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To Richard, Sean, Micah and Marcus


(lions all)

















 


 


 


 


 


 

The Art of Tea and Stories



 


 


 

Before there was a
Shogun, before there was a Journey, there was a Story.


Not just one story, but
many. Stories of myth and legend and Ancestors; of horses and lions and
mountains and monkeys. Of life and death and those in between and how you can
see them if only you try. If you sit quietly and listen deeply, you might hear
something you’ve never heard before. You might know something you’ve never
known and you might understand how we came to be the people we are. It is
elusive, I grant you. Cats are, after all, an inscrutable people.


And of course, there are
songs. Many, many songs. All of life and truth and history can be found in a
song. Just ask a tiger. Tigers write the very best songs but you know that. Our
songs are brilliant and strong, lyrical and true, and our poetry is the finest
in all the Kingdom. If you read them aloud and just right, butterflies will sit
on your fingers and dragons will fall at your feet. I’ve seen it happen. The
swallowtails are sweet but the dragons are impressive.


There is steel. Much
steel, for cats are warriors and our armies are the envy of the world. There
are katanahs and kodai’chis, daggers and
needles, picks and pins. There are battles in our stories and there is blood
and death but there is also honour and courage and power and peace. The best
blades are forged from such noble metal.


There is also tea. Black
tea, red tea, white tea and green. (There is Dragon Tea but I don’t recommend
it unless you want to die.) The Art of Tea is a sacred thing - the making a
ritual, the taking a blessing. It is one of the good things that set our people
apart from the animals and I’ve started a special pot just for you. Hot and
sweet, as you like it.


While most stories begin
at the beginning, ours begin before then, in a time not recorded and barely
remembered. That is the power of stories. And so, you should pour the tea and
find a seat that makes you feel wise. Breathe deeply the pages, savour the
ancient words and begin.


















 


 


 


 


 

Death in the Mountains



 

I have lived in
the Mountains,


these many long years.


Yesterday I called on friends and family,


All
have gone to the grave.


Slowly consumed


like fire down a candle,


Forever flowing


like a passing river.


Now, morning


I face my lone shadow,


And my eyes are blurred with tears.


My body is like deadwood, 


my thoughts are like
ashes


there's snow on my skull,


frost on my jaw,


I don't distain the world
but I leave it


dust finds no place to land in my eyes

















 


 


 


 

Words of Life and Death
and Those in Between


Last Year of Man



 

Under the mountain


The dragon settles on gold


Stolen from the king



 

Yes.


He stared at the word that
flickered in the ionspace between his finger and thumb.


Yes.


Such big implications from such
a little word. Life changing. World building. Heart stopping. Feet-tapping,
hand-clapping, tune-whistling implications.


Five years ago, his life had
changed in exactly that way all because Pilar Belcamino had said yes. 


Jeffrey Solomon sat in the prep
room, scrubbed, shaved, disinfected and wearing a hideous jumpsuit of GM
cotton. It felt surprisingly good, this cotton, given the fact that
gene-modification had been banned ever since Ouwehand’s rat hybrids had stormed
the world. Still, he would be wearing it for a while so he was grateful that it
was comfy. Five hundred years of itching just didn’t sit well with him.


He sighed.


She had said yes.


He looked up as the door panels
flashed green, alerting him to the approach of a tech. He could hear the hiss
and click of the seals and the door slid open on Rajavel Patel in a containment
suit. Through the smoky plex of the helmet, Raj smiled at him.


“Almost ready, Doc?” 


His voice was muffled and
tinny. Like far, far away. Soon to be a world away. A lifetime.


“Almost.” Solomon looked down
at the words flickering on the screen between his hands. It was a SmartALYK
– a holocam generated by crystals embedded in rings on his thumb and
forefinger. Patel hovered over him, glanced at the screen.


“That was from Pilar, right?”


“Yep.”


“She was a fine woman.”


“Too good for me,” said
Solomon. 


“You know you can’t take the
rings with you.”


“I know,” he said. “I have
three pips left so I’m just reading them, one last time.”


Patel studied him, raised a
brow. 


“You get a new start,” he said.
“Maybe one of the subs?”


“Nah. Not interested. A geek
like me was lucky to have one wife. Not likely to find another and that’s
okay.” 


He sighed again, eyes fixed on
the shimmering word – the Yes that had changed everything. 


“Delete.”


The letters scattered into the
air like dust in the breeze.


He dropped his hands to his
knees and looked up at the tech. He smiled.


“Ready.”


“Excellent,” said Raj. “The
others are already in the lab.”


He pushed to his feet and
followed Raj out a second door, down a long grey corridor that lit up under
their feet, disinfecting with every step. It was maybe one hundred meters to
the Coldroom, but it was the longest walk of his life.


Finally, another door opened,
the vaclocks clicking behind them like a stopwatch. The pair entered a small
compression chamber that immediately filled with fine mist. AVR spray, he knew.
With contagions rampant earthside, there could never be too many precautions.
The mist prickled his face and head, ran down the screen of Patel’s helmet like
rain. The air smelled sharp, slightly acidic. He wondered what the air would
smell like after. After. Not, ‘In
Five Hundred Years’, or ‘When He Awoke From a Lifetime of Cryosleep,’ just after. Funny how his brain protected
itself.


Soon, the hatch swung open on
the Coldroom, the heart and soul of Project SANDMAN. A dozen shaved heads
turned at his approach.


“Jeffery,” said a woman. She
was dressed in an equally-hideous GM jumpsuit. “We were getting worried.”


“Just deleting my pips, Xuan.
Can you imagine the bill if I kept the account open for five hundred years?”


Xuan Pettypiece smiled. Her
other name was Supervisor 2 and as he moved to stand next to her, his eyes
flicked along the rest of the row. Claude Montgomery, Super 4. Carlos deVille,
Super 3. Ben Pappadou, Super 6. Bella Whitehead, Super 5 and at the far end,
Supervisor 1, Idris Ntombe. Jeffery Solomon made seven. Seven supers in the
same room for the first time in six months. It would have been amazing had they
not been so terrified.


“Welcome Team,” said
a voice from the speakers. “To SleepLab1.”



 

***



 

I’m sick.


Two words now, and they
flickered in the ionspace between finger and thumb.


I’m sick.


Such terrible implications from
two such tiny words. Life-changing. Heart-stopping, jaw-dropping,
pulse-quickening words that had thrown his life into disorder and chaos.


She was sick.


In a world of
genetically-engineered plagues and mutated viruses, those two words meant
death. He remembered the night when he’d received her pip. She’d been in Lucerne, overseeing the transportation
of the subs to the underground facility that was SleepLab1, deep in the Swiss
Alps. The city was locked down and supposedly safe but where there was air,
there was always the possibility of contagion. The latest – G9EVi –
was a clever and brutal piece of coding, a retrovirus engineered to turn the
immunity of EUS vaccines into an aggressive autoimmune response of apoptosis
and cell death. Factions in the EUS were calling it an ‘inside job’ and the
ramifications were sweeping through the remaining layers of government, while
supposedly immune people – many of them SANDMAN staff – were dying
by the hundreds. Truth be told, there weren’t hundreds left.


He wondered what Lucerne would look like after. Would
there be ruins of buildings or would the Alps grind it to mountain rubble and
dust?


There was a tug at his ankles.


“How’s that feel?” asked Raj
through the helmet. “Same as last time?”


“Yeah,” said Solomon.


“You know the drill but they
want us to go over it one last time.”


“I know, I know. It’s all wires
and tubes and good-natured banter until someone breaks out the jelly.” 


Raj grinned. “Everything stops
with the jelly.”


Patel got to work and Solomon
leaned back, casting his eyes across the quiet activity of the Coldroom. Each
of the supervisors was being strapped into their units by an assistant, one who
had been with them for years. Rajavel Patel had been closer than his shadow as
he prepared for this – guiding him through the steps of deep meditation,
the technique to briefly and consciously stop and start his heart, schooling
his mind to embrace the stages of dormancy and training his body to effectively
purge the nitrogen and recycle the O2/CO2. Patel had been there as Solomon had
gone under first for an hour, then a week, then three months, then six, each
time deeper, longer and colder than the last. It was a form of martial art
– this deep transcendent state – and Raj had been his sensei. He
didn’t know how he would awaken this time without Rajavel Patel’s sardonic,
smiling face.


“Hyperbaric pressurization in T minus 20,” said a voice over the speakers. “All systems check. Techs, prep your supers.”


He wondered if there would be
techno-jargon after.


“Remember,” said Raj, slipping
a thin cable over the wire at the base of Solomon’s skull. “Your wire is your
hiber-hotline. You’ll be in hibernation first for three months before the
plunge into cryo and I’ll be here everyday to monitor brain activity and
metabolic function.”


“Unless you get sick,” said
Solomon.


“I’m down here,” said Patel. “I
can’t get sick.”


“I’d never know but still, I’d
find a way to feel bad. I’m good that way.”


“I promise I won’t get sick.”
The tech grinned, leaned in to tape monitors to Solomon’s shaved head. “So,
provided there are no complications, the system will transition you from the
hibernation into a true cryostate. Then, you’ll have no brainwave function, no
breathing, nothing.”


“Like a frozen turkey,” Solomon
grinned. 


“Hopefully, without the freezer
burn.” 


“But no dreaming, right?”


“You can’t dream in cryo.”


“Well you sure as hell dream in
hibernation,” he grumbled.


“Don’t even joke about that,
Jeffery,” called Carlos deVille from his unit. “I’m looking forward to a long
sleep without dreams.” 


The dreaming had been an issue.
In the first stage of the cryo process – hibernation – brainwaves
were still active. Limited and random, yes but the body continued to function
and the brain was needed to accomplish them. The dreaming went hand-in-hand
– dark, vivid and usually terrifying. In fact, in the early days of the
SANDMAN Project, many sleepers went mad due to the lingering, reality-twisting
effects of the dreams.


“You’re not technically
sleeping,” said Whitehead from her unit.


“Really?” deVille grumbled. “I
didn’t know that.”


“You don’t need to be
sarcastic, Carlos,” said Whitehead. “We have to leave all that behind.”


“Human nature,” said Ben
Pappadou. “We’ll never leave that behind.”


“We’d better,” said Xuan. “Or
we’re doomed.”


“Ah, I love the deep
existential conversations at T minus 15,” came the deep, calming voice of Idris
Ntombe, the Team Leader. “But we cannot give in to the feelings of doom. We are
the last, best hope of our species. Rise above your fears, people. We can do
this.”


“We can do this,” echoed
Whitehead.


“We will do this,” said Xuan.


“We are doing this,” said Ben. 


“We are doing this,” said Carlos. “See, Bella? I left out the sarcasm. It
was much more evolved.”


“Can we leave him?” asked
Whitehead. “Please?”


Raj held up a syringe of clear
jelly.


“I’m sorry, Doc,” said Raj with
a grin. “I have to jellify you now.”


 “Jellification,” groaned Solomon. “That’s why we’re doing this.”


“Jellification,” said Ben.
“Gotta luv it.”


“Jellify me, Bella,” said
Carlos.


“Shut up, Carlos,” said
Whitehead.


“Jellify me,” grinned Solomon.


Jellify. Insert gelatinous
protein into every orifice except his mouth, to protect the tissues and the
integrity of the whole. Certain ‘delicate’ areas had already been filled. That,
he had realized after the first session, was the worst part of the entire
procedure.


He wondered what the jelly
would feel like after.


“No exploding on decompression,
right?” he asked.


“That would be messy.”


“Do my eyes last, okay?”


“Will do,” he said. “I’ll need
your rings soon.”


“Yah.”


And he glanced down at his
hand, to the words floating in the ionspace there.


I’m sick.


“Delete,” he said and the words
scattered like rice at a wedding.


He leaned back and let Raj get
to work.



 

***



 

I love you.


He would hang on to that.


I love you.


The three most powerful words
in the history of the human race. Words that could crush armies, topple
governments, bring dictators to their knees. 


She loved him.


He supposed that was all he
should need. He was lucky to have had five years with her. They had met at a
SANDMAN conference, both candidates for the last supervisor spot. He still
wasn’t sure how he’d beat her out. She was smarter, fitter, far more
resourceful. But he was funny and apparently, needed to offset the somber
intellect of the team. Laughter was a desirable human characteristic, something
worth preserving.


He wondered if he would be able
to laugh after.


Everyone else was being closed
up in their units and he knew Raj wanted to tuck him in as well. But even as
the chamber hissed with the cold and clicked with the microwaves, preparing to
ice and de-ice the blood in his veins, he just couldn’t bring himself to delete
that last pip. 


Not even a wince as Raj
inserted tubules into the carotid artery in his throat, not even a grimace as
the cold CP70 was piped into his circulatory system. Three years ago, it had
made him sick. Now he was used to it, harnessed it, rode it like a wave to take
him deeper into the organs and tissues and cells that made up Super 7.
Hibernation was so much easier when you initiated it yourself.


He breathed deeply, held it,
let the sensation of filling his lungs carry him through the exhale, purging
nitrogen with each cleansing breath. It was a disorienting experience, this
hibernation-to-cryostate – the microwave burns before, the dreams during,
the intermittent numbness and overwhelming fatigue afterwards. The process
brought its subjects to the brink of death, killing them only to abruptly bring
them back. In the early days, it had
killed and not brought back. EUS Prime had almost scuttled SANDMAN but the
plagues had raged and the governments had relented. Unlike people, hope was a
difficult thing to kill.


He wondered if there would
still be people after, if there would still be plagues, if there would still be
hope.


She had died during one of his
sleeps. That fact had almost made him leave the program but they had convinced
him otherwise. She had believed in him and in the project, in the three
subterranean Arks on three different continents. After all the wars and all the
disease, she still believed in humanity and its potential for good and so, he
stayed. Broken, lost, a body without a soul. But still, he made them laugh so
he stayed.


A shape loomed across the plexi
and Raj tapped at the rings. It was almost slow-motion as the jelly in his ears
distorted all sound. The jelly filled his nose and soon, his eyes. The world
was turning through a thin protein paste.


Slowly, Solomon looked down at
the words, flickering between his thumb and forefinger. She had loved him and
if he died, that part of her would die with him. 


“Delete,” he said. His words
slurred and rattled his skull and the letters scattered like snowflakes in
winter.


And just like that, she was
gone.


Patel slid the rings from his
hand and slipped them into a pack in his containment suit. He brought the jelly
up to his eyes and nodded.


Solomon did not blink. He had
learned how to control the impulse for hours. As the jelly was pasted across
his corneas, blotting out most detail and reducing the Coldroom to a white
blur, he left the world of men and science and war and disease, journeyed
inside himself to the place where he lived. To the deep, dark quiet of thought,
of breath, of heartbeat and pulse. He didn’t even feel it as the tech folded
wax over his fingertips, inserted a mouthguard between his teeth or checked the
many tiny tubules that ran into and out of his body. He didn’t hear Raj say
goodbye, didn’t see the lights go down or the hatch slide closed, didn’t feel
the temperature begin to plummet. He was merely a soul free of a body, slipping
between the lipids and the proteins, between the water molecules and the DNA and
between the very elements themselves. He existed but didn’t exist, floated high
above the lab, above the Alps, above Kandersteg,
Switzerland.


He might never come down.


Three


I love you


And as he floated above it all,
he wondered if he should just leave for good.


Humanity had lost the race.
They deserved to be gone. If the IAR had indeed succeeded, perhaps their
monsters would step in and create a better world and perhaps they might end up
in wars and destroy each other in much the same way. The future was a strange,
brilliant, dreadful place.


He might never come back.


Two


I’m sick


He never heard the final
countdown from the Coldroom speaker. His world was slipping away along with his
sluggish heart, soon to be little more than a bittersweet memory, soon to be
gone, extinct, forgotten.


He might never wake up.


One


Yes


Regardless, he would never see
her again.


The stars beckoned; the
universe inside each molecule, the slowing of electrons in their orbit, the
splitting of cells and the splitting of atoms. It was beautiful and sad and he
was glad he was going.


The world was empty, dying,
gone, like his body, like his soul.


Heat boiling the blood in his veins, cold
burning the flesh from his bones, light frying the eyes from his skull, pain
like never before shattering him into a thousand pieces  but
then

















 


 


 


 


 

       Long Night and Ashes



 

Long night, no inclination to sleep,


Empty hall, opening and shutting doors:


Deliberately I move out of the glow of the lamp,


Wait where I'll catch the moonlight 


when it comes


Falling leaves suspended, 


snagged in a bird's nest


Streams of fireflies circling round me.


At dawn I dust off the cobwebs


And
sandalwood ash from one stick of incense.

















 


 


 

The Life and Death of
Fireflies


Year of the Horse



 

Ash and dust settle


The glaze dries on iron cups


Beautiful and strong



 


 

It was uncommonly hot in this
part of the Empire and he had to admit that somehow, at some time, he had grown
soft. Life in Sha’Hadin was cold. For
a thick-pelted cat, cold was a good thing but the heat in this little jungle
town of Shathkira was possibly worse
than Cal’Cathah, and Cal’Cathah was arguably the worst in all
the Kingdom. Not that he would complain. Uncooperative weather was an old man’s
curse and Petrus Mercouri was a very old man. 


The garrison was almost as old,
with hard dirt paths and huts built on weathered posts. Parrots swooped through
the branches high above and crows from roof to thatched roof, drawn most likely
to the blood. Sri’kirath was both
garrison and penal compound located outside the village for good reason. Shathkira was a border town in Lan’ladesh but in reality, it was just
a spoke in the chaotic sprawling wheel that was Cal’Cathah. Only politicians and soldiers were safe in these places
and as such, the outlands of the Empire needed her garrisons strong and her
criminals punished. Both were in view as much for the spectacle as for the
state.


Soldiers watched him as he
moved through the garrison in his orange robes, leather gloves and split-toed
sandals. He hoped it was simply because of his monk’s attire not the race of
the person clothed within. He couldn’t abide the caste system. Cats lived for
it, thrived on it, ran their very lives by it. Sad state of the Kingdom but
then again, he was Sacred, his life easy. People would give him their boots if
he asked. They would give him their cloaks or their oxen or their children. It
was a stratified society but cats were, after all, a stratified people.


It had been a long journey from
Sha’Hadin with only one fellow monk
for company. Naturally, they had started on foot and it wasn’t until the
markets and the Inn at the Roof of the World that the ocelot, Tang Hao, had
offered the use of his cart. Still, Shathkira
was in Lan’ladesh, a world away from Sha’Hadin when travelling by ox.


A lynx had accompanied him, a
novice named Tiberius. If anyone had the right to complain about the weather,
it would be a lynx. The man’s pelt was slick against his face and his ears
peaked high above his silver hair. He had no gifting, no claim to Farsight or
Vison but he had maintained a serene smile for the entire journey and proven
himself both composed and resourceful. There was a future for such a cat at Sha’Hadin.


Through a gate and fence of
lashed tree trunks, the penal compound was not a tranquil place. Criminals of
all races were shackled to posts, moaning as flies crawled across their faces
and into their wounds. Some looked as if they had been shackled for months and
it was all he could do to keep walking. He was here for a purpose, for a single
man. It would not serve the Kingdom to take pity on all of them, though he
would have served his conscience had he the time.


Ahead, he could see a low
windowless hut, barely high enough for a man of even Sacred size to stand. It
had clay walls, a yellow-grass roof and was flying a white death flag. He made
for it directly but was stopped by a lion of about forty summers. 


“Sahidi,” the
lion said, his voice accented in the richness of the Imperial Courts. “I am
Major Thomas Whitehurst-Yao, Commander of Sri’kiriath’s
penal compound.”


And he bowed, hand to cupped
fist. Petrus bowed in the same fashion, as did Tiberius.


“Good Major,” said Petrus. “You
are expecting me.”


“Indeed, sahidi. The magistrate of Shathkira
has kept us informed of your progress.”


“That is good.”


“But I regret your travel is in
vain, sahidi.”


The airs of men. 


Petrus smiled when he would
have sighed. To sigh would be offensive. 


“In vain? But why? The prisoner
is surely alive?”


“Oh yes, sahidi, but barely. He was trying to burn down his own pukka and
was caught in the flames. His wounds are significant.”


“He has been seen by a
physician?”


“It is pointless, sahidi. We are expecting Governor
Dasgupta-Carr any day now.”


“To execute him.”


A fly
buzzed around the lion’s head. He swatted at it with a golden hand.


“Yes indeed, sahidi. He is quite guilty.”


“Of killing a lion.”


“Of
killing a lion in the Queen’s Service, sahidi.
It is a crime punishable by immediate zhǎnshǒu.
It is a miracle he has been allowed to live so long.”


“Has
he had a trial, Major?”


“There
is no need, sahidi. The sequence of
events is clear.”


“It
must be to warrant immediate zhǎnshǒu.”


The
lion nodded.


“Yes,
sahidi. It is. He butchered his wife
and young daughter, murdered the lion sent to investigate and then attempted to
burn the house to make good his escape. Fortunately, he was caught in his own
trap and was found by villagers, charred to the point of death.”


“But
not dead.”


“Not
yet, sahidi.”


Petrus
thought a moment, listened to the flies buzzing at the door of the hut, the
moaning of the prisoners, the talking of the parrots, of the crows.


“Was
he known in the village, this man?”


“As a
maker of chairs, sahidi. But that is
all. He kept to himself.”


“With
his wife and young daughter.”


“Yes,
sahidi. It was said he made good
chairs for a mongrel.”


The
sharp cry of a falcon pierced the sky above the compound, scattering both
parrots and crows. Soldiers looked up, shielding their eyes from the sun as
Na’rang took up her position on the peak of the yellow-grass roof.


“A
mongrel?” said Petrus and he raised a grey brow. “The man is a mongrel?”


“Yes,
sahidi. CalCathah is a haven for
gypsies and lawless peoples. We have constant trouble from their immorality.”


“That
is most interesting.” He glanced at Tiberius, standing beside. The lynx smiled.
Serenely. “What do you make of it, Tiberius?”


“It
is a mystery, Brother Petrus,” the lynx began. “I am boggled by the
craftsmanship that is involved in the making of chairs.”


“I
feel the same, Tiberius.”


“Might
I be permitted to tend the wounded? It troubles my spirit to see so many
ill-treated.”


“This
is a prison compound,” said the Major. “Ill-treatment is the least of their
worries.”


“I do
understand, brother,” said Tiberius. “But still.”


“By
all means,” said Petrus. “Do what you can. We may be here longer than I
expected.”


 The lynx smiled and bowed before leaving
the pair. Petrus thought a moment longer. He looked up at the lion.


“You
know who I am, Major?”


“Yes,
sahidi. Petrus Mercuri of Sha’Hadin”


“Petrus
Ishak Raphael Mercuri.”


“Yes,
sahidi. Forgive me, sahidi.”


“A
member of the Council of Seven.”


“Yes,
sahidi. The senior member.”


“The
Ancient of Sha’Hadin.”


“You
are wise beyond your years, sahidi.”


The
old man smiled at the lion’s discomfort.


“And
what does all of that mean, Major?”


For
once, the Major seemed at a loss for words. 


“It
means you see things that ungifted cats don’t see. Dreams and visions and
future events.”


“Indeed.
It’s said we can see into the very souls of men.”


The
lion swallowed. He believed, it was obvious.


“Yes,
sahidi. Even so.”


“Then
might I be trusted to weigh this ‘chain of events’ for myself? If I council the
very Empress on matters of Imperial import, then might I be trusted on
something so trivial as the crime of one chairmaker in one small town, no matter how obvious or lawless it
may seem?”


Cats
are, after all, a pragmatic people and to his credit, the Major’s hesitation
was brief. He stepped aside, acknowledging the hierarchy of race and station
and for once, Petrus was grateful. He paused, slid first one glove then the
other from his bony hands.


“And
Major, if any one of your men dares send an arrow toward my falcon, every one
of your men will be dismissed from the Empress’ employ. Sri’kiriath will cease to exist as both compound and garrison and Shathkira will be at the mercy of
mongrels, gypsies and other lawless peoples. I trust that will not happen. Not
today.”


He
bowed before stepping into the hut. The lion threw a glance up to the falcon,
perched on the yellow-grass roof, but followed.



 

***



 

It
was an assault on all his senses, including those inside his skin. Wave after
wave of grief and pain, blood and vomit, all threatening to send him to his
knees but he rose above it, high, higher than even the sinking stones of dying
men. These were not the ones he had come for. He could not be moved by their
circumstance.


“I
will show you the cell,” said the Major. 


Petrus
shook his head.


“Thank
you but there is no need,” he said, tucking his gloves into the braided cord at
his waist. “I have been tracking him based on the echoes of one contact, all
the way from Sha’Hadin. A few doors
will prove no obstacle.”


“Of
course, sahidi.”


And
Petrus turned his face to the long dark corridor. There were more than ‘a few
doors’ on either side of the hallway – so narrow and short that only a
thin man stooped would fit through. There were also no windows, no torch nor
candle to light the hut and the heat was heavy as a wet woolen blanket. He
closed his eyes and began to walk, palms outstretched, one sandaled foot in
front of the other as if on a tight line. As he passed each door, he could feel
the stories as they passed through his fingers, collected like rainwater in his
palms. Pain, rejection, hatred, betrayal. The list of feline sufferings as old
as the mountains. Odd, he thought with a quirk of thin lips. Women changed
their entire lives, embraced it from one stage to the next and emerged
stronger, more resilient for the changing. Men, it seemed, strove to keep life
unchanging and predictable. No wonder there were more men in prison. Life
excelled in disappointing.


One
door was empty of waves and he paused, laid his fingertips on the hammered
metal. 


No
grief, no pain, no sensation at all and he glanced back at the lion.


“Unlock
this, please,” he said.


“You
do not want to go in, sahidi,” said
the Major. “Truly.”


“Open
it please or I will melt it with the chakra of my mind.”


He
didn’t smile as the lion moved forward, fumbling with the key, but he sorely
wished to. The Gifts were many things, but no cat in the Kingdom could melt a
door with his mind. Even the Alchemists would be sorely pressed to change the
state of metal with all of their potions and powders. There was, however, great
power in words and they often proved more powerful than any Gift or Art.


The
door rattled aside and he slipped under the low lintel, stepped down onto a
cell floor made of mud and straw, blood and bones.


Petrus
Ishak Raphael Mercuri turned and slid the door home on the shocked face of the
Major and the cell was once again engulfed in blackness. 



 

***



 

The
silence was overwhelming and beautiful and he let it engulf him like that wet
woolen blanket, released himself to become one with the power of the void. He
understood the reason for it, was impressed at its creation and marveled at the
skill of the mongrel who had made it. Most brothers couldn’t create such a
void. It was unskilled but raw and perfect and he could breathe it in forever. 


He
reached out the fingers of his soul, felt the clay walls take shape beneath
them, the straw floor, the thatched roof with cobwebs spinning like Hanyin lanterns from above. He could
feel the heat from a man sitting against the far wall and sent his mind in
waves to bounce off the form like a pebble dropped into a dark well, or echoes
off a mountain valley. He was in chains – that much was clear. Metal was
sharp like bitter teeth and he freed himself to go beyond to the man beneath. 


Long
of limb, that was clear; arms draped across knees that were swollen with
bruises – he could feel the heat in the joints and the face. Something
about the face, bowed low and hidden by masses of charred mane – this
mongrel had a lion ancestor – the shoulders hunched and blistered. The
back…


Petrus
shook his head. Fire. Fire was a
terrifying element. The mastery of it made cats superior to all other animals, although
he often wondered if dogs had tamed it as well. That would pose an ethical
question regarding the wars waged against them, but he was a priest, not a
politician. Chancellor Ho would beat him like a rug if he stepped on more
political toes.


Then
again, if he did what he was considering, Chancellor Ho and all the Council
would hate him forever.


He
smiled to himself. All the more reason to do it.


He
knelt on the ground, sat back on his heels. Methodically, he reached to the
cord at his waist, removed a small tin lantern with leaded glass sides. He
shook it three times before it began to glow, casting the cell in flickering
light.


“Fireflies,”
he said. “Much lighter than oil. I have five. That should give us a little
starlight but no sun.”


He
could see the man clearly now, the same as he had ‘seen’ in his mind. He was
young, perhaps in his twenty-fifth summer, and had been stripped of all
clothing save his wide fisher pants. His feet were bare and spotted, ankles and
wrists shackled with lead. His arms were striped and his shoulders streaked
with blood and grime. Petrus was grateful for the shadows engulfing his chest
and back. Still, he could imagine.


“My
name is Petrus,” he said. “I am the reason you have not been executed. For
that, I ask your forgiveness.”


There
was no response. It was to be expected.


“Do
you have water? You should have water. If you have none, you must become it.
Today, of all days, you are water.”


No
response. He could barely hear the man’s breathing.


And
so he sat.


He
sat for a very long time watching the firefly light as it flickered and danced
in the darkness. He watched the light and listened to the breathing of the man
sitting before him, and to the nimble thoughts of the falcon on the roof. He
felt the spiders scuttling along the beams and the beetles crawling across the
mud and the wings of the flies feeding on the wounds. He sat for hours that
became an entire day that pressed into dusk until the Major rapped on the door.


“Sahidi,” said
the Major. “It is dark now and we are locking the hut down for the night. I
have a room for you in the village—”


“Not
the village,” said Petrus as he rose to his feet, dusted the straw from the
orange folds. “Your quarters.”


“My,
my quarters?”


“Thank
you. I would be honoured to sleep in your bed. You may take my room in the
village.”


The
Sacred monk looked back at the mongrel.


“Fear
is a curious ally.”


And
he turned and stepped up to the hall.


“I
will return tomorrow. With more water and fireflies.”


The
Major slid the door closed, plunging the cell into blackness once more.



 

***



 

The
sun rose early over the garrison of Sri’kiriath
and Petrus Mercouri rose with it. He performed the Sun Salute on a mat beside
the narrow bed of the garrison lion. After the Salute, he made the bed, folding
the blanket seven times. A tray had been left for him and he drank the tea,
feeling its warmth waken the back of his throat. The wontons, annanas, rice and
water he left on the tray for later. He looked at the lantern on the table next
to him, at the fireflies crawling across the glass. One was dead on the bottom
and he cocked his head, thinking. He sat that way for some time before slipping
his feet into split-toed sandals and leaving the room, taking the tray and the
lantern with him.


There
was a mist that hovered over the jungle floor and from the verandah, he could
see soldiers going about their morning duties. Checking on prisoners, he
assumed, although he could be wrong. In all his years, he had never been in a
place like this. He was glad for his inexperience.


The
compound was quiet and he looked around for a glimpse of parrot or crow, smiled
again at the thought. She had chased them all away, his Na’rang. She was a
fierce hunter but more than that, she was bossy and hated sharing her sky with
others. There would be no bird larger than a bee-eater in the skies above Sri’kirath while she was there. 


As he
made his way down the steps, he spied a jaguar tied to a stake in the middle of
the compound. The lynx Tiberius was kneeling next to him, holding a cup to the
parched mouth and Petrus could see water spill out the sides. That did not
deter the lynx and Petrus could hear him speaking softly in Hanyin. A good man,
he thought. He would make sure there was a future for him at Sha’Hadin.


He
crossed the compound to the hut with the yellow roof. Once again, a soldier met
him at the door, this time a panther. The golden eyes flicked to the tray and
back again.


“Sahidi,” said
the panther. “Is there something I may help you with?”


“I
wish to visit my friend in the quiet cell,” he said.


“The
Major has left instructions not to let anyone in. Governor Dasgupta-Carr is
expected later today.”


“All
the more reason to visit him now.”


And
he moved forward but the panther blocked him.


“Forgive
me, sahidi, but I must follow my
orders.”


“Young
brother,” said Petrus. “Is your concern for this food? I intend to eat it in
the cell but later in the morning. I am old and my stomach is small. I have no
intention of sharing it with the prisoner.”


“I
didn’t think—”


“And
if Governor Dasgupta-Carr is indeed arriving today, I would like to take this
last chance to say goodbye to my friend. My my, your eyes are the same colour
as the Empress’ new kitten. And your pelt as well. She is as black as a winter
night and so beautiful. I was there last year when she was born. I call her
Lyn-ling. A pet name but it has stuck like honey.”


And
he smiled but without his eyes.


The
panther swallowed, naturally stepped aside.


Petrus
took the tray, and the fireflies, inside and the silence hit him like a fist.


The
cell was exactly as he had left it. He stepped down onto the straw floor,
folded his knees and sat back on his heels, laying the tray carefully at his
side. He took the lantern with its fireflies, shook it and once again, the room
was bathed in starlight.


“One
died,” he said quietly. “They don’t live long, these fireflies. In fact, they
don’t eat while they have wings. They live to lay eggs. Not even to mate. A
strange and sad life, to be sure, but they don’t complain. Or perhaps they do.
I just don’t speak firefly.”


He
reached down, took a wonton, nipped a corner with his front teeth.


“These
are not good wontons,” he said. “But I don’t complain. I am not a firefly. I
brought you water. It is in this metal cup on this tray, also metal.”


He
pushed the tray across the straw, not nearly close enough to the man but he
knew the man would not touch it, even if he could.


“Grief
is a powerful enemy,” and then he said nothing further, merely sat in the cell
with the dancing light until evening when there was a rap at the door.


He
rose to his feet.


“I
will return tomorrow. Perhaps I will have only three fireflies.”


And
he left the cell and the mongrel to the darkness. 


And
the tray.



 

***



 

He
awoke the next morning to find three fireflies crawling on the glass, with a
second having joined its fellow on the bottom. He took a little water,
performed the Sun Salute and took the tea that was brought for him. On the tray
this morning, there were oranges. He smiled. Sometimes Kharma was a beautiful
mistress.


It
was raining when he stepped out onto the verandah and he could see the lynx
moving from post to post, covering all prisoners with canvas to shelter them
from the weather. He knew little about the man, only that he had been a tax
collector in the western village of Rhanpurr. He had been betrothed to a woman
but she had left him for a soldier in Old Delhi and so, he had sought solace at
Sha’Hadin. Petrus didn’t mind. Women
were complicated creatures, more so than falcons.


He
tucked a pair of oranges into his robes and crossed the compound to the hut
with the yellow thatched roof. 



 

***



 

“Forgive
me, sahidi,” said the Major. “But the
Governor wishes to speak with you before you see the prisoner.”


Petrus
smiled. The man did not look to have had a comfortable two nights in the village.



“Is
he alive?”


The
lion blinked. “The Governor?”


“No,
Major. The prisoner.”


“Yes sahidi. Unless he died overnight.”


“Well,
that would be a shame. Please excuse me—”


“No, sahidi, the Governor—”


“Will
enjoy a lovely day in Sri’kiriath
with soldiers and the dying. Let him know I look forward to dining with him in
your quarters tonight. Any meal but pork will do. Nor beef. Not beef or pork.
No fish either. I do love seafood. Or a goat. Yes, a happy male goat with black
patches on his hide.”


He
smiled at the Major, showing most of his teeth.


“They
are sacred in Sha’Hadin,” he lied.


And
he ducked past the lion and stepped up into the hut.



 

***



 

“I
have brought oranges today,” he said as he knelt down on his heels in the straw
and the mud. “They are likely from the local groves, but you would know that
more than I. You would know every mountain and every glade in this region.
Gypsies are good that way. They are one with the earth.”


He
could have sworn there was something this time, just a whap of a charred tail.
Tufted, he noticed. Like a lion.


He
began to peel the orange.


“I
have lost another firefly. Only three left. Do you think fireflies mourn their
dead? I don’t, but then, I’m not a firefly.”


He
broke the first orange into three, placed all three pieces at the mongrel’s
feet.


“Three
is a holy number. Man, woman, child. From earth they come, to earth they
return. But we have them alive inside us forever like blood, like bone.”


And
this time, a release of long held breath and rattle of chains as the mongrel pulled
his hands over his head.


And
they sat that way until evening when the Major rapped on the door. Petrus rose
to his feet.


“Love
is a wilting bloom.”


He
gathered the lantern, left the oranges and rose to his feet, leaving the room
to the darkness once more.



 

***



 

The
rain began to come down in sheets and Petrus was grateful to be inside this
cold, wet night. Even still, the wind howled against the weathered glass,
rattled the rattan pane. He wondered at the level of storms here, if the rainy
season was anything like winter in the Great Mountains. One could layer against
the cold. Water was much, much worse.


Governor
Dasgupta-Carr was a brown tabbeh with white splashes around his eyes and chin.
Rather than celebrate his glorious patterns, however, he chose to hide them
under layers of cream silk and a turabahn of red sateen. The four of them sat
on cushions around a small table laden with candles and food. Curried goat, in
fact, and he was certain that it would have had black patches. Men were funny
that way.


While
it smelled very good, Petrus did little more than nibble the grapes.


“Sidalord
Mercouri, I understand that we are distantly related,” said the Governor over
his surah. 


Oh?”
asked Petrus. ““How so?”


“My
mother’s sister is married to a man who is brother to the wife of Chancellor
Ho. I understand you are also related to the Chancellor.”


Petrus
smiled. “Distantly.”


“It
is a small empire.”


“All
the world is carried in the Arms of Our Mother,” said the Major.


“Her
arms are the Wall,” said the Governor.


“Even
so.”


“There
is a world outside the Mother’s arms,” said Petrus.


“No
world that I’d care live in,” grunted the Major. He tore his na’an bread into
tiny strips. “Dogs and rats, bears and dragons. Monsters all.”


Petrus
glanced at Tiberius. The man had pushed aside his plate and was staring into
his water glass.


“Have
you had enough, Brother?” he asked.


“Yes,
Brother Petrus,” said the lynx. “I cannot eat more when so many in this
compound have nothing in their bellies tonight.”


“It
is fitting punishment, don’t you think?” asked the Governor. “Losing a few
meals as payment for taking a few lives?”


“Are
all murderers?” asked Petrus.


“Not
all,” said the Major. “But stealing bread from a poor man can mean the death of
his child. Most punishments here at Sri’kiriath
do actually fit the crimes.”


Tiberius
looked into his water once again.


“Perhaps
your man might wish to be excused,” said the Governor. “We have important
matters to discus and he is obviously of tender sensibilities.”


Petrus
looked at the lynx. 


“Brother?”


“Might
I be permitted to bring some of this na’an to Veejay?”


“Veejay?”
asked the Governor but the Major cleared his throat, dropped his napkhin to the
table.


“Has
Veejay told you what he has done, sidalord
Lynx? I doubt very much that he has told you anything of his past life. That he
was a gambler. That he stole a goat from his neighbor who had only one goat, to
pay off a debt. That the neighbor tried to take it back because he needed that
goat for the milk that he made into cheese that he sold to feed his family.
That your Veejay refused and killed the man with a brick.”


The
Major sat back, lifted his surah.


“Did
he tell you that he hid the body in his hen house for days until the local hogs
broke in and tore it to pieces, along with all the chickens. Then he killed the
hogs. He was found selling hog meat in the market instead of eggs and the story
unraveled from there. Now there are two families trying to survive in Shathkira without husbands and fathers,
without goats or chickens, all because of your friend Veejay and his love of
the dice. Did he tell you any of that, sidalord
lynx?”


He
reached forward with a golden hand, pushed the plate toward the monk.


“By
all means. Take him some grapes. Perhaps he will feel full while his family
starves.”


There
was silence in the room for a long moment before Tiberius rose to his feet and
left the table. The door made a soft creak as it closed behind him.


The
Governor had watched everything with keen yellow eyes and now, they settled on
Petrus.


“I am
sorry, sahidi,” he said. “But the
mongrel will be executed in the morning, according to Imperial law.”


Petrus
breathed out a long, cleansing breath. He folded his hands in his lap and
smiled at the men.


“Two
weeks ago, every man in Sha’Hadin was
awakened by a cry that tore all our souls in two. It was the cry of a very
powerful mind and none of us had heard it before or since, but the echoes are
still ringing in my bones. As High Elder of the Council of Seven, I myself
petitioned Empress Prarthana Thereza Markova Wu for leave to investigate and if
I deemed the cause fitting, to bring the originator back to Sha’Hadin for training. She, of course,
agreed.”


The
Governor opened his mouth to respond but Petrus held up a hand.


“Excuse
me, sidi, but I am not finished. The cry
we all felt was not a cry of anger. It was not the rage of a furious man or the
bloodlust of a man on a killing spree. It was a cry of pain, of horror and
despair and loss as befitting a man having his very heart torn out at the death
of a beloved wife and child. We all felt it as if it were our own families, so
in that regard, I hesitate to agree with you that his punishment has fit his
crime. In fact, I question whether he has committed any crime or been the
victim of one. Has there been an investigation into the lion who was killed?
Into his background, his record or his conduct? Why would he have been sent to
investigate? Who reported the murders? Have they been questioned? Why would
this mongrel have waited for the lion to show up before he attempted to burn
down his pukka? I have many questions that, after observing the treatment of
prisoners here at Sri’kiriath, have
less than satisfactory answers for me, an officer of the Imperial Court.”


He
rose to his feet.


“The
decision to execute him does not rest with you, good sidalord Governor, nor with our esteemed Major, nor does it rest
with me. His fate rests with him and him alone. As do all of our fates. Thank
you for the most enjoyable meal.”


He
removed a scroll from his corded obi at his waist. Carefully, he placed it on
the table. It was sealed with Imperial wax and stamped with twin dragons. It
smelled vaguely of lotus.


“Her
Most Esteemed Majesty has agreed to pay for all expenses of this particular
venture and I believe that she would be honoured to provide those families of Shathkira in need of goats or chickens.
I trust you will see to it, Major?”


The
man said nothing and Petrus bowed, hand to cupped fist, before glancing up.


“Please
understand, my friends, that not all monsters live outside the Wall.”


He
smiled, turned and followed Tiberius into the night.



 

***



 

The
next morning Petrus rose, took his tea and performed the Sun Salute to the
drumming of torrential rain on the roof. Na’rang had chosen to spend the night
inside the sleeping room, perched atop the lantern of fireflies. Wisely, the
beetles did not light up during the night, but there was one more added on the
lantern floor in the morning.


The
falcon chirruped and hopped to his shoulder. He stroked her downy breast and
she mouthed his fingers with her sharp beak. Picking up the lantern, he headed
out onto the verandah and the downpour that awaited. 


The
rain was so heavy that was almost impossible to see the huts. He did see the
closest prisoner – Veejay, his name was, lover of dice and killer of a
goat-keeper – under his canvas tent. He was now up on a box to avoid
sitting in the swirling mud and Petrus knew where the box came from. He smiled
to himself, knowing that while he was an early riser, Tiberius was earlier
still.


Na’rang
unfurled her wings, leapt from his shoulder and the rainy sky erupted in the
sound of parrots scattering for cover. As he crossed the compound, he paused to
pick up a set of feathers. He wiped the mud from them, smiled when he saw that
they were red. Dharma. She was
remarkable.


The
panther today but there was no conversation. The man merely nodded and stepped
aside as Petrus entered the low hut. He was now used to the wall of sensation
that hit him day after day. It was like the rain – shocking at first but
soon forming to one’s body as with a heavy blanket or a cloak. He rolled aside
the door, stepped down and took his position in the straw.


“I
spoke with the Governor last night,” he said as he shook the lantern. The light
of only two fireflies was faltering, like lightning over a distant river. “He
is still asking for your death but I told him he must wait.”


A rustle of limb and chain. A
hiss of breath.


“Why?”
came the voice of a lion.


“Ah, you can speak,” said
Petrus. “I am vindicated. I thought they might have taken your tongue.”


Now, the man looked up at him.
In the firefly light, Petrus could see one side of his face swollen, opened as
if by a blade. Only one eye gleamed. 


“Would
you like some water?” he went on. “Or one of the oranges? I hesitate to say the
juice would be helpful now, not today. I’m not certain it would be.”


He
raised the feathers, laid them in the straw at the man’s feet.


“It
is odd that fire and blood are the same colour. Perhaps not. I never had much
use for red.” 


“Why?”
the man croaked. “Why do you not let me die?”


“You
should have asked that on the first day. That was the day for Death. I have
turned the wheel backwards for you and now have only two fireflies left.”


The
mongrel shook his head and they fell into silence once again. It was very late
when the Major rapped on the door.


“Happiness
is a deceitful spirit.” He rose to his feet. “There is only desire and the
sorrow that it brings.”


He
paused at the door.


“Tomorrow,
you must decide your fate.” He looked at the water, the tray, the oranges, the
feathers. “You have everything you need.”


And
he left the cell to the blackness once again.



 

***



 

There
was no dinner, no debate with Governors or Majors or panthers or any other man
in the compound of Sri’kiriath. It
was a quiet night and Na’rang returned with a snake. She ate it while he slept.


He
awoke the next morning, the last morning in the compound. Even though the sun
was out bright and strong, he did not perform the Sun Salute. Everything was
backwards now. It was Day One, although it should have been Day Five. He had
changed things so radically but it was the only way to keep the mongrel alive.
The mongrel. He didn’t even know the man’s name. He shook his head, knowing if
nothing else, that would change this
morning.


He
took his tea then held the door for Na’rang. She blinked shiny black eyes and
stretched her wings before lifting from the lantern and swooping out into the
morning sky. She was a speck in moments.


And
as expected, there was only one firefly crawling across the glass.


From
the verandah, he saw Tiberius kneeling by the post where Veejay had been
tethered for days. The prisoner was gone. Tiberius was praying.


Petrus’
heart sank.


No
matter how hard he had tried, Day Five was the Day of Death. The Cycle of the Elements, the Wu-Zhing, was unstoppable. Dharma had teased him with her little
hints – the water, the oranges, the red feathers. It was as if she had
flipped for him, allowed him to bend the laws of the Universe. He had been
presumptuous. Neither the Universe nor Dharma would bend for anyone.


His
sandals felt like stones as he crossed the compound to the hut with the yellow
roof. The panther was there again, guarding the door but he moved aside as
Petrus walked through. The despair, the pain, the agony and the fury, they were
mountains now, insurmountable and stony. He released a deep, cleansing breath,
waiting for the mountain to rise with his breath to the ceiling. Out of his
fingertips, out of the tips of his ears. Out of his mouth and nose and eyes, he
willed it and it went. Of course it would. He was the Ancient of Sha’Hadin.


He
rolled the door and stepped down into the straw. The oranges, feathers, water
and tray were gone, flung against a far wall, indistinguishable from the refuse
on the floor.


He
sighed.


“Only
one firefly,” he said. “Today, Death wins. I have tried, my silent friend, to
give you a reason to live but it is not my choice. It is not the Governor’s
choice. It is not even your choice, ultimately, although your will is strong,
Yama is stronger. Yama is always stronger. Forgive me for failing you.”


“Why
are you here?” the man whispered. “What is it to you if I live or die? That has
only ever mattered to one woman and one child and they both are gone.”


“And
you wish to join them?”


“Yes.”


“Will
you join them when you die? Or will you experience nothing at all?”


The
man looked up at him. In the very faint, flickering light, it seemed as if the
man’s good eye was brown.


A
trick of the light, surely. There was only one firefly.


The
mongrel looked away.


“You
are waiting for death,” Petrus continued. “For her black cold embrace that will
blot out your pain. This is something I understand but not all roads lead to
NirVannah, my friend. There are better, more effective ways to mourn your
loss.”


No response.


“You have gifts. You have been
struggling with them your entire life.”


Nothing.


“Your gifts have destroyed your
life, I know this. But more than this, our people have destroyed your life. Our
proud, harsh, unyielding people.”


“You know nothing,” hissed the
man. 


“Then tell me.”


“Why?”


“Because I don’t wish to see
you dead. I wish to understand.”


“There is nothing to
understand. I killed a man and will die for it. It is the way of things. Please
go away and leave me to Dharma.” 


“They said that you killed a
lion.”


Silence.


“You didn’t kill a lion, did
you? You would know if you had killed a lion. You have lion in you, that is
obvious.”


“I have the entire Kingdom in
me.”


“That, I believe.” Petrus
grinned. “These soldiers, they think the man was a lion.”


“These soldiers are imbeciles.”


“Was he your kin?


“He was a lion.”


“Your brother?”


“Go away.”


“I cannot. You called me from
the mountains so I came.”


“I called no one.”


“You called me.”


“Then go back to the
mountains.” The man tried to move, the sound of the chains echoed in the quiet
cell. “I await my death with yearning.”


Petrus sighed, shifted on his
heels. The firefly had stopped flashing. He batted the lantern and the light
resumed.


“Do you know what they call me?
The brothers of Sha’Hadin?”


“I don’t care.”


“They call me ‘the Ancient of Sha’Hadin.’”


“Because you are old.”


“Because I am patient.”


The man looked up again and
this time, Petrus could see the beard. Mountain lion, he realized. There might
indeed be all of the Kingdom in this one man.


“Do you have a blade?” the man
asked.


“No,” said Petrus. “I am a
monk. I carry fireflies.”


“I have been here, in this cell
waiting for death for weeks now. But she eludes me.”


“Dharma is a cruel mistress.”


“I had a wife. A daughter. A
life. I made chairs. Good chairs.”


“So I’ve been told.”


“And someone took it all from
me, a man these imbecile soldiers do not know, have never known—”


“Not like you.”


The man’s tail lashed once.


Good, thought Petrus. A
fighter.


“And not like you,” the man
snorted. “Oh Sacred monk. How many servants do you have in your mountain
palace?”


“No servants,” said Petrus. “We
do have goats but they are not very cooperative.”


“Please leave.”


“Was he your brother, this lion
who murdered your wife and daughter?”


And with a roar, the man flung
himself to the end of his chains but was yanked back by the shortness and
collapsed in a clanking heap on the floor. Petrus had not been expecting the
lunge, had not felt the build up of fury but to his credit, he had not budged,
the man’s claws missing his nose by a whisker.


He could see the back now,
quite clearly. The glistening rippled black leather that was typical of
scorched pelt. It was oozing and covered in maggots. He could smell the death
on him, the decaying of the flesh of his back and chest and face. He could hear
the labored breathing, the gasps that sounded like sobs, the moans that would
break a heart when suddenly, the last firefly died and the cell was plunged
into darkness.


Petrus sighed again.


“There,” he said. “You are
dead. Embrace the NirVannah, the beautiful black of nothing.”


“I am not dead,” the voice
croaked. “You are still here.”


“Maybe I am God. Or maybe,” he
leaned forward, seeing without seeing. “Maybe I am the Devil. That would
explain much, don’t you think?”


It was quiet at first and he
had to listen very carefully but soon the cell was filled with sounds other
than sobs. He was laughing. The mongrel rolled up to sit with his back against
the wall, wiped his sunken cheeks, draped his shackled arms across his knees
once more. Petrus could see it as if with his eyes. The darkness painted
pictures with sound.


“Ah yes,” said the man. “You
may be the devil at that. I am in Naraka.”


“Only the first of the Ten
Courts,” Petrus grinned. “I wonder if I will be in all of them?”


The man snorted.


“There is only one way,” said
Petrus through the void. “To redeem this.”


“There is no redemption. There
is no forgiveness. There is only misery and death and Dharma.”


“There is redemption,” said
Petrus. “And there is forgiveness, along with misery and death and Dharma. Come
with me to Sha’Hadin.”


“What is Sha’Hadin?”


“A place where you can be alone
if you wish. A place where all men grieve and grow with their grief into
trees.”


“Trees?”


“Your eyes are brown, yes?”


“Unnaturally so.”


“I have flipped the Wu-Zhing
cycle for you, so Day Five was the first day and Day One is the fifth. That is
today. Day One. Wood. Trees. Brown. Air. Anger. And of course, Life.”


He reached down in the
darkness, found the lantern, held it up.


“Blow.”


“What?”


“Blow. With the last bit of
your life breath, blow out and see what happens.”


“Then will you leave me in
peace.”


“If you wish it, I will leave.”


There was the sound of links
rattling, a burnt body leaning forward, a deep breath and an exhale through
cracked lips and a gasp as suddenly, the lantern burst into life. Fireflies
long-dead spun and danced, their swollen bellies alive with light. He clicked
open the latch, releasing them into the cell and they rose to the ceiling
casting light and shadows across the walls. Not only five now but fifty,
sparkling like water, twinkling like stars, lighting the stripes of tears down
the mongrel’s face.


“If you come to Sha’Hadin, you will serve with me on the
Council of Seven. You will council the Imperial Court. You may even become the
most powerful Seer in all the Empire one day.”


“Impossible…”


“Your wife and daughter are not
gone,” said Petrus. “They will never be gone. Not while you are alive. And
while you are alive, who knows the roads you will walk, the journeys you will
take, the lives you will touch.”


More tears now and he could see
the slice through the orb of the eye, through both brown and black like a vein
of ore in a mountainside.


 “Day One is Life,” said Petrus. “Do you wish this to be your
Day One, the first day of New Life? Dharma has orchestrated it all. You only
need reach out your hand to take it.”


He grunted. 


“My hands are in chai—”


With a crack, the shackles fell
away from both hands and feet.


“What? How?”


Petrus smiled, rose to his
feet. 


“We’ll tell them I melted them
with the chakra of my mind. I do like that image. It is rather mysterious and
powerful.”


He reached down a hand.


“I am Petrus Mercouri. What is
your name?”


The man stared at the hand,
shook his head.


“I have had many names,” he
said. “But all of them Untouchable.”


“Untouchable or Brahmin. It
means nothing to me.”


“Sireth,” said the man after a
moment. “Sireth benAramis.”


“I am honoured to make your
acquaintance, Sireth benAramis. Come, let me help you stand. I have a friend
lynx who would be pleased to tend your wounds.” 


And the mongrel called Sireth
benAramis took the hand of the Ancient of Sha’Hadin.
At the brush of their fingers, Dharma laughed from her seat high in the
Celestial throne. She reached to spin the Wheel of Life, setting the Five
Elements back in the correct order. She had held it off for five days, five
days of Cosmic Chaos all for the Ancient of Sha’Hadin,
the Brahman she had loved through all the yugas of time and space. The dragon, Kakbhushubdi, watched her from the stars and breathed
flames across the void, sending scales raining to earth like fireflies.


One such firefly
struck another dragon, a dragon of wings and mirror and metal in the highest
skies, a dragon called MAX, and miraculously, another journey was begun.



 
















 


 


 


 

A Dream in the Palace



 

Across the Stone Bridge I soared


Until I came
to the Lotus Throne,


Wandering through halls and towers,


I saw
firsthand the supreme causes.


When a fragrant vapor suffused my clothes,


for the first time I felt clean,


When the sound of a bell reached my ears,


in a heartbeat, I was golden.


The wooden lad and the stone maiden,


the
host within the Palace,


Green bamboo and yellow blossoms,


I now
see their meaning.


Remembering the past, I lean into the wind


and let
out three long sighs;


On the azure waters,


the  moon's bright
reflection glows


like a jewel.

















 


 


 


 

The Breath of
Butterflies


Year of the Dragon



 

Early butterflies


Rise on prayers with the sunlight


As evening comes, die



 

She was flying on the wings of
the swallowtail, the flutter of lace and yellow powder, the strength of eagles
on the wind. She floated above the city, watching the glow of lanterns blink
like eyes through the windows. High above the city, the Imperial palace was a
silhouette against the sharp white spear of Kathandu,
Fang of the Great Mountains. Even with butterfly eyes, she could see the
banners of her family flapping in the night wind. Twin dragons and lotus.
Driven first from the North, the banners roared and changed direction, driven
now as if from the south. An omen, she thought. She wondered how she could be
sleeping when the whole world was about to change.


Ling opened her eyes, grateful
that the room was still dark. A lone candle on the floor and embers in a
distant hearth flicking dark shadows across the walls. Mialah was there,
kneeling at the foot of her bed. She was young for a ladies maid, and an
ocelot, but Ling liked her and that was Enough for the Regent’s Court. But it
would all change soon. Within hours if the physicians were to be believed.


There was a mongoose on her
pillow and it raised its head, blinked shiny eyes in the candlelight and
yawned, tongue curling up between razor teeth.


She sat up, allowing the silk
to slide from her shoulders and Mialah rose to her feet to tend it.


“Blessed morning, sahidala. How were your dreams?”


“I was flying on swallowtail
wings,” she said but her throat grew tight. “Is she…?”


Odd how she couldn’t find her
words. They were lost like leaves in winter. Like butterflies.


“Living still, sahidala,” said Mialah. “Would you like
tea, sahidala?”


Ling nodded, remaining frozen
as the maid removed the silk from the bed, lifted a kimonoh over first one,
then the other arm. Mialah held up a pair of yellow slippers and Ling slid
first one foot then the other into them. She let the young woman help her to
stand as the sash was wound around and around her tiny waist, finally to cinch
at the back with a tug. She stood while Mialah brushed her very long hair until
it shone like silk, then she began to braid it into seven long thin braids,
which she piled into seven tight coils atop Ling’s head. Finally, a pin. Mialah
held up a tray.


“The Swallowtail,” said Ling.
“I wish to feel like a butterfly.”


“You are every bit as
beautiful, sahidala.”


Ling turned to the mirror as
the maid tucked the pin deep into the braids. She turned her head first one
way, then the other but could not see the pin. Only those behind her would see
it. Odd, she thought. A butterfly from behind, like a fading memory.


“Soon, you will not call me sahidala.”


“No, sahidala,” said Mialah. “Soon everyone will call you Your Most
Royal Excellency.”


“I should be happy.”


The ocelot peered over her
shoulder, into the mirror.


“It is the way of things.”


“I would like to see her.”


Mialah opened and closed her
mouth.


“Tell them I would like to see
her.”


“But it is forbidden—”


“Tell them. I am her daughter
and soon-to-be Empress of the Upper Kingdom.” Ling raised her chin, stared at
herself in the mirror. “It is my last request as daughter. Do not make it my
first as Empress.” 


Mialah curtsied and fled the
chamber. 


Turning, Ling held out a hand.
The mongoose climbed into her sleeve and up, poking its head out at her folded
collar and curling itself around her neck.


She looked back into the
mirror, wishing she could see something of the butterfly pin in her night-black
hair. It was a memory, like her dream. Like her childhood.


Soon, she would be Empress of
all the Upper Kingdom, the youngest ever to set slippered foot in the Great
Hall. She hadn’t even seen her thirteenth summer yet and had very small
slippers.


Outside her window, the first
brooms of dawn brushed the shadows of night and she moved to the eastern window
above the Guardian’s Courtyard. Soldiers were performing funerary drills, lions
and leopards and a few other races moving in orchestrated precision. Once her
mother died, her body would lie in state for seven days guarded around the
clock by her personal Panther Elite. Then, it would be taken to the Vault of
the Emperors deep in Kathandu
herself, where she would be viewed by thousands of mourners as they streamed in
procession past her carved ivory case. Then, after seven weeks of official
mourning, she would be interred in a family crypt, sealed away forever with her
ancestors and all those who had gone before her.


The Year of the Dragon was bad
luck for a Dragon-born. Ling was in her twelfth summer, her second Dragon year.
Her mother’s last. Very bad luck indeed.


She leaned her forehead against
the pane, eyes straining to see a specific figure amongst the regiment of
Imperial gold. He was young to be training with them but his father had been
Captain of the Guard so it was understandable. She knew he spent more time with
the regiment than he did at his own home, where his widowed mother still ran
the estate with propriety and honour. His only brother was frequently away and
she wondered at the dynamics of a family like that, if there was love or simply
duty. Perhaps a mixture of both. Families were complicated things. She wondered
if there was any family without its share of pain or loss.


There, she spied him moving
with the Guard, as tall as any of them. An impressive feat given his fifteen
summers. His face was serious but then, it always had been. He was a serious
young man and more so now with the burden of family falling upon him. There
were no butterflies in his life, no moments of play or fun or freedom. Just
duty and calling, sword and staff and strategy. She wondered if he would be a
diplomat or remain a soldier all his life. She didn’t care as long as he
remained in Pol’Lhasa. She could face
any future knowing he was in it.


There was a rap at the ebony
door and Mialah reappeared with a trio of women. The Mistress of Walking, the
Mistress of Eyes and the Mistress of Communications and Letters – all in
a riot of colour and pattern. As one, they curtsied and stayed bent as a man in
blue robes swept past. Ling straightened, slipped her hands into the sleeves of
her kimonoh. Men were not allowed in her bedchamber but this was a special
time, a solemn time. She would be breaking many traditions on her road to the
old wooden throne.


“Sahidala,” said
the man, a Sacred Pershan with lush white coat and flat face. He bowed
elaborately, while she merely bent her knees.


“Vice-Chancellor,” she said.


He cast his yellow eyes around
the room, smoothed the blue robes at his thighs before smiling. It was a small
smile, brief and without his eyes. 


“Your girl says you have a
request?”


“I do,” she said. “I would like
to see my mother.”


“She is not well, sahidala.”


“She is dying, Vice-Chancellor.
You may say it.”


“She is dying, sahidala. She will likely be with her
ancestors before noon.”


“I would like to say goodbye.”


“But sahidala—”


“I cannot see why it is not
permitted. I am her daughter.”


“It…” He thought a moment. “It
is not the Way of Things.”


“Is my father with her?”


“He is not, sahidala. He is waiting in the White Tea
Room.”


“Does he wish to see her?”


Another small smile on that
flat face.


“He has seen her many times
during his life.”


“He shall never see her again
after today.”


“As he shall never see you.”
The Vice-Chancellor moved over to stand beside her as Miahala and the Mistress
of Walking began to set out her clothes. White silk diyi embroidered with cranes; white and yellow lotus slippers, and
white Phoenix crown with silk veil. Mourning clothes.


“Would you rather spend time
with him today? I can arrange for the White Tea to be protected by the Imperial
Guard. Perhaps your young friend will be among them?”


She breathed deeply, kept her
face a neutral mask. She would need to learn this particular skill soon enough.


“Kirin is a friend,” she said.
“He will make Captain of the Guard some day.”


“If he remains in Pol’Lhasa. I hear his mother is
arranging a transfer to Kohdari, for
him to study Chi’Chen diplomacy at
the Five Hands Gate.” The Vice-Chancellor smiled again. “He has a remarkable
mother.”


“As do I,” she said. “Which is
why I would like to see her before she goes to meet our ancestors.”


“Your mother is not well.”


“She will see me.”


“I will petition Chancellor Fa.
He may agree.”


“I would like you to petition
my mother.”


“Then I myself will ask.”


And the Pershan bowed low and
long before leaving the room in a rustle of blue silk. Ling released a long
breath, then another.


The breath of butterflies.


Mialah held up the diyi.


Ling sighed again and left the
window, holding out her arms to receive a new set of wings.



 

***



 

It was almost noon by the time
she had been clothed. They had added white dots to her black cheeks, red paint
to her lips, and not for the first time, Ling felt like a doll. She had
protested, however, when they wanted to remove the swallowtail pin in order to
properly secure the Phoenix crown. The swallowtail stayed, she had told them.
She would not leave the room without it.


The door opened on an Imperial
Guard and she studied them with painted eyes. Four leopards and two lions - one
old, one young. She held back a smile, even as her heart leapt in her chest.
What an odd sensation. Her mother was dying. She was about to become Empress of
the Known World and yet here, at the sight of one young lion, she was a
butterfly.


The old lion stepped forward,
bowed fist to cupped palm. The others did the same, even the leopards, although
they could have remained immobile. The Leopard Guard and Panther Elite were
exempt from many protocols. Their eyes saw everything.


“Sahidala,” said
the lion, Captain Edwin Rhys-Montbatten, a man she had known all her life.
“Vice-Chancellor Ho has asked us to accompany you to the White Tea Room.”


“Yes,” she said. “To await the
death of my mother.”


He lowered his eyes. “It is a
dark day for the Upper Kingdom.”


“The day I become Empress is a
dark day?”


“Forgive me, sahidala. That is not what I meant.”


“I know what you meant,
Captain,” she said. “It is a dark day for me as well.”


A Dragon Year. Bad luck for the Dragon-born.


She left the mongoose in the
care of Mialah and the leopards stepped back as the party of women slippered
out into the high hall. Their moving was like a tide of water toward a distant
shore, slow but progressive and she deliberately timed her step to fall in
beside the young lion. He was doing his best not to look at her.


“Kirin,” she said quietly. It
would likely be the last time she would call him by his name.


“Sahidala,” he
said, keeping his eyes fixed forward. She could see the Captain’s tail lash
ahead of her. She grinned to herself but would not let it show. It was the way
of things.


“How is your mother?” she
asked.


“She is well,” he said and she
marveled at how his voice had deepened in the months since she had seen him
last. He was no longer a boy. “Busy with the running of the house. She has been
asking for your health.” 


Forty-nine steps down the opal
hall; four leopards, two lions, two caracals, a sandcat and one Sacred girl.


“Tell her I am as healthy as a
mountain yak.”


She could see the gleam in his
eyes, the subtle twitch of his lip but still he would not smile. Stoic, as
always. 


He smelled of pine and leather.
She breathed him in.


“I will tell her,” he said.


He was almost as tall as the
old Captain and she knew he was moderating his stride for her sake. He was
lanky as well, having not quite grown into his shoulders, and his long golden
mane was in a simple braid down his back. Kirin Wynegarde-Grey, her best,
dearest friend. Her secret hiding place.


 Forty-nine steps up the bamboo stair; four leopards, two
lions, two caracals, a sandcat and one Sacred girl.


“Where is your brother now?”
she asked. “Has he gone East like he said he would?”


“He has,” said Kirin. “I don’t
know when we’ll see him again.”


“Do you think he can elude Chi’Chen spies?”


Again, a lash of the Captain’s
tail. She hissed, silencing him.


“If anyone can, sahidala, it will be Kerris.”


“Perhaps he will catch them.”


“That is something he would
do.”


“Are you transferring to the
Five-Hands Gate?”


He hesitated, telling her
everything.


“It is a prestigious
placement,” she added quickly, saving him.


“It is not yet confirmed,” he
said. 


And finally, forty-nine steps
along the teak corridor; four leopards, two lions, two caracals, a sandcat and
one Sacred girl.


“You will make an effective
diplomat. But where is your heart?”


“My heart,” he said as they
stopped at a sliding door. “Is wherever I may best serve my Empress.”


She smiled and this time, the
old Captain’s tail did not lash.


The leopards peeled away and
the door slid open on the White Tea Room of Pol’Lhasa.
She had never been here before, would likely never be here again and she
breathed it all in. With a high black-beamed ceiling, rice paper walls and
large windows, it opened to one of the palace’s many terraces, which served to
bring fresh air, sunlight and birdsong into the room. There were few patrons
this early morning hour, with the passing of the Empress so imminent, but the
making and taking of tea was one of the rituals of her people. The room fell
silent however the moment her lotus slippers set foot through the door.


At a low table, three girls and
one young boy watched her over a cast-iron teapot. Her sisters and brother, all
younger by many years, and she let her eyes meet theirs for the briefest of
moments. She had known them only until her sixth summer before she was taken
for training in the Imperial Court. She still treasured those early years
learning and playing and painting in the Imperial Nursery, along with the
brothers Wynegarde-Grey. She would have never known laughter had it not been
for those years.


She wondered if she would ever
know it again.


She tore her gaze away from her
siblings, fixed it rather on the end of the room, to the open terrace and a
large ebony statue. At its feet, a man bowed in prayer. 


The leopards fanned out along
the walls, silent as a breath, as she moved into the room. The colourful women
flitted like peacocks to a table, bent as if to take tea but they merely moved
the cups around the table like a game. They kept their painted eyes on her
however. They would watch her every move. The old Captain stayed on one side of
her, Kirin on the other as she crossed the bamboo mats to stand at the terrace.
She did not move her slippers across the threshold, afraid of what they might
do, where they might run.


She breathed in the cool
morning air, welcomed the sun on her face. She could see Kathandu, Fang of the Great Mountains, her peak still crowned with
snow even in the summer. The terrace floor was raked sand and stepping stones.
Many potted trees filled the air with the fragrance of old blossoms and ripe
fruit. A water fountain was quietly trickling in a marble alcove and small
songbirds flitted from birdbaths on the walls. She had never been here before,
would likely never be here again.


Like so many places in the
world where her slippers would never take her.


Slowly, she turned. Slowly, she
moved back to the statue and the man praying at its feet.


All sound in the room hushed,
all breathing ceased. They were waiting on her as they would for the rest of
their lives, provided she lived. Her mother had been Empress for less than ten
years, the most powerful figure in the world for such a fleeting glimpse of
time. Bad luck for the Dragon-born.


Ling raised her eyes to study
the statue. It was the Goddess Khali with her many arms and raging face, carved
out of a single piece of ebony. Her golden headdress, bracelets and collar
shone like the sun against the dark of the stone. Khali was an Ancestor but
this carving made her look more Chi’Chen
than feline, a fact that had always confounded her. Cats owed more to their
Ancestors than monkeys did. Everyone knew this. It was a mystery.


At Khali’s feet, hands and
knees and forehead to the floor, the man was dressed entirely in funeral white,
his long tail bound in silk cords and tassels. Her heart thudded in its chest
and she fought to still it as she stood behind him now. He did not move to get
up.


She threw a glance over her
shoulder. Her oldest sister, Aradhanah, was sitting upright, clutching her iron
cup with both hands. She shook her head, begging with her eyes. Ling hardened
her heart and looked back to the statue. 


She raised her
voice so all in the Tea Room could hear. 


“Can mercy be found in the heart of her who
was born of the Great Mountains?” she began. 


Even the birds were
silent.


“Men call you merciful, but there is no trace
of mercy in you, Mother. 


You have cut off the heads of the children of
others and these you wear as a garland around your neck.” 


It was the prayer
to the consort of Death from the Ancient books. Altogether inappropriate and
bold.


“It matters not how much I call you “Mother,
Mother.” 


You hear me, but you will not listen.”


Utter silence in
the White Tea Room until slowly, the man at her feet pushed to his knees. He
released a long, cleansing breath.


“Your mother cannot
hear you, Thothloryin Parillaud Markova Wu.”


“Not from the White
Tea Room.”


There was a ripple
of voices but she raised her chin.


“I wish to see her
before she meets our Ancestors.”


“It is not the way
of things.”


“Where is the harm
in it?”


“Ling…”


“Soon, you will
call me Excellency.”


“Until then,” said
the man, rising to his feet. “I will call you daughter.”


He turned to face
her. Slightly taller than she, he was a slim grey Tabbeh with white under his
eyes and along his cheeks. He wore a turabahn of plain white silk, and
was as completely covered as she.


At her sides, both
lions bowed, fist to cupped palms and took a step back. Their respect was
admirable. It set her teeth on edge.


Her father smiled
at her.


“Would you like
tea, daughter?” he asked. “The White Tea Room is renown for their Silver
Needle. Perhaps you would prefer the Black Peony?”


“My mother is
dying. I do not want tea.”


“You are a delicate
child. Tea will soothe your nerves.”


She steeled her
jaw, her face a perfectly neutral mask. 


“I have never been
a delicate child.”


“And so stubborn.”


“It is the only way
to rule an Empire.”


“You have much to
learn.”


“And I will learn
it.”


“You would learn
better under a regent.”


“I will not accept
you as my regent, Father,” she said. 


“Chancellor Fa,
then? He is respectable and capable.”


“I will not share
my throne with anyone, Father. Especially not Fa.”


“That is a shame, sahidala,”
came a voice from the sliding doors. “We would make a splendid team, you and
I.”


She turned as a tall,
slim man in blue robes slipped into the White Tea Room. He was surrounded by a
host of scribes and they floated around him like bees to a flower. With a wave
of his elegant hand, they stopped and he flowed toward her. He was so very
smooth.


Jianguo Chan
Freiderich Fa was Sacred and Shiamic, a blessed combination. His eyes were
large and very blue, and his face, ears and hands were brown as cacao. He wore
a wide cap of trimmed gold across his forehead and it was said that his
cheekbones could slice paper. As remarkable as his pelt was, it was his
whiskers that set him apart. Most cats trimmed, shaved or plucked their
whiskers, believing it made them more Ancestral but not Fa. He waxed and shaped
them, trained them to fall down and join beneath his chin in a series of jade
beads. It made him look very exotic and wise and everyone in Pol’Lhasa
feared him, just a little.


He stopped and bowed, hands clasped within the
folds of his blue robes. 


“Sahidala,” he repeated. “Vice-Chancellor Ho has told me
of your request to see your mother. Alas, I must deny you.”


As smooth as cream.


“Why?” she asked.


“Your mother, our most esteemed and holy
Empress, Daughter of the Great Mountains, is asleep.”


“Asleep?”


“And she will likely never awaken. She will be
with her Ancestors before noon.”


“It is almost noon now.”


“Indeed. What a pity.” He ran ringed fingers
along his whiskers. “If there were a Regency, perhaps we might make an
exception.”


“There will be no Regency.”


“Another pity.”


She swallowed, threw a quick glance to the young
lion standing several paces away. His expression was neutral, as always, and
not for the first time, she cursed her life. Duty and ritual, ceremony and
poise. It was all artifice - bound with tradition but empty of meaning.
Beautiful butterflies dancing on the breeze, dead by morning.


“You will regret this once I am Empress.”


“Perhaps, sahidala,
but I am Chancellor now.” He stepped
back, bowed to her father. “The Court is drawing up the papers as we speak.”


“Excellent, Chancellor,” said her father. “You
are as capable as you are honorable.”


Her heart thudded in her chest.


“No!” she snapped, her voice echoing off the
walls of the White Tea. “I will not accept a Regency.”


“You will have no choice. The Empress is
signing the request as we speak.”


“You said the Empress was sleeping.”


“My mistake.”


Her throat tightened.


“This is a coup,” she hissed, keeping her
voice low but she hated it. It sounded young and girlish. “You and my father
have conspired to take the throne from me.”


“That is a bold accusation, sahidala,” said Fa.


“And completely unfounded, my daughter,” said
her father.


She suddenly felt very small, resisted
throwing a glance at her only friend in the world. This was no place for him.
His career would be shipwrecked if she drew him into this. She kept her gaze
level, her tongue restrained.


“I am not surprised at your behaviour,
Father,” she said evenly. “But I had hoped Fa above this.”


“There is no coup, sahidala. There is no conspiracy. There is the working of a young
and overactive imagination. Too much time spent in the Imperial nursery. I
warned your mother against this.”


Such politics so early in the day. Her chest
ached from holding her breath.


“This,” Fa continued, “Is merely the working
of the Imperial Court. But of course, you are too young to know. You have no
experience.”


“I will not allow it,” she said. 


“You cannot stop it. It is done.”


“I wish to see my mother. I wish to hear it
from her lips.”


“She is dying, sahidala. You do not need to see that.”


“I am not a butterfly. I am Thothloryn
Parillaud Markova Wu,” she announced so that all in the White Tea Room sat up.
“Daughter of the Shagar’mathah, heir
of the Great Mountains!”


There was silence for a long moment as the
Chancellor stroked his whiskers.


“You are a spoiled, presumptuous little girl,”
he purred. “Playing dress up in a little girl’s slippers and robes. Perhaps in
six summers, you will be able to fill your mother’s glorious shoes but for now,
you will yield to the will of the Court.”


Bad luck for the
Dragon-born. She was defeated before she had
even begun. A dancing butterfly, dead by morning.


“Forgive me, sahidala,” came another voice and she looked up to see
Vice-Chancellor Ho flowing through the sliding door. With his ivory face atop
the blue robes, he looked like a white-capped wave. Fa’s tail lashed at the
sight of him and Ling turned the thought over in her mind. Tensions were rife
in the government, she realized; tensions not caused from the passing of the
Empress alone. She had so much to learn.


Ho paused and bowed, hands hidden within his
great sleeves.


“The Empress has asked for you, sahidala,” he said. “If you still wish
to see her.”


Fa’s eyes flashed.


“Impossible,” he snapped. “She is not well.”


“She is the Empress,” said Ho. “Her will is as
iron as it is law.”


“Has she signed the papers?”


“Papers, sahidi?
What papers are you referring to?”


Ho smiled innocently.


And suddenly, she knew. 


It had all changed in the beat of a heart.
There had indeed been a coup, a conspiracy, an overthrow of power but it had
been so subtle that no one had suspected it. Like a cobra, no one had even seen
it raise its head, let alone the strike. Politics was a game, she realized and
Ho as skilled as any and she embraced his play with a wicked glee that she
never knew she possessed. Her youth would forever define her now, with such a
man at her side.


She raised her chin and leveled her eyes at
Chancellor Fa.


“How old are you, Fa? Have you seen your
forty-eighth summer?”


“This year, sahidala,” he growled through gritted teeth.


“Bad
luck for the Dragon-born,” she said.


Suddenly, a gong sounded from deep within the
palace. Once, twice, three times, it rang – it’s tone deep and ominous
and the little birds on the terrace lifted from their branches at the tremor.
Four, five, six times the gong sounded, changing the world with each chime
until the seventh, loud, long and final, reverberating through the White Tea,
across the terrace, around the World.


Outside, a plume of white smoke escaped a
chimney and the entire kingdom was plunged into mourning. 


The Empress was dead. Long live the Empress.


Fa dropped to his knees, then his elbows,
laying his forehead on the floor at her feet. Ho and her father followed and
like a ripple on a pond, every knee, elbow and forehead kissed the floor as
they bowed before her. The White Tea Room was a sea of backs and outstretched
arms and she took first one breath, then another to still the racing of her
heart.


“Rise,” she said, her voice far too small for
the World.


They did, all eyes upon her now. For the rest
of her life, all eyes would be upon her.


“Chancellor Ho,” she said. “Will you escort me
to my mother?”


“I…” Ho blinked his great yellow eyes. He
looked like an owl. “I…”


“Your Excellency,” said Fa but she stopped him
with a wave of her fingers.


“Fa, you are dismissed. I thank you for your
many years of service to the Kingdom. You have until the end of the day to
remove your presence from your office on the third floor. Go in peace, but go.”


She turned to the Pershan.


“I ask again. Chancellor Ho, will you escort
me to my mother?”


He bowed deeply and with great pride.


“I live to serve you, Most Honoured
Excellency.”


He turned and flowed like a wave across the
Tea Room floor, but before she moved, she stole a glance at Kirin, his
expressionless face, his unyielding posture. In one breath, she had gone from
friend to Empress. She now owned everything in the entire world – lands
and armies and riches and titles but she would never again see his smile. 


It was a door closing.


“Excellency?” called Ho.


She steeled her will and followed.



 

***



 

The Room of Dying Swallows was filled with
women. Simply clad women preparing mixtures and potions for the embalming of
the body. It all smelled of incense and Ling wondered if any of the women were
Alchemists. It would make sense. She had never met an Alchemist, had heard
stories of their craft and mystery.


Chancellor Ho was at her side. She did not
move her face.


“Who is First Mage of Agaratha?” she asked.


“Jet barraDunne, Excellency,” he said. “A more
noble and skilled Alchemist you will never meet. He is a legend.”


 She nodded.


“Would he make a progressive addition to my
new Council?”


“Most progressive, Excellency.”


“And you believe you could work with him to
advance the Kingdom?”


“It would be an honour, Excellency.”


“Summon him,” she said.


The women had turned at the sight of her, had
immediately bent their knees and lowered their eyes. They however did not
genuflect as those in the White Tea had done. No, these were working women,
allowed to bow with only knees and eyes. It was the way of things and for once,
completely appropriate.


Behind them was a kang bed and upon it, a body under a sheet of raw silk. Her heart
thudded once in her chest.


Chancellor Ho shifted beside her.


“You do not need to stay, Excellency,” he
began. “There is nothing here for you to do.”


“Thank you, Chancellor,” she said. “But I wish
to be alone with my mother.”


The women exchanged painted glances. The
Mistresses of Eyes, of Walking and of Communications and Letters appeared at
her other side.


“Excellency, it is unseemly for you to be in
the room with the dead,” said Mistress of Communications and Letters. 


“We must make preparations for your
coronation,” said Mistress of Walking.


“And you must be seen offering prayers and
incense at the Temple Shrine,” said Mistress of Eyes. “It will be a comfort
your people.”


“My people,” Ling repeated. “My people.”


“Yes,” said Mistresses of Walking. “You are
mother to your people now.”


“Then I am mother to you,” said Ling. “And I
would like you to leave.”


From the hallway, a man coughed. She looked
out to see Kirin with the rest of the Imperial Guard. The old Captain’s tail
lashed and Kirin looked down at his feet. She smiled to herself, wondering if
things might not change so very much after all.


“Your Most Royal Excellency,” said Chancellor
Ho. “These hard working women will be too happy to allow you a moment with your
Most Sacred Mother. We will be waiting outside this door until the release of
the doves.”


The release of the doves, signaling the ascent
of her mother’s chi, her línghún, to the heavens. Traditionally,
they were released at the moment of death, but with a death as significant as
her mother’s, there were rules for the correct number of doves, rituals
regarding their specific release, and so on. It was the way of things.


“Yes,” she said. “Until the
release of the doves.”


With a small bow, the Chancellor
stood aside, commanding all the women in the room with his great yellow stare.
Finally, he himself stepped back, sliding the door closed and for the first
time in all her life, she was alone.


She looked around the room. It
was small, very white and made entirely from marble. The walls were so angled
that they formed a circle and above, a vaulted ceiling mirrored the angles of
the walls with intricately painted cedar. There was a single window high up so
that the bright spear of Kathandu
could be seen and banners hung from the rafters, moving ever so slightly on the
smoke of the incense. They were painted with images of all manner of birds
– from swallows to cranes to eagles in the sad, beautiful throes of
death. 


The painted cedar, the window,
the banners, the curling smoke - everything drew the eye and the chi, away from
the cold marble and upwards to heaven. 


One banner hung above the kang bed – a dragon curled upon
itself, eyes rolled upwards, tongue protruding, blood dripping from its jaws
and staining the banner red.


The death of dragons.


She knelt down next to kang and the body under the sheet, let
her eyes roam over the bumps of feet and nose. There was no one in the Room of
Dying Swallows, no one at all, so she reached trembling fingers to pluck at the
sheet, pull it down over the lifeless ebony face of Prarthana Thereza Markova Wu, her mother.


She sat for a long while, studying the face she should have
known well but could barely remember. The pelt as black as night, shining with
blue highlights like her own. The forehead curved, the proud brow, the high
cheekbones. Her cheeks were sunken, however, her eye sockets hollow. The
illness had been swift and sudden and as yet undetermined, and poison had not
been ruled out.


Hence the tension. It all made sense but surely, no one
would poison the Empress.


Her mother’s hair was loose likely for the
first time since becoming Empress. It fell across the base of the kang like spider silk and Ling touched
it with the tips of her fingers. Brittle, she thought, not like the satin of
her youth. But her mother was very young, not yet in her twenty-eighth summer,
far too young for brittle hair and sunken cheeks.


The last time she had seen her mother, it had
been purely by chance. An accidental meeting in the Imperial Library. All too
short. She had been ten.


She felt her throat tighten.


“How could you, Māmā,” she whispered. “How could you do this to
me?”


The room did not answer.


“I am too young for this. I am too willful.
You should have taught me what I need to know but now, I must learn things by
myself and these are such dangerous things. Maybe I should have agreed to a
Regency but I don’t know whom to trust, or why to trust, or even how. I trust
Kirin Wynegarde-Grey and perhaps his brother but beyond them, whom? I have
already made an enemy in ex-Chancellor Fa and an ally in Ho, but at what cost?”



Her voice echoed off the marble like whistling
bamboo.


“And one day, I will have to marry a Sacred
man but I don’t want to marry anyone so how will I know? Will the Council tell
me whom to marry and as Empress, I obey? How will I raise my daughters and
sons? How will I weigh the requests of the Council or judge the rightness of
their claims? When do I go to war with the
Chi’Chen and when do I make peace? When do I rain fire down on the land of
the dogs and when do I increase the patrols on the Wall? How can I strengthen
the Empire when I’ve never even left these halls?”


For some reason, her eyes were stinging.
Tears. Tears for a woman she barely knew.


“All this pretense, for what? Why are our
people like this? Why couldn’t you be more than Empress? Why couldn’t you be my
mother?”


Her chest was aching and she fought back the
shudders.


“I could have loved you, Māmā. I would
have. It is all I have ever wanted.”


And she leaned forward, her forehead touching
her mother’s, not caring that the Phoenix crown slipped from its position atop
her very small head. She pulled her hands up to grip the sheet as the shudders
won, buried her face in the lifeless curve between chin and chest. Tears ran
down her mother’s neck to stain the silk as a little girl wept for the very
last time. The death of dragons, the weeping of swallows.


Bad luck
for the Dragon-born.


Finally, after what seemed like hours, the
tears ran dry and the shudders waned, leaving only pebbles of breathing in
their wake.


She straightened, wiped her cheeks with her
palms, not caring that the white dots had been smeared or the paint on her lips
smudged. Carefully, she pushed the Phoenix crown back into position, reached
for the pins to keep it secure. Paused at the touch of the swallowtail pin
hidden deep in her coiled hair.


She wiggled it free, held it a moment in her
palm.


“The Breath of Butterflies,” she said softly.
“You are the Swallowtail, Māmā, the beautiful, fragile butterfly, whose life
is cut short at the first wind of autumn. That is not me. That will not be me.”


She let her eyes drift up to the Dragon banner
and beyond it to the lone window and the peak of Kathandu, Fang of the Great Mountains.


“No, I am not a butterfly. I am Iron. I am
Stone. I will become the Great Mountains and I will rule for me, as much as for
our people. There will be no bad luck for me this year or any year. I am a
Dragon Empress and I will rule like one.”


And she reached forward, sliding the pin into
her mother’s hair when the Room of Dying Swallows trembled at the low drone of
the dungchen. The horn sounded once,
twice, three times and a great flurry of wings rushed past the window, rattling
the glass and casting flickering shadows from the sun. The doves had been
released, she realized. It was over and yet, only begun.


Behind her, the door slid open and she rose to
her feet, turned. Amid the throng of women and guards, Chancellor Ho smiled at
her, his great yellow eyes beaming with approval. She gathered her breath into
her chest and arched her neck, holding her head like a swan. The little girl
who dreamed of butterflies was gone. What was left was iron.


And so with tea and intrigue and the flutter
of wings, that is how Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu, daughter of the Shagar’mathah, heir of the Great
Mountains became the Dragon Empress in her twelfth summer. 


And still, on some nights, she would dream of
butterflies.



 
















 


 


 


 


 

Lament for a Restless Woman



 

Still, no dream comes to her,


the split-bamboo-made mat cool


on the silver-inlaid bed.


The deep blue skies appear like water,


the night clouds nothing
but mist.


The cries of the wild geese journey


as far as the Great
Mountains.


The moon continues shining


into her room.


But there is
only bamboo and silver


And still no
dream comes to her.



 


 
















 


 


 

Song of Silver and Steel


Year of the Dog



 

Steel will win the day


But songs attend the night when


Swords lay down to rest



 


 

It was not a day for Yin.


It was a day for Yang. A day
for summer and sunshine and warmth, for speed and strength, for men and power
and battles. A day of threes and of sevens, of swords and of steel. A day to
glory in the army of the Upper Kingdom and the honour of her men. A tribute to
their Most Holy Empress in all her majesty and might, but not for her yin.


It was not a day for women.


“How many this time,” Kirin
asked and the young lion next to him grunted.


“Seven,” said the lion. “What
did you expect?”


Kirin held back a grin. Middle
Captain Liam al’Massay-Carr was in fine spirits this morning as they strode
toward the armory doors. He had arrived from Path’na only last night and together, the pair had stayed up far
too late, remembering the days spent at the Gate of Five Hands under Captain
Ben Shin-Portsmith and Bo Fujihara, the new Chi’Chen
ambassador. Liam had indulged in a few too many pots of sakeh, while Kirin
had nursed his one long into the night.


“Seven,” said Kirin. “Of
course. I should have known.”


Leopards watched their
approach, swung the heavy doors to let them pass into the armory, and the Hall
of the Tang echoed as the floor changed from marble to stone. It was dimly lit
and cold but the smell of oiled steel was as familiar as horses or leather or
home.


“I hope I can find a better one
this time,” grumbled Liam. “The last one was useless. Couldn’t swing a sword if
he tried.”


“Was he lion?”


“In breeding, I suppose. And I
suppose I should be grateful that he found a posting more to his, shall we say,
delicate nature.”


“Delicate? A delicate soldier?”
Kirin glanced at him as they walked. “Where is he now?”


“The School of One Hundred
Thoughts. He’s decided to teach Chai’Chi warrior-style.”


“Liam…” Kirin shook his head.


“It’s true, Kirin. I swear.
He’s a bloody dancer now, here in Dharamshallah.”


Now he did smile. The thought
of dancing soldiers was something only Liam could think of. Liam or Kerris, and
not for the first time, he wondered where his brother was.


“Ben’s dead, you know,” Liam
went on. “Did I tell you that?”


“Ben? No.”


“Took a bloody whistling arrow
in the thigh. Never got it looked at. Bloody dogs.”


“Did he get the black-rot?”


al’Massay-Carr shook his head.
“Took the last road off the Wall one night. That has more honour than dying
piece by bloody piece. His second, Windsor-Chan, has the posting now.”


Kirin grunted. Ben
Shin-Portsmith had been a good Captain and brilliant diplomat. Between him,
Fujihara and the Empire’s celebrated Kaidan, there was now a glimmer of peace
between the two nations.


Another door, two more leopards
and this time, the footing changed from stone to earth. They paused as the door
opened onto a great courtyard filled with soldiers.


A day for Yang.


The two lions exchanged glances
before stepping out into the sunlight.


It was the training grounds of Sri’Pol’Lhasa, a garrison situated at
the base of the palace herself. High above, her many winged roofs and blackened
cedar beams gleamed like gold in the early-morning sun. Kirin smiled now and
swept his eyes across the arena. Soldiers practicing drills and marching in precise
patterns, polishing weapons and binding sword hilts, smoothing the bamboo and
rattan of the bos. In a corner, several men moved like sharp water, performing
the Sun Salute of Chai’Yogath and
Imperial horses worked along the
outsides of the courtyard, heavily-muscled and sweating foam from their
exertions.


Home.


“Have you been assigned a horse
yet?” asked Kirin, shading his eyes and scanning the yard for the Master of
Recruits.


“Not yet,” said Liam. “I’m
still partial to my stallion, Kaballah. He’s a fine leggy Marwari.”


“He’s not Imperial.”


“You are so gold,” Liam
snorted. “Everything must be perfect for you.”


Kirin grinned again. “Life in Dharamshallah, my friend. As gold as
gold can be.” 


“You’ll find yourself a golden
stallion, then?”


“First is luck,” he said. 


“Oh, you will fall one day,
Kirin,” grinned Liam. “But never fear. I’ll be there to pick you up. Laugh
first, then pick you up.”


He spied the Master of Recruits
standing next to the Master at Arms. Both leopards, they were chatting and
watching everything in the court with quick eyes that sharpened once they fell
upon the pair. ‘The Recruits’ were sparring in the center of the yard as if the
drills couldn’t come soon enough. Some sparred with swords, some with staffs,
others in fierce hand to hand that was poetry to watch. They were not new
recruits, rather experienced officers who had been sent from elevated garrisons
- soldiers who had too quickly risen in the ranks of their peers and had been
recommended for promotion above the normal ranking system outside their
districts. Here and today, three would be chosen to serve as adjutants to the
three new Middle Captains and it would solely be a test of combat skills
followed by an interview. Compatibility was a requisite, unlike dancing.


Both he and Liam bowed, fist to
cupped palm, as they approached the Masters. The Masters bowed back.
Unnecessary but good form, and the four fell in line to watch the recruits and
await the third Middle Captain.


“Who is our third, Esteemed
Masters?” Kirin asked. 


“Middle Captain Devraj
Trevisan-White,” said the Master of Recruits. He was a leopard of middling
years, with a short black top-knot and dual swords. “From the garrison at Anna’purananna.”


“That’s a dangerous trek,” said
Kirin.


“Life is dangerous, Middle Captain,”
said the Master. “It is only the Hand of Siddhartha that keeps men alive.”


Kirin grunted. There were as
many faiths in Dharamshallah as there
were races. It was foreign to him, this belief in unseen deities. His faith was
in Bushido, the warrior’s code. It was the air he breathed. It pulsed the very
blood in his veins. He couldn’t imagine life following any other system.


Beside him, Liam whistled.


“By the flowery hakama pants of
Chancellor Ho!” he muttered. “Will you look at that?” 


Kirin blinked slowly. He was
used to Liam’s colourful cursing and followed the not-so-subtle jerk of his
friend’s chin to the sparring matches, where a woman in white was utterly
thrashing a large tiger in a match of Akidoh.
The tiger was skilled but the woman was relentless and swift as a mongoose. By
the time Kirin began to count points, the tiger was down.


“Forgive my boldness, esteemed
Masters,” said Liam. “But who is she and what in the Kingdom is she doing
here?”


“Lieutenant Laenskaya,” said
the Master of Recruits. “She has been highly recommended from the Kangchen territories. I have a letter of
merit from her superior in my office if you doubt.”


“I do not doubt, sir,” said
Liam. “I’ve just never seen a woman like that in the ranks.”


Kirin took a long cleansing
breath, turned his attention to the woman. Girl,
he thought. She was little more than a girl in white doeskin and heels that
would make a geisha stumble. A marvelous marbled pelt that most men would kill
to touch, soft as the moon, as yielding as water. But one flash of those eyes
however and he knew there was no softness, no touching, certainly no yielding.
Not that he would consider it. His heart was hidden away in a fortress of
winged roofs and blackened cedar beams where it belonged.


The woman stepped back, allowed
the tiger regain his feet. He bowed, fist to cupped palm but she did not bow
back. Instead, she swept her feral eyes across the four men and Kirin
understood her in an instant. She was looking for her next master, and daring
any of them to step into the role.


“Look at that hair,” breathed
Liam. “She doesn’t bind it. Anyone could grab a handful and yank her off her
feet. And that tail. I’ve never seen anything so long.”


Kirin said nothing, wondered
how such a small woman could possibly have stamina on the battlefield. She
would not be his choice so he turned his attention to an ocelot crossing the
courtyard toward them.


“Ah,” said the Master of
Recruits. “Perhaps this is news of our third Middle Captain.”


The ocelot bowed in the manner
of soldiers. He was an army cat so it was allowed, rather than drop to his
knees and hold up the scroll as was custom for most messengers. Respect and
order, thought Kirin. The heart of Bushido. All things ran smoothly because of
it.


“Oh my,” said the Master as he
read. “Oh my.”


“Sidi?” asked the Master at
Arms. 


“I’m afraid Middle Captain
Trevisan-White will not be joining us,” said the first Master, quietly rolling
the scroll. “His squadron was caught in an avalanche. All were lost.”


It was like a blow to the belly
and Kirin released a deep breath. Avalanches were common at any season in the
Great Mountains and Anna’purananna one
of her most treacherous peaks. Their Mother had a voracious appetite for feline
blood. Even the short journey from Pol’Lhasa
to the House Wynegarde-Grey was potentially lethal if the Mountains chose to
move.


“We will arrange a memorial
this evening,” said the Master at Arms. “But for now, we must honour the
recruits. Some of them have come a very long way for this.”


“Yes,” said the Master of Recruits.
“We must honour them.”


He nodded and a leopard struck
a hand-gong, its low chime ringing out across the courtyard. All sparring
ceased, all Sun Salutes ended. Horses were released from their exercises and
led to the stables beneath the palace and soon, all cats in the entire court
had assembled facing the four men. The Masters stepped forward.


“Honourable men of the Imperial
Army,” he began. “I welcome you to this ceremony of the Xuǎnzé, the Selection of Adjutants from the outer districts to become Left Hands
for our newest Middle Captains. It is a noble tradition, one that has kept our
armies strong, diverese and united over the generations. You should all be
proud of the part you play in its continuation and success.”


There
was only the sound of the morning breeze, flapping the Imperial standards over
the yard.


“Our Mother, the Great
Mountains, is a fierce and violent mother,” he called out. “Today, she has
decreed that we will be choosing only two adjutants instead of three.”


The courtyard was silent. All
soldiers were at attention.


“Middle Captain Trevisan-White
and the troop from Anna’purananna
have perished in an avalanche. Their lives were lives of service to the Empress
therefore their deaths were deaths of honour. The army of the Upper Kingdom is
ruled by Bushido, and Bushido is a worthy master.”


Silence as everyone bowed their
heads, said prayers to their gods. For his part, Kirin clasped his hands behind
his back and breathed deeply, drawing strength from the Bushido that formed his
core. Indeed, it was a worthy master.


“To honour them,” the Master
went on, “We will continue the Xuǎnzé and remember this day as one of solemn duty and pride. We
will faithfully serve the two new officers who present themselves here today.
Middle Captain Wynegarde-Grey of Pol’Lhasa
and Middle Captain al’Massay-Carr of Cal’Cathah.
Recruits, step forward.”


From the crowd, the seven
soldiers did as asked, stepping to form a line in front of the Masters. Two
lions, two leopards, the tiger, the jaguar, and the snow leopard. Any of them
would be acceptable, Kirin thought. Except perhaps the woman. There was simply
something in her eye that told him there would be no trust, and without trust,
an adjutant was worse than none at all. Worse even than a dancer.


“We will spend the morning
continuing the martial drills – sword, bo and hand-to-hand. All matches
will be judged, all recruits scored and those scores given to our Middle
Captains, who will choose three of the seven for interviews. Compatibility,
respect, obedience and honour are as important as combat skills in the service
of our Most Revered Empress.” 


The woman made a noise. For
some reason, Kirin’s hand fell to the hilt of his sword. She noticed and those
feral eyes flashed at him. Unfathomable.


“Recruits have been given their
schedules. Two will drill the sword, two will drill the staff, two will demonstrate
their skill at unarmed combat and during this time, one will rest. Once each
match is completed, the recruits will move on to their next scheduled station,
and their next scheduled opponent. If, for some unforeseen reason, a recruit
takes an injury that prevents him from continuing, he will forfeit his chance
at moving up as adjutant. He will return to his former unit with no disgrace or
dishonour attached to his name.”


“Or her,” murmured Liam.


Kirin looked at him.


“His or her unit. His or her
name.” Liam nodded. “Snowy is a woman, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


Kirin shook his head, turned
back to study the seven. The woman was still staring at him, her eyes pale as a
moonbeam. He could drop her with a single blow. Well, judging by her skill with
the tiger, perhaps three.


“We will begin,” said the
Master. “Recruits, to your stations.”


Soon, three matches were
underway – sword, bo and hand combat, while one sat out. The tiger
watched all three matches with interest and patience. Good qualities, thought Kirin. A tiger as an adjutant might not be
a bad thing.


He turned his attention to the
bo match where a lion and a jaguar were going at it with force.


The lion far outweighed the
jaguar but the smaller man was fast and accurate and his points were adding up.
The bos cracked together and the lion pushed the smaller man backwards. Kirin
found his legs twitching, his hands curling into fists. In a real battle, the
stronger would swipe with his foot, using the weaker’s lack of balance to knock
him to the ground. Or the weaker would duck, using the stronger’s force against
him and swinging the bo to take out the legs. In a real battle, the world
shrank to the simple matter of balance. Ultimately, sharp blades or long reach
had little to do with life or death.


There, the jaguar feinted left
then swung right, deftly springing around the lion and giving him a crack on
the back with the length of the bo for his final point, winning the match. A
cheer went up from all spectators and both cats bowed, fist to cupped hand, the
staffs tucked neatly beneath their arms.


“Well done,” said Kirin. “His
skill is admirable.”


“I like the snow leopard,” said
Liam. “She’s fierce.”


“Ferocity wins battles,” said
Kirin. “I’d rather win wars.”


“By Ho’s saffron fundoshi,” laughed his friend. “You are
such a diplomat! Leave your swords at home, Kirin, and trade them for brushes
and parchments!”


“One day, Liam,” said Kirin and
he grinned. “But not today.”


The courtyard echoed with the
ringing of blades and the cracking of staffs. It was remarkably free of grunts
and growls but the kiais shook the
courtyard walls. These were experienced soldiers, able to control even the
threats of their voice and while the lions were deep-throated and loud, it was
the woman whose cries struck her opponents with as much energy as her fist. The
kiai was crucial in the hand-to-hand,
a projection of the internal chi and a well-timed kiai was used to startle, intimidate, confuse and gloat, depending
on the point in the battle. Kirin found her distracting, but he supposed that
was the point. It was definitely part of her strategy and he had to commend her
for it.


First set of matches over, with
the snow leopard winning the hand, the jaguar winning the sword and one of
leopards winning the bo. 


“Switch!” called the Master of
Recruits. 


The seven did as instructed,
each moving on to a different discipline and once again, the courtyard rang
with the sharp sounds of battle. Cracks, tangs and kiais. The music of his life.


Before he knew it, the gong
sounded to conclude the matches. He looked up at the sun. It was high in the
sky and the he realized it was closing on noon. Impressive. He hadn’t even
noticed the time and he studied the sheets that had been handed him, names,
scores and evaluations painted precisely in black ink. The recruits were
exemplary in their skills but three had outranked the others in their point
count – one of the leopards, the jaguar and the snow leopard. Pity. The thought of a tiger so high in
the government had been a satisfying thing. Perhaps in the interview.


Across the courtyard, two tents
were being set up and he could see ocelots moving in and out of them with the
things necessary for setting up a tea ceremony. Kirin found himself eagerly
awaiting his second cup of the morning. Tea was a cleansing drink for body and
soul and a perfect accompaniment to an interview with a potential adjutant.
Much could be learned from a candidate in the making and taking of tea. The
ritual itself was steadying, a rudder in a world of uncertainty.


“Well?” said Liam as he fell in
at his side. “Have you changed your mind?”


“On?” he asked.


“Snowy. Nothing weak in her
arsenal that I can see. She’d be perfect as a Left Hand.”


“Perhaps in Cal’Cathah,” he answered. “In Pol’Lhasa, she’d be as likely to kill
Chancellor Ho as an hassassan.”


“Your loss,” grinned Liam. 


“Your funeral,” grinned Kirin.


“Shall we?” asked the Master of
Recruits and together, the four men approached the seven.


The recruits stood, hands
behind their backs, in a perfect line in front of a sea of uniforms. The Master
of Recruits stepped forward.


“The combat tests are complete
and you have been placed according to your scores,” said the Master.
“Congratulations to Lieutenant Laenskaya from Kangchen on taking first place across all drills. Your skill in the
Arts is truly astounding.”


She raised her chin, did not
smile.


“Congratulations also to
Lieutenant Navhare from Lan’Ladesh-Dhaka.
Well done to both recruits. You are a credit to your races and you honour to
the Empire with your skill.”


As one, the sea of uniforms
bowed, fist to cupped palm.


“But remember,” the Master of
Arms spoke now. “Compatibility and respect are as important as skill. You are
all outstanding soldiers, all worthy to bear the katanah and kodai’chi, a
warriors blood brothers. But a military adjutant is more than simply the bearer
of dual swords. He is a Captain’s left hand, trusted and relied upon like no
other. Therefore, it is their decision, and theirs alone.”


He turned to Liam.


“Middle Captain al’Massay-Carr,
you may choose to offer interviews to three recruits. Will you indicate your
choices, please?”


Liam stepped forward,
immediately nodding at one lion, one leopard and finally, the snow leopard.
Kirin could have sworn her tail lashed at the choosing. Unfathomable her
arrogance.


“Thank you Middle Captain
al’Massay-Carr,” said the Master. “Your choices have been noted and the
recruits will make their way to your appointed tent. Middle Captain
Wynegarde-Grey, name your choices.”


He could feel the woman’s ice
blue eyes as he stepped forward to inspect the recruits. He ignored her,
nodding at the jaguar, a leopard and… 


He paused.


She was holding her breath. How
odd.


He moved on to nod at the
tiger.


“No,” said the snow leopard.


“Thank you, Middle Captains,”
said the Master. “Please proceed to your tents. The recruits will be sent to
you directly and you may conduct your interviews over the ceremony of tea.”


“No,” hissed the woman. “That’s
not right.”


“Lieutenant Laenskaya,” said
the Master. “Stand down.”


“I am the top scorer,” she
snapped. “I should be granted an interview.”


“You have been granted an
interview,” he said. “With Middle Captain al’Massay-Carr.”


“Not him,” she said and she
stabbed a white finger. “Him.”


There was silence in the
courtyard as all eyes fell upon him.


“I have made my choices,” said
Kirin. “She should be grateful that Middle Captain al’Massay-Carr sees
something beyond the disrespect.”


She stepped out of the line and
the others glanced around at the breech of protocol.


“Lieutenant Laenskaya,” growled
the Master. “I said stand down.”


“I want an interview with him,”
she said. “I have won it.”


“I’m afraid your conduct has
disqualified you from further consideration,” said the Master. “Please remove
yourself from Sri’Pol’Lhasa or I will
have you escorted from the grounds.”


“Why will he not grant me an
interview? Tell me! I deserve an answer!”


The Master nodded at the
Leopard Guard flanking the walls and as one, they peeled from their posts,
drawing swords as they came. 


Kirin held up a hand.


Slowly, he moved toward her,
watched as her pupils grew sharp, saw the tiny muscles twitch at her wrists,
knew she was prepared to attack or defend in a heartbeat. He stopped with less
than a whisker between them, towered over her like a mountain.


“I did not grant you an
interview,” he began. “Because I believe your chi is fueled by anger.
An angry chi makes you unpredictable
and therefore, unreliable. Your behaviour in the matches inferred it, but this…
this confirms it.”


“I will not be angry if you
grant me an interview,” she growled.


“I am not responsible for your
anger,” he said. “As a woman, your natural Yin is overpowered by extreme Yang.
There is no balance. There is no whole. You live in the extremes and that
destroys your chi.”


“That is not a good reason.”


“Very well. Here is my simple
reason, then. I do not want you as my
adjutant.”


If she could kill him with her
eyes, he thought, he would be dead, right here, right now.


With that, he turned to walk
toward his tent, feeling the sun flood his shoulders as they drained of
tension.


“You are a coward,” he heard
her say behind him. “You are afraid of having a woman as your adjutant. That is
your ‘simple reason.”


He shook his head and continued
walking, could hear the Leopard Guard march to flank her, take her arms.


“You bow at a woman’s feet but
will not fight at a woman’s side!”


“Remove her from the
courtyard!” snapped the Master.


There would be tea in the tent.
He could dearly use a cup of tea.


“My skills would make the
Empress proud!”


Kirin slowed. 


“But she knows nothing of her
people…”


Froze. 


“She hides behind a wall of
gold!”


Utter silence in the courtyard.
The breeze lifting and lowering his golden mane from his back. 


“Perhaps she is the one who is
the coward!”


Slowly, he crossed his arms,
gripped the hilts of both katanah and
kodai’chi. In one swift motion,
brought them singing from their sheaths.


He turned to the Leopard Guard.
At his nod, they released her and she slid her own sword from her hip, lowering
into a deep warrior pose. Her eyes were sharp, wide; her long tail lashing
behind her, her free hand behind as balance. He marched toward her, swinging
the katanah then the kodai’chi in circles like the threshing
of wheat and he did not slow as he
reached her.


All three swords struck and she
slid back, her heels creating deep grooves in the courtyard’s earth. He waited
for her feint, did not lose balance when it came but rather forced her back
further, stomping his boot into the ground and missing her tail by a hair. She
ducked and whirled, slashing at his knees with her blade. It was sheer grace
but left her temporarily vulnerable and he sent his boot thudding into her
ribs. She went with it, flinging herself into a backhand spring and sending her
spiked heels up to his chin. His teeth cracked together and he stepped back,
shaking his head and blinking. 


“First point for me,” she said.


Blood welled up at his lip. He
spit it to the ground and stared at her.


Hair fell across her face and
her eyes peered out through it like through tall grass. Her uniform –
once lily-white doeskin – was stained with grass and mud and the blood of
her opponents.


“Three and I become your
adjutant.”


She was wild, he realized, wild
and untamed and he wondered what could have conspired to make her this way. 


“You won’t make three,” he
said. “But you can try.”


Her ice-blue eyes darted toward
the match circles where a lone bo lay in the dirt. 


She lunged at him but it was a
ruse and easily deflected. It was the bo she was after and she flung her lithe
slip of a body across the ground, rolling to come up on one knee, sword slicing
in one hand, the bo swinging to rest across her back. She grinned at him.


He longed to wipe it off her
face.


“You are only at one,” he said.
“One does not get you an interview.”


“Two will get you a scar,” she
snarled.


He spun his swords again and
marched toward her. They were dogs, his swords, all teeth and fangs and fury,
gnashing at the air for a taste of feline fur. It was an effective tactic,
keeping her moving and depriving her of the time for her strategies. She sprang
to her feet and pivoted, swinging the bo in a lethal arc toward his head. He
blocked it with the katanah, ignoring
the jar as she sliced her blade down for his knee. That, he blocked with the kodai’chi. He swung the long sword down
to lock her steel with both of his and sparks rose up between them. She threw
her weight right and swung the bo left, cracking his thigh. 


“Two!” she barked.


With a snarl, he brought his
forehead down onto hers and the crack of skulls echoed across the courtyard.
She dropped to one knee, her sword pinned in the earth.


“One.”


His boot lashed out to strike
her in the chest and he could swear he heard her ribs crack. 


“Two…”


She flew backwards to hit the
ground, rolled until she was on her knees once more. She swung the bo at his
ankles but he caught it with his boot, stomped it to the ground and causing it
to splinter under his weight. The katanah
swung fiercely, gleamed in the noon sun as it came to a sudden halt under her
chin. He lifted it.


“Three,” he said. “No
interview.” 


“Then kill me,” she hissed.
“For I will be your adjutant or nothing.”


“Your death will be
honourless.”


“My life has been honourless.
It doesn’t matter now.”


He stared down at her, her
feral eyes glittering like late-winter frost, her marbled hair so coarse and
thick. There was a glimmer of blood on her tongue and he knew a few ribs were
indeed broken. In an instant, he changed his mind. She would be marvelous on
the battlefield. Just not in his office.


“No,” he said and straightened,
slipping the katanah into its
decorated sheath. “I will not kill you. I am a man of honour.”


He reached out his hand. She
stared a moment before taking it, allowing him to pull her to her feet. Her ice
blue eyes met his.


“You are a fool.”


And she snatched the tanto that lived hidden his boot, thudding
it into the braided leather of his chest. 


A good move, he thought as a
wave of heat rolled up to his throat.


He stepped back and back again.


“K i r i n…”


He could hear Liam’s voice
echoing as if from a distance and the wave rolled across his shoulders and down
his arms, throbbing behind his eyes and blinding his vision. The leather was
thick but the tanto was sharp and he
knew it had gone a good way in. She was moving as if underwater – slow
and muddy but it was merely perception for she was a viper lunging for her
sword and with a roar he swung his palm into her temple, then kicking her feet
out from under her as she staggered from the blow. She hit the ground but
rolled again, coming up as he snatched the tanto
from his chest and swung a savage arc that opened the doeskin across her chest,
leaving a ribbon of red against the white. She tried to parry but the kodai’chi flashed, catching her silver
cheek and blood sprayed in the gap between them.


“Life as your adjutant or death
by your hand,” she panted, hiking her steel. He noticed her claws unsheathed,
gripping the hilt and shredding its leather. He could kill her in three moves
but either way, she would get what she wanted and perhaps that, of all things,
irked him most.


Stars popping behind his eyes.
He blinked them back.


Bushido.


He released a deep, cleansing
breath. Slipped the tanto back into his boot, winced at the tug in his chest.
He could feel the warmth running down between his uniform and his pelt,
steadied himself against the stars that threatened to send him to his knees.
Breathed again as he sheathed the kodai’chi,
reached to pick up the shattered bo,
tapped in the palm of his hand.


Bushido.


“We are tied,” he said. “And I
will not kill you. In fact, no one in this court will kill you, no matter what
you do to me or to anyone here. Liam? Most Esteemed Masters? I do not wish this
woman to be killed. Is that understood?”


She hissed but the men nodded.


“So, Lieutenant, we will go one
more round for the right to an interview. If you win, I will grant it but that
does not guarantee your success. I have two other soldiers that deserve as much
courtesy as you. I trust you do not presume otherwise.”


She seethed but said nothing.


“Good.” 


And he cracked the bo across his thigh, splitting it into
two jagged pieces. He tossed one her way. She caught it but not easily.


Broken ribs. Concussion. He
could kill her in two.


Bo tucked beneath his arm, he
bowed to her, fist to cupped palm. He straightened and waited.


Her eyes glittered. She was a
starry night in the mountains. She was a winter lake covered with ice. She was
a fire that destroyed villages and cities in its path. But she bowed, fist to
cupped palm before him.


He swung the bo before she
rose, striking her temple and she staggered to the side. With both hands, he
brought it down again across the back of her snowy head. She dropped like a
sack of rice and did not move to get up.


Stars popping behind his eyes.
Warmth running beneath the leather.


He tossed the bo to the ground.


“Bring her to the tent. I will
prepare tea for the interview.”


And he turned and strode to the
tent, pushing the flaps aside before the stars claimed him.



 

***



 

He was convinced that tea could
heal as quickly and as efficiently as any physician and he wasted no time
dismissing the man after the bandaging was finished. The wound in his chest had
been deep but clean and the man had stuffed it with astringent and peat and
bound his ribs in linen. Kirin knelt now before the low table, the top half of
his uniform discarded and enjoying the feel of the cool summer air on his pelt.


In a mound of cushions, the
woman stirred.


“Tea?” he asked. “It is a
strong blend but fine. Perfect for restoring broken ribs and fractured skulls
like yours.”


She pushed herself up to her
elbows, cast her icy eyes around the tent.


“I didn’t watch,” Kirin said,
enjoying the sound of the liquid pouring into the cup, over the sides to
accentuate the patina. “He has bound your ribs, stitched your wounds but there
is little he can do for your head other than trepanning. You must rest or risk
death from the build up of blood inside your skull.”


He passed her the cup.


“Drink or I accord you an
automatic failure of this interview.”


She scowled at him but took the
cup. She did not put it to her lips.


“Only tea, not poison. Although
I’m not sure which you’d prefer.”


She sipped, kept her eyes
locked on his. It wasn’t modesty, he was sure of it, although she was as bare
from the waist up as he, with only a corset of bandages around her small
breasts. The silver pelt pushed up from beneath. Remarkable cats, snow
leopards. No other pelt in the world like that.


“I have read the letter of
merit from your superior,” he said.


She stared at him.


“It was less ‘merit’ than
terror. He seemed truly impressed with your skill but had no desire to keep you
in Kangchen. Why is that?”


 She did not waiver. 


“Why have you lived an
honourless life?” 


Now she did look away.


“And why would you think I
would want an honourless adjutant? How could I possibly consider you?”


“Because I am strong and clever
and I will make you proud.”


“Not without honour, you
won’t.”


“I have honour.”


“That is not what you said
earlier.”


“I was angry.”


“You are often angry, according
to the letter.”


She tossed the cup and pushed
up to her knees. To her credit, she only hissed once. 


“And you were wrong not to
choose me first. I won justly and you were not just.”


“I am always just.”


“You are a lion.”


“And will still be if I am to
become your superior. How am I to trust one like you? You would kill me in my
sleep if the thought proved sensible to you.”


To his surprise, she lowered
her eyes, dropped her hands to her knees.


“I would not.”


“Why should I believe you?”


“Because I would learn from
you.”


“And when you have finished
learning?”


“That won’t happen.”


“Why not?”


She said nothing. Interesting.


“I have never heard the name
Laenskaya in the ranks before,” he said. “Is your father a soldier in Kangchen?”


The muscles in her jaw twitched
and she clenched her teeth but still did not look at him.


“No,” was all she said.


“Do your parents approve of a
daughter becoming a soldier?”


“My parents are dead.”


“Who raised you?”


“I raised myself.”


“That explains your chi. You have been mother and father to
yourself, embraced both Yin and Yang. Perhaps you are more whole than I
thought.”


She snorted, lashed her marble
tail behind her.


“The letter of merit also
mentions that the guards of Kangchen
found you fighting in the streets,” he said. “That also explains your
unorthodox style.”


“You need to fight to survive
on the streets in Kangchen. You need
to kill to survive in the mountains.”


“Why would you not accept a
position with Middle Captain al’Massay-Carr? He is every bit an officer as I.”


Now she did look up, a sliver
of blue between the blades of silver grass.


“Because of Pol’Lhasa.”


He had taken his own cup but
paused before touching his lips.


“Pol’Lhasa?”


“You are Middle Captain to
Captain Rhys-Montbatten,” she said. “He is Captain of the Imperial Guard. You
attend him and he attends the Empress. One day, he will be gone and you will attend
the Empress.”


“Whom you do not respect,
apparently.”


“I do respect her. I respect
any woman who can wield such power.”


He grunted, allowing his lips
to find the tea at last. He savoured the taste on his tongue, swallowed the
strain and bad chi of the last hours to leave the sweet memory of bamboo sugar
in its wake. 


“So you wish to be here, in the
seat of all power?”


“In the seat of all honour.”


And it struck him as surely as
her fist. 


“I see,” and he sat back on his
heels. “I see. You, who has lived an honourless life on the streets of Kangchen…” He marveled at its
simplicity. “You have been searching your whole life for honour and not finding
it.”


She did not move, did not react
but he knew he had surely touched her beating heart.


“That is why you disrespect.
That is why you challenge and confront.” He set his cup down, restrained his
desire for another. “Have you been trained in Bushido?”


“I have lived on the streets
and among soldiers. I have been trained in many things but Bushido is not one
of them.”


“Do you believe in it?”


“I believe in Bushido as I
believe in peace, dragons and honourable men.”


“There are honourable men,” he said.


“As many as there are dragons.”


It took him a moment but then
he smiled. It tried to become a laugh but it hurt and he placed a hand over his
bandaged chest. The blood, at least, had dried.


“You could have killed me with
that dagger,” he said. “Even with the braided armour. But you didn’t. That
spoke more of your character than of your skill, and we both know you have much
skill. If I offer you the place as my adjutant, as my Left Hand, I will need to
trust you with all that I am, and one day, with all that she is.”


She. He could never bring
himself to speak her name. Even the thought stopped his heart.


“Yes,” said the woman.


“You will need to obey me in
all things, from little to great and without question. I think that will be
difficult for you.”


“It will be difficult,” she
said. “But so was restraining the dagger.”


And she grinned.


After a moment, he did
likewise.


“And you will need to learn to
bow.”


She snorted.


“I will learn.”


“What is your given name?”


She stared at him now, shifted
position, winced only a little.


“Why?”


“We might become friends.”


“We won’t.”


“You will wear the dual
swords,” he said. “Katanah and kodai’chi, a warrior’s blood brothers.
That itself is an honour.”


“The dual swords,” she repeated
and he could have sworn her breath caught in her throat. He still remembered
the moment when he had been presented the brothers, how he had felt, how his
chest had almost burst that day.


“And,” he ventured. “You might
need to exchange those heels for something more practical.”


“Pah,” she grunted. “You also
have much to learn.”


He smiled.


Perhaps it was not a day for
Yin, he thought, but perhaps it was not a day for Yang alone. Perhaps it was a
day for both Yin and Yang on the Tao Wheel of Life, for wholeness and
completion and unity and healing. And perhaps their Mother, the Great
Mountains, had a purpose for swallowing Middle Captain Trevisan-White and the
troop from Anna’purananna. Dharma was
capricious and Kharma was relentless. It was foolish to stand in their way.


From his knees, he bowed to
her, fist to cupped palm.


“I am honoured to accept you as
adjutant, Major Laenskaya.”


“Major,” she breathed.


But she bowed back. Perfectly.


“Ursa,” she said quietly. “My
name is Ursa.”


Perhaps, he realized, in order
to balance the loud, brazen Yang of the universe, a little blade of silver Yin
was more than enough.


The Empress would be pleased.


With a nod to the iron of Bushido
and the irony of Dharma, he reached for his tea.



 
















 


 


 

Night in the Mountains of Grief



 

Alone in mist, no trace of my body,


Three times south to hear frosty bell.


Glimpse of wild geese, thoughts of home,


Mountains also grieve, wrapped in gloom.


But I sigh, my deeepest wish unfulfilled,


Ten thousand black mountains disappointed.



 

II


Lamp-light—half drifted off to sleep.    ~


Calling
peaks: restlessly running deer;


Fallen leaves: shudder-startled cicada.


Now I remember days of
my youth


How I yearn for a boat in falling snow.


Strange songs arise & breach the stars:


Blankly awake: I'm at heaven's frontier.



 

III


City ramparts--dusk of a sad reed pipe;


Little
town--dearth of passing wings.


Hidden leaves settle nestling the cliff;


Bright River glimmers circling a barrier.


Dipper slants, once again I gaze as


Light fades: magpies, decline your flight.



 

IV


These fine rains know the season aright


And just in spring they blossom to life...


Follow the breeze and steal into night,


Moisten all things: slight, without sound.


Over the wilds' path, clouds all in black;


From the river skiff, a lamp's lone shine.


At dawn, watch where pinks lie and soak:


   Flowers weighing down
above the water.



 

















 


 


 

The Alchemy of Shadow


Year of the Dog



 

Whisper and shadow


She moves through the moonlight but


Only secrets stay



 

Tonight was an important night.
Some might say it was a night to end all nights but she knew in reality, it was
a night to begin them. Tonight, if she succeeded, two women would die and one
would be reborn. New life from death. The ultimate Alchemy.


She closed her eyes and pressed
her body into the rock. She was a wraith of black silk, hidden by the night and
the shadows and the mountain itself. Indeed, her entire world had shrunk to one
comprised solely of those elements – night, shadows and the mountain and
she willed her flesh to become one with them. Her fingers, aching from the
climb, were anchors wrapped in black leather; her jika-tabi slippers were spikes of steel bound in goat-skin. The
wind bit like adders and the silks were doing little to stop their bitter
fangs. She paid them no mind. She was Sherhanna al Shaer from Aegyp. She knew
about adders. 


The light from the summerhouse
called her. It was perhaps twenty minutes more up the steep slope, twenty
minutes of wind and scrub, shale and rock. Of straining muscle, burning tendon
and force of will. It was well past midnight and long before dawn, so she had
time. She had been climbing for hours and needed a rest. She was too
disciplined to push beyond her limits. Not now, not when she needed to be sharp
and quick for the strike. And as much as she knew about adders, she knew more
about bodies. How much they could take before they gave in, how much pain, how
much pleasure, how much fear, how much grief. The body was controlled not by
limbs but by want. Desire was her weapon, her body merely the blade.


Sun Ghanem had taught her that.



There was a crevasse to her
right and she reached with one hand, pushed with her foot, swinging the length
of her body up and tucking herself into it like a bat.


She released a cleansing
breath, feeling the cold bite in the back of her throat despite the silks
wrapped across her face. She was very high up and scaling the mountain was not
ideal but the road was guarded by jaguars. Qi
Yi Jun mercenaries, most likely. They had the look of professional men.
Their swords could tell a thousand stories. She could have met them on that
road and if they had been fewer, she would have. She could steal the breath
from a man as easily as look at one, but with six or more, there would have
been a trail. And tonight, she was to be the wind. Tonight, she was to be
Shadow.


Tonight, in this beginning of
all nights, she would become kunoichi.


Another long cleansing breath
and she pulled her knees to her chest, bent her neck low to stretch the muscles
along her back. They protested but she silenced them with a thought and cast
her golden eyes over the Lake of Blue Herons and the Shimhali Valley stretched out far below her. It was late and only a
few lights could be seen – hearths from distant windows, lanterns from
distant sills. It was a summer town for noble families, a day’s travel from Dharamshallah and renowned for its deep
waters and elegant villas. It was said that even the sisters of the Empress
holidayed here. The Empress never did. The Empress never left Pol’Lhasa, would never leave until she
died. Sherhanna could not imagine such a life, lived entirely in a golden cage.
She would die before she would ever agree to a cage. She would kill before
that.


And that was why she was here,
on this particular mountain over the Shimhali
Valley. Her first kill. Yes, Sun Ghanem would be very proud.


She had never taken a life
before. People had died under her hand because of a failed healing but never
had she killed. When her parents had taken her to the al-Khem Monastery in
Hashna, they were only too happy to leave her there, although they would
never have admitted such a thing. Perhaps they had feared her. She never really
knew, but Sun Ghanem never feared her. He had been her prefect during her years
in Hashna, then later her lover and
the father of her first child. He had been a brilliant teacher, always leaving
her with the thirst for more knowledge, more skills, more craft. He had also
said that she could find more answers in life if she traded in Necromancy and
the Art of Death. But she had seen no more than fourteen summers when he sent
her away to study under Jet barraDunne, the First Mage of Agaratha. She never returned to Hashna
or to Sun Ghanem.


Odd how she thought of them
now.


She flexed her gloved hands.
They were strong, as strong as her heart, and so she reached up around the
crevasse to continue the climb. Fingers sought, found, gripped, pressed. The
spiked toes of her jika-tabi stabbed
the rock, the soft soles molding into the mountainside and her thighs forced
her higher. Her face and throat were bound tightly, her hair slicked to her
skull in a very tight braid under the wraps. Hand and foot, breath; hand and
foot, breath; she climbed, her long tail acting as rudder in the wind. Only
tail and eyes were exposed, her golden eyes that turned men upside down with
the want of her. Desire was her weapon, her body the blade. 


Hand and foot, breath; hand and
foot, breath. 


The night was dark, with only a
sliver of moon to light the rock, but her world was not the dark nor the moon
nor the rock. Her world was the climb - hand and foot, breath; hand and foot,
breath. Once, shale gave way beneath her tabi,
disappearing down the sheer cliff face like a pebble in a well. She froze as it
fell to bounce off stone and scrub, grateful for the wind now. The mercenaries
were far away, still guarding the steep road that led to the summerhouse. She
couldn’t see them, and with her mantle of black, it was unlikely that they
could see her. Still, she could not make a mistake. It would be better to
release hold and let the mountain take her, than to make a mistake. 


It wasn’t a matter of honour.
For Sherhanna al Shaer, it wasn’t even a matter of pride. It was a matter of
the will.


Her world had become the climb.
Hand and foot, breath. Hand and foot, breath. It was single-minded and
transcendent in its purity, like ChiYogath
or prayer. If she succeeded tonight, Farsight and Vision and the realms of the
Gifts would be hers. And if she were honest, it was the lure of the Gifts that
drew her higher, the promise of more than potions and powders, crystals and
jewels. She had been promised higher instruction and she intended to claim it a
prize.


But first, tonight.


A soft, uneven plucking from a
wooden windchime floated down on the breeze, a light organic accompaniment the
beating of her heart.


The summerhouse was close now
and she could see the teak verandah that jutted out over the gorge. With stone
pillars and blackened cedar beams, the Moon Lily was a beautiful villa, a
paradise built into the mountain itself with only the distant road as access.
It was owned by the Hannamansingh family and leased to their daughter Asmit and
her husband. He had not been named for he was highly placed in the government
and reportedly never visited the Moon Lily because of his work. Asmit
Hannamansingh – the name on the slip of parchment delivered by the Black
Council and the legion of ninjahs known
as the Shadow. Asmit Hannamansingh would be her initiation into the Shadow and
for Sherhanna, the world would change tonight because of her. Alchemy was the
study of change. The Shadow was the force that initiated it.


Hand and foot, breath; hand and
foot, breath. 


There were many ways she could
do it and she ran them over in her mind as she climbed. She would slip onto the
roof and find a gap in the clay tiles to lower herself down and slip through
the rooms like a vapour. The prick of a tiny needle, dipped in Dragon Tea would
be the swiftest, most efficient method, bringing death within a matter of
heartbeats. Failing that, her picks, her daggers, her firepowder and then the xiàn, a razor thin wire of hammered
steel that would effectively take a head from its shoulders. That would be a
last resort. Sherhanna had no desire to use wire when the needles were so
clean.


Hand and foot, breath; hand and
foot, breath. 


Wisps of coal smoke carried
down from the verandah and soon, she pulled herself level to the railing. There
was a gap between decking and mountain and she was grateful for the lantern on
the far side, throwing just enough light for her to see her way across. She
clung with her fingers, shifted her weight and stretched one long leg across
the gap. The soft sole of her jika-tabi flexed and gripped, and slowly, ever so
slowly, Sherhanna began to ease herself across.


The verandah door slid aside,
spilling warmth and firelight as a woman stepped out onto the deck.


Sherhanna froze – one
foot on the railing, one foot on the rock.


The woman was a tigress in her
middle years, soft and sagging but a picture of grace as she moved across the
deck. Her striped hair was pulled back in a simple knot and she was wearing a
kimonoh of green sateen, embroidered with hummingbirds. She paused at the
railing, leaned over the side and Sherhanna could see her breathe deeply the
night air. She breathed again and stiffened, turned slowly to face the mountain
on her left and the shadow hovering there.


“An hassasan?” she whispered.
“But, but why?”


Sherhanna did not move. In fact
she did not breathe.


“Of course. One of his kunoichi. I can smell the incense on
you.”


The woman, Asmit Hannamansingh,
slipped her arms into her sleeves and Sherhanna wondered briefly if there was a
mongoose in them. First line of defense for noble women.


“What did he tell you?” asked
the tigress. “That I was no longer young, attractive or a worthy bedfellow? I
would believe that if he did. And it would be true, yes. It would be true. But,
in fact, I believe you were told nothing save my name and this house.”


Move back to the mountain, she
thought to herself. This is a sign, an omen of bad luck and fatal alchemy.


“Have you bedded him yet?” the
tigress asked. “I may be old and worth little to a man such as him but let me
tell you something, woman to woman. Don’t.”


Her outstretched leg was
beginning to tremble as it held position between the railing and the rock. Heat
was building up in her belly as she fought to keep her balance.


“Oh, we women are foolish
creatures. We struggle and strive for respectability but throw it all away the
moment a man crooks his finger. It is our only power over them, my young
friend. Use it. Wield it like a sword, twist it like a dagger but do not lay it
down so lightly.”


Desire was her weapon.


The tigress turned back to the
railing, peered over at the Shimhali Valley
far below, the moonlight shining on the Lake of Blue Herons, the flickering
lanterns from distant homes. 


Her body the blade.


“But it doesn’t matter. You are
kunoichi, bought and sold for a loaf
of bread. You kill for those who are too cowardly to do it themselves. He has
no honour and neither do you.”


Her words were a dagger to the
heart. Sherhanna felt it twist inside her.


“But I do and neither you nor
he can take it from me. I am the mistress of my fate and you, my dear kunoichi, will go hungry tonight.”


And with that, Asmit
Hannamansingh held wide her arms and fell forward, bumping off the railing and
making no sound in her plunge to the bottom of the gorge.



 

***



 

They had left her in the care of no one. Simply ridden up on
their khamels to the mouth of the Hashna gorge, swung her from the high saddle
and dropped her into the sand. Her father waited for her to stand before
tossing her a sack containing all her belongings – two shifts, a stone
pendant, an extra pair of sandals and a brush for her hair, as black as a
panther’s pelt.


“alKhem,” said her father. “This is your life now.”


She raised a hand to shade her eyes from the sun and the
blowing sand. The monastery was rumoured be hewn into the mountain but all she
could see was rock. A mountain of sandstone surrounded by more sand. No trees,
no water, no people. Dry and desolate like her heart.


“There is shade in the gorge,” said her mother. “And monks.”


“But how will I find them?” she asked. She was so very
young.


“That is not your concern,” said her father. “They will find
you.”


“Or you will die,” said her mother. “It is the Way of
Things.”


“Never come home,” said her father, and he wheeled his
mount, jerking in his saddle in the awkward gait of khamels.


“Make your village proud, Sherhanna,” said her mother. “It
is all you can do.”


And with a flip of the cords, she too wheeled her khamel and
followed her husband into the desert.


Sherhanna stood until they were specks, swallowed by the
waves of heat rising from the desert floor. Her eyes stung, her chin quivered
and she had never felt her throat so tight. She picked up the sack, shook the
sand from it and turned, casting her eyes up and down the stony mouth of the
gorge. It made her feel very small and she wondered if the rocks would fall if
she spoke.


“Home?” she whispered. 


There was nothing, no sound, no temples, no monks. Only a
long, high, sandstone gorge that led somewhere.


She blinked away the sand and the tears, clutched the sack
to her chest, and began to pick her way over the rocks.



 

***



 

There was nothing. No birds, no
alarm, no cries from the mercenaries. Just the hollow echo of the windchimes in
the breeze.


And for the first time in a
very long time, Sherhanna had no idea what to do. Continue in to the villa,
turn and make her way back down. Both were possible, neither acceptable. So she
remained motionless, frozen between deck and mountain as the night to end all
nights disappeared along with the green silk kimonoh.


“That,” came a voice from the
villa, “Was perfection.”


A man’s voice, smooth and rich
and accented in the tongue of the middle courts. 


Tiger.


“Come in,” he said. “Let me see
you.”


She slowed her heartbeat,
sharpened her senses as she shifted her body, moving from the mountain to drop
into a crouch on the verandah’s deck. Instinctively, her hands slipped to the
daggers at her shins, flipped them to face tip out in the darkness.


“Oh really now. It’s late and I
wish to go to sleep. Come in and slide the door behind you.”


She glanced up at the high
road, not seeing the mercenaries but not surprised. She looked to the left. She
looked to the right. Inside, there was light, warmth, a small fire glowing in a
chimnea near a far wall, flickering shadows and light across the villa’s walls.
She rose to move, slowly, stealthily, under the threshold and into the room.
Not on her life would she slide the door.


It was well decorated, this
Moon Lily summerhouse, with black-lacquered cabinets, red-stained chairs and
high white walls, all dark and dancing with only the fire for light. Quickly,
efficiently, she mapped it with her eyes – tall ceiling beamed with
ebony; sitting and eating room in one space; a short hall leading to kitchen
and beds. And the man.


The floor creaked under her
weight and she hissed.


“Hummingbird floors,” purred
the man. “To dissuade ninjahs, kunoichi
and other miscreants who might attempt to broach my sanctuary. But it is My Sanctuary, now so I thank you for
that, Sherhanna. The Moon Lily is a remarkable place.”


He reclined by the fire on a
settee of jeweled cushions, holding a tiny ceramic sakeh pot to his lips. His
feet clad in split-toed sandals, white-striped legs bare, the tip of his white
tiger’s tail twitching in the firelight. He did not look at her, merely stared
into the leaping flame.


“Asmit Hannamansingh,” she
said. “She was your wife.”


“Of course.” He sipped his
sakeh. “Quite lovely in her day. Fresh, without guile. Uncomplicated.”


He sighed. 


“I miss the complications.”


Now he did look at her. His
eyes were as white as the moon.


“Remove the silks from your
face.”


Cautiously, she did as told,
lifting one blade to her chin and slicing. The silks fell away to reveal her
face, smooth as churned cream and dotted with black, the ribbons of khol that
traced her nose and curled up her cheek like serpents.


“By far, the most beautiful
thing in this villa.”


He rose to his feet, his lean
white body clothed only by the black dragon kinonoh and white sash. His long
silver braid reached to the middle of his back, the top of his head roached
like a horse’s mane.


Jet barraDunne, First Mage of Agaratha.


He smiled at her, his
moon-white eyes gleaming over the sakeh pot.


“Welcome to my new home,
Sherhanna. Would you care for sakeh? Tea? Opium?”


“No,” she said, circling him as
one would a snake.


“Surely you should celebrate
your first kill. That was as remarkable as any I’ve seen and I have seen many.”


“It does not count,” she
growled. “I didn’t kill her.”


“She is dead. That is all that
matters.” His tail curled about his legs. He was relaxed in her presence.
Enjoying it. “And think, you killed her without killing her. A flash of your
golden eyes was all it took.”


He stepped closer, raised the
sakeh pot to his lips.


“Imagine that. A killer who
kills without killing. The stuff of legend.”


“It was honourless.”


“Of course. All killing is
honourless when you’re kunoichi,
Sherhanna.” The firelight caused his stripes to waiver and bend. “Welcome to
the Shadow.”


She kept moving just out of his
reach, the tips of her daggers flashing like silver.


“You must die as well,
Sherhanna,” he purred. “If you are to be one of us.”


“I am not dead,” she said. “I
have not died as I ought. I didn’t kill her so I didn’t die. I am still
Sherhanna al Shaer.”


“I can help with that,” he
said. He tossed the sakeh down his throat before smashing the tiny pot into the
chimnea. The rice wine hissed against the clay.


And suddenly, with no creak of
the hummingbird floor, six figures appeared in the black of the hall.


“Qi Yi Jun mercenaries,”
said the First Mage and he began to step away. “Not Shadow, but still.”


He turned to them.


“Kill her.”


As one, they moved into the
light, toward her.



 

***



 

There was only a candle between them.


“There is not much to know,” Sun Ghanem had said, “Of the
differences between men and women.”


“But I want to know,” she told him. “I want to know
everything.”


“You are barely a woman yourself. How many summers?
Thirteen?”


“It is enough,” and she lowered her thick black lashes,
knowing he would not resist. “Teach me.”


He smiled at her.


“Women are all the Kingdoms,” purred the prefect. “Innocent
as doves. Cunning as serpents. Soft as butterflies. Strong as eagles. But men?
Men are oxen – strong, bullheaded…”


He blew out the candle.


“And easily led.”



 

***



 

Hand foot breath.


Six jaguars stepped into the
flickering light thrown by the chimnea. Grinning, one moved forward, swinging
his sword like a scythe. Sherhanna stepped back with her foot and covered her
mouth with her hand.


Her weapon was Desire.


“No,” she breathed. “Please, sidi. Have mercy.”


“I’ll be merciful, luv,” the
man moved closer. “As merciful as a monk.”


He pushed her dagger aside with
his blade. She let it drop to the floor.


 Hand foot
breath.


He was close now, so close that
she could see the rings in one ear, the scars on his chin, the yellow of his
eyes. She was vulnerable. He had the power over her, could kill her with one
thrust. 


Her weapon was Desire. Hand foot breath.


Her tail curled around his leg.



“I beg your forgiveness, most
holy monk.” 


He lifted the sword, caressed
her cheek with the edge, slid it down her throat to nick the silk between her
breasts.


“Beg,” he said. 


Slowly, she raised her hand and
bit her glove, pulled it one by one from her fingers with her perfect teeth. Her weapon was Desire. She reached long,
strong hands to the man’s neck and pulled him in for a kiss, pressing her body
into his. Hand foot breath.


His tail slapped from side to
side and his moan caused the others to laugh wickedly. Soon, the slapping
turned to silence and the moan became a groan and then a muffled wail before
she released him. He staggered back, eyes shot with blood, mouth gaping wide. A
tiny needle was sticking out of the thick of his tongue.


Dragon Tea. 


He dropped to his knees, dead
before he hit the hummingbird floor.


In the blink of an eye, she
flung the second dagger across the room, sending another jaguar staggering
backwards into the chimnea. Both jaguar and chimnea toppled to the ground
sending live coals across the floor.


The four remaining pulled their
pitted, seasoned swords. 


Her body the blade.


The four remaining, she
reminded herself, were Qi Yi Jun mercenaries.
She was Shadow.


She turned and bolted out the
doors.


The moment her feet hit the
verandah, she leapt straight up to grab the doorframe with her hands, swinging
her legs as the jaguars came. She caught the head of the third man in her knees
and let him take her as he ran, dropping her weight and snapping his neck with
the fierce arc of her body before flinging him backwards into the oncoming
rush. They shoved him to the side but by then, his sword was in her hand.


She rolled to one knee and
sliced the air with the blade. The three fanned out around her.


A dagger appeared in one Qi Yi Jun hand. It flipped and was sent
whipping thought the short distance only to be deflected by her steel with a
ping. It clattered along the boards and slid under the railing, dropping off
into the blackness of the Shimhali Valley
far below. Slowly, the men began to walk toward her, spinning their swords like
kenshi. Good for mercenaries. She was
impressed.


A ribbon of silk flicked past
her face, dancing in the night breeze. She slipped a small red pouch from the
folds of her silk, tossed it to the deck at their feet. With a cry, she sliced
the sword down onto the pouch and it erupted in a flash of heat and flame,
sending her back toward the railing and them back toward the house. 


In the blinding light, she
turned to the mountainside and ran, her long stride taking her to the far
railing in a heartbeat. Once there, she sprang, feeling the wind beneath her
belly and the shale brush her fingertips but the crack of her tail brought her
crashing to the burning deck, sending the sword over the side and causing stars
to burst behind her eyes.


There was pain but she was
Shadow.


She twisted.


A jaguar was standing over her,
flames dancing across his shoulders, his smoking boot on her cheetah’s tail.
She snarled. It was bound to happen. Her tail was so very long.


Savagely, she swung her leg,
knocking his out from under him and she rolled but he fell upon her, his weight
knocking the breath from her body. The verandah was on fire now from the fire
powder and the tipped chimnea, the oils from the teak fueling the flames with their
sickening fumes. There was heat but she was Shadow and fast. She pulled her
feet to her chest and with a roar of breath, she sent the spikes of the jika-tabi into his belly. He bellowed
and she heaved him over her head to crash through the railing. He followed the
sword, dagger and Asmit Hannamansigh over the side.


She never heard his howl end
for the fifth was upon her, slicing his sword in an effort to sever head from
neck. She flung herself backwards, suspended for a moment at the edge of the
verandah, the cool night breeze nipping at her spine. All time slowed as the
sword came. She saw the gorge, the Shimhali
Valley, the Lake of Blue Herons. She moved with the speed of a falcon.
Reaching back with her long arms, she grasped the deck edge and flipped
backwards, her feet swinging up and connecting his chin with the tabis’ spikes. And with all of her
strength, she pulled her arms down, carrying him up and over her body to follow
his fellow over the side.


No balance, she thought wildly
as her legs swung in the open sky. Hand
foot breath. No balance and she forced one elbow up and onto the flaming
deck when suddenly, there was a hand at her throat. Soon, another as the last Qi Yi Jun mercenary hauled her from the
brink, up so that her feet dangled over the edge. He pulled her close, snarled.


His face was gone, charred from
the firepowder; one eye milky, the pelt seared from his forehead, nose and
cheeks. When he pulled back his lips, they cracked.


“Die,” he growled and his
thumbs pressed deep into the hollows of her throat. It was a death grip and she
could feel the pressure building up behind her eyes once again. There was little
strength in her legs and they flailed at his torso, scraping his chest and
belly with the spikes but he felt nothing beyond the flames and the fury. She
gripped his scorched forearms but he was a jaguar, stocky and strong and
killing her. 


A huge crack echoed through the
valley and she thought it was her neck but suddenly, the world lurched as
burning beams shifted beneath his boots. The deck was collapsing under the
flames and she realized that soon, both they and the verandah would be little
more than charred remains on the Shimhali
Valley floor.


She had no fear of death. Death
was, for an Alchemist, merely a change of state, and Alchemy was the study of
change. But there was so much she had wanted to learn, so many areas of the
Arts and the Gifts, Necromancy and the exchange of Life and Death and those
caught in between, so she closed her eyes and grew quiet in the jaguar’s arms,
summoning all her chi into a single,
focused thought. Felt her hands move of their own accord, watched them slip the
xiàn from
the folds of her gloves and in two swift motions, it was around his neck. With
the last of her strength she pulled it taut, feeling the lethal wire slide
through pelt and flesh and cord and tendon, snagging only at the spine and
windpipe in the center. Her hands grew warm, his head lilted to the side and
they both collapsed to the deck.


Which crumbled beneath them
like coals.


The jaguar disappeared, feeding
their Mother, the Great Mountains. Her claws – strong and black –
dug into the charred wood as she fought for balance but it was falling apart
under the flames. She scrambled forward and forward again, her only goal now to
get to the summerhouse but the heat and the smoke made it impossible. Not the
house, she thought wildly, the mountain and with a deep breath that scorched
her lungs, she lowered herself under the burning beams.


Like a spider she crawled
upside-down under the rafters, arms aching, thighs straining, grateful for the
spikes in the jika-tabi now more than
ever. Her gloves seared to the pelt of her palms but she kept on until her
fingers brushed the rock beneath the summerhouse. She pulled herself in close
as the verandah cracked once again and with a rush of burning timber, it tore
free from the Moon Lily and plummeted like a stone to the blackness far below.


She did not move, did not dare
move as the threshold of the door and two remaining beams that jutted out over
the gorge sizzled with flame. So she pressed herself into the rock and simply
breathed, feeling the cool shale on her cheek and welcoming the stony embrace
that was the mountain. Her arms were shaking, there was no strength left in her
legs. Her world, which had once been hand, foot and breath, had shrunk to
fingers and toes and those weakening by the moment.


She could try to climb up. It
was less than an arm’s reach but she didn’t trust her arms. She could try to
climb down but she knew she would not make it, not after tonight. The easiest
would be to let go and let the Valley take her. Asmit Hannamansingh had been
right. She would go hungry tonight but the mountains would not.


A hand reached down from the
threshold of the summerhouse. A white striped hand, and then the voice.


“Take it or jump. I won’t ask
again.”


She took it and with a powerful
grip, Jet barraDunne pulled her from her prison on the mountain into mouth of
the Moon Lily.


She wanted to drop, to curl up
in a tiny ball and hold herself until her nerves stopped their rebellion.
Instead, she forced her legs to hold her and rose to her feet, began the slow,
methodical process of unraveling the silks that bound her body, wrapping them
loosely between palm and elbow. As she did, she kept her eyes fixed to the
figure of the First Mage as he strode across a floor that was sizzling with
coals and crackling with many small fires. He had exchanged his kimonoh for
Alchemist’s robes of black and silver and he paused at the mercenary with the
dagger in his chest. The man was slumped against one of the black-lacquered
cabinets, clutching the hilt with bloody fingers. He looked up at the First
Mage, pleading with every blink.


“So messy,” said Jet.


Swiftly, he snatched the dagger
out of the chest and sent it back in with a chik.
The jaguar twitched once and died.


“The family will never allow me
to keep the Moon Lily now,” he said. “But never fear. I believe there is
another sister.”


barraDunne nudged the body with
his sandal and it slumped onto a mass of coals. While the mercenary’s clothes
began to sizzle and burn, he bent to open the lacquered doors, unmindful of the
flames.


She watched him like a serpent
but continued to remove the silks.


 “You may kill me,” she said after a moment.


“I don’t need to,” he said.
“You are already dead.”


He plucked a second sakeh pot
from the cabinet and set two tiny cups on the top. Carefully, as one would pour
tea, he filled them and crossed the floor again, stepping over coals, flames
and jaguars as he came.


“Drink now,” he said.


Her knees could barely hold her
but her will was strong. She took the cup gingerly, with the tips of her
fingers.


His moon-white eyes swept the
living space, the smouldering embers that once was a deck.


“You are Shiva, goddess of
destruction.” He looked at her. “And Aegypshan, yes? As beautiful as the sun.
What is the name of your sun god?”


“Rah,” she breathed. She prayed
he did not see the tremors in her cup. “He is Rah.”


He smiled.


“Of course. Rah al Shiva. No.
Sh’Rah al Shiva, or Sherah, so you won’t forget your death.”


And he raised the tiny cup.


“A drink to the birth of
Shadow.”


The remaining silks were
tattered across her lithe body. She turned her golden eyes on him.


“After you,” she said.


His smiled broadened. Slowly,
he turned the cup upside down and spilled its contents on the hummingbird
floor. Smoke rose from the puddle as it ate through the wood.


“You are my match. Shadow to my
Moon.”


He tossed the cup out over the
threshold, took hers and did likewise. Lifted a white striped finger to stroke
her chin, let it linger before drawing it downwards to her throat. He studied
the tattered silks between her breasts.


“It is dawn. Lie with me,” he
said. “You have already removed most of your clothing. I will delight in
removing the rest. I will bind your wounds, perhaps create new ones. Darkness
and light, pleasure and pain, I will give and take and pay you so much more
than you had dreamed…” 


It is your only power over them, the tigress had said. Use
it. Wield it like a sword.


She held up her handful of
silk, let it fall like a ribbon to the floor. 


He grinned as she took his
wrist, wrapped it once, twice, binding it in silk. Made a knot, pulled it
tight.


“Magnificent,” he breathed. “I
am stupefied by your imagination. Who knows? With your stamina and my
instincts, perhaps we will become the most powerful Alchemists in the Kingdom.
I already have the Empress’ ear.”


He has no honour and neither do you.


He grabbed her wrist now and
leaned in, his mouth barely a kiss away. He smelled of smoke and sakeh and
secrets.


“What do you know of lions?”


“Nothing,” she lied.


“Then I will teach you.”


Sun Ghanem would be proud.


“Of course.” She smiled, golden
eyes gleaming. “But another time. Like your wife, I am the mistress of my
fate.”


And she slipped away from him
as oil through fingers and in three long cheetah’s strides, she was at the
threshold, leaping into the sunrise like an eagle from a peak. Swiftly, she
twisted to catch the ribbon of silks as they unraveled from her palm and as she
did so, she caught a glimpse of the First Mage bracing himself against the
lintel of the summerhouse, becoming her anchor in her dive off the mountain.
The silks snapped taut and she swung like a pendulum, striking the cliff side
with her jika-tabis and taking the
impact in her bones, but whole. She loosed the last of the silk and was
swallowed in a heartbeat, becoming one with the Shadow in the breast of their Mother,
the Great Mountains.


The last thing she heard was
his laughter, echoing down from the Moon Lily. She smiled to herself and began
her descent into the Shimhali Valley,
from the end of all nights to the morning.



 


 
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

In the Palace of Infinite Peace



 

Infinite longing for you


In the Palace of Infinite Peace



 

Infinite longing,


Memories of you for so long,


When will these campaigns at the passes


come to an end?


I gaze toward windswept clouds,


News of you cut off,


Through the mountain storms


And armies.


Return letters do not arrive;


In vain do I keep
myself pure,


Afraid to see if this face
– since we parted –


Is still like the one when we first met.



 

Infinite longing,


Pressing the heart.


















 


 

Thunder and Avalanche


Year of the Boar



 

A broken heart and


Grieving brow cut deeper than


The steel of arrows



 


 

There are times in a man’s life
when the days are too rich and the air too sweet. Times when the prize comes at
a cost and comradeship is thicker than blood. Times when the battles are so
fierce, the losses so steep that when they are ended, it is like falling into
the arms of Heaven and even the sleep is bliss. Those days a man can, and
should, savour every moment for he knows they cannot last. But while he lives
them – for good or ill – he lives.


Kirin pushed open the flaps of
the tent and stepped out into the rocks. It was cold this morning and he could
see his breath in front of his face like a mist. It had been a long winter and
a cold spring, so it was not surprising. There was still snow on much of the
ground. This high in the mountains, the snow would stay for most of the year, a
wintery cloak on the nape of their mother, the Great Mountains. 


Most of the soldiers were still
rising but a small band of leopards huddled around the fire. They followed him
with their eyes as he picked his way to the head of the gorge. In a moment, he
would sit with them and enjoy a light breakfast after tea. They needed to know
he was still one of them, even though his rank had changed. He would make sure
Ursa did the same, although he suspected they would be happier if she didn’t.
They were afraid of her, just a little.


Further up he could see men
standing guard over the sleeping tents, soldiers with swords and spears, bows
and cannons. Cannons. He marveled at
the need for such an arsenal but then again, they were guarding against the
Thunder. Against the Avalanche. Dragons, bears and behemoths could not even
come close to the Thunder and Avalanche.


He picked his way over the
rocks to gaze out over the Khali Ghandak Gorge. It was a valley deep in the
Great Mountains and he cast his eyes to the west. Dhowla’girih the Beautiful, covered in snow and
rising out of the valley like a lily-white fang. To the east, Anna’purananna, the Goddess of Winter;
wide, proud and defiant. In the summer, the gorge ran with glacier waters but
now it was merely a valley of snow and stones, the scrub only beginning to hint
at new life. Firs and thick pines grew up the steep slopes and in the distance,
the Great Mountains shone purple in the morning sun.


“Are you ready, Captain?” came
a voice and he turned to see Middle Captain Liam al’Massay-Carr stepping toward
him over the rocks.


“Captain,” Kirin repeated,
turning the word over on his tongue. He shook his head. It still hadn’t found a
home there.


“Captain of the Empress’
Personal Guard, no less.”


“No more either.”


“Not even twenty summers and
you’re the ranking officer here.” He reached out to tug the new sash at Kirin’s
waist. “Layering up the gold, I see.”


Kirin looked down
at the new addition to his uniform. It was a beautiful weave of Imperial gold
threads, given to him by the Empress herself. It still smelled of her. Lotus, he thought. The scent of lotus
and orange.


 “So, how did he die?” asked Liam.


“Who? The Captain?”


“That is what we’re talking
about, Kirin. That’s why we’re here. To get you a Captain’s horse. A gold one
if memory serves.”


A Captain’s horse, plucked from
the Thunder and Avalanche.


“I don’t know the details,
Liam,” he started. “But it had something to do with his liver.”


“I think Ho poisoned him,” said
Liam and he rocked on his heels. “A few drops of Dragon Tea in his cup and poof, blackened liver, dead Captain.”


“Don’t speak too loudly,” said
Kirin under his breath. “Tang-St. John won’t approve.”


“He doesn’t approve of me anyway,
Kirin,” grinned his friend. “I’m only here because I need a horse too. I’m not
a Captain yet.”


“One day, Liam. Regardless,
it’s an honour to choose a horse from the Avalanche.”


“It’s only an honour if you
survive them.”


Together, the two men turned
their eyes back to the gorge, followed the rugged winding river basin as it
disappeared into the mountains. The Léi Shēng Imperial Preserve,
where the Avalanche lived.


“I can’t imagine them wintering
in that,” said Kirin. “That’s harsh for any animal.”


“Only the strongest survive,”
said Liam. “And we climb on top of them, tell them to go this way or that with
only a little stick of metal between their teeth.”


“Do you think they know that
they can kill us with one blow?”


“By Ho’s fluffy buttocks, I
hope not.”


Kirin grinned. Liam and his
colourful cursing.


“So,” Kirin said. “You are to
be married?”


“I wondered if you’d heard
that.”


“You didn’t tell me last night
and I’m certain there’s been no letter at home informing me of such news.”


The young lion smiled at the
ground.


“It’s all very sudden,” he
said. “Her name is Anasuya Spring-Walters. She’s a lovely, lovely girl. Daughter
of the Second Magistrate of Cal’Cathah.”


“You love her?”


“She will make a fine wife.”


“But do you love her?”


Liam looked up at him. 


“I think I do, Kirin. By Ho’s
flaming choli, I think I do.”


Now it was Kirin’s turn to
smile at the ground. Liam al’Massay-Carr was engaged to be married, becoming a
man. Would likely be a father soon enough with kittens of his own. Life
happened all too quickly and never looked back.


“Ah, Captain Wynegarde-Grey,”
sang a reed-thin voice. “Middle Captain al’Massay-Carr. So good to see you this
morning. So very good.”


They turned to see Master Yeo
Tang-St. John, Minister of Horses, moving like water towards them. Tang-St.
John was also a lion, his mane shot with silver and pulled back into an
elaborate top-knot. Customarily, he wore robes of Imperial gold but today, and
from the beginning of their trek, he had exchanged them for a thick kosode and rough woolen sash. He wore a rabbit pelt cap tied under
his chin and his boots were tooled yak hide. Not at all the slip of a figure he
presented in the courts.


They bowed at his approach,
fists to cupped palms and he did the same. Although considerably senior than
they, courtesy was one of the many things that separated cats from animals.


“We should break fast,” he
said. “And soon. The dungchen master is
ready and the sherpi are preparing their ponies.”


“Yes sir,” said
Kirin. “Is Major Laenskaya awake?”


“Oh most
certainly she is,” sang the Master of Horses. “She has been up since sunrise,
performing the Sun Salute. She is a graceful creature, if not entirely
pleasant.”


There was little to break the
fast with so they contented themselves on tea and rice cakes, for this was a
dangerous game they were playing. In the Kingdom, horses were the most feared
of all predators and these even more so. Imperial colts bred in Dharamshallah and foaled in the lush
pastures of Dharpurthan, they were allowed six months with their dams.
During these six months, they were handled and brushed, led by halters and
trained to the bells, all by sherpi working for the Ministry of Horses. Then,
at six months, the colts were driven deep into the Léi
Shēng Imperial Preserve. In the mountains between Dhowla’girih and Anna’purananna,
they were left for a year to fend for themselves, to grow, to hunt, to become
strong. The Preserve was filled with yak and mountain bucks, rabbits and
grouse, plentiful during most of the year but now, at the end of winter, even
the scent of a roasting pigeon could have the Thunder and Avalanche rain down
upon their heads.


And so they ate quietly,
quickly, hoping the wind didn’t change and blow their scent in dangerous
directions. There were twelve Imperial soldiers in need of horses and a herd of
perhaps thirty, unless the mountains had taken them. It was impossible to know
how many were left from the original band. According to Master Tang-St. John,
every year it was different. Some years, most survived, other years were not so
lucky.


Kirin looked up as Major Ursa
Laenskaya came down from the rocks, wrapped in the hide of a white bear and
looking as fierce as one. The leopards shifted their eyes, and their positions.


He held out a rice cake.


“Eat,” he said.


She snorted. 


“I will eat when I have an
Imperial horse,” she said. “I will feed it two dead rabbits, then I will feed
myself the third. Not a rice cake. Never a rice cake.”


“Not a good plan, Major,” said
Liam. “When you’re hungry, you’re weak. The horse will crush you like a
banana.”


“Not if I crush him first.”


“You won’t sit well on a
crushed horse.”


“His spirit, idiot. I’m glad I
didn’t choose you.”


“By Ho’s jeweled underthings,
such a tongue on you! How do you stand this insolence, Kirin?” laughed the
Middle Captain when suddenly, a figure rose over the rocks. 


“The dungchen master is ready,” the man called. “The sherpi have been sent out and
the sky is clear. We move now.”


The soldiers rose
to their feet, followed Tang-St. John toward a pile of packs. They formed a
circle around him as he passed a satchel to each man. Kirin didn’t need to look
inside. He knew what they contained - a rope, a yak bell, three honeycombs and
three dead rabbits. He had been reading the protocols for weeks.


Next, Tang-St.
John motioned to the leopards carrying spears and shields. The Master of Horses
passed a set to each soldier.


“You have your
swords still?” he asked each one. “Your swords and your daggers? Although if it
comes to your daggers, you are dead men. Or women. Dead women. Woman. Only
one.”


Ursa growled.


The Master turned to them.


“The Avalanche is hungry and
wild, so do not let your heads be filled with thoughts of bonding, imprinting
or love. They will eat you as soon as choose you, so be wary and do not trust
your heart. Trust your instincts, trust your mind. You will see clues as to
their disposition and temperament. You will be led by your feline intuition to
follow one with your eyes and if he follows back, then he is destined to be
yours. But it is not always so simple. We have to kill those that refuse to
submit because they will present a threat to next year’s colts. But for the
most part, they will remember their times in the pastures of Dharpurthan and will allow themselves to
be subdued. It is a testament to feline intellect and will.”


The soldiers murmured at that.
It was good to know that horses could be swayed by feline intellect and will.
Cats are, after all, a willful people.


“They must submit,” he
continued. “No matter how powerful, no matter how majestic, for if a horse does
not submit his will to a cat’s, he is unpredictable and therefore dangerous.
There would be no trusting him on the battlefield.”


“Are there no mares?” asked
Ursa and all eyes turned to her. “In the Avalanche, stallions all?”


“Stallions all,” said the
Master. “As in an Imperial stable or troop. You may as well throw their
training out with the dung the moment a mare goes into season. They become
worse than dogs.”


She grunted but said nothing
more. Tang-St. John continued.


“We have three physicians as
well.” At the campfire, three tigers raised their hands. “They will tend any
injuries the Avalanche may cause but they are also military physicians. If the
damage is extensive or too severe, they will aid any man who chooses the Last
Road. Last year, we lost six in to Avalanche. Believe me when I say it is best
to stay with the group until your horse has selected you, and even then, there
is a danger.”


There was silence as his words
sank in.


“Very well. Take a moment, make
peace with your gods and then, follow me to the Valley of Thunder.”


Kirin took a cleansing breath.
It was all so filled with superstition, with myth and legend and no one really
knew what was real and what was story. The Thunder and Avalanche, dream of
every soldier, nightmare of all.


“Ready, Kirin?” And Liam
grinned at him.


“I am. You?”


“Always. But I do miss
Kaballah.”


“Your Marwari?”


“Yes, he was a good horse.”


“A horse is a horse,” said
Kirin. “They’re useful but honestly, I can’t see how you can form an
attachment.”


“You will. I’m sure of it.”


Together, the two men followed
the Master of Horses, in the company of the others. Hanging behind, Ursa took a
moment to study the cannons mounted on the ridge but she soon followed as they
made their way down into the Valley of Thunder.


The group of twelve assembled
in a huddle, satchels roped to their waists, shields forming a protective wall
around them, spears pointing to the sky. They had been drilled for weeks on the
protocol and even then, nothing was assured. Every year was different. Every
year, soldiers died and horses were killed. Not all the Avalanche remembered
their summer in the pastures of Dharpurthan,
or if they did, some not fondly. Time and the Mountains changed everything.


On the flat of the glacial
river now, in a tight group of soldiers, Kirin’s world shrank to snow and rock,
pines and sky. A lone eagle cried overhead but disappeared as the low, mournful
sound of the dungchen
sang out over the gorge.


A second blast
from the horn and then a third and the valley echoed until it died away,
leaving only the sound of the wind in the pines and then nothing.


They waited.


They waited.


For an hour, they
waited, attentive at first but gradually, spears and shields lowered with
boredom and fatigue. One of the soldiers hummed an old war song but in all that
time, no one said a word, no one made a move to leave. The Master of Horses had
made his way back up the rocks to the campsite and Kirin was only moderately
comforted by the silhouettes of the archers and cannons high above them. The
archers he could understand but cannon-fire routinely killed more soldiers than
it protected. He hoped there would be no need for rockets and fireworks today.
Or archers, if he was honest.


It wasn’t for
another hour before he felt a tremor beneath his boots.


“Thunder,” said
one soldier, a jaguar on-loan from KhaBhull.


“Steady,” said
Kirin and together, each soldier raised their spears, lifted their shields to
form the wall. 


Tiny stones shook across the
snowy plateau as a sound rose in the valley where the riverbed disappeared
around the mountain. The Thunder, he
thought. Aptly named. It was very much like a summer storm rolling in from the
north.


Trees trembled now, branches
snapping and falling to the ground. Higher up, rocks shook loose and began to
spill, their progress impeded by the snowbanks still covering the hills. And
then the spray, like a rain cloud bearing down upon them and suddenly, around
the bend in the river, they came.


A herd of stampeding stallions,
whipped into a frenzy by the mounted sherpi driving them forward, an avalanche
of horseflesh thundered between the slopes and the pines. He tried to count but
his heart was thudding in his throat, his blood hot, brow sweating and the
horses charging with the motions of a great dragon. The ground shook like an
earthquake and Kirin could barely keep his footing as fifteen – no twenty
– massive, lean, hungry predators barreled down the riverbed toward them.


The Avalanche moved like a
wall, not splitting, not swerving, but heading toward them like an arrowhead.
At the tip of the arrow was a lean grey and from the conformation and
bone-structure, Kirin could have sworn it was a mare.


“Steady!” he shouted and they
hiked their shields, lowered their spears, bracing themselves for the impact.
They knew, however, that none would survive if the Avalanche hit.


Suddenly the Avalanche split,
flowing around the soldier-wall like a river raging around a rock. Cats swung
to follow, forming a circle as the Avalanche thundered past, spears pointed out
above the shields. As it went, one horse snapped at a spear and a leopard was
yanked out of the circle with a cry. He was trampled in an instant by the
horses behind and the snow grew pink under their hoofs.


The Avalanche slowed as the
horses separated, most wheeling back onto the circle of soldiers but three
continuing on at full gallop down the river. High overhead, the cannons boomed
and the three were blasted into a rain of pulp in a heartbeat. 


It was a bloody but fleeting
image as Kirin drew his eyes back to the Avalanche, prancing in dizzying
circles around them. They were a fearsome sight. Snorting, squealing, tossing
their massive heads and for the first time Kirin saw horses in their natural
state. Manes tangled and spilling down their shoulders, tails dragging along
the ground. Hair like spikes on their jaws and like scales over their hooves,
eyes wild like demons and mouths dripping foam. Their fangs were unfiled and
protruded from their jaws like dragon teeth. Massive feet left ruts in the hard
ground and still, the earth rumbled beneath them.


The Avalanche.


“No!” shouted a man and from
the corner of his eye, Kirin could see the jaguar
from KhaBhull rush from the
circle. “Abomination!”


One of the horses had snatched
the body of the trampled soldier as he thundered past and the jaguar was trying
to stop him but in vain. Horses were pack hunters and within a heartbeat, a
second stallion cantered up behind the man, knocking him to the ground with its
powerful shoulder. The pair fell upon him, began tearing him to pieces when
arrows hissed through the air, thudding into necks and flanks and backs. The
horses squealed and bolted, abandoning the bodies but themselves riddled with
arrows and trailing blood. Soon, they collapsed, thrashing in the snow of the
riverbed.


Two soldiers and five horses
already, thought Kirin darkly. The Avalanche killed like its namesake.


“Do not break the circle!”
shouted Liam from somewhere on his left. 


“Shields and spears!” cried
Ursa from his right. “Keep alert!”


“The bells!” shouted Kirin.
“Now is the time for the bells! They will remember!”


It was precarious work,
gripping the spear and shield in one hand and digging in the satchel for the
yak bells, especially with the Avalanche circling like wasps, snapping and
thundering ever closer. But soon the air was filled with the low tinny din of
bells, rising up from the circle of soldiers and the chi of the very air changed with it.


Yak bells, used by the sherpi
when feeding the foals in the pastures of Dharpurthan.
Yak bells, rung with every grooming, with every tender lesson, with every
gift of rabbit and honeycomb. Yak bells were the key to the latent memory of
the horse, granting the Upper Kingdom supremacy because of centuries of feline
intellect and will and yak bells.


A massive stallion trotted past
his line of sight, spun on its haunches, tossed its wild head. A fine animal, thought Kirin, with a
most pleasing colour. Bright bay, almost golden coat with the promise of
dapples at the haunch and barrel. Black mane, tail, legs and muzzle. Large eye,
slightly Roman nose, small ears. Yes,
he thought to himself, a very fine animal indeed. 


He kept his eye on the horse as
others thundered around the circle, some at a canter, others moving at a
forceful trot. Kirin marveled at the length of their strides, how they covered
the earth and for a brief moment, hung suspended above it only to have hoofs
strike the earth like hard rain. There was a frostbitten roan that was the
largest horse he had ever seen, dwarfing the others as he moved across the
valley. He saw a handsome black with a white star, and that grey –
smaller, leaner with fine bones. He was certain it was a mare but they were
moving so fast and there were so many. Fifteen, he counted. Fifteen hungry
horses for now ten soldiers. This would quickly become problematic and he
realized he had not seen a protocol for this.


The bright bay stallion
thundered past again and he let his eye remain on it, wishing it would slow and
look at him. He would be happy if this horse chose him.


A large chestnut rushed the
circle and all the shields shuddered at the impact. A leopard stabbed with his
spear and the horse wheeled away, pike dragging from the thickly-muscled neck.


Fourteen.


To the sound of the bells, the
whirling, prancing, snorting Thunder slowed to an agitated walk, still circling
but controlled. Some horses pawed the ground, other lifted their great heads to
breathe the scent of rabbits on the air.


There, the bright bay again,
walking shoulder in, tossing his head, lashing his tail like a serpent. How
like dragons they were, thought Kirin, with the fangs and the tails, the
rolling haunches and spiky manes. If any creature could truly breathe fire, it
would be the horse.


The bay swung its head, made
eye contact and Kirin felt a charge rush down the length of his body. The
stallion reared back onto iron legs, pawed at the air. The ground thundered
when he came down, tossing his head, snorting. Caught his eye again before
spinning on his haunch as if ready to bolt.


Kirin lowered the spear,
transferred the bell to his shield hand and dug in the satchel for the first
rabbit.


“Come, come, you fine
creature,” he said.


The horse swung around to face
him, nostrils flared and ears pricked.


He speared the rabbit and held
it out to the great beast, still swinging the yak bell slowly, rhythmically
with his shield hand.


The horse grumbled, tossed its
head, took several steps back.


“Come, come,” he said again,
keeping his voice soft and deep. “You are hungry and this rabbit is filled with
mare’s milk paste. It will bring back lovely memories for you, and fill your
belly at the same time. Come, come, my fine friend.”


And the rabbit-tipped spear
edged ever closer.


The horse’s eye was large,
round and quick and it darted from the lion to the rabbit and back again.
Suddenly, he snatched the rabbit from the pike and shook it violently, breaking
all the bones. He tossed it to the ground, planted a hoof and began to tear at
the flesh to the soft, steady chimes of the yak bells.


Kirin risked a glance around.
The circle had grown like spokes of a wheel as cats moved outwards toward
horses and he realized that there was no Thunder, there was no Avalanche. There
were only cats and horses and rabbits and yak bells. Liam was feeding the black
with the star and Ursa the grey. Most definitely a mare, Kirin realized, and he
wondered how Tang-St. John could possibly have been wrong.


 On the outskirts of the circle, four horses still snorted and
pawed. Outsiders. They had not made connections with the cats and he threw a
quick glance at the archers. Best to
shoot them now, he thought. They were hungry and there weren’t enough
rabbits.


His great horse made a rumbling
sound in his chest, tossed his head. The rabbit was gone and the horse was
still hungry. Protocol had it to offer the honeycomb next, then another rabbit,
then another honeycomb, all to the music of the bells. It had worked for
generations. Cats were wise that way.


He lowered the shield and
pulled back the spear, found the first honeycomb and shoved it onto the tip.
The horse champed its mouth, either smelling or remembering, he didn’t know
which, but the spear went slowly outwards and the horse eagerly accepted.


He wanted to touch it. He
wanted to run his hand down the massive neck, over the rippling shoulder,
across the flat cheek. He breathed in the scent of it, heavy and musky and wild
like the earth. He wanted to brush the sticks out of the creature’s tail, shave
the tangled man, rub the loose winter coat from the body and make it shine like
dappled gold.


Do not let your heads be filled with thoughts of bonding,
imprinting or love, Tang-St. John had said.
They will eat you as soon as choose you.


This horse could kill him, he
knew, but with the spear, the shield, the swords and his own claws, he could
also kill the horse. It was a mutual relationship – cats and horses, and
always had been. Dogs had never been so resourceful, preferring to kill and eat
horses rather than ride them and so horses stayed safe and away. Good thing
too. Packs of marauding dogs on the backs of savage thundering herds would
present a threat that even the might of the Upper Kingdom could not withstand.


The second rabbit now and the
stallion took it eagerly, tearing and swallowing the flesh in great chunks.
Finished, it tossed its head once more and grumbled. Kirin’s heart stopped dead
as the horse took a step toward him, pawed a deep rut into the earth. Slowly,
Kirin reached into the satchel for the second honeycomb, tossed it to the
ground without the spear. The horse took it, crunched contentedly, its thick
tongue separating the wax from the syrup, all to the gentle clanging of the
bells.


The last rabbit now. He
released a deep breath and laid the spear carefully on the rocks, but kept the
shield and the bell, just in case. He stretched out his arm, reached out with
the tips of his fingers, gave the floppy carcass a shake. The horse grumbled
again, ears pricked then laid back, pricked then laid back. It was thinking,
Kirin knew, as limited as that might be. Thinking, weighing options – the
rumble in his belly against the lion at the other end of the rabbit. And the
possibility of more honeycomb.


Yes, he dearly wanted to touch
it.


Most of the Avalanche was on
its third rabbit and he noticed the outsiders becoming agitated. The large roan
was one of them and he had resumed his pacing, snapping and snorting at the
other three as he circled. One dove in to snatch a rabbit from the tip of a
lion’s spear and away from the red horse the lion was feeding. The red horse
squealed and bit, driving his fangs into the neck of the interloper and soon,
their bodies thudded together, hoofs flashing, teeth drawing blood. The valley
echoed with their fighting until the outsider relented and cantered off up the
riverbed only to be struck by a volley of arrows from the mountainside. It
staggered and went down.


The air suddenly filled with
dark shar chi as all the stallions grew restless. The head of his own bright
bay shot up, nostrils flared, breaths coming in powerful snorts. Even the bells
could not disguise it.


With a squeal, a second
outsider charged Liam’s black stallion and the sound of the collision was
Thunder and Avalanche renewed. al’Massay-Carr cursed and threw the third rabbit
and the horse leapt to snatch out of the air. It wheeled but the black threw
itself into the horse’s path, clamping its jaws on the rabbit’s body and
whipping his head savagely to the side. Immediately, the rabbit tore in half
and each horse bolted in opposite directions. Liam cursed as arrows dispatched
both horses when suddenly, a dark bay rushed in and snapped at the satchel
wrapped to Liam’s waist, yanking the lion off his feet.


“Shoot it!” Kirin cried to the
distant archers and he scrambled across the snow and rocks towards his friend.
“Archers, shoot now!”


Liam had landed on his shoulder
and was desperately trying to pull his sword from its sheath as the outsider
dragged him across the stony ground toward the trees. He hauled the katanah from its sheath and in a
powerful swing, severed the rope and released the satchel. The bay wheeled for
the trees but arrows whipped through the air, thudding into its chest and
flank. It continued until its forelegs buckled and it stumbled headfirst into
the snow. 


Liam rolled to his knees,
bruised and bloodied and beginning to push himself to his feet. But he was out
of the protective circle and easy prey for a hungry stallion and Kirin saw the
large roan thundering across the plateau toward him.


“Liam!” Kirin cried. 


The roan struck like the
Avalanche he was, sending the Middle Captain sailing back onto the rocks.
Arrows thudded into the stallion but it was not slowed, rearing over him now
and blocking out the sun. With horror, Kirin watched as the horse came down,
both Thunder and the crack of lightning onto Liam’s thigh. The crack wasn’t
lightning, however as bone shattered and blood sprayed across the rock.


The roan reared again. In a
heartbeat, Kirin knew that a second blow would likely kill, also that he could
not reach him in time to prevent it. His hand went to the katanah and in one smooth motion, flung it from its scabbard,
sending it sailing through the air like a shirh’khin,
tip over hilt to bury itself into the roan’s throat.


Iaijutsu. He
had never done it, only seen it performed once. But it worked well enough to
give him time as the horse reeled under the blow. He flung himself forward and
grabbed Liam under the arms, dragged him backwards as the great hoofs came down
like an earthquake. The horse tossed its head, blood bubbling up from its fangs
and it began to wheel in ever-tightening circles. Finally, the iron legs
buckled and it sank to the rocks, thrashing and groaning and spilling blood
across the snow.


“Shields and spears up!”
snapped Ursa. “They may attack!”


 The other soldiers needed no other orders and they obeyed in
a heartbeat, withdrawing to form an armoured circle with the shields as a wall.
The Avalanche was subdued, however; silent and still, the Thunder dying along
with the great roan. Ursa moved swiftly to her Captain’s side as he knelt to
tend his friend.


“Tell them to rope the horses,”
he said. “And get the sherpi to help. This is why we’re here and we have
succeeded.”


“Yes, sir,” she said and left his
side. He could hear her shouting commands and soldiers moving to obey.


“Did you find your golden
horse?” asked Liam through clenched teeth. His face was bloodied from being
dragged across the rocks, pelt torn away on his chin and his cheek.


“I did,” said Kirin. The leg
was bent at an awkward angle, the femur shattered, bits of splintered bone
protruding from the leather of his uniform. If it had been lower, beneath the
knee, there might have been hope but not the thigh. There would be no repairing
this break. “He’s a bit ragged but should clean up nicely.”


“Like my leg.”


“Yes,” said Kirin. It was
bleeding very badly and he knew the artery had likely been cut by shattered
bone. “Like your leg. The physicians are coming now. They’ll patch you up as
nicely.”


“As long as I can ride home to
my fiancée. I miss her already.”


“Soon,” he said as the tigers
descended. He watched them exchange glances, steadied his sinking heart as they
lifted a small flask of sakeh to deaden the pain. The leg could not be saved
and the bleeding would kill him as surely as a dagger or a sword. They might be
able to take the leg but it would be at the hip, ending Liam’s military career
along with his marriage to Anasuya Spring-Walters, daughter of the Second
Magistrate of Cal’Cathah. 


He cursed the Thunder and the
Avalanche and the blasted feline Way of Things.


“Captain Wynegarde-Grey,” said
one of the physicians. “Attend your horse. We have Middle Captain
al’Massay-Carr.”


He nodded, rose slowly to his
feet as the tigers closed in. He risked a glance at Major Laenskaya. She had
slipped a rope around the neck of her mare and was running her hand along the
grey neck. She met his eyes but looked away quickly. She knew as well. Middle
Captain Liam al’Massay-Carr would not be returning home to his fiancée.


There was a breath on his neck.
The horse was standing behind him.


He ignored it, hated the
tightening of his throat as he listened to the soft conversations of the
physicians, watched the realization play out on his friend’s young face. Cursed
himself now for being so weak. Death was a part of Bushido, as integral as
honour and duty. A good death was the most any soldier could ask for and here,
on the day of the Thunder and Avalanche, it was only fitting that it would come
at the strike of a horse.


“It is not weak,” said Master
Yeo Tang-St. John suddenly appearing at his side. “Our feline natures are at
once strong and sensitive.”


“This is a barbaric ritual,”
Kirin said, his eyes locked on the physicians as they administered sakeh to
deaden the pain. “Surely, there must be a better way.”


“We double our army when we
have both cats and horses able to kill on the battlefield. How better to defeat
a legion of dogs than with feline strategy and horses who have a thirst for
blood.”


Tang-St. John turned his head.


“You have won an impressive
horse. You should touch him now. It is important in the attachment process.”


“My friend is dying, Esteemed
Master,” said Kirin. “My horse can wait.”


“He won’t wait for long,
Captain.”


“Then he is not my horse.”


The trio of tigers parted, and
all three looked his way. He knew what they were asking, felt a pang stab
straight through his very heart.


“No,” he said. “Not Liam.”


“You are ranking officer,” said
Tang-St. John. “It will be first of many. Middle Captain al’Massay-Carr will be
honoured.”


Sinking, sinking, like a stone
in a river.


Liam would want it. Bushido
demanded it. It would haunt him for the rest of his days if he refused.


So he moved forward, casting a
shadow as he stood over physicians and patient. Kirin had seen deaths from
blood loss twice before to know his friend was feeling very little. A mercy
perhaps. Maybe there were gods after all.


“By the kabuki lips of
Chancellor Ho,” said Liam. His eyes were glassy, his breathing shallow and his
words slowed by a thickened tongue. “That is horrible sakeh.”


Kirin grinned sadly. “You would
know.”


“I would indeed,” he said and
blinked, lids sticking to his eyes. “Kirin, will you honour me onto that Last
Road?”


The Last Road.


All the breath left his body as
the memories flooded in. Liam’s smiling face that first morning in Kohdari, greeting him at the Five Hands Gate. The cursing
that got him into constant trouble with Captain Shin-Portsmith and his
generals. Getting drunk with him and Bo Fujihara on bittersweet Chi’Chen sakeh. Stealing Ursa Laenskaya
out from under his Left Hand. 


“You honour me,” was all he
could say.


The tigers moved back as he
sank to his knees.


“My tanto,” said Liam. “In, in…”


“In your boot, yes.”


In the boot with the shattered
leg, he found it, slid it out with a deep breath.


“I have never done this
before,” he said, unashamed to admit his lack of skill. “Where is best?” 


A tiger reached to place the
blade tip between the ribs, angled Kirin’s hand so it would slide up and into
the heart.


“Wait,” said Liam and his hands
moved to cover Kirin’s. “You will tell Anasuya that it was honourable and
swift.”


“I will.”


“And that I loved her.”


Unexpectedly, tears stung his
eyes. He blinked them away. Cleared his throat, changed the grip on the hilt,
wrapping his hands now over Liam’s.


“I will tell her.”


Do it.


He could a deep cleansing
breath.


“What will you name your
horse?”


“What? My horse?”


“The reason we’re here… after
all.”


He looked over at the stallion
standing quietly behind Tang-St. John. As wild as it looked, it was a marvelous
animal. The reason he was here. Right here, right now on this Last Road.


“al’Massay,” he said. “I will
name him al’Massay.”


“By Ho’s twisted knickers.” His
friend tried to laugh but it came out a groan. “I am to be remembered as a
horse.”


“For ever and ever,” said
Kirin. 


Do it.


 He couldn’t.


Liam grunted. “With that
thought…”


And his glassy eyes met
Kirin’s. 


Do it, they pleaded.


“With that thought,” Kirin
breathed. “You join Ben Shin-Portsmith and your Ancestors on that Last Road.” 


Another deep breath and he
welcomed the heart that was Bushido. His master, his guide, his rudder and
foundation.


“Greet him for me,” he said and
slid the dagger home.


One, he counted. Two. Three.


Gone.


He released a final deep,
cleansing breath, sat back on his heels.


All around him, soldiers
touched their horses. Ran hands along their proud necks, patted their deep
chests. Rubbed the poll between their ears, down the long faces to lift the
lips, study the fangs.


“Captain…”


Cast his eyes across the Khali
Ghandak Gorge, where six horses lay dead or dying in the snow. Where the bodies
of two soldiers, now three, fed their Mother, the Great Mountains. She was a
jealous, fearsome mother. 


“Captain…”


Woodenly, he looked up. It was
Ursa, her mare at her side. She held out his katanah, pulled from the roan’s throat. The blade was clean. She
had wiped it on her own thigh.


“Your horse wants to meet you,
sir,” she said.


He looked over at the horse.


“al’Massay is a good name,” she
said. “Strong and proud. It suits him.”


“Yes,” he said. 


“Go meet him, sir.”


He sighed, slowly climbed to
his feet. It seemed to take a lifetime. Took the sword, slid it into its sheath
and turned.


The horse grumbled, tossed his
head. Except it wasn’t a grumble, he realized. It was a nicker, deep and
rolling up from his great chest. And the head toss was not in anger but rather
up and down, a nodding gesture removed of the defiance. 


He reached into the satchel and
pulled out the last of the honeycomb. He stared at it.


He couldn’t move. 


The young stallion pawed the
ground and chomped his teeth, large eye fixed on the comb. 


His legs were stone, like the
rest of him.


“al’Massay,” he said and the
horse approached. Step, step, step until he was close enough to touch. He held
up the honeycomb and the horse took it, munching happily the sticky sweet,
working the wax off with his tongue. 


He longed to touch it but he
was numb, a lion made of wood and stone.


Still chewing, the horse
reached his large head toward him so that the muzzle almost touched his
forehead. It breathed him in, puffing great puffs on his face, his chin, his
eyes. It tasted him with lips that were almost like thumbs, leaving smears of
honey across his cheeks. 


He smiled. At least his face
could work.


“al’Massay,” he said again.
“First is luck. I am very lucky to have you.”


He wished he could move but
even his wishes were dead.


Then the horse did an
unexpected thing. He lowered his great head and leaned it into Kirin’s body,
arching the proud neck, making it easy. Making it so very easy.


The stinging in his eyes
returned and this time, he let them fall. His hand moved of its own accord now,
reaching up to touch the young stallion. First a light touch, a slide of the
palm along the curve of the neck, marveling at the feel of the coat. Winter coat, he realized. Very coarse,
very thick. He needed a brushing. He would shine like dappled gold after a
brushing.


And he leaned forward now, ran
his hand along the neck, down to the deep chest, feeling the muscle solid and
strong. Both hands now up to the withers, into the mane, back up to the cheek,
flat as a gong.


“You are a fine horse,” he
said. “A very fine horse. My horse, al’Massay.”


The horse nickered. 


“al’Massay, my friend.”


He wiped his cheeks with his
palms and took a final, deep cleansing breath. Life and Death in the Great
Mountains. It was the Way of Things. It was their way and it was good.


There are times in a man’s life
when the days are too rich and the air too sweet. Times when challenges come at
a cost and comradeship is thicker than blood. Times when the battles are so
fierce, the losses so steep that when they are ended, it is like falling into
the arms of Heaven and even the sleep is bliss. Those days a man can, and
should, savour every moment for he knows they cannot last. But while he lives
them – for good or ill – he lives.


Twelve had risked the Thunder.
Twelve had faced the Avalanche. Nine had lived to tell of it but, for good or
ill, nine had lived.


He laid his hand on the
stallion’s shaggy neck and turned, his step leaden and his heart heavy on the
road that led to Pol’Lhasa.

















 


 


 


 


 

Bridge Over Tiger Stream



 

Before my footsteps have reached the place


my heart is already there;


The spirit of the whole mountain


beckons me from all sides.


Solitary, strange, ancient and rare


a universe gathered together.


But here only the tiger stream


and the bridge over the stream.


Would I might see the old master


riding the tiger across!


The mountain moon is low now


as large as a bamboo hat;


The water
gurgles, bubbling and splashing


trees break up the light.


Startled


four or five children


fall from the branches.


And I laugh.


















 


 


 


 

The School of One Hundred Thoughts


Year of the Ox



 

Bright eyes will open


The company of scholars


The smile of old books



 

It was tall, it was regal and
it was utterly terrifying.


“Oh mother,” said Fallon
Waterford. “Can we go home now? Please?”


“About time,” grumbled her
father. “We don’t belong here.”


But her mother smiled, causing
the stripes to wrinkle ‘round her eyes. 


“We don’t belong here?” she
asked. “At the university?”


“In the accursed capital city,
that’s where.”


“Dharamshallah,”
breathed Fallon. “It’s so beautiful.”


“And so is the University,”
said her mother. 


Fallon sighed and clutched her
journals to her chest. Her mother was right. The University was breathtaking.
The School of One Hundred Thoughts was the largest building in Dharamshallah, second only to the
Imperial Palace and like it, towered high above the hilly streets. There were
many staircases leading into the complex, with huge fire urns to stave off the
chill from the mountain air. Columns flanked the steps and outer court,
supporting three stories of winged rooftops and ceremonial arches. The walls
were red plaster with bronze medallions, each stamped with one of the One
Hundred Thoughts. She had memorized all of them for her interview tomorrow. A
fraction of the things she had memorized.


“Parnum’bah Falls is
beautiful,” said her father and he rubbed his hands over the fire urn. It was
half as tall as he. “More beautiful than columns and steps. The banyan trees
are like nothing in the world.”


Her mother rolled her eyes.


“Look at the students, Fallon,”
she said. “They all look so happy to be here. So busy with their studies and
their thinking.”


Cats of all races moved up and
down the steps, congregating at the fire urns, laughing at philosophies,
arguing over politics. Their arms were filled with books, brushes, ink pots and
parchments. They seemed so animated, Fallon thought. So engaged in the process
of learning, of debating, of so thoroughly dissecting ideas with others who
were as sharp, or sharper, than themselves.


Her father grunted.


“They are happy because they
are not working.”


“They are working, Sharan,” said her mother. “But with their minds.”


“Their minds don’t build
houses. Their minds don’t feed families.”


“But their minds might think of
new ways to build houses, or better ways to feed families.” She leaned in, like
a conspirator. “You could be one of them, Fallon. You should be studying with
them.”


“She should be working with the
pheasants,” said her father. “Who else has such a way of separating the chicks?
Pheasanting is delicate work.”


“But you have Jael and Richard
to help with the pheasants,” said her mother. “Our Fallon has a mind for
learning.”


“Our Fallon will never find a husband
in a place like this. Look, how many tigers do you see among them?”


And he waved his arm for
emphasis.


Fallon swept her eyes across
the crowds. Lions, Leopards, Cheetahs, Servals and Caracals. Even Jaguars and a
precious number of Sacred cats moved along the columned courts, but her father
was right. Tigers were workers, it was a fact and here, in the highest seat of
learning in the Kingdom, there were very few striped pelts in sight.


She sighed again, fought the
tightening in her throat, hugged her journals to her chest.


“So?” asked her father. “It’s
settled. Can we go now? We could pay Sanjay to take us back tonight.”


“Sharan, no,” said her mother.
“Fallon has her interview tomorrow. It would be dishonourable to leave without
first letting her sit.”


“It would be more dishonourable
to embarrass herself and the family name.”


“She won’t embarrass us.”


“But I might,” said Fallon and
she bit her lip. “What if I forget everything I’ve learned? What if my mouth
runs away with my tongue, like it does so very often? What if I try to say
something and it just comes out wrong and the guru shakes his head and asks me
to leave? What if I fail and have to go back to the pheasantry with the eggs
and the chicks and live in Parnum’bah
Falls for the rest of my life?”


Her father stared at her.


“That would be failure? To be a
pheasant farmer in Parnum’bah Falls?”


The air left her body, a kite
without wind. 


“No, Pappa! See? My mouth and
my tongue, they always get me into trouble.”


Once more, her throat grew
tight but her mother laid a hand on her arm.


 “You will sit for the interview tomorrow, my daughter. To not do so would be failure.” She smiled
and her eyes gleamed like emeralds. “Regardless of how it ends, you will make
us proud.”


“I know how it will end,”
grunted her father. “But yes, you will sit for the interview. The Waterford
name is an honourable one.”


“Yes, it is,” said her mother.
“But it is not tomorrow yet. Today, you can explore the city. How does that
sound?”


“Oh, the city,” breathed
Fallon. “Look, Pol’Lhasa! The
highest, most beautiful place in all the Kingdom! I can’t believe I’m here,
seeing it with my own two eyes!”


“Who else’s eyes would you be
seeing it with,” grumbled her father but he smiled at her. A little smile,
despite his fearsome face. 


She beamed at him.


“So, Fallon, go and find the
registrar and let him know you’re here and prepared to sit the test tomorrow,”
said her mother. “Your father and I will be waiting for you at the inn. I need
a rest.”


“Your mother needs a rest,”
said her father. “And I need a drink. I hope they have handia in Dharamshallah. Do you think they have
handia in Dharamshallah, Fayah?”


“If they don’t, I’m certain
they have something else, Sharan. Will you be able to find your way back to the
inn, Fallon?”


“Oh, that’s not a problem,
Momma. I can find my way to the inn and back a hundred times. It’s the
Registrar that I’m worried about finding.”


“And you think you’ll be safe
with all these strangers?”


“Oh, that’s not a problem
either. As long as they speak Hanyin or Imperial. Or Farshi. Or Hindi. I could
possibly even muddle through Shaharabic if I had to. Oh no!” She bit her lip.
“What if they speak Manda’Rhin?”


Her mother smiled and patted
her arm.


“We’ll see you soon.”


And together, her parents
turned and headed back down the steps to the road.


Fallon sighed, watched them
disappear into the crowds of the busy street. It was a sunny day at summer’s
end and the light was like nothing she had ever seen. Strong and brilliant and
very white, not at all what she would have expected, but then she should have expected it, being so close
to the clouds as the city was. Dharamshallah
was the very roof of the world, and the School of One Hundred Thoughts was
the second highest tile on that roof.


The highest was Pol’Lhasa.


She could see it in the
distance at the very end of this same street, towering over the city like a
crown. Architecture was the truest test of culture, she had read, and Pol’Lhasa
was so very beautiful. With her steep stepped courts, blackened cedar beams and
high, winged rooftops, all the city bowed at her feet. Behind her, Kathandu, Fang of the Great Mountains.


Interesting, she thought, how
the street began at Pol’Lhasa and
ended at the University. She wondered if it was intentionally engineered. The
street itself was interesting, a steep cobbled valley between the two high
points, lined with Imperial offices, museums, restaurants and shops. It was
simply called ‘the Road of Enlightenment’, and every address a certain number
along ‘the Road of Enlightenment.’ She smiled. Whoever had named it had to have
been a clever person.


She sighed again, loud and
long, turned with her armful of journals to face the building. Still several
sets of stairs before the outer courtyard, and even the stairs were impressive.
Like the fire urns, railings were plentiful, likely due to the sheer number of
steps and therefore exhausted steppers. She watched students move up and down,
going to class, going to placements, going to lectures. She shrugged, grinned.
Going for handia or rice beer or curry.
Going to watch a kabuki or a piglet race or a puppet theatre with a boy or a
girl. Going to spend time with each other and sneak in a kiss or two.


She hugged her journals. The
prospects were endless. 


But the more she looked, the
less she saw stripes.


She frowned.


Cheetahs, lions, leopards,
caracals, sandcats, servals, ocelots and lynx. A few snow leopards, fewer
clouded but the more she looked, the less she saw. 


No stripes.


Her heart began to sink,
slipping from her throat down to somewhere beneath her knees. No stripes. What
was she thinking?


“What am I thinking?” she asked
out loud.


“The philosophy department is
on the second floor,” muttered a caracal as he trotted up the stairs with two
others.


“Oh, I didn’t mean—”


“This is a university,” grunted
another boy. “For Seers, you need Sha’Hadin.”


“Maybe she’s here for the
Domestic Animals Class?”


“Yah, you forgot your yak!”


The boys disappeared up the
steps but the sound of their laughter carried on for ages.


“Ha!” she called weakly. “That
was funny. Sort of, sort of funny. Not really.”


She climbed up the next set of
steps. Really, they were very high up here, she thought. The air seemed thin,
pale. Like the light. Not like the jungle.


“Excuse me,” she called out to
a young lioness. “Can you help me find the Registrar’s office?”


The woman shook her head and
continued on her way.


“Um, thanks anyway. Bye now.
Have a great class. Or whatever you’re doing. Or going. Wherever you’re going,
I mean. Not… not doing…”


No stripes. Why were there no
stripes?


She studied the main building
now, noticed that despite its splendor, it was stained with soot. The three
winged rooftops, the red stained walls, the bronze medallions, all stained with
soot. One Hundred Thoughts stained with soot. 


“I have a thought for you,” she
muttered to herself. “Where are the tigers?”


Naturally, no one answered. No
one was paying her the least attention.


She turned back to overlook the
streets. Tigers galore in the shops and restaurants, sweeping the Road to
Enlightenment and pulling the rikshahs that congested the streets. Tigers in
their element – the workforce. Digging, building, selling, farming. Their minds don’t build houses, her
father had said. Their minds don’t feed
families. He was right. Tigers did.


And her heart, which had bottomed
out somewhere beneath the soles of her father’s boots suddenly grew hot and
began to rise from its cellar until her chest was burning and her jaw was set.
She would do it. She would sit that test and pass it if it killed her.


“Now,” she snorted. “The Registrar.”


And she whirled, flinging her
foot for a giant step forward but catching the ankle of a man rushing past.
They both stumbled; she fell, losing the journals from her arms but he was
surrounded by students and they caught him before he could go down. His books,
however were not so lucky, and they flew in a rain of paper and parchment,
littering the steps like leaves in autumn. 


“Oh no!” Fallon cried and she
scrambled to her feet. “Oh, I’m so, so sorry! Your books!”


“My books!” he wailed.


“Idiot,” growled a young lion.
Several of the students began to pick up as many books as they could, while
others chased the papers blowing across the courtyard.


“My journals!” she moaned. “Oh
mother. What have I done?”


“What have you done?” grunted
the man and for the first time she realized he was Sacred.


“Oh most esteemed sahidi,” she said, gathering armfuls of
paper and parchment. “It’s my first day here and I’m so lost and so terribly
sorry. I just wanted to find the Registrar—”


“And so you thought tripping
someone would bring the Registrar to you?”


“No, sahidi. I’m just clumsy.”


“The University won’t help you
with that.”


“No, it won’t.” And her throat
grew tight with every armful until she rose to stand, waiting for him to put
his books back in order. Students of all races helped and soon, there was a
pile of His and Not His. She could tell by the size of the Not His that many of
her sketches were missing.


A young cheetah jogged up.


“I rescued this from the fire
urn,” he said, passing a set of architectural drawings into the Sacred man’s
arms. The corners were blackened and scorched. “These were the only ones that
weren’t destroyed.”


“Thank you, Khalif,” the man
nodded and nodded again. “It took years to finish those.”


“I’m late for class,” said the
lion and he glanced at her. “Idiot.”


Lion and cheetah turned and
trotted down the steps, a sleek golden pair.


“Are you a teacher?” she
whispered, throat far too tight for normal speech.


“No one is a teacher here,” he
said. “No one is too old or too proud to learn. Except perhaps our lions.”


He passed what was left of her
journals into her hands.


“What did you say about the
Registrar?” 


“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing.
I was just talking out loud. I do that too much, it seems.”


“Are you a student here?” 


“No, no I’m not.”


He peered at her, his eyes
small for a Sacred and she wondered at the sharpness of his vision.


“Not many tigers in the School
of One Hundred Thoughts. They don’t have the intelligence for higher reason.
They’re happier in the fields and the bars.”


She hugged her journals, held
her tongue.


“His office is in that
building,” he said, pointing. “Third floor.”


She nodded.


“Be more careful with those
feet.”


And he continued on down the
steps, making a sharp left and disappearing into the crush of bodies moving
along the student paths.


She looked at the journals,
bindings broken, pages stuffed in like straw in a mattress. The sketches of
birds and butterflies, of leaves and mushrooms and moss. Her drawings of blossoms
as they matured into fruit, of seeds that sprouted and became trees or food.
The cycle of insects, and the insects that ate insects, and the birds that ate
insects, and the birds that ate birds. Studies of rock and weather patterns and
water and lightning. And finally, the dissections of the Chi’Chen scout, from skin to muscles to organs to bones. 


Like straw in a mattress.


“You’re right, Pappa,” she
said, determined to still the quivering of her chin. “I am good with the chicks
and Parnum’bah Falls is very
beautiful. I don’t need this place. I don’t want this place and one day, I will
find my place. But you’re right. I want to go home.”


No one commented, no one even
heard. 


With a whimper, she tucked the
journals under her arm and headed off down the steps.



 

*** 



 

According to the innkeep, her
parents were not at the inn, but neither had they left with Sanjay for home.
They had gone out for handia, a
regional brew made with rice and herbs, almost a beer, although Fallon had
never had either. The innkeep didn’t know which establishment they were
visiting, but he did think they had planned to be back by noon. Her belly was
talking and she had a few coins in her pockets so she tucked the tattered
journal under her arm once again and set off down the Road of Enlightenment to
find her parents, or lunch — whichever came first.


The sun was strong this early
morning even though the air was cold. Life in mountain city, she thought; so
very different than the heat of the jungle. The cobbled road was busy with
shopkeeps selling from storefronts and merchants selling from carts.
Brightly-dyed silks were sold next to rough linens, pearls sold next to
corn-cob pipes. She could smell tobacco and fish, fresh hay and ginger and she
was pleased to discover that she could still smile as she walked down the steep
road on the way to Pol’Lhasa. There
were so many people here, so much life, so much chi and she found herself enjoying it. The white sun, the thin air,
the mountains and the people. Not the University but everything else.


At the very bottom of the road,
she slowed, attracted by the scent of honey-roasted bananas. She wandered under
a orange flap to see an old sandcat selling candied fruit. The woman smiled at
her, tiny eyes disappearing into the wrinkles of her pelt and Fallon realized
she had very few teeth remaining. Likely due to the candy.


“You want?” asked the woman in
Hanyin. 


“Oh, well, maybe…” Fallon
reached a free hand in her pocket, dug for a moment before pulling out three
coins. “This is all I have. Pappa gave it to me when I stopped a fight between
the pheasants. What can I buy for this?”


The woman glanced over her cart
of fruit.


“A special for you. Banana,
orange and mango, honey-roasted in bowl, covered in peanuts. Yes?”


“Oh yes!” 


And humming, the woman set to
work.


Fallon grinned. People only
hummed when they were happy, and this woman was happy, making a living selling
candied fruit from a cart. She wondered if the woman was married, if she had
grandchildren, if she lived here in Dharamshallah
near this Road of Enlightenment. There were windows above the shops, perhaps
homes for merchants or soldiers or court officials. There could be worse
places, she thought, than to live here.


Coins traded for chopsticks and
the transaction was made. Fallon set off up the road this time, the bowl of
candied fruit in one hand and her mattress of journals tucked under her arm.
Slipping in and out of the crowds was delicate work but she did manage and
finally she stopped, entirely winded but triumphant, at the foot of a set of
massive stone steps leading to the palace. There were leopards guarding a
plaque so she wandered over. 


“One Hundred Steps,” she
read out loud. “Hm. One Hundred Steps down the Road of Enlightenment to the
School of One Hundred Thoughts. Wow. That’s pretty profound, don’t you think?”


The leopards did not even look
at her.


“Is there anywhere I can sit?”
she asked. “I mean, it’s a bit of a walk from the University first downhill
then uphill and I really want to eat this fruit bowl but I need two hands and
well, look at my journals. Honestly, I should have left them in the room but I
wasn’t thinking. I usually do. Think, that is, but I didn’t, so um, is it
allowed for me to sit somewhere? There’s a big shrine over there. How about on
the step of that shrine?”


And she swung her hand to point
at a limestone structure that was as big as a house, with many steps and a
golden peak at the top.


“Do you think that would offend
anyone, like a person or a god or a scary spirit thing who might be living
there? True, there’s not much shade but honestly, there’s not that much sun so
I should be fine. I’m a jungle girl, you know. Parnum’bah Falls, the pheasant capital of the entire kingdom. But
with much bigger trees.”


She glanced from one leopard to
the other. Still, neither had looked at her, not even made eye contact. She raised
her fruit bowl. 


“Are you hungry? You can have
some if you want. I have five sisters. I’m very good at sharing.”


Not even the twitch of a
whisker. She shrugged.


“Okay. Alright then. So, I’m
going to go sit over there, on the steps of that really nice shrine. Just don’t
arrest me, okay? That would really not sit well with Pappa.”


And she turned, wandered over
to the steps of the shrine, crossed her legs and dropped to the stone. At least
she wasn’t on the road. Not exactly. No one would hit the shrine so unlikely
that anyone would hit her.


She closed her eyes at the
first bite of the fruit. It was delicious. Yes,
she thought to herself, there could be worse places than here.


She set the bowl down and with
a resigned sigh, opened the mess that had once been her journals. She had made
them herself, bound the parchments in leather and silk cord but they were never
meant to be dropped down several sets of steps so in many cases, the parchment
had torn. Carefully, she smoothed each sheet, slid them neatly into place. The
order was all wrong, but it didn’t matter. Not now, with her unceremonious
introduction to the University set. She wouldn’t be going anyway, so all of her
sketches, calculations and diagrams meant nothing. Merely scratches on paper to
bide the time.


She could hear the sound of
horses and she looked up. A troop of soldiers was riding in precision up the
road toward her and she grinned, wondering if they would ride right on up to
the palace. That would be impressive, she thought. Horses on stone steps. Such
a thing would not even be imagined in Parnum’bah
Falls. Then again, there were very few horses in Parnum’bah Falls. Yaks, goats, oxen but very few horses.


They were so shiny, these
horses, with their shaved manes and bound tails and she thought they looked
very powerful as they trotted up the road toward her. Their riders looked
equally powerful, with leather armour dyed in the colours of red and Imperial
gold. People scrambled out of the way as the squadron charged past, and Fallon
noticed a single lion accompanied by five leopards. She smiled and studied him
– his regal bearing, his double swords and a long mane pulled in a simple
queue behind his back. The stuff of dreams and legend.


The squadron pulled up at the
foot of the One Hundred Steps and the lion swung off his horse. He passed the
reins to one of the guards and headed immediately up the steps. The troop
turned and headed off ‘round the stair where presumably the horses were
stabled. Life in Pol’Lhasa, she
thought. So very exciting.


She sighed, popped a syrupy
chunk of banana between her teeth, chewing contentedly as she looked back at
her books. Behind the sketches, there was paper of a different quality peeking
out from the corners so she slipped it out. It was a puzzle, a series of puzzles
actually, and not hers. She frowned. The first was a set of numbers and she
recognized it as a simple number puzzle to derive a sequence. She snorted. A
child could solve it and instinctively, she dug into her pocket for chalk.


The second was also a number
puzzle, a simple Magic Square and she filled it out quickly before moving on to
the next. Soon, the puzzles alternated between numbers and words, line puzzles
and a few simple tanagrams. Forgetting her fruit bowl, she began going through
all of them, leaning back against the second step, knees up, tongue between her
teeth. Riddles next, then ciphers, some written in Imperial, others in Hanyin
and she tackled all of them with relish. They grew progressively more
challenging however, and she found her self beginning to think hard, her chalk
whittling down to dust. The last one was a word problem and she closed her eyes
to wrestle the answer before a shadow fell across the sun.


“There!” came a voice. “There
she is! You, girl! Do you have them?”


She opened her eyes.


It was the man from the
University steps, accompanied by a young leopard in Imperial gold. 


“Do you have them?” he asked
again and he peered over her shoulder. “You do! Thief! She’s a thief! Arrest
her!”


“I’m not a thief!” she cried
and pushed to her feet. “You gave them to me, remember? All the papers got
mixed up and you made a pile of Yours and Not Yours and then you gave me the
pile that was Not Yours and these were in there. I know ‘cause I was there! So
here, take them back! They’re just stupid puzzles anyway.”


And she grabbed the sheets in
one hand and held them out, crumpled and sticky but intact. The university man
looked at her.


“You worked on them?” he asked.


“Well, the only one that was
really hard was that last one. The word problem. I’ve always hated word
problems. Involves real world examples, you know. Not pheasant farms in Parnum’bah Falls kind of problems.” She
tucked her hair behind her ears. “Not, ‘if twenty-seven eggs are laid and three
hens are fighting, how many crows will steal the chicks from the temple?’ Not that kind of problem…”


Frowning, he looked from her to
the puzzles and back again.


“There is chalk all over them.”


“Oh,” she said.


“Why would you write all over
work that wasn’t yours?”


“I…” She bit her lip. “I, I’m sorry.
I didn’t think…”


“No, you didn’t.”


“Please don’t arrest me.”


“What is your name?”


“Fallon,” she said, feeling her
throat begin to tighten again. “Fallon Waterford.”


“And you are from Cal’Cathah?”


“No.”


“Mum’bahai? Carah’chi?”


“No, no, Parnum’bah Falls.”


“Parnum’bah Falls…” he
grunted. “Where is that?”


“Southwest,” she said. “Near Khash’purr.”


He rolled the pages up like a
scroll, wrapped them with a silk cord. Frowned again and shook his head, seemed
about to say something else before abruptly turning on his heel and marching
back down the long road to the School of One Hundred Thoughts.


She looked up at the leopard.


“Am I under arrest?”


He shrugged.


“Do you want this?” She bent
down to pick up the bowl of honeyed fruit. “It’s really good but I’m not hungry
any more.”


He studied it for a moment,
before taking it and popping an orange piece in his mouth. He chewed, shrugged,
then walked away toward the two sentinels guarding the steps of the palace. 


Fallon took a deep breath, then
another before gathering her journals into one pile and pushing off down the
Road of Enlightenment toward the Inn.



 

***



 

She found her parents in the
room when she returned, told them how well the day had gone, how pleasant the
Registrar was, how friendly the students were. It was a small inn down a back
street and above a money-lender’s shop, and there was only one low bed for her
parents and a sari-hammock for her. Still, she spent most of the night
arranging her journals, trying to find order and realizing with dismay that many
of her sketches were missing.


Not surprising, all things
considered.


She spent a fitful night with
her father’s snoring, her mother’s swatting and the tragedies of the day
playing and replaying through her mind. Finally, when her eyes did close, her
sleep was filled with dreams of Imperial horses destroying the pheasantry and
soldiers chasing her out of the jungle into the foothills of the mountains. All
too soon, she awoke as a city filled with backyard roosters crowed the first
light of dawn.


“Do you wish us to walk with
you?” asked her mother, placing the tea cups and empty pot on the courtesy
tray. “It is a beautiful morning and we could stop somewhere for a light meal
before your interview.”


“No, but thank you, Momma,”
said Fallon. “I think I need to do this myself.”


“Good,” said her father. He was
reading a morning scroll and didn’t look up. “I’ll send a footboy to tell
Sanjay we’ll be leaving by noon.”


“You never know, Sharan,” said
her mother. “They might not make an offer immediately. Perhaps it takes time
for such things.”


“No,” said Fallon. “I’ll know
right away.”


“Well,” said her mother and she
approached her daughter, tightened the obi-sash at her waist, smoothed the
lines of the short green kosode.
“Tigers or no, you will impress them with your quick mind.”


“And quicker tongue,” grunted
her father.


“Can we do something with this
hair?” asked her mother. “I have a jade comb? Or what about a hummingbird pin?”


“Nothing,” said Fallon. “It
does what it wants.”


“Like you,” grunted her father.


“Sharan, stop,” said her
mother. “Are you sure you don’t want us to come? You seem quiet.”


Fallon leaned in and kissed her
mother’s cheek.


“I’m fine, Momma. I’ll be back
before noon.”


Still reading the scroll, her
father tapped his cheek. She crossed the floor to kiss him too and when she
turned, he surprised her by taking her hand, then both hands, pulling them up
to his chin.


“You are the very best of us,”
he said and she could see his green eyes shining with tears. “My youngest
daughter, my little sparrow, my artist, my poet, my thorn and my heart. I do
not know what I will do without you but I will
do without you, for I can’t keep you locked up in the pheasantry all your
life. You belong here, in this great city with these wise men and women. You
will go for your interview and however it ends, you will make us proud. You
make me proud always.”


She silently cursed her throat
and her eyes, for it tightened and they stung and she threw her arms around her
father’s wide neck and wept into his shoulders as he hugged her like he would
never let her go. Finally, he pushed her away.


“Go now, silly girl. You’ve put
tears on the morning scroll and I need breakfast.”


She nodded and hurried toward
the door.


“Fallon wait!” called her
mother. “Your journals.”


Her mother gathered it like a
nest from the floor beneath the sari-hammock. 


“You cannot forget these.”


“Thank you, Momma,” Fallon
whispered and, clutching the journals to her chest, she slipped out the door.



 

***



 

It was tall, it was regal and
it was utterly terrifying.


She sighed.


Nothing had changed. A
different morning, a different set of students rushing up and down the many,
many steps. Fire urns were burning, people were laughing and her heart was as
heavy as the stone as she walked toward the winged building.


Yesterday, the Sacred man had
pointed so she followed his direction, her feet growing more and more like clay
with each step. In through the black door to a small set of signs cast in
bronze.


It was a quote from an Empress
but she couldn’t remember which one. She had memorized it but it was gone from
her mind like a pheasant escaping the rook. Third floor, he had said and she
made her way up a carved staircase like she was walking to her execution. Step,
step, step. Each step harder, heavier, each breath like scorpions in her chest.


Finally, at the third floor and
a sign that read “Registrar” in Imperial, Farashi and Hanyin. She approached a
young man, kneeling at a low desk.


“The Registrar, please,” she
said. Her voice was gone, like the night. Like her dreams.


“That’s me,” he said, not
looking up. He was working on a list with a brush and inkpot. It was intricate
and beautiful and far too complicated for her.


“I have an appointment for an
interview this morning.”


Now he did look up. He was a
clouded leopard, small, compact and efficient looking. He held his brush
lightly over the paper, careful not to drip.


“Your name?”


Her name.


Her name.


“Your name, please, sidala?”


Her name.


“Sidala?”


“Never mind,” she said quickly.
“I have made a mistake.”


“Fallon Waterford?” he asked.


“I…”


“You are Fallon Waterford,
yes?” 


He laid the brush on a
dragon-shaped rest stone, and lifted a paper from his desk.


“Hmm, let me see. Yes, Fallon
Waterford, put forward by Yuri Abhay-Townsend, Magistrate of Kash’purr, on the recommendation of the
mayor of a place called… Parnum’bah
Falls.” He looked up, squinted. “Is this you?”


She nodded.


“Well go in, go in,” he said,
waiving the paper. “They are waiting for you.”


“They?”


“The Most Honourable Provost,
Juan Jing-Carlos and Esteemed Guru Estabahn Navheen.”


“In, in there?”


She pointed to a blue door with
gold rings for handles. 


“You are sitting an interview,
yes? For admission?”


“I was supposed to, yes.”


“Well, unless you’ve changed
your mind, I suggest you go.”


You belong here, her
father had said, in this great city with
these wise men and women. 


She swallowed and stared at the
door, clutching the journals to her chest.


“Go now.”


However it ends, you will make us proud.


With a deep breath, she strode
ahead and pushed open the door.



 

***



 

It was a large room, completely
made of polished wood. Walls, floor and ceiling fashioned from the same grain
and it all gleamed with the light that flooded in through large, rectangular
windows. With only one tapestry woven entirely with threads of red silk, the
room was at once austere and serene and studious. Two men knelt at a low desk,
dressed in kosode of most somber
black.


“There she is,” said a familiar
voice. “The tigress who wants to go to school.”


Her heart stopped beating. The
air left her body. Even the journals clutched in her hands seemed light, made
entirely of straw.


“Sit, Fallon Waterford, thief
of exams and owner of recalcitrant feet.”


And the Sacred man waived a
hand toward the lone black cushion in the center of the room.


“Sit?” she asked and clutched
the journals tighter. It occurred to her, rather absent-mindedly, that her
journals had always been a shield protecting her from the world. Odd thought,
but still.


“Yes, sit,” said the other man,
an old lion with a face and hair almost silver with age. “It is dishonourable
to stand when your elders are sitting.”


She dropped to her knees, cast
her eyes to the floor, trying to stop her heart from beating out of her chest.


“I am the Most Honourable
Provost, Juan Jing-Carlos,” said the lion. “ And this is Esteemed Guru Estabahn
Navheen.”


She bent low over her knees,
wishing she could become very small, wishing she were at home with the
pheasants and the jungle.


There was a sound of papers
rustling, of them sliding, of the Guru clearing his throat.


“I found these in the pile you
astutely called ‘Mine,’ but they are ‘Not Mine’.”


Her eyes flicked up to see. On
the table under her nose were her missing sketches – the tree cycles and
the weather patterns, the insects and the mushrooms, and finally the Chi’Chen dissections. Spread out on the
table like evidence to a crime.


“So,” the Guru went on, “I can
deduce that if they are ‘Not Mine’, then they must be ‘Yours’?”


She nodded swiftly, looked back
at her floor. Lovely pattern in the
woodgrain, she thought. Amur Maple with a glossy lacquered finish.


“And these,” said the Provost.
“How did you come upon the answers for these?”


She glanced up again. He was
holding up the puzzle pages, shuffling them in his silver-tipped grip.


“I’m so sorry, Most Honourable
and Esteemed sahidis,” she said.
“Really, I’m really sorry. They were stuffed in my journals and when I saw
them, I thought…I just...”


“You thought?” asked the lion.


“You just?” asked the Sacred
man.


“I just couldn’t resist. I
mean,” she threw a hand up. Just a little throw but quickly clutched the
journals again. “They’re puzzles! Who can resist a great puzzle? I sure can’t.
I’m like a kitten with a marzipan. It’s just too irresistible to leave alone.”


They exchanged glances. 


“But I can fix it,” she said
and leaned forward, gathered her wide sleeve in her fist. “I mean, these are
just chalks, not paint. You can wipe them off and do them over yourself.”


She rubbed at the papers with
her sleeve, smudging chalk all over paper and table and sleeve.


“Um, you know, like this? You
might not be able to see the marks…too much…”


The old lion tugged on the
paper, gathering the sheets into a neat bundle and removing them from the
influence of her sleeve.


She sat back, dropping her
hands into her lap, rebuked.


“You mean to tell us,” said the
Provost. “That you completed these ‘puzzles’ on your own, during the short time
that they were in your possession?”


She nodded.


“On your own? With no external
source or consultations?”


“They were pretty easy,” she
said meekly. “Some of the later ones were tricky. And I could have finished the
last one if I’d had more time, but there were these Imperial horses and a
handsome lion and my bowl of honeyed fruit. I gave it to the leopard. The
honeyed fruit, that is. He looked hungry but then again, I sort of think all
soldiers must be hungry. I don’t know why. I’ve never met a soldier before
today. Did I say that the lion was handsome?”


“These puzzles are exams,” said
Navheen. 


“Exams?” And she glanced
between them.


“Exams that we give to certain
students in their third year. Students we think might have a mind for the
Empire.”


“A mind for the Empire?” she
asked and she glanced between them again. “I don’t understand.”


“Why do you think the School of
One Hundred Thoughts was built down the road from Pol’Lhasa?”


“On the road to the One Hundred
Steps,” she breathed. “It’s a profound thought. I was considering it earlier
but I don’t know the answer.”


“To provide our Empress with
the best minds in the Kingdom,” said the Provost. “Scholars who serve in her
Court.”


“Scholars,” she repeated.


“Scholars in the Court of the
Empress,” he said. “Intelligence is useful in the running of a Kingdom, as
useful as laws or armies.”


“Scholars,” she repeated again.


“To study the old books,” said
the Guru. “To advise her on Ancient philosophies and war strategies, to
decipher secret Chi’Chen codes…”


“Clearly you have some
experience with the Chi’Chen.” And
the Provost tapped the sketches with a silver-tipped finger.


“Did you kill him?” asked the
Guru.


“What?” she gasped. Her hands
flew to her mouth. “No! No, I didn’t kill anyone! I found his body covered by
vines in Old Parnum Hollow! No one goes there because it’s so dark and
overgrown but I like it there. I saw the crows and found him!”


“And dissected him,” finished
the Guru.


“Did you tell anyone?” asked
the Provost.


“Or was it your secret?” asked
the Guru.


“Can you keep a secret?” asked
the Provost.


“I…It…” She felt her mouth
hanging open, knew her heart would burst from it soon enough. “It was my
secret. I kept it from my parents and my sisters and their husbands. I even
kept it from the mayor of Parnum’bah
Falls…”


She sighed. There was no
strength in her body. She was a rag held underwater. 


“But I did bury him once I was
done. I know he was an enemy and maybe a spy but he was dead and it only seemed
right.”


She sat back, swallowed her
heart back down. It was thudding like Imperial hoofbeats on the Road to
Enlightenment. 


The papers rustled some more. 


“Fallon Waterford, tigress and
daughter of Sharan and Fayah Waterford,” began the Provost. “You are a most
unusual girl.”


She nodded, waiting for their
pronouncement.


“You are a danger to yourself
and others,” said the Guru. “You have no respect for the property of other
people. You think our people’s traditions are yours to bend and shape at your
will. You know no boundaries. You follow no rules. There is no place that is
safe from your insidious thoughts.”


Humility, she
thought. Contentment. Her father had been
right. She would go back home a very different girl.


“No place, except the
University,” said the Provost.


“Except the University,”
repeated the Guru.


“Then eventually, the Ministry
of Communications and Letters.”


“Or the War Council.”


“Yes, yes. But perhaps, with a
woman - the Diplomatic Corps? Negotiations with the Chi’Chen are the Empress’ first priority.”


“Quite true, Juan. Quite true.
Excellent choice.”


 “Excuse me?” she said, shaking her head. “What, what do you
mean?”


“We would like to offer you a
position as a student here at the School of One Hundred Thoughts.”


“I…”


“You will start in first year
with the rest of the students,” said the Guru. “But you will be under my
tutelage directly. Any tigress who can do those exams without prior schooling
has a rather remarkable mind and should be mentored in how best to use it,
rather than left to knock old men down steps and destroy government property.”


“I…”


“In fact, there is an opening
immediately, so if you are prepared to move into your residence, you may begin
tomorrow. We will diagnose your understanding of the Imperial languages, where
they originated and what they are used for in the different departments of the
Empire.”


“I… I don’t know what to say…”


Navheen sat back. 


“For some reason, I find that
hard to believe.”


“Will you accept the
invitation, sidala Waterford?” asked
the Provost. “Or do you have other, more pressing offers?”


“No, no, that’s good. Yep,
really really quite fine. I think. Yep…”


“Excellent. We will inform the
Registrar of your decision. Ask him to direct you to the Yellow Duckling
residence, care of Mistress of New Minds. She will find you a room. The Yellow
Duckling has a marvelous view of Pol’Lhasa.
After that, report to the Library of Ten Thousand Books. Mandelah will arrange
for texts and supplies…”


“Ten Thousand Books,” she
breathed.


“Welcome,” said Guru Navheen.
“To the School of One Hundred Thoughts.”



 

***



 

She stood at the top of the
steps and clutched her journals, swept her emerald eyes down the Road of
Enlightenment and up toward the towering Imperial palace of Pol’Lhasa. Her entire body was tingling,
from the curve of her ears to the tip of her striped tail. So many thoughts, so
many sensations. The world had suddenly come alive and she was certain she
could see, hear and feel everything that was happening in the entire city. The
shopkeeps and the markets, the soldiers and the horses. Cattle, roosters,
tobacco and salt. Cobbled roads and flapping banners, bright silk and honeyed
fruit. Students, moving, laughing, rushing to and from lectures and the
library. Ten Thousand Books! She promised herself that she would read them -
every last one. Her mind was bursting with ideas, with unspeakable sentences
and unimaginable thoughts. One hundred thoughts, she reasoned. One Hundred
Thoughts.


As the cool noon sun drew high
overhead, she turned to study the university’s winged rooftops, the pillared
courts, the bronze medallions stamped in plaster. One Hundred Thoughts. It didn’t matter that there were so few
tigers here. She was here so now at least they had One.


Scholar in the Court of the
Empress. One day, she told herself, that would be her title. Fallon
Waterford, Scholar in the Court of the Empress.


She heard her name and turned
to see her parents, waving at her from the road.


Her heart soared inside her,
along with the realization that it was unlikely that she would ever see them
again. She loved them so very much.


Clutching her journals to her
chest, she ran down the steps to meet them.


















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

On Summit Temple 



 

Tonight I stay at the Summit Temple


Here I could pluck the stars with my hand


I dare not speak aloud in the silence


For fear of disturbing the dwellers of heaven


















 


 


 


 

The Kiss of Shagar’mathah


Cusp: Year of the Ox/Year of the Tiger



 

Sun and stars laughing


Monkeys sing to blue oceans


Dreams are mountains climbed



 


 

Bright Yang shines on the earth below,


Majestic he blazes on high.


But the Yang cannot be trusted;


His light is easily lost.


He sets himself to crush the Yin;


Keeps her from her lover, the Earth.



 

The earth was trying to kill him. It always had been, if he
was honest. It was his kharma. Bad kharma. It was closing in all around him,
cold and wet and black, as timeless as a mountain. It didn’t have to go
anywhere, not like wind or water. It didn’t exhaust itself like fire or rust
like metal, it didn’t grow up into something completely different from seeds to
trees like wood. No, the earth killed simply by being the earth, by pressing
down everything in its path and turning all things into ash and dust and dirt
and mud. Just as it was killing him now.


But he refused to give in, not to its intimidation nor to
the tremors that threatened to consume him. Not when he was so close, so very
close, and he closed his eyes tightly, wrapped his arms around his knees and
continued to sing. They liked his singing, he knew. They would drop bits of
fruit and half-eaten pastries when he would finish and he was convinced that it
was the only thing that had kept him alive for this long. Weeks now, he
reckoned, in this accursed Chi’Chen pit but still, he was alive, he was fed and
the earth hadn’t managed to kill him quite yet.


It was raining up above so the water level was rising in the
pit. Rising now to cover his tail, his backside and his legs up to his ankles.
The blackness was rising also, the despair that lived with him every day since
he’d summoned the lightning. The day he’d killed his father and lost his
honour. He should just let the earth take him but he was as stubborn as a
mountain pony and life and women were too sweet to give up. 


And so he squeezed his knees, ignored the water creeping up
his trousers, ignored the earth pressing in on him from all sides, and sang.



 

Someone was nudging him.


He opened one eye. 


“What?” he asked.


“You’re singing.” The old face
smiled, showing an appalling lack of teeth. “In your sleep.”


“I do that on occasion,” he
said.


“Every night,” said the old
face.


Kerris yawned and sat up,
grateful for the yak-hide coat he’d bought in Luo’khala. He shook the snow from his night-blue cloak and
stretched his arms out to the very tips of his claws. His pillow grumbled and
lifted its shaggy head, blinking at him with sleepy eyes.


“Sorry Quiz,” he said. “Singing
again.”


The pony grumbled a second time
and pushed up onto his sturdy feet, shook the snow from his coat. Kerris
grinned and looked back at the old Sherpa.


“Is there tea?”


“No.”


“Can you make some?”


“Sure.”


And the old face disappeared
out of his line of vision. It wasn’t yet dawn but the sky was purple. The moon
and the stars gleamed off the dark silhouette that was the Great Mountains.


The Great Mountains. He hated
the Great Mountains. But to be honest, he had to admit they were beautiful.
Only a two-day trek now from home, although what he was doing home after
swimming in the Hindayan Ocean was a mystery. 


Quiz nudged him from behind,
grumbled again. The grey lion reached a hand back, dug it into the pony’s
forelock, gave the forehead a good scratch. He pulled a strip of dried shark
from his pocket, bit off a corner before passing the rest back to his friend.


“I know,” Kerris said. “Hindaya
was much warmer. Look at all that ice. What am I thinking, Quiz? We should just
find some tigers and head back south. Going home is pointless. I’ll only leave
again anyway.”


Quiz didn’t answer. His mouth
was occupied with the shark.


Kerris reached into his pocket,
pulled a pair of sticks tied with red thread.


Black and Two. Water. Winter water.


“Right.” Kerris stood up,
stretched again, grabbing his pack and turning to look at his pony. “You’ll
stay here. These Sherpi ponies need a boss. They’re lazy.”


Quiz ambled off toward three
ponies. They looked at him with terrified eyes and let him take first choice of
the rabbits.


Kerris gazed around at the
little camp. Just him and the Sherpa and his little family. One old wife and
several grandkittens. At least, he thought they were grandkittens. The Sherpa
and his wife looked as old as his mother but then again, life in the Mountains
was hard. They were clouded leopards – small and marbled with pink noses
that made them look friendly. The kittens were adorable and terribly shy. He smiled
at them and they ducked behind their travelling hut.


“Hello,” he said to the woman.
“So your husband was making tea.”


“Tea, yes,” said the
grandmother. She was chewing on the end of a corncob pipe, but it wasn’t lit.
Just chewing. The kittens peered at him from under a woolen flap.


“Is there breakfast?”


“Breakfast?”


She smiled at him. She had less
teeth than her husband. Perhaps from chewing on the pipe.


“Yes, you know, that food you
eat first thing in the morning?” he offered. “Roasted rabbit? Dumplings?
Wontons? No?”


She smiled, nodded.


“Rice?” He thought a moment. “Cāmalah?”


“Yes, cāmalah. Rice.” And she turned,
chattered to one of the kittens, who disappeared under the flap.


Kerris dropped his pack and
took a seat by the early morning fire. He had only asked them to take him as
far as Shagar’mathah, Virgin Empress
of the Earth and here he was so they owed him nothing, not even rice. Still,
tea would be nice before he began his climb this morning.


He took a deep breath, looked
out over the way. Ice and snow, rock and sky. The entire horizon line was ice
and snow, rock and sky, and as he sat down here beneath it all, he began to
wonder what in the Kingdom he was thinking. He could hear the ice talking,
whispering as it crept down from the mountain. Glacier ice, he knew, and moving
rather quickly. Crossing that might be the most dangerous part of the climb.


Winter water.


Someone nudged his arm.


He turned to see a young boy,
holding up a tin cup filled with curry and sticky rice. Chopsticks peeked out
the top.


“Thank you,” he said. 


The boy smiled at him, showing
a gap in his own teeth and Kerris hoped it was due to his youth, not poor diet
or corncob pipes.


He took the cup, began to dig
in with the sticks. The boy was still smiling and his sister peered out from
behind his back, her yellow eyes the biggest things in the world.


“Yes?” he asked them. “Do you
want some rice?”


“Hajurabubā says you are Kaidan,” said the
boy. The girl squealed, pressed her face into his back.


Kerris
grinned. Myth Kaidan, Legend Kaidan. Hero to all the people of the Kingdom. His
stories got bigger, his achievements more miraculous with every telling.


“Ah,
Kaidan,” said Kerris. “Isn’t he just a story?”


“No,
sidi!” said the boy. “He is a spirit!
Hajurabubā says only Kaidan
would try to climb Chomoh’lungmah.”


“Chomoh’lungmah?”


The boy gestured to the massive
peak behind him.


“Ah yes, Shagar’mathah, the virgin peak. Oh, sorry. Bad language for little
ears.”


The kittens giggled.


“You climb Chomoh’lungmah?” asked the boy.


“That’s
the plan.”


“Why?”


“Why?”
Kerris and he lowered the chopsticks, still chewing as he looked out over the
icy slope, the twin peaks that were the Virgin and her sister. “Why indeed?
That’s a very good question. Why do I want to climb Shagar’mathah, Mountain of the Goddesss, Empress of the Earth?”


The
ice whispered, wooing him to come. The air sang, calling him her lover. The
Mountain, however, was a different story, calling him an entirely different
name.


“Because
she doesn’t want me to, that’s why. Because she’s the Empress of the earth and
I hate the earth and the earth hates me. Because I need to beat her, not from a
Chi’Chen pit but from her summit. I
need to prove that I can win. Perhaps it’s just ego and the need to prove
myself to myself because it’s about the only thing I can do.” He shrugged.
“That’s about it, really.” 


“Did you weally wide a dwagon
to da moon?” asked the little girl and he thought she was the most adorable
thing he had ever seen. She wanted a story and Kerris was the Kingdom’s best
storyteller.


He glanced from his left to his
right, kept his voice deliberately low.


“To the moon, and back again,”
he said, delighting in the squeals and small clapping hands. “On a great star
dragon. They are like ice, only not as cold. Or slippery.”


The Sherpa and his wife
returned, passed him a skin flask. 


“Tea,” he said. “Hot and
sweet.”


“Thank you, sidi,” Kerris answered, gobbling up the
last of the rice and handing the cup back to the boy. “I think I’ll get my
start now before the sunrise.”


The Sherpa nodded as Kerris
climbed to his feet.


“Beware the Icefall,” said the
old man. “None make it past the Icefall.”


“I believe it,” said Kerris.
“But not me. The ice won’t try to kill me.”


“He’s Kaidan,” said the boy
proudly.


“It’s the rock I’m worried
about.”


“Chomoh’lungmah is big rock,” said the Sherpa.
“But you have yak boots and yak coat.”


“And
these,” Kerris reached down to his pack, lifted a set of claws that jingled at
the back. “Gowrain claws. I’ve straps
for my boots and I have some stitched into leather mittens. That should give me
extra traction if I need it.”


“You’ll
need it.”


He
grinned, dug in his pocket.


“For
your payment…”


“No,
sidi,” said the old man. “Our honour
to assist Kaidan woo the virgin.”


“Still.” 


Kerris opened his palm. There
were coins, jewels, shark teeth, and several large pearls. The largest pearl,
he plucked, slipped it back into his pocket. 


“That one’s for the Empress,”
he said. “But for your lovely ladies…”


He presented both old woman and
young girl with a pearl and a ruby. The woman grinned her toothless grin and
nodded. The kitten hugged it to her chest.


“For you, young sidalord clouded leopard,” and he poured
several teeth into the boy’s palm. “Fangs of the Leviathan, killed in the ocean
of Hindaya not two months ago.”


“Leviathan fangs,” cooed the
boy, yellow eyes gleaming like the sun.


“And for you, esteemed sidi, all the coins I have left.”


And he emptied his palm into
the old man’s.


“If I live, I can find more. If
I don’t, I won’t be needing them.”


“You live,” said the old man.


“Nothing can kill Kaidan,” said
the boy.


Kerris smiled, hoping that were
true.


“Take care of my pony, please,”
he said as he hiked his pack over his back, wrapped the cloak around his neck
and struck off on the path of the first step – the Icefall of Shagar’mathah.



 

***



 

The Empress’ hosts swept along


As though flying, as though winged


Like the River, Like the Wall,


Steady as a mountain,


Flowing onward like a stream,


Rank on rank, in precise order,


Immeasurable, unassailable;


Mighty, they march across her land.



 

***



 

He couldn’t believe the ice.


In fact, he could believe it,
but it was like no ice he had ever seen or set foot on before. Ice piled in
blocks the size of a hut, others in pinnacles – fangs twice his height
and width, others standing in walls like the mountains themselves. Crevasses as
long as a river that sliced through the white as if made by giant blades. His
yak-hide boots were effective, however, and he moved across the broken sheets
with a steady rhythm, listening to the ice as it whispered and moaned. 


Step here, it
said. Not here. To the right now, more
right. Over this. Around that. Not there.


And he followed its voice. It
always paid to listen when the elements chose to speak. Soon, he was a good way
up, marveling at the view back down the icefield to where the Sherpa’s caravan
was a tiny dark dot against the rocks. The brilliant moon was now far across
the western sky and the east was growing brighter with the approach of dawn.
Pink and purple and yellow now as the sun began to sweep the night away with
her golden brooms. Good thing too, he
thought. The sheets higher up were deeply cracked and he wondered how many cats
had slipped through and if so, where they had gone.


Winter water. But
the only thing that beat the water was the earth and he cursed the Geomancy
that ordered his life. Wind and water, sticks and stones. He sighed and cast
his eyes over the winter water that had become the entire world. The Sherpa had
called it the Icefall.


Icefall. Brilliant name for it.
Between the peaks of Shagar’mathah
and her sister, Lhosheh’mathah, it
looked like a great waterfall spilling from the roof of the world, one
completely made of ice. Much of it was covered in snow, making the hike easier
in some respects but more dangerous in others, as a smooth layer of white might
be hiding the mouth of a deep crevasse. He was grateful for the whispering
voices, guiding him from footfall to footfall. But at this height, the way was
growing steep and one slip could be the end of a rather short, sad life. Quiz would
miss him if it came to that but no one else would ever know or care. That would
be a tragic, unfitting end to the legend of Kaidan, if not entirely
inappropriate for Kerris the grey.


So he stopped and sat on the
ice, reaching into his pack to strap the Gowrain
claws onto his boots. They were a rather marvelous invention – claws
across the toes for digging into a forward surface and along the bottom of his
soles for walking and climbing in this terrain. The mittens were similar, only
he suspected they were made from a real Gowrain
paw, one removed of flesh and bone. He strapped them across his forearms and
prayed that he’d catch himself before he scratched his chin or rubbed his eyes.
That would be problematic, all things considered.


So he continued the climb
– step, leap, leap, step up, up and up the Icefall of Shagar’mathah, listening to the voices
with each step. His world shrank to the ice, the crevasses, the ridges and the
climb. Before he realized it, it was noon - the sun high in the sky and the
cloak warm around his neck. His breathing was becoming shallow, so he let the
cloak drape from his shoulders and sat for a while, lifting the skin with the
hot, sweet tea. It was perfectly refreshing and he hoped he’d paid the Sherpa
enough. He wondered how far he could get before he lost his strength or the
sun. He dug into the pack to pull out another strip of jerky. Shark flesh was
not particularly tasty but it was oily and he knew the oil would be a necessary
fuel. His body would be taxed soon enough with the climb and the cold and the
thinning air.


Another several hours along the
Icefall and his arms and legs were beginning to burn. The sheets were so steep,
so cracked and he found that he was literally climbing for much of it. But
again, ice was merely frozen water and water was his friend, his ally. He had
never been robbed by the water. He had never been wounded by the ice. Here,
working the southside of the dragon that was Shagar’mathah, he had an ally in her skin and scales.


Step, leap, leap, step up. Step,
leap, leap, step up. Climb, hand over fist, foot over foot. Climb and ice and
breath and step. He could feel the sweat running beneath his clothing and knew
he was coming to the end of his strength.


Clouds rolled in as the last of
the light faded, and so he decided to stop for the night. He found an expanse
of snow and filled his tea skin with it. Dug a hole, wrapped himself with the
yak hide and the cloak and buried himself in the white, clutching the skin
against his chest. He prayed his life would not end overnight in avalanche,
toppling ice pinnacle or sudden crevasse. If it did, he prayed that it would be
incorporated into his dreaming so he might never know. Dying in dreams was
common for him.


The snow drift was like a tomb
so he called the winds and they responded, bringing with them the air to fill
his lungs while he slept. 


And he slept and his dreams
were filled with singing.



 

***



 

Tremble.


Take Care.


As near a deep abyss,


As near a valley,


As one treading on a Tiger’s tail.


As one treading on thin ice.



 

“Utau, neko,” calls one down from above. “Utau!”


He shook his head, closed his eyes. He was so very tired.


An orange dropped down from above. An entire orange.


Pity he didn’t have the strength to peel it.


“Utau, neko!”


He felt the air marshal itself beneath him, around him. He
was grateful. He never really knew which way the air sided – with him or
with the earth. It was capricious but right now, he would take it. He filled
his chest with it, let it lift his head, open his eyes.


“Utau?” he asked. His voice was like paper.


“Hai! Utau!” And suddenly, for the first time in all the
weeks he had been down here, someone above began to sing.


The guard sang and sang in a strange but lilting voice, the Chi’Chen words filled
with gaps and breaths but soon another joined in. The melody was different,
using different scales and combinations of notes but soon he could hear it,
follow it, project it. If only he knew the words. 


So very close. He took a deep breath.


“Utau?” he called up, then sang a bar. “Utau?”


“Hai! Hai! Utau, neko!”


“Hai,” he said and smiled to himself. “Kerris utau.”


The Empress would be pleased.


And so, once again, with a voice like scratching paper, he
began to sing.



 

***



 

The morning, beautiful and
cold. 


He’d slept until the sunrise in
his little snow-dug cave and through the thick mantle of white, he could see
light. It had snowed overnight so the digging took longer but it had been a
warm nest to sleep in, and this high on the Roof of the World, cold was one of
the many things that would seek to kill him. It was tempting to stay a little
longer but he knew that the thin air would trick his mind in many ways. Waking
was living, so he used his Gowrain
mittens to dig out from under it, Slowly, methodically, he dug, careful not to
cause the drift to buckle down on him and soon, he pushed himself free, the
thin layer of ice cracking as he emerged like a chick from a shell. He rose to
his feet and shook off the snow, stretching his arms over his head and filling
his chest with thin, sharp air. He smiled once again at the sight of the Great
Mountains bathed in the colours of dawn.


Tea. He reached for the tea
skin, fused to his coat.


The temperature had dropped so
much that the skin, the yak-hide and the cloak had become one. It was delicate
work, peeling the tea skin from the coat but finally, it came and he shook it,
pleased to hear water slosh inside. He lifted it to his lips, drank in long and
deep. Melted snow had a certain taste – cold, blue and distinctly
metallic but it was tea and his bones were dry. Drank it all, straining the
leaves with his teeth. Refilled the skin with snow and tucked it inside the
coat now, next to his heart.


His filled his lungs with the
air – thin and sharp but the element responded, pulling itself around him
and giving him breath. He rolled out a strip of shark and chewed as he pulled
the sticks – Black and Two. Winter Water once again. Odd. The
sticks rarely pulled the same. It was an omen. Good or bad, he had no clue. He
took another pouch from the pack, this one filled with ocean sand. He let it
fall between his fingers, watched the way the wind took it, the way it danced,
the pattern it made when it fell to the snow. 


Geomancy. His gift and his
curse.


The morning was grey, the
clouds low and threatening. He was still in the middle of the Icefall, unable
to see either peak of Shagar’mathah or
her sister, so he called to the winter water, asked for its guidance once again
and once again, he heard the elements whisper back. Move up, they said. Up and right, right toward Lhosheh’mathah, sister of the Virgin and the Valley of Silence.


He prayed that the air would be
as helpful and he turned, slung the pack across his back and resumed the climb.



 

***



 

How the silkworm spreads


Across the middle of the valley!


Thick she spins her silk.


The oriole in her flight


Perches on the peak.


Her song is filled with longing.



 

***



 

Odd, he thought, how there were so few birds. No falcons or eagles, no kestrels or
owls. Perhaps the Virgin guarded against birds as well as cats. Birds were, after
all, creatures of the air not the earth. Perhaps there was more of a rivalry
than he thought. There was war in everything. The WuXhing proved it.


Almost through the Valley of
Silence, although it wasn’t an ordinary valley. High steep ice sheets, wide deep
crevasses and rock slopes up all sides as far as his eye could see. It was
silent, however – only the sound of the wind and the occasional crack as
the ice split itself apart in its downward descent to the Fall. Most of his
time was spent climbing down shallow crevasses that blocked his path, then back
up again and he was grateful for the poor Gowrain
who’d died to provide him the mittens and claws for his boots.


He was also grateful for the
grey sky for by noon, he was very hot. Once again, he sat, removing the pack
and laying it at his feet. He pulled out the shark and the tea skin, savoured
the melted snow on his tongue. He said a prayer of thanks to the air and the
water, both of whom had kept him safe so far. He reached into his pack for a
string of multi-coloured ribbon, and with another prayer, let it go. It lifted
high, hovering a moment before whipping up and around and across the valley. 


Move, said the winter water.


“In a moment,” he said.


His legs were weary and so he
sat a little longer, debated reaching in for another strip of shark, when a
crack echoed from above.


The mountain was laughing.


“Damn,” he said. “Right. Move.”


He bolted to his feet as snow
blew up in a jagged line down the Valley of Silence. The ice was moving through
the field, splitting from beneath the Fall as if with a katanah. He grabbed his pack and ran, leaping as ice and snow
puffed up like a backwards avalanche. The Valley of Silence carved herself a
new crevasse and he leapt first one way then the other but it was so fast, so
steep, targeting him like a bolt of forked lightning. 


The Valley of Silence boomed
with thunder now as above him, sheets of pinnacle ice gave way. Shagar’mathah was seeking to pin him between his beloved elements but he
was fast and flung the pack, throwing himself onto a smooth ice shelf as the
pinnacle shattered beside him. He lunged but the Valley roared, shuddering as
she tore herself in two and suddenly, the shelf disappeared from beneath his
knees. He plummeted straight down, somehow managing to catch the sheer side
with the Gowrain claws and carving
deep ruts in the ice as he went. Snow blasted his face, biting him with
thousands of tiny teeth, but he jabbed with the boot claws as well, finally
sliding to a precarious halt, clinging like a spider to a cliff of sheer ice.
The snow shelf that had been under him continued down, down, down, banging and
shattering into a hundred shards as it went. He held fast until the roar died
away, leaving him on the side of the crevasse by bear claws and feline will.


He pressed himself into the
ice, waiting for his trembling to slow and for his chest to fill once again
with air. He glanced up. The ledge was a good six cat lengths but that was
nothing compared to the darkening blue expanse that was below.


“Winter water,” he said. “I am
yours and always have been. From now on, I will listen whenever you whisper,
whenever you call. Please let me scale your beautiful ribs and I will never
take you for granted again.”


The winter water said nothing,
so tentatively he peeled his hand from the side, reached up and plunged the
claws into the ice. Nothing. His opposite foot next, stabbing the wall and
pushing himself up. Hand and foot, breath and claw, he slowly, deliberately
scaled the freezing face, whispering prayers to the elements as he climbed. 


There was a shadow above him
and he looked up. On the very edge of the crevasse, he could see his pack
teetering over the brink. 


“No,” he pleaded. “Oh please,
no! Nononono!”


He watched with a heavy heart
as it toppled and fell, sailing past him and bouncing off shelves of blue ice
to disappear into the darkness.


He leaned his forehead against
the new wall, tail lashing at his own stupidity before hauling himself up, claw
over claw, onto the snow. He sat for a long moment, shaking his head and
waiting for his limbs to quiet. His pack was gone, along with his picks, a
rope, extra tunic and shark. No shark. At least he had the tea.


Caught in the foot of the
crevasse at the base of the Valley of Silence, the prayer ribbons fluttered in
the breeze.


He shook his head, could hear
the mountain laughing. Prayers to the wrong elements, he realized, but he’d be
damned before he prayed to the earth. 


Probably what the earth was
hoping.


With another grunt, he pushed
himself to his feet and continued on up toward the face of the mountain.



 

***



 

Before the east was
bright,


I was down, down, upside
down;


I was in a room upside
down,


And there was one from
the court calling me.



 

He couldn’t hear them anymore, not even his friend Bo, the
one who was teaching him the language. Bo had been gone for days. Weeks.
Months. Maybe he had never had a friend named Bo. Maybe he had imagined
everything, here in the land between life and death. It wouldn’t surprise him,
but then again, few things surprised him. Life had always been a mystery.


He couldn’t sing. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t move arms
or legs or tail or eyelids anymore. The earth had beaten him. The earth had
won. He could die in this pit and no one would know, no one would care. At some
point, they would drag his dead body out and toss it in a fire and both Upper
and Eastern Kingdoms would see the last of the sad grey cat called Kerris
Balthashane Wynegarde-Grey. 



 

 Before there was a streak of dawn in the
east,


I was down, down, upside
down;


I was pulled from a room
upside down,


And there was one from
the court with orders for me.



 

It was long and lost, this place between life and death and
he wondered if monks walked this road in their meditations. The air surrounded
him, embraced him, lifted him now almost like ropes or arms and if his eyes
could open, he would probably see their odd faces – some pink like Bo,
some grey like Ki, some black like Migu, but all flat with little slit noses
and wide smiling mouths. They were talking, nudging him, pouring water into his
mouth but it wouldn’t stay. He’d been upside down for far too long. Nothing
would stay.



 

His garden was fenced
with branches of stone,


And I, hopeless fellow,
stand in awe.


I cannot fix the time of
night;


If I don’t rise early, I am sure to be late.



 

He opened his eyes when they stopped dragging him, which he
supposed is what they wanted. They were at the base of a staircase carved into
the rock and he couldn’t see the end of it. They were very high up in the
mountains but he could see water, great water. He smiled. Water was his friend.


Like Bo.


The guard smiled when he saw Kerris’ wandering eyes and he
offered the water again. The lion opened his mouth, tried desperately to
swallow. Most came back out but some stayed. A good start, all things
considered.


There was an entire troop of monkeys with him, swords and
spears pointed and ready. As if a dead lion could hurt them. As if a dead lion
could fight.


“Kerisu, you kaidan o noboru,” said Bo and he gestured to the stairs. “Kaidan
o noboru.”


Bo had been teaching him Chi’Chen from his position as
prisoner guard, high above the little pit and over the days, weeks, months,
lifetime, Kerris had learned some words. These, however, were unfamiliar.


“Kaidan?” he panted. His tongue was as thick and dry as a snake. “What’s Kaidan?”


The Chi’Chen guard made motions with his hands, placed
one on top of the other. Pointed first at the steps, then the cat.


“Kaidan,”
he said. “Kerisu, kaidan.”


“Kaidan,” said Kerris. “Stairs. Climb. Change. Go up.
Go to heaven. Go to hell. I don’t care, Bo. Watashi wa kinishinai.”


“No,” said Bo. “You must care,
Kerisu. The Kaidan will save you.”


“I’m dead already.”


“Not yet. Look.”


And the monkey reached down to
take Kerris’ hand, turned it over and pressed the pads of his hands. Grey claws
slid out and suddenly, the guards exploded behind them. They shook their spears,
they shrieked with fury but the pink-faced monkey whirled on them and shrieked
right back and they grew wary but quiet. Bo turned back to the lion in a puddle
at the foot of the steps.


“Kerisu must be kaidan o noboru.” He leaned in. Kerris could see the quick
brown eyes, so unnatural yet so warm. “You make kaidan and you live.”


He’d been in a bloody
pit for days, weeks, months, a lifetime. How could he climb those
bloody stairs?


If I don’t rise early, the song went. If he didn’t climb…


“Make kaidan,”
repeated Kerris and slowly, he turned his head to the first step. “Be the
bloody kaidan…”


Climb.



 

***



 

The winds were like nothing he
had been expecting and he stared up at the steep cliff face, shoulders sagging.
A pick ax and rope had been in his pack, which was currently at the bottom of
the Valley of Silence’s newest crevasse. While the Gowrain claws would help him up, a rope would have been the
easiest, safest way back down and for the first time, the possibility of
failure crossed his mind.


Unless, of course, he didn’t
come back.


That, he thought mildly, might be an acceptable option.


And so he stood in his yak-hide
coat, wrapped in his cloak at the base of the face of Lhosheh’mathah, Shagar’mathah’s sister. He could see the Virgin
peak from here, could see the ridge he would have walked, the ‘steps’ he would
have scaled to reach the summit. But he would have to climb this wall of blue
ice before dark, sleep deep in the snow overnight and set off at sunrise for
the peak. It might work. Then again, he might die.


But if he knew anything about
himself, about his stubborn grey nature, it was that he could always, and would
always, climb.


No prayers this time but he summoned
the thin freezing air to fill his lungs, whispered to the winter water and set
his claws into the ice.



 

***



 

“Come, Kerisu,” called Bo from the next step. “Kaidan easy. Just one
more.”


“Just one more,” he grumbled. He hadn’t eaten in days.
Weeks. Months. A lifetime. A dead lion, crawling up the stone steps, one at a
time. He was so high up now, the cold wind biting his face and neck. There was
no railing and he knew that at any moment he could push to the right and he
would fall. Fall through the air to the camp below. Fall down the mountain and
break across the big water. At any time. He could choose the time. “Just one
more.”


The troop of monkeys followed them up the stair one step at
a time, spears still pointed as if he could lunge and kill them with his claws.
He shook his head, pushed up another step. They knew nothing of cats, how they
loved their pleasures, how easy they were to break. 


Another step. He pulled his dying legs with dead arms.


 But that was the thing, wasn’t it? he thought. They didn’t know anything of cats. And cats knew nothing
of monkeys.


Another step, but this time, his knees pushed too.


They feared lions. It was obvious. They feared his claws and
his teeth and his power but they feared what they didn’t know. And the Upper
Kingdom had been at war with them because they were afraid of what they didn’t
know. People were foolish, no matter what the race, no matter what the pelt. It
was a wonder that the Ancestors chose any of them.


 He wondered if
the same could be said for dogs.


“Three more Kaidan,” said Bo. “You topping.”


He pushed up onto his hands and knees. The monkeys behind
him chattered and rattled their spears but he ignored them. The look in Bo’s
eye pulled him upward.


“Kaidan,” Kerris growled and his tail lashed. “Be Kaidan,
will I? You want me to be Kaidan?”


Bo glanced over his shoulder, then back down again.


“Three more Kaidan. Three more and you live.”


“Then I will take those three on my feet, like a lion.”


And with a roar, he pushed to stand as Bo scrambled up to
the top, waved him upwards, ever upwards.
He was so weak now and the dizziness
threatened to topple him right then and there, threatened to send him crashing
backwards into the troop of Chi’Chen
soliders. He wondered if they would catch him or let him fall.


He looked back up at Bo, his friend. He didn’t even know if
the man had a last name. Bo the prison guard, who had taught him to speak
monkey.


He swung one foot up.


“Kaidan,”he growled.


Step one.


The other foot now.


“Kaidan.” 


Step two.


“Kaidan!”


Step three. He was at the top.


And what he saw almost sent him to his knees.



 

***



 

All those who've "climbed high" since times of old,



How many are still there today? 


If on a Forbidden peak old promises break, 


One can still await the days to come.



Chains of mountains look like startled waves,



Their yellow
layers emerge from dark waters.



 

***



 

He stared at the wide band of
yellow stone underneath a blue, blue sky.


It had been a long morning up
the slope to this spot but it had been a longer night. He had made it to the
top of the great blue wall of ice and collapsed, pulling his yak-hide coat and
night-blue cloak around him like a blanket. Night was falling, bringing with it
a storm and before he knew it, he was covered in snow. He’d only the time to
call the air before the sound of wind lulled him to sleep.


That morning, he’d pushed up
out of the snow, gasping and filling his chest with air. Great mouthfuls of air
and he gulped it in like water. There was not enough up here on the roof of the
world and he closed his eyes, called the element to surround him, fill him so
that he could finish what he started so long ago. Or what had been started when
the element first called him.


The snow had been fresh but his
boots sure and he made steady progress across the slope. It wasn’t a steep
angle either – not after the wall of blue ice but the air was so cold and
he had to stop now and then to catch his breath. He had also developed an
irritating cough sometime during the night, and could taste blood on his
tongue. 


So now, he stared down at the
earth. He had been perfectly fine with the ice and the snow, the cold and the
wind but here, at this strip of yellow and gray limestone, he reconsidered his
quest for the summit. It wasn’t a long crossing and the rock looked worn smooth
from the elements but if there were anyplace that the earth would try to kill
him, it would be here.


He looked up. He could see the
triangle shape that was the virgin peak, likely no more than five hours at a
steady pace. He could do it, he knew. He could do it and be back at the blue
ice before nightfall.


And so he knelt down, not even
feeling the snow under his knees and pulled the Gowrain glove from his hand. Slowly, he reached forward, extended
his claw, and with a deep breath, tapped the rock.


Nothing.


Two claws now. A drumming of
the fingers. 


Still nothing.


He laid a palm down, felt the
cold from the mountain and the warmth from the sun.


No earthquake, no avalanche, no
sudden opening of the stone to swallow him whole and crush his bones in a new
crevasse. He listened to the air. Good
morning, good morning, it said. He listened for the ice. So fine, no trouble, it said. The clouds
were whispering and distant, no trace of storm or snow or rain. Just the wind
and the blue, blue sky.


“If you don’t kill me,” he told
the earth. “Then perhaps I won’t hate you anymore. I don’t want to hate you. I
think, after all, you are sometimes rather pretty.”


The earth was silent, taking
the compliment like a proud but satisfied woman.


And so he removed the Gowrain claws from his boots and rose to
his feet. Pushed his fears out of his mind and stepped onto the rock.



 

***



 

A thousand  


cold cloud peaks, 


On the trail  


man's tracks obliterated. 


Everyday 


just facing down the wall, 


Sometimes 


snow dust 


blows in the window.



 

***



 

At the top of the steps, there was a garden. A lone cherry
tree welcomed him, it’s lush blossoms swaying in the breeze. Cedars and ferns
grew out of stony beds. Wind chimes made music from the air and tiny birds sang
in bamboo cages. Many Chi’Chen watched him as he staggered across the
path, but they weren’t soldiers. Courtesans, it seemed. Chi’Chen in elaborate kimonohs, wearing golden
headdresses, holding great fans and peacock feathers and scrolls. They watched
him but were not threatened by his presence nor by his appearance. They merely
watched.


There were, however, many many of the soldiers he had
learned were called the Snow Guard, or simply, the Snow. They were tall and
golden, with pink faces and small shiny eyes. Those eyes followed him as he
moved through the mountain garden and he marveled at the fact that so high
above the fields, there were butterflies. Swallowtails fluttered on the cold
thin air and he wondered if he had indeed died and been reborn in some sort of Tian. An afterlife
filled with monkeys and mountain butterflies was a rather odd but pleasant
thought. 


In the center of the garden was a pagoda. It was almost
feline in its construction with red winged roofs and grey stone foundations.
Directly behind it, the sun was setting, painting the sky red and yellow and
pink, beaming through the rafters and blinding him with its brilliance. After
two months in a pit, it was the most beautiful thing Kerris had ever seen.


Silhouetted in the doorway of the pagoda, a figure appeared,
framed by the sun and the butterflies. The music of the wind chimes were coming
from the figure.


“Am I dead?” he asked Bo but the man smiled at him.


“Now you live,” said Bo.


Kerris turned back to the figure coming out of the light. It
was a Chi’Chen man, slim and small and wearing robes of red and yellow silk. A tall
box hat perched on his head and as he moved toward them, Kerris realized that
the windchimes hung from the four top corners, making music with every step.


Bo dropped to his knees, touched his forehead to the stone
and Kerris fought to stay on his feet. He had climbed an entire mountain to
stand, after all.


The world was spinning. 


“I am Hiro Takahashi Watanabe,” said the man in perfect
Imperial. “Divine Ruler of the Empire of the Sun. I have long been waiting to
meet you, grey lion of my enemy.”


He had taken that step and the world was spinning, changing,
turning upside down.


“You do not bow?” said the Emperor. “You are brave and
reckless. I could have you killed.”


Upside down and right-side up. He was dead and now he lived.


“What is your name, lion of my enemy?”


He had told the Empress of his plan and she had endorsed it.
They were making history, right here, right now, all because he had taken that
step. He was a grey lion. There was no place on the earth he couldn’t go.


Step. Rise. Climb. Kaidan.


“My name,” he said. “My name is Kaidan.”


And he smiled.


Finally, his knees buckled and he sank to the ground,
darkness claiming him before he hit the stone.



 

***



 

Three steps.


Two steps. 


One last step.


And with a deep breath, calling
the last of the air in the world into his lungs, Kerris Balthashane Wynegarde-Grey placed his foot onto the Roof of the World.


Snow, rock, ice and sky.


The breath caught in his
throat. 


He was higher than the clouds. 


All around and below him, white
peaks rose from white clouds, disappearing into white valleys and distant
ridges. It look liked the back of a great dragon. Several great dragons;
leviathans swimming in winter waters, scales frozen at the surface. Above them,
the sky so blue as to be almost painted with no clouds at all above his head.
The world went on and on and on forever.


Hands on hips, he turned in
slow circles, surveying the world below him and he was warm. Warm with a heat
that had nothing to do with yak hides or blue cloaks or grey pelts but with
pride and awe and insignificance and joy. The world was a remarkable place. He
was so very glad he was still a part of it.


He lowered himself to sit, just
for a moment, overwhelmed with the beauty and the splendor and gratitude. He
ran a hand across his face, not surprised to find ice built up on the pelt
around his mouth and eyes. His hair, peaking out from under the yak-hide hood,
was frosted as well and he knew he couldn’t stay up here for very long. The
elements whom he loved would kill him regardless.


He shook his head. It was so
peaceful. So quiet, only the wind as music, the clouds floating beneath his
feet.


In fact, he could have easily
sat here, on the Roof of the World until the sun disappeared and the moon, his ever
friend, rose to greet him. He could just sit here as the cold descended,
freezing the life from him until there was nothing more that a scrap of grey
inside a yak hide and he would be one with the elements forever.


That, he reasoned, would be a
fitting end for both Kerris the grey and Kaidan the legend.


He heard the sharp whispering
hiss of metal.


Odd, he thought, metal so
far up here. Metal was a feline element, an element of civilization and
industry and development. Metal was rare in places where cats were not but no
cat had ever been up here. Few cats had ever tried.


There was an icicle rising from
the pinnacle and he studied it for a moment. Icicles didn’t grow like that.
They could rise from the ground but only where water might have a place to drip
from. Water was a very compliant element, his favourite by far. This, this was
not water.


Metal.


He rose to his feet, moved
closer.


It was perhaps half his height,
a thin slivery pike of steely blue. Again, he slid a claw from his finger,
poked the thing. Nothing. Drew the claw down to scratch it. Nothing again. He
could see something beneath the frost so he knelt down to look closer, ran a
palm over the icy surface.


Inside the pike, a light began
to flash.


Metal.


“Interesting,” he muttered.
“Metal wasn’t only used by cats. I wonder how old you are, friend metal?”


He dug with his claw but
suddenly, the light stopped and the pike grew silent once again.


The whispering died away, and
he waited for several moments longer until the air told him to leave. Sighing,
he removed his cloak and tied it onto the pike like a flag.


He grinned.


“A wedding present, my love,”
he said to the mountain. “You will shake it off with your wind soon enough but
until then, I leave you with a kiss.”


He brought his fingers to his
lips then reached into the snow, dug until they brushed the rock. He felt the
earth tremble at his touch.


“Thank you,” he said. “For
giving me this. I will never forget.”


And with that, he pulled on his
Gowrain gloves, turned and began the
long, cold trek down the mountain, singing.



 

***



 

The white clouds float over the Virgin Peak 


As over the Mountains of the King. 


Everywhere the white clouds will follow you on.



They will follow you on everywhere— 


With you they will enter the King’s mountains,



And cross the waters of the Moon. 


Yonder across the waters of the Moon, 


There is a cloak of night to wear, 


And you may lie in a bed of white clouds.



Go swiftly home, O my friend!


Go swiftly home.



 

***



 

International Sleeplab 2, Marathon, Canada, NorAm


“Yes, sir,” said the tech. “We
just received it. It booted itself up, then took itself down.”


“Just like that,” said
Supervisor 1, Joshua Paolini. 


“Yes, sir,” said the tech.
“Just like that.”


“And it’s from the Everest
pylon?”


“Yes sir. It’s an old pylon,
planted before we went under.”


“That’s a very long time for it
to be active.”


“Oh, it hasn’t been active,
sir. Not at all.”


“Until now.”


“Yes sir. And according to the
tech at 2, there’s something even more interesting than an antiquated pylon
suddenly turning itself at the top of Mt. Everest in the heart of the IAR.”


Paolini folded his arms over
his chest. His stare was the stuff of legend.


The tech cleared his throat.


“Uh, yes, apparently they were
able to decode a scattered message.”


“Scattered?”


“Yes, like a scramble only
worse. Very hard to decrypt.”


“So, 2 descattered a scattered
message from a IAR pylon that’s been inactive for millennia. Is that what
you’re saying?”


“Yes sir.”


“Well, what did it say?”


The tech turned to him, his
eyes large and luminous behind his retinal screens.


“Winter water.”


Paolini stared at him.


“Winter water?”


“Yes sir. Winter water, sir.”


“What the hell does that mean?”


“No idea, sir, but the
datatechs are going through the archives to see if it has any IAR
significance.”


“Gods,” said Paolini. “I don’t
want to start this again. They’re supposed to be all gone.”


“Yes sir.”


Supervisor 1 thought for a
moment, tapped his lips with his finger.


“Notify the REDmarks,” he said
after a moment. “We might need to send a drone over to check.”


“I’ll have to get clearance for
that, sir.”


“I’m giving you clearance.” He
turned to leave the dark, sterile room. “I’m Jiān of this base,
techboy. Wake those damned REDmarks. Operation Winter Water is a go.”


“Yes, sir.”


And the tech adjusted the wire
and turned to his controls as Paolini left the room to the darkness and the
whisper of Winter Water.


















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

The Songs of Priests and Lions


My mountain home thousands of days away ―


merely a thing of dreams;


The words of priests
and lions ―


Now the riddles of ancients.


Every time I see
this broken man,


The green of low
mountains


sweeps the horizon from end to end.


The master, having attained  true Enlightenment,


has given up all the words;


Only I would search for the right phrase ―


with no other credit to claim..


Next year I will go and collect songs on 


Kangchen’Dzonga,


And fill the entire Kingdom
with my songs


















 


 


 

The Year of the Dragon



 

Once upon a time, there were no
rivers and lakes on earth but only the Eastern Sea, in which lived four
dragons: the Long Dragon, the Golden Dragon, the Black Dragon and the Pearl
Dragon.


One day the four dragons flew
from the sea into the sky. They soared and dived, playing at hide-and-seek in
the clouds.


“Come over here quickly!” the
Pearl Dragon called to his fellows. His name was Zhēnzhū-lóng and he pointed to the ground far
below.


All three looked down. On the
earth they saw many people putting out fruits and cakes, bowing and burning
incense sticks. 


“What is this?” asked the Golden
Dragon. His name was Jīnlóng.


“Are they praying?” asked the
Black Dragon. His name was Hēilóng.


“Yes,” said Lóng-zhǎng, the
Long Dragon. “They are praying to us!”


They dipped their wings and
soared lower.


An old tigress with white streaks
in her hair knelt on the ground. She had a very thin kitten strapped to her
back.


“Please send rain quickly,” she
cried to the skies. “Gods of Heaven, our children have no rice to eat, only
snakes and scorpions and the horses have eaten all of those!”


The Dragons looked at each other.
It was true. There had been no rain for a long time. The crops had withered,
the grass was yellow and fields cracked under the scorching sun.


“How poor the people are!” said Jīnlóng, the Golden Dragon. “And they will
die if it doesn't rain soon.”


Lóng-zhǎng, nodded. “Let's go and beg the
Jade Empress for rain.”


So saying, he leapt into the
clouds, soaring high, higher, even higher so that he could see far beyond the
clouds to the celestial sphere, with the others following at his tail. Soon,
they saw the gleam of the Heavenly Palace where the Jade Empress lived.


Being in charge of all the
affairs in heaven, on earth and in the sea, the Jade Empress was very powerful.
She was a Sacred cat, with a pelt as white as the moon and eyes the colour of
polished Jade, which is how she got her name. She was listening to the songs of
the Faeries and was not pleased to see the dragons swooping in over the Palace
walls. 


“Why do you come here,” she
snapped. “Instead of staying in the sea and behaving yourselves?”


Lóng-zhǎng stepped forward, carefully
keeping his long tail from swishing, and he bowed his great head. 


“The crops on earth are withering
and dying, Your Most Esteemed Majesty. I beg you to send rain down quickly!”


“Why do you care for the people?”
she asked and the Long Dragon raised his head.


“They are small and helpless and
we are large and powerful. It is in our good nature to care for those weaker
than we.”


“Fine,” snorted the Jade Empress.
“You go back. I will send rain tomorrow.” 


The Jade Empress turned back to
the songs of the Fairies.


“Thank you, Your Most Esteemed
Majesty!” said the four dragons, and they lifted up into the skies and returned
to the seas.


Ten days passed, and not a drop
of rain came down.


The people suffered more, some
eating bark, some grass roots, some forced to eat white clay when they ran out
of bark and grass roots. Herds of wild horses were so hungry than they began to
raid the villages, eating as many people as they could.


Seeing all this, the four dragons
felt very sorry and they floated on the waves of the sea for a long time.


“The Jade Empress only cares
about pleasure,” said the Pearl Dragon.


“She never takes her people to
heart,” said the Black Dragon. 


“We can only rely on ourselves to
relieve the people of their miseries,” said the Golden Dragon. “But how?”


“There is so much water in the
sea,” said the Long Dragon. “I wonder if there is a way…”


And he soon lapsed into silence. 


“What is it? Out with it,
quickly!” the other three demanded and they slapped the water with their tails.


Lóng-zhǎng laughed and bit
the waves with his great teeth.


“Look,” he said. “We could scoop
the water up and spray it towards the sky. The water will be like rain drops
and come down to save the people and their crops.”


“Good idea!” The others clapped
their scaly hands.


“But,” said the Long Dragon, “We
will be blamed if the Jade Empress learns of this.”


“I will do anything to save the
people,” the Golden Dragon said resolutely.


“Let us begin,” said the Black
Dragon.


“We will never regret it,” said
the Pearl Dragon.


They dove deep into the sea,
scooped up water in their mouths, and then flew back up, up, up into the sky,
and sprayed the water out over the earth. The four dragons flew back and forth,
making the sky dark all around. Before long the seawater became rain pouring
down from the sky.


Far below, tigers and jaguars
looked up at the clouds.


“It's raining! It's raining!”


“The crops will be saved!”


The people cried and leaped with
joy. On the ground the wheat stalks raised their heads and the sorghum stalks
straightened up. The horses had plenty to eat and left the villagers alone and
everyone was happy for many weeks.


The god of the sea discovered
these events and reported to the Jade Empress.


She was furious.


“How dare the four dragons bring
rain without my permission? Do they think they are higher than I? Do they think
the people will love them and serve them now?” 


She ordered the heavenly Shogun
Generals and their troops to arrest the four dragons, even if they hid in the
waters or under the seas. They hired Chi’Chen
water boats to track down the four dragons and being far outnumbered, the
dragons were soon arrested and brought back to the heavenly palace.


She had a prison made for them in
the courtyard, but they flew out of it.


She had a prison made for them in
the moat, but they swam out of it.


She had a prison made for them of
golden bars, but they were slippery and slim, and they slithered out of it.


The Jade Empress was enraged and
she summoned Shānshén, the Mountain God.


“Go and order Four Mountains to
lay upon them so that they can never escape!” 


The Mountain God whistled into
the wind and from afar, the Four Mountains left the earth and flew to the
Heavenly Palace. There, Shānshén, the Mountain God used his magic
power to press them down upon the four dragons – Jīnlóng, Hēilóng,
Zhēnzhū-lóng and Lóng-zhǎng, imprisoning them under the mountains.


But
dragons have a magic of their own. The dragons never regretted saving the people. In fact,
their treatment made them determined to do good for the people forever and it made them sad that
the Jade Empress was so hard. Beneath the Four Mountains, the four dragons wept
for the people and for the Empress. They wept until they became nothing but
four rivers flowing down from the Heavenly Palace, past high mountains and deep
valleys, crossing the land from the west to the east and finally emptying into
the sea where they belonged. 


And
so the Upper Kingdom’s four great rivers were formed – the Black River in
the far north, the Golden River in the center, the Long River farther south,
and the Pearl River in the very far south.


And
still, even today, you can see the scales and the tears of the four dragons
every time you catch a raindrop or dip your hand into a river. The tears of the
dragons will keep the Upper Kingdom strong for as long as they weep.



 


 

















 


 


 


 

All Stories Begin and End
with Tea



 


 

So now you know the
stories of the Ancestors. Stories of the Shogun before he was Shogun, of Legend
Kaidan and his young wife, the Lightning. You know of the Silver Dagger and the
Anger of Priests; you know of the Life and Death of Alchemy and Shadow and you
know of the first hour of our Beloved Empress, Queen of the Iron Dragons. You
know of mountains and tea and swords and horses. You know now about the WuXhing cycle and the
men who work it, and you know more songs than you did before. The words are
true but the melodies have been lost, so you may make up the tunes as you go.
These songs are Ancient and deserve veneration to still be listed in our books.


There will be more books,
as many as there are songs. As many as there are stories. Feel free to tell a
few yourself and pass them on to your kittens, and your kittens’ kittens and
maybe an Ancestor or two if you can find one with ears to hear. Ancestors are
stubborn, warlike and proud, but they do love a good story and no one can tell
a good story like a cat. Cats are, after all, a storied people.


I have your tea steeping.

















 


 


 

To be continued in


Bones in the Year of the Dragon
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