür and two males. One was black with tan around his nose and mouth, and while he was the smallest, he was still the size of two men. Like Nüür, he wore braces of hammered leather, stripes of hide around his waist, and a fold of cloth that covered his loins. The other was easily the size of three men, and his thick, brown pelt shimmered gold in the firelight. Along with the braces and cloth, he also wore a wide belt that circled his waist and a double baldric that crossed his massive scarred chest. Tucked at each hip were clubs, and Nevye could imagine them crushing the skulls of tsaa buga with ease. 
 
    All three had two heads.  
 
    The black bear dropped to four legs and began to circle them, grunting with with each step. Hard to think of them as people this way, Nevye thought to himself, and yet, animals didn’t wear clothing. Animals didn’t carry clubs. Or perhaps they did. Nevye wasn’t as experienced with the world as he needed, and yet, here he was, on his knees before three two-headed bears. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a blow between his shoulders as the black shoved him forward. He fell onto his palms, pain popping behind his eyes. The brown Uürekh snarled, and he could feel heat and cold radiating from it in waves.  
 
    “Shar,” gasped Setse.  
 
    “No,” he said. “It’s alright. This is their home.” 
 
    The brown barked at them once, twice, three times, and the air thundered at his voice. Nevye did not flinch. It clapped massive palms onto his cheeks, turned his head one way, then the other. The pads were rough as slate. Clawed fingers ran through lengths of the jaguar’s now-white hair, tugged on the curves of his ears. His heart threatened to burst from his chest. 
 
    “A cat, divine Ma’ar,” said Chiing quickly. “No longer enemy of the Chanyu, or so I’m told.”  
 
    The bear called Ma’ar brought one face down to Nevye’s so that it filled his whole world. He could see the creature’s tiny bloodshot eyes, the cracks in the nose pad, the twisting black lip as it pulled back in a snarl.  
 
    “Voor kahngash ne’er gah,” said the bear, Ma’ar. 
 
    “Na’ar gah,” said Nüür and behind him, the black bear barked. Odd, how it sounded like a laugh. 
 
    “Raal thinks you’re funny,” said Chiing. 
 
    “We come in peace,” said Setse and immediately, all heads swung in her direction. “We bring greetings from our new Khargan, Khan Sumalbaykhan, Khan of Khans, Son of the White Wolf, Father of the Jackal. Ruler of the Chanyu and all the People of the Moon.” 
 
    “We also bring fire,” said Nevye and at the touch of his thoughts, the flames leapt higher, burned brighter. The Uürekh murmured and stepped back, six pairs of eyes glittering and dark. 
 
    “We teach,” said Setse. “We hope to make a school—” 
 
    And she froze. 
 
    Cold swept down in a wave from his eyes. 
 
    “Khumul,” moaned Chiing. 
 
    “Khumul,” moaned Setse. 
 
    “Khumul,” he repeated, a heartbeat behind. 
 
    He could see them plain as morning. The villagers of Khumul at the base of the mountain, moving in on the children with sacks and ropes and clubs and spears. The udgan shaking her crows’ feet over them all, shrieking in a soundless voice. 
 
    He pushed up to his feet but a massive clawed palm swung through the air, striking his skull and sending him spinning into blackness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Scraps of poly drifted down onto his face as he watched the claws tear their way through the bronzed ceiling. Beneath the bed, the first creature hissed, its feet clicking as it scrabbled across the floor. The blue triangle of the ArcEye promised him freedom, if only he could keep his heart from racing, if only he could keep his breath even. If only he could stay calm.  
 
    Not bloody likely. 
 
    Claws, then jaws, then the shiny eyes and bobbing stingers of many more behind and with a cry, Jeffery Solomon lunged as first one, then two creatures crashed through onto the infirmary bed where he had been. His legs buckled beneath him and he hit the floor with knees and palms. Pain popped behind his eyes but the clicking and hissing drove him to his feet, and from there, to the door. 
 
    The blue triangle turned red. 
 
    “Elevated heart rate detected,” said the Ring. “Please return to your unit immediately or Quarantine Protocol Seven B will be initiated.” 
 
    Solomon swung around, pressed his back against the door. Two creatures were on the bed now, with more tearing through the ceiling high above. The first snapped and struck at them from the floor. This wasn’t real, he told himself. This was Dreamtime. There were no scorpions in Dreamtime. 
 
    How else do you do anything in Dreamtime? 
 
    “Solomon, Jeffery Anders. SLS7554b37Q. Passcode Tango9931. Seeker 4. I want a helliad rifle.” 
 
    The world rippled like the screens in the Qore, and suddenly at his feet, a helliad rifle appeared.  
 
    He snatched it up, felt the cold, smooth weight of it in his hands. He’d never fired one before. Hell, he’d never fired anything. It had been a miracle that he’d survived the rats of Kandersteg. With a grimace, he hiked the weapon to his shoulder as Ward had done.  
 
    “I hate Dreamtime,” he grunted. “Well, sweet dreams, critters.” 
 
    And he moved his finger across the pressure point and blue light sliced across the infirmary. The plex shattered into a thousand pieces, shards raining to the ground like arrows.  
 
    Missed. 
 
    “Shit,” he growled as the first creature skittered toward him. The helliad sang again and the creature erupted, its middle disappearing and its many chitinous legs scattering across the floor. From the cot, the second leapt to the ground, the beam slicing its tail from its body and the scorpion shrieked, began to spin in mad circles like a dervish. The third launched itself toward him and he swung the rifle, cutting it in two but blasting a large hole in the ceiling. He could see the glint of exoskeletons, heaving and shiny in the framework. 
 
    Suddenly, the door disappeared behind him and he fell backwards, the helliad sailing out of his hands and down the corridor.  
 
    He looked up to see boots and black jumpsuit and finally, marvellous eyebrows und a goggled cap. 
 
    “What the hell are you playing at, Seven?” asked Damaris Ward. “There’s a war going on!” 
 
    And she reached down to pull him to his feet.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sound of boots echoed through the hot gardens called Kr̥ṣi, and the surrounding Snow snapped to attention. Within a heartbeat, a dozen more Chi’Chen soldiers appeared, circling cats, dog and monkey in an oppressive band. Instinctively, Kirin’s hand fell to the hilt of his sword. He noticed the Khargan’s had done the same. 
 
    Tomi Moto held up his hand, leaned forward as a Snow whispered in his ear. 
 
    His small eyes darted to the trio. 
 
    “This was your plan all along,” he hissed.  
 
    “Elaborate,” growled Kirin. 
 
    “An army from Bai’Zhin approaches from the east, your Nine Thousand Dragons have made the Celestial Mountain Gate to the northwest and now your women…” 
 
    He snorted, stamped his foot. 
 
    “Shops and weaving and babies, indeed! Your women have infiltrated the heart of the Xióngmāo quarter inside the mountain.” 
 
    Kerris laughed. 
 
    Moto straightened, stepped back once, twice, three times until he was within the circle of Snow. 
 
    “You laugh, Kaidan,” he said. “But the Rising Suns are not amused. Already, a troop has been dispatched to kill them. And yes, you were correct in your suspicions. Of the Army in the Square, three hundred have been sent to take on the army of the Setting Sun, while one hundred have been sent to dispatch your Nine Thousand Dragons at the Celestial Mountain Gate. They will scale the wall and leave not a single man alive.” 
 
    “One hundred will not make a dent in Nine Thousand, sidi.” 
 
    “One hundred Snow are more than a match for your ‘dragons.’” 
 
    “Not when the Celestial Mountain Gate lies in rubble on the Chi’Chenguan Way,” said Kerris. 
 
    “Nothing can bring down the Celestial Mountain Gate,” said Moto. “Unless the great Kaidan intends to make good his threat.” 
 
    “This is madness,” snarled Kirin. Both Fangs sang from their sheaths. “I have told you one hundred times, we are on a mission of peace.” 
 
    “Finally, you three will be publically executed in the Square of Frost Flowers for crimes against the Chi’Chen people.”  
 
    Slowly, the sound of ala’Asalan sliding from the Khargan’s back. 
 
    The gleam of steel as the Snow drew their swords, the hum of arrows taut on strung bows. 
 
    “Your heads will be sent back to Pol’Lhasa, Bai’Zhin and Ulaan Baator as a warning and a promise. It is unwise to threaten the Rising Suns of Shin Sekai.” 
 
     There was a sound, faint at first but growing and ground beneath them began to tremble. Tiny pebbles flew up from the earth, rising to hover in mid air just above Kerris’ raised palms.  
 
    “Did you not believe me,” began Kerris. “When I said I would in fact take this city apart, stone by bloody stone?” 
 
     Slowly the pebbles began to weave circles around his fingers.  
 
     “That your waters would freeze?” 
 
    Beneath their feet, the rumble of a mountain waking. 
 
     “And that I would turn your city into myth and memory?” 
 
    All around them, the fields and trees began to rearrange themselves as the earth pushed up stone after stone, rising and scraping and grumbling. The Snow staggered as they tried to maintain their footing. They glanced around, breaching protocol. Unfocused. Afraid. 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Moto. “There will be no public execution…” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. 
 
     “Kill them now.” 
 
    Arrows loosed and the Snow charged and the mountain burst apart beneath their feet. 
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    Breathe in. Hold. Breathe out. Hold. 
 
    There were no Ancestors in Swisserland. He had to go further. 
 
    Breathe in. Hold. Breathe out. Hold. 
 
    The opium was fine, a little light, but better than none at all. He had travelled across the Empire in his mind, hoping to find some sign of Ancestors just outside of their borders but it had been fruitless. Still, journeying to Swisserland had been easier than he’d remembered, although he had died since the first time and apparently, dying made a difference. 
 
    He didn’t know how long he’d been in here, in this little palanquin on the road to Agara’tha. It may have been hours. It may have been days. It may even have been weeks. He couldn’t remember seeing an inn, couldn’t remember even looking for one as the warring, raging thoughts of the Palace fell away with every footfall. He did remember having a cup of tea before leaving his body and traveling once more. He did not touch the noodles. He hoped his wife knew he loved her beyond the tea and the noodles.  
 
    For the sake of the Empire and for the love of our Empress, kill the child within her. 
 
    He could feel her quick mind, working with her council and making preparations for war. If he concentrated hard enough, he could also feel the heartbeat of the baby in her womb. It would take nothing at all to rid her of it. A simple thought to contract the muscles or constrict the blood. He could will a rise in heat that would cause her to abort, or imagine the stab of a knife to cause unnatural bleeding. His thoughts had teeth now. They could kill as easily as a blade. 
 
    And in many ways, it would be easier for them all. Certainly for her. His sleight had given her time but nothing more, for Ho had been right. People could be teased with thoughts of miracles and magic, but once a mongrel child was born, there would be little room for doubt. Their widowed Empress had bedded a lion and in this Kingdom, there could be no worse crime than that. 
 
    No. He would not do it. It was time for the Way of Things to change. 
 
    Breathe in. Hold. Breathe out. Hold. 
 
    Breathe in. Hold. Breathe out. Hold. 
 
    She had given him a bangle, an odd circular device made of rusted metal and glass. He had seen one once worn by Kerris the Grey, and remembered vividly the visions it brought up. This was the same. It seared his gloveless palms as memories of Ancestors shot through his hands to his throat. Find the thread. Follow it. 
 
    Winter Water. 
 
    In the boat with Kerris and Fallon, crossing a great expanse of water under a large expanse of sky. Fences of dried trees and dead birds. An army of bones wielding swords of power. The Breath of the Maiden on the Field of One Hundred Stones. 
 
    Winter Water. 
 
    North. 
 
    Breathe in. Hold. Breathe out. Hold. 
 
    Frozen lake. Deeper. Darker. Colder. 
 
    Rats? 
 
    Spreading like the branches of a tree 
 
    Bones and dragons and maiden 
 
    Ancestors underground 
 
    Rats and bears? 
 
    Bears? 
 
    Winter Water Mountains and Snow 
 
    REDmark Dragons filled with bones and maidens 
 
    Marathon Shenandoah Yellowstone Banff Cimarron Rocky Mountain 
 
    Tsaparang 
 
    A New World 
 
    Kalgoorlie 
 
    Dreamtime second time 
 
    Scorpions 
 
    Solomon 
 
    And he is gone 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in the mountain, the low blast of a djenghorn sounded the alarm. 
 
    Kirin opened his eyes. 
 
    He closed them, then opened them again. 
 
    The world was black. 
 
    Slowly, he pushed to his knees but dust was thick and a spasm of coughing struck him like a fist. It was all he could do to stay on his knees and not fold back to the muddy floor. He remained still for another long moment, simply focusing on the breath as it entered and left his body. He heard a cough beside him. 
 
    Long-Swift. 
 
    “Khanmaker alive?” asked the Khargan. 
 
    Kirin grunted.  
 
    “I believe so. Unless we are both in NirVannah.” 
 
    “No NirVannah for dogs,” said Long-Swift. “Chanyu go to Great Grass Plains of the Moon. After death, cats want Nothing. After death, dogs want More.”  
 
    His eyes adjusted to the darkness and all around the Kr̥ṣi, torches still flickered dimly through the haze. Dust floated, rising and settling across the mounded floor. He frowned. The ground had been smooth moments ago, but then again, the earth had just burst upwards in a perfect circle around them, toppling the Snow and burying them along their deadly hail of arrows. 
 
    The djenghorn sounded again, rattling his very bones. They needed to move. 
 
    He glanced down to see another mound beside him. 
 
    “Kerris.” 
 
    Curled into a tight ball, his brother was shaking like bamboo in the wind.  
 
    “Kerris?” 
 
    “The earth says she’s an ally,” his brother panted. “But by the Kingdom, I think she won’t rest until I’m dead.” 
 
    Kirin rose to his feet, surveyed the rubble before him. In the dim torchlight, he could see arms and legs protruding at awkward angles, swords and arrows like the back of a wild boar. The Kr̥ṣi’s earth and stones had buried most of the Snow, taking Tomi Moto along with it. The few survivors were pushing out of the rubble, rising to their feet. In the distance, the Xióngmāo gardeners did nothing but watch. Whether they were shocked or merely curious, he couldn’t tell, but he was grateful they didn’t have arrows. 
 
    The djenghorn sounded again. An alarm. A warning. A call. The garden flickered with movement. 
 
    Sword in hand, a Snow guard rushed them, racing up the mound of earth and leaping high into the air above their heads. Kirin swung the Fangs just in time to block as the blade sliced downward and the clang of steel echoed through the Kr̥ṣi. He pivoted, sliding the Jade around in a swift arc, felt the thud as it connected with leather. The man landed lightly on his feet then dropped to one knee, blood spilling from a slice in his armour.  
 
    A second soldier now and a third, rushing the men in the center of the earth and this time, ala’Asalan sang as steel met steel. Where Kirin was skilled, the Khargan was savage, and the hooked sword slashed deeply into the thigh of one attacker. With a sharp twist, ala’Asalan came back, bringing half of the leg with it. The Lion Killer swung anew and the Chi’Chen fell backward, body hitting the ground in two pieces. The third Snow snatched a spear from the stones but Kirin whirled, the Blood Fang sending his head bouncing across the earth. An arrow thudded into the thick leather of his doh, and Kirin staggered, unbalanced. At his side, the Khargan slid two arrows from his boot and sent them whipping across the Kr̥ṣi. A pair of Snow guards pitched backwards, and quiet fell in the Gardens of the New World. 
 
    Kirin turned, looked down at the man on one knee. 
 
    “You are not dead,” he said in Chi’Chen. “Stand.” 
 
    The man did, clutching his side with pale hands. 
 
    “Tell the Suns,” Kirin began. “Tell them that they will not send the Snow to rain arrows upon the Nine Thousand Dragons. Tell them that they will not harm the women that they have so heinously threatened, and tell them that they will not execute the ambassadors from the United Empires. Tell them that they will not do any of that, or this will be a mere taste of the bloody carnage Kaidan and the Lightning will bring down on their heads. Is that understood?” 
 
    The soldier nodded. 
 
    “Tell them,” he growled. “Tell them now.” 
 
    The man turned and scrambled over the earth, disappearing back down the corridor toward the chamber of the Rising Suns. 
 
    “They won’t listen,” he said. “But it may buy us some time.” 
 
    “By the Kingdom,” groaned Kerris as he attempted to sit up. “When did you become such a good liar?” 
 
    Kirin grunted. 
 
    “It appears the older I become, the more grey I discover.” 
 
    Kerris laughed but it quickly turned into coughing. Together, dog and lion helped him to his feet. 
 
    “Bear thing,” said the Khargan and Kirin glanced up. A Xióngmāo stood in the place where the soldier had been. It pointed. 
 
    “Cryptic buggers,” grumbled Kerris. “I suppose we’re meant to follow?” 
 
    It was a rhetorical question, and the three men climbed over the rock and the earth as the djenghorn sounded once again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Somehow, somewhen, an alarm had been sounded. 
 
    The moan of the djenghorn echoed from deep within the mountain, but it was almost drowned out by the squeal of metal across stone. The grey slab walls were moving, pulling away from each other to reveal a slice of growing darkness between. The floor rumbled, dust rained down from the ceiling, and the Xióngmāo stepped back, chirping like baby birds. 
 
    After several long moments, the thunder died away, and the odd group merely stood, waiting for the dust to settle. Like the others, this great doorway had stopped in its tracks, not quite open, not quite closed, and a faint green light glowed within. 
 
    In her arms, the young bear looked at her. Fallon wrinkled her nose and stepped forward to peer inside. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Her voice echoed, bounced off the sound of metal. 
 
    “Hello?” she called again. 
 
    “Cellsave mode,” said the voice. “Initiate Desired Level, Seiya Fehr.” 
 
    Fallon turned to the Alchemist. She frowned. 
 
    “Seiya Fehr?”  
 
    Above the low rhythmic bleat of the djenghorn, there was the rolling thunder of an army of feet. 
 
    “Hm, Seiya Fehr…”  
 
    “Quickly, sister,” said Sherah. “The Snow are coming.” 
 
    “Oh, I remember now! It was from the Collected Works of the Empress Faisala the Wise and the Rise of the Upper Kingdom.” She bugged her eyes. “It’s a really, really big book. A tome of a book. The size of a calf, all bound in leather and gold and tassels…” 
 
    “Scholar, quickly…” 
 
    The tigress turned back toward the door, took a deep breath. 
 
    “I know what this is,” she said. “I know where we are.”    
 
    And she slipped cautiously through. With Kylan on one hip, the Alchemist followed. 
 
    Behind them, the corridor echoed like swiftly moving thunder as a troop of Snow came into view. They were an avalanche – relentless and unstoppable and everywhere at once.  
 
    “Close it, sister!” cried the Alchemist.  
 
    Bravely, the Xióngmāo formed a solid wall between the door and the Snow. Swords flashed in the darkness as the Snow advanced on them. 
 
    “I can’t!” shouted Fallon. “But you can!” 
 
    Arrows pelted through the narrow doorway, pinging off metal, piercing ancient plex. 
 
    “Just say it!” said the tigress and she threw herself against a wall. “It thinks you’re Seiya Fehr! Tell it to close the door now!” 
 
    Leaping over the wall of bears, a guard rushed the entry, sword drawn. 
 
    “Do it!” 
 
    “Close the door now!” 
 
    With a clang, the door slammed home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Snow flanking him were slowing, reining their little horses to a jog.  
 
    He sat back on the wild pony. It slowed as well but his mind, like his heart, was racing. 
 
    The Celestial Mountain Gate towered above them now and he watched the Snow climb the ladders and scale the narrow scaffolds that lead to the top of the gate. There were at least a hundred, for their horses waited at the Celestial base. The Shogun-General had been right, and the monkey man had lied. The Nine Thousand Dragons were like fish in a pond. As lost as he was himself. 
 
    He smelled steel unsheathed. He heard bows strung. He was a dog. His senses were sharper than those of monkeys. But he was no soldier. He couldn’t reach for the Maiden before they killed him. There was nothing he could do. They would kill him and then they would kill the Dragons. He had failed the Khargan. He had failed everyone. 
 
    Suddenly, the mountain pony bucked and he lurched forwards as two arrows whipped through the air where his head had been. On either side of the pony, two Snow toppled from their horses, struck. Both dog and Snow hit the ground at the same time. He rolled and the Maiden was in his hands. 
 
    Quiz squealed and lunged at one of the horses, teeth leaving a ribbon of red along the dun neck. He lashed out with his tough little hoofs, catching the second horse beneath the eye and sending it skittering back in the direction it had come. 
 
    The remaining Snow leapt off their horses, swords in hand. Rani swung the Maiden like a club, taking one man out at the knees. He spun and swung again, and the Maiden cracked a monkey jaw, sending him flying backwards onto the stone. The dun horse lunged at him but the pony threw its fierce little body in between and blood sprayed across the stone. Four Snow down. He had done it. He, and the angry little pony who had saved his life. 
 
    Suddenly, an arrow hit the dirt at his feet and Rani looked up. The ridge was lined with archers, bows drawn, arrows nocked. Before the volley could be loosed, the Maiden leapt to his shoulder and sang. 
 
    The blast laced the ridge of the mountain, turning everything blue as it swept across the edge. Blue, then white, then gone, all in one swift, lethal slice. 
 
    He staggered at the impact as three arrows struck from behind. Back, ribs, hip. Heat flowed like water and he swung the Maiden to his left, removing the far ridge and all its archers in a second blast.  
 
    Breath caught in his throat, and pain laced across his chest. Now, the heat turned to fire and blood. 
 
    His arms trembled and the Maiden grew heavy as he turned to face the Celestial Mountain Gate. He could see the men atop the scaffolds, scrambling for their own bows at the sight of his weapon. He could kill these Snow as they climbed the Gate. He could then raise the Maiden and with a single sweep, destroy those that had intended to slaughter an army even greater than theirs. With a fourth sweep, all their angry horses would be nothing but blue ash floating on the wind.  
 
    He smelled death. He smelled blood. But beyond that, he smelled horses and cats and dogs and the Army of Nine Thousand Dragons pressing in on the other side. 
 
    It take thousand men to open that gate, the Khargan had said. 
 
    His eyes darted to the massive stone gate, the wheels and pulleys, the ladders and steps. 
 
    Or one Maiden. 
 
    He leveled it at the center. 
 
    Arrows whistled toward him. He did not see. He did not feel. He only knew. He only hoped. 
 
    He hoped the Khargan would live to see the Chanyu strong and respected in the eyes of all the peoples of the world. 
 
    He hoped Setse lived to see the day her Oracles were as valued as a witch in black silk. 
 
    And most of all, he hoped that the witch would tell little Kylan of the dog who carried him, who protected him and who loved him like a brother. 
 
    He blinked the stinging from his eyes and released the Maiden. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Free them 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Oh, there you are.” 
 
    Yahn Nevye opened his eyes on the Oracle of Khumul. Chiing bent over him with a grimace, teeth protruding from the pushed-in mouth. By the remains of the fire, Silence sat, head cocked almost upside down as he watched. 
 
    “That girl is crazy,” said the Oracle. “She thinks she can fight the villagers alone.” 
 
    Nevye sat up quickly, too quickly, and the temple spun around like a child’s toy. 
 
    “Oh, he hit you hard, yes,” said Chiing. “The Uürekh are a twitchy folk.” 
 
    “Where is Setse?” 
 
    “I said, down trying to talk to the villagers.” The Oracle spat on the ground. “Damn Tuuv Sarangaral. Something about his wife and baby.” 
 
    Nevye released a deep breath and scrambled to his feet. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Fallon!” cried Kerris, catching a brief glimpse of orange before the great, metal door slammed shut, crushing the body of a charging Snow in its path. Red sprayed out across the floor. 
 
    Slowly, deliberately, a wall of Snow turned to face them, tiny eyes shining in the dim green light.  
 
    “Stand down, Snow of Shin Sekai,” said Kirin. “We simply wish to take our people and leave your city. Emperor Watanabe’s army is approaching from the east. The Nine Thousand Dragons are approaching from the west. You have far larger battles to fight.”   
 
    Twelve of them, he realized; twelve hardened soldiers ready to take on three intruders. They said nothing, merely stared, their severe faces pulled taut in perpetual frowns. Behind then, stood a row of Xióngmāo, and he wondered where they would fall if it came to a fight. They were the true guardians of the New World. Their loyalties would run deep. 
 
    “We are the Red Snow,” snarled a monkey “We live and die to serve the Rising Suns.” 
 
    As one, they slid swords from the sheaths across their backs. The swords were short and pitted, forged from iron rather than steel. Still, the blades were sharp. They would take a leg off at the joint, would split a skull if given the chance. 
 
    Behind them, the Xióngmāo shuffled, began to roll their wide sleeves. Claws as tough as iron glinted in the shadows.  
 
    It might have seemed helpless, with two dozen facing three, had not two of the three been lions. Had not the third been Khargan of the North. 
 
    Kirin slid the Fangs from their homes.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With a clang, the panel slammed home and the Chi’Chen sword clattered to the stone floor. The arm, however, did not and the fingers twitched for several moments before they stiffened like amber.  
 
    “Welcome, Seiya Fehr. Initiate Power Level. Waiting.” 
 
    Fallon lowered the young bear to the floor and sagged against a wall. 
 
    “Oh, mother. I have a feeling the meeting with the Rising Suns didn’t go so well…” 
 
    “We are not safe here,” said the Alchemist. “The Snow will find a way to open this door.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t think so.” She looked down at the young bear. He didn’t seem afraid, but then again, it was hard to know with bears. “The Xióngmāo seem to be the real engineers in this terrible, marvelous place. If they couldn’t open it, then I doubt the Snow can.” 
 
    “Welcome, Seiya Fehr. Initiate Power Level. Waiting.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Sherah. “I do not understand.” 
 
     “According to the Collected Works of the Empress Faisala the Wise and the Rise of the Upper Kingdom – oh, that was a big book. Did I mention that was a big book?” 
 
    “Sister…” 
 
    “Right.” The Scholar pushed off the wall and released a puff of breath. “So, according to the legend, Seiya Fehr was the last caretaker of the Nine Peaks Mountain.” 
 
    The Alchemist blinked slowly. 
 
    “You’ve heard of the Nine Peaks Mountain, right?” 
 
    “I know nothing of this Nine Peaks Mountain,” said Sherah. 
 
    “Really? Wow. My mother told me so many stories when I was a kitten, but they were nothing compared to the stories in the books.” 
 
    “Waiting.” 
 
     “My mother sent me away before my seventh summer.” 
 
     “Oh. No stories, then. That’s sad.”  
 
    She took the young bear’s hand and began to stroll around the strange room, taking in the dim, green-glowing walls, the black screens, the frosted cases, with curiosity.  
 
    “Anyway, back in the first days, there were no Sacred people. The Upper Kingdom was governed by lions, and the Ancestors ruled all the Kingdoms from the Seat of the Nine Peaks Mountain. There were many plagues in those first days, and medicines were sent by messenger to DharamShallah. One day, the medicines and the messengers stopped, and for months there was nothing. A team called the Four Daggers traveled up the Mountain to see what had happened.” 
 
    “Waiting.” 
 
    “What happened, Scholar?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. I didn’t get that far. There was adventure and intrigue and a conspiracy involving a corrupt magistrate, but I got summoned to Pol’Lhasa before I could finish so I don’t know how it ends. I do know that once there, they found that all the Ancestors were dead and a young woman named Seiya Fehr was caring for a new race of people.” 
 
    “The Sacred ones.” 
 
    “Yep. Them.” 
 
    “But…” Sherah frowned, the tiny spots on her forehead drawing together like a whirlpool. “Why does this voice think I am this woman?” 
 
    “Oh, didn’t I say? Seiya Fehr was a cheetah.”  
 
    And she reached a hand up, placed it against the metal imprint. 
 
    “I bet your hand would fit here. It’s a sign.” She looked over at the Alchemist. “I think we are in the Nine Peaks Mountain.”  
 
    “But we are underground.” 
 
    “Are we? We are in a mountain, that’s for sure. But I don’t think it’s a mountain.” 
 
    “A mountain that is not a mountain?” 
 
    “That’s a mystery, isn’t it?” 
 
    Sherah looked around, Kylan clutched to her chest. The baby cooed at the young bear, reached for him with tiny hands. The bear held up his bamboo but would not let it go. 
 
    “Waiting.” 
 
    “What is it waiting for?” the Alchemist asked. 
 
    “Hmm, power, I think. At least, that’s what Solomon called it.” 
 
    “Power…” 
 
     “Yes. Ancestral power. Imagine you could harness fire and wind and thought and motion… well, you can. Hmm. So like a Seer or an Alchemist but not a person. A thing. A source. A process. I think we’ll have to be very careful.” 
 
    The Alchemist lowered her golden eyes, hiked her child onto one hip.  
 
    “It is dangerous?” 
 
    “Anything Ancestral can be. But it can also be very good. At least, that’s what Solomon said.” 
 
    “Initiate Power Level. Waiting.” 
 
    “What does it want of me?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Hmm, tell it, ‘Level One Slow Push.’ That should just turn up the glim.” 
 
    The Alchemist swallowed, looked up at the ceiling.  
 
    “Level One Slow Push.” 
 
    The ground rumbled beneath their feet. In fact, to Fallon it seemed as if the room moved. Slowly, the green glow turned white, illuminating the shadows and brightening the dark. 
 
    “Scholar. Behind you.” 
 
    “What? Oh—” 
 
    Fallon turned, looked up. In one of the cases, was an Ancestor. 
 
    The Alchemist moved to her side, eyes wide. Clearly, the man was dead. His hairless pelt was split from hip to chest, his tongue pushing out of his dislocated jaw. His eyes were closed but white tendrils floated from beneath one lid like a cracked egg. 
 
    “Solomon was the only one of his people who lived through this,” she said. “I can see why...” 
 
    “I have never seen one before,” Sherah breathed. 
 
    “Not even Solomon?” 
 
    The cheetah shook her head. 
 
    “Wow,” said Fallon. “They’re funny looking, if you ask me. But don’t tell Solomon I said that.” 
 
    “Level One Slow Push Achieved. Recommend sustain Level One for seven point two hours before initiating Level Two.” 
 
    The cheetah looked at her. 
 
    “These levels,” she said. “How far do they go?” 
 
    Fallon shrugged, resumed her study of the room.  
 
    “I don’t know. It could be ten. It could be ten hundred. This was the IAR. I learned the EUS way of things. It seems every empire has its own ‘Way of Things.’ Oh wow, look…” 
 
    Another set of cases, tall and linear and filled with thick white frost and scales. 
 
    Fallon turned, emerald eyes wide. 
 
    “Dragons…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wake them 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was worse than he could have imagined.  
 
    The men of Khumul were out in force, with bows and clubs and axes and chains. The children struggled in their arms while aSiffh fought against ropes holding him tight. Even Zorig, older than any of the villagers by half, was held by another man, an arm wrapped around his throat. The udgan snaked between them all, shaking her pipe and cackling with soundless glee. 
 
    On the steps of the mountain were the Uürekh – Nüür, Ma’ar, and Raal. Like the villagers, the bears brandished their clubs and waved their axes, but they terrified simply because of their size and dual heads. Between them stood Setse, hair rising and falling in the biting Tsaparang wind. 
 
    “She tried to find a better way for her baby!” He heard her over the din. “The baby was an Oracle!” 
 
    “She was lured by lies and fear!” the alpha shouted back. “Oracles are a curse on the world! They all should be left in the snow for the crows.” 
 
    “Then leave us!” she cried. “Leave us to the snow and the crows…” 
 
    And she swept her arm for emphasis. 
 
    “You gain nothing by coming here, lose nothing by leaving.” 
 
    As he picked his way down the mountain steps, he swept his eyes over the scene below, tried to figure out a strategy that would allow them to survive the night. He could set them on fire, each and every one. He could fling them helpless, top over tail, into the chorten; send them reeling into the Ancient Forest, break their bones against the Pillars of Clay. 
 
    Whispers, he realized. Balm was stronger than he’d realized. 
 
    “You cursed me!” Tuuv howled and a cry rose up from the men. “You cursed the entire village! Remove the curse, witch, and we will leave.” 
 
    “I am no witch,” said Setse. “I serve the Khan of Khans, and therefore, his people.” 
 
    “You lie with a cat, you ride with a horse, and now you fight alongside the Uürekh.” He raised his hands. “Tell me how you serve the Chanyu!” 
 
    Another roar from the villagers and it surprised him to find his blood boiling at the affront. The bonestick and the lure of necromancy. Death was the last, best master, and he had been dead so many times. There were dark things waking in the mountain and they called to him. 
 
    “Release the children,” Nevye shouted, and all eyes swept up to fall on him. “Release them and we will release the curse!” 
 
    “Cats lie as swiftly as they die!”  
 
    And once again, an arrow was sent whipping towards him, only to be plucked out of the air by Hunts in Silence. The owl settled on his shoulder, dropped the arrow into his gloved hand. 
 
    Death was simply a matter of perspective. 
 
    He paused under the lintel of the first set of steps. She looked up at him, threw him a fleeting smile before turning to face the villagers once more. 
 
    “You said that Oracles should be left in the snow for the crows,” Setse cried above the wind. 
 
    The villagers cheered, shook their fists. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she shouted. “Kill them.” 
 
    The cheering died away. 
 
    “Kill these children. Kill the sons and daughters of wolves and jackals, the children of the Moon. Kill them in front of me, a girl who has only lived to serve her people, but please, kill your children because you are so strong.”  
 
    The howl of the wind; the whimper of the young. 
 
    “Kill them in front of a cat, emissary of a despised people. Please, show him how honour is executed in the Land of the Chanyu.”  
 
    Silence. 
 
     “Kill them in front of the Uürekh, whom we all consider animals. Show them the Way of the Wolf. Show them our pride and our spirit and our will of iron. Show them what makes us people and them not.” 
 
    He dared not look at her. He was certain his heart would burst. 
 
    “Khan Baitsukhan killed the Oracles, because he thought killing them would make him strong and now, he is dead!” She looked around at all the faces. “I was there when the Khanmaker dropped his head at the feet of our new Khan. I was there. This cat was there. We don’t just see. We know.” 
 
    The wind lifted her hair like fingers reaching for the dying sun.  
 
    “Our new Khargan does not kill Oracles. He values them. We train them. This is his command. I will not lie to you, people of Khumul. Houlun Elbegdorj died because she was afraid, afraid of life with an Oracle as a child. Our women are known for having spines of iron. They can face death and laugh like any soldier. What does that say, Chanyu my people, when our women are afraid to live?” 
 
    The whipping, snapping, biting wind. 
 
    Slowly, one man lowered Altan to the ground. The boy ran from him, scrambled up the mountain rocks to stand beside the Blue Wolf, reached up to take her hand. Another villager, another child, and soon, all the Oracles were freed. They faced each other, now, Oracles and Uürekh against the men of Khumul and their udgan. 
 
    “Remove the curse,” growled Tuuv. 
 
    “There is no curse,” said Setse. 
 
    “It is removed,” shouted Yahn Nevye, a heartbeat behind. 
 
    Not the same. Not the same. She did not look up at him. 
 
    “Go in peace,” he shouted from the stair. “And remember this day. Tell others of the new will that shapes your people, the iron will that is needed to hold fast in the face of Ancestors. The Field of One Hundred Stones was only—” 
 
    Whispers and voices, hissing and death.  
 
    He hesitated.  
 
    The children began to cry. 
 
    “Necromancy,” said Setse. “I feel it.”  
 
    “Balmataar,” said Nevye. “He is using fire and necromancy.” 
 
    “But why?”  
 
    And they all looked to the peak of the mountain. Black smoke was rolling out from the Red Temple. 
 
    “He’s trying to wake the rats.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wake them 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The floor rumbled beneath their feet and for a brief moment, Kirin was certain the room had moved. It was only a brief moment, however, for in that moment, the Red Commander lunged. 
 
     Immediately, his lethal company followed, rushing like an avalanche. It was fitting then that the Blood Fang drew first as Kirin swung to slice leather at the commander’s waist. A second sword came at him and he parried with the Jade, swinging the Blood wide and forcing them back. To his right, ala’Asalan did the same, the sheer reach of the blade rending armour and pelt alike. To his left, Kerris swung his old katanah with grace and skill, and Kirin’s heart swelled at the sight of his brother, fighting like a lion. 
 
    Three Snow pressed him, iron swords barking from the fore. A blast of heat from his knee and he cursed the odds, swinging the Jade to take off the attacker’s hand, leaving his chest exposed. Iron sliced at his doh, but the thick leather barely moved and he loosed a savage kick, sending the man into the arms of a Xióngmāo behind him. The man gasped, eyes wide, before he crumbled to the floor. The bear looked up, blood dripping from her long, unsheatheable claws. 
 
    Interesting, Kirin thought. And unexpected. 
 
    There was a moment of silence as the balance of power shifted. 
 
    A Chi’Chen spun on the woman, his sword flashing and slicing the thick white of her throat. The bear sank to her knees, red spraying across her robes.  
 
    The room erupted in birdlike shrieks as the Xióngmāo rushed forward, forcing the Snow backwards. Monkeys whirled, their swords ripping into cloaks and pelt alike but the lions moved forward as well, catching the Snow between steel and claw. Ala’Asalan sang and two pale heads sailed down the corridor, frowning as they went.  
 
    Pinned between the two forces, what was left of the Snow suddenly froze, swords raised in the air. Cats, dog and bears stepped back, obeying the unspoken art of war. 
 
    As one, the Chi’Chen troop dropped to their knees, turning their blades and gripping the hilts with both hands. 
 
    “Wait,” Kerris cried but it was too late. The remaining swords thrust inwards, piercing hearts and bowels and lungs. Small, shiny eyes bulged, blood bubbled up on pink tongues. One by one, they pitched forward, the tips of their blades bursting up from their backs. 
 
    There was silence in the strange blue room, save for the wail of the djenghorn. It sounded like a funeral gong. 
 
    “Noble warriors,” said Kirin. “Noble deaths.” 
 
    “Chanyu never fail like that,” said Long-Swift. “Chanyu fight to last tooth.” 
 
    Kirin sheathed his katanah, strode up to the Xióngmāo. Four of them were dead, one nearly, and the others regrouped to form a line, dazed, bloody but all bear. 
 
    Fist to cupped palm, Kirin bowed. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said in Chi’Chen. “We owe you our lives.” 
 
    They pointed at the dying bear. She gazed up at them with large brown eyes. 
 
    He knelt beside her, slid the tanto from his boot. The Xióngmāo surrounded him, laid clawed hands on their comrade’s shoulder, waiting. He lifted the soft white chin, forbade her to look anywhere else but the blue of his eyes. 
 
    “You are a brave soul,” he began, “And a loyal servant to all the Kingdoms of the world. I have been honoured to fight at your side, and I am honoured to usher you onto the Last Road. May your path be straight and your journey sweet.” 
 
    The bear blinked slowly, with barely a flicker as the tanto slid home. Kirin held her and the weight increased, sagging into his arms as the chi left her body. He laid her gently on the stone and rose to his feet, allowing them a moment to grieve. Soon, the bears moved in, lifting the slain and shuffling out of the room, leaving them to the quiet and the blood.  
 
    And for the first time, Kirin noticed the walls. Animals in cases of ice and gel, animals that looked like people but not. 
 
    “Kerris,” he breathed. “What is this place?” 
 
    His brother turned to him, hands on hips, a crooked grin spreading across his grey face.  
 
     “Where the Ancestors ended,” he said. “And where we began.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wake them 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What the hell, Ward?” he grumbled as they rushed through the corridor. She was tall and her legs covered the floor at an impressive speed. He was panting just to keep up. “What do you mean, war?” 
 
    “Just what I said, Seven,” she said. “The Kuri have breached the Pit’s defenses. Those scorpion-things are their dogs. They can bust through just about anything.” 
 
    “But where’s Reedy?” 
 
    They rounded a corner, slowing as a group of people looked up. 
 
    His heart skipped a beat. Human. They were human, and they looked like they had been through a war. 
 
    He swallowed. 
 
    “Seven,” said Ward. “This is the First Line of Slab Three. People, this is Jeffery Solomon, Super Seven of SlabOne.” 
 
    Heads nodded but no one moved to stand. He scanned the group, counting eight men and women clad in tattered black. Their heads were stubble and it was clear they had only been recently awakened. Days? Weeks? Months? He had no idea how long he’d been under.  
 
    “You wake?” asked one man, glaring from behind his helliad. He had tattoos on his chin and was the size of a shed. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Solomon. “Are we in Dreamtime?” 
 
    “Reedy cancelled Dreamtime,” said a woman with almost as many tattoos.  
 
    “He tried to cancel us!” said another. 
 
    “He can’t cancel us,” said the man and he rose to his feet. It was like a mountain rising out of a sea. Solomon felt very small. “We’re his First Line. He needs us.” 
 
    “Seven, this is Duck,” said Ward. “Duck, Super Seven.” 
 
    The big man nodded but did not extend his hand. Solomon was glad. He wasn’t sure it would survive the grip. 
 
    Ward inclined her chin toward the others.  
 
    “Mag, Ben, Rolly, Flack, Oola, Five and Dance.” 
 
    They murmured greetings. Tough as nails. 
 
    “So, Reedy,” he said. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Dunno,” said the woman called Mag. “We not seen him for weeks.” 
 
    “Who’s in charge of the Qore?” 
 
    Duck grunted. 
 
    “Reedy IS the Qore.” 
 
    Solomon glanced at Ward. She shook her head. 
 
    “Ward, am I really here, or am I in cryo?” 
 
    She reached around, pinched the wire at the nape of his neck. He flinched. 
 
    “Real, Seven. You don’t have a wire in Dreamtime.” 
 
    “I don’t create helliads out of my imagination in realtime, Ward.” 
 
    “You don’t have a helliad, Seven.” 
 
    “I sure as hell did. I blasted those damned scorpion-things with it.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “It scattered down the hallway when I fell back…” 
 
    “I was in the hallway, Seven.” She shook her head. “There was no helliad.” 
 
    He frowned, ran a hand through his tangle of hair. There was a whisper, a memory of a voice calling his name.  
 
    “Where’s Persis?” 
 
    “Asleep. I don’t know where.” 
 
    “In the Ezekiel Wheels?” 
 
    “I said, I don’t know where.” 
 
    “This is Dreamtime,” he said. “This is a damned game that Matthias Reitman is playing in Dreamtime.” 
 
    “This isn’t Dreamtime, Seven,” said Ward again. “You just woke up too fast—” 
 
    “I didn’t wake up at all.” He stepped back, held out his hands. “Solomon, Jeffery Anders. SLS7554b37Q. Passcode Tango9931. Seeker 4. I want a helliad rifle.” 
 
    And like before, there was the folding of the world and a helliad rifle in his hands.  
 
    “See?” he said. “A helliad.” 
 
    Ward glanced at the others, then back at him. 
 
    “You’re not holding anything, Seven.” 
 
    “What the hell? Ward, look!” 
 
    And he held it out again. 
 
    Ward shook her head. 
 
    He stepped back, looked down. There was no helliad. There was a hookah. 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    A hookah and a small antique timepiece on a chain. 
 
    Dreamtime. 
 
    “Wake me,” he said. 
 
    Suddenly, the lights in the room began to flash red and the people leapt to their feet. 
 
    “Spoke Three Breach,” came Reedy’s voice. “Dogs in the gap.” 
 
    “Damnation,” said Duck. “Let’s go.” 
 
    And like a black wave, the First Line marched out of the corridor, weapons in hand. 
 
    “Seven,” said Ward. “We have to go.” 
 
    “You’re not real,” said Solomon. “This isn’t real. This is Dreamtime. Winter Water and Snow. I hear him.” 
 
    Ward grabbed his arm. He could have sworn he felt it.  
 
    “Seven, you’re not well…” 
 
    “And you’re not real.”  
 
    He stepped back again. 
 
    “Seven, if those things get in here—” 
 
    He looked down at his hands. They were covered in spots.  
 
    “Sireth benAramis, I know you can hear me so wake me.” 
 
    Solomon? You hear me? 
 
    Yes I hear you 
 
    “Seven, please.” 
 
    “Wake me like you did before.” He closed his eyes, scrunched them tight. “Wake them all. All of them. Wake us, please. I can show you what to do. Just think it, like you did with me.” 
 
    Screens? 
 
    Yes, Screens 
 
    And he went back in his mind to the days when he’d been on the inside, when he’d sent people under and brought people back, when he himself had gone under and been brought back by a mongrel. 
 
    “Seven, you’re scaring me…” 
 
    Her voice the mirror, the dream, the lie 
 
    Dreamtime 
 
    All the way down? 
 
    Power 
 
    Yes 
 
    Turn it on 
 
    How? 
 
    Just think it on that’s how everything happens in Dreamtime 
 
    Damaris Ward gripping his shoulders, but he doesn’t feel her hands. Her face ripples, crystalizes like ice racing across a chilled glass. Her breath frosting at her lips, frosting at his lips, his face reflected in the case. Ice in his veins burning his fingertips, stabbing his limbs, eyelids frozen shut and with a silent scream, he inhales the CP70 deep into his lungs and wills Dreamtime to shatter and Reedy to go to hell and all these in Sleeplab 3 to wake. 
 
    What are you doing, Doctor Solomon? asks Matty Reedy 
 
    Waking up, you son of a bitch.  
 
    They are in Dreamtime, Sireth 
 
    Dreamtime Farsight Vision? 
 
    Yes the same 
 
    Sleepers? 
 
    Wake them Wake them all 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wake them all 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Dragons…” breathed the Alchemist. “I have never seen a dragon.” 
 
    “Neither have I,” said the Scholar. “Kerris has. Many times, although his stories always change. I always thought he was just making things up, but now…” 
 
    Four dragons, their snakelike bodies curling from floor to ceiling in vertical glass. One long, one gold, one pearl, one black. Long tails, short legs, great claws, rows of dagger teeth. 
 
    “Are they alive?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think they’re frozen, like Solomon was. Although they’re not frozen. But I don’t know what it is. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “No,” but she stepped forward, baby propped on one hip, ran her long fingers across the plex. 
 
    “Four dragons,” she breathed. “The Weeping Dragons under the mountain…” 
 
    “Yes!” Fallon exclaimed. “I was just talking about them to Kerris! Wow…” 
 
    “Dragons have strong magic,” said Sherah. “If they wake, they may help us.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think we should be the ones to wake them,” said Fallon. 
 
    The tigress turned to the center of the room, toward a tall station of plex and glass. It was impossible to see inside because of the grime. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It would require too much power and change too many things.” 
 
    “Change,” the Alchemist purred, “Is the very nature of Alchemy…” 
 
    Fallon raised a hand to the station and smoothed a section with her palm. The young bear did the same, and soon, they could almost see through the section of plex. 
 
    Her heart thudded in her chest. 
 
    “There are books in here.” 
 
    She glanced over. 
 
    “’Rah, we need to get these books.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Well, I think you could ask, considering it thinks you’re the caretaker and all.” She looked down at the young bear. “I can’t even imagine the knowledge that would be inside those books.” 
 
    The Alchemst said nothing, lost in the scales and the clouds and the ice.  
 
    “Yuanfen,” she said finally. 
 
    “What has fate got to do with books?” murmured the Scholar, lost in the papers and pages and spines. 
 
    “Everything. This is the Nine Peaks Mountains and we have found the Weeping Dragons. We are here for a reason.”  
 
    “What reason?” Fallon turned.  
 
    “Destiny.” She stroked a long speckled finger across the frosted glass. “We need to wake them.” 
 
    “Oh, no. No, no, I don’t think that’s a good idea…” 
 
    “I need to wake them.” 
 
    “No. No, not yet.” 
 
    “The Necromancer says to wake them.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Seer says to wake them.” 
 
    “Sireth?” 
 
    “I hear him. He is calling me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He needs me. I owe him.” 
 
    “Rah, I don’t understand—”  
 
    “Dharma is chasing me. She demands payment.” 
 
    “No, not this way.” 
 
    “If I wake them, they will be hers. It is a good payment.” 
 
    “No, ’Rah. This is dangerous. You’re not Seiya Fehr.” 
 
    Sherah locked eyes with the Scholar, clutched little Kylan to her chest.  
 
    “We are here for a reason, Scholar,” she said. “This is my yuanfen.” 
 
    Fallon’s heart stopped. 
 
    “This is Seiya Fehr,” the cheetah announced.  
 
    “Welcome, Seiya Fehr.” 
 
    “No, Rah. Please don’t.”  
 
    “Level Ten, Push.” 
 
    “Level Ten Push not recommended, Seiya Fehr. Please allow—” 
 
    “Seiya Fehr, Caretaker, commands Level Ten, Push. Now.” 
 
    Brilliant white light blazes from the darkness, blinding them and driving them to their knees. All the blazing, brilliant, blinding light as suddenly, the mountain roars to life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wake them 
 
    Wake them all 
 
    His mind stretching reaching across the world  
 
    A desert not Sahood or Hiran 
 
    Wheels within wheels 
 
    Wake them 
 
    He can see Solomon in the screens but Solomon is not there 
 
    He can see Solomon is the corridors but Solomon is not there 
 
    Deeper  
 
    Solomon in the wheels 
 
    Wheels within wheels 
 
    Focus on one wheel Solomon find Solomon follow his thoughts find him 
 
    You hear me? 
 
    Yes I hear you 
 
    Screens 
 
    Yes, screens 
 
    All the way down? 
 
    Power 
 
    Yes 
 
    Turn it on 
 
    How? 
 
    Just think it on that’s how everything happens in Dreamtime 
 
    Dreamtime Farsight Vision 
 
    Yes the same 
 
    Sleepers 
 
    Wake  
 
    Dragons have strong magic 
 
    The Alchemist? 
 
    Wake  
 
    The Court of Teeth and Claws 
 
    Wake 
 
    For the sake of the Empire and for the love of our Empress, kill the child within her. Kill  
 
    The yellow— 
 
    His wife  
 
    the red and then the white 
 
    An eye for an eye 
 
    Seiya Fehr Level Ten Push  
 
    All the blazing brilliant blinding light as the mountain roars to life 
 
    Soundlessly, wordlessly, he screams and the palanquin bursts into flame 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mercy 
 
      
 
    There is a time when all times converge, when all threads of the world cloak come together before splitting apart. A time when all breath is stilled, all hearts have stopped and all history funnels down to a single event. No one is really certain how the events in a mountain in the New World could affect a Seer several hundred miles away on a narrow road to a subterranean monastery, or how his reaction could affect situations thousands of miles away in all directions. Some say Gifting; others say Magic. Others said it was because he had died and come back, but at that time, he was not the only one known to have done so. He had often joked about being the most powerful man in the kingdom. Perhaps, all things considered, he was. 
 
    Perhaps it was the Dragons, slumbering under glass in the Nine Peaks Mountain. Perhaps it was the young necromancer with the golden eye, bending fire and summoning rats. Perhaps it was the link the Seer shared with the Ancestor and his desperate need to awaken once again. Then again, Ancestral ‘power’ was always a dangerous thing, killing more often than not, and he would be the first to acknowledge first hand how it had claimed the lives of the Council of Seven. So this time, when the new Seiya Fehr initiated the Push, with all of them asking something of him all at once, unknowingly and unwittingly, it was bound to happen. And of course, there was always the matter of Alchemy. 
 
    Transcendence became trigger, setting in motion a chain of events that most certainly started the war with the Ancestors. Perhaps it was inevitable, perhaps not. Regardless, it began that moment, on the road to Agara’tha when Sireth benAramis told everything to begin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    WAKE 
 
    Nevye’s head split with the vision and he dropped to his knees. Beside him, Setse also dropped, as one by one, all the Oracles did likewise and a blood-chilling howl rose from the mountain as the Court of Teeth and Claws woke up. 
 
    Like a river of tar, rats swarmed down the snowy steps of Tsaparang.  
 
    Setse pushed to her hands and knees. 
 
    “Take the children!” she cried. “Run!” 
 
    But her words were drowned out by the screams of the Oracles, the roars of the Uürekh and the thundering, chittering mass that flowed like living lava down the mountainside. She grabbed two Oracles in her arms and leapt down toward the villagers, freed aSiffh from the ropes that bound him. The children followed and one by one, she loaded them on the young stallion’s back. 
 
    Nevye took a deep, cleansing breath and clapped his hands together. When he flung them apart, flame shot out in a fan, high up to rain down on the swarm like fiery hail. The Uürekh pulled their clubs and turned, lumbering up the mountainside to meet the rats with relish.  
 
    “Will you do nothing, men of Khumul?” Setse shouted. “You have insisted on your prowess as archers! Prove your worth by stopping this horde, or by saving the lives of these children! One or the other. There is nothing else!” 
 
    Soon, a volley of arrows rained down on the swarm and the rats stumbled over each other, impaled and burning as a second wave hit. Those that made it through were met by the Uürekh and were smashed into pebbles by the power of their clubs. From the lintel step, Nevye sent a second hail of fire and the smell of burnt flesh carried down with the wind.  
 
    Setse smacked the stallion’s haunch and aSiffh sprang forward carrying six children on his back. The older ones ran after him, not nearly as fast but spurred on by the horse ahead and the rats behind. 
 
    She glanced around. Zorig was not with them. 
 
    “No!” shouted Nevye but the man defied his age, pushing through the snow towards the swarm. He spun around at the sound of his name. 
 
    “I’m old!” he called down. “I can’t run! I can’t fight! But I can give them time…” 
 
    He spread wide his arms.  
 
    “Save the little ones, I beg you!” 
 
    And the wave struck his legs first, causing him to lurch. Quickly, the creatures climbed his trunk like a tree and his knees buckled and he fell. Soon he was nothing more than a mound of roiling blackness and bloody snow. 
 
    Nevye snarled and set him on fire. The squeals and the hissing smoke reached up to the skies.  
 
    A bellow from above and the black bear, Raal, whirled as the rats scaled his back. He flailed his twin clubs but the creatures soon covered him, their flashing teeth and manic claws rending his dark pelt to ribbons. Nüür lumbered toward him, swinging her clubs and sending scaly bodies flying, but once Raal dropped to one knee, he was gone in a heartbeat.  
 
    Like Zorig, Nevye lit him as well. The squeals sounded like claws on slate. 
 
    Above them all, Silence swept down, snatching rat after rat in his lethal claws and removing their eyes with a dagger beak. Dropping them with a flick of his wings, he spiraled down for another. 
 
    Nevye glanced back, trying to find Setse in the chaos. He saw her amongst the chorten, dagger drawn, dancing like she had on the Field of One Hundred Stones. She was bloodied and torn but still moving; stab, swing, leap, slice. She was beautiful and deadly and he was proud to have been her choice. He prayed she did not go down like Zorig or Raal. His world would end if she did. 
 
    Beyond her, the villagers sent volley after volley but they were only villagers, not warriors. Their quivers did not refill and soon, with only chains and axes, they would run or die or both. 
 
    Beyond that, past the chorten, aSiffh and the Oracles raised snow in their wake like dust. Good, he thought to himself. They might be able to live this day, although they would have no hope for tomorrow.  
 
    He frowned, spying another dark shape against the snow. It was Sev, separated from the rest and running away from them all across the wide plain. Together, they had little chance. Alone, she had none. That was the fate of Oracles, it seemed. 
 
    He turned back. The wave was almost upon him. He closed his eyes, flung his hands wide and fire rained down on the mountainside once again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the Prayer Room of the Empress, she is writing. 
 
    She kneels on a riot of silk cushions at a desk made of ebony, working on a declaration regarding the position of the Crown on miracles and magic. It will be read in the morning to the entire Royal Court and will reveal the existence of Ancestors to the kingdom at large. She is trusting her War Advisor when he says a virgin birth will be nothing if the people believe in Ancestors once more. 
 
    She pauses. It is her destiny to be War Empress. Everything in her short life has prepared her for this. 
 
    Her Bushona Geisha are hovering, filling both her tea and her inkpot with remarkable frequency but she knows they are terrified. They hate the new sham’Rai but they hate more the fact that she is necessary. Shame has come to the house Fangxieng. They, in part, have allowed it. 
 
    She dips her brush, wipes it carefully on the side of the pot, pauses once more. 
 
    This time she frowns. Her belly— 
 
    “Excellency?” 
 
    She is a warrior now, dragonborn in a Dragon year. She takes a cleansing breath and dips again. 
 
    WAKE 
 
    As if time is slowed, the brush slips from her fingers and drops to the desk like a child’s toy, end to end to end to end. Tok tok tok tok. Ink splatters across the parchment.  
 
    She doubles forward, arms folding around her belly, mouth open but bringing no sound. The Geisha rush toward her as the Dragon Crown slips from her head and into the cushions and the silk. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    WAKE 
 
    A brief beta burst from the wire caused Tony Paolini to open his eyes. 
 
    He sighed, blinked once and took a long, deep breath, exhaling it slowly before sitting up on the cot. The light in the room was attuned to the wire, as was the room’s temperature. Normally, it would begin minutes before he awoke, gently teasing his consciousness back to the land of the living from the deep, thorough and programmed world of subterranean sleep. But this was different. Ever since Jeffery Solomon and his genetically engineered monsters set foot on the Mailand shore, everything had been different. Life was a disaster-management exercise now, thanks to Solomon. 
 
    “What now?” he asked. 
 
    “We got a spike, sir,” said the voice inside his head. 
 
    He tapped finger and thumb together and spread the ionspace in front of him. It showed pinpricks of light surging at a set of coordinates. 
 
    “Where is this?” he asked. He didn’t need to pinch the wire. The SmartALYK system was one of the few things that actually worked in SleepLab 2. 
 
    “NPM, sir,” came the voice. 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Lit, sir. Levels off the charts.” 
 
    He cursed under his breath. 
 
    “I told her it would happen,” he said.  
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Nothing. Get Cece Carr rigged in. We’ll need to scramble.” 
 
    “Would you like me to alert the REDmarks, sir?” 
 
    “Yuh.” 
 
    The wire fell silent, and he sat in the dim light, studying the pips between his hands. 
 
    NPM was lit. He wondered if it was still underground or beginning the impressive rise from the rocky plateau that was Tibet. He had seen it only once before he’d joined the SANDMAN project, was dreading the moment when the REDmarks showed it to him again. 
 
    He reached for a protein square, slipped it between his teeth and his gums, feeling the enzymes fizzle and pop as they began to break down. God, he just wanted a java. Instead he’d just have to settle for a freeze-dried cube of tea. 
 
    Winter Water. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    The wire buzzed. 
 
    “I have Director Carr pulled, sir.” 
 
    He nodded, tapped his fingers and thumbs once more. 
 
    “Bring her up,” he said as he reached for the tea.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    WAKE 
 
    Light blazed from the high ceiling and the ground shook beneath their feet.  
 
    “NPM Protocol Override, Seiya Fehr Caretaker. Elevation One.” 
 
    On the floor, Fallon wrapped her arms around the young bear as all around, cases hissed and shattered. Plex and ice rained like arrows around her. Screens flashed and spun, and the stations flashed and spun, and it just seemed like everything, everywhere, was flashing and spinning and Fallon was dizzy. Voices echoed through the room in languages she didn’t understand, and underscoring it all was little Kylan, wailing in infant terror. 
 
    “Rah!” she cried out, surprised that she actually had a voice. “Rah, what did you do?”  
 
    “I’m sorry!” came the voice back from somewhere in the chaotic, spinning mess. “Dharma, forgive!” 
 
    Glass and plex on the floor slid as the room spun when suddenly, there was a shuddering thud like great gears clicking into place. For a brief moment, the room stopped moving and Fallon looked over. A severed arm rested at her feet and she swallowed the bile rising in her mouth.  
 
    “NPM Protocol Override, Seiya Fehr Caretaker. Elevation Two.” 
 
    Another groan and the room began to spin again. Cases hissed and sprang open, panel doors clicked and slid. The ice danced in the air, creating webs between the stations and the cases and her body. She lost hold of the bear as she began to slide, dug her claws into the floor but still, she slid. She could hear his chirps as he flailed through the ice. Suddenly, the thud and click again, and the brief moment of respite. 
 
    She lunged to catch his back leg and hauled him back into her arms, wrapped her body around him like a shield to protect him from the crashing cases and shattering plex. 
 
    “NPM Protocol Override, Seiya Fehr Caretaker. Elevation Three.” 
 
    And so it went. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    WAKE 
 
    “NPM Protocol Override, Seiya Fehr Caretaker. Elevation Seven.” 
 
    It was chaos in the Chamber of the Rising Suns. 
 
    The holiest place in the New World was shaken as the towering cases vibrated like ringing gongs. Some cracked, others shattered, pelting shards of plex and metal like arrows and spewing their icy contents across the floor. Few remained intact, but those that did hissed like smoke, draining the clear gel through tubes in their frosted walls. One by one, the cases tipped, some shattered entirely with their contents splashing horrifically across the floor. Apes and parts of apes, ice and gel, plex and tube and monkey and pink.  
 
    There would be a heartbeat of stillness until the chaos began again. 
 
    “NPM Protocol Override, Seiya Fehr Caretaker. Elevation Eight.” 
 
    Once perched atop them all, the Capuchin Council were little more than grapes, crushed between their hosts and the cases that had held them. One struggled on the floor beside a mass of orange hair; another was flung like a marionette, swinging at the ends of his unnatural tethers and bouncing off cases streaked with red. Several plunged through the tops into the cylinders themselves, thrashing and clawing next to their counterparts in the freezing gel. Hands clawed the plex, mouths gaping, eyes wide, but soon their struggles slowed until they became one with the ice and the Suns. 
 
    As the mountain itself continued to rise, Elevation Nine witnessed the end of the Rising Suns. No one was there to mourn their passing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    WAKE 
 
    It was unlike anything anyone had ever seen, as the entire city of Shin Sekai rose slowly, steadily, relentlessly, out of the ground.  
 
    “NPM Protocol Override, Seiya Fehr Caretaker. Elevation Eleven.” 
 
    Rope and cables snapped. Tents blew away. Kilns tipped over, pots and posts shattered as the smooth grey stone thundered and groaned, twisting across itself in a counterclockwise direction and sending clouds of snow rolling like smoke over the Square of Frost Flowers. The wide, open window-walls flickered blue as screens magically came to life, ionizing any birds perched within them, slicing off hands and arms of Chi’Chen bold enough to look. There was chaos in the village square as people ran screaming in all directions; even the Snow did not stay at their posts but withdrew to the cliffsides as their city became a tower before their sharp, shiny eyes. And it kept rising, the roar deafening as the slabs thundered counterclockwise, creating booms as each massive section clicked into place, only for a smaller interior section to begin spinning and groaning and rising anew. 
 
    “NPM Protocol Override, Seiya Fehr Caretaker. Elevation Twelve.” 
 
    Inside, it was chaos as the very floor beneath their feet moved and Kirin found himself on his hands and knees, trying to ride it out. Behind and above him, the high cases cracked and split, releasing their creatures onto the floor. It was like an unnatural birth as the bleats of waking animals added to the chaos. The dead Snow rolled like frozen fish, their blood creating rivers that mixed with the gel and crisscrossed the hard floor in an obscene web. There would be a heartbeat of stillness until the voice and the chaos began again. 
 
    “NPM Protocol Override, Seiya Fehr Caretaker. Elevation Thirteen.” 
 
    He had lost count but finally, after what seemed like a lifetime, there was a thundering boom and then silence.  
 
    Breathe in, hold. Breathe out, hold. Listen for the sound of the blood in your veins. Find your centre, hold it until the spinning of your head stills. 
 
    “Kerris?” he called, his voice echoing in the quiet. 
 
    “Dead,” called his brother. 
 
    “Swift?” 
 
    “Wish to be dead.”  
 
    Quiet sounds now – crackle and breath, whimper and growl. A bright, brilliant light streamed down from very high windows. He looked up, certain there had not been windows there before. They crackled and buzzed with blue.  
 
    Strange animals struggled to rise, tangled in tubing, cords and plex. Others quivered on the floor, waking or dying, he couldn’t be sure. Mist and steam rose above them all, curling like serpents as heat rushed to their bodies. A creature that looked like Long-Swift’s ancestor thrashed on the floor, its long grey pelt slick with ice. 
 
    Kirin pushed to his feet now, blinking in the brightness where once was dim green and shadow. The Xióngmāo shuffled in like a brown-robed wave, carrying blankets as they moved through the icy mess. Quietly, they began to tend the waking creatures and pile up the remains of the dead. 
 
    There were no Snow. 
 
    His eyes scanned the shattered walls, the doorways, the corridors.  
 
    No Snow at all to be seen, only the dead, their blood mingled with the ice and the gel on the floor. 
 
    Motion to his left as the Khargan stood, lending a hand to pull Kerris to his feet.  
 
    “You do this?” the Khargan asked. 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” said Kerris. “But I know who did.” 
 
    “Who, Kerris?” asked Kirin. “Who did it?” 
 
    Wearily, his brother grinned. 
 
    “Our wives.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    None of it was working. There were just too many and Nevye snatched the short sword from his boot. He had named it Bright River because it sounded poetic and he had fancied himself a poet, but now he wished he had named it Death or Blood or Claw. Poetry, no matter how beautiful, would not save them from the rats of Tsaparang. 
 
    Fire from his leg and he swung the blade in a wide arc, splitting heads and rending torsos in the process. 
 
    Only manic, thoughtless swinging of the blade, moving faster than they could come. He could see the end of the swarm, knew it was not big by normal standards but for a Seer, an Oracle, two bears and a handful of villagers, it was devastating. He didn’t know how many they’d lost, couldn’t spare the time to look, not when his world had become so small with the cascade of scrabbling hands, chittering teeth, and whipping tails. Some moved beneath the snow like a wave, only to burst out claws first. Others rode down on the backs of their compatriots, tumbling over the dead or those feasting on them. He could hear the bellows of the two Uürekh, was grateful for their service. He could even hear the shouting of the men of Khumul, hoped that they lived to tell of the bravery of Oracles to their people. 
 
    More fire, this time from his knee and he grabbed the creature by the neck, only to have it wrap around his arm like a glove. He cursed his stupidity and wondered if he would come back again a fourth time after a death like this. What would be left after they had eaten him, and how many lives did a yellow cat have, after all was said and done? 
 
    If only you’d had the bonestick, he heard the voice whisper. You could kill them all with a thought. You would protect those whom you love, and not fail like always. 
 
    A thud on his shoulder now, and another on his back, and he dropped to one knee in the icy mud. Prayed that Setse’s death would be quick, that Balm’s would not, and he closed his eyes to meet his fate. 
 
    If only you’d had the bonestick 
 
    The Oracle Eyes of Sev the Strong. Her call like a lone bird on a hill… 
 
    Feet, claws, tails, pads. Pushing, moving, crawling, gone. 
 
    Gone.  
 
    Gone, leaving thunder in its wake. 
 
    He pushed up out of the snow, glanced wildly around at the mountain. Nüür, bloody and torn, but on her feet. Behind her, Ma’ar raised one head to the reddening skies and bellowed. Down the mountainside now, he watched the horde funnel like black sand through the lintel and down the stone steps. Setse was chasing them, her hair snapping in the cold wind, but they weren’t fleeing because of her. No, his gaze was drawn even further between the chorten and onto the plain toward a single small, dark figure in the snow. 
 
    Sev. 
 
    Thunder from the west and he didn’t need to look to know she had called the tsaa buga as well. He knew what she was doing, this little girl who talked to animals. She was calling the rats and calling the tsaa buga to kill the rats, and his heart broke once again for the fate of all Oracles. 
 
    The final piece of his heart shattered as the swarm met the small, dark figure in the snow. Sev disappeared beneath them but the rats did not stop. They piled on top of each other, forming a swirling, seething, growling black hill, completely oblivious to the herd thundering down on them. The tsaa buga struck like a fist, scattering the creatures like rice at a wedding. They did not stop, however, but carried on, turning the snowy plain dark under their hooves.  
 
    He watched Setse drop to her knees and found his hands curling into fists. The men of Khumul stood behind her, watching the horror as it thundered on before them even, as the udgan gestured and writhed behind. He would kill her, he told himself. He would send Bright River through the udgan’s heart and add her bones to the Court of Teeth and Claws. Kharma would be served and chi restored. 
 
    But Balmataar? 
 
    This time, there would be no mercy when it came to Balmataar. 
 
    He turned his back to the valley and stepped under the snowy lintel that led to the Courts of Tsaparang. Something struck his belly and he staggered as Balm appeared before him, golden eye glittering in the setting sun. 
 
    “I told you I would do it,” the boy hissed. “I don’t need you or the Oracles to make my fate.” 
 
    Heat next, spreading from his belly, crushing his lungs. It was the bonestick, driven up and out his back and he could hear it laughing like the rush of blood in the ears. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll stay here, with the bears and your woman…” 
 
    Whispers and fire, blackness and cold. His knees buckled but Balm caught him, pulled his face close. 
 
    “There are so many dead things up there,” he said. “So many bones. I’ll enjoy taking yours most.” 
 
    He twisted the long bone and Nevye gasped, feeling Setse’s despair, seeing Sev’s last sight, watching Balmataar lower his body to the step as Silence swept overhead. The boy kept talking but the yellow cat did not hear it. There were only the whispers of the stick and the promise of the darkness and the squeal of the Needle and the growl of the Storm. 
 
    And then they were all gone, along with the heat and the pain and the cold. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    SuperPit SandField, Central Australia,  
 
    The Year of the Dragon 
 
      
 
    WAKE 
 
    Jeffery Solomon opened his eyes as the hum of life rattled his bones. 
 
    There was no bright light, there were no wrist braces or whiff of ozone, just podlights in a dim chamber and the familiar tubes of cryo. Slowly, he reached his arm up, touched the wild mat of hair at the nape of his neck. Relief flooded from his ears to the tips of his toes as he found the wire where it had been since his birth. 
 
    He was awake.  
 
    For the first time in months, he was truly awake. 
 
    He remembered the drill, rolled his wrists, ankles, neck. Deep breath in, hold for five, release. The sweet, sharp sensation of stale air entering his lungs for the first time in months, the cryo bed warm and fully molded to the shape of his body. Soon, it would flatten, encouraging him to sit up. He waited until it did. 
 
    It was a small chamber, not at all what the units were supposed to look like, and he remembered Reedy mentioning the Ezekiel Wheels, the pseudo-wind turbines that housed Sandman 3’s remaining host of sleepers. He wondered if they were all awake. If so, he had only one man to thank for that. 
 
    People don’t turn into animals, Persis. 
 
    He reached to the nape of his neck, pinched the wire. 
 
    Damaris? 
 
    Nothing. Again. 
 
    Damaris Ward, are you awake? 
 
    Shut up, Seven. 
 
    Relief flooded down to his toes. 
 
    Persis Sengupta? Are you awake? 
 
    Oh, my head hurts… 
 
    This was what he was trained for, what he’d missed in Kandersteg because of the rats. He’d never done it but he knew what to do, despite Reedy and the Qore. He frowned. 
 
    If everyone were awake, Reedy would lose control, and if Reedy lost control, he would certainly get mad. 
 
    It’s not good when Reedy gets mad. 
 
    Reedy was about to get real mad. 
 
    He pushed the lid of the unit up, breathed deeply the hot, stale air of Kalgoorlie, alive and awake in the Year of the Dragon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    Fallon tried to sit up. 
 
    Either the room was still spinning or it was her head, so she sat, clutching the young bear and simply breathing until she could decide. 
 
    The room was bright but not artificial so she looked up, squinting and shielding her eyes from the beams. 
 
    Sky. 
 
    Here, so far beneath the mountain, she could see sky. 
 
    Something moved across her foot. 
 
    Scaly and slow, it coiled over and over on itself, gold tail slapping against the icy floor. Her chest tightened and she tried not to breathe as a dragon woke after a thousand years of sleep. The young bear was frozen in her arms, making no sound, his large dark eyes glued to the sight. Under another set of cases, a pearl body moved, slithering like a massive snake between the metal and the plex. Pressed into a far wall, the Alchemist clutched Kylan to her chest as the black dragon stretched and hissed, shaking its mane of spines and trying to push up on its short clawed legs. 
 
    There was a fourth, she remembered, from the stories she’d read. The Long Dragon, and she quickly scanned the room for a trace. She did see the remains of the Ancestor, however, face down on the floor. Pink and grey pieces stuck to his body and she didn’t want to know how or if he went back together. In the center of the room, she spied the tower of books, now clearly free and accessible, and her heart skipped in her chest. She’d have to get past the dragons first. 
 
    She turned her eyes to the bear, raised a finger to her lips. 
 
    Ever so slowly, she slid her boot toward the golden dragon, tried to push the scaly body off her leg. It rolled its head and snapped, but its tongue got in the way of the dagger teeth. It wailed, a cry that was picked up by the pearl and then the black. The young bear chirped and she clapped her hands over his mouth when a trill from above caused all of them to look up.  
 
    High above them all, stretched out like a thick cable along the ceiling, the long dragon trilled again. The three rolled onto their stubby legs and began to scale the walls, moving awkwardly like salamanders on the rocks at Parnum’bah Falls.  
 
    “’Rah,” Fallon called quietly. “Tell it to drop the screens.” 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    “Tell it to drop the screens in this room and remove Seiya Fehr protocols.” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “’Rah!” 
 
    “…Scholar…” 
 
    “’Rah, do this now!” 
 
    There was a moment’s hesitation.  
 
    “This is Seiya Fehr, Caretaker. Drop the screens in this room and remove Seiya Fehr protocols.” 
 
    Her voice was low, hesitant. There was no hint of mystery, no shadow or guile. No music either, or strange exotic keys. Something was wrong with the Alchemist and Fallon realized that, perhaps, more than dragons and cases and Ancestors and moving mountains, this was the most frightening thing of all.  
 
    Suddenly, high above them, the windows flickered blue and a spray of mist rained down to the floor. The long dragon scrabbled across the ceiling in its awkward, side-to-side gait, paused only to push its head out and breathe deeply the evening sky. Then it slipped through, legs torso, legs and long, long, long tail. Following it, the pearl, the black and finally the gold. It looked back down, almost acknowledging them before disappearing out the window with a flick of a scaly tail. 
 
    There was silence in the room for a long moment. 
 
    Fallon staggered to her feet. She was dripping and cold but unharmed, and she looked down at the young bear. He reached up to take her hand and she took it, grateful for this one small thing. 
 
    Snow and light and sky and sunset streamed in through several tall, narrow, floor-to-ceiling gaps, similar to the window-walls of yesterday. Bear in tow, she wandered over, blinking back the hours of shadow and glim.  
 
    The sky was red as the sun set over the mountains. Rising Suns. Setting Sun. The entire plateau of Shibeth was spread out before her and she leaned against the pane, feeling the prick of the wind on her face. What had once been a labyrinth was now a tower – no, several towers of angled glass and grey stone. Some stretches gleamed gold in the setting sky, others were streaked with dirt, snow and petrified moss. The window-walls, once impossibly open, now flickered with blue light. Down below, the Square of Frost Flowers was, in fact, a large courtyard between four towers, which were flanked by four other towers. Nine towers in all, and she found a smile sneak across her cheek. The Nine Peaks Mountain of myth and legend was yet another miracle of Ancestral architecture, and as dangerous as it was, she just couldn’t bring herself to feel afraid. 
 
    She leaned forward, looked down into the courtyard that had once been the tent city. Everything was a mess – the kilns little more than toppled bricks, the impressive alleyways of food and flowers now mounds of soggy green. But people were beginning to move, digging through the chaos, and helping each other. Even the terrible Snow were helping, and she realized that, behind their grim, stoney faces, they were still Chi’Chen, prone to song and sadness just like all the others. She wondered if it was the abruptness and speed of the process that had caused that chaos, and if, under normal circumstances, the mountain’s rise would have caused no ripple at all. 
 
    “’Rah, come and see it. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    There was no response. She threw a glance over her shoulder. 
 
    “’Rah?” 
 
    The cheetah had not moved. She was still tucked in against a shattered wall, golden eyes gleaming like beacons in the shadow. 
 
    “We can go now. I think we’re safe.” 
 
    The woman shook her head and shrunk bank, tightening her grip on the silent child in her arms.  
 
    And suddenly, Fallon knew. It was like a dagger to the chest, a sudden stab followed by the cold rush of dread, forming an icy waterfall down her spine.  
 
    Dharma – elusive, cruel, relentless Dharma – had finally been paid. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “She has lost the baby,” Ursa said to the little man in blue robes.  
 
    He paused for a long moment, incense stick in hand, before laying it in the bowl. The office filled with the smell of myrrh and cinnamon. 
 
    “That is tragic news,” Ho said and he turned to look at her. “The Golden Lion gives and the Golden Lion takes away.” 
 
    “It is better for the Empire.” 
 
    “That is true.” 
 
    “It is better for you.” 
 
    “This is also a truth.” 
 
    “One of the Bushona Geisha is a spy.” 
 
    The change was like the wind. 
 
    “Which?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. But I will.” 
 
    “A spy for whom?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. But I will.” 
 
    The Chancellor grunted. 
 
    “Have you heard from your husband?” He smiled a little, but it did not reach his eyes. “He must be in Agara’tha by now.” 
 
    “The falcon has not returned.” 
 
    “Despite his breeding, or lack thereof, he is a good man. He has served his Empire well today and thus, has earned my gratitude. Anything he wishes, if it is within my power, will be granted. Tell him this, please.”  
 
    She paused now, hands curled into fists at her sides. One thought and a shir’khin would kiss his forehead. Just one, and she would be free of his lies forever. 
 
    “I live to serve the Empress,” she said, and left the room the way she had come. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Five blue faces. 
 
    Sometimes, it seemed that his entire life was bound to the shadow and these five blue faces. Carr, Jorgenson, Washington, Portillo and Claire. Each one of them a scientist and a leader. They were the stones upon which the future would be built. Or destroyed, if things went south. 
 
    “The fifteen are ready, Claire?” Paolini asked and Crystal nodded, her face flickering in the blue. 
 
    “Yuh,” she said. “They’re prepped to launch on your word, Tony.” 
 
    “How long are we looking at?” 
 
    “The drones take eighteen hours,” said Portillo. “So the REDmarks will be slightly more.” 
 
    “Twenty-four hours, then,” he said. “Sound right?” 
 
    The five blue faces nodded. 
 
    “Alright. Launch the REDmarks immediately,” he said. “Because we have another development.” 
 
    “Kalgoorlie,” said Cece. “We all picked it up, I think.” 
 
    All heads nodded. 
 
    He sighed.  
 
    “Whatever the hell happened to light the NPM probably triggered Sandman 3 as well.” 
 
    “That’s powerful tek, Tony,” said Washington. 
 
    “Could we be looking at it the wrong way?” asked Jorgenson. “What if the waking of Sandman 3 was responsible for lighting the NPM?” 
 
    “Well, it sure isn’t a coincidence,” said Portillo. 
 
    There was silence for a long moment. 
 
    “We’re still scrambling,” said Cece. “Whatever the cause, we can’t risk an outbreak again. I doubt we’re any more resistant now than we were back then.” 
 
    “We scramble,” said Paolini. “Crystal, give them their orders and send them out now.” 
 
    “Got it, boss,” she said. Her screen flickered and there was one less face in his world. He looked over at Washington. 
 
    “Cade, your site has the best comms. Can you follow up with Kalgoorlie? It will change things if they’re awake and responsive.” 
 
    “Do my best.” 
 
    And Washington folded up on himself and disappeared. 
 
    “Get some sleep,” he said to the others. “We’ll need our wits about us tomorrow when this all gets real.” 
 
    Portillo and Jorgenson flickered to darkness, leaving him with the stony face of Celine Carr. 
 
    “So,” he said. “We’re doing this? We’re starting a war?” 
 
    “You can’t start a war with animals,” she said. “You dominate and rule, or you surrender and they tear you to shreds.” 
 
    “Surrender is not an option.” 
 
    “We take the Nine Peaks Mountain, and we leave such a hole that these creatures will never dare presume again.” 
 
    He could have sworn that there were sparks as Cece’s face disappeared into darkness. He sat for barely a moment before tapping the SmartALYK and the ionspace crackled into life before him.  
 
    “Replay,” he said. 
 
    And he watched with horror, and a goodly amount of awe, over and over the images of the CD Shenandoah compound and the grey lion that fought like a man. He wondered what the lion would think when the REDmarks fell. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One would think, after these last two years, that I would be used to a great many unusual things. And in truth, I am, but nothing, nothing at all, could have prepared me for what I had seen that day in the Nine Peaks Mountain. The Khargan of the North, kneeling to tend a Chanyu-like creature on four legs. He stroked its head, silenced the whimpers with his large hands, removed tubes and wires with a gentleness I’d never had thought from a man so rough. All around me the Xióngmāo moved, cleaning and healing and imposing quiet order in the chaos. I realized that they were the true caretakers of this terrible place, and I wondered if there were ancestral versions of them to be found somewhere encased in glass and ice. 
 
    Kerris was oblivious to all of this. He stood, hands on hips, before the heavy door that had cut him off from his wife. Of all of us, he had the most experience with Ancestral tek and I could see him studying the construct as if trying to discern its workings. I wondered if he was trying to speak to it the way he spoke to rock and earth and wind and sky. I doubted that Ancestral tek would listen to anything a cat had to say. 
 
    But before long, the strange triangle glowed blue and the door shuddered into itself with a groan. Without waiting, Kerris bolted through, leaping past the crushed body of a Snow guard as it slid to the floor. I moved forward, curious but dreading, when the Khargan pushed past me. I waited, giving them both time. Like Kerris, he was a husband, bound to his wife in ways that had nothing to do with me. The baby was an accident, an oversight, a problem. Still, I found it strange the need to see him, to ensure he was safe and alive in the care of his incomprehensible mother. 
 
    He was my son, but he was not mine. 
 
    There is no honour, the Seer had often said. There is only desire and the sorrow that it brings. This, I had begun to understand far too well. 
 
    The sound of a distant war horn echoed through the room. A tug at my sleeve and I looked down to see a bear, wet, haggard and bloody. He pointed to the tall window. 
 
    I peered back into the room. Kerris was holding his wife. She was weeping but I couldn’t see the Khargan or the Alchemist. Neither could I see my son and once more, dread closed its fist in my chest. I wanted to see. I wanted to know. 
 
    I wanted so many things. 
 
    The bear tugged again. 
 
    Duty 
 
    Respect  
 
    Curiosity 
 
    Certainty  
 
    Discipline 
 
    Honesty  
 
    Destiny 
 
    Courage 
 
    Integrity 
 
    Mercy 
 
    Hope 
 
    Honour  
 
    The life of a soldier. The virtues of Bushido. 
 
    My life. My only virtues. I was nothing without these, yet with them, I was all things. 
 
    I was Shogun. 
 
    With a cleansing breath, I turned to the window.  
 
    - an excerpt from the journals of Kirin Wynegarde-Grey 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HOPE 
 
      
 
    The rough-hewn banner snapped in the wind over the plateau of the Chi’Chenguan Way. It was colourful and proud, an inked mosaic of red Yang sun, white Yin moon and twin dragons encircling both. Surrounded by torches, it was a hand-made symbol of unity, now the last hope for the chaos that was the New World. 
 
    It was dark now, the frail sun having set in the west and birthing the cold curved blade of the moon. Rising Suns. Setting Sun. The politics of the Eastern Empire and the Fall of Shin Sekai. Kirin could imagine it all, played out over the lonely plateau that the dogs called Tevd. 
 
    They stood outside the massive city gates, which only days ago had been little more than an optical illusion. A place where he had solved a riddle and proved his worth and been led into a labyrinth of cliff and mirror, fear and death. The barefoot monk had returned to wait with them, as had the Stonelily named Jae’un. There was no Capuchin Council. There were no Rising Suns. Tomi Moto was dead, and the Snow were directionless, lost without a cause to defend. Now, they stood, their long row of torches slicing the Chi’Chenguan Way like a fiery log in a dark river. It was a stoic purpose but the Snow had done it swiftly and with precision. He hoped they’d rise to the challenge if given a city to rebuild, but tonight, hope was little more than a tattered banner, flapping in the night wind. 
 
    Behind them, the Nine Peaks Mountain loomed like a massive quiver of arrows and he marveled how it could be so similar yet so different at the same time. Everything was changed. What had once been flat cliffs were now sheer gleaming walls that towered over the surrounding plain the way Pol’Lhasa towered over DharamShallah. The way Lha’Lhasa towered over the Chi’Chenguan Way. Now, they all waited as the thundering of horses shook the very ground beneath their feet, feeling like the calm in the path of two approaching storms. Life or death for all kingdoms would be forged tonight at the foot of the Nine Peaks Mountain. 
 
    He looked over at his brother, standing with his arms folded across his chest, face fixed on the thundering mass approaching from the east. Beside him, the Khargan, sharp eyes searching the mass approaching from the west. At his knee was the canine creature from the mountain, head low, hackles raised on the back of its neck. Kirin looked away, knowing there were lion animals and tiger animals and all manner of cat animals being tended by the Xióngmāo. It was incomprehensible. Or rather, something he didn’t wish to comprehend.  
 
    And there were so many things he didn’t wish to comprehend. 
 
    The Nine Peaks Mountain. The place where the Ancestors had created all things. For Kirin, it would always be the place where things ended and the world had changed forever. 
 
    His son was dead. 
 
    She had sat, cross-legged, in a tent of shadow and silk, rocking over a single candle and a bundle of black cloth. His heart had lurched at the sight, closing a fist around what was good and noble and pure. Like him, he doubted she felt anything at this moment, rather burying everything behind walls of brittle stone. He knew the feeling. He had lived that way for years. It was more home than the walls of the House Wyngarde-Grey. 
 
    So much lost in these last years. So much lost. 
 
    The Khargan left them at that point, and Kirin didn’t want to know what he was thinking. He was a good man, but some things pushed limits. 
 
    He knelt before the candle, not caring that there was no twinge in his knee for the first time in years. The baby was so small, and he was grateful he couldn’t see the golden pelt. Still, the fabric hinted at head and shoulders, arms and legs swaddled tightly in strips of black linen. 
 
    “I am sorry,” he’d said. He was clumsy. Words had never been his strength. 
 
    She’d said nothing, continued to draw symbols on the ground with a piece of chalk. 
 
    “The Nine Thousand Dragons are approaching,” he’d continued. “And the River of Steel from Emperor Watanabe. I must be there when they meet to prevent unnecessary fighting.” 
 
    “There will be wounded,” she said after a long moment.  
 
    “You do not need to do this.” 
 
    She did not look up. 
 
    “Naranbataar will be wounded,” she said. “Bring him here.” 
 
    I am familiar with all manner of dead and dying, she had told him so long ago. He’d not known, then, the depth of her familiarity. 
 
    “I will bring him,” he said, and he’d slipped out of the small tent, leaving his heart with the candle and the cloth. 
 
    “Quiz!” shouted Kerris and Kirin looked up, breathing deeply and blinking in the darkness. 
 
    The smell of horses was strong on the night breeze and the row of torches glinted off saddle and steel. The massive dark wave that was the Nine Thousand Dragons was almost upon them, slowing in the long, practiced, weary way that armies do. Two captains swung from their mounts as the mountain pony scrambled to his master’s side. Kerris caught the long face in his hands, pressed his forehead to the pony’s brow. 
 
    “So glad to see you, my friend,” said Kerris and he rubbed the crescent of white. “You are the best general an army could have.” 
 
    Three captains – one lion, one monkey, one dog – stepped up to Kirin. The cat bowed, fist to cupped palm. The monkey held out a long shape and Kirin’s heart thudded in his chest. 
 
    “Maiden,” growled Long-Swift, taking it. He passed it to Kerris, who slipped it across his back. 
 
    “Where is he?” asked Kirin. “Where is Jalair Naranbataar?” 
 
    The army moved aside as two dogs pushed through, dragging a body. 
 
    “Take him to the Alchemist,” snapped Kirin. 
 
    “Sir,” said the lion. “He’s as good as dead, sir.” 
 
    “Too many arrows,” said the dog. 
 
    Kirin turned to the Khargan. 
 
    “Your wife can heal him,” he said.  
 
    The Khargan stepped over, lifted the chin of the young man who’d run at his side. 
 
    “He has heart of Blue Wolf,” said the Khargan. “But there is no hope. Only thing is good death.” 
 
    He reached for ala’Asalan, snarled when Kirin grabbed his arm. The Shogun-General leaned in. 
 
    “Your wife asked me to bring him to her. Do this for her, please.” 
 
    He set his jaw. 
 
    “And there is always hope, my friend.” 
 
    There was silence for a long moment before the Khargan nodded swiftly. He turned to the men. 
 
    “Follow monkey woman. She lead you to tent of the Khanil.” 
 
    Jae’un bowed and led the three through the massive city gate. They passed a wave of Xióngmāo carrying baskets and barrels of food. Caring for the armies of the world. 
 
    The blast of a war horn carried over the thunder of hooves and again, they turned. The eastern army had slowed, approaching the row of torches like a slow tide.  
 
    “I understand one of the Capuchin Council has survived,” Kirin said quietly. 
 
    “Tomas Jun-Pak, yes,” said Kerris. “This will not be a good day for him.” 
 
    The River of Steel was a large assembly of small horses and golden armour riding beneath banners of white and red. At the fore, a man rode in robes of black and red and wearing an elaborate wool hat. He dismounted, and six others moved immediately to surround him, holding the banners high over his head. He stood for a long moment in the torchlight.  
 
    “By Ho’s louse-ridden sleeping cap,” Kerris muttered. “It’s Watanabe himself.” 
 
    Hiro Takahashi Watanabe, Emperor of the Eastern Kingdom, Divine Ruler of the Empire of the Sun.  
 
    Kerris shook his head, marveling. 
 
    “He never leaves the Palace,” he said. “This is remarkable.” 
 
    Kirin looked down at the barefoot monk. 
 
    “Your people live or die in this moment,” he said. 
 
    The blue monk swallowed, slipped his bare hands into his sleeves. 
 
    Life,” he said. “We choose life.” 
 
    Together, the blue monk, the Shogun-General, the Khargan and Kaidan, Ambassador to all Empires, stepped forward under a rough-hewn banner made by a tigress.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Carrying armfuls of old texts, the Xióngmāo led her through corridors once lined with Snow. Those corridors were empty now, much like her heart. 
 
    She walked aimlessly, intrigued but numb, her boots merely following their familiar pattern, the young bear propped on her hip. She had seen no Snow and curiously few other monkeys. But the Xióngmāo were everywhere, cleaning, scrubbing, organizing, healing. This was their place, their holiest of holies. At one point, they’d moved through a large chamber with nine cases in various states of destruction. It didn’t take her long to realize it was in the Chamber of the Rising Suns. 
 
     Only four of the cases were standing; the others were either toppled or shattered entirely, their contents splashed horrifically across the floor. Bears worked quietly through the debris, moving body parts, mopping thawing pools of gel. One bear straddled a case, trying to pull a dead monkey out of the ooze with a wire and she thought it looked like he was fishing. It was a strange thought, to be sure, but no stranger than anything she had been witness to in this city. In the cases were huge tailless monkeys, some intact, some in pieces on the floor. She wondered if they were what Kerris had once called Apes. She’d never seen one, but he’d assured her that they had existed. He’d said the same of dragons, and she vowed never to doubt him again. 
 
    It was the end of the Capuchin Council. The fall of the Rising Suns. 
 
    The smell was overpowering so it was a blessing when they left to enter a vast bright garden with fields and soil as far as she could see. She walked past vine-covered window-walls that flickered with blue light, breathed in the heady green smell of bamboo and poppies and warm, damp soil. It was clear that these gardens had not been affected by the unnatural rising of the towers. Bands of Xióngmāo were busy working, rolling great barrels filled with grass and rice, and carrying baskets overflowing with fruit and greens. For the armies, she knew, the Nine Thousand Dragons and the River of Steel. She wondered how it would be possible to feed all the men, let alone the thousands upon thousands of hungry horses. Horses were, by nature, carnivorous. Grass could keep them sated, but it was meat that kept them tamed. 
 
    Dogs too, if she remembered correctly. Things could get complicated very quickly, but then again, they had been together for weeks now and no one had killed over the lack of food. 
 
    Life, she thought to herself. Like hope, life endured all things.  
 
    “Wait,” she said and the bears turned. 
 
    She squeezed the young one in her arms before lowering him to the ground. 
 
    She reached into her pocket, pulled out the tiny clay pot. She stared at it for a long moment before stabbing the cork stopper with a fine black claw. It opened and she knelt to empty the golden contents onto the soil. It glistened for a moment then disappeared into the loam. 
 
    She smiled and scooped the young bear back into her arms. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to hear it, Seven,” said Ward. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “But it’s true.” 
 
    She turned to look at him, eyes narrowed and wary. He’d found her and Sengupta in the units next to his, groggy and disoriented but awake and, more than that, alive. He realized that nothing could have made him happier than to see that ugly goggled cap on that sardonic, scrappy head. 
 
    They had spent hours moving through the Wheels, assisting sleepers in the ritual of waking and making sure the process was on track. There were five Ezekiel Wheels, each holding roughly two hundred sleeper units, but only one hundred and twenty subs. That meant that, not counting the ambiguous First Line, there were only six hundred and twenty five subs left from the original two thousand. Fortunately, they all knew the drill and needed little help waking from their millennia-long stasis. The sleep units themselves were equipped with radiant heat, protein squares, nutrogel packs and hydrolyte bands. The subs knew to remain in their units until they were strong enough to stand. Sengupta had proven invaluable then, forming care teams to help with disorientation, dehydration and chills. Slowly, surely, Sandman 3 was waking up. 
 
    “Did you have a wire?” Solomon asked. “At all, any time?” 
 
    “I thought I did,” said Ward.  
 
    “And do you have one now?” 
 
    She growled. 
 
    “Dreamtime,” he said. “Is not a place. It’s a state of mind.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” he said. “But Reedy is not your average super.” 
 
    “Do they have Kuri? I spent weeks fighting Kuri. Where? In my sleep? Do they have dillies and roos and scorpions the size of dogs, or are those just figments as well?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Dell is still dead.” 
 
    She growled again and he was reminded of Ursa and her lashing tail. 
 
    They stood now in a central hub connecting the Wheels with the ground platform hydraulift, staring through weathered plex across the plain. Easily a two-kilometer stretch of scrub, sand, and witchetty bushes, SuperPit Sandfield SleepLab 3 gleamed along the plain like a red and white ribbon. In the distance, they could see the lorries, zippers, towering mechs and the out-building slabs of the base. 
 
    “Can you call the Griffen?” he asked. 
 
    “Not if Reedy is still in control.” 
 
    “What about the First Line? Your friends Duck and Mag and the rest.” 
 
    It was her turn to shrug now. 
 
    “Are they even real?” 
 
    “I think they are. Same way you were in my Dreamtime and I was in yours.” 
 
    “Porque the hell—” 
 
    “I have no idea, but we need them if we stand a chance at claiming this base.” 
 
    She reached up to pinch the wire.  
 
    “Duck? Duck, this is Damaris Ward. Can you hear me?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Duck? Mag? Ben? Dance? Anyone?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She grunted and put her hands on her hips, cast her dark eyes across the red. 
 
    “In any of your Dreamtimes,” she began. “Did you ever actually see a dillie?” 
 
    “Me? Nope. You?” 
 
    “Never.” He knew what she was thinking, didn’t need to be plugged into her wire to know. She slid her eyes his way. “Do we run?” 
 
    “Sprint two kilometers across red scrub desert toward a potentially hostile enemy base and pray we don’t get eaten by subterranean sand crocodiles along the way?” 
 
    “Yuh.” 
 
    “If I win, you have to take off that god-awful cap.” 
 
    “Not gonna happen. When I win…” 
 
    He could have sworn there was a grin. A wrinkle beneath an eye, at least. 
 
    “When I win, I shave your head.” 
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a head start.” 
 
    Together, they stepped into the hydraulift and the double hatch doors slammed shut with a clang. The walls were old, pitted and utterly devoid of windows.  
 
    “This is worse than a cryounit,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Ground level,” said Ward. “Secure all doors.” 
 
    The lift shuddered and dropped like a stone, plummeting the short distance before lurching to a halt. His stomach lurched with it, and he leaned against the wall for support. 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” she asked. 
 
    “I sure as hell don’t want to stay here and wait for Reedy to figure us out.” 
 
    Ward grunted. 
 
    “Here goes.” 
 
    She reached over to hit the ArcEye and with a hiss, the hatch door split open on warm air, red sand and a band of Kuri dressed in black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ursa stood between the seven suits of armour, arms folded across her chest. The metal was gold, the leather thick and embossed with dragons and lotus. The padding on both doh and osedeh were not so thick to stop the blow from a sword, but would surely stop a dagger or shir’khin or needle. And for the Bushona Geisha, that would be enough. 
 
    Two leopards stood behind her. They looked like twins. 
 
    “And finally,” said One. “The obi is colour-coded. Plum obi for the plum Geisha…” 
 
    “Jade obi for the Jade,” said Two. “And so on.” 
 
    “And so on,” said One. “We will begin work immediately on customizing the armour.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” said Two. “Your request was rushed, so we have done our best with what we have in the armoury.”  
 
    “There is not much call for female armour nowadays.” 
 
    “But we knew,” said Two. “That once we had a female sham’Rai, things would change.” 
 
    “The Way of Things can change,” said One. 
 
    “Indeed, it can,” said Two. 
 
    And together they bowed. 
 
    “Ah, there you are, sham’Rai-dala,” came a voice as Chancellor Ho swept into the room. “Forgive the intrusion, esteemed Masters, but I need to speak with the Empress’ sham’Rai.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” they said together. And they smiled. 
 
    “Alone,” said Ho. 
 
    Ursa lashed her tail, turned to the leopards. 
 
    “This is acceptable,” she said. “I will have the Bushona Geisha report for fittings at once.” 
 
    The pair bowed once more and quickly left the room. Ho flowed like water towards her, his blue robes rippling across the floor. He paused to study the uniforms, ran white fingers along the leather. 
 
    “Are you planning for an increase in our stable of sham’Rai, sham’Rai-dala?” 
 
    “The Bushona Geisha are useless,” she growled.  
 
    “Women in armour,” he purred. “The Golden Lion is bestowing more miracles upon us, it seems.” 
 
    Her fingers curled into her fists. 
 
    “Has there been a falcon from Agara’tha?” 
 
    “There has.” 
 
    And he moved into the semicircle of armour as if polishing the gold with his eyes. 
 
    “And?”  
 
    “He has not arrived.” 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “No one knows, sham’Rai-dala.” He turned his face towards her. “Do you?” 
 
    “If you, or anyone in this Palace, has harmed him—” 
 
    “You will do what? Kill us?” 
 
    She leaned in. 
 
    “Before you can blink an eye.” 
 
    “That is treason.” 
 
    “No one will know.” 
 
    “I have drafted a letter to be opened upon my untimely death.” He smiled. “Everyone will know.” 
 
    He stepped back, slipped his hands into his wide sleeves.  
 
    “Shall we end these idle games, sham’Rai-dala? The dispatch said that he had not arrived at Agara’tha, and that a party had been sent to search the road for a sign. Four panthers, a mongrel and an Imperial palanquin should not be hard to find.” 
 
    I will not stay in the palanquin long, he had said and she cursed his stubbornness and pride.  
 
    “Have them check the inns along the way,” she said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Also, have them notify me if and when the panthers report back to the Palace.” 
 
    “Oh, so you are Shogun-General, now?” 
 
    “Does that frighten you, little man?” 
 
    He frowned at her, causing the lush fur of his face to pinch and pucker. 
 
    “I have noticed,” he began, “that the Palace was a far more peaceful place before you and your husband arrived.” 
 
    Just one shir’khin. 
 
    She whirled and stomped out the door, heels echoing like barking dogs behind her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The incense was killing him. 
 
    No, he realized. It was the arrows.  
 
    I believe in sky and earth 
 
    So many arrows and it was hard to breathe. The pain had dulled, however, and the cold had descended like a blanket of snow.  
 
    He opened his eyes. 
 
    in blood and birth 
 
    He turned his face to watch her, rocking and humming over a circle of candles. Wrapped in black linen, Kylan slept at her knees, eyelashes dark against his soft cheek. Rani was glad to have seen him one last time, this little one whom he’d carried and tended and come to love. It was strange then when the witch held up a tiny dagger, pressed its point into the pad of her palm. Blood sprang up, glistening and bright, and she held it over the face of her baby, dripped onto his young forehead once, twice, three times. 
 
    Kylan, one he’d protect with his life 
 
    The witch turned her golden eyes on him. 
 
    in war and strife 
 
    “I am not a good woman, Jalair Naranbataar, but…”  
 
    She paused and blinked slowly before continuing.  
 
    “But you have always known this.” 
 
    The first time he’d seen her, the golden eyes and the shadows, he’d known this. He’d been riddled with enemy arrows then too. She had saved him. 
 
    “I have made terrible bargains with dark forces. I have cheated Dharma and stolen the souls of men.” 
 
    She could save him. 
 
    in moon and life  
 
    His heart was heavy, slowing. He could feel it pounding in his throat, suffocating him with every beat. 
 
     “I would lie if I said I could not save you.” 
 
    and you 
 
    He was tired. 
 
    She shifted on her hip, raised her hand over his face. Blood splashed onto his forehead, rolled down into the corners of his eyes. His lids were too heavy. He could not blink and everything grew red. 
 
    “I would also lie if I said I did not want to.”  
 
    The tent was slipping 
 
    She cupped his face in her long, strong hands. 
 
    “But my son is dead and I want him back.” 
 
    The woman was slipping 
 
    He didn’t understand. Her words were slurred, her golden eyes blurred because of the blood. The baby had a blue eye 
 
    “So I make a trade with Dharma…” 
 
    the baby was dead 
 
    She leaned in as if to kiss him, and he felt the last of his breath leaving his body.  
 
    His sister had a blue eye 
 
    “You, Jalair Naranbataar, Grandson of the Blue Wolf, will go to glory, while I…” 
 
    The world was slipping  
 
    and you 
 
    Setse 
 
    “…I go to hell…” 
 
    I believe 
 
    Kylan 
 
    slipping away in a whisper of black silk and incense 
 
    believe 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Death, death, everywhere death 
 
    Setse swept her eyes over the children, sleeping in weary mounds beneath the frescos and the pillars. aSiffh had returned with them all, unscathed but exhausted, and the remaining villagers had helped carry them up the many snowy steps to the red temple. Even the Uürekh, Ma’ar and Nüür, had helped, leading them all to the holy place, where Chiing had stoked the fire and allowed them to rest. She dared not hope that this might be home. Hope had always defined her. She did not know who she would be without it but, now, hope had been torn from her breast like an annoying burr. 
 
    They had not found Shar. 
 
    Tonight on the mountain, she had felt the familiar paralysis of Oracle sight. So strong she had all but buckled under its crushing weight, almost surrendered to its cold, terrifying depths. Flashes of Shar in the night, his fall from high places, his murder at the hands of the Legion, his collapse under the Eyes of Jia’Khan. All his deaths, she had seen, and now tonight, bones. Bones and Needle and Storm. Fragmented and raw, she could make no sense of it, only a deep empty wind that left her hollow and swept her marrow bare. 
 
    The fire crackled and danced and she watched the sparks rise in the dark room. Rise like life from a dying animal. She had witnessed it often, wished to follow it to the stars to see where it went. Life and death and armies and Oracles. Wick and flame and candle and incense. She bowed her head as a second wave rolled over her, braced herself for the inevitable shroud of killing, Oracle sight. 
 
    Rani 
 
    Rise above it, Shaar had said. Observe, do not partake. 
 
    Rani 
 
    Candle and witch, baby and flame. A sparkling tent in a city of shifting glass. Army and cat and monkey and dog and Rani, floating up like the sparks of a fire 
 
    Rani 
 
    Necromancy and trade, death for life, love for love and she gasped as she understood, blinked away the crippling wave, opened her mind to the flashes of sight 
 
    Rani help her  
 
    You are stronger, Shar had said. She was strong, she knew this. Bad things happened but she would be stronger. She owed it to Sev the Strong, the girl with the heart of a mountain. 
 
    Ponies and maiden, walls and gates and arrows and monkeys 
 
    She owed it to Rani, her brother who had loved more than he had lived 
 
    Pride, pride, aid to the Khargan, service to the kingdoms, saviour of the Nine Thousand 
 
    Her throat grew tight but she rode the wave, would not surrender to its anguish and despair. 
 
    Rani was dying. 
 
    Protector of the helpless, the defenceless, the young 
 
    Rani, her brother, her life, her heart. 
 
    The wave ebbed, leaving pebbles of hope and memory in its wake. 
 
    She breathed in, as he had taught her, breathed out. In and out like a cleansing breeze.  
 
    She had done it. 
 
    She had helped. 
 
    She opened her eyes, wiped the tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    Young Balmataar sat, back against a black pillar, braiding fine bones onto the stick with hair and sinew. He was smiling to himself but would not meet her eyes. The udgan next, snoring in a pile of skins and furs. Zorig had died but she had survived. Setse shook her head. Life was hard for Oracles. Death was harder. 
 
    Through the fire, she could see the alpha of Khumul watching her. She should have hated him. Instead, she felt nothing. 
 
    “I am going to find Shar,” she said. 
 
    “The yellow cat?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I will help.” 
 
    They rose to their feet. The men of Khumul looked up wearily, blinking the sleep and dried blood from their eyes. Tuuv raised a hand and they lowered their heads, asleep before they hit the stone. 
 
    Maybe, life was hard for everyone. 
 
    Suddenly, Balm was there, bonestick in hand. 
 
    “I’ll come too.” 
 
    Whispers and lies, darkness and shadow. She would kill him with the dagger once the children could not see. 
 
    She turned her back and together, the three made their way to the stair. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kuri. 
 
    Solomon scrambled away from the hatch as Ward swung her heliad onto her shoulder.  
 
    The Kuri did not move.  
 
    At their heels, a scorpion the size of a calf, tail bobbing, mandibles clicking, but the Kuri did not move. 
 
    “Get back,” Ward snarled. “Or I’ll cut you all in half, right where you stand!” 
 
    Still, they did not move and Solomon tried to rein in his racing heart. Six creatures, wrapped in black linen, reminding him of Bedouin desert dwellers. They stood on two legs like humans. Two legs, dog faces, tails like scorpions.  
 
    “I said get back!” 
 
    And she waved the heliad across their middles, emphasizing the point. 
 
    “Wait,” said Solomon, and he stepped away from the walls, held up his hands. 
 
    “Don’t, Seven.” 
 
    “I have nothing,” he said, turning his hands over to show the lack of weapon. “You have nothing.” 
 
    “Do you not remember Dell?” Ward snapped.  
 
    “I’ll always remember Dell,” he said. “Do you remember Kerris and Fallon?” 
 
    Ward swore in a language he didn’t understand. 
 
    He stepped forward again. Four of the Kuri stepped back, leaving the middle pair in the front. A male and a female, he gathered from their shapes and sizes, with faces very much like dogs, but also a little like insects. The pair held out their hands, turned them over and over as he had done. No weapons, no staffs or clubs or blasters or rifles. No swords or spears or daggers or anything that he might consider deadly, save the blunted claws at the ends of linen-wrapped fingers. 
 
    The female raised her hand like a greeting and the jian flinched, but to her credit, didn’t cut anyone in half. Solomon raised his hand in the same manner, nodded. Slowly, the female reached around to the nape of her neck and suddenly, he knew. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered. “God-damn shit on a triple dog stick.” 
 
    “Seven…” 
 
    And he pinched the wire at the nape of his neck. 
 
    “My name is Jeffery Anders Solomon, Super Seven of SleebLab 1, Kandersteg, Switzerland.” 
 
    The female spoke. It was a language he had never heard before, out of a mouth that could not form the words but the wire translated effortlessly. 
 
    “I am so relieved to meet you, Jeffery Anders Solomon, Super Seven of SleebLab 1,” said the female. “I am Angela Garcia Castillo, Super One of the SuperPit SandFields. Greetings, and welcome to SleepLab 3.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Both the morning sky and the steppes of Tsaparang were the colour of blood. It was a palate broken only by a swath of snow on the distant plain. Setse’s cries echoed across the mountain as she called for her lover, but there was only the lonely howl of the western wind and the crackle of ice in the sun. 
 
    It had snowed overnight and the bodies had frozen, making the path over the rocks treacherous and grim. Some rats still survived, legs twitching, teeth chittering, and they dispatched them immediately with dagger, ax and stick. Crows were everywhere, prying bits of charred flesh from the ice. Ravens, too, large, ominous and powerful. She was grateful for them all. Spring would be a bloody horror if it weren’t for the birds. 
 
    Down below, Tuuv Saranagal hunted between the chorten, searching for some sign of the Yellow Cat. She couldn’t find it in her heart to feel grateful. If he had welcomed them into Khumul that very first night, life would have been different. They would still have had Nergui and Zorig, Sev and Houlun and the baby. They could have been safe and warm and fed and comfortable, but then, they may never have gone on to Tsaparang. Tsaparang, she had to believe, was worth it all. There had to be hope for the training of Oracles, else all was lost. 
 
    She sighed, looked over her shoulder at Balm. He had been searching but half-heartedly, and she knew he was hiding something. He had wakened the rats, and so was responsible for all deaths in the last day. But there was no guilt in his manner, no shame in his face. She wondered if he felt anything at all for his part in the slaughter. Shar had been wrong to want him dead, but she had been wrong to let him stay. So ultimately, she was the one responsible. She had so much to learn. 
 
    If the children didn’t need her, she’d take her own life after she took Balm’s. 
 
    He didn’t see her, then, as she picked her way over the rocks. His foot was on the squirming form of a rat, and he plunged the bonestick into it, closed his eyes as it thrashed and died. Taking pleasure in death throes was the sign of a Necromancer. 
 
    She slipped the dagger from her boot. Throat first, then heart. If he was a Necromancer, she did not want him coming back. 
 
    She lunged. 
 
    Later, she would blame the crows for they took to the sky in a burst of black, but really, she knew it was all on her. 
 
    His bi-coloured eyes opened as the dagger sliced toward his neck but he staggered backwards, the bonestick blocking the blade with a chuck. 
 
    “What?” he cried. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She cursed her ineptitude. This should have been clean. 
 
    “You!” she snarled. “You woke the rats!”  
 
    “I’m sorry!” 
 
    You woke the rats to prove that you could!” 
 
    “I’m sorry!” 
 
    “Necromancer!” 
 
    He tripped over the rocks and fell backwards, dropping the stick and covering his face with his hands. 
 
    A child, she snorted. How could she kill him? How? 
 
    “Please,” he moaned. “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “You play with forces you don’t understand,” she hissed. “But refuse to learn from those who know!” 
 
    She could hear footsteps behind her. Tuuv Saranagal, climbing the rocks. 
 
    “You killed Zorig and Raal and Sev! Sev, who was braver than you will ever be! You have no place among the Oracles!” 
 
    “Please. I’m sorry…” 
 
    She snatched the stick from the ground, gasped as it shot ice through her palms.  
 
    “No,” he begged.  
 
    Kill him, it whispered. Plunge me into his heart and you will be free 
 
    “Bones speak?” 
 
    She took it in both hands, stared at the intricate weaving of bone and hair, sinew and tendon. 
 
    Kill him and all will be yours 
 
    “Bones speak to Oracles?”  
 
    She brought it down swiftly across her knee, the crack piercing the morning like a scream. 
 
    “Noooo!” Balm wailed and he curled himself into a ball of pelt and bone and scraps of trembling cloth. He was just a skinny boy, she realized, a skinny boy born with the curse of being an Oracle. 
 
    “Bones do not speak to me,” she growled. “I will not hear them.” 
 
    And she flung one of the halves, sent it clattering across the rocks. It was snatched up by a raven and carried off over the plains. The other she held for a moment. The end was tipped in red. 
 
    “Shar?” 
 
    She ran her hand up the splintered length, stretched her fingers above the bloody point. Fought the crippling wave once more as the Oracle sight descended. 
 
    “Bones… this bone…” She looked up. “You killed him?” 
 
    “He was there…” The boy pointed toward the lintel of stone. “But he’s gone…” 
 
    “There’s no one there,” said Tuuv. “But there is blood.” 
 
    “Where is he, Balm? Tell me or I will kill you with this stick and let the crows have you.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I don’t know! 
 
    Just then, the owl swept over her head. 
 
    She looked up.  
 
    “Silence, where?” 
 
    The owl circled above her once, twice, three times, before sweeping around the mountainside to disappear against the rock. 
 
    She looked back at the femur in her hand. 
 
    Bones speak to Oracles… 
 
    “I know where he is.” 
 
    And she scrambled back up the mountain the way she had come. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It is dawn on the road to Agara’tha and five men in black robes stand in a rock cut, examining the bodies. Four Imperial panthers, impaled by spikes of shattered wood, their bodies charred from explosive heat. A palanquin is in pieces, almost unrecognizable from the fragments left behind, but how it was destroyed is a mystery. Alchemists are fond of their mysteries, but this is another matter entirely.  
 
    The man they have been sent to find is not there, but others have been. The golden dragons have been removed, as have the polished ebony and fine fabrics. Tracks lead off from the road through the snow, some of them dotted with blood.  
 
    A man kneels to scrape both blood and snow into a glass jar, swirls it until it melts and becomes pink. He drops a green stone into the jar. The water becomes inky and indigo blue. He rises to his feet and slips it into a satchel at his waist.  
 
    “Notify the Chancellor,” he says. “The palanquin has been located but the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin has not.” 
 
    “We will find him, sahidi,” says one man. “And we will show him how we welcome traitors in Agara’tha.” 
 
    “He wishes to step into the boots of the man he killed,” says another. “Untouchable and Brahmin. It is an abomination.” 
 
    “Your brother will be avenged, sahidi,” says the third.  
 
    As they draft the parchment, the first man removes his hood to stare into the light of the rising sun. He is a tiger whiter than the moon, with eyes the colour of ice and hair like spun snow. Lor barraDunne, instructor at the School of One Hundred Thoughts and Acting Mage of Agara’tha.  
 
    The parchment is finished and a kestrel is produced from folds of black silk. It chirrups in the cold morning air. 
 
    “Where are you, mongrel?” Lor barraDunne asks the mountains. “And what have you done?” 
 
    The mountains have no answer for him. The kestrel is released and soon becomes nothing more than a speck in the red sky on the road to Agara’tha. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Where is my War Advisor?” 
 
    Ursa scowled, looked at the ground. Pillows. There were pillows everywhere. Pillows of silk and pillows of linen, pillows of wool and pillows of exotic, dyed skins. The Empress did not set bare foot upon floors.  
 
    “I do not know,” she said.  
 
    “The journey to Agara’tha is not long, I am told. He should have been there last evening.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The Empress reclined in bed, a mongoose around her neck. The Bushona Geisha surrounded her, cooing and fussing and refreshing tea as needed. The room was thick with incense. Dragon’s Blood Bark, if she was not mistaken. 
 
    “You would tell me if he desired to abdicate his responsibilities, would you not?”  
 
    “He would never—” 
 
    “He is proud as a storm and changeable like the wind. Why should I believe otherwise?” 
 
    “He is loyal to the Empire. More loyal than you know.” 
 
    “I will ask you to enlighten me,” she said. “But not now. I am fatigued, and told I must not leave this bed if I wish to keep the baby.” 
 
    Ursa’s head snapped up. 
 
    “Baby?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ling, and she stroked the mongoose with an ebony finger. “It seems the Golden Lion has bestowed a second miracle.” 
 
    Ursa’s heart thudded in her chest as slowly, the Empress raised her golden eyes. 
 
    “Almost as if it were a twin of the first…” 
 
    A cricket with the heart of a dragon. Indomitable. 
 
    “A twin,” Ursa repeated, letting the word find a home on her tongue. 
 
    “Perhaps miracles come in pairs.” 
 
    “It is the Magic of the Great Golden Lion,” said Ursa.  
 
    “Magic.” The Empress smiled. “Yes, Magic.” 
 
    Ursa swept her icy eyes over the riot of colour surrounding the Empress. 
 
    “The first uniforms are ready,” she said. “Make sure you attend the armoury for your fittings.” 
 
    As one, they stared at her. 
 
    “Tomorrow at the latest. You will be dismissed if you don’t.” 
 
    They fluttered and fussed but did not protest. 
 
    She looked back to the Empress, bowed, fist to cupped palm, and turned to leave. She paused for a moment, threw a glance over her shoulder. 
 
    “Does the Chancellor know?” 
 
    “About the second baby?” 
 
    “Yes, about the baby.” 
 
    Ling glanced at the Geisha – from Plum to Jade, from Yellow to Teal, from Red to Orange to Pink. They shook their heads, shrugged. 
 
    “It appears not. Why?”  
 
    Ursa smiled wickedly.  
 
    “I would like to tell him.” 
 
    She left the room under the stares of the Bushona Geisha. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She found him in the Court of Teeth and Claws, digging through the cavern once filled with rats, and quietly working his way through the bones. He tugged them from the rock, and tossed them into stacks along the dark stony walls, separating leg bones from arm bones and spines from ribs. He had piled skulls along a far wall – tsaa buga and crows, dogs and bears, even what looked to be cats and monkeys. Leg, arm, rib, skull. Leg, arm, rib, skull. It broke her heart to watch him work. 
 
    Shar Ma’uul was no longer Shar.   
 
    With pelt now white as the snow, Yahn Nevye could in truth no longer be called Shar Ma’uul. Shar Ma’uul meant Yellow Cat, and there was nothing yellow about him anymore. White hair, white eyes, and now white pelt marbled with jaguar rosettes, he was as unearthly a creature as she had ever seen. Now, he was Shagaar Ma’uul. 
 
    To her, he could only and ever be Shar. 
 
    “Shar,” she said quietly. 
 
    He turned. 
 
    “Setse.” 
 
    And he smiled before turning back to the bones. His brown robe was torn between his shoulder blades, with dark stains across his back. Beside her, Tuuv frowned but said nothing. 
 
    “I’ve been wrong,” Nevye said while he worked. “So very wrong. I’ve been thinking of the Oracles as cats, wanting to train them the way I’d train my people, but Oracles aren’t cats. They’re dogs. It doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    Leg, arm, rib, skull. 
 
    “Shar, come and rest.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this quite a bit. Do you remember the Needle, Setse? Do you remember the Storm?” 
 
    Horror doubled. She would never forget. 
 
    “They traded in eyes, but not only eyes. They worked in bone.” 
 
    “Bones speak to oracles,” she muttered to herself. 
 
    He turned and smiled once again. 
 
    “Yes. Bones speak to oracles,” he said. “That’s because Oracles are Necromancers. I know that now.” 
 
    “No,” she said, but she knew in her heart it was true. 
 
    “You were right. I do owe my life to Necromancy, and I am sensitive to its voice. That’s why I keep dying and coming back. It’s a sign.”  
 
    He wiped his now white hands on his robes, crossed the cavern floor towards her.  
 
    “Maybe I keep coming back to show us that death is not wrong? That bones and eyes and skulls and blood are not forbidden, just unknown, arcane, powerful…”  
 
    “We should burn them, Shar.” 
 
    “No, Setse. That’s the wrong way. I know this now.” 
 
    And he grasped her hands, pulled them to his chest. She could see the blood against the brown, saw where the bonestick had gone in and she cursed Balm once again. 
 
    “Some of these bones are so old, the power in them so strong. We will bring the Oracles down here and they will choose and they will make bonesticks for themselves. It is the true path, the only path for Oracles.” 
 
    There must be hope or this journey is worthless. 
 
    She squeezed his hands.  
 
    “Tomorrow,” she said. “Today, you must rest. Come up to the temple. There is food and warmth and peace. The children will be happy to see you.” 
 
    “The children?” 
 
    “Doshan and Alagh and the others.” 
 
    “Sev?” 
 
    “Not Sev. She died, remember?” 
 
    She tugged his hands. 
 
    He gazed back at the bones but allowed her to lead him up to the pillared temple without a struggle. 
 
    But for the first time in a very long time, she couldn’t hear his voice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The fire leapt high in the Square of Frost Flowers, sending yellow sparks up to the dawn sky. Kirin watched them float up, up, up, sparkling along the gleaming walls of the Nine Peaks Mountain. They looked like spears thrust up to the sun, spears of glass and steel and lichen and earth, and he wondered if they had indeed pierced the heart of the sun. Perhaps that’s why the light was so weak here. Perhaps more than rebellions died in the New World. 
 
    He was tired. 
 
    He had overseen the settlement of the Nine Thousand Dragons and the River of Steel. Over ten thousand men and horses on the Chi’Chenguan Way. The Xióngmāo had proven their worth once again, quietly yet persistently bringing barrel after barrel of rice and plums, cart after cart of hay and grasses. No tea, not yet. He wasn’t sure if all the tea in Shin Sekai could slate the thirst of this army. 
 
    The Celestial mountain gate was gone, destroyed in the blink of an eye by the Breath of the Maiden, along with most of the Snow sent to kill the army on the other side. The Maiden was home now, strapped securely across Kerris’ back as he stood watching the flames. Fallon stood next to him, cheeks streaked with tears and hugging a young bear in her arms.  
 
    Naranbataar was dead. 
 
    From the Capuchin Council to the Rising Suns to the unnamed, unknown creatures of the frozen cases, the Xióngmāo had brought all manner of corpses into the Square, laid them carefully to form a solemn funeral pyre. Torches quickly did their work and the light was like a beacon, drawing all residents of Shin Sekai out from hiding. The barefoot monk stood quietly, also watching over the Square of Frost Flowers with an uncertain authority. The Emperor was not present, having ridden for weeks since leaving Bai’Zhin, and Kirin had no faith that the monk would be allowed to serve in this new city. Only one of the Capuchin Council still lived, but Kirin was certain that his body would be added to the pyre before the end of the day. Whether it would be a private or public execution was the remaining question. It was, and always had been, the Way of Things. 
 
    It was a strange, somber time, and Kirin felt oddly detached as Long-Swift Sumalbaykhan marched up to the fire. A half-dozen men followed him, carrying the body of Jalair Naranbataar. 
 
    The Khargan halted beside the Shogun-General but the men strode up to the fire as if daring it to burn their pelts. They did not pause but swung the body high on to the peak, causing the mound to sizzle and sag as it fell. 
 
    Fallon gasped and buried her face into her husband’s chest. 
 
    Kirin frowned. 
 
    “The Chanyu do not perform death rituals?” he asked. “No prayers to the Moon or dedications to the Great Grass Plains?” 
 
    The Khargan did not look at him. 
 
    “It was not good death,” he said.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Kirin.  
 
    And now the Khargan did turn.  
 
    “The Khanil is not well,” he growled, ears laid back against his skull. “You should not have brought the boy to her.” 
 
    Kirin said nothing. 
 
    “You were wrong, Shogun-General, Great Lion of the South. You do not know us, and you do not speak for us. Never do this again.” 
 
    Kirin let the words flow over him, let them spear him in the heart of Bushido. 
 
    “There is still peace between our people?” he asked after a moment. 
 
    “Still peace, but no friendship.” 
 
    The Khargan leaned in. 
 
    “And stay away from my wife.” 
 
    And he pushed away from the pyre and left the Square. The flames leapt a little higher at his passing. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Honour 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Emperor will address the people tonight,” said Kerris as he poured the sakeh for his brother. “He will make them understand. He’s good that way.” 
 
    “They’re angry, Kerris,” said Kirin. “But more than that, they’re terrified.” 
 
    “And well they should be.” He lifted the bowl to his lips. “They lived for several years under the regime of the Rising Suns. If that’s not treason…” 
 
    “It is treason.” The Shogun-General sat forward, hands wrapped around his bowl. “But I am so weary of bloodshed. Is mercy too much to ask?” 
 
    Kerris grinned and leaned back on the skins. 
 
    “So much silver in you, now,” he said. “Perhaps I shall begin to turn gold.” 
 
    “Dragons and apes and Ancestors and cities that rise from the earth?” Kirin shook his head. “Surely, a grey lion that turns gold will be nothing at all to believe.” 
 
    They sat in the room that had once been their prison, now very high up over the plains of Tevd. The window walls had ceased flickering but were thick and strong and new. They kept the wind out, people in, and changed opacity according to the outside light. To touch them sent warm currents up one’s arm. Ancestral tek without the Ancestors. 
 
    Kirin stared into his sakeh bowl. 
 
    “And the surviving member of the Council? Tomas Jun-Pak?” 
 
    “Watanabe will have him executed.” 
 
    “Publicly?” 
 
    “Tonight at the celebration, most likely.” 
 
    Kirin nodded. It was the best course of action, all things considered. Honour implied it. Treason dictated it. Bushido demanded it. 
 
    “He also wants to talk about resettling Lha’Lhasa.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Kirin. “This is no place for civilians, and Lha’Lhasa is too venerable to leave to the crows.” 
 
    “Kerris-your-name-was?” came a voice from the hole between rooms.  
 
    “Love of my life?” 
 
    “What’s si-ko-kin-ee-sis?” 
 
    “No idea, luv.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Kerris smiled over his sakeh. 
 
    “She’s translating those Ancestral texts. Her time at the University was very well spent.” 
 
    “What do we do with all of these animals?” 
 
    “We don’t need to do anything with them, Kirin,” said Kerris. “The Xióngmāo will take care of them. That’s what they do.” 
 
    Kirin grunted. The Xióngmāo had been invaluable, providing food for the armies, cleaning up the chaos inside the Nine Peaks Mountain, finding purpose for the myriad of unusual animals that had managed to survive the Great Awakening. 
 
    “With perhaps the exception of those wolf creatures,” Kerris added. “Long-Swift seems to have taken a shine to them.” 
 
    “He’ll make a new Legion out of them, I’m certain.” 
 
    “Speaking of Legions, we’ll need to discuss how we split this army. We have almost ten thousand men and almost twice that number horses. The gardens of the New World won’t keep them for long.” 
 
    “Well, we can send a third of the Dragons to Ulaan Baator,” said Kirin. “Keep a third here to go between Lha’Lhasa and Shin Sekai. I will take the remaining third along with the Emperor’s River of Steel to Pol’Lhasa. We should make it there in a little over a week.” 
 
    “Not bad,” said Kerris. “But no.” 
 
    “No?” Kirin blinked. “What do you mean, no?” 
 
    “Just what I said, Kirin. We are not going to Pol’Lhasa with the River of Steel.” 
 
    “The Empress of the Upper Kingdom must have a seat at this table, Kerris.”  
 
    “Then the Empress of the Upper Kingdom must come to the table, Kirin.” 
 
    “She has never left Pol’Lhasa.”  
 
    “Watanabe has never left Bai’Zhin.” 
 
    Kirin frowned, not sure Kerris knew what he was asking.  
 
    “Kerris-your-name-was?”  
 
    “Love of my life?” 
 
    “What’s sell-yoo-lar re-gen-i-sis?” 
 
    “No idea, luv.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
     Kerris leaned back, swirled the sakeh cup in his grey hand.  
 
     “This is where it all started for us as a people, Kirin, here in the Nine Peaks Mountain. The leader of the Lower Kingdom is here, in the Nine Peaks Mountain. The Emperor of the Eastern Kingdom is here, in the Nine Peaks Mountain. Everything we need is right here, in the Nine Peaks Mountain. If the Empress of the Upper Kingdom is unwilling to do what her peers have done, then she doesn’t deserve a seat at this table.” 
 
    “That’s blasphemy, Kerris, and you know it. The Empress has never left the walls of Pol’Lhasa. It’s not allowed.” 
 
    “Not allowed? Not allowed? Did you really just say that?” 
 
    And Kerris lifted the sakeh to his lips, drank without looking away. A challenge. Not one Kirin could accept after the Khargan’s words this morning.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Kirin,” said Kerris. “But the Way of Things must change, or the Upper Kingdom will be left in the sand.” 
 
    “I will ask,” Kirin said quietly.  
 
     “Take a Legion or two,” said his brother. “Take dogs and cats and horses and monkeys and Xióngmāo and dragons and whatever else you need, but you must convince her to come. She will need to break her own chains before she can ever hope to break those of her people.” 
 
    “This isn’t about breaking chains, Kerris.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Kerris snatched the entire bottle now, lifted it to his lips, but paused. “Because I have no desire to be slaves to the Ancestors, and that’s where this road leads.” 
 
    And he downed it all in three gulps. 
 
    “Kerris-your-name-was?” 
 
    He wiped his mouth with his sleeve. 
 
    “Love of my life?” 
 
    “What’s py-ro-gen-e-sis?” 
 
    “No idea, luv.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Kerris stared at him now, blue eyes glittering and sharp.  
 
    “So? What’s it to be? Shall Kaidan of the Mountain go to Pol’Lhasa to fetch the Dragon Empress, or shall it be her Shogun-General? I’m fine either way.” 
 
    “No, Kerris. I’ll go. But I will take a third of the Dragons. If the Ancestors attack, we will need a sizeable army for defense.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” And he sat back, toyed with the bottle in his hand. “Look at us. The brothers Wynegarde-Grey deciding the fate of Empires.” 
 
    “Father would have been proud.” 
 
    “Father wouldn’t have approved. You know that.” 
 
    Kirin sighed. 
 
    “I will leave at first light tomorrow. And I will do everything in my power to bring her back with me.” 
 
    “Even take on Chancellor Ho and the War Council?” 
 
    “Even so.” 
 
    “Right then. This calls for a celebration.” He reached in to one of his many pockets, pulled out a second bottle identical to the first. “To Diplomacy.” 
 
    And Kirin reached for his bowl. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Someone was tapping him on the cheek. 
 
    Slowly, he opened his eyes to see the nose of the ugdan, mere inches from his. 
 
    She shrank back, flailed her arms in the air before swinging closely back in. 
 
    She tapped her throat. She opened her mouth. She poked him in the chest and tapped her throat again. 
 
    Nevye sighed and sat up, taking in the room at a glance.  
 
    It was the temple room, the one with the pillars and the fire, Chiing and the bears. Balmataar sat in a far corner, arms wrapped around his head, a knot of spindly limbs. The children sat around the fire, tearing strips from roasted tsaa buga and watching him with wary eyes. He frowned, wondering why. 
 
    The udgan poked him again. 
 
    He reached out and laid a finger on her forehead, drew it slowly down her face. Nose, lips, chin, jaw, finally stopping at her throat. He flicked it with a finger and she yelped.  
 
    “I can talk?” she gasped. “I can talk!” 
 
    The woman staggered back, laughing and spinning around in a wide circle, but suddenly, she swung back to point a finger at him. 
 
    “I wish you’d stayed dead,” she growled. She left him then, dancing over to snatch a haunch from the fire.  
 
    He looked back over at the children. Eleven of them left. Only eleven. It seemed like years ago that Sev and Zorig had died. 
 
    He had died. 
 
    He looked down at his hands. They were white, like his hair, like his eyes. The spots and rosettes on his wrists were still black but he knew that it was only a matter of time. Four deaths, five lives. It was all only a matter of time. 
 
    No wonder the children were afraid of him.  
 
    Whispers and lies 
 
    The faint, acrid scent of smoke. 
 
    He raised his head, looked around. 
 
    Setse was not in the temple. 
 
    The end of all things 
 
    He bolted to his feet and raced down the steep, dark, winding stair to the Court of Teeth and Claws. The cavern was thick with smoke, the stony walls flickering with light. In the middle stood Setse, torch in one hand, oil lamp in the other. All around her, the bones were on fire. The skulls, the femurs, the ribs, the feet – all the work that he had done in separating them, now nothing more than cracking, crumbling piles of ash.  
 
    He stepped down into the court that had once been filled with rats. 
 
    “Setse,” he moaned. “What have you done?” 
 
    She turned. 
 
    “I love you, Shar,” she said. “And I love what we have been called to do. But we will not do it this way. We will not trade in bones and eyes and death.” 
 
    One skull split in the heat, sending sparks raining across the floor.  
 
    “You don’t understand. We just need to harness it. It doesn’t have to control us.” 
 
    “But it does, Shar. It always does. I will not see us become Needle and Storm. We cannot lose our way like they did. We have far too much to lose.” 
 
    The femurs now, sliding over each other as the flames charred them like kindling. 
 
    “Your people are not cats,” he said. “They do not learn like cats. I don’t know what I can teach them.” 
 
    She tried to smile.  
 
    “We’ll teach them. We’ll train them. It’s all that we can do.” 
 
    He waited for her to turn back to the pile of feet and ribs, long bones and short, brittle and round. And his hand slipped into the folds of his robe, to the sash at his hip, where the skull of a raven whispered sweet things. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They sat in a makeshift tent under the central hub, Ezekiel Wheels droning as they spun slowly overhead. Black linen draped all around them, shielding them from the sand and the wind, but nothing could shield them from the blistering heat. Solomon was beginning to regret his decision to hold this meeting outside the conditioned comfort of the Wheels, but Ward had refused to let them in. There was nothing he could say to make her sit, lay down her heliad, or anything that might remotely resemble cooperation or peace. 
 
    “I remember you,” said the Kuri called Angela Garcia Castillo. “We’d been briefed on the other teams. Jeffery Solomon, physician.” 
 
    “Wish I could say the same,” said Solomon. “You look, ahhh little different…” 
 
    She grimaced. 
 
    “We are the original six.” She swept her arm across the motley crew. “Josias Park, Ellie Bakshi, Shazad Tariq, Georg Hamill, Lin Tran and me.” 
 
    “Reedy made seven,” said the man named Tariq through the wire.  
 
    “There are more than six Kuri, though, right? Reedy mentioned offspring…” 
 
    “Children, yes,” said the woman named Ellie Bakshi. “It has been decades now. We have a community of fifty-three.” 
 
    “Even with our changed appearance,” said Castillo. “We can still fall in love…” 
 
    Solomon grinned sadly. 
 
    “So, the mutations,” he began. “They are obviously passed on to subsequent generations.” 
 
    “With incredible rapidity,” said Park.  
 
    “And flexibility,” added Tran. “You’re familiar with the theories of Metagenesis and Macromutation?” 
 
    “Old news, but yeah.” 
 
    “Because of the Chimera virus, it’s not so old.” 
 
    “Hopeful monsters,” said Castillo. “That’s all we are now.” 
 
    Ward grunted. The first sound she’d made since the meeting. Solomon was grateful. If he knew anything at all about Damaris Ward, it was her staunch belief in genetic purity. Best for her to say nothing, and hopefully learn. 
 
    “So Reedy was telling the truth,” he sighed. “The Hypsibius cryosphoridae in the cryo process has rendered us all susceptible to the Chimera virus.” 
 
    “The gene transfer is facilitated by the process, yes,” said Hamill. “I’m sure the IAR had no idea that this might be a result.” 
 
    “So,” said Solomon. “We could all end up like you?” 
 
    There was silence for a very long moment. 
 
    “I told you,” growled Ward. “Sengupta told you. 
 
    “I…” He bit his tongue. “Yah, you did.” 
 
    “You don’t listen,” she said softly. “You never listen.” 
 
    He let her words roll over him like a wave. She was right and he was arrogant. Always had been. He looked up at the six, now calling themselves Kuri. 
 
    “I’ve been living on the surface for almost two years now, and one of them almost exclusively in the company of IAR cats.” He held out his hands. “I think I look pretty normal for a human, don’t you?” 
 
    They glanced at each other, but said nothing. 
 
    “So, what do we do?” 
 
    Castillo shrugged.  
 
    “It depends on what you want. I’m not sure this process is reversible. Even if it were, I’m not sure I’d go back.” 
 
    “Me neither,” said Hamill. “This form is incredibly well adapted to the environment.” 
 
    “I think we’re sexy-fierce,” said Bakshi. “In a vaguely cano-arachnophilic way…” 
 
    Latif laughed. 
 
    Castillo leaned forward.  
 
    “Whatever you and these sleepers decide, you can’t stay here. You can’t build a life or community around the Ezekiel Wheels.” 
 
    “Not a sustainable one, at any rate,” said Park. 
 
    Ward shifted her heliad. 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “Take back the base.” 
 
    “From Reedy?” she snapped. “And the First Line?” 
 
    “You bet,” said Castillo and she turned her strange scorpion/dog face on the jian. “And it will be harder than you think. Reedy doesn’t just control the Qore—” 
 
    “He is the Qore,” finished Solomon. 
 
    “He was the last of us to go under,” said Latif. “Things had begun to shift here in Kalgoorlie pretty soon after we were commissioned. Reedy volunteered to watch over the base for a few months to make sure things were running before he went under.” 
 
    “When we woke, the Ezekiel Wheels had already been turned into sleeper pods,” said Tran. “And the SandPit had been pretty much evacuated.” 
 
    “Dillies?” 
 
    “Yah, dillies. Big, nasty buggers.” 
 
    He glanced at Ward. Question answered. No running to the SandPit. 
 
    “We believe he used the wire to integrate with the Qore on a quantum level,” said Hamill. “It was efficient, brilliant even—”  
 
    “He’s a brilliant SOB,” said Park.  
 
    “He is, indeed,” Hamill grunted. “But for all we know, they’re inseparable now.” 
 
    “The entire base responds to his thoughts.” 
 
    “Does he still have a body?” asked Solomon, and he looked from face to inhuman face. “I mean, is his physical form still in cryo somewhere or is he doing all this from Dreamtime?” 
 
    “Don’t talk about Dreamtime,” growled Latif. “Completely his invention.” 
 
    “He had a body,” said Castillo. “He was already awake when we got the signal, but he was just…” 
 
    “Off,” said Tran. 
 
    “Yes, off.” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “We began doing exploratory missions,” said Bakshi. “To see if there was anything left of civilization. Reedy didn’t go. He stayed to oversee the base.” 
 
    “We knew something was up, but cryo affects everyone differently.” 
 
    “Did he even go under?” asked Solomon. “He’d told me he’d been awake for a very long time.” 
 
    Castillo shook her head.  
 
    “It’s entirely possible,” she said. “He may be in a permanently altered state.” 
 
    “Not awake. Not asleep,” said Tran. “But conscious because of the way he is linked to the Qore.” 
 
    Solomon shook his head.  
 
    “That’s long enough to drive anyone mad.” 
 
    “He sure as hell fits the bill,” grunted Ward. 
 
    “He’s mad, alright,” said Castillo. “The last time, the six of us took a Tig—” 
 
    “Tig?” asked Solomon. 
 
    “Terragryph,” said Ward. “Like the Griffen, only bigger.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Latif. “We did a 2 week sortie of the Southwestern Coastline, from Adelaide to Perth up to Exmouth. When we got back, he’d locked us out.” 
 
    “Literally,” said Castillo. “All our access codes were blocked and he had the suits programmed to target the Tig. We crashed into the scrub near Mt. Burges, decided to make that our base until we could figure out what to do next.” 
 
    “When did you start to change?” asked Ward and Solomon cursed her unflinching honesty. 
 
    “About a year later,” said Hamill. “Tran was the first.” 
 
    “I thought I was dying,” he said. “It was worse than all the prep leading up to cryo.” 
 
    Solomon remembered. 
 
    “So how do you know if you’re going to change?” 
 
     “We didn’t,” said Castillo. “But then, we were living out of a crashed Tig at the base of a mountain. We had no tek.” 
 
    “The Wheels have tek,” said Ward. 
 
    “The Pit has more.” 
 
    “You can’t live out of the Wheels,” Park repeated. “All the resources are in the Pit.” 
 
    “Gardens?” asked Ward. “Water?” 
 
    “All of that and more,” said Bakshi. 
 
    “So,” said Ward. “We take back the base.” 
 
    The Kuri nodded.  
 
    “We take back the base.” 
 
    Solomon sighed, wondering if this was just the beginning of something that should have ended a long time ago. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was late and there was no one else in the teak corridor save a woman dressed in yellow silk, standing beside an ebony pillar. Ursa recognized her as one of the Bushona Geisha. She was a lynx and the tips of her silver ears peeked out of the piled sweep of her hair. She should nod as a sign of respect, her husband would say. But she didn’t respect them at all so she didn’t. In a bold move, the yellow blocked her way. 
 
    “Move,” Ursa snarled.  
 
    “I will not move,” said the lynx. 
 
    “The Empress has summoned me.” 
 
    “We have summoned you,” came another voice, and the others appeared from the pillars all around her. There were six now, since the death of the fuchsia silk. Yellow, red, teal, plum, blue and jade. She was surrounded by a riot of colours. 
 
    “Why?” Her hands fell to the hilts of her twin swords. “This is not honourable.” 
 
    “You are not honourable,” said the jaguar clothed in red. She slid a pair of red painted nun’chaku from her obi, snapped them at the end of a golden chain. 
 
    “You are not welcome,” said the leopard beneath all the teal. She slid a teal-dyed dagger from piles of shiny black hair. 
 
    “You have upset the way of things,” said the cheetah wrapped in jade. She slid a polished jade staff from her back, held it with both hands, tip to the floor. 
 
    “You have upset the Empress,” said the ocelot in blue. She slid a fan from her sleeve, flicked it open to reveal a wide blue blade. 
 
    “I do not wish to kill you,” growled Ursa. “But I will.” 
 
    “Your skills are not Enough,” said the panther in plum, drawing a set of sai from the plum blossoms on her back.  
 
    “The traitor was one of you.” Ursa slid both katanah and kodai’chi from their sheaths. “Maybe all of you.” 
 
    The women began to circle. 
 
    “We are the Bushona Geisha,” said the yellow. “Loyal to the Empress with our very last breaths.” 
 
    “You are useless,” snarled Ursa, swinging her swords as she pivoted in the center. “Incompetent. Ridiculous. Who trained you?” 
 
    A red blur and Ursa spun, slicing with the katanah to catch the chain of the nun’chaku, its fierce motion halted. The red geisha smiled and released one end. The other swung free, back into her palm.  
 
     Silence. Breath. 
 
    The teal lunged, but her dagger was blocked by sham’Rai steel. The jade bo next and Ursa ducked, kodai’chi flashing to catch the wood in its blade. She swung down, striking the tip of the staff on the mosaic floor and yanking it out of the Geisha’s grip. With a cry, she stomped her boot down onto the staff. It snapped free of the kodai’chi and into her hand. She had now three weapons. Without hesitation, she swung the staff and sliced the katanah in a savage arc, tearing a ribbon through green silk. The plum sprang forward, twin sais gleaming but the snow leopard pivoted and swung both short sword and staff in a wide arc, forcing them all to step back. 
 
    Silence. Breath. 
 
    As one, they fell upon her but she was a blur, a slip of silver in coloured chaos. Steel met steel, blade met flesh, and blood sprayed across the floor. The jaguar went down, cradling her shin. The panther staggered back, holding her head where the bo had struck. Before they could even see, shir’khins whipped through the air, thudding into pillars and obis and flowers and suddenly a cry from the ocelot and all fighting ceased. She held up her fan. It had blocked a star a mere hands-breadth from her forehead. The corridor, once filled with the sounds of steel, fell silent once again. 
 
    “I do not wish to kill you,” Ursa snarled. “But I will.” 
 
    Slowly, the Bushona Geisha sheathed their weapons, drew themselves into straight lines, a fence of colour streaked with red. 
 
    “We serve the Empress,” said the cheetah. “But we have failed.” 
 
    “We have grown soft with our years in the Palace,” said the ocelot. 
 
    “Help us to become steel,” said the leopard. 
 
    “Sharpen us,” said the jaguar. 
 
    “Teach us,” said the panther. 
 
    “Teach us, Heike, first of the Bushona Geisha,” said the lynx. 
 
    As one, they bowed. 
 
    Ursa straightened but did not sheath her weapons. Blood made a river down the side of her nose. She could feel the heat of a slash to the belly, the sting of a crack to the spine. She could hear footsteps and whispers as the once empty corridor came alive again with onlookers. 
 
    She should bow, she told herself. It was the Way of Things. They had fought bravely, if sloppily. They deserved it. 
 
    Clearly, she had been married to the mongrel for too long. 
 
    “I am not Bushona Geisha,” she said, loud enough for the onlookers to hear. “And neither are you. There is no more Bushona Geisha. That was an indulgence of women, nothing more. We are in a time of war and need warriors, women warriors, to protect the life and honour of our Empress. You are not colour wrapped in flowers. You are more than pretense and show and fluttering eyes. If you wish to remain in the Palace, you will wear armour like the men, but you are not men. Neither are you women. You are weapons, forged to serve the Empress. You are Steel.” 
 
    The women bowed before her were not breathing. 
 
    “Sit,” she commanded. “Learners pose.” 
 
    As one, they did and she was proud of all the blood. 
 
    She moved to the panther. 
 
    “You are not Plum,” she said. “You are Power.” 
 
    The panther lowered her eyes, nodded. 
 
    She moved to the jaguar. 
 
    “You are not Red,” she said. “You are Rage.” 
 
    The jaguar lowered her eyes, nodded. 
 
    She moved to the ocelot. 
 
    “You are not Blue,” she said. “You are Blade.” 
 
    The ocelot lowered her eyes, nodded. 
 
    She moved to the cheetah. 
 
    “You are not Jade,” she said. “You are Judge.” 
 
    The cheetah lowered her eyes, nodded. 
 
    She moved to the leopard. 
 
    “You are not Teal,” she said. “You are Terror.” 
 
    The leopard lowered her eyes, nodded. 
 
    She moved to the lynx. 
 
    “You are not Yellow,” she said and she paused, frowned. “You did not fight. Do you not have a weapon?”  
 
    The lynx met her eyes. Slowly, she smiled. 
 
     “I do,” she said. “But I wished to see which way the wind blew.” 
 
    Silence. Breath.  
 
    Her hand was a blur but so was the katanah. A ping and a chuck. 
 
    Silence. Breath. A ribbon of red at her throat. 
 
    The silver head tips, drops to the mosaic with a thud. The yellow pipe is still in her hand. Both follow the head to the floor. 
 
    Ursa snarls, for the katanah has deflected the needle but not before it has grazed her cheek. 
 
    Her throat tightens, her eyes go red. Red, then teal, then plum. 
 
    She hopes her husband will live to avenge her. 
 
    The corridor spins into a riot of colour and then white. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Brown, abba. His eyes are brown.” 
 
    A young face looms over him, soon joined by an older one. 
 
    “You’re right, Ardeep. Unnatural.” 
 
    There is only desire, and the sorrow than it brings. 
 
    He closes his eyes and surrenders. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was late and he was tired, so he sat on the edge of his cryo bed, legs hanging over the side, absentmindedly fiddling with the GS kit in his hands. The Kuri had camped beneath the Wheels, and Ward had reluctantly set a guard to protect them should any of the Pit’s First Line come to call. 
 
    Reedy is the Qore. 
 
    Something was wrong, he thought to himself. Something didn’t add up, but the pieces were dancing elusively around the edges of his mind. 
 
    He’s in a permanently altered state. 
 
    He frowned. The man had talked at length about the IAR, had displayed a remarkable knowledge of their organization and strategies, right down to the number of labs and the name of the program.  
 
    They called it the Chimera virus. 
 
     How did he know what he knew? Was it because of the Qore? 
 
    People don’t turn into animals, Persis. 
 
    He looked down at the kit. 
 
    Sireth? Can you hear me?  
 
    He’d been on the surface for almost two years. 
 
    People don’t turn into animals. 
 
    His very human hands were trembling as he opened it. 
 
    You don’t listen. You never listen. 
 
    He pressed his thumb onto the kit’s white circle. Numbers and letters sprang up into the ionspace above it, wheeling and spinning like the screens in the Qore. 
 
    We just need to know where we fit. 
 
    Spinning green and yellow and white. 
 
    Hopeful monsters. That’s all we are now. 
 
    Spinning, spinning, stop.  
 
    People don’t turn into animals. 
 
    His heart stopped as well. 
 
    People don’t turn into animals. 
 
    One line flashing red, a second flashing orange. 
 
    But what if they did? 
 
    He closed up the kit, tucked it carefully inside the cryo unit. He sat on the edge of the bed, waiting for a heartbeat to begin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Emperor Hiro Watanabe stood, hands on hips, in the Square of Frost Flowers and the alcove that had previously held the severed head of General Li Yamashida. Not surprisingly, the head was gone, replaced hours ago by the head of Tomas Jun-Pak, last to set of the Rising Suns. He had been executed publicly, but without fanfare, and Kirin thought it fitting. Honour restored by the shedding of blood. Now, in the fading skies of twilight, the Emperor stood in front of the people, surrounded by the Sacred Snow in polished gold and colourful tassels. 
 
    Kirin nodded to himself. These were the monkeys of his experience. Strong, proud, fierce, yet extravagant. Such a contrast to the austerity of Shin Sekai, and he wondered how the city would respond. 
 
    The Square was filled with people. Tents and kilns were gone, replaced by citizens and soldiers alike. Cats stood beside monkeys, Chanyu beside Xióngmāo, and he looked up at his brother, now standing at the Emperor’s right hand. Hard to remember all the years of disappointment and shame, and he felt a pang of regret. Not the first, he reckoned, and certainly not the last. Regret, it seemed, was embedded in the Bushido code, despite its lack of virtue. 
 
    The great-geared mirrors that had once illuminated the labyrinthine canyon had been wheeled into the Square. It took several Xióngmāo to focus the last of the sun as the Emperor stepped forward in a brilliant beam of light. He raised both his hands in the air and a hush fell over the crowd. 
 
    “People of Shin Sekai, I bring greetings from Bai’Zhin, the Dancing Crane of our glorious empire. May Luck and Long Life grow like bamboo in your many gardens.” 
 
    Silence from the masses. 
 
    “You have endured much at the hands of your leaders, but have been made stronger for it. Your reputation has reached the ears of the Imperial Court of the Sun, so much so that I, who has never set foot outside the walls of our fair city, had to see it for myself. This is as much an honour for me, then, as it is for you.” 
 
    Silence and shifting wind. 
 
    “You may believe that I have come, along with the magnificent River of Steel, to address accounts of insurgence and revolution among those known as the Rising Suns.” 
 
    Dangerous words for dangerous times. Kirin clasped his hands firmly behind his back, hoping for a change in the wind. 
 
    “Of course, I could t believe no such thing, for there is no Empire as proud and gracious as our Empire of the Sun. No offence intended to our esteemed and honoured guests...” 
 
    He smiled first at Kerris, then at the Khargan. They smiled back, and Kirin noticed that Swift’s smile was as terrifying as it was big. 
 
    “But I assure you, people of my people, that this is not true. All things, like all roads, must end, most especially as a new year begins. As we can see, Shin Sekai is no more, carried to the skies by the…” 
 
    The Emperor glanced at Kerris, who made a subtle gesture with his fingers, and Kirin realized that it was highly unlikely that Watanable had written this speech. 
 
    “…by the majestic, mysterious Nine Peaks Mountain of our Ancestors. Those called the Rising Suns have been carefully guarding the secrets of the Ancestors, and we thank them for ushering us into this new era of knowledge and enlightenment.” 
 
    Murmurs now, a few nods from the crowd. All around the Square, the Emperor’s Sacred Snow, distinguished from those of the Rising Suns by their armour and tassels and elaborate helms, stood ready to keep the peace in ways he’d rather not witness. He wondered if the rest of the Snow had met fates similar to that of Tomas Jun-Pak. 
 
    “But as it stands, the Nine Peaks Mountain is a place of learning and study, the seat of all Ancestral knowledge. And according to our esteemed representatives from the Upper and Northern Kingdoms, it is also a center for war and the assignment of war. Unfortunately as such, it is not, any longer, a city.” 
 
    Murmurs and confusion. He watched as the Sacred Snow wheeled several small cannons out into the Square of Frost Flowers. The crowd glanced around in concern but the Emperor went on, unmindful. 
 
     “We are here to assist the relocation of the fine people of Shin Sekai to the most holy, most revered city in all the empires, the jewel in the crown of Chi’Chen culture, our proud matriarch Lha’Lhasa herself. The city sits empty on the plains of the Chi’Chenguan Way, yearning for her people to return. For its part, the Nine Peaks Mountain will return to its glorious heritage as scholarly pillar of all the kingdoms, and will lead the way into a new era of empirical cooperation and prosperity.” 
 
    The cannons squealed as their muzzles pointed high into the night sky. 
 
    “So, kind people of Shin Sekai, as you gather your belongings and begin the sojourn to your historic home, I urge you to celebrate the recent New Year, which is, of course, the Year of the Dragon. It is said that a Dragon year brings no peace, only fire. Dragon years are like the sea – violent and unpredictable, with incessant waves of calamity, upheaval and change, and it is bad luck for those born in the Year of the Dragon.” 
 
    Kirin’s heart thudded at the thought of Ling, Dragonborn Empress and holder of his heart. He prayed she would see only peace and life and good fortune. He also prayed he would see her again but dragon years were unpredictable and he’d much rather see her safe.  
 
    Life was hope, the Scholar had once said. And after all he’d been through, he was still very much alive. Hope could not be too far behind. 
 
    “But we do not accept this ancient wisdom. Rather, this year, we will make our own wisdom. I decree that there will be no bad luck in the Year of the Dragon, only good, for this is a unique Dragon year with a unique Dragon. This year is not a Water Dragon, nor a Fire Dragon. It is not a Dragon of metal, nor wood, nor wind. This is a new year, never before seen in the history of all our peoples. This year, the Weeping Dragons have been released from under the Nine Peaks Mountains and all the world will celebrate with dragons of flesh and blood and scale and bone.” 
 
    He paused dramatically and Kirin knew the timing was Kerris, all Kerris. 
 
    “People of Lha’Lhasa,” shouted the Emperor. “Meet your true protectors – the Weeping Dragons!” 
 
    While his sister-in-law had insisted there had been dragons, he was a man of pragmatism, not faith. Now, as the great mirrors swung upward and the beams swept up the sharp, gleaming walls of the Nine Peaks Mountain, he found he was holding his breath, hoping for a miracle and wishing for more than a bit of magic. There! He saw them, four coiled shapes glistening with starlight and mirror. One gold, one black, one pearl and one long, the Weeping Dragons of story and myth hissed and snapped and roared as a cry rose up from the people down below. 
 
    Suddenly, the one of the cannons boomed, sending a projectile high into the twight. It erupted with a bang, and fireworks exploded across the sky. Far below, the people in the Square erupted as well, their cheers drowned out by the boom of the second cannon, and then the third. Fireworks and dragons. People loved nothing better. It was a clever tactic and he glanced at Kerris, knowing it was all his brother’s doing. Kerris caught his look, smiled a smile that said this was only the beginning. 
 
    After the hardship of the last few weeks, a new beginning was a welcome thing. 
 
    Kirin sighed, cast his eyes across the sea of people. Monkeys, cats, dogs and Xióngmāo, celebrating the spectacle that was both future and past. They had little idea of the Ancestral threat gathering all around them. Today, it was about something far different, and he wished he could let himself partake, if only a little.  
 
    In the shadow of a doorway, he saw her, shrouded in black silk. She was holding a bundle and his heart sank as she rocked it from side to side, humming as if it could hear. The Khanil is not well, the Khargan had said and he wondered if she would grow stranger, more arcane in the coming days. Grief and Dharma, loss and pain. He watched her smile at the bundle, lean her face in to give it a kiss, felt the cold sweep of dread at the sight of a tiny golden hand, reaching up to touch her chin. 
 
    The Khanil is not well 
 
    She was holding the baby. 
 
    Naranbataar will be wounded, she’d said.  
 
    He knew what she’d done. 
 
    Bring him to me. 
 
    Her heavy-lidded eyes searched the crowd, found him in a heartbeat. 
 
    Dragon years bring no peace, only fire. 
 
    She had killed the boy to save her child.  
 
    Violent and unpredictable 
 
    To save his child. 
 
    Calamity, upheaval and change 
 
    To bring it back from the dead. 
 
    Necromancy 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    He looked away, unable to find a place to rest his eyes. Not the dragons, nor the fireworks, nor the dancing of the Chi’Chen as they celebrated a belated New Year. Not the face of his brother, nor the face of the Emperor, least of all the face of the Khargan, her husband. 
 
    High above, the fireworks danced across the sky, spraying the night with streaks of red and green and yellow. The timing was remarkable then, as the lights completely hid the blinking REDmarks as they circled the new city. The drone of the engines were drowned by the pop and bang of pyrotechnics. Even the thousands of men and horses under tents along the Chi’Chenguan Way did not suspect what was happening as fifteen REDmarks landed silently on the top of a flat mesa-topped mountain to the north. If they had suspected, they would have put it down to dragons, for the creatures had been unleashed in a most spectacular way. 
 
    Four dragons and Nine Peaks, one hundred rats and one thousand Ancestors, all awakened with a single thought. Was it a Miracle, or was it, as some would say, Magic? How much could be ascribed to Ancestral tek, how much to Bushido, and how much to yuanfen and the merciless weaving of fate? Kharma is certain and Dharma is relentless but one thing that all peoples can agree upon is the enduring force of will that is Hope. 
 
    Hope is a tenet of Bushido, the Shogun-General would say, of the same stature as Duty, Honour and even Destiny. And as sure as the Bones stepped out of the REDmarks and onto the rock, the drums below began to beat to the rhythm of a New Year. Was it celebration or was it war, or was Dharma orchestrating them both? She is a cruel mistress and demands her due, and her players have carried good fortune for far too long. Her players have wrestled with heart and mind and purpose and destiny, with hope and fear and death and life. Fate and kharma, destiny and yuanfen, all pieces in a game that started long before they ever did. 
 
    The Year of the Weeping Dragon will forever be known as the Year of War, of Winter Water and the Rise of the Black Tngri. But all that is recorded in another book, one almost as large as the Collected Works of Empress Faisala the Wise and the Rise of the Upper Kingdom.  
 
    Kerris has seen it, so it must be true.  
 
    Just like dragons. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To be continued in 
 
    To Fall from the Roof of the World 
 
    (Book 5 from The Rise of the Upper Kingdom) 
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