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Khanisthan and Desert Horses



 


 

Most Beloved Excellency,


We are leaving the Phun’jah and the Great Wall, for the roads and byways of
Khanisthan. It is now difficult, if not impossible, for us to contact you by
falcon. Therefore, accept this message as a farewell, until and unless our
fates lead us otherwise. There are messages bound herein from those of us who
wished and I know that you will see to it that each is delivered to the
appropriate hand. My own is also enclosed for yours alone. 


Captain Wynegarde-Grey



 

It has often been said that, as DharamShallah
sits high on the Great Mountains as the jeweled crown of the Upper Kingdom,
then KhahBull, in the eastern flank of Khanisthan, beats its bloody
heart. She is a wild city, a proud city, an angry city. She has a history, to
be sure, but one so shrouded in myth and folklore that it is impossible to
determine which tales are true, and which merely wish. It is easy to believe
that this one city fought off for ten generations a siege of dogs. There is no
rat problem in such a city, as her legends would tell of a lone piper, leading
all vermin from within its walls to scorching death in the salt flats beyond,
and that even today, bodies of the vile creatures still can be found, etched in
red stone. It is easy even to believe the boasts of unearthing relics from Ancient
days beneath her very foundations, statues of Asherbupal and ThanThanagoth,
and the restoration of their feline faces smashed in from ages long past. These
cats are such people. 


No matter its history, glory or
riches, the one thing that cannot be ascribed to KhahBull is Kaidan. Kaidan belongs to DharamShallah, to Mepal and to the Royal Houses. The Great Mountains are his mother, Shagarmathah his bride, the courts of Pol’Lhasa his home. (I know this is
true, for I know Kaidan himself. He is everything people say of him, and more.


 They had been entertained that night in the governor’s
mansion, a fine house overlooking the minarets of the city and the ribs of the
Mountains. The governor, a small, grey-striped man of Sacred blood, had been
most intrigued by their journey, for it was not often that he had guests from Pol’Lhasa.
Of course they said little, but accepted his hospitality nonetheless, and slept
well in beds stuffed with feathers for the first time in weeks. That morning,
they left the horses with the governor’s stable commander, a fine lion by the
name of Harrison Omar-valDelane, and made their way into the fabled heart of
the city, the Waterless Gardens.


Now this is an odd name, to be
sure, for it is neither garden, nor waterless. It is paradoxical and poetic,
but cats are, after all, a paradoxical, poetic people. It was a marketplace, as
huge as most cities, with shops under tent flaps and shops in three-story
buildings. There were shops that sold pearls, and shops that sold elephants.
There were shops that sold meats and shops that sold animals to make the meats
sold in other shops. In fact, next to the canton-city of LanLadesh and the sprawling bustling wreckage that is Cal’Cathah,
it is said that KhahBull is the busiest, most profitable
marketplace in all the Upper Kingdom. This too, is easy to believe. Many taxes
are gathered there.


The Captain hated it on sight.


As he stood at the entrance to
the markets, hands on hips, blue eyes sifting the crowds that moved all about
him, he was a most impressive, imposing sight. His long mane, held off his face
in its simple queue, fanned in the dry breeze, along with the tattered golden
sash. His tail, normally so still and reserved, whapped the dusty ground in
frustration. Like a rock in a river, he just stood there, tides of people
flowing around him, buyers and sellers alike, coming and going, ebbing and
flowing, everyone giving him a wide berth. He was a lion. He wore Imperial
gold. It was, and still is, the way of things. 


 He
set his jaw and turned to face his people.


 “This
is to be an enjoyable day,” he said, forcing a smile. “You are all free to do
whatever you wish. Go wherever the desire takes you. The governor has given us
unlimited credit. All you need do it present your rings—“ He indicated the
ring he wore on his right thumb. It bore a stamp pressed in gold. “And the
merchants will indulge your purchase. One of the few benefits of our stations,
I should think.” 


 “It
hardly seems fair,” muttered the Seer. “To work hard for a living, only to be
left with only a promise of remittance at the end of the day...”


 “They
will be reimbursed,” he said. 


 “Will
they?”


 “Of
course. The governor is an honorable man.”


 The
Seer gazed at him for several moments, then looked away. “Of course he is.”


Kirin ground his molars. This
was to be an enjoyable day, he reminded himself. It would not do well to
start it off with a futile debate. “We must meet here tonight, at or just
before the curfew gong. Is that understood?”


 Everyone
nodded, but no one moved. They were still looking at him. 


 “Very
well. Go. Enjoy yourselves. Go.” And he spread his hands, feeling for all the
world like a mother ushering her children to a forbidden playground. “Go.”


 Without
a second look, the Seer whirled and strode off into the crowds, the Major his
silver shadow. They were gone in moments. The tigress too, and the cheetah, and
finally the leopards, still in uniform, but off duty, all disappearing into the
crush of bodies that was the Waterless
Gardens. All but one.


 He turned to see Kerris, leaning against a stone wall, arms
folded, the end of a smoking cigarash in his teeth. 


Trust Kerris to know there was
something else afoot. Things had been strained between the brothers these last
days. An un-named but familiar wall had sprung up between them and neither had
possessed the will to bring it down. It had always been there, it just ebbed
and flowed like the tides, never really cresting, never reaching the shore.
Dark eddies under the surface, swift currents running deep. It was the way of
things.


“I pulled the sticks this
morning,” said Kerris as the Captain moved to lean against the wall at his
brother’s side. “They said ‘Lightning’ and ‘Red’…”


Kirin’s heart sank. He glanced up
at the sky, vast and blue with only wisps of clouds.


“…But I hear no storm. The air is
quiet.”


Kirin frowned. “Maybe the sticks
are wrong?”


“Maybe.”


They said nothing for some time,
and neither of them looked at the other. The smoke from the cigarash was giving
him a headache. He sighed.


“Are you up to a little
shopping?”


“Depends,” Kerris said. “On the
governor’s coin?”


  “Mine. I believe our party is
ill-prepared for the next leg of our journey. I would like to improve this
situation.”


“Hmm,” the cigarash waggled up
and down as he thought. “Leather uniforms have no place in the desert. You and
Ursa and Sherah will be dead of sun sickness before the week’s up.”


“So...?”


 “So. We need new clothing and…”


 “And…”


Kerris’ eyes dropped to the
ground for a heartbeat, deciding the best approach to his next request. He
looked up now and set his jaw. “And horses.”


“Horses?” Kirin blinked. That was most unexpected. “But we can
avail ourselves of the Governor’s Stables—“


“Not Imperial horses, Kirin. Desert horses.”


He studied his brother’s face for
a long time. He honestly didn’t know what to think. Kerris was such a puzzle.
He continued.


“Desert horses are smaller,
tougher than Imperial horses. They are bred for desert living, can go for days
without water, like khamels. In fact, I was considering whether or not we might
need khamels, and if our journey was to remain in these dry places, I would
seriously recommend them. But if this ‘Swisserland’ is so much farther beyond,
then horses are still preferable. Khamels are a bugger to ride in mountains and
jungles both, and they can’t be trusted to forage during the night and return
back for duty the next morning. Horses can.”


Kirin let his own eyes wander the
crowded streets of the Waterless Gardens as
he thought it through. It was a
sensible request. 


“I will not give up alMassay,” he
said finally, turning to look back at his brother. “I would rather die with him
in the heat than leave him in some Governor’s stall.”


“And I Quiz,” said Kerris,
smiling for the first time in days. “I don’t think he’d let me go anyway. He’d tear
the damned place apart and catch up with me even if I was on the other side of
the world.”


Kirin grinned at the thought.
“The Major might need some convincing…”


Kerris pushed himself off the
wall, puffed a few good smokey puffs on the cigarash before tossing it to the
ground and crushing it under his boot. 


“Oh, her grey can come, that’s
not a problem. As long as we have desert horses as the majority of the caravan,
we should be ahead of the game. Besides, I’ve found a local breeder who happens
to have a few nursing mares. Remember that milk paste I was talking about…”


And side by side, the brothers
left the gate and disappeared into the currents of the Waterless Gardens, and for a time, the light and dark halves of the
interlocking Tao wheel fit. 



 

***



 

“That one.”


“No no, Dansin! Don’t choose that
one! Choose that one!”


“Um…”


Sireth smiled at his audience.
“Choose, please.”


The jaguar frowned, chewed his
lower lip. “Very well, sidi. I know
it is under that one.”


“Are you certain?”


“Yes.”


Sireth lifted the coconut shell
with a flourish. There was no peanut underneath.


A rousing cheer went up from the
audience, and the jaguar dug about in his wide trousers for coins. The peanut
rocked gently under the middle shell, unpicked by any in the crowd, and Ursa shook
her head. The last Seer of Sha’Hadin had
made himself a tidy sum this afternoon, utterly confounding and entertaining
shopkeepers and tourists alike that had wandered his way. 


“My turn! Let me try!” shouted a
young tiger in the crowd, but Sireth raised his hands. 


“The games are over, friends. I
must now go and spend my earnings. Perhaps, I will simply redistribute this
wealth to some of your poorer neighbors along my way.”


Ursa shook her head again. He had
seemed completely in his element today, in and out of the crowds and stalls of
the Waterless Gardens, but truth be
told, it hadn’t disturbed her overmuch. After the night spent at the gypsy
caravan, she had been much more at ease with his radical lifestyle and
unorthodox tastes. At least he hadn’t bought her a kz’laki.


As they strolled through the
marketplace, he counted the coins in his palm. “Enough for one of those blades
you liked, perhaps. Have you seen one yet?”


She tossed her head. “Pah. I have
no need for any dog-blade. My steel is sharp enough.”


“Then what shall I do with this?”
The coins jingled in his palm. One wedged in the sliced leather of his glove.
She grinned. She had given him that slice.


“New gloves.” 


He laughed and his good eye
glinted in the bright sunshine. “No, but a seamstress perhaps. That is a
brilliant idea, Major. Thank you.”


She pursed her lips, and said
nothing more, but he could not help but notice that she raised her chin just a
little higher, and together, the pair set out to find a leather craftsman
somewhere in these Waterless Gardens.



 

***



 

It was sheer luck that she
happened on a bookstore.


She had wandered alone for a good
two hours, taking in the sights and smells of the marketplace. This was so
different from the market on the narrow mountain path on the road to Sha’Hadin, but then again, perhaps not
so different. People were people. They all needed to live.


So when luck led her up to this
storefront, she couldn’t believe her good fortune, let out a squeal of delight,
and stepped inside. 


The smell made her close her
eyes. 


The smell of old, old books,
older paper, dust and leather covers and ink, and she breathed in deep, letting
it take her back to the university and the most wonderful place on earth - the
library. She wondered why smells could do that so easily, transport a cat to
such places in their memories more quickly than thought or sight. Just one of
the many things she turned her mind to when she stopped to think


There were a few patrons in the
shop, two young jaguars, a caracal and an elderly lion, all browsing quietly
and she smiled to herself as she began the delight of examining the spines of
so many books, arranged on tall ebony shelves that reached to the ceiling. The
just-as-tall windows, she noticed, were not drawn, but slatted, as sunlight was
as dangerous to books as candle and flame, and the high sun caused beams to
slice through the dusty air like ribbons.


Some of the books were new,
written in monasteries and universities scattered about the kingdom. Some were
volumes of poetry, song-lyrics and legends. A series on the exploits of Kaidan
– his adventures, his captivity, his negotiations. Others were manuals,
how-to books on animal husbandry, religion, modern warfare. There was also tome
upon tome of the history of the Upper Kingdom, the geneologies of the
Empresses, the concessions with the Chi’Chen,
the expansion of the borders. Her fingers were itching to pull each and every
volume from its shelf, lovingly fold open the jackets, gently turn the pages,
and breathe it all in.


“May I help you, sidala?”


She turned to find a middle-aged
tiger standing before her. His eyes were small – unusual for tigers, who
typically had such large, deep-set, beautiful eyes – and his lips tight
–again, unusual for tigers. In fact, he was rather on the thin side as well
for, unlike herself, most tigers were solid of bone and body, even tending to
pack on the occasional extra pound or two. Tigers were, of all of the Pure
Races, very fond of their suppers.


“Oh, yes,” she said, rather
nervously. “Um, I would like to buy a book…”


She waggled the Governor’s ring
under his nose. He snorted derisively.


“And what sort of book would the
tigress like to purchase on the promise of such unremarkable, undeliverable,
unredeemable credit?”


“I would like a book on…” She
scrambled for words, for truth be told, she had no idea what she was looking
for. Her tongue peeked out the corner of her mouth. “A book on…”


“Yes, sidala?”


“Fighting.”


“Fighting?”


“Yes. I would like to learn how
to fight.”


For only a heartbeat, there was
silence in the bookstore, until the shopkeep threw back his head and laughed.


In fact, all the patrons of the
bookshop threw back their heads and laughed, and yet again, Fallon Waterford
felt the blood rush to her cheeks. Quite to her surprise, she also found her
fingers curling into her palms, and she wished she were Ursa Laenskaya. No one
would laugh at her then.


“Yes,” she said, her voice
trembling and tight. “A, a book on fighting, and a book on men.”


More laughter now, and she could
hardly bear it, but bear it she would, for she realized that she wanted those
books.


“Fighting…and men,” gasped the shopkeep. “Oh my dear sidalady tigress, you are a pearl among customers…”


A strange calm fell over the
tigress. She straightened her spine, narrowed her eyes, magined she was a snow
leopard. The laughter soon stopped.


“Warfare books I have, sidala, but books on personal fighting?
Of those, I have none,” he said,
wiping tears from his eyes. “I cannot help you there. There is a garrison
nearby if you wish tactical training, and of course, several masters of the
Martial Arts of all varieties and temperaments, even here in the Gardens…” 


He seemed to catch himself as he
observed her reaction, cleared his throat, tried to gather his wits about him. 


Fascinating, she thought to herself. A valuable lesson learned. She
folded her arms across her chest.


“Ah my, yes, but books on men…”
He leaned into her. “Those I can help you with…”


He grinned, his tight lips
spreading wide across pointy teeth. She shuddered. She did not like this bookseller.
Not one bit.


“Back here, sidala. I have an entire room of books for such ‘particular’
tastes…”


With a snort, she followed him
through a wall of beads and shells, into a dark, dimly lit alcove full of books
with dark covers. He pulled several down off different shelves and passed them
to her.


“See here, sidala, these even have illustrations that show you what to do and
how…”


She was a booklover. She was a
Scholar in the Court of the Empress. She was a student of feline anatomy and
physiology. It took several moments for her to realize that she was not looking
at fine literature or volumes of poetry or treatises into the souls of the male
cat. In fact, it wasn’t until she had studied page after page of illustrations
that her emerald eyes began to grow round, and her heart leapt into her throat.


“But you, sidala, seem to me a woman of class and taste, not simply a female
indulging in the lusts of the flesh. So for you, this here is the most
beautiful of all, a book of poetry and love, illustration and conjugation,
romance, art and skill all bound in one miraculous work…”


With trembling hands, the
shopkeep handed her a small leather-bound text, blood-red in colour, with gold
leaf. “It is a copy of an Ancient manuscript, transliterated and re-illustrated
for the Upper Kingdom. It is called ‘The
KhamaShuthra.’ If you know this book, you will know all you need to know
about men.”


She held it in wonder. She had
heard rumors of this book, a book of love and love-making. It was forbidden in
the University, where male and female lived and studied together in purity the
pursuit of more ascetic, cerebral things. But holding it, here and now, feeling
the soft suede under her fingertips, the delicate rice-paper parchment that
crackled with the turn of each page, the organic tang of the ink and the
colors, oh the colors of the graphic illustrations, she felt the whispers of
possibility and danger and the power of life, and she saw the dancing blue eyes
of Kerris Wynegarde-Grey, his taunting smile and strong, graceful body, and she
realized that she wanted this book, more than anything she had wanted in a very
long time.


“I’ll take it,” she managed to
say, in a voice not quite her own. And he wrapped it up in dark paper and a
string, and she slipped out of the bookshop through a back door, not entirely
certain that she should be walking in sunlight at the moment. The shadows would
be much safer.



 

***



 

She found him on the third floor
of one of the older buildings in the Gardens.
It was a much older building, to be sure, its window glass dark and stained to
minimize the afternoon sun, and she found herself approving. Alchemists were
creatures of shadow, after all, of night and secrets and moonlight. Sunshine
was an unwelcome diversion.


In fact, there was nothing
announcing his shop as anything other than a room for supplies or stores. There
was no sign, no half-open door, no table of wares out in the front. There was,
however an ankh, painted in red on the door post, a sign for those seeking, and
she did not knock when she went in.


The room was filled with incense.


“You have something to leave with
me?” the old tiger asked, not looking up from his stool where he sat, dipping
candles in the dark.


“For the First Mage alone.”


“He follows at Sri’Gujar’Rhath.”


“Of course.”


Black-clad hands reached down to
a large copper pot, dusty and lidded, at his feet. He blew the dust off,
smoothed the cobwebs from its surface, flicked at the many spiders scrabbling
for cover, and turned to present it to her. She began to reel in silken threads,
attached to the red satin pouch bobbing ominously over her head. She caught it
up in her hands and raised it to her lips.


He watched with incurious yellow
eyes the silver smoke escape its hiding place. He had seen it all before. He
had done it himself. It was no mystery to him. Agara’tha had taught him many things.


The silver smoke then made the
journey from her lips to his copper pot, whirling and leaping like a sea of
white horses. Before it could find its way out, he slipped the lid securely in
place, and lowered it back to the floor at his feet.


“Anything else?” he asked
somberly.


“Fire powder. As much as you can
spare.”


And with her package securely
under her arm, she left the third floor of the old market building, the little
red pouch following, small and insignificant, in her wake.



 

***



 

“They don’t look like much.”


Kerris rolled his eyes but he did
not look up at his brother, merely kept running his hands down along the long
fine legs. 


“They’re not supposed to look like much, Kirin. They’re supposed
to work like much. And believe me, they do.” He ran his palm around to the
fetlock and the animal obediently raised his foot off the ground. “Look, see?
Feet as sound as any you’ll see in the Royal Stables, I’ll wager. And that’s
the first thing that’s going to give out in the Dry Provinces, their feet.”


He straightened up, his hands
moving all up the stallion’s body, from the shoulder to the whither to the
back. He gave the creature a friendly pat. It laid its ears back and nipped at
him. 


“They’re all like this. Perfect
for where we’re going.”


Kirin was clearly skeptical. He
stood outside the roped-off pen, hands on hips, brows low and dark. 


“But look at their backs –
so short. Not a comfortable ride.”


“But stronger, more durability.”


“And those nostrils – I’ve
never seen anything so huge.”


“Perfect for breathing in great
chestfuls of desert air.”


“And their necks. Why such a
crest?”


“Heads’ carried high, to scout
out the terrain.”


“They’re such small things.
There’s almost no muscle. It’s all tendon and sinew.”


“Less muscle, less bulk,
therefore less food needed. More efficient on the trail.”


Kirin sighed. “I don’t like the
tails. They’re higher set than Imperial horses, and stringy.”


Kerris shook his head, his
exasperation finally spilling out. “Now there you have me, brother. Sorry, my
handsome beast, we simply can’t afford to be seen riding a horse with a stringy
tail, now can we?”


“How is the Seer going to sit
such a horse, Kerris? He has legs of a cheetah! They’ll fairly drag along the
ground!”


The grey lion stepped out of the
way of the desert stallion. “We don’t have to take them, Kirin. If you really
don’t like them…”


“I didn’t say I didn’t like
them.”


“And if you really don’t trust my
judgment in terms of horseflesh…”


“Kerris, no one has judgment like
yours.”


“I’m sure our present horses will
be sound.” He swung his arm around to another ring, where three mares and foals
stood, watching them. “And the mares’ milk paste, well, we’ll just have to make
certain there are plenty of animals along the route for us to kill and eat, eh?
I’m sure that won’t be a problem. The desert is always so obliging.” 


He turned to the lynx who was
waiting on them. “Sorry, sidi, my
brother is not impressed. Perhaps another day…”


And he slipped out from under the
rope and left the stockyard, his night-blue cloak snapping in his wake, leaving
Kirin, the lynx and a dozen desert horses under the KhahBull sun.


Kirin frowned and studied the
horses, whose long, stringy manes and tails waved like banners in the hot wind.
True, they were a scrappy-looking lot, small and fine-boned and far too lean
for his liking, but then again, everything Kerris had said was true. It was his
own preference for large, solid Imperial horses. His life and those of his men
had been won or lost on the backs of such animals. These, these were a gamble,
indeed.


He stepped around to the ring
holding the mares, and a young bay colt peered out at him from his mother’s
side. Such large, round eyes, thought
Kirin. But intelligence, yes, it was
obvious. Even in one so young.


“Hello,” he said quietly, smiling
a small smile at the colt, and the little beast tossed its head defiantly, but
did not budge. Kirin’s smile grew. “Aren’t you fierce, yes? A fierce wild young
stallion? Should I be afraid?”


The fierce wild young stallion
raked the ground with tiny hoofs and snorted.


“He likes you,” said a voice, and
the Captain turned to see the Scholar, ambling up to him, her striped hair
rising and falling in the growing wind, a small dark package tucked under one
arm. 


He smiled at her, and for the
first time this day, it did not feel forced. 


“I’m not convinced ‘like’ is the
right word for it, sidala. But they
are a fascinating lot. Kerris wants us to buy them.”


“Oh.” She cast her emerald eyes
across the make-shift paddock. “They look like they’d be good in the desert.
And I have no desire to be riding a khamel for weeks on end. Their spines are
worse than yaks.”


“Good point, sidala.” And he turned to the lynx, an older, grizzled cat with
squinty wise eyes and rough hands. The wind was lifting his silver hair as
well, and Kirin noticed the vague twist of warning in the pit of his stomach.
This wind had not been here earlier. “My brother is usually right about such
animals. We’ll take the lot. I trust their tack is included?”


“I will ensure it myself, sidi.” And he bowed, not quite formally,
but acceptably, nonetheless.


“Have them ready to leave at
first light tomorrow morning, at the Governor’s stables, if you will.” 


As he turned to leave, he was
assaulted at the sight of the sky. There were huge dark clouds moving from the
north like an approaching army. He frowned as the wind whipped his sash about
his waist, and he noticed the ropes encircling the horses begin to snap and
dance. The horses themselves were growing agitated, and one need only look at
the sky to tell why.


“Where is Kerris?” he muttered.


For some reason, he looked to the
tigress, but she shrugged. It was all she could do to keep her hair out of her
eyes and her package in her grasp. He looked to the lynx, who was still waiting
patiently. Patience, it seemed, was a virtue of lynx. He stood like a statue.
But Kirin realized the reason the man was squinting was to keep the tiny bits
of desert dust out of them. They were carried on this new breeze like daggers.
He looked to the market place just outside the stockyards, vendors closing up
shops, pulling colorful awnings across their market stands, wrapping
merchandise with linens and tarps. The sky over the Waterless Gardens had quickly grown dark, covered in those swiftly
moving clouds, now an almost greenish black like a bleeding of masi ink over a too-wet page. 


Kirin looked back at the lynx.


“Are storms common this time of
year?”


“Spring is KhaBull is usually wet, sidi.
We are enjoying an early summer. But this…” He had also noticed the anxiety of
his horses, had motioned to his aides to round them up for shelter. “This sky
is most unusual.”


The Captain nodded once. “Sidalady tigress, I need to you make
your way back to the Governor’s residence.” And with that, he spun on his heel
and stepped toward the crowds. Fallon Waterford jogged at his side, wringing
her laces, package safely tucked under one arm.


“Do you want me to find the
others, sir?”


“No, I want you to make your way
back to the residence.” 


 “But you told us to meet at the closing of the Gardens, sir. They won’t be expecting to
go back so soon…”


This should not be hard, he fumed quietly, fists clenching as he
walked. Just do as you’re told.


“I will take care of that. Now
go.” 


He lengthened his stride, not
rushing, but moving very purposefully and fast. The clouds were almost upon
them. People laughed, shouted, complained as they darted to and fro amongst the
stalls, finishing up their shopping and heading home after an abbreviated day
out. There were just so many people.


“But what if –“


“The markets are not a safe place
for you at the moment. Please, sidala,
just do as I ask.” The crowds, the blackening sky, no night-blue cloak. 


“Is Kerris calling this?”


He was not sure why he was
surprised, but he was, and he stopped in his track, swinging around to glare at
her. His jaw moved and tightened, his brow drawn and dark, but he could not be
angry with her. 


“No.” He said, too quickly. He
sighed, furious with his own impatience. “Maybe. I - I do not know, sidala,” he measured his words
carefully. “But if he is, then this is dangerous, and I need to find him.”


“I can help.”


“You can die.”


 “I won’t die. Promise.”


A flash of lightning overhead,
and Kirin turned away from the tigress and pushed his way into the crowd.



 

***



 

“As good as new,” said the Seer
with a smile.


“I told you. You should listen to
me.” Ursa tossed her head, smug with satisfaction as they stepped from the
seamstress’ shop and into the heart of the marketplace. It had taken little
more than an hour, as the seamstress had used very fine, strong threads and
sewn the tear in the glove with tiny, precise stitches. Her belly was rumbling
now, and she had a sudden urge for curried goat and beer. She was about to
suggest they use the Governor’s rings for more than just thread when a closing
rumble of thunder shook the afternoon sky.


She frowned. Tents, banners and
flags all whipped in the sudden wind, a hot desert wind that had not been there
when they had entered the shop. From the squalls lifting the dust off the
street, the sky beyond the yellow buildings was as black as night, with great
sooty clouds billowing like an ocean hitting the shore. She had only seen the
ocean once in her life. She never wanted to see such a thing again. It had
disturbed her to her very core.


She realized that the Seer was
not with her.


“Idiot! What are you doing now?!”
she snarled, as she scanned her wake for the height of him, for a glimpse of
his heavy brown cloak, and spied him through the rushing bodies, still standing
outside the front door of the seamstress’ shop. Snorting, she marched back,
ready to smack him with the heel of her hand.


He wasn’t looking at her.


She scowled. “What now?”


“This is not a natural storm,” he
said, his voice odd and otherwordly. His good eye glinted, sharp and shiny as a
falcon’s. “It is Alchemy, and the Captain’s brother is in danger of it.


“Kerris?” She wrinkled her nose,
thinking, then her eyes flashed at him. “Kerris is doing this?!”


“Not doing this,” he muttered,
but she was already gone, disappearing into the crowds like a bolt of
lightning, which was ironic, for at that moment, a bolt of lightning sliced
across the skies, it’s roar so loud overhead that shoppers and merchants alike
ducked for cover.


He flexed the leather on the palm
of his glove to see if it would hold, took a deep breath, and pushed after her
into the Waterless Gardens.



 

***



 

The Waterless Gardens were no longer waterless.


The first drops were large, warm
and heavy, splattering the dusty roads like stones, leaving pits and dark
circles on the ground. Then they came faster, not as thick, but long and sleek,
a volley of arrows hitting road and pelt alike in their sharpness. And then
faster still, smaller, lighter but denser now, a veritable cloak of water
spilling from the ink black sky, little shards of lightning in each drop.


The Captain spied him in the
center of the market square, a flap of night-blue under a huge limestone
carving of a winged lion. People moved to and fro around him, not bothered by
his presence, probably not really thinking he was a lion at all as they tried vainly
to get out of the downpour, while he stood completely still within it, face
upended to greet the rain, smiling.


Kirin slowed his pace, grateful
that his brother’s arms were still at his side. He glanced around at the market
stalls, marched over to one, and pulled his short sword from its sheath. Fallon
held her breath as, in one smooth flashing arc, he swung the sword and sliced a
length of rope that held a variety of dried meats. The meats fell to the
ground, and a spotted head peeked out of the canopy, about to complain but took
one look at Imperial Gold and popped back in again. The Captain swiftly wound
the rope palm to elbow and back again. As he turned to his brother, his hands
began fashioning a slipknot out of one end of it, and Fallon could not help it
as her heart leaped into her throat.


“Kerris,” said Kirin, in a voice
both soft and firm. “We need to go back to the Governor’s residence now.”


“Yes,” said Kerris, still smiling
at the sky, but he made no move to leave. The rain had slicked the pelt on his
face, so that he looked like clay.


“Give me your hands,” said Kirin,
and his brother obliged, not really seeing him, absorbed in something no one
else was seeing. The knots slipped over first one grey wrist, then the other,
and the tigress gasped when the Captain pulled them tight, binding his
brother’s hands like a prisoner. Even still, Kerris did not seem to notice.
Once, twice, three times, he wrapped the rope round his brother’s waist and
with one final tug, the Captain secured Kerris’ hands to his body.


“There,” said Kirin, his tone
reassuring and strong. “Safe. Let’s get you back to the residence, shall we?
Kerris, look at me.”


“She’s calling.”


“I know. Look at me.” The golden
hand reached up and drew the cloak’s hood over his brother’s head, pulling it
low as to obscure the sight of the clouds from his eyes. “I bought the horses.”


She could see the battle as
Kerris fought to come back from wherever it was that he had been. “Horses?”


“Yes. The desert horses. They’ll
do nicely for this next leg of the journey. Thank you for finding them.”


Kerris frowned and looked back up
at the sky, but Kirin put a hand on the back of his neck and pulled his
attention earthward. 


“And the new clothing –
that should have been delivered by now. Let’s go check, shall we? Come, now.
Move your feet.”


Kerris obeyed, turning stiffly as
if carved from stone, falling in at his brother’s side and together they began
to slosh their way out of the Waterless
Gardens. Fallon caught a glimpse of silver – Ursa Laenskaya on the far
side of the market square, her own cloak drawn, hand on the hilt of her sword,
pale eyes narrowed and scornful. Defensively, the tigress slipped in next to
the brothers, amazed to hear the Captain still talking as one would to a
frightened child or wild animal one was trying to tame.


“And perhaps there is cocoa in
the kitchens as well. I for one could use a large mug of cocoa. All this water
is simply dreadful for the pelt, not to mention the mane –“


The dark sky lit up as lightning
forked overhead, directly above the market square, and its lover and constant
companion, thunder, actually shattered two windows high above them. Fallon
flinched, ducked as glass rained down on her head, and when she opened her
eyes, she was surprised, no – amazed
to see sparks crackling and leaping along the market’s dusty road towards them.



No, she corrected herself again. Towards Kerris.


Even bound like a trussed lamb,
he was now the very picture of tension. He was holding his breath, every muscle
taut, fingers stretched wide over the ground, raining water downward, while
calling the sparks upward, up and into the palms of his bound hands. They
crackled and buzzed like lightning rods. The clouds grinned wickedly overhead.


“Captain,” she whimpered. Her
hair was standing on end.


And just like back in Sha’Hadin when the Seer’s life hung in
the balance, the Captain of the Guard balled up his fist and sent it thudding
into his brother’s abdomen, causing him to buckle forward, sparks flying in all
directions. Lightning leapt from cloud to cloud, the wind howled at them, and
Kirin hit him again, this time behind the ear and the grey lion dropped like a
stone into waiting Imperial gold.


Immediately, the howling quieted
and the grotesquely grinning clouds shrank back, leaving wave upon wave of rain
and rain only, a wide-eyed tigress and two brothers huddled in the streets.



 

***



 

Golden eyes watched from a
shadowed awning, until brown leather blocked the view. Sireth benAramis leaned
against the wall, arms folded across his chest, dark mane dripping with
rainwater. He cocked his head and smiled at her.


“Impressive, wasn’t it?” he
purred.


She smiled back, a crooked smile
that pulled into one cheek. “Lions are impressive, sidi, no matter what the circumstance.”


“Indeed. The First Mage has
trained you well. Has he any idea of the breadth of your powers?”


“Powers, sidi?”


“What are you? Earth?”


“Of course.”


“You are helped by Fire and you
weaken Metal. Naturally.” He looked at his hand, began to pull at the fingers
of one glove. Her smile faltered. “What do you have under your arm?”


“Supplies, sidi. Nothing more.”


Free of their prison, his long
speckled fingers reached for her, knowing she was far too proud to pull away.
He brushed her package. 


“Ah, Fire Powder. Anticipating
rats, are you?”


“Danger is a constant companion
is the Dry Provinces.”


“Yes.” His fingers reached to her
forehead, her cheek, her brow, not touching but hovering just above, causing
the tiny hairs of her face to stand on end as they traveled. 


Still, her mask would not crack.
In fact, she smiled all the more.


The fingers reached further
still, to the strands of spider silk holding the little red pouch.


“And this, sidala? Why are you never without this?”


“It protects me. The way a snow
leopard protects a priest.”


“Hmm.”


“Do you wish to kiss me again, sidi? Is that why you are here?”


His own smile was very wide now,
his good eye glittering and dangerous. “It was a good kiss, yes?”


“Yes.” She leaned closer towards
him. “It was.” 


He leaned closer towards her.
Their lips were but inches apart. “Leave them alone, both of them, or I will
kill you.” 


“Of course.”


And he pulled on his glove and
left the wall and the Alchemist and there were no longer lions on the street.



 

***


 


 Dearest Mummie,


 I’m not certain when I’ll be
back. Kirin seems to think this will take some time. Not to worry. I have Quiz.
He’ll see to it that I’m safe. Seeing lots of sights. Maybe I’ll find something
extraordinary for you.


Love you forever, 


Your Kerris



 

***



 

There was indeed hot cocoa in the
kitchens of the Governor’s residence, and she walked very slowly, balancing
three frothy mugs in her hands. The house was very large, with golden-guilt
statues, cedar doors and stained windows, and the terracotta floors were cool
to the step, even with fires roaring in almost every room. The servants had
offered to carry them for her, but being the youngest of six, she was more than
used to doing things on her own. A cornerstone of her independent spirit, she’d
always reckoned. Her family had never really known how it had shaped her. She’d
learned to obey quickly, get whatever chore done and out of the way so she’d
have more time alone, to wander and get lost, and then found again in the most
miraculous ways. Compliance secured freedom, or a form of it.


She paused at the great wooden
door, both hands full of ceramic. She tried transferring all three mugs into
one hand, but that only served to slop a splash of brown onto the tile. She
tried kicking the door with her foot, but it was slippered at the moment, and
the soft silk made no sound against the wood. She tried tapping it with her
chin, her elbow, was even contemplating banging the door with her forehead,
when, as she leaned in to do so, she heard a strange and wonderful sound.


The Captain of the Guard was
singing.


She knew it was he and not
Kerris, for Kerris sang always, and was completely sure of notes, had an
intuitive feel for melody and was comfortable with the range of his voice. But
this was different, tentative and soft, like a new father singing kitten songs
to a firstborn. Or, she realized, an older brother singing those same songs to
comfort a distraught younger one.


It broke her heart, and yet
warmed her to her very toes.


So carefully, she set the mugs
down on the floor and rapped on the wood. After a moment, Kirin Wynegarde-Grey
opened the door and she almost didn’t recognize him. Mane loosed, uniform
exchanged for simple linens, he looked as if he had stepped out of a very
different life, a very different world, and it suddenly made her wonder about the
choices cats make that lead them one way or another, and about how many Broken
Roads he himself had faced in his lifetime. 


“Um, I, um, didn’t want to, you
know, intrude or anything…”


He smiled at her, an old weary
smile, and she realized also that this incident with Kerris had not been his
first.


“I have cocoa…”


He brightened. “Ah yes, thank
you, sidala.” And when he bent to
help her with the mugs, his hair swept the floor before his fingers even
reached. “This is precisely what we both need.”


“How…um…”


He rose and looked at her,
holding both mugs now, brows raised, waiting for the questions that he knew
were coming.


“Um, how is he?”


“He will be fine in the morning, sidala. Thank you for all your help
today.”


“Oh, anytime, you know. I’m just
always, you know… around…”


“I know.” He made a move to turn
back into the room, but paused. “One more thing, if I may ask of you…”


“Oh, yeah sure.”


“Tell Sireth and the Major that I
will not be meeting with Solomon if he comes tonight, and that I do not wish
Solomon to be leaving his ‘Swisserland’ yet, not until I have met with him
first. Is that clear, sidala?”


“Yep. Clear.”


He smiled again. “You should
sleep now.”


It was as kind a dismissal as she
could have hoped for, and as he turned to close the door with his heel, she
spied a glimpse of grey, wrapped in a thick woolen blanket, sitting on the
floor in a far corner of the room. He looked very ill, and the door closed on
that last sight, ensuring that she would not sleep one wink at all that night.



 

***



 

Dearest Momma, Pappa, Devon, Tamsin, Rowan, Soren and Bronwyn,


I cannot begin to describe the things I have seen and done since
joining this sojourn from the University. I am traveling in the company of
lions, under the Imperial banner, and I have met the Empress herself. I have
been in the Palace of Pol’Lhasa, the monastery of Sha’Hadin, several
battleforts along the Great Wall and am now leaving KhaBull for the Dry
Provinces. This is the most amazing adventure I’ve ever been on. Oh yes, my
birthright has been amended to grant us status in the Court of the Empress, so
I think Pappa can charge more for his eggs.


Say hello to Tor, Wat, Shin, Jael and Richard for me, and give all the
kittens many, many kisses. I love and miss you all.


Fallon Waterford, Scholar in the Court of the Empress



 

***



 

The views along the HighWay
through Khanisthan were fascinating. The Great Mountains, which had still
towered over the fabled city of KhaBull
had begun to recede, as if their Good Mother were looking away from these wild
children, intent on lavishing her attention upon the more beautiful, talented
or troubled ones instead. Khanisthan was independent. Kahnisthan did not need
her Mother’s attention. Or perhaps, she did not want it.


Sireth benAramis sighed from atop
his new mount. The colors of this region intrigued him. Sands of gold, peaks of
orange, outcroppings of purple, all beneath a vast blue sky, but it all seemed
discolored somehow, hazy. In fact, everything in sight seemed to be stained
like old tea, and he realized that it was the sunlight here, subjecting
everything under its brush as if the sun herself laid her head down on the
foothills, spilling her golden tresses across every rock and grain of sand,
giving even the blue a tawny hue. So very different from the stark boldness of
the mountains or the jeweled depths of the jungles. He had painted mountains
and jungles before. Never a strange, sun-soaked, tea-stained land like this.


He let his gaze wander across the
river of horses that wound ahead of him, marveling at the lack of color now on
horseback and he wondered whether it really had been the grey coat who had
purchased their new clothing. It all smacked of the Captain as each and every
rider (leopards included) were outfitted in desert gear of a most practical,
pragmatic nature. He himself had traded his brown leather outer garment for
rough-hewn linen of a similar shade, (although he had insisted on wrapping it
like a more traditional kimonoh), and he had only begun to become accustomed to
the kheffiyah that draped over his head and shoulders, protecting both from the
blistering desert sun. In fact, the entire garb reminded him of the
multi-layered robes of Sha’Hadin,
layers upon layers of clothing to keep the elements at bay, to be added or
removed as the need arose. He had also insisted on using the orange sash, which
usually bound him from shoulder to hip, as an obi instead of the drab black one
provided. Some things he would not set aside. Ritual was important to civilized
society, and cats were, after all, a civilized people.


Both the Scholar and Alchemist
were draped in silks and linens, exchanging forest greens and sultry blacks for
undyed fabrics, similar in colors to the sun-soaked landscapes. The Scholar’s
father’s menswear had been traded for desert menswear, all of it covered in a
dull tan thobe, cinched at her narrow waist with a sash of ox-blood brown. The
Alchemist still wore black, but a goat-pelt black, no trace of silver vestments
to be seen. Clearly, she had not approved, and had taken great care to arrange the
fabric so that glimpses of pale golden pelt peaked through at unexpected
intervals. They both also wore headcoverings called khemhirs, in tan and black, but again the Alchemist had jewels and
coins woven into the very fabric of her clothing so that they caught that
remarkable sunlight and scattered it in all directions.


Even the Captain, riding his
proud Imperial horse, wore similar linens but, like himself, still insisted on
keeping some elements of his former uniform. His sash of Imperial gold still billowed
like a banner at his waist, and his thick leather obi sported both long and
short swords.


It was a desert officer’s
uniform, more formal that those of the civilians, but less so than the one he
worn previous and he still managed to make it seem imposing and regal and
serious. But of course, thought
Sireth, that could just have been the
Captain himself. He would look that way no matter what he wore.


Only Ursa, stubborn, wild,
willful Ursa, had flatly refused the new clothing, and he could tell it was
taking its toll on her. She was breathing in swift shallow breaths, her hair
piled atop her head and her silver pelt was marbled with streaks of sweat. He
knew the Captain was keeping an eye on her, lest she succomb to the heat and
drop unceremoniously off her mount. It would happen any time now, he knew.


And finally, their outfitter,
Kerris, completely at home in layered tunics of natural linen, but he was so
far ahead of their party on that little mountain pony of his that he was no
more a speck and puffs of dust in the distance. He had made himself scarce
these last days after the marketplace, tending the new horses, nursing mares
and three foals that were now traveling with them. There was a darkness rising
in him, the Seer could tell, since his night in the Lhahore jail cell, and it was threatening to overtake him. He
understood it well, that darkness. He fought it himself at times.


He was forgetting something.


Rather, he was not remembering
something, and that was worse. His memory had always been sharp, but now, there
was something nagging, something he knew, but couldn’t recall to mind,
something that he had needed to tell the Captain. There was a danger in store
for them and the success of this mission, but it was gone. Gone from his mind
after the kiss from the Alchemist…


He narrowed his eyes, the one now
focusing singularly on her black-robed back. What could she do, this cheetah,
this sorceress, this puzzle wrapped in black silk? Could she really have
summoned the storm in the marketplace the other day? Could she have made him
believe she was his wife, known her voice, her smile, the name of his daughter?
Could she really have snatched a vision out of the mind of the most powerful
Seer of Sha’Hadin? She would have to
be not only Alchemist, but Seer as well, a practitioner of both Arts and Gifts,
a first fruit of Jet BarraDunne’s dream of Unification.


He might have to kill her after all.


As if sensing his thoughts, she
turned in her saddle, her painted lids lowered, her golden eyes locking with
his, and she smiled cryptically before turning back to face the front, nodding
as the Scholar rambled on and on about the quality of tea and desert horses. 


He shook his head, closed his
eyes, and slipped away, all under that remarkable, tea-colored Khanisthan sun.



 

*** 



 

“Well?” asked Kerris, as he
skidded his mountain pony to a walk beside alMassay. The great Imperial horse
grumbled and Quiz laid back his ears and snapped. A Big Yin and Little Yang. It
was the way of things. “What do you want to do?”


“We’re riding under the Imperial
banner,” Kirin sighed. “Do you think they’ll chance it?”


“Well, there appears to be eight
of them, and there’s only nine of us. The road is narrowing, they have the
advantage and we have horses and women. It’s very tempting.”


Ursa trotted her horse up to the
brothers, and they were three riding side by side in the setting desert sun.
She snorted. 


“Let them come. The leopards and
I will finish them in no time.”


“And can you guarantee that we
won’t lose a cheetah or tigress or mongrel in the fray?” 


Kerris leaned back, surveyed the
hills that were growing darker under a deepening red sky. “No, love. We need a
plan.”


She spat on the ground, but did
not argue.


It had become clear to all but
the civilians that their caravan was being watched for some time now, as the
low lying hills that flanked the road constricted, leaving only a narrow path
between the slopes. Bandits, most likely, after fine horses and finer women as
Kerris had said, an Imperial banner only serving to increase the temptation,
not deter it.


“We can keep going until
nightfall,” Kerris suggested. “We should be able to make Dowlath’Yarh in 3 hours or so. It’s a garrison town. They won’t
touch us there.”


“And if they attack before nightfall?”


“If they have bows, we’re dead anyway.
It doesn’t matter when they attack.”


Ursa snorted. “We take the
leopards and ride straight down their throats. They will not be expecting that,
and they will scatter like chaff on the wind.”


“She has a point,” Kerris
grinned. “And not just at the end of her blade.”


Kirin grunted wearily. This was
not at all what he was hoping for, although he knew that bandits were a very
real and constant threat on the byways of Khanisthan.
A part of her wild bloodthirsty nature, of course. He turned to study the caravan,
the Scholar and Seer now watching with growing concern, the Alchemist not
concerned in the least. The leopards had faces like stone, giving nothing away,
awaiting orders that would keep them riding onwards or heading for the hills
and the evils awaiting them there.


The Captain sighed.


“Kerris, take the civilians, the
mares and foals and go as fast as you can towards Daolath’Yar. Once you start moving, they will know something is
afoot and will likely begin their attack. We will do as Ursa suggests. The
leopards, the Major and I will split up and bear down on these bandits from
opposing directions. Hopefully, we can keep them occupied until your group is
out of range of their bows.”


Kerris sighed now. “We’ll lose
the foals. They’re exhausted as it is. We can throw them over our saddles. Pray
they don’t struggle too much – carrying a struggling foal on the back of
a galloping horse is a bugger even for an experienced –“


“Kerris,” his brother
interrupted. “It’s not the safety of the horses that concerns me.”


“Ah, yes. Just say the word.”


The Captain turned to Ursa. She
was as tight as a strung bow.


“We have four leopards. Give them
their orders. Be discreet.” There was not a discreet bone in her body. She
peeled off like an arrow, released.


Kerris grinned. “Our leopards
know what’s going on, guaranteed. As do our bandits I suspect.”


Kirin sighed. “Tell the women,
please. I’ll tell the Seer. Be ready to move in a heartbeat.”


“Right.” The very soul of
discretion, Kerris Wynegarde-Grey eased back on his pony, causing the animal to
slow its rapid trot and fall in line with both Scholar and Alchemist. It looked
perfectly natural. Normal. Discreet.


Kirin circled alMassay and
brought him around at the side of the Seer’s new desert mount. Sireth did not
look at him, kept his gaze fixed ahead, but there was a hint of a smile on his
lips. 


“Bandits?” he asked, as if it
were the most natural question in the world.


“Yes,” said Kirin. “Eight. We’re
riding into a noose.”


“I know.”


“Ursa, the leopards and I are
going to take this straight to them, but I want you and the women to follow
Kerris as fast as you can. There is a garrison ahead. We will join you there.”


“And if you don’t make it?”


Now, the Captain turned to look
at him. 


“Vision?” he asked, brow arching.


“Odds. Your arrogance will get
the better of you one day.”


“Likely, sidi. But not today.”


“Naturally.”


Kirin shook his head. The man was
impossible. He looked off to the hills, once the Mother’s Arms, now alien and
dangerous, and not at all protective. Could see flashes of movement, puffs of
dust, darker shadows against the rocks. He could also see glints of metal
– bows most likely and felt a constriction in his chest. Kerris had been
right – bows in this terrain were decidedly superior, and these bandits
had the advantage of cover as well. It was a risky plan, but he could think of
no other. It was rash, bold and unpredictable, and that, he wagered, gave them
an advantage themselves. It might be the only thing that would save them.


He cast his eyes to his caravan.
It looked for all the world like a rag-tag gypsy band, save for the Imperial
banner that waved above them, carried by Wing. Or was it Per? Kerris was on his
feet, scooping up one struggling foal after another, laying them across first
the Seer’s then the Scholar’s saddle. He had been right about that, as well.
The babies were exhausted. They did not fight much. The mares grumbled and
nickered, but it kept them all the more close. Kirin did not feel much like
losing his investment so soon after their purchase.


He caught Ursa’s eye. She had one
hand on the rein, the other on the hilt of her sword. 


The leopards were silent, as
usual, their own horses moving stiffly, almost prancing, as if they too could
sense the danger, the excitement, the call to battle. And finally, he smiled,
because truth be told, he felt it too, his own blood running thicker, his
breath coming faster, his own hands itching for the comforting feel of leather
on steel.


Kerris swung the last foal then
himself up across Quiz’s sturdy back, and glanced at his brother, ready.


The Captain breathed a deep
breath and drew his long sword from its scabbard with a swift, singing motion.


“Ride!”



 

***



 

With impeccable precision, the
Imperial caravan split into three, as 15 horses thundered towards three
different targets. Quiz led the civilians and their desert horses at breakneck
speed, an equestrian arrow flying along the gravel road. Ursa and two leopards
peeled left, Kirin and the other two charging right, as arrows of a different
kind flashed through the skies. Cries rose from the mountains, and one by one,
cats leapt to their feet, crossbows and long-bows firing at will. It was only a
matter of moments before the Imperial horses were bounding up the slopes,
dodging and weaving to avoid the rain of tipped steel, swords singing in the
fading sun. Arrow after arrow thudded into flesh, cat and horse alike, but the
soldiers kept coming, until their steel found marks as well, and blood was
spilled across the rocks.


Now, there are two facts that
many who are not trained in the Imperial guard do not know. The first fact is
that most cats do not understand cats,
let alone horses, and the second fact is that Imperial horses love to kill.
They are not trained to do so but they are predators by nature, one of the most
deadly known to cats, and it is only the fact that we are more intelligent, use
language and can reason that have enabled our people to harness such raw power.
Horses can live on grass, the same way a cat can live on vegetables, but to
both, it is the flesh that they prefer, so when six cats on horseback stormed
up the hills of the Great Mountains, it was really in essence, twelve soldiers
who went.


alMassay reared, his great hooves
raking the red sky, and came down on the ribcage of a tiger. Movement to his
right and the short sword left it’s scabbard, sailing across the distance to
rend yet another ribcage, this one belonging to a jaguar. Whirling on back
legs, the Imperial horse engaged to lunge forward again and again, as Kirin
snatched the kodai’chi from the collapsing body, his katanah cleanly removing
head from shoulders as it fell. 


A cry from behind, and horse and rider
spun to see one of the leopard guard (Per, if Kirin recalled correctly) clutch
at a quivering length of arrow newly embedded in his throat. He was dead before
he hit the ground. He also saw one of the horses stumble, several arrows
piercing its neck like spines, and yet another leopard thrown to the rocks.


Kirin leaped from the back of his
stallion, knowing he wouldn’t even need command the beast to hunt down its
prey. alMassay spun of his own accord and bolted up the mountain side, in the
direction of the last killing arrow, and screams were heard as he went. The
guard’s horse, its rider gone, its master finished, was wild with the smell of
blood, and it too followed alMassay up the mountain, its hooves finding
catflesh of their own to rend and crush. On foot, Kirin scrambled towards Ursa,
who was battling hand to hand with two cheetahs, tall and leggy and long of
reach, but their size could in no wise match her ferocity or skill, and by the
time he reached her, her opponents were twitching on the rocks, more red than
tawny, and she turned to face him with a grim smile.


He had to admit she was a
marvelous sight.


“I myself have killed two,” she
announced. “Wing, Per, Luke, Oded?”


“Per is dead,” said Kirin,
sliding both katanah and kodai’chi home, glancing ‘round the terrain with wary
eyes. “’Massay and I have also killed two. That leaves four at most…”


First one, then another, and
finally the third leopard rose from the rocks, bending to wipe bloody swords on
dry grass. As one, they looked up, nodded. Kirin ground his teeth, satisfied. 


“I believe we have removed the
threat, Major,” he said, feeling the sudden drain of energy that always
followed a battle, no matter how short. “Is your horse sound?”


Her grey mare, nostrils flaring,
eyes wide, snorted in defiance. It had a broken arrow embedded in its massive
chest, and Ursa laid a hand against it, fingers bracing either side of the
shaft. The horse twitched but did not move as, in one swift sure motion, she
yanked it free. These arrows were not barbed, so only a small hole remained. 


“She is sound.” Ice blue eyes
gleamed at him and he found himself approving. The desert horses were fast, to
be sure, but nothing in all creation was as astoundingly beautiful as an
Imperial horse on the battlefield. She frowned. “You have been hit?”


The Captain looked down. The
shaft of an arrow stuck out of his side. He reached down and yanked it out in
the same manner. It ripped at the leather of his obi, taking part of the
Imperial gold sash with it. He held it up, its metal tip flashing in the
sunset. 


“Hmm. Kerris may know desert
horses and desert apparel, but nothing stops arrows like Imperial leather.”


She smiled at him then, proudly
showing off the scratches and tears in her white doeskin. She too was
unscathed.


“Find eight bodies. Ensure they
are dead.”


“My pleasure,” she muttered, and
stomped off over the rocks, both swords high and singing.


“We need to catch up to the
others as soon as possible,” Kirin muttered to himself, and he too began to
pick his way over the blood and through the rock.



 

***



 

At first, they were little more
that dust clouds on the horizon, and in the growing twilight, it was impossible
to tell if they were friend or foe. The horses were exhausted, and Kerris eased
up on the pace as the strange cavalry approached. A banner waved above them,
but silhouetted against the sinking sun, it was impossible to read. He slowed
Quiz to a walk and prayed they weren’t more bandits.


“Grey coat, this is not good…”


It was the Seer. His tone was
serious.


“No, no look. It’s a garrison
patrol. Wonderful! Hello,” Kerris called out, as ten riders spread out to
encircle their little band. “Are you from Sri’Daolath?”


Four riders dismounted, began to
move in towards the men. Kerris hopped from Quiz’s back, moved to meet them.


“Where is your Captain?” he
called. “The rest of our party needs your help.”


Two uniformed leopards grabbed
each arm, and the grey lion yelped in surprise.


“Say, that’s uncalled for! We are
an Imperial party –“


And for the second time in three
days, a fist thudded into his gut, doubling him over like a sack of millet.
They proceeded to beat him to the ground. The two other leopards grabbed at the
Seer, hauling him too down off his horse, raining blow upon blow on his head
and torso. He did not resist.


“No!” shouted Fallon Waterford,
Scholar in the Court of the Empress. She sprang from the back of her exhausted
mount, raced towards her companions, but was blocked by a large horse. She
looked up to see a lion in desert uniform.


“What are you doing?” she sputtered.
“You can’t do this!”


“I am Major Alexander
Plantagenet-Khan, commander of Sri’Daolath,
and believe me, sidalady tigress, you
would be amazed at the number of things I can do.” And without waiting for
another word, he bent down and scooped her up in his saddle and turned into the
sunset. “Bring the mongrels and their stolen horses. We shall show them how we
keep Imperial law in Khanisthan.”


And he spurred his horse into the
west, flanked by two on either side, leaving six of his own leopard guards binding
the hands of the prisoners and rounding up the terrified horses, dragging all
along the now dark road into the sunset.


Of Sherah al Shiva and her
night-black mare, there was no sign.



 










Pits
and Pitfalls



 


 

She turned the parchment over in
her hands.


It smelled of cinnamon and sand
and something else, medicinal and sharp. Her insides tightened at the thought.


The prayer room of the Empress
was filled with cushions, so praying could take days if needed. She had not
removed herself from within its rice paper walls since she had received it, the
parchment from so very far away. It had been a breach of protocol, a personal
letter sent for her eyes alone, and Chancellor Ho had bristled at the very
idea. But to his credit, he did not open it, allowed it to be presented to her
at first light after the falcon’s arrival from far desert lands. It contained a
secret and a proposal and her heart thudded as she considered.


Her heart broke as she prayed.


For in fact, she had received two
parchments, in a very short span of time. Both from desert lands. Marvellous
how dharma worked that way.


One was dying. The other would
surely die.


So once again, she knelt before
the shrine of her Ancestors, those small proud women who had ruled for
centuries. Chose a scent, this one of pine and cedar, lit it and waited for the
tip to glow before laying it in one of the many incense pots that adorned the
prayer room. The odors filled her nostrils and she breathed them deep.


One was dying and would serve his
Empire with his last breath. It was noble, sweet and pure, but would surely
kill the other, as surely as a blade to the heart.


She knew what she was being asked
to do. Duty demanded she do it.


He would have it no other way.


Tears spilled down her face as
she prayed.



 

***



 

“Would you like honey in your
tea, sidala?”


“Um, sure, thanks – Wait no! No, I don’t want tea!” Fallon
Waterford sprang to her feet. “I can’t drink tea when my friends are being
dragged behind horses in the middle of nowhere! How can you think such a
thing?”


She paced towards the small
windows, arms wrapped around her ribs. The compound outside the commander’s
office was dark – the moon was but a sliver tonight — but well lit,
as torches burnt on frequent posts dotting the garrison yard. Soldiers moved
briskly in pairs to and fro, obviously busy doing whatever things garrison
soldiers did at night, but Fallon could see no sight of them – the
‘mongrels and their stolen horses’, and she was certain they had not made it to
the outpost yet.


“We are not in the middle of
nowhere, sidala. That is insulting.”


“Well, well, I’m sorry. The
middle of somewhere, then.”


“Simply because we are isolated
does not mean we are uncivilized. Cats are a civilized people, sidala. The art of Chado is not lost to us, even here in ‘the middle of nowhere’.”


“Civilized?” She swung around,
suddenly realizing how shrill and girlish she must surely sound. She tried
desperately to become a snow leopard but there was just no stopping the wild
thudding of her heart. “What is civilized about what you have done? Even if
they were mongrels, there is no law
in the Kingdom that allows such treatment of any citizen, Pure or otherwise.”


“There is no law concerning the
treatment of mongrels at all, sidala.”
Commander Alexander Plantagenet-Khan lowered himself behind his desk, smiling a
patient, long-suffering sort of smile as he raised a delicate bowl to his lips.
“It is akin to principles concerning the treatment of one’s cattle, goats or
children. It is always up to the discretion of the owners and authorities at
hand.”


“You would drag children behind
an Imperial horse?”


“Sidala,” he chided her, shaking his head. “We would keep it to a
walk.” 


He smiled at her and she realized
that he was a very good-looking man. A lion with dark, straight mane pulled off
his face and neck in an elaborate top knot. He seemed older than Kirin, but
younger than Sireth, and he was strong and fit of build. His office was
pristine, beautifully appointed in fact, even for one ‘in the middle of
nowhere’, and to her dismay, he had books stacked neatly on shelves lining the
walls. It was possible, likely even, that he had read them and that meant he
had a mind for learning. Everything about him was impressive, completely,
absolutely and utterly impressive, and she realized also that that was one of
the pitfalls of lions.


He went on. “We are charged with
the keeping of order in Daolath’Yar
and the surrounding region, sidala. I
can assure you that mongrel bands are the chief instigators of disorder.”


“But we’re not mongrels!”


“You…are not a mongrel, sidala.
That is obvious. And how you could allow yourself to be tainted with such an
alliance is a sad commentary indeed. Were your parents strict? Or not strict
enough?”


To her credit, she did not chase
his train of thought. “Your men are presently dragging Kerris Wynegarde-Grey,
Geomancer of the Imperial Court, and Sireth benAramis, last Seer of Sha’Hadin—” Suddenly, she clapped
her hands over her mouth, remembering that no one was to know of the death of
the Council. Yes, utterly girlish. She was hopeless.


“Is that what they told you, sidala? You have been yearning too much
for adventure, I think…” He sipped his tea with a smile.


She shook her head. “You are
gonna be in sooo much trouble when the Captain finds out…”


“Captain?”


“Of the Queen’s Guard. Captain Kirin Wynegarde-Grey.” She turned her
back to him to stare out the window. “Yep, sooo much trouble…”


She could have sworn she heard
his teacup rattle and she smiled to herself. It was the only thing there was to
smile about.



 

***



 

There was an odd glow in the
distance. It looked like a torch, but not quite, and he realized with a
sickening lurch what it was, for he had seen it on several occasions before.


“Alchemists,” he growled, to no
one in particular. Ursa was at his side, her grey trotting as if it had never
had an arrow embedded in its chest. She was snarling, her marbled tail lashing
from side to side across the back of her mount.


“Where are the others?” she
growled under her breath.


“I suspect we’ll soon find out.”


Sure enough, the dim outline of a
black-clothed figure on a black horse, palm glowing with unnatural light,
became more and more visible. They reined their horses in next to hers.


“Why are you not with the others,
sidala?” he snapped. He was exhausted
and in no mood for her games.


She could tell, and immediately
lowered her gaze. “There was an incident, sidi.
With a garrison troop.”


“And?”


“They have been taken to Sri’Daolath.”


“Taken?”


“As prisoners, sidi.”


“Blast,” he muttered under his
breath. This night was not getting any shorter. “Lead on, sidala.”


Golden eyes still averted, she
smiled. 


“Of course.”



 

***



 

He could see torches up ahead,
although truth be told, it was difficult seeing anything beyond the backside of
the horse in front of him. He had never been led like this, hands bound, jerked
onto and off of his feet at regular intervals behind a jogging horse, and he
had to admit that he didn’t like it overmuch. Just when you thought you’d found
a rhythm, a way to move your legs without hearing them cry out at every
footfall, then the horse would change its pace, or the terrain would change its
consistency, and you would be forced all over again to try and adapt to the
newness, else stumble in the trying.


That, he had learned quite quickly, was not pleasant at all.


The Seer had been stumbling as
much as he, if not more so, but he couldn’t see him well in the darkness. His
own right eye was swollen shut and he longed to flop into some well-stuffed bed
and wake up to this having been some wild, sakeh-induced nightmare. But as the
wooden walls of a battle fort came into sight, he realized that this night
would not be getting shorter anytime soon, and that well-stuffed bed was as
likely as a good cup of tea.


Finally, closed inside the gated
walls, the horses came to a stop and he dropped to his knees. It was all he
could do to keep from falling over, and he risked a glance at the Seer. He had
done likewise, and from the utterly passive look on his face, he had gone
somewhere safe, somewhere deep inside where no soldier could intrude. It made
Kerris certain that this experience had not been his first.


Quiz squealed from behind. They
had roped the pony and dragged him as well, using many ropes and lashes and
whips to keep him in check. It was one of the few things that warmed him,
knowing his pony could easily have broken free of his tethers and made a break
for it, but it was only a wild affection for his rider that kept him anywhere
near. He could hear the sounds of the soldiers cursing, the sound of whips
cracking, and without really knowing what he was doing, he found himself on his
feet, yanking the rope free from the leopard’s hands. He threw himself toward
the pony, a battered intercessor in Quiz’s defense.


They beat him to the ground with
ease.


Suddenly, there were hands at his
face, and the tigress was tenderly lifting him from the dust. She hugged him
and he could have sworn that she kissed him, although his head was spinning and
he couldn’t be quite sure. He could taste her tears and he also realized with
some curiosity that this child of a woman had the same determined spirit as
Quiz and possessed the same wild affection for him. 


It also warmed him more than the
tea.


The soldiers pulled him to his
feet and he swayed a bit, not quite sure his legs would hold. Fallon was with
the Seer now, hugging and weeping and he felt a pang of jealousy, until he
heard the Seer whisper the name “Khalilah”,
and suddenly everything was all right on that front. He found that odd.


A dark shape loomed in front of
him.  


“Your name?”


Kerris tried at first, paused to
spit out some blood he’d just found on his tongue, then tried again. 


“Kerris Wynegarde-Grey.”


He just said it. Didn’t make it sound
like Kirin. Didn’t make it sound impressive or commanding or strong. Just a
name. His name. And awaited the blow that would surely come. 


It did, a back-hander that caused
him to stagger a step or two, straight into the arms of the leopards. 


“Liar. I will ask you again,
mongrel. What is your name?”


“Ah, Kerris Balthashane
Wynegar—“


Another blow. “That is a lion’s
name. An old name in the Imperial Tongue. One last time. What is your name?”


He swallowed. He didn’t want to
be hit again. What in the Kingdom could the man possibly want? He would surely
give it to him if only he knew.


“Kerris…” he repeated
tentatively. “Balthashane…” he swallowed again. “Wyn-“


And the last, from which he could
not recover and a heavy blackness swallowed him up.



 

***



 

He could hear the young tigress
sobbing as the grey coat went down.


The dark-maned lion turned to
him.


“And you, mongrel. What, is your
name?”


The mongrel smiled.



 

***



 

My dear Tiberius,


It is quite likely that I will not be returning from wherever it is we
are going, so it is with great sadness that I ask one last thing of you. I know
what has happened to Sha’Hadin, I
have seen it as though I were there with you. My heart breaks for you and for
all we have lived and worked and now ultimately died for, but this is the way
of things. I ask you to take care of the falcons. The new clutch is soon to
hatch, and Alchemists will do no good to such young impressionable souls. Free
them or destroy them. It is your call.


It was an honor to serve with you.


Most sincerely, 


Sireth benAramis



 

***



 

When Kerris awoke, he was in a
pit.


He could tell, because he’d been
in a pit once before, and for a very long time. Weeks. Or had it been months?
Months engulfed by smug, angry earth. He didn’t like it in the least, not then,
not now. He wished he’d stayed asleep.


It was very tight, room to turn
around and that was it. Room to sit, but knees at awkward angles bent in, or
bent under. After an hour or so, both positions were blisteringly
uncomfortable. You could struggle to stand, but there was no rest in that, and
after a while your legs would shake and force you back to sitting, with your
knees at awkward angles bent in or bent under.


It reeked down here. From
ages-old urine and rotting excrement and cold vomit and he gagged back the rush
of panic. Too deep. He concentrated
on the smell of the earth, its richness, its clay tang, tried to imagine
himself snuggled in the Mother’s Arms and that she would never let him go but
then he remembered that he was in a pit and that image only served to increase
the terror that was swelling within. While the sky and the water, the rain and
the lightning loved him, the earth did never had.


Too deep. Too dark. Too much earth.


He tried to slow his breathing,
remembering what he had learned in Chai’Yogath
– in through the nose, out through the nose. Not the mouth. The mouth
led to panting, then gasping, then screaming. No, through the nose kept
everything steady.


The earth was going to kill him.


He was breathing too quickly. The
air down here was hot, stale, thin. He couldn’t breathe and his chest felt like
bursting. No, he told himself, that was the beating. He was simply
sore, would feel worse tomorrow most likely, then better the next day.


He was going to die down here. 


That’s silly. Just rest, he told himself. Just keep breathing. Hear
the earth, listen for scraps of conversation up above to remind yourself that
there was indeed life on the surface, and that some nasty leopards had just
thrown you into a pit to scare you and then when Kirin came, he would make them
take you out and everything would be just fine.


Unless Kirin was dead, killed by bandits in those dark, dark mountains…


The earth opened its cavernous
mouth.



 

***



 

He was in a pit.


He’d been in one before. Several,
in fact, through the long miserable years that had been his youth. It seemed a
common enough treatment for mongrels at the hands of soldiers, and he always
wondered at its efficacy. What exactly
was meant to be accomplished by throwing one in a pit? Repentance? Not
likely. A mongrel could no more change the circumstances of his birth than a
leopard change his spots. Remorse? Possibly. Most mongrels regretted their
lives, agreed with the Pure Races that it would have been better never to have
been born. 


No, he had come to understand
that throwing a mongrel in a pit had less to do with the ‘throwee’ than the ‘throw-er’,
that lions had the power and the
will to do whatever it was that pleased them, and all the lower castes were
grateful for this simple fact. You were what you were, and while life may never
get any better for you, at least you could be relatively certain that, as long
as you weren’t a mongrel, it wouldn’t get much worse. It was about fear, control and the abuse of power, no more.
Certainly no less. 


So he sat, bruised but unshaken,
intact and ever defiant, in the dark, reeking, filthy pit. It was perfect for
meditation, so he closed his eyes and filled his chest and emptied his mind
until he felt a terrible blackness raise her head somewhere nearby, and he
knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, where the grey coat was and what he was
battling.


He felt quite sorry for the young
man, so he closed his eyes and slipped into the earth.



 

***



 

The earth was moving in, closing in, falling in, crushing him, sucking
the air out of his chest, he was dying, he was dying he was…


… at the ocean?


He opened his eyes. 


Ocean. Great blue waters, as far
as his eyes could see. White-capped waves rushing against the shores like
white-maned horses, tossing their wild heads as they reared and lunged. Gulls
danced on the horizon and he could hear them cry. He breathed deeply, smelling
the salt, smelling the fish, feeling the welcome coolness of the spray slap his
face.


It was a beach, with sand and
high rounded rocks and dark wet slicks of weed, tiny crabs and shells and
sticks. He was bootless – however
did that happen? — so he walked forward, wiggled his toes in the
surf, flexed his toe claws and smiled at the sensation as they dug into wet
sand. He walked in deeper and deeper still, and the water soaked his trousers
up to his hips. It felt so good, and not for the first time, he wondered why
other cats couldn’t savor this as he did. Kirin, he knew, would be running for
shore like a kitten.


Someone was watching him.


He turned around slowly for the
water was very heavy, saw the Seer sitting on the sand, his own split-toed
sandals removed, wide hakama pants rolled up to his tiger-striped knees. He
waved at him and the man smiled and quietly threw a little wave back. His brown
eyes were heavy-lidded and he looked tired.


“Say, do you want me to collect
some of these little crabs? I could build a fire and we could have a tasty
snack. Would you like that, sidi?”


The man nodded, so Kerris
promptly sloshed back to shore and got to work, chasing scuttling orange and
red creatures across the sand.



 

***



 

She sat in the dark barracks
alone, weeping. She had heard of such things, she had read of them, but to have
witnessed what she had witnessed tonight broke her heart into a thousand
pieces. She was sure it would never grow strong again.


And things had begun to make
sense, for she had all the time in the world to stop and think.


The Seer pulled from his horse,
beaten like a criminal, offering no resistance. He had obviously been through
this before. He was a mongrel and proud of it, and that flew in the face of all
things proper and orderly and respectable, and she loved him for it and knew
that he might die because of it, just because his ancestors had loved wrongly.
It was wrong, all wrong, and it boiled her pure blood and caused her shame, but
that too was wrong, and she cursed the rigidity of the Kingdom and its proud,
unyielding ways.


But more than that, she realized
that Kerris too was affected by this singular Imperial affliction for normalcy.
It had likely shaped him from the moment of his birth as a grey lion to a
family of gold. Their name hinted at pride in the distinction, but because of
his words in the tower stable of
Pesh’thawar, (which seemed like years ago now) she knew otherwise. How had
being so different shaped him? She could relate in some ways, as a clever girl
child in a family that did not value cleverness, pressed to think and act and
believe in ways that were simply not true for her, pressed at every turn to
betray her heart, her mind and her will. And yet, she ended up at the
University. It had not gone so badly for her.


And yet…


“You…are not a mongrel, sidala.
That is obvious.” The words of Major Plantagenet-Khan echoed in her mind.
To all appearances, she was an ordinary tigress. She had never feared the
prejudices of others, only tolerated them until she could figure out a way to
escape them or turn them on their heads. She had never had someone take one
look at her face and despise her.


“No one courts grey lions, sidala.”


She had kissed him tonight. She
hadn’t planned to, it just happened, and thankfully, he had probably not
noticed, his face had been so swollen. But as she sat in the little dark prison
of a barrack, she let her eyes fall upon her book, still bound in brown paper
and string. She had not opened it, had kept it hidden from all eyes, even her
own. It was madness.


Yes, it was madness, but she was
fighting mad.


She snatched the book from her
saddlebag, tore off the paper and stepped off the shore.



 

***



 

A tidy little fire was burning on
the beach and crabs were roasting on a makeshift spit. He turned them every few
minutes and the smell of seaflesh was making his mouth water in the most
delightful of ways.


The Seer was most quiet. In fact,
it seemed difficult for him to be here. He hadn’t spoken, had kept his jaw
clenched, his eyes focused on either the fire as though willing it to burn. But
Kerris didn’t mind. He liked the silence. The rushing of the waves was music.


He reached grey fingers for one
of the roasting crabs, extended a claw to hook one and slide it gingerly along
the spit, when suddenly, without warning, the shore dropped out from underneath
him and he found himself falling, tumbling through blackness and cold and
emptiness and he hit new hard ground with a thud.


It was dark here, wherever it was
he was now, underground from the looks of things, and as usual, that made him
feel a little panicky. It took him several moments to catch his breath, and he
blinked in the darkness, trying to focus on these most strange and unusual
surroundings.


“Holy mackerel, you people!” came
a voice, very loud in his ears. Actually, it sounded as if it had come from his
very own throat. “Night after night, “Not now Solomon”, “We can’t talk tonight,
Solomon,” “Tomorrow night, Solomon,” then, BAM, here you are! Damn, how ‘bout
giving a guy a bit of a warning?”


And Kerris realized with a
sickening lurch, that he was no longer by the ocean, nor was he even remotely
close to Khanisthan.


He was in Swisserland.



 


 

***



 

After several hours, as the first
splashes of pink began to paint the eastern sky, the torches of a battle fort
came into view.


The party jogged straight to it,
the horses not having the strength nor their riders the will, to go any faster.
They could hear the cries of the sentries, saw what was likely a central hearth
spring into life to alert all to the approach of riders and the gates were
swung open allowing a troop of mounted soldiers to pour out of the garrison
like bees swarming from a hive.


Kirin straightened his spine, nodded
at Wing who hiked the Imperial banner just a little higher, and they did not
slow down, simply rode like an arrow toward the garrison and the cavalry headed
towards them.


In the feline world, there are
many theories to understand the nature of power, of order and hierarchy, and it
might be said that any one of those elements — the flash of Imperial gold
on the figure of a lion, the standard of the Kingdom held high, the
unrelenting, unyielding directness with which the little party approached —
or very possibly a combination of the three, but there was something that
caused the garrison troop to split and flow around the party in precision
maneuvering. They fell obediently in behind to escort the strangers in a manner
entirely different than the one earlier that night.


This small party rode straight
through the gates and into the garrison proper. There was indeed a huge fire in
the center of the compound, and alMassay jogged right up to it. Kirin reined in
his mount and waited, for he knew that sooner rather than later, the commander
of the garrison would show up and things would be set right.


From the left, he saw a tall lion
stride down the steps of what was likely the garrison office. From the right,
he saw a slip of a woman in desert menswear race down a set of barracks steps.
There was no Kerris. There was no Seer. He could guess well enough what had
happened and how.


He dismounted.


The tall lion strode up to him,
bowed most formally, fist to palm. Kirin did not, merely spread wide his arms
to accommodate the Scholar and he held her shaking form as she wept openly on
his chest. He stroked her hair for several moments, made hushing sounds, and
finally, whilst still holding her, he turned cold blue eyes on the Commander.


“Where is my brother?”


No name, no formal address. The
threat was in the lack of such.


“Sir.” The lion bowed again. “I
am Major Alexander Plantagenet-Khan, Commander of Sri’Daolath—“


“I ask again, Major. Where is my
brother?”


The man was caught. It was
impossible for him to deny the likeness. And with the tigress so obviously
familiar, it was impossible to claim ignorance. The weight of his failure
suddenly settled on his wide shoulders.


“There was a mistake, sir.”


“Whose?”


There was no honor in avoiding
it. “Mine, sir.”


Kirin nodded. “They are alive?”


“Yes.”


“Fetch them, please. Ready your
best rooms for our party and prepare the finest meal your kitchens are able.
See to it that the horses – all the
horses – have organ mash and warm bedding, for we will be staying the
night. Then assemble your men in formation in the courtyard. Is all this
understood, Commander?”


The Commander bowed a third time.
“Sir.” And turned to an aide at his side to relay the instructions that would
likely be his last.



 

***



 

“Solomon?” asked Kerris in a
baffled tone. He couldn’t hear his
own voice, but somehow, he felt it. Inside his head. Like the pounding of a
headache. 


“Yes, of course.Who else would it
be? Do you talk to lots of people like this?”


“Ah…”


“This isn’t Captain, is it?”


“No, no, it’s Kerris. Are we
in…?”


“Switzerland, yes.” He felt himself pull up to his feet, which were
somehow not his feet. He looked around through eyes that were not his eyes, and
it all conspired to make him feel sicker than he already did. “And here it is,
the thing that’s going to help me catch up with you folks in no time flat…”


He laid a hand (that was not his
hand) on the side of something cold and dark and metallic. It was a boxy sort
of thing, and reminded him a little of an armored palanquin, something the army
had tried to build several years ago, but it was a failure. The armor was so
heavy that the guards carrying it could never get it off the ground. The army
then wisely decided that if anyone important needed to go somewhere during any
skirmish that might require armor, then those people had best rethink their
plans.


Kerris had thought that was one
of the smartest things the army had ever decided.


It took a moment for his eyes
(not his eyes) to adjust to the darkness and the bright unnatural light that
was beaming from behind his back (not his back), for what caused him to marvel
was the sight of his hand, (not his hand) Solomon’s hand, on the side of the
palanquin-like thing.


There was no pelt.


It was pale and thin and pinkish,
and it reminded him of the palm of a Chi’Chen,
and he realized with a sinking sort of feeling that they were crossing the
entire Upper Kingdom, and quite likely a fair bit beyond, for a monkey.


He didn’t know whether to laugh
or cry.


“So why are you here, Kerris?
Where is your brother?”


“Ah, I don’t know. I was…” He
paused, thinking, trying to remember why he was here in the first place. “I was
at the ocean, roasting some crabs…”


“The ocean?! Why the hell are you
at the ocean? I thought you were in Afghanistan?!”


“Yes, we were…I don’t know why I
was at the ocean. Perhaps it was a dream… The Seer was there…”


“Oh dear…” And he felt strength
sap from his body (not his body) and he leaned against the palanquin-type thing
for support. “This is impossible.”


For some reason, Kerris felt
sorry for Solomon, monkey or no. He was lost and alone, and needed a friend.
Certainly, he could pull himself out of his own funk to cheer the fellow up. 


“So is that the
…Hum…hum…humland…”


“Humlander, yes it is. I think I
can get the thing working. It runs on solar cells, so if I can just roll it
outside, we might just be fine. Getting it outside, however, is another story.
I haven’t been outside yet, and I think there is significantly more overgrowth
than the techies projected.”


Kerris was quite confused, but
then again, there was nothing new in that. Quite a number of things were beyond
him. Even how he could be here, and yet not here at the same time confused him.
How a monkey could get so far beyond Imperial borders confused him. How he
could have been in Khanisthan, then
at the ocean, then Swisserland. Quite
beyond him.


“Say, Solomon, how did you get
–“


Suddenly, he was snatched out of
this body with the force of a lightning bolt and sent tumbling back into
darkness, top over tail, spinning and falling, fast yet interminably slow and
dizzying, until he landed in his own body, deep in that sinking pit in the
earth. He gasped for air, which of course, there was none, and the shock of it
all caused tremors to start wracking his body and he couldn’t even cry out
because of it all, and suddenly, always suddenly, the ropes that bound his
hands yanked upwards, yanked his shoulders upwards, dragged his entire body
upwards along the filthy muddy walls and finally into the fresh clean air of dawn.



 

***



 

The sun sent yellow daggers into
the courtyard of Sri’Daolath and as
the Captain stood waiting, the entire regiment of soldiers lined before him in
perfect formation, casting shadows across the sand. Ursa had handed off their
weary horses into the care of the garrison stables, and stood at his side, tail
lashing in agitation. The Scholar and Alchemist stood even farther behind,
Fallon not entirely sure what she should be doing, Sherah plaiting coins into
her long black hair. 


The commander
of the garrison stood in front of him, jaw set, shoulders squared, awaiting
what ever fate might be meted out at the whim of this Imperial Captain. 


“Oh,” gasped
the Scholar, and Kirin looked up. Two guards were escorting Kerris and Sireth
towards the courtyard, and truth be told, they both looked terrible. Kerris had
one shoulder tucked under the Seer’s arm, supporting him as they walked, and if
he had to judge, Kirin would say that the Seer had seen the worst of it. In
fact, other than the blood, bruising and the mud, Kerris looked as if he had
spent the day at the beach.


He could tell
the Scholar was longing to rush up to the pair, but to her credit, she held her
ground. He himself was itching to rush to his brother’s side, check him over, fuss
like a hen over a lost and newly found chick, but he too held his stance, until
both men stopped directly in front of him. Despite a split lip and swollen eye,
Kerris smiled, still as brilliant as the sun.


And for the
first time in a very long time, Kirin felt the ease to smile back.


“Are your
injuries serious?” he asked the pair. The Seer was removing himself stiffly
from the grey lion’s care, and his good eye threw a glare at the Captain. 


“Nothing that
a soft bed and hard drink won’t cure, Captain,” was the acerbic reply.


Kerris
laughed at that. “Make it two hard drinks and I’m good.”


“You will
demand reparitions?”


“What?”
Kerris was dumbfounded. “Reparitions? Why ever would we demand reparitions?”


“You are a
member of a Royal House. You have been grievously wronged. It is your right.”


“Oh, well… I
don’t know…”


“And you, sidi?”


“Absolutely,”
growled the Seer.


“Good,” said
the Captain, and he stepped toward the Commander of the fort, and assumed a
stance to address not only him, but the entire company laid out before him.


“Men of Sri’Daolath,” he began. “You are
soldiers to the very core, strong and loyal and true. You are here by choice,
defending a frontier few would deem defendable and that is a noble thing. An
important thing. An honorable thing. The Empress herself will know how
rigorously you defend these parts, she will know and she will be proud of the
men who serve in the garrison of Sri’Daolath.”


There was a
murmured approval from the men. He waited until it had stilled.


“These are
dark and dangerous days. There are threats to the security of the Upper
Kingdom. Threats from the North, as the dogs continue to make forays into our
sovereign territory. Threats from the Southwest, as the bab’Hundi hoards persistently try the integrity of the Aegypshan Walls. Threats from rats,
threats from Gowrain, threats from
all manner of creatures that desire just a fraction of the glory that is ours
by birth, war and heritage. But there is a threat to our nation that is more
dangerous, more deadly, and more persistent than all these combined…”


He let his
words hang a moment, knowing each and every man was spellbound. He knew his
audience well. 


“This one
threat does not emanate from without the Great Wall, and it is a threat that
resides here, right in the very heart and soul of Sri’Daolath. It is a threat that turns man against man, cat against
cat, and that is the threat of Presumption, a judging of the nature and the
quality of the blood. Men of Sri’Daolath,
it is your duty to carry out the law, and that alone. It is not yours to weigh
a cat’s measure on appearance or circumstance of his birth. Not the number of
spots on his pelt, or the lack thereof. When cat has turned against cat, than
we are no higher than the animals we subject, and we deserve to lose this Kingdom
to dogs, rats, bears or monkeys. In fact, when cat turns against cat, we all
but give the Kingdom over to them.”


There was
silence and wind.


“I will die
before I see our Kingdom lost by our own hand.”


With a deep
breath, he turned to Major Alexander Plantagenet-Khan. “Kneel.”


The man
obeyed, lowering himself to one knee, one hand on the ground, the other across
his thigh, tail stretched out behind him, head bowed. He was prepared.


“Oh no,”
Fallon gasped, and clutched at Kerris’ sleeve.


“Major
Alexander Plantagenet-Khan, this garrison is under your command, and therefore
all that goes on within these walls, and in the entire region of Daolath’Yar, is your responsibility. Do
you acknowledge this?”


“Yes sir.”


“As such, do
you accept the demands of reparition that these men claim upon the errors
committed under your command?”


“I do, sir.”


Kirin stepped
aside. “It is undeniable that Sireth benAramis has mixed blood. What is also
undeniable is the fact that he is the Queen’s Seer, one of the Council of Seven
from Sha’Hadin. You did not give him
that possibility.” He handed the Seer
his long sword. “Sidi, reparition is
yours.”


Sireth
stepped forward, gingerly took the sword in one hand, bounced it in his palm as
if testing the weight, the balance, the grip. He raised the tip to his eyes,
then swung it in an arc, then another. He paused, raised a brow, turned
slightly to glance at the snow leopard.


“Major, your
sword, if I may?”


She snorted,
but gave it over, hilt first. Her eyes were sharp, her breathing swift. There
would be blood spilled, she was sure of it.


The Seer
tested this sword as well, in his left hand. Rolled it in a slow backward arc,
across the back of his hand. Did the same with the Captain’s, and then the
Major’s, again and then again, until there was a blur of blade and silver and
brown. In fact, he began to spin the sword, swing it over his shoulders next,
around his back, exchanging them hand for hand. It was a dance, man and sword,
and Kirin had to fight a smile, for the man was full of surprises. Kenshi. He should have known.


All eyes were
on the spinning blades until with a roar, they sliced down in dual arcs towards
the kneeling man’s neck and stopped, only a whisker above, quivering but
stilled.


No one was
breathing now.


Slowly, with
deliberate force of will, the last Seer of Sha’Hadin
withdrew the blades, flipped the hilts in his hands and drove the points
deep into the earth at the man’s knee, the silver wavering back and forth in
front of his eyes.


“I am
satisfied,” said the Seer, and took several steps back to join the snow
leopard. She could not bring herself to look at him.


The Captain
smiled wryly. “At a dual of swords, sidi?”



“Like a rug,
Captain.”


Kirin turned
to his brother. “Kerris?”


“Ah, yes. My
turn?”


Hands clasped
firmly behind his back, the grey lion ambled forward, frowned at the swords
still embedded in the earth. He looked around at the company, the soldiers and
the Seer, the Major and the Alchemist, the worried Scholar and his serious
brother, then he leaned over, bringing his face down very, very close to the
kneeling man’s.


“Kerris…” he
began slowly. “Balthashane…Wynegarde…Grey. That’s my name.” He straightened,
poked himself with a finger. “My name.” 


And it was
over. Just like that. Reparitions had been meted and met. Kerris ambled back to
his crew, and the tigress gripped his arm tightly. He let her.


Kirin shook
his head, and when he spoke, it was soft and low, almost as if for the ears of
lions alone. “These men are honorable, are they not, Commander? They do not
repay evil for evil, dishonor with dishonor. It reveals much about a man’s
character how he handles the difficult turns in life. Yes, it says much…”


He raised his
voice. “However, I am charged with the security of the Empress and the defense
of her Kingdom. You will live to tell of this incident and you will tell it
truly, do you understand?”


The man did
not meet his gaze, but he nodded soberly.


“You will
tell them, because they will ask…” Kirin stepped to the lion’s side, pulled his
long sword from the earth, felt the blade flex and the leather mold into his
palm. “They will ask because they will see –“ 


He reached
for and took the commander’s topknot, the shiny twisted length of mane that is
the glory of all lions, and lion soldiers more so and with one small jerking
motion, he sliced it off and tossed it to the ground under the man’s nose.
There was not a breath anywhere. 


He flexed his
grip and stepped away, just one step. 


“They will
see and they will whisper –“ And again, two handed this time, one swift
slice, a downward arc, the blade tasting earth yet again, and the commander
choked back a cry, as the tuft of his tail was severed from his body, leaving
behind a twitching tawny shaft, devoid of elaboration, of significance, of
worth. 


“They will
all whisper about your dishonor.” The Captain straightened and exhaled. “It
remains to be seen how you will handle that.”


He sheathed
his sword. “You are dismissed from this company, and from the Empire’s service.
Take your horse and personal possessions. Live long in peace but never return.”


No one moved.
Both Ursa and Sherah stood frozen, eyes gleaming at the show of authority in
such few moves. A man’s life, his career ended, all status removed with two
small slips of a blade. The rest of the garrison waited, disquieted and unsure
but subdued and all eyes were fixed on the lions in the courtyard of Sri’Daolath.


The Commander
struggled to his feet. His dark hair, shorter now than Kerris’, swung into his
face but he made no move to brush it away. He was obviously in some pain, as
while the tuft on a lion’s tail has the appearances of just a puff of hair, it
is still connected by bone and sinew, muscle and tendon. This pain, however,
seemed to go much deeper.


He nodded,
bowed most formally, a feat considering the circumstances and stiffly strode
towards his barracks. Naturally, Kirin did not bow back and his blue eyes
scanned the company. “Who is second?”


A young
leopard stepped forward and bowed. “First Lieutenant Oswald al-Nagarwal, sir.”


Kirin nodded.
“The garrison is yours until the Empress sees fit to send you a lion. Until
then, run it honorably and run it well.”


“Sir.”


With a deep
breath, he turned to his party. “Time for tea.”



 

***



 

My dearest Empress, 



 

There is only one thing I wish, for my life
is full and complete, and that one thing is to be allowed, just once before I
die, to call you by your name. It is the most beautiful name in all the
Kingdom, and not only that, but to speak it in your presence, and yours alone,
and that I might speak it again and again in the course of just one day,
without fear of what others might think or say or do. There is much to be given
and received in the speaking of one’s name.


But, perhaps that is three wishes. I am bold
to want so much.


Yours always and only, 


Kirin



 

***



 

Kerris shook
his head.


“It’s not
good, Kirin. That wound should have been treated immediately. Not only has it
festered, it looks like the original arrow may have pierced the lung. I wish
I’d been told.”


The Captain
straightened, placed hands on hips. “You could barely walk, Kerris, let alone
treat an injured horse. Can she be saved?”


The grey lion
made a face. “At the pace we’re keeping, it would have been better to leave her
at the garrison.”


“I’ll tell
Ursa.”


“Sorry.”


Kirin ran a
hand along the chest of the Imperial horse, the one that had carried Major Ursa
Laenskaya to and from battles for almost 5 summers. The horse did not flinch,
but its breathing was rasping and wet, and he knew his brother was right.
Still, the thought of losing yet another of their party was not a pleasant one,
especially one as magnificent as this. He set his face and turned to where the
others were sitting.


It was
evening, a warm evening with red skies, faint breeze, and a roaring fire. Quiz
had run down a young antelope, bringing a welcome change from their normal
rations of milk paste, jerky and figs. They were nearing the border of Khanisthan, had traveled through several
towns and villages, but mostly their company had been wild hares, gazelles,
vultures and the occasional badger. It had been a week since the delay in Sri’Daolath and Solomon had come every night
since.In his terms, ‘the Humlander was operational’, and Kirin could only take
that to be a good thing. He was dreading their meeting.


Kneeling at
the fire, twisting the skinned and roasting antelope on a makeshift spit, Ursa
glanced up as the Captain approached. His face said it all, and silent as a
shadow, she rose to her feet and left. He did not watch her but crouched down
to poke at the flames with a stick.


“Is it bad?”
asked the Scholar, tugging the tassels on her desert tunic. The bedrolls were
spread, two leopards already fast asleep, preparing for their turn at sentry
later in the night, and a somber mood had settled over the little party. All
that could be heard is the distant wind, and the crackling of the fire.


“Yes,” said
Kirin softly. “It is bad.”


“Will she
have to…” she let her words trail off as she suddenly realized the answer to
that question, and she covered her mouth with her hand. Sireth rose to his feet
and the Captain watched him go, walking in his long, ground-covering strides in
the direction opposite the horses. It was into the setting sun, and Kirin had
to squint to follow, but when he was but a speck silhouetted in the distance,
the man settled himself to the ground in what was likely a meditative pose.
Indeed, the mood was heavy all around.


“We need to
find water,” said the Alchemist, daring to meet his eyes with her golden ones.
There was no challenge in her gaze, no game, and Kirin found himself grateful.
She had been fairly ostracized from service these past days, as neither Kerris
nor the Seer would allow her to treat them, and it seemed as if she had finally
begun to understand the toll her cryptic ways had on others. Trust was, after
all, a freely given commodity. Once lost, it was not easily regained. “We have
little left for tea.”


Kirin nodded.
“Kerris says there are hot springs in two days’ time. Have we enough to last
until then?”


“It will
last,” she said, and she attempted a smile. He was weary of punishments, so he
sent it back, half-hearted though it may be. It seemed to be enough.


“I love hot
springs,” sang the tigress. “Sometimes my father would take us up the mountains
to hot springs near Parnum’bah Falls.
Mother, do they stink! But after one dip in the water, you sleep like a
kitten.”


Again, Kirin
managed a weary smile. He had been unable to shake the sinking feeling in the
pit of his stomach for the last few days since the garrison. Actually, if he
put his mind to it, the sinking feeling had been there for weeks, if not
months, quite possibly since the journey into Farsight, that wonderful terrible
night at the Inn at the Roof of the World. He had just kept pushing it away,
further back and deeper in. The complications caused by the Seer’s temper, the
Alchemist’s mysteries, his brother’s vices and his own dark, dark glass just
seemed to compound the sensation. 


And of
course, there was Solomon.


He could hear
the sounds of footfall, and he looked up to see Kerris approaching.


“We’re going
to try and treat her,” said the grey lion. “Sherah, would you fetch your bag of
noxious potions? We might need a little alchemy if the beast is to be saved.”


The
expression on her face was remarkable to behold, and Kirin wished he hadn’t
seen it. It made his heart turn in his chest. Quickly, but still with fluid
grace, she unfurled her long body and rose to her feet, turning with a sharp
motion that made the coins in her hair snap and jingle with the movement. And
then she was gone, rummaging through her bed roll and pack for the pouch
containing her ‘medicines’, digging out several and slipping up to Kerris’
side.


“I have never
worked on a living horse before,” she purred, and this time, Kirin did not
bristle. He had begun to wonder if her way of speaking was not as much a
practice of seduction or deception, but rather just the way she had learned to
speak. She had, after all, been raised in the company of Alchemists. “I am not
certain what I can do.”


“Neither am
I,” said Kerris. “But we’ll give it our best. She’s a fine horse. I’d hate to
lose her.”


“Of course.”


And the pair
turned, backs to the sunset and left the fire for the company of horses.


“She really
wants to help,” said Fallon Waterford as she reached over the fire and plucked
at a strip of roasting flesh. She blew on it a few times, and popped it into
her mouth. “Yum. When you’re hungry, even milk paste begins to taste good. But
this….yum yum yum…” She licked her fingers and smiled at him.


He smiled
back. “As always, I would like to know your thoughts.”


“My
thoughts?”


“As Scholar
in the Court of the Empress, I would hope ‘thoughts’ might be your stock in
trade.”


“Ha. Funny.
My thoughts are that I’m glad they’re going to try to save the horse.”


“I didn’t
mean about the horse.”


“Oh. Oh,
alright. Um…” She plucked at another strip of flesh, chewed thoughtfully,
wrapped her arms around her knees. “Are you talking about Sherah, you and your
brother? Or the incident back in Sri’Daolath,
or Solomon trying to meet up with us in his strange horseless cart? Or the
nature of cats and authority? Or…”


He cocked his
head as he looked at her. She really was a perceptive creature. “You may speak
your mind, sidala, on any of these.”


She laughed.
“Oh no. No no no. If there’s one thing I’ve learned on this trip, it’s that I
need to learn when to hold my tongue, not the other way around!”


“Now that is
a shame.”


“No,” she
corrected, “It’s good. I’m growing up.”


He grinned.
“That is also a shame.”


She looked
down, her smile wide and warm, and she tugged at the tassels on her tunic once
again. She took a deep breath.


“I, I, I
think this trip is useless.”


He stared at
her. 


“Now don’t
get me wrong, I’ve had a magnificent time. The things I have seen, the things I
have done, a girl like me just doesn’t get to do stuff like this everyday, so
for me, this is the adventure of a lifetime. I’m so completely, wonderfully,
blissfully happy…”


“But…?”


“But, this is
a huge venture, and as you know, I believe Solomon is a dog, so to travel so
very far to meet up with a dog, in, you know, dog territory, well, it seems
rather useless. There seems to be no more threat, and he doesn’t seem to be the
threatening sort, so, really, um, why are we going through all this? Even if he
was a cat, it’s still a terrific bother to cross so much territory, lose so
many horses and leopards…you know, for a harmless … dog…” 


Her voice
trailed off and she watched him, this time only slightly afraid. At least that, he thought, was progress. She bit
her lip.


“Unless…”


He looked up
at her. “Unless?”


“Unless
there’s another agenda, one that I’m not aware of.”


He could not
think fast enough. Blast, but she was perceptive,
more than he’d given her credit for. It was dangerous for her to think so much.
He could not bring himself to lie, not to her, so he said nothing.


“Wow,” she
breathed. “Wow. I’m just… wow… I think I’ll shut up now.”


“Perhaps that
is a good idea.”


And they said
nothing more for some time.



 

***



 

“What year is
this?”


Kirin took a
deep breath. It was late and Solomon was chatty and that made things dangerous.
“It is the second Year of the Tiger in the reign of Empress Thothloryn
Parillaud Markova Wu, of the FangXiang Dynasty.”


“Okay, that’s
not really helpful.”


“I’m sorry,
Solomon. I do not understand your question, then.”


“Never mind.
I don’t know how to explain it, and it won’t really serve any purpose any way.
It’s just that I think I’ve been down here a lot longer than was planned, and
that has complicated things. I can’t get a hold of Max –“


“Who is Max?”


Fallon leaned
forward, tiger stripes dancing in the firelight. “He’s mentioned Max before,
remember? The very first night, back in Sha’Hadin.
He said, “Get this procedure back on track, Max, or this cold is going to kill
me.” I remember, ‘cause I was there.”


The Seer
blinked, rolled his eyes back into his head as he thought. “Max is not really a
person, Fallon. He’s a computer, which probably means nothing to you, and he’s
housed in a satellite that is orbiting the earth, which probably means even
less. Do you guys even know the earth is round?”


“Round?”
Kerris lifted his head from his arms. “Round?”


“Never
mind—“


“No, no,”
urged Kerris, fully awake now. “I’ve seen things, roundy things, with what
looks like bumpy sketches of water and land – the horn of Hindaya, Hiran and Hirak, the land
of the Chi’Chen… They were very old,
most of them were broken, but they always made me wonder…”


Fallon was
staring at him, emerald eyes wide, but Kirin cut her off.


“Is this
important, Solomon? How does that help us meet up with you?”


“Oh, it
doesn’t. In fact, it will just be more of a problem. Your world sounds so, so
different that the one I left…”


The fire was
sizzling and the rocks glowing. The faces against the fire were toasty warm,
their backs cold and dark. Night in Khanisthan
was sharp and brutal, even in the middle of summer, and each and every one was
lost in their thoughts, wishing in their own way for the very different worlds
they had left.


Kirin cleared
his throat. “So, can you get your… Hum…Hum-land…dee—“


“Der.”


“Yes. That.
Can you get it moving?”


“If I can get
it out of the ground, yes. We’re deep underground, remember? The hydraulics
aren’t working, so – Whoa!”


Suddenly he
ducked, arms thrown over his face and they all leaned forward, careful not to
touch him but ready to move if needed. It was still fresh in Kirin’s memory -
the time on the Wall, when Solomon had bolted and the Seer had almost gone over
the edge as a result.


“Solomon…”


Breathing
heavily and blinking, wild-eyed and disoriented, the Seer began to sit up, the
faintest hint of a smile playing at his lips. “Whoa…whoa, okay…” He muttered to
himself, rubbing his face and eyes. “Hot damn…”


“Solomon,
what has happened? Are you injured?”


“No, it’s
just that the lights… the power just came on, that’s all. I’ve been in the
dark, with only the generators and head beams for light, and like, pow, everything just came back on. Hey,
maybe the computers…”


And this
time, he pushed up to his feet. They all did likewise. It seemed very much like
the time back on the Wall. He touched the back of his head. “Hey, Max? Max, can
you hear me? Are you there?”


But before
there was time for a response, the Seer staggered and Kirin could tell the
connection was severing. They had seen this almost every night for months now.
Usually it was just a closing of the eyes, a long deep breath and gone, but
sometimes it was harsh, abrupt, violent.


His breathing
had changed yet again, and Kirin leaned in, curious, apprehensive and stilled.
The Seer’s bird-like gaze grew glassy, as if focused on something very far far
away. His brow drew in as if puzzling.


“Sidi,” asked Kirin.


“It’s so
hot…The dragon…”


It was Sireth
this time – the accent said as much – but this was no conversation.


“Which
dragon, sidi?”


“The metal
dragon…He’s burning up…”


Kerris shook
his head. “There are no metal dragons. Only fire, water, wind or earth. Never
wood, never metal…”


“The metal
dragon… he’s burning…he’s falling…”


“Falling from
where, sidi?”


“Wait, wait…”
The Seer growled and closed his eyes tightly, as if trying to see more clearly.
He raised one hand in the air. “Falling…from the sky…He’s falling from the sky…
From the sky? Ah, there you are, Path. I’ve missed you too.”


And as
always, in a feat of timing that rivaled even the most professional of kabuki
actors, the falcon, Path, swooped down from the stars in a jingle of talon
leathers and bells. She settled on her master’s outstretched glove, home.


Kirin shook
his head, confused at the leaps from Solomon to Seer, from dragon to falcon,
but his brother nudged his ribs.


The tigress
was staring upwards at the stars, her own eyes wide, mouth open in a big,
wonderous “O”.


With that
sinking sensation returning to the pit of his stomach, Kirin looked up.


The star, the
new star that had seemed to follow them since their journey’s beginning, had
changed. Like a shooting star or the tail of a particularly powerful set of
fireworks, a streak of white had appeared at one end. It had not been there the
night previous but it looked as though it had been there forever, frozen in time.
It hung above them now, a slash in the black pelt of night, a tear in the silk
of heaven. It seemed in no hurry to move.


“Wow,” said
the Scholar brightly. “Max.”


And Kirin
knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that his secret would now be impossible to
keep.



 

***



 

“Sahidi…”


“No,” he
grunted and pulled the great bearskin tighter across his shoulders. “Not now.”


“Sahidi, please.”


Reluctantly,
the tiger roused himself from his sleep, white eyes flashing in the darkness at
the black robed figure. “Talmoud, if this is not necessary—“


“It is
necessary, sahidi.”


With a deep
and cleansing breath, Jet barraDunne threw off the skins and pulled himself
from his bedroll. These Khanisthan nights
were blisteringly cold, he fumed. He was not accustomed to sleeping in the
open air like a common soldier. Slowly, he approached the fire where the others
were already waiting.


“I was
dreaming of my third wife,” he growled, hiking the bearskin high around his
shoulders. “She was most pleasant. Until she met my fourth…”


The others
smiled. His paramours were the stuff
of legend, and no one was entirely sure what was truth and what was creation.
He, above all of them, was fond of his mysteries.


One of them
raised a finger, pointing to the night sky. barraDunne looked up and released a
long deep breath at the sight.


“My my,” he
whispered. “And the numbers? The numbers? Are they constant?”


“Constant, sahidi. Six.”


“This is a
terrifying time for our people.” He looked at the faces, hooded around the fire
then back at the star, it’s new tail signaling some significant change, one
that they would attempt to divine, had been divining for months since its
arrival, but the answer had seemed impossible, inexplicable,
kingdom-shattering. He looked back at them, smiling like the moon.


“Hmm… The
Chancellor will not be pleased…”



 

***



 

In a lush
bed, several hundred miles away, a woman nudged her sleeping husband, whose
pelt was as thick as a blanket of snow. She pushed him out from under his
covers to show him the night sky and the falling star that was not falling.


He wrung his
soft white hands and moaned.


In a lush
bed, also several hundred miles away, a maidservant whispered to an Empress,
whose pelt was as black as the heavens. She accompanied her from her bedchamber
to a high narrow window to show her the night sky and the falling star that was
not falling.


She clasped
her soft black hands and began to pray.


In a country
far to the east, a thousand miles away, a people whose pelts were short and
coarse and unremarkable as the grass, but whose tails could accomplish miracles
–small unusual and agile people— looked up from their beds, from
their fires, from their homes and farms and fields, They stared and marveled
and sang to the night sky and the falling star that was not falling.


In a country
not so far to the north, several hundred miles away, a people whose pelts were
both long and short, rough and smooth –large, clawed and unnatural
people— looked up from their beds, from their fires, from their homes and
towns and villages and armies,. They sang and howled and laughed and puzzled,
but a dangerous few took note and made preparations to follow.


And so began
the time of awakening, when the whole earth, Upper and Lower and Eastern
Kingdoms began preparations for a change that was surely coming, for the mages
and alchemists, diviners and seers of every race and people began to see a
thing that could not be but was. For a few of these sojourners who had already
begun the journey, they were divided in what they would see. One thought she
was going to meet a tiger. One thought he was going to meet a monkey. One
thought she was going to meet a dog. 


But three
knew, only three, what they were really going to meet, and only one knew how it
would end. But some things, once started, just cannot be stopped, and even that
one did not know how all of it would end, or how it truly would end.


Because that
is the realm of the storyteller, and tonight, that you will not know. May your
dreams be filled with possibilities.











The
Dry Provinces



 

Somewhere beyond Herath, the Great Mountains
die.


It is a well known fact that, like an old
woman, our Mother dwindles for some time, days and days in fact on horseback,
as her peaks become steppes, her heights plateaus, her fangs and claws and
teeth dulled and flattened and traded for sand. Not sand like the sand in
Aegyp, where peaks and dunes are weapons of a different sort, but sand as in
soil that is dry, hard-packed and heartless. The oryx and wild goats have a
hard time here.


For even Khanisthan, wild, bloody, turbulent
Khanisthan, cannot rival the sheer number of deaths that take place in the Dry
Provinces.


Kerris had led us through the border town of
Herath and there we stopped to add to our caravan a cart, which was now being
pulled by one of the desert horses. We needed to accumulate supplies for the
crossing of Hiran, a large province to be sure, and we would need stores of
water and rice to ensure a constant supply of milk-paste and tea. We had had
considerable luck at hunting down the odd gazelle or quail, so meat had been
plentiful during this leg of our journey. But then again, Khanisthan is more
obliging than Hiran or Hirak, and such prizes could not be guaranteed during
the weeks to come. No, pheasant jerky and snake would be more the expected
fare. Or if we were very unlucky, horse.


So, after two days of riding in this hard,
dry, yellow terrain, we came upon a set of bluffs -large outcroppings of red
rock against the tawny landscape, and even from half a day’s ride away, we
could smell it, the rank, musky smell of very old earth. Our scholar Fallon
Waterford began to become very excited, for she and Kerris (the entire party in
fact) could recognize that smell anywhere.


The smell of hot springs.


Like curtains to a holy temple, the red
rocks opened upon an oasis of green and blue. Cedars and willows and acacia,
vast expanses of grass and lush reeds surrounding pools of sky blue. In fact,
it looked as if the sky had sat down in places, for even the clouds were
reflected in the mirror-like surfaces of the waters. The smell was almost
overpowering, like the reek from a rotting egg, and in crevices beyond the
blue, pits of grey green water bubbled and steamed against the rock. 


I do love my brother,I must be quick to admit this. He is sunshine to
my moon, lightness to my preternatural heaviness, and the thought of ever
losing him cuts me to the quick. But I do not, nor ever will, understand him.
He is Yang to my Yin, eternally opposite, and things that are perfectly clear
to me are muddy to him, and likewise, those things that capture him heart and
soul are mere diversion, if not outright confusion, to me.


So, the first thing that Kerris did upon entering this unusual ‘box
canyon’ was hop from the back of his pony and run through the thick grass to
leap headlong into the water. The Scholar, being a tigress, let out a rather
un-tigerlike squeal and followed. The rest of us tried to stay as far away from
the pools as possible, for it is our good sense not to get wet. Not a stitch of
clothing, not a whisker or hair. Rain is bad enough. For the rest of us, just
watching the pair, diving and splashing and swimming was enough to turn our
stomachs and send shudders up our spines. At least I can speak for myself. The
look on the Seer and the Major’s faces spoke well enough.


As for the Alchemist, she merely smiled that cryptic smile of hers and
studied them as though committing their actions to memory. 


Like my brother, she confounds me sometimes.


So, we set our tents, for we hoped to stay two nights. The horses
needed a rest and the grass and hunting were good. The falcon had been a
welcome return to our company, as she was a good hunter and always kept us
supplied with rabbits and other small game. She did again that first night, and
we dined on fresh meat and rice soup that the Alchemist made from the abundance
of water and strange seasonings from one of her pouches. I do not wish to know
the ingredients. It was tasty enough without the knowing.


The falcon also brought a parchment, but that was for my eyes and mine
alone. Perhaps I will write more on that at a later date.


So that first night, Ursa came to me with an important decision.


She decided that we needed to fight.


More precisely, she decided that the civilians needed to learn the art
of fighting. Apparently, she had been thinking on this for some time since the
incident at the battlefort of Sri’Daolath, and had commandeered weapons, several long and short swords, as well
as bows and staffs before our departure. They were quite afraid of us, those
soldiers, so they asked no questions, and I know Ursa – she can be quite
intimidating to those unused to her. So, as I have said, she had decided that
our three valuable civilians needed to learn how to fight.


If we were to journey into wild and foreign territory, complete with
Gowrain, dogs and all manner of unknown creatures, I believed she may have been
right. We would begin their training in the morning, at first light.


But that night, as the fire roared high sending sparks up to the star
not-a-star, and the horses grazed to filling on sweet spring-fed grasses, we
sat likewise, well-fed, warm and for a brief moment, content in each other’s
company.


    - an excerpt from the journal of Kirin
Wynegarde-Grey



 

“So,” said Kerris. “The dog, the
cat and the monkey agreed to make their journey together, for it is well known
that if two against an adversary is good, then three is even better. The
journey to the Nine-Peaks Mountain was long and fraught with dangers, but both
dog and cat were good warriors, and they kept themselves and their happy
companion safe. For nine months less a day, they traveled, by land and by sea
–“


“By sea?” Ursa snorted. “No one
can travel by sea. It is impossible.”


“I beg to differ, my love,”
corrected Kerris. “The Chi’Chen go
many places by sea.”


“Pah. That is ridiculous.”


 “Cats do not care to travel by sea, so they don’t.”


Fallon hugged her knees, emerald
eyes sleepy but bright. “The Ancestors used to travel by sea as well. It is
said they could even fly! Why, I’ve read books—“


“Perhaps my brother could finish
his story,” interrupted the Captain. “We can talk Ancestors another night.”


“Thank you, dear brother. Now,
where was I?”


“Traveling by land and sea,” said
Fallon.


“Ah yes. And thank you, sidala. So after nine months less a day,
they finally came to the Nine-Peaks Mountain, and the Cave of the Great Stone
Lung, a Dragon of Enormous size and strength and appetite…”


Even Sherah was spellbound.
Everyone loved a tale of dragons, for they were rare, as rare as behemoths and
leviathans and monsters, and they are even still most powerful. “Was it Fire, sidi? A Fire Dragon?”


“Oh, of course, sidala. A great Fire Dragon, and as he
lay there blocking the mouth of his cavern, the trees shook when he breathed
in, and smoke came out of his nostrils when he breathed out.”


She made an eager humming sound,
something the Captain had never heard from her before. He shook his head,
confounded.


“But they could see the treasure
beyond, oh yes they could. Gems and jewels and gold and jade in piles and
piles, up to the roof of the cavern in some places. It set all their mouths
a-watering, it did. So, first the dog. He stepped forward, pulled out both long
and short swords –“


“Dogs do not bear long and short
swords, Kerris,” said Kirin firmly. “They have no skill or honor.”


Kerris stared at him a moment,
expression flat, before continuing. “Forgive me, brother. So the dog pulled out
his great, heavy, pitted iron blade, more useful for smashing than slicing, for
it is common knowledge that dogs have nowhere near the grace of cats and envy
them for it.”


Kirin grunted in approval. Kerris
went on.


“And the dog proceeded to charge
the Great Lung, swinging the blade in a clumsy arc toward the massive red head.
But…” he looked ‘round his audience. “The Lung simply opened his mouth and
gobbled the dog whole, and a puff of brown smoke came out of one nostril.”


“Hah!” Ursa liked that part.


“The cat next, a fine lion of
golden pelt and mane stepped forward, drawing both long and short swords…” He
glanced at his brother, who simply nodded. “…And began to spin the swords, for
he was kenshi - spinning and slicing
and whirling blades, around and around and around. In fact, it was a marvel to
watch the skill, the precision, the sheer beauty of the art, but alas, he too
was gobbled up in a single mouthful, with a puff of golden smoke arising from
the other nostril.”


He didn’t look at Kirin this
time. He knew full well what he would see there. 


“So, finally, the monkey. He sat
for some time on a rock near the entrance, thinking and puzzling and thinking
some more. He did not want, after all, to end up a tasty fortune cookie after
the heftier meals of dog and cat. So he sat for a very long time, as the dragon
slept and slumbered and snored, on a rock near the entrance, thinking and
puzzling and thinking some more. But after a week less a day, the monkey pulled
out his koto and began to play. It was a sad tune, lonesome and forlorn and
very, very sad, and when he added his voice to it, the Great Lung was
spellbound, for it is also common knowledge that dragons love music and that
monkeys sing beautifully and while they smile all the time, they are frequently
quite sad. So the monkey sang song after song and soon, the Great Lung gave a
huge shuddering breath, and a single tear rolled out of his eye and down the side
of his scaly face and into his long fiery moustache. The monkey reached out a
hand and caught the tear, dabbing one finger in it and put it to his tongue,
for it is finally common knowledge that the tear of a dragon grants immortality
to those who taste it. And so, the monkey was granted eternal life, and because
of this, accrued more wealth over the course of his never-ending life than the
Dragon ever had in his possession.”


Again, his audience was
speechless and he smiled at that. Finally, he dared a glance at his brother.


“Perhaps this monkey lives even
today. Perhaps he lives very far away from the Eastern Kingdom. Perhaps he
lives… even in Swisserland?”


As expected, the golden head shot
up, brow darkening at the suggestion. “You think Solomon a monkey, Kerris?”


All heads were watching now, for
this was a question that concerned and intrigued all of them. Even Ursa,
severe, pragmatic Ursa, was watching.


Kerris shrugged. “Why not? We
only assume he’s a tiger. And our dear Scholar believes him to be a dog. Why
not monkey?”


Kirin thought on this for a
while, the Seer’s one-eyed gaze weighing heavily upon him.


“Whatever Solomon is, brother, it
does not change our duty.”


“Which is what, exactly?”


No one dared breathe.


“This soul has killed six of the Council
of Seven. Need I remind you of this?”


“So, this is retribution, then?”


“No, we are to find this soul…”


“And?”


It was so uncomfortable, the
tension thick and dark now. Only Kerris could have gotten away with asking such
questions, ignoring the blatant warning in his brother’s tone. Only Kerris
could give voice to everything they were wondering themselves. Still, it was
dangerous, and he seemed oblivious.


“And?” he asked again, pressing.


“And return him to Pol’Lhasa, for the Empress to decide his
fate.”


There was no more comment for a
long while, as each and every cat pondered the possibilities therein. And, much
to Kirin’s relief, Solomon did not come that night.



 

***



 

They bowed most formally to each
other, fist to cupped palm. As Ursa watched, she could not tell who had bowed
the best, for they were both flawless. She knew now that they would try at
every turn to outdo each other. One had the sword, the other had chosen the
staff – folly, she knew this as well. A sword was generally superior to
any staff, but still. Shah’tyriah. kenshi,
bojutsan or just plain shaolin,
it didn’t matter. Weapons were weapons. The skill was in the using.


They circled like old sham’Rai,
wary yet anxious for the onset of the match. The Captain’s long sword swung and
arced like a harvesting blade, flexing and testing and preparing to strike,
whereas the staff sat quietly across the back of the Seer’s shoulders. He
looked not ready in the least, but Ursa was not fooled. She had seen him with
the swords. He was not so old for nothing.


They were putting on a
demonstration for her students, for they themselves had no need of her
instruction. She had insisted the Seer learn from her, but the Captain had
intervened on his behalf, and she was forced to concede. Men had their ways, their
little ‘understandings.’ She was certain this was how the Seer had managed to
avoid execution so many years ago – some unwritten ‘understanding’ that
allowed Petrus Mercouri to bypass Imperial law. Men were men. It was the way of
things.


So, the civilians watched from
the sidelines as the Captain and the Seer squared off, one with the sword, the
other with the staff. The leopards at least watched properly, as observers and
students. Two civilians were entranced, the other bored. She had little patience
with any of them.


Fallon Waterford squealed and
clenched her fists under her chin. “Ooh, ooh, when are they going to start?
Ooh, I can’t watch! Ooh, look at them!”


Sherah al Shiva watched quietly,
golden eyes fixed on the movements of the Captain. She said nothing, merely
watched, plaiting many thin braids in her long dark hair and humming in
strange, exotic keys.


Kerris was on his back, looking
at the clouds.


Ursa smacked him. “Watch and
learn, idiot. It’s your turn next.”


“Why should I fight when I have you,
my love?”


She was about to smack him again,
when the sound of a strike echoed through the little clearing and even Kerris
rolled over on his belly to see.


They had begun.


The Captain had hit first, a
ginger slap of the long sword, blade turned flat in case he actually hit his
target. Wounding the Seer would have been satisfying, poetic justice even, but
ultimately unprofitable, and he knew he would have to make adjustments to his
fighting to ensure there would be no blood. His first strike was easily rebuffed
by a swing of the staff, the hard bamboo making a loud snapping sound
throughout the clearing.


The Seer smiled.


Grinning, the Captain advanced.
Swing, block, strike, parry, they continued thus for several minutes, tentative
at first then growing more sure, the Seer evading all attempts at a blow,
before one end of the staff rebounded off the short sword and flipped to crack
the Captain on the side of the head.


“One point for the Seer,” laughed
Kerris. 


“Very well, sidi,” said Kirin, rubbing his head with his palm. “I shall no
longer go so easy on you.”


“As you wish, but there is only
one way to beat a rug,” purred the Seer, and his confidence boiled Kirin’s
blood. And so he began again, more quickly now, swinging both long and short,
his movements precise, his skill undeniable. The Seer was forced back, and back
again, and it was only a matter of time before the long sword sliced a thin
ribbon of red by the left side of the Seer’s face, just under the infamous
scar. 


“One point for the Captain,” said
Ursa, gloating.


Sireth dabbed his cheek. “That
was close, Captain.”


“I will not hurt you… much, sidi.” He turned toward the ‘students.’ “The Seer is blind in his
left eye. Therefore, it is a weakness. In any battle, it is not only prudent
but important, to use an opponent’s weakness to your advantage. It could mean
your life.”


The Seer was staring at him, head
cocked, like a falcon. 


“Sidi,” asked the Captain, gripping his blades, stepping back into
the fighting stance. “You have a comment?”


“No. No. Not at all. But thank
you for reminding me of somethings I had forgotten.” And that said, he grabbed
the staff with both hands, assumed the bo stance, and closed his eyes.


Kirin’s heart sank.


It was breathtaking how they went
at it, Captain and Seer, lion and mongrel, pure form and rough art and mutual
skill, as each and every blow from either sword was met with an equal block
from the staff. It was as if the Seer knew his movements ahead of time, which
of course could have been true, given his gifting. Things grew fierce in very
short order, as if all pretense of care had been cast aside and the lust for
battle assumed control. In fact, Ursa became very aware of the increasing
intensity, as she knew her Captain well, and she began to wonder if they had at
some point crossed a line and this ‘demonstration’ had become something more,
perhaps an assumption of the challenge made and accepted so many months
earlier. She wondered if there might not be blood spilled after all. 


The Seer seemed to press the
attack onto the Captain’s left, causing him to brace and pivot on the knee that
had been damaged by the rats. Ursa had to admit it was a good strategy, for she
could see the strain on her Captain’s face. Still, after several long claw-biting
minutes, it was clear that the lion had the advantage, being younger, stronger
and in his prime as a soldier, and finally, after both swords and staff had
locked impossibly in perfect balance, the Seer staggered backwards, and dropped
down on one knee, panting.


He laid the bo onto the grass,
out of breath. He smiled. “I yield.”


A cheer went up from the group,
as secretly they all needed the Captain to win. They were all dependent on him
for their very lives. He needed to prove himself in this arena, and naturally,
he had. It was the way of things, and for once, the ‘way of things’ felt very,
very good.


The Captain, on the other hand,
shook his head and extended a hand. “No, sidi.
It is a draw.”


The Seer raised a brow.
“Preservation of honor?”


“Of course.”


“Unnecessary. But thank you.”


And the Seer accepted the offered
hand and was pulled to his feet. As one, they bowed to each other, fist to
cupped palm, and another cheer rang out from the group. Fallon Waterford jumped
to her feet and turned to the snow leopard. 


“You can teach me to fight like
that?”


“You?” Ursa grunted. “You are
hopeless.”


“Teach me now. Right now. Give me
a lesson right now. Please, oh please!”


Ursa crossed her arms and
appraised the eager tigress. She made a sarcastic noise in the base of her
throat. Her long marbled tail whapped the ground once, twice, three times.
“Very well. I will give you a lesson. If you fail, you will wash all the tack and the horses. Do you understand,
little tigress?”


Eagerly, Fallon nodded her head. 


“Very well. Mountain pose. Arms
at your sides. Weight evenly distributed on both your feet. Knees slightly
bent, head up, chin out. Perfectly straight and balanced.”


“Okay, okay, yes, I’ve got it.
Now what?”


Ursa appraised once more. “Now
stand.” And with that said, she turned her back and walked away towards her
Captain and her charge.


“Stand?” called the Scholar. “For
how long?”


The snow leopard did not turn.
“Until I say.”


Unfortunately for Fallon
Waterford, Scholar in the Court of the Empress, the snow leopard did not return
for some time.



 

***



 

That day had promised to be a
perfect day.


In fact, if ever a day could be
promised as a perfect day, that day could have been it. The morning had begun
with a remarkable fight between lion and mongrel, to a draw no less. The horses
had grazed then hunted down, cornered and killed a big desert mountain sheep,
which the cats had roasted and shared with feline and equine hunters alike. The
Alchemist had found a bee’s hive and raided it for it’s precious stores,
filling skin after skin of the sticky combs. Kerris had slipped in and out of
the hot springs like a turtle slips in and out of the swamps. And Fallon, poor
over-eager Fallon, stood. Just stood. From early morning to well past noon, she
stood, fearful of the Major’s wrath, aching from tip to tail from holding the
position. No one inquired of her, for they knew her well enough. Indeed, it was
approaching supper and still, she stood.


The Seer was meditating atop an
outcropping of rock, knees folded, arms loose while the falcon slept in a
crevice higher up. From here, he could see the vast expanse of flatness that
was the desert province of Hiran. It
was flatter still that Khanisthan,
flatter and yellower and even more tea-stained than ever. But you could see
anything coming toward you, whether it be storm cloud or caravan, behemoth or
army. Truly, some things were an advantage. 


He opened his eyes.


It was growing golden-dim, the
strange sunlight dwindling for hours before true sunset, most unlike jungle or
the Great Mountains. A wind had picked up, and clouds had begun to gather, and
the Seer had the sense of rain. Of storms, actually, although he was no
Geomancer. It was likely only age that sent the aching through his bones.


Of course, he thought to himself, it could also be the beating he had received this morning at the hand
of the Captain. That, he decided, would be with him for days.


Slowly, he became aware of eyes
watching him.


“Yes, Major?” he asked. He
enjoyed the way she was looking at him.


She was poised as if to spring.
“You did well with the bo this morning.”


“Yes.”


“You learned this at the
monastery?”


“Yes.”


“You were trained in the sword as
well.” It was not a question.


“Yes. But I do better with the
staff.”


“Are you sha’Holin?”


“No. Simply Seer.”


“Hm.”


He studied her in the fading
sunlight, her narrowed eyes, so pale, so skeptical, her tiny mouth, pursed in
thought. Her wild curtain of hair, silver and marbled like rough fabric,
lifting and falling in the rising wind. Yes, he thought. A storm was coming.


And suddenly, without warning,
she sprang. Like a falcon diving for a hare, or a carp leaping for a dragonfly,
she was upon him, pinning him to the ground and being the monk that he was, he
did not resist, merely fell back under her to the hard rocky ground. Her arms
were steel cords, her tail lashing, her long straight hair covering his face
and shoulders. Her eyes were fierce, pupils wide, and he feared for a brief
moment that she was about to finally kill him.


Instead, she kissed him.


It was a fierce kiss, more teeth
than anything, and it was done before he even knew what to think. She withdrew
back into a crouch, eyeing him, tail lashing in agitation.


He propped himself up on his
elbows to study her. His lip was bleeding and he wiped it with his glove. He
glanced from her to the glove and frowned.


“What…was that?” he asked.


“Idiot. That was a kiss. Not like
you would know.”


“A kiss? That is not like any
kiss I’ve ever had before…”


“Pah. I am not surprised.”


“That was more like an assault.”


He had still made no move to get
up.


“What would you know?”


“I would know a kiss given in
love.”


“Idiot. There is no love.”


“There is only desire and the
sorrow that it brings.” 


“Yes.”


He cocked his head.


“Oh yes my wild Empress, there is
desire. And there is sorrow. But there are many many other things. And there is
indeed love.”


“Brahmin.” She spat the word.


He smiled. “Untouchable.”


“That too.”


“I meant you.”


She snarled, and he braced
himself for another ‘kiss’, but it did not come. He rolled up and onto his knees.
First his cheek this morning, now his
lip. Would he come through this journey with pelt intact? “Come closer.”


To his great surprise, she
obeyed.


“Closer.”


And still she came. They were
knee to knee.


The sky was purple now, leaving
the pink behind in streaks near the earth, last tendrils from the golden light
of the sun. High above them, the falcon chirruped, awake and aroused from the
disturbance and just beginning to think about mice, rabbits, pigeons and her
stomach.


“If …I loved you,” began Sireth, “I would kiss you very
differently.”


She narrowed her eyes.


“Yes,” he continued, pulling at
the fingers of his gloves, one by one. Her breathing changed but her expression
did not. “I would be very deliberate and very careful when I kissed you. And
when I say ‘careful’, I mean, ‘full of care’, like this…”


Gloveless hands slipped to her
chin, gently cupping her jaw as one might cup an egg or tiny bird. His thumbs
caressed her cheeks, stroking the silver hairs downward, with the pelt, and he
marveled at her softness. He bent forward, leaning in to kiss first one brow,
then the other. She closed her eyes as he kissed first one lid, then the other.
She held her breath as he kissed first one cheek, then the other. His lips
moved to hers but did not touch, hovering for a heartbeat, two heartbeats,
waiting for her, waiting…


There.


He released her and sat back,
exhaling a deep cleansing breath.


“That... is how I would kiss
you,” he said, smiling at her. “If I
loved you.”


Ursa sat very still for some
time, weighing him in the ice blue measure of her eyes, before pushing to her
feet. “I must go release the Scholar.”


And she turned on her
precariously high boot heels and marched off, leaping and leaping again down
the rounded sides of the bluff.


Once again, Sireth sighed. “Oh
Petrus, I am such a fool. What in the Kingdom am I to do now?”


Naturally, the only answer was
the howl of the wind as the clouds began to block out all traces of sun.



 

***



 

Kirin smiled as he watched the
leopards, sitting round the small fire, drinking tea, chatting and laughing
amongst themselves. Wing, Luke and Oded. He was sure those were their names.
Only three of them left now. Just three from eight and he felt his heart sink
at the loss. He rarely lost those under his command, but then again, his was
rarely a battlefield or combat zone. No, he was more diplomat than soldier.
Both stations required trust, intelligence, strategy and skill. Fortunately, he
had those in abundance.


He smiled as he watched Ursa
storm down from the bluffs – odd, the Seer was not with her – and
she cast about looking for the Scholar. He himself had released the pitiful
creature. She had stood in the same position for almost an entire day. Her
muscles were bound to be aching from the trial. He knew she had headed straight
for the hot springs, and while he hated even the suggestion of getting wet, he
did know for a fact that, if a cat could put up with the indignity, hot springs
could do more to sooth sore muscles than anything. He would have to tell Ursa
or she would never forgive the tigress for her ‘failure’ and she would spend
the rest of the journey cleaning tack.


He did not smile however, as he
looked up at the clouds directly overhead. The little canyon was boxed in all
three sides by cliffs, which obliterated most of the sky above, but he could
tell there was a storm coming. Judging from the color and cloud, it would hit
sometime tonight, and he was glad they had set up the tents. Kerris himself had
warned him of the oncoming gale – there would be lightning and he would
need to get his brother nestled deep in his bedroll before it struck. This
storm was expected, therefore could be controlled. Kerris was, in his heart of
hearts, a co-operative cat. 


And so he turned on his heel,
preparing to find his brother and usher him to safety when a shadow slipped out
of the darkness of the cliff.


Fingers reached up to remove a
dark hood and the Captain of the Queen’s Guard caught his breath. 


For standing here, right here, in
an oasis born of sulphur, hot water and rock, in the easternmost reaches of Hiran, stood the Empress.



 

***



 

He looked up from the wound of
the Major’s Imperial grey, to the clouds closing in overhead, and sighed. It
seemed that the fates had targeted him somehow, ever since the misfortunate
hour of his birth. He rarely had more that two weeks before some trouble or
another would find him and leave him broken and in desperate need of repair. But this journey? It was unnatural the
way the fates were chasing him. He couldn’t even begin to count the lashes.


First is Luck. Second is Destiny. Or so the saying goes. Kirin was
first-born, the chosen son, but obviously the one destined for great things. He was second born but the lucky one.
How could they have ended up so backward, so that an entire school of philosophy
was turned on its ear, just for the house of Wynegarde-Grey.


But, he thought with another
sigh, perhaps it was simply the way of things.


He rubbed the great chest, wiped
the rest of the healing linement off on his trousers and turned to leave, all
but bumping into the Scholar as he did so. Her hair was wet, and she was
barefoot, wearing a simple shift and blanket and he knew at once she’d been
swimming.


“Sidala,” he said happily, reaching for her elbows to move her out
of his way. “The pools or the springs?”


“Um, springs,” she said, and it
seemed to him that she was a little befuddled. Or perhaps concentrating.


“Ah yes, good for the bones. How
was your first exercise?” She did not seem like she was getting out of his way
anytime soon. He was certain he could distract her and make his escape.


“Oh, terrible. I feel terrible. I
ache all over. She is so cruel, that woman. She’s a horrible, terrible, cruel
woman. I really don’t think I want to be a soldier. Not at all.”


“Yes, yes. I feel the same way.
Listen, I need to find my brother –“


And again, she stepped into his
way, and again, there was something in her eyes, something strange that was not
often there.


“Sidala?” he asked point-blank. There was simply no getting around
her. “What can I do for you?”


“I…I…”


“Yes?” He glanced up at the sky.
It was getting darker now, becoming difficult to tell cloud from night. The
wind had picked up and it smelled of rain. He needed to find Kirin.


She took a deep breath, clenched
her jaw to stop her chin from trembling, and looked up at him. “I want to court
you.”


She said it, just like that. No
preamble, no smoothness or skill to commend her request, just a simple, “I want to court you.” He had never
heard such a thing. In fact, for the first time in a long time, he was speechless.


She threw her hands in the air.
“I know, I know, it’s not the ‘way things are done,’ but I’m so tired of the
‘way things are done’ and I really, really like you, and we get along so well,
and you don’t mind that I think too much and I don’t mind that you drink too
much, and we both fall into trouble far too much for our own goods, I mean,
good, but it just comes down to the fact that I don’t really care about rules
or “the way things are” and I just want to…I just want to, you know…court you…”


He was sincerely speechless. He
honestly had no idea what to say. What might be a good thing, what might be a
convenient thing, it didn’t seem to matter. Words, normally his allies, had
deserted him too. Curse those damned fates. 


“Sidala,” he said finally.


“Fallon Waterford. That’s my
name.”


“Sidala, please…”


“Fallon. Say it. Say my name.”


“Names…ah, are personal things…”


“I said I want to court you,
Kerris Balthashane Wynegarde-Grey. I think that’s very personal!”


The winds were plucking at her
wet hair, drying it in pieces, leaving it damp in others. It exaggerated the
stripes. He could hear thunder in the distance now, feel the whispering voices
begin, and he blinked to bring him back to this place.


“Can we talk about this later, sidala?”


“I know you have bedded Sherah. I
want to learn these things too! I am a woman, not a child.”


“I know, I know but…”


“Why can’t you teach me?”


The wind was strong now, causing
her shift to dance about her slim straight body. She was right – she was
a woman, not a child. He could not help but notice.


“I…I can’t…”


It was as if he had hit her, the
swift change in her expression. 


“You…can’t?”


“It would be wrong. You are so
young—“


She stamped her foot. “I am not ‘so’ young!”


“Sidala, please, and you are pure, whereas I am far from it…”


“You are a lion. That’s plenty
pure.”


“Oh my. Oh my.” He took a step
backward, slapping a hand to his forehead and searching the skies as if for
help. But there was no help from the skies, only darkness and thunder and cruel
whispers. “That’s not what I meant.”


Her chin finally won out, and the
tremor in it was released, causing her lips to tremble with it. She took one,
two, three steps back and a single tear fell down her cheek, creating an
entirely new stripe along her face. 


“I’m sorry,” she sobbed out loud.
“I’m so sorry. I’m hopeless, aren’t I?”


“No, please, that’s not what I
meant either—“


“Am I so ugly? I thought that
maybe my markings…”


“You have lovely markings, sidala. And you are far from
ugly—“


“So what is it, then? Why is it
so impossible for you to even consider a-courting me? Why?”


Thunder again, much closer now
and a flash of sheet lightning, making black clouds momentarily white. Call me, they crooned. He swallowed.“I
need to find my brother…”


And she did a thing that he had not
expected, which should not have surprised him, for this entire meeting had been
most unexpected. She stepped forward and lifted her chin to his face. Her
emerald eyes were flashing. It set his blood racing.


“You want me to think for myself but you, you
have to ask your brother permission?”


He could feel the lightning,
calling him, wooing him, urging him, whispering and promising and he swallowed
hard again to shut it out, but there was a beautiful young tigress in front of
him and the voices were deafening and his head was spinning.


“Oh blast,” he muttered, and
grabbed her face in his hands and kissed her.



 

***



 

The Empress was standing in the
shadows of the ravine, her golden eyes fixed on his, a small intimate smile
playing on her lips.


She was glorious.


But she was the Empress. He
dropped to his knees in the most formal of bows, elbows to the hard, hard
ground, when he noticed her feet, tiny and slippered in braided gold. Beautiful
feet.


“Captain,” she said.


“Excellency. Why are you here?
How did you get here? Where are your guards? I…I do not understand.” Too many
questions spinning around in his head. It was impossible, yet she was here.


A hand touched his forehead. It
was cool like the night. Her hands were bare, most unusual, and her pelt
gleamed blue in glimpses of moonlight. “I have missed you,” she said.


She could slay him with a word
and he struggled for control. The Empress. His Empress. Thothloryn Parillaud
Markova Wu. Lyn-ling. Here in Hiran,
in the Dry Provinces. 


“Why are you here?” His voice was
little more than a whisper.


“Does it matter? I am here. It is
enough.”


This was a dream. It had to be.
He rose to his feet, all the while, caught up in those great golden eyes. He
was shaking.


She reached out a dark hand to
stroke his face and his head spun yet again. Light-headed, yes that was it. He
was light-headed. Drunk with her, the sight of her, the sound of her, the feel
of her bare hand on his pelt. He barely heard the thunder, barely saw the flash
of lightning as he did something that he had been waiting his entire lifetime
to do. 


He pulled her to himself and
kissed her.



 

***



 

Tonight everything changes It is the way of things All is not Alchemy
but Alchemy is everywhere Even killing her will not change what is to come It
was yours to choose and choose you did What will happen now cannot be stopped
Be prepared my friend for trouble It will not rest now until you are dead


Sireth opened his eyes. “Petrus?”
He leapt to his feet. “Petrus! Petrus!”
he cried out, and his voice echoed throughout the ravine, only the wind and the
cracking of the thunder drowning it out.



 

***



 

Something was wrong.


Despite the racing of his heart,
the taste of her lips on his tongue, the smell of her, orange and lotus and
incense, the feel of the silk crushing under his hands, something was
definitely wrong. 


She was taller than he
remembered.


He opened his eyes.



 

***



 

Path the falcon changed her
course, angled her wing and headed back to the ravine. 



 

***



 

She was tugging at his clothing,
pulling his tunic from his shoulder, and his own hands were everywhere,
throwing the blanket to the ground, under the shift, across her ribs, and she
was kissing him back with a passion he had not thought possible from one so…so…
scholarly, but the thunder roared
again, and he needed help but none was coming and he lost himself to the
elements and remembered nothing for some time.



 

***



 

The Alchemist was smiling at him.



He stepped back, breaths coming
in short, sharp gasps. 


The Alchemist. 


Not the Empress.


“Sidi?” she purred, her long speckled fingers reaching for him in
the darkness.


 “Forgive me, sidala,
I… I thought…”


He thought, but he had not known.
He had been lost, somehow, lost in the want of her, the illusion, and it
terrified him to know he could be so easily lost.


“There is no honor,” he uttered
to himself, remembering those words from what seemed a lifetime ago. “There is
only desire, and the sorrow that it brings.”


“Sidi?” she asked again, stroking his face, his cheekbone, his jaw,
and he looked at her with new eyes, wondrous and dangerous and new. She was so
beautiful. Her golden eyes called him, captured him, bound him and he felt the
urge to utterly and finally surrender to her. Everything he had always wanted
but had denied himself, she offered freely. She could be his own, the place he
belonged, his home.


And this time, without veil or
illusion, he pulled her to himself, Sherah al Shiva, tangling his hands in her
long wild hair, and kissed her.


The lightning laughed at them
all.



 

***



 

Wing, Luke and Oded had retired
to their tents. There was no one around the campfire and Major Ursa Laenskaya
was furious. She stood perfectly still, fists clenched, highlights from the
flames lighting up one side of her white doeskin, and she looked around for
someone to blame. She saw shapes in the distance, shadows moving together and
she marched straight up to them and grabbed the lion’s shoulder, throwing him
aside with impossible force.


“You idiot! You spoiled,
insignificant excuse for a lion!” The lightning flashed, revealing not silver
but gold. 


“Captain…I,” she gasped, stunned.
“Forgive me…”


The Captain released a sharp
breath, shook his head as if to clear it, while the Alchemist pressed herself
into the shadow, tears streaking down her face. The roar of thunder now,
shaking the air all around them, the wind howling like an angry dog, and
finally the lightning, a night-shattering fork of lightning brought the Captain
immediately and utterly to his senses, and bolting off into the darkness.



 

***



 

“Kerris!”


It would be high, he knew it, and
he raced up the rocks for higher ground. Lightning was flashing all around now,
accompanied by her furious lover, thunder, but not a single drop of rain
anywhere. The sand whipped into his eyes as he tried to see in the darkness,
waiting for the next flash to light up the night sky.


It came and he saw them. His
tunic was askew, fabric and hair alike whipping in the rushing windstorm and it
was then that Kirin knew he was too late. Hands stretched out at his sides,
palms down, sparks rising and leaping into them like fish in a fountain, face
raised to the sky. The Scholar was taking step after step toward him, her
unbridled curiosity leading her closer to death.


“Sidala!” he cried as he flung himself toward her, but the wind
snatched his words from his lips and she continued, spellbound, her own hair
and shift snapping like dogs on the bluff. He saw it even as he ran toward it,
knowing it could also mean his own end, the inexorable raising of the grey
hands, those blasted cursed other-worldly hands, slowly, ritualistically to the
sky, calling the lightning into them. Calling the lightning home.


And the lightning came. Flash and
crack, for they were now one, and the heavens split open with fire, a single
bolt that rent itself in two, a sister for each hand, and the arc hit and time
slowed to a standstill.


Kerris’ back arched, arms flung
wide, glowing with unnatural light. The bolt pulled him off his feet, slowly,
ever so slowly lifting him off the ground and held him for a heartbeat in mid
air. And for Kirin, almost there but not quite, he could feel the sensation -
the heat and the cold, the numbness and the burning pain, held fast to the
ground by forces he had experienced once before, but that were his brother’s
life blood. In that burning, freezing, numbing, painful moment, everything
hushed, silenced, stilled, as if the elements held their collective breath. 


The Scholar reached out and
touched him.


And the elements stuck back,
sending her literally flying backwards across the rock and into the path of the
Captain, and together they tumbled down the bluff and into blackness.



 

***



 

She awoke with a start, heart
thudding uncontrollably in her chest. It awoke the maidservant sleeping at her
feet, who rose silently to light an oil lamp near the bed. The light cast
everything with warmth and gold, but still the Empress shivered.


“Excellency” asked the servant
girl, a fine-boned ocelot from Sahood.


“A dream, that is all,” whispered
Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu, and she clutched her embroidered coverlet up
to her throat. “A most terrible dream. I had been betrayed.”


“Betrayed? Excellency, no one
would betray you.”


Golden eyes flashed. “It was a
dream.”


“Shall I call for a diviner,
Excellency?”


“No. The star?”


The girl shuffled to the window,
for her skirts were thick and long. She peered out, then glanced back. “The
same, Excellency.”


The ebony head nodded. “My soul
is disquieted. I must pray.” 


She made no move, knowing that to
do so would be to rob the servant of honor. The girl rushed to the bedside,
folding back the layers to allow the Empress to ease her tiny feet into the
slippers set there for her. With great care, the girl took the carefully folded
red kimonoh and slid in over the arms which were spread wide in waiting, and
she wrapped the sash several times, binding it at the back with a cinch. She
took the pair of satin pillows also laid carefully out, and dropped first one,
then the other onto the floor so the tiny slippered feet would not touch cold,
early-morning floor, lifting and laying each as the Empress made her way to her
prayer room, which had pillows galore for her feet, and every other part of
her. 


The Empress turned and slid the
rice-paper wall to close herself off from all intrusion, and the maidservant
knelt on the floor obediently, lit a stick of incense and waited for a very
long time afterward.



 

***



 

We had but eight summers to our credit, and Father had decided it was
time to take us on a hunt. Now this was not a normal hunt, where fathers and
sons go out into the jungles to take down a bushbuck or gazelle or wild boar.
No, with the family Wynegarde-Grey, everything had to be perfect, larger than
life. An event.


The party was comprised of twenty or so attendants and fellow nobles of
other various royal houses. I cannot remember the details, although perhaps I
could if I put my mind to it long enough. We rode Imperial horses and in
palanquins and slept in tents that could house families, let alone kittens. Ate
the finest pheasant and gazelle and guinea fowl, all prepared by servants. It
took us weeks to arrive at the destination somewhere deep in the heart of Hindaya, and within seven hours, we had our trophy
– a one horned behemoth with skin like armor in plates across its flank.
It was an ugly creature, and I was confident that we had done our Kingdom a
favor in ridding it of such a beast. I had sent many arrows into its hide, but
Father delivered the killing blow. I had never seen such blood. I’m not sure
how it affected me. I will never know how it might have affected Kerris for he
was not there.


It was going on evening when we found him, playing with sticks at the
edge of a huge river. He had been completely unaware of our hunting success,
never being particularly concerned with the lessons of tooth and claw, sword or
bo. Father had initially been furious with him, but with Kerris, it is so
taxing to remain angry, especially when he had made what he thought was an
important discovery about the nature of river currents, so Father simply
laughed and scooped him up, allowing him to clamber up his back for a shoulder
ride back to the camp.


I had never been given a shoulder ride. Not back to the camp. Not
anywhere. That was not Father’s way. He was the Captain of the Queen’s Guard.
He commanded legions of men. He did not ‘give shoulder rides’ to kittens. I
understood this fact. Kerris never did.


And so, I followed them several paces behind, and the servants followed
me, and as we neared the camp, Kerris began pointing at the sky, claiming the
skies were calling him again. Now, he had talked about such things before, but
no one truly believed him. He always had such an active imagination. But that
evening, as the noble guests of the Wynegarde-Grey hunting party waved and
cheered Father’s return to camp, the skies began to thunder, and Kerris
released his hands from Father’s neck and raised them to the sky.


It was unlike anything anyone in the camp had ever seen, and other than
myself, would never see again. The lightning forked downward and split, just at
the point where Kerris’ small grey hands reached them, and both kitten and sire
were picked off the ground and flung wildly backwards into the trees. Myself,
and one of the servants also, were thrown, but we weren’t as close, so it was
only Father who died.


Kerris remained asleep for days. His mane – which had then been
longer and straighter than mine – was burnt short and given such texture
that it would never, could never be tamed again. 


And now that I think about it, neither would he.


   -an excerpt from the
journal ofKirin Wynegarde-Grey



 

***



 

Everything was so loud.


Too loud. His heart beating like
a war gong, the blood rushing through his ears, the breath entering and leaving
his body. The sound of weeping, the sound of arguing, the sound of whispers.
Too loud, for there was also the ringing.


He tried to sit up, to command
someone to stop the infernal noise, but long, strong hands pushed him back down
and he could not see, everything was black and loud and suddenly, a bitter
taste on his tongue, sharp and powdery and the world grew quiet once again and
he welcomed it.



 

***



 

Chancellor Angelino Devine
d’Fusillia Ho was worried.


It had been days. Five days to be
precise. Five days since the Empress had locked herself away in her prayer room
and had not come out. Five days of the Empress living on tea and incense alone.
Five days of lying to her many ministers, telling tales of weariness, of
travel, of schedules and appointments. He paced, back and forth, back and
forth, outside her chambers, weighing the indiscretion of bursting in on her
and demanding an explanation, against the very good likelihood that he would
lose his station, not to mention his head, if he did so.


He had not heard from Jet
barraDunne in weeks.


This was wrong, all wrong, and he
had been a fool to allow himself to be talked into it. The falcons of Sha’Hadin were all dead or gone,
cliff-side nests destroyed by some unnamed hand. Monks and priests and acolytes
had fled the monastery, and Yahn Nevye had done little to improve things there.
In fact, it seemed he had made the situation worse. 


So, Sha’Hadin had no Seer.


Agara’tha had no Mage.


Pol’Lhasa had no Captain of the Guard.


And now, it seemed, the Kingdom
had no Empress.


Yes, he fumed under his breath.
He was right to be very, very worried.


As if on cue, the great gold and
blue door that signified her chambers’ entrance peeked open a crack and a
small, fine-boned handmaiden slipped out. She gasped as she was met by the
Chancellor – she had not been expecting him there, it was obvious - but
she composed herself well and bowed in a woman’s bow, with the knees and the
eyes. It was perfect.


“Sidi,” she whispered.


“Where is she?” he demanded. “Why
has she withdrawn like this? This is unacceptable. Completely unacceptable!
There are decisions to be made. Treaties to be signed.Policies to be accepted.”


“She has been fasting, sidi. And meditating, She wishes to
speak with you now.”


“Naturally.” He huffed and
smoothed his robes. “Now?”


“If it pleases you, sidi.”


“It pleases me.” 


And Chancellor Angelino Devine de
Fusilia Ho swept into the most holy of holies, the sacred chambers of Empress
Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu.



 

***



 

It was noon before the Scholar
awakened.


In point of fact, it may have
been earlier, but she only sat up as the sun was zenith in the sky, and she
looked around, confounded.


The Alchemist was the first to
notice as her horse was following immediately behind the little cart, and like
so many months ago on the carapace of the Great Wall, she stepped off her
saddle and into the cart, the little pouch bobbing with her as she went.


Her elegant hands felt the
Scholar’s forehead, her cheek, her throat. She peered into the great emerald
eyes, which seemed to be peering right back. She smiled. 


“How are you feeling, little
sister?” she asked softly and Fallon blinked a great wide blink, making an odd
gesture with her mouth as she did so. 


“FINE!” she shouted. “JUST…CAN
YOU KEEP IT DOWN A LITTLE?”


The Alchemist smiled again.


“WHY IS EVERYTHING SO LOUD?!”


The little cart rattled to a
halt, and suddenly, there were several faces peering in on her, nestled as she
was between the canteens of water and bags of rice. The Seer hopped from his
horse, clambered up to sit on the side of the cart, reached for and took her
hand in his.


“Khalilah, you are with us.”


“YES! WHY WOULDN’T I BE?”


She saw the Captain ride into view
and he studied her, brow dark. She thought he looked very tired. “It goes
away,” he seemed to be telling the others. “It was like that for me for how
long? Two days?”


“TWO DAYS? WHAT ARE YOU TALKING
ABOUT?”


The Alchemist laid a hand on
Fallon’s knee. “You needn’t shout, little sister. We can hear you.”


“OKAY!”


The tigress looked around her.
She was indeed in the cart, which was being pulled by one of the desert horses,
and they had taken the fabric from one of the tents and constructed a covering
for her to keep her from the direct sun. The terrain was somehow different than
before, flatter, more golden, and she wondered how long she had been riding
like this and why.


So she asked.


“HOW LONG HAVE I BEEN RIDING LIKE
THIS, AND WHY?”


The faces exchanged looks with
each other. It did not look like a good thing. 


“You have been asleep for five
days, little sister,” purred the
Alchemist. “Nothing would rouse you.”


“OH!” She tried to remember but
it was just out of reach. There was simply too much noise inside her head.


“But you are well, now, Khalilah. You are back with us.” The
Seer squeezed her hand, and it seemed that tears were welling in his eyes. She
wondered how the blind one could cry.


She noticed her hand.


“OH…” And again, the looks
exchanged. Ursa was in view now, riding the grey. Fallon thought that was good,
but that her hand now looked remarkably similar to both horse and rider.


She pulled it from the Seer’s
grip.


It was white.


In fact, it looked as if she had
pulled on a white striped glove, for the orange started somewhere just beyond
her wrist. She glanced at the other hand, stunned to find the same strange
sight.


She glanced up at the faces. “MY
HANDS? WHAT’S HAPPENED TO MY HANDS? WHY ARE THEY WHITE LIKE THIS?”


The Alchemist reached down,
pulled the shift away from her feet. White feet. Like stockings, returning to
orange just past the ankles. And her tail, white stripes alternating with
black, melding into orange somewhere halfway. She began to have difficulty
breathing. 


“UM, UM, OH MOTHER, IS THIS A
DREAM? WHAT HAS HAPPENED? PLEASE, SOMEBODY TELL ME!”


There was a terrible silence. No
one would look at her. Finally, the Captain prodded his horse closer.


“You were struck by the
lightning, sidala. You are very lucky
to be alive.”


She did not shout this time. “The
lightning…?” And much to everyone’s amazement, a huge smile split her face. “OH
yes, the lightning! It was wonderful! He just reached out into the sky and
called it down. He didn’t use words, of course. At least, I don’t think he did.
Just caught it with his hands and everything went so so very white… then
black…”


She was giddy from the memory,
and she clapped her hands, then winced. “Ai…
too loud…” She put her hands to her head, pressing them into her hair. She
paused, frowned, scrunched up her fingers. Again and yet again, the looks
between the others. She nabbed a lock, pulling it up to her eyes. 


White.


“…mother…” she whispered.


The Alchemist reached out and
stroked her head. “It is not all white, little sister. There is much orange and
some black. But there is white.”


“It…it feels weird.”


“It ripples. Like white water
over rocks.”


“It looks lovely,” assured the
Seer. “Different, but lovely.”


She stared at him, not sure
whether she could trust him or not. He would say anything to make her happy.


The Alchemist reached up for her
satin pouch, which somehow seemed a little fuller than before, and brought it
down so she could see her face. True, it was a distorted, red version of her
face, but in it she could see the ‘difference.’ Her hair, which had flowed like
a waterfall from her forehead now leapt like white water, bending and curving
in many directions, curling in and over itself, and in the front, there were
two large streaks of white, pure white, that started at her hairline and bent
and curved and leapt to the tips. It was wild, untamed, dangerous. Not at all
her.


But it was her face that startled
her the most. Like her hands and feet, her face had significantly more white
than before. Around her eyes, nose and mouth, down her throat, the splashes of
white were now broad strokes of it, the orange almost secondary, and she looked
as though her father had been a white tiger. Her now white hand dabbed at it,
touched it, stroked it. It was so very different, and she found herself
suddenly grow weary in the wake of it.


“Sleep, little sister,” purred
the Alchemist, and her long strong hands pushed the tigress back down into the
cart. “Sleep and we will discuss these things later.”


“Five days?” the tigress mumbled
under her breath. “I’ve been asleep for five days. I can’t wait to tell
Kerris…” 


And she slipped off to add to the
sum.


There was silence for a
heartbeat, before the Captain wheeled his great Imperial horse away from the
cart and bolted off into the desert.



 

***



 

Chancellor Angelino Devine de
Fusillia Ho slipped out of the great gold and blue doorway which was the
entrance to the chambers of the Empress. He closed the door quietly and stood
for a long moment outside in the corridor, his body waving ever so slightly as
if unstable.


Swiftly, methodically, he walked
down the long high-walled corridor, turned and turned again, down innumerable
corridors, down flights of stairs and through innumerable doorways, until
finally he pushed open one door, a black-stained cedar door which was the
entrance to his own chambers, not quite so great, not quite so holy, but his
own nonetheless. 


Once inside, he stood for a long
moment before buckling to his knees. He laid hands flat on the floor, and
released breath after breath after breath.


He could not believe it. 


He could not believe what she had
told him. 


He could not believe he had lived
to see this day.


And he raised his hands to the
ceiling, a smile so wide splitting his already wide face and laughed a silent
laugh, disbelief and praise and thanksgiving all combined as in worship to the
Unknown God of fate and Irony.


The Empress, his dear, beloved,
wildly willful Empress, had agreed to marry.



 










Lions
and Tigers and Bears



 


 

The Daraband was packed that evening, as he sat at a table under one of
its many treed canopies. In fact, the trees in TheRhan’s northern business district formed a ceiling of branches
that swept from building to building like netting. Some unfamiliar trees were
flowering now, preparing for late summer fruit and the smell of them made the
night air heavy as with incense.He cupped a large bowl of hot tea and allowed
his eyes to roam the crowds, gritting his teeth at the sheer number of faces.
He had been waiting for some time now, in this packed and bustling
“underground’ marketplace, alone and growing impatient and he wondered how much
longer he would be able to control his rising temper.


With silent grace, a jaguar
slipped onto one of the stools next to him and Kirin looked up from his tea to
study him. A jaguar, one with seven rings on his left ear and very little left
of his right, a stud in one lip and several tattoos branded on his pelt. Older
than himself, younger than the Seer. Slight, steely, street-wise. 


A possibility.


“You the Captain, then?” the man
asked, his accent rough and uneducated. Imperial was not his native tongue.
Kirin should have dismissed him at once. But there was something about his
eyes.


“Yes,” he said. “And you? Rhan
Agoyian?”


“Just Rhan. Where you going,
then?” Desert green eyes. Sharp, hard, intelligent.


“To Shiryia. The very edge of the Kingdom.”


“Why?”


“That is none of your concern.”


The jaguar named Rhan Agoyian
smiled and pulled out a flask of what was probably sakeh. He took a swig, gave
an exaggerated swallow, and turned those sharp eyes on the lion. “None of my
concern, is it? Then I guess I’m done here.” And he rose from the table, moved
to leave. The Captain reached for his arm.


“Please sit, sidi. It is Imperial business, but… I will tell you what I can.”


“Fair enough.”


The man sat back down. Waited.
Kirin took a deep breath, stared into his tea. The night was cooling down, the
nightlife heating up. Lanterns and candles and torches burned from every
crevice, and the smells of roasting meat, smoke and liquor floated on the
breeze. Someone was playing a lone setar, another a tey. There was laughter and
conversation everywhere. Most cats would love this. The Captain, however, was
not ‘most cats.’


Agoyian seemed to sense this. He
shrugged. “Right, listen. You don’t need to tell me nothing. I’m fine with
that. I’m very good at what I do. I can take you to the border, but I won’t go
beyond. That clear?”


“Yes.”


“You know my fee?”


“Yes.”


“I’ll not be accepting Imperial
promises. I have a wife and sons back home.”


“I understand.”


“Just answer me a few questions,
and we’ll have ourselves a deal.”


Another deep breath, a long sip
of tea. It felt good in his throat. “I will try.”


“You alone or you have a party?”


“There are 8 of us, plus horses.”


“All Imperials?”


“3 civilians.”


“You from Pol’Lhasa then?”


“Yes.”


“How’d you get this far without a
guide?”


His heart thudded once. Pushed
his emotions deep, deep down. “We had a guide. He is no longer with us.”


The jaguar smiled, but his eyes
did not. He leaned forward, wagged a hand in the air. He was wearing fingerless
gloves. He had black claws. “Now see that? That intrigues me. Why is your guide
no longer with you? He dead?”


“No.”


“Just gone, then.”


“Yes. Just gone.”


“A guide leading an Imperial
party, being paid with Imperial coin, just up and leaves. Funny how that
happens.”


“Yes. Funny.”


“How many you start off with,
then?”


Kirin sighed. The evening had
turned to dusk, the sky almost black above the branches. The torches glowed
golden and warm. He felt heavy, like a stone. “Fourteen.”


“Ah. So 5 dead, one just gone.
That about right?”


“Yes. That’s about right.”


“Must be an important trip, to
lose so many and still keep going.”


The man was sharp. Kirin would
give him that. “Yes.”


“Does it have to do with the
star, then?”


Kirin’s eyes snapped up and he
cursed himself for the lack of self-control. Damn, but he was tired. He had just told the man everything. 


Another smile spread across the
jaguar’s face, and this time, his eyes followed. He slapped the table with the
flat of his palm, glanced around at the fellow drinkers and ‘businessmen’ in
the Daraband’s underground market and
then back to the lion sitting next to him. 


“I’m in then. But I have
conditions. You agree to my conditions, and I’ll lead you wherever you want to
go. Got that?”


“I do.”


“Half down – I pick it up
tomorrow morning. The other half left at the Governor’s residence for my wife
to collect on the day of the Ghost Festival, you know, in case I become your
seventh.”


“Seventh?”


“Ghost.”


Finally, Kirin met his gaze.
Weighed him, measured him, understood him. 


“Those are acceptable terms, sidi. We will be leaving in two
mornings, at dawn.” He rose to his feet, his tattered golden sash lifting in
the night breeze. The jaguar grinned. 


“That sash, its seen better days,
yeh?”


“As have I,” Kirin managed to
grin back. “Good night, sidi. Be
well.”


And he left the crowds and the
canopies and the questions but took the stone with him.



 

***



 

The long sun-filled corridor was
filled with the sounds of sharp angry clacking and Sireth turned before
knocking on the door.


“Major, please. Just one moment
more.” 


“We have wasted already too much
time. There is no need for sleeping on a morning like this. We should be outside.”


“Major, I have spent more time
outside these past months than all the time in my life. Besides, I am far too
hot to go outside. I’d rather be hot and miserable inside for a change.”


“It is not that hot and you are
lazy.”


“Sometimes. And I shall be lazy
for one more moment. Just…just …please wait.”


Ursa sighed and folded her arms
across her chest, but to her credit, she leaned against the gold-painted
plaster to wait. Sireth turned to rap gently on the door.


Sherah al Shiva opened it.


“Sidi?” she purred.


“Are you going into town, sidala?”


Golden eyes narrowed, looked back
into the room, then back again. “Yes, I believe I will be going into town, sidi.”


“Good,” said Sireth. “Go now.”


Behind him, Ursa snorted.


The golden eyes grew like steel.
“I do not wish to leave the Scholar. She is still walking in circles.”


“I will take care of the Scholar,
sidala. Please leave this room now,
or I will wring your neck and stuff you out that big window there. We will
pretend to look for you for a few days, but finally we will give up and
continue our travels in peace.” 


Ursa snorted again.


The cheetah’s tail lashed once,
but she quickly composed herself and slipped past the Seer and out into the
Governor’s ornate hall. Sireth stepped into the room she had vacated, turning
back one last time.


“Oh, and be sure to bring back
opium. Lots and lots of opium.” He smiled at her, but his expression was
anything but pleasant.


She nodded. “Of course,” and
padded away, Ursa’s ice blue eyes watching her go.



 

***



 

His heart broke when he saw her.


“Khalilah,” he said softly.


She was sitting on the floor,
back against a rich plum-stained wall, arms clasping her knees. Her eyes were
rimmed with red, for she had been weeping.


He knelt beside her, reached out
to brush a now-white lock of hair from her face. She looked up at him, tears
brimming until they spilt over her lashes and down her face.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” she
moaned. “Why didn’t anybody tell me?”


“What could you have done?” he
asked. “We needed you to become well again, and knowing this would not have
been helpful. Would it?”


“It’s my fault.”


“It’s no one’s fault –“


“No,” she was insistent. “He
wanted to go. He said he needed to find his brother. I wouldn’t let him go. It
was my fault. The Captain should have punished me.”


“Khalilah,” he sighed. He didn’t know what else to say. She had
been inconsolable for days now, since she’d found out.


“It wasn’t his fault. The Captain
shouldn’t have sent him away. It was wrong.”


“I know, but the Captain believes
he was doing the right thing.”


“Well, he wasn’t. I hate him.”


“No, you don’t.”


“Yes, I do. I hate him so much.
I’ve never hated anyone before now. I don’t like it. I don’t like how it makes
me feel. But I hate him. I do. And when I can walk straight, I’m leaving too.”


He saw his opportunity and took
it. “So you are still not walking straight?”


She took a deep breath, swallowed
a few times and shook her head. “Nope. It’s like my right leg is longer than my
left. I keep going in circles. I get dizzy.”


He smiled. 


“Sherah checked. My legs are
exactly the same length. Exactly the same! So why am I going in circles?”


“Perhaps I can help?”


“Do you think so?”


He shrugged. “I can try.” He
pulled at the fingers of his gloves, laid them in right angles on the tiled
floor at his knees and slipped his hands into her hair, thumbs to temples,
cradling her skull.


She gasped, and he felt the
struggle of fear and, but he shushed her. “Breathe, Khalilah, just breathe. We will restore your balance…”


And so she relaxed, trusting
herself completely and literally, into his hands.


He found her heart, steadied it’s
beating, found her lungs, filled them slowly, deliberately with cool morning
air then released, filled and released, filled and released, cleansing with
each breath, washing away the fears, the anxieties, the furies, releasing and
cleansing with each and every breath. She was imbalanced but not in her legs
and he found that too, correcting and restoring and straightening crooked paths
and crooked thoughts and broken thoughts and broken hearts at broken roads. He
did not open the memory of lightning but saw again the vision of kittens, grey
striped kittens, was tempted to share it with her but refrained, for then there
was also a vision of water, very big water and of man.


He released her and sat back.


“Um, I…I feel better,” she said.
“Thanks.”


He smiled. “Stand up. See if you
can walk.”


She did, pulling herself up and
stretching her arms over her head and then yawned so that her tongue curled
inside her mouth. She took a step, and then another, and then another.


“Oh,” she gasped. “Look! I’m
going straight!”


And she did, very straight toward
the window, spun on her heel, very straight back toward him. Turned in a
circle, performed a little bow, held a hand out for him. Smiling, he pulled on
his gloves and accepted her hand, allowing her to pull him to his feet. She
hugged him.


And he kissed her on the
forehead. “Now, how would you like to accompany the Major and I into the heart
of TheRhan? I hear they have
wonderful markets. Perhaps we can find a kz’laki or… a bookshop?”


She grinned, pushing the curvy
white-streaked locks from her forehead. She still wasn’t used to it and it’s
new texture, and it kept falling into her face. “Sounds great. Let’s go.” She
offered him an arm and he took it, and together, they headed for the door.


Rather, they tried to head for
the door.


The Seer was leaning as he
stepped, tilting leftwards, almost as if his right leg were longer than his
left. Almost as if he were walking in circles.



 

***



 

The rest of that day was spent as
if the Tao wheel had been flipped, as if black was white, Yin was Yang and
everything was turned on its ear. 


The Captain of the Guard spent
the day tending horses.


The Major took her pupil, the
Scholar, to the markets and purchased for her a dagger, a short sword and two
kz’lakis.


The Seer sat on the roof of the
Governor’s residence to try to reestablish his balance and cure himself from
walking in circles.


Their new guide, Rhan Agoyian,
spent the day with Rhajni, his wildly clever wife of seventeen summers and his
four wildly clever sons.


The Alchemist did not, in fact,
go to the marketplace, but rather spent the day in a second storey alcove
overlooking the stables, casting lots and drawing with chalks and for the first
time in her life wishing she were someone she was not.


And Path, the falcon, perched
high above them all, on the peak of a minaret that towered above the city,
watched and waited and somehow knew that, of the ten of them that would be
leaving in the morning, only three would be returning.



 

***



 

Kirin Wynegarde-Grey had never
considered himself good at reading people.


Yes, he was a leader of men. He
knew how to command armies of soldiers, how to negotiate treaties with nations,
how to win cooperation within Imperial ministries and how to secure compliance
in individuals. But that was generally due to his complete and utter confidence
in the Bushido, how it compelled peoples of all races and natures to its code
of honor and justice. The Bushido gave order, created peace, made sense. People
never did.


And yet, for all his lack of
‘people skills’, somehow he knew that this jaguar, Rhan Agoyian, liked to live
his life on the edge of a blade.


He arrived before dawn of the
second morning, set about to inspect the horses that had been housed in the
Governor of Hiran’s fine stables. The
Governor had prided himself on being quite the horseman, and Agoyian
immediately identified the Captain’s horses from the rest.


One of the first things he said
upon his arrival that morning was that none of the Captain’s horses were
‘pretty.’


Kirin hoped that was meant as a
compliment, as even the remaining Imperial horses were taking on the lean,
hardened look of the desert ones. Here in the stables, he himself had taken the
opportunity to roach manes, trim fetlocks, bind tails, inspect hooves,
everything Kerris had done these past months and he had even commissioned a
full-body massage for each and every animal, as nothing soothed weary muscles
like the feline touch. The Major’s grey mount was slipping again, its breathing
growing raspy and wet once more, and he debated leaving it behind, but she was
insistent that they at least take it with them, allowing it to follow without
saddle. She would ride one of the desert horses, and she had picked out for
herself a fine blue roan with a white snip on the end of its tiny muzzle. They
were strange looking, indeed, but he had to admit they had their strengths.


They had lost a foal as well in
the last days since Kerris had been dismissed from their company. It had
progressively grown weaker and weaker, until one morning, the day before
entering TheRhan, they had awakened
to find it dead, lying beside its mother. The mare had not wanted to leave the
foal behind so they had been forced to rope her and drag her from her baby. Her
milk had already begun to dry up, and Kirin was faced with the prospect of
deciding whether or not to find another nursing mare for the paste. Again, that
would have been Kerris’ call.


His little bay friend was still
sound, however, and Kirin found himself growing attached. He hoped it survived
the journey.


Agoyian had inspected all the
horses, checked all the tack, listed the supplies, all with the same wry
expression on his face. A grin that said play but eyes that said steel.
Absolutely confounding.


The second thing Agoyian had said
upon his arrival that morning almost got him instantly killed. 


He had called the Major
‘Snowflake.’


The rest of the Imperial party
had joined them very early on, each in their particular desert gear, but of
course, the Major had insisted on her doeskin, and Agoyian had immediately set
about to change her mind. It was during his attempt that the word was uttered,
and Kirin knew enough about people to know that it was not meant as a
compliment. It was only the quick reactions of the Seer as he snatched her up
by the middle and walked away with her, kicking and swearing and furiously
trying to set her claws on spotted flesh, that had kept him in one piece. 


He had turned to the Captain,
grinning again, green eyes glittering, and Kirin could almost detect enjoyment
in the danger. For the briefest of moments, Kirin wondered if the man didn’t
sincerely wish to become their seventh ghost. 


And so they traveled that day in
much the same way as they had in days previous. Agoyian led the caravan on a
tough little horse that looked more Mongol than either Imperial or desert,
square of conformation and big of bone, and he had to admit it reminded him a
bit of Quiz, the mountain pony. He wondered if it were simply a coincidence or
whether most guides chose tough little horses for a reason. He made his mind up
to ask him at some point.


They stopped at midday, somewhere
out in the middle of a flat, arid plain and Kirin rode up to the jaguar’s side.
The man had slid off his horse and was untacking.


“Why do we stop, sidi?”


“Well, in these Dry Provinces,
the sun will kill you if you ride all day like this.” He dropped the saddle to
the ground, tied the reins up on the horse’s neck and walked stiffly over to
the cart. “We let the horses rest for a few hours and ride longer at night.” He
pulled a water barrel out of the cart, and Kirin noticed all the horses began
to make snuffling sounds. Agoyian’s Mongolian horse had followed him, and it
plunged its stout muzzle into the barrel, drinking deeply. In fact, it set his
own mouth a-watering.


“Our previous guide did nothing
of the sort,” said Kirin. 


“Well then, good thing he’s just
gone.”


“May I remind the Captain that he
sent our ‘previous guide’ away at a set of hot springs?” 


All eyes turned to the Scholar,
seated on her red desert horse. There was something unusual in her posture, but
something most definite in her tone.


Agoyian put his hands on his
hips. “Eh? What’s that, then, Sunshine?”


“Well, we don’t know what our ‘previous
guide’ would or would not do in these Dry Provinces, because the Captain sent
him away only two days outside of Khanisthan.
He’s implying that either you don’t, or he didn’t, know what you or he, are or
was doing. It’s arrogant assumption, very much like what a lion would imply.”
She smiled at him. “Don’t you think?”


The Captain clenched his teeth
but said nothing. He had no words for her.


Agoyian glanced from lion to
tiger and back again, the steely-eyed grin threatening to split his face. 


“Smashing. Absolutely smashing.
I’m so glad I’m here. Right, now everybody untack your horses and let them
drink. We’re going to eat and drink and have a little sleep with our heads
under our saddles, got that? Unless you want the bother of setting up the
tents. Even you, Snowflake. Tuck that pretty little head of yours right under
that stinky old saddle…”


The Seer caught her as she
launched herself from her horse.


Kirin sighed and rubbed his
forehead, wondering if he had not made the biggest mistake of this journey.



 

***



 

In point of fact however, it
seemed to work well, this morning and evening method of travel. The mornings,
while hot, were not as hot as midday, and the evenings were definitely
pleasant. They began to fall into another routine, and the tents were now
popped up for heads instead of saddles (which Kirin had to admit were a most
unpleasant way of keeping sun off one’s head.) And finally, after three days of
riding through the western stretches of Hiran,
they came upon mountains yet again, a thin pink stretch of peaks far in the
distance, and it was a most welcome site.


It was night now, and the fire
was blazing, illuminating faces with gold and orange and red. Tents were set
up, but they sat in silence, watching the coals sizzle and the wood burn. It was
the silence of exhaustion.


Someone sighed and everyone
turned to look.


It was the Seer, heavy-lidded and
haggard-looking, staring into the flames as if lost in them. The falcon was
perched on his shoulder, hooded for a change and belled. Kirin sat forward,
concerned. 


“There is a problem, sidi?”


 “Hmm?”


Ursa whacked him on the arm.
“Wake up, idiot. The Captain is talking to you.”


“Sorry. Yes? What’s that?”


“Is there anything wrong, sidi? You have not been looking well
these last days.”


“Ah yes. No. It’s simply the
heat. It’s proving too much for me.”


Kirin glanced around at the
group. If anything, the heat had been worse before TheRhan, when, without a guide, they rode for hours straight in the
blazing heat of the summer sun. Now there were clouds that had covered the
skies for days. Now they were nearing mountains. 


Fallon rose to her feet, dropped
to the ground beside him, placed a hand on his forehead, his cheek, the base of
his neck. She sat back.


“Yup. Hot.”


The jaguar raised his flask. “You
drinking enough water, friend?”


Sireth grinned. “As much water as
you drink sakeh, friend.”


Agoyian grinned back, shook the
flask. “Ah, but this sakeh is cut with water.”


“Pity.”


The Alchemist raised her tea to
her lips. “Perhaps you are sun-sick, sidi.”


“And perhaps you have poisoned
me, yet again, sidala.”


“Enough,” Kirin growled.


“Forgive me, all. Perhaps all I need is a good night’s
sleep. And so,” he now rose to his feet, the falcon spreading her wings for
balance but not leaving her perch. “I think that is an idea I shall entertain.
Sleep well all.”


And his long strides took him to
his tent in moments but he paused to remove the hood and Path lifted from his
shoulder and soared into the night sky. The Captain glanced at Ursa as she now
rose to her feet, and she trudged off after him, muttering the entire time.


That silence descended again,
only the hiss and crackle of the fire for music. Finally, Agoyian took a long
swig from his flask and exhaled.


“So that Scar really a Seer,
then? A mongrel like that? Didn’t think that was allowed.”


Kirin nodded. ‘Scar’ was the
name, like Sunshine and Snowflake, which their guide had awarded to the Seer
and, unlike the snow leopard, benAramis seemed quite fine with it. Kirin did
not want to know what the man had taken to calling him. At least he did it behind his back.


“He seeing something about that
star?”


“I’m sorry, sidi –“


The jaguar held up his
half-gloved hand. “I know, I know. Imperial business. It’s just odd, is all.”


“This whole trip is odd, don’t
you think?” asked Fallon, her voice and expression sweet but there was
something else there. Again, Kirin sighed. He knew why she was angry. He would
have to speak to her about it sometime soon.


Agoyian’s sharp eyes danced now,
between the Scholar and the Captain. He shook his head but to his credit, left
it alone.“That horse of the Major’s, it’s not good.”


“I know.” 


“It’s slowing us down.”


“I know.”


“I can… you know…”


He sighed a third time. Blast but this journey was long. “No, sidi. The Major and I will handle it in
the morning. It’s an Imperial horse. It must be killed with an Imperial blade.”


“Right.” He was about to say
something more, but Ursa’s voice rang out from the tent.


“Captain,” she called. “Solomon
says to tell you he’s in Itallee.”


“Itallee?” Kirin frowned. “What is Itallee?”


And he too rose to his feet and
left the fire, leaving a jaguar, a tigress and a cheetah sitting quietly, left
to their thoughts.


Above them and unnoticed that
night, the star was glowing and growing very bright.



 

***



 

They killed the Major’s horse at
dawn. 


One swift thrust with a blade
into its heart and its legs buckled and its body lurched forward, then down.
Ursa remained at its head, hands cradling its long nose, speaking to it as one
might speak to a soldier, giving it courage, giving it strength, giving it
honor. Even as it went down, she stayed, talking and praising until the great
dark eyes grew glassy and still. They allowed her to remain for a moment,
before burning the carcass in the same fashion as a warrior, leaving the pyre
to send smoke and sparks into the first light of morning. 


That evening, they arrived at the
foothills of the mountains. Now, all mountains look big to a cat, even a tall
cat like a lion, tiger or cheetah, but in reality, there are big mountains, and
then there are very big mountains. Our Mother, the Great Mountains, are without
rival in all the Upper Kingdom, and most likely all the world, but there are
rumors of mountains far to the north and far to the west that would be a worthy
consort for her. It is foolhardy to believe this. It is most likely a faerie
tale, told by guides to civilians who will believe anything and pay them
handsomely for it.


These were not very big
mountains.


Agoyian had called for a halt as
they reached these first foothills, and Kirin jogged alMassay up to the
Mongolian horse’s side. They dismounted.


“Right,” said the jaguar. “We can
do one of two things.”


“Yes?” 


“Well, we can ride through these
mountains, which will take us only a few days and take us into Hirak near Khirakuk, or head north and meet up with the Wall at Rayyhath. Your choice.”


At the mention of the Wall, the
Captain felt a rush sweep up him from the tip of his tail. The Wall. The Great
Wall. Security. Stability. Order.


“The Wall takes us along to Shiryia?”


“Yeah,” Agoyian nodded. “Follows
these mountains north then west. Stops at a battle fort called Sri’Verenshir, pretty close to Sharan’yurthah.”


“Sharan’yurthah?”


“Yeah, Sharan’yurthah. The biggest city on the outmost edge of the
Kingdom. No wall there. Just lots and lots of tigers.”


Kirin set his hands on his hips,
surveyed the peaks and ridges all along the horizon. The Wall. How he wished
Kerris were here. He would surely tell him which way to go, which route to
choose. Not for the first time did he regret sending his brother away.


“Which would you do, sidi? For the best time and least
exertion?”


The jaguar surveyed the mountains
now, chewing the stud in his bottom lip. “Well,” he began, “The Wall makes you
the best time…”


“But?”


“But these mountains are full of
bears. Gowrain country, it is. If you
head north toward the wall, you have maybe 3, 4 days in constant danger of them
and then safety. If you head through, 2 at most. But then, desert. As I said
before, it’s your choice.”


The Captain looked back at his
party. Looked back at all the horses, the foals, the necessity of the cart. In
his heart of hearts, he wished for the Wall, for some semblance of civilization
in this wild land. But he knew…


Suddenly, from high above, the
falcon swooped downward, bleating in her shrill sharp voice and the Captain
instinctively threw a look to the Seer. The man was dismounting, his arms and
legs shaking as he did so, and he leaned into his saddle, eyes closed, panting.
The Captain felt a rush of dread.


“Sidi?” said Kirin, beginning to take steps in the Seer’s
direction. The Major too, sprung from her desert horse, but even she wasn’t
quick enough to catch him before he hit the ground.


“No, no, not a good place for
this,” muttered Rhan Agoyian, looking around at the hills anxiously. The falcon
was swooping and crying, making tight, agitated circles over their heads.


Ursa and Kirin rolled the Seer
over, and Fallon was on the ground now, passing a water skin into their waiting
hands. His breaths were coming in short, shallow puffs and the tawny pelt on
his face was damp with sweat. The mane under the kheffiyah was dripping.


“He’s too hot,” growled Ursa.
“He’s like a kiln.”


“Sun-sick. I’m certain of it.” It
was Sherah now, still mounted but leaning in, one brow arched, detached. Kirin
knew she would not mourn if he died.


He turned to their guide. “What
do we do for sun-sickness?”


“We can’t make camp here. Cap.
It’s not a good place—“


“What. Do. We. Do?” Every word
bitten and precise, leaving no room for discussion.


“Cool him down.” Sherah again, a
rare tone of authority in her voice. “Strip him of some layers, keep his pelt
and clothing damp.”


Agoyian again. “But that’s all
the water we’ve got. We’ll need that for the journey. We’ve got at least two
days in the desert after the mountains.”


“Are there rivers in these
mountains?” asked Kirin, allowing the women to work and rising to his feet.
“Springs? Snow caps?”


“Further north, but here? No.”


Fallon frowned as she and the
Major began removing the many layers of light linen desert wear, discarding
them in a pile at their side. “Are you sure it’s sun-sickness, Sherah?’


“Of course it is,” the Alchemist
purred. “What else could it be?”


“Oh well, I don’t know. It’s
just…”


Hands on hips, Kirin turned to
her. “Sidala, what are you thinking?”


She glanced up at him, for a
moment forgetting the fact that she was supposed to be hating him. “I…I just
don’t know. But there’s something else, something more…I just, I don’t know…”


“Not helpful.”


“I’ll remember.” She nodded, and
to her own surprise, she smiled at him, and instantly felt a weight lift from
her shoulders. “I will.”


Agoyian stepped forward. “We
can’t stay here, Cap. We’ve got no defenses. Gowrain will have us for supper, they will.”


“Sidi, your concern is admirable, but—“


“Oh mother…” gasped the tigress
and all eyes turned to see.


It is a most unusual thing in
cats – a sign of our creation from the Tao wheel perhaps, the opposing
yet intertwining nature of black and white – that when a cat receives a
wound, his pelt will do one of three things. If it is a flesh wound that heals
easily, there is no problem. The pelt grows back the original color, whether
tawny, spotted, marbled or striped. But if it is a deep wound, a wide one, or
one which does not heal easily, the pelt invariably grows back white. By the
time we are adults, cats have a multitude of white scars across their pelts and
most can tell you exactly when and where each was won. Our stripes chronicle
our lives, in a manner of speaking. Our histories.


But there are wounds that are so
ghastly, so severe, that the pelt is melted away, and underlying skin is all
that remains. In most cats, these scars are black, for in most cats, their
underlying skin is black. Now I do know of several cats whose skin is pink.
Pink finger pads and foot pads, pink noses, pink ears. I also know a few who
possess a browny color, which is a little more common in lions, but for the
most part, our skin is black. Why this is, is a mystery. This black scarring is
deep, not superficial, caused by very traumatic events. Burns of any kind
almost always produce such scarring.


This was the scarring that all
eyes saw on the chest and ribs and back of the Seer, causing all activity to
stop for several heartbeats. It was most unexpected, shocking even, to see such
a history on one of their own. Sherah, however, slipped from the back of her
horse, golden eyes wide, and she knelt beside him, running her hands above the
scarring as if to divine their cause. The falcon bleated in protest.


“Fire… These were made in a fire.
A very bad one…” She looked up at the Captain. “These are old.”


“So they are not causing the
sickness?”


“No.”


Fallon and Ursa resumed their
work, poring water across his brow, his throat, his chest, but to tell the
truth, it seemed to have little effect. His claws extruded through the slits in
his gloves, and he seemed to be in great discomfort.


Agoyian stepped close to the
Captain. “We can not camp here.”


“We can not leave him.”


“Well…” the jaguar resumed
chewing on the stud in his lip. “We can put him in the cart, head back out of
these foot hills a half day’s ride and make our way north…”


“But that is longer.”


“Well, by several days, yeah.”


“Do we need to enter the
mountains to meet up with the Wall?”


“The Wall is in the mountains, so
yeah, we do.”


“So, either way, we are going to
go through mountains.”


The sharp green eyes narrowed.
“Yeah. Either way.”


“Then we go through now.”


“But we have no defenses –“


“Wait.” It was Ursa now. She
stepped away from the Seer and struggled to her feet. She held out her hand and
remarkably the falcon landed, wings wide, beak open and predatory. “Gowrain. We need you to seek Gowrain. Let us know if they are close,
let us know…” She growled in frustration, tail lashing and to Kirin’s absolute
surprise, she closed her eyes.


There was silence in the
foothills for a moment, before Path the falcon chirruped and lit from her hand,
soaring in ever widening circles above them.


With a deep breath, Ursa glanced
at her Captain. “She will watch for us.”


Fallon gasped again, put a hand
over her mouth.


“Oh mother…”


Kirin was getting dizzy. “Sidala?”


“I know what this is, Captain,”
she said, emerald eyes wide. “And to tell you the truth, I don’t know if we can
stop it…”



 

***



 

They made camp right then and
there, against Agoyian’s better judgment, and Sherah had surprised them all by
drawing several circles around themselves and the band of horses with fire
powder. She lit them with one of her many candles, and they sat in rings of
burning light. They did not set up tents. Rather, they determined to stay awake
for these few nights in these particular mountains and left the horses tacked
and ready to ride at a moment’s notice. Two leopards were patrolling during
this first watch. The third slept, ready to patrol with the Major during the
second. The falcon circled overhead, watching.


They ate the last of the milk
paste, and waited for the Scholar to speak. The Seer lay sleeping (or a form of
it), shivering and panting and they had left on him a sleeveless linen tunic,
for the sight of the blistered and blackened pelt was proving too much for them
to look upon for any length of time. The Major was obviously worried as she
sat, cradling his head in her lap and stroking his brow with a damp strip of
cloth. Such familiarity disturbed Kirin, and he made a point to speak with her
about it at a later date.


“Okay, okay,” said the Scholar,
pushing her wild hair out of her face. “Remember back in Sha’Hadin, how he and all the other Seers suffered from the cold?”


Ursa snorted. “How could we
forget?”


 “I, I think this is the same, only the reverse.”


Kirin sat forward. “Why would you
say that, sidala?”


“Remember that night? It was a
few days after Sri’Daolath. The night
the star changed?”


It was there, just beyond his
memory. She was onto something, he was certain of it.


“Do you remember what he said
that night?”


Kirin knit his brow, cursing his
forgetfulness. “The ‘power’ had just come on. Solomon was excited…”


“Yes, but then, what did Sireth
say? After Solomon?”


“Who is Solomon, then?” whispered
the jaguar to the cheetah. 


“A wizard far, far away,” she
whispered back.


“He responsible for the star?”


She sipped her tea. “Perhaps.”


“Please tell me, sidala,” growled the Captain. “My mind
is not like yours.”


“He said, ‘the dragon…the metal
dragon…he’s burning up…he’s falling from the sky and he’s burning up…’”


“Yes,” said Kirin. “Yes. And
Kerris said there are no metal dragons, but…”


“I think Max is the metal dragon.
I think Max is the one responsible for waking Solomon and killing the Seers. I
think there is a metal dragon in the skyand now he’s burning up and falling
from the sky.”


Kirin frowned. He could not
understand this. It was still not making sense.


“Captain…” The Alchemist now. She
was looking at the night sky and so they all looked up.


“What in the Kingdom…?” muttered
Agoyian. It was unlike anything he had ever seen.


“Max almost killed him with the
cold…” Fallon whispered as she too stared into the night sky. “And now…”


“No,” growled Ursa, and she
refused to look anymore, but laid her hand across the Seer’s burning brow.


“And now,” said Fallon. “Max is
going to kill him with heat.”


Kirin’s heart sank.


For above them all, the star with
the brightly glowing tail had split. There were now five stars, all smaller
than the first, all with tails, lighting up the night sky. Max, the metal
dragon, the ‘saddle-light,’ was falling from the sky, breaking up and burning
up, and taking the last Seer of Sha’Hadin
with him.



 

***



 

Now, if you have never seen Gowrain, you might think them as much
legend as behemoths, leviathans and dragons, but I must assure you that they
are no myth. There is also considerable debate as to whether or not they are a
‘people’, or simply large brutish animals. I, for one, consider them animals,
but there are those who think otherwise, for they attempt to dress themselves
in scraps of leather (they have not skilled fingers for sewing, weaving or embroidery)
and have what some call a language. Again, I am not convinced of this. I have
heard of birds that mimic our language and most convincingly so. Perhaps though
they are. It is a mystery.


There were no Gowrain that night and at first light of
dawn, the party packed up their camp, lifted the unmoving form of the Seer into
the cart and made their way into the foothills of these new mountains. 


At first, it was an easy go.
Foothills are quite negotiable, and there seemed to be a wide flattened trail
that carried on through for quite a distance. Obviously, Agoyian knew it well,
so it was likely well-traveled by many a caravan, but Kirin was forced to
wonder how long it would take before the mountains themselves made it difficult
to pull a wheeled cart behind a horse. They were not big mountains, but they
were mountains nonetheless. They would then be forced to rethink their
strategy. He was not looking forward to that.


It came sooner than he’d hoped,
for by midday the trail had narrowed and grown steep in places, and the cart
was becoming dangerously unstable. Kirin himself called a halt to their
travels, and he pulled his horse up alongside the Major. 


 “This will not do,” she growled. “The barrels are tipping
first one way, then the next. And the Seer is going to slide out if this path
gets any steeper.”


“I know. I will take him on
alMassay.”


“I can take him –“


“No,” he cut her off. “’Massay is
wider of girth and shoulder, and stronger in the back. He can carry us both.
Your desert horse is too fine-boned for such a load.”


The muscles in her jaw rippled
but she nodded at his decision. He swiveled in his saddle to their guide, who
was glancing around the canyons for any sign of danger.


“Sidi, I will need your help with the water barrels. Fashion a way
to strap them to one of the pack horses.”


“We abandoning the cart, then?”


“I can see no other alternative.”


“Fair enough.” And the man sprang
from his Mongolian horse and trudged over towards them, and together, they
emptied the cart of all its valuables, feline and otherwise, and left it on the
crooked side of a narrow mountain path, somewhere in some not-so-big mountains.



 

***



 

The Gowrain did not come the second night, either, and not
surprisingly, neither did Solomon. The Seer’s breathing had grown ragged and
labored, and the pauses in between breaths were growing longer. Kirin was not
sure he would make it through this next night. That would be bad, for more than
one reason.


The star was no longer a star,
but rather a set of static fireworks, a burst of color and light, sizzling and
streaking across the night sky. The five branches now were so far apart that
they looked like they were touching down in areas on five different points on
the horizon. It seemed that something was ending, and that made him feel very,
very heavy.


Again, in circles of fire powder
and flame, they sat and waited out the long night. Agoyian told a story in the
firelight, the newest tale of Kaidan and his conquest of the virgin peak, Shagar’mathah, tallest, proudest and
most terrible of all the Great Mountains, devourer of many a feline explorer.
How Kaidan had gone first to the ocean in the company of tigers, wrestled a
cat-eating shark, found a pearl, and on the way back, climbed Shagar’mathah, leaving all his tigers at
the base camp far below and forging up on his own, leaving his cloak on her
mount as a wedding present. Kirin shook his head, dropped it in his hands.
Agoyian leaned forward, sharp eyes glittering.


“Not a fan of Kaidan, Cap?”


Kirin ran a hand across his face,
forced a smile. “Kaidan is a myth, no more. Silly stories told to entertain
kittens.”


“That a shark’s tooth you wear,
Cap?” 


“A gift from my brother.” 


“Kerris went to the ocean,”
sighed Fallon, hugging her knees and staring into the fire.


“Kerris has gone many places, sidala. Part of being an Imperial
guide.”


“Who brokered peace with the Chi’Chen. then?” Agoyian again,
insistent.


“Many cats over many years.”


“Kerris speaks Chi’Chen,” sighed Fallon.


“As I said, part of being an
Imperial guide.”


“You don’t believe he was thrown
in a pit for many months, then?”


“No one could survive in a pit
for many months.”


“Kerris hates pits,” sighed
Fallon.


“And that it was only his good
nature and constant singing that made them pull him out? He made allies out of
enemies, he did.”


“Kerris loves to sing,” sighed
Fallon.


“There is also a story that has
Kaidan roping and riding a Great Lung all the way up to the moon. Would you
believe that also?”


“Well… maybe not the moon bit,”
muttered the jaguar, but his eyes were still dancing.


“Kerris hauled up a baby behemoth
once, remember? And he was picked up by the mommy behemoth,” said Fallon, “He
told us, in the cave of the Ancestors—“


“Captain…?” It was Ursa, and
there was something in her voice that he had never heard before. He rose to his
feet and moved over to where she was sitting. The Seer did not look good. “He
is going to die tonight.”


“Yes.”


She nodded and in the moon’s
light, he thought he saw tears. He touched her shoulder, not knowing what else
to do. It all seemed wrong, somehow, just like in Sha’Hadin, when nothing belonged, nothing they did was right. He
set his jaw and sat down beside her to wait.


The first branch of the star had
almost reached the northern horizon, so far it was from the others, and as they
watched, they saw it flare and then, quite abruptly disappear. The Seer let out
a strangled cry, not quite gasp, not quite moan, and it pained Kirin to hear
it. Death was never pleasant, no matter how it came.


Another hour later, the second
branch sputtered, flared and disappeared over the west. No sound this time from
the Seer, and an hour later, the third branch disappeared, just winked out like
the snuffing out of a candle. Only two remained.


Agoyian took the second watch
from the Major, as she was not moving for anyone, and when the fourth branch
disappeared over the southern horizon, she became like a stone, a silver stone
with no movement whatsoever.


Finally, with all eyes on it, the
fifth and final branch of the star, Max the metal dragon, flared like a dying
torch, then went out, leaving them all in moonlight and darkness. The Seer
released a long, shuddering breath.


There was silence on these
not-so-big mountains.


And he breathed in again, and
then out.


Breathed, in and out.


In and out.


He yawned, stretched, blinked his
eyes open. Propped himself up on his elbows. Looked around at all the staring
faces.


“Is there any of that sakeh left?
I am terribly thirsty…”


And that was that, the final
epitaph of Max, the metal dragon, who had lived above the Upper Kingdom –
above all the Kingdoms actually – for more years than the Kingdoms
themselves had seen. And of course, there was no sign of Solomon either.



 

***



 

Dawn over mountains is always a
breathtaking sight.


The golden sun sends her rays
first to the peaks, which shine like tips of brightly polished daggers. Then
the edges of the mountains glow with color, sometimes pink, sometimes purple,
sometimes a striking orange. That morning the color was red, and the sky began
to streak with crimson and burgundy and wine. Colors of warmth and
companionship and blood.


That morning, the Gowrain attacked.


They had sent the falcon, Path,
on ahead of them with a message for the Magistrate of Sharan’yurthah, asking him to prepare for their arrival and to send
a company out into the desert to meet them with supplies. Much of their water
had been used on the Seer, and he had been most displeased to find his many
layers of dark linens damp and now full of sand. (Cats are never good with
water at the best of times, even when it is used in the saving of one’s life.
Sand and water is worse, for it is doubly annoying. It is a peculiar thing but
cats are after all, a peculiar people.) They had been very deliberate in saying
nothing as he pulled layer after layer of desert wear over the sleeveless
tunic, and they had also made it a point not to look at him, which in an odd
way, says more than words in circumstances such as these. To his credit, he did
not make a point of it, and said nothing himself on the matter. But perhaps
what is more, he did not look at any of them either.


Peculiar.


So as they mounted up to head out
into the spectacular light of dawn, a light and merry mood fell upon them. They
were in Hirak now. Only one more day
from mountain to foothill, and then two at most to the border town of Sharan’yurthah. Then and only then,
after many long months of riding, would the real adventure begin.


Kirin could hear snatches of
conversation.


“So do you believe in Kaidan,
Sherah?” asked the Scholar, who seemed to have abandoned her newfound hatred
for her Captain in favor of her old happy and easy-going nature. The Captain
thought it was a most welcome thing.


Sherah, riding immediately behind
her, agreed. “Oh yes. He is from Agara’tha.”


“Oh. Kaidan is an Alchemist?”


“Of course.”


Kirin shook his head, ears
swiveling to pick up yet another scrap of conversation.


“It was a very long dream.”


“Pah. Theatrics.”


  “Sometimes. But this dream was terrible.
I wished desperately to awaken, but could not.”


“How sad. Maybe I shall weep for
you next time you almost die.” 


Kirin grinned. The Major’s tone
was anything but sad.


“Thank you, Major. As always, I’m
touched.”


“So what did you dream about,
idiot?”


“Bears.”


He reined in alMassay, raised a
hand to call a halt to the journey, and jogged over to the bickering pair.


“Bears, sidi? Did I hear you say you were dreaming about bears?”


Agoyian had heard as well and
pulled his tough little horse alongside.


Sireth looked from one to the
other. “Indeed. I was afraid that when I woke, you would all be dead. Well, not
all…”


Kirin could not stop the lash of
his tail. “Tell me.”


“It was simply a dream, Captain.
Not a vision. They have a different sense.”


“Tell me, sidi. If you please.” It was not a request.


“Ah. Very well. They attacked at
dawn, three of them, two browns and a black. They killed our guide here, both
Wing and Luke, and left poor Oded with only one arm…”


Oded, at the head of the caravan,
swallowed and looked around nervously.


Kirin ground his molars for
several heartbeats. “It was simply a dream, you say.”


Now the Seer swallowed. “I can
meditate now, if you’d like. Try to find the thread and follow it…”


“Do.” He swung his horse toward
the guide. “They have a heavy scent, do they not?”


“Yeah. Like decaying meat. You
can’t miss it.”


And for several heartbeats more,
they all sat on their horses, breathing deeply, sifting the early morning
breeze for the stench of Gowrain, but
there was nothing.


“They always have this scent?
Always?”


“Well, I’ve only encountered them
twice, but from all the stories –“


“Stories? Stories?! Like ‘Kaidan riding his Great Lung to the moon’ stories?”


Lions are not generally known for
their patience. Lions are not generally known for their generosity.What they are generally known for is their sense
of good form. Lion soldiers even so, with the Bushido teaching them control of the tongue and the preservation of
honor. So when these words left the Captain’s mouth, he cursed them for he knew
what he had done and that all the responsibility for what was to happen would
fall on his shoulders, and his alone.


For the sharp eyes of the jaguar,
Rhan Agoyian, flashed at the insult and he wheeled his small horse back onto
the path. It was then that the first bear rose from behind a mound of mountain
rock, pulling itself to its full height of nearly two men. It bellowed,
swinging a great, clawed hand across the head of the Mongolian horse, sending
it careening into the rocks beside and sending the jaguar tumbling off and onto
the path at its shaggy feet.


The bear was upon him in an
instant.


The leopard, Oded, drew his long
sword and charged at the beast, just as a second bear lumbered onto the path
from behind. Luke and Wing wheeled their mounts, swords drawn and likewise
charged, but at that moment, something blocked out the first rays of morning
and a massive shape towered on the bluffs high above them, thick shaggy arms
holding something of considerable weight within its grasp.


A rock the size of a small horse
plummeted down, striking Wing in the head and shoulders and knocking him off
his staggering mount. There was little left of him to hit the ground. The
Major’s silver shirh’khins sliced the air, thudding into the deep shaggy pelt
of the creature. It roared in pain, but bent to find another rock even as she
began to scale the cliff to meet him. 


With swords in both hands, Kirin
leapt from alMassay’s back and ran headlong toward the first bear. The desert
horses squealed and scattered, only adding to the chaos, and it was all the
three civilians could do to stay on their horses, although Fallon was not
convinced that being on horseback was the safest place at the moment. One slip
of a hoof would mean a very long and possibly deadly fall for both horse and
rider.


Two swords against two massive
clawed hands was the fight at the rear, but Luke was no match for the sheer
size and strength of the creature and he was sent spinning into the rock face,
blood splaying against the stone. Fallon whirled upon the Alchemist. 


“Sherah! Fire powder!” 


The Alchemist glared at her,
clearly not understanding.


“Like the rats at Roar’pundih!”


Another Broken Road. The cheetah
threw a long look toward the fight ahead, where the Captain and one leopard
were furiously battling, and to the fight behind and the great beast now
lumbering towards them, knocking horse after horse to the ground with its
fists. With a sudden resolve, she snatched a pouch from across the back of her
mare, and sprang from her saddle, and taking a long deep breath, she began to stalk
toward the rear attacker, chanting the entire time in strange exotic keys.


High above them, Ursa was engaged
in a dance, the bear swinging, she evading and striking, and its black pelt was
crisscrossed with red.


Oded’s long sword found home,
spearing the great wide open mouth right through to the back of the throat and
beyond. It yanked its massive head back, taking the leopard with it but
allowing the Captain the opportunity to send his own katanah home through the
heart, the kodai’chi a perfect counterpoint into its dense belly. His desert
linens were sprayed with red.


The second bear advanced on the
Alchemist, as she swayed and moved, tossing fistful after fistful of the black
powder first into the air at its feet, legs and torso, then liberally high over
its head and neck and shoulders. It cursed her in the rough guttural tongue
they call a language, its hot rancid breath filling her nose with the smell of
death and she felt rather than saw the great paw arcing its way toward her. She
dropped to one knee, clapped her palms together over her head and a burst of
brilliant light flashed just as the blow hit home. 


The bear erupted into flame,
howling and lumbering backwards, away from the horses, and to their credit,
both the Seer and Scholar rushed it, pushing it by force off the edge of the
path and tumbling head over feet down the embankment to the canyon below. 


“Ursa!” shouted the Captain, and
purely by instinct she ducked, throwing herself quite vulnerably to the ground.
But she knew her Captain, and he had grabbed the hilt of his sword and sent it
spinning, blade over hilt, upwards and directly into the throat of the great
beast. She scrambled to her feet, leapt onto its staggering form and began to
saw.


It was over in a heartbeat, but
the devastation was complete. Oded knelt clutching his arm, the end of it a
bloody stump, bitten off in the jaws of his attacker. Wing was dead, head and
shoulders unseen under the huge rock. Luke was slumped at the base of the bluff
and so was Sherah, blood seeping down both their scalps and Rhan Agoyian was
writhing on the path, trying desperately to hold on to the slippery pinkness of
his middle.


Rarely had Kirin felt so helpless
as he surveyed the scene. Blood everywhere, and horses down too. Desert horses,
Imperial horses, Mongolian horses. Only one foal left. His little friend,
bleating for its dead mother. He felt the rage building inside, swallowed it
back down, flung a hand out toward the Seer and Scholar. 


“See to the leopard and the
Alchemist. We need to leave at once.”


Both Seer and Scholar stared at
him, but he turned his back to them and took one shaky step forward. Sometimes
the shortest journeys, as well as the longest, began with that same single
step. He continued on, stopping by Oded who was cradling his severed arm, and
laid a hand on what was left, just above the elbow. 


“I will cut this here,” he told
his soldier. “My blade is sharp. It will heal well.”


Oded nodded, but he had lost so
much blood that Kirin wasn’t certain he understood. Ursa was scrambling down
the bluff, and he waited for her to join him before he moved over to their
guide. He looked away for just a moment, catching Ursa’s knowing gaze. She
handed him back his long sword. He slipped it in its sheath.


“Lay still, sidi. Too much movement is not good.”


The sharp green eyes met his.
There was pain and shock, and considerable fear. He grasped at Kirin’s arm,
breaths swift and shallow. “My wife…you promise…my sons…”


“Yes, sidi. I promise.”


There was nothing more to say.
Kirin pulled the shortest of the short blades, the tanto, a blade he rarely remembered using during his career, often
forgot he had, from its home in his boot, pressed its tip flat against the
ribs. 


“Give me your hand, sidi.”


The half-gloved hand, now more
red than tawny, fumbled but managed to find a grip on the hilt. The Captain
folded his own hand over top.


“You have served your Empress
well. She will know of your life. And of your death.”


Together, they tightened their
grip on the leather-wrapped hilt.


“Your wife and sons will know of
your honor. You are released.”


He waited. He always waited.
People knew when it was time. The rapid breathing slowed, grew strong and
steady one last time. The sharp green eyes met his, held, and together, with
one swift sure stroke, they slid the blade upwards into his heart.


It was quick. It always was. 


His hand grew warm.


Fingers sought out the spot, the
place on the throat where heart met soul. There were beats, then fewer, then
none. He rose to his feet, not bothering to wipe the blade of the short before
sliding it home. He turned to look at the Major. 


“Help me with the leopard.”


She nodded once and took a stance
beside Oded. All soldier now, the Captain faced him.


“Give the Major your arm.”


Weak as he was, the leopard
obeyed and Ursa firmly took the stump in her own bloody hand. She braced
herself and stretched the arm out straight. Oded tried to muffle a cry but it
was impossible, and the Captain took up his position between the two. The
katanah left its sheath once again, paused for only one deep breath then sang
through the air, cleaving the bone cleanly above the elbow.


Oded fell backwards and Kirin
turned to the Major. “Clean it with the jaguar’s sakeh, then bind it tight. Use
whatever you can find.”


She nodded once and disappeared. In
few short strides, the Captain was at the rear of the caravan. 


Sireth was kneeling over Luke. He
was shaking his head. Kirin strode right up, grabbed handfuls of the Seer’s
robes and yanked him to his feet. He spun him round and shoved him backwards into
the rock face.


“You were wrong, sidalord Seer! I thought Sireth
benAramis was never wrong!”


“I…I…”


“You said it was a dream, not a vision! You said they have a
different sense!”


The Seer stared at him,
wide-eyed, blinking. “I’m…I’m sorry. I didn’t—“


“You didn’t what?”


“Captain…” It was Fallon. She was
staring at him from the Alchemist’s side, cradling her in her arms. “It’s not
his fault.”


“Oh, but it is, sidala.” He turned back to the Seer,
raised both katanah and tanto up to the man’s eyes.“This is Oded’s blood here.
This is Rhan Agoyian’s blood here. Their blood is on your head, sidi. As is the blood of Luke and Wing.
Wear it well, sidi.” He drew both
blades downward, wiping the red onto the Seer’s dark linens. “Perhaps you will
now set yourself to learn the difference between a dream and a vision.”


He pushed himself away, sheathed
his blades and stepped toward the Scholar. She gaped at him. “That was…that
was…”


“Immaterial to you, sidala. The Alchemist? Does she live?”


“Um…” Fallon looked back at the cheetah,
unmoving and bloodied but breathing. “I think she’ll be fine. It hit her pretty
hard…”


The Captain bent down and
gathered the woman into his arms, straightened himself. He turned to his
people. 


“We leave now. Is that
understood?”


“Um, shouldn’t we bury—“


“Now.”


“Okay…”


And he carried the Alchemist to
his horse and mounted with her, spurring alMassay ahead down the high mountain
path in these not-so-big mountains. And the sun rose a little higher in the sky
over these this last of the Dry Provinces, which had indeed proved their
reputation true yet again. The Great Mountains, it seemed, were not the only
things that died here.











Shiryia



 


 

It is impossible to believe that
people do not need to talk to each other.


For three days, the party rode,
sleeping little, eating less, rationing the last of the water until the falcon
returned, followed by a troupe of soldiers sent by the Magistrate of Sharan’yurthah. As requested, the
Magistrate had sent supplies, food, water, fresh clothes, and all of this was
used up without a single word shared between the six that now traveled to the
Edge of the World.


Not a single word.


Now, perhaps you might say that
after so many months in each other’s company, they simply knew each other too
well to need words. Or perhaps you might say that they needed to conserve their
strength for the ordeal that still awaited them. And you might be right, to a
certain extent, but perhaps you might also know that these would only be
excuses for what was really happening, and what was really happening was not a
pleasant or honorable thing. Although in reality it might have been a good
thing.


You see they were broken beyond
belief but too stubborn to admit it.


The Alchemist can be excused from
this particular sin, as she slipped in and out of sleep for the majority of the
trip into Sharan’yurthah. She had
many sins, this particular cheetah, and was as stubborn as the all others, if
not more so, but for this particular stretch of obstinate silence and the
reasons behind it, she was innocent.


The Scholar was shocked and
horrified and seriously revisiting her decision to hate the Captain, and
refused to talk to him because of his actions toward the Seer and of course,
Kerris.


The Seer was shocked at himself,
at how he had not seen the attack, and the words of the Captain had struck him
to the very heart. He had slipped into a melancholic mood and had spent most of
this last leg of the journey riding his horse with eyes closed, meditating.


The Major was furious with her
Captain for his harsh words, with the Seer for accepting them, with the Scholar
for being unhelpful and girlish, with the Alchemist for being wounded and
therefore drawing the Captain deeper into her dark world of secrets, and with
Oded, for not simply dying like the others and needing her help in many small
things. 


The Captain was, as you might
know by now, a complicated individual, but to put it simply, he was undone. He
had been pushed far beyond his boundaries in both the physical and emotional
realms, and the revolutionary idea of ‘his own glass’ had turned his controlled
and orderly world upside down. You see, the very nature of polishing anything
necessitates friction. Without friction, nothing is worn away and nothing can
become smooth or clear. Sometimes, just the simple act of recognizing that one
is wrong is the first painful step to correcting it.


First is luck, second is destiny.
(Third is feng shui, fourth virtues and fifth education but these are
immaterial to our story.) And yet the Captain had spent his life as if he lived
in the reverse, as if his was the destiny and not his brother’s. He sat now, on
this the second night since their arrival in Sharan’yurthah, on the very edge of the known World, he wrestled
with himself, his fears, his values, his righteousness and he realized that for
the first time in months, he was very, utterly and completely alone.


He sighed and looked around the
dark, beautifully appointed room. The walls were cedar, intricately carved and
stained so that they shone in the lamplight, and through the arched window, he
could see the lights of the city. It reminded him of his chamber in the Palace
of Pol’Lhasa. This was no palace
however, and not even a Governor’s mansion. The capital was Damath’cashand that was farther to the
south, safer and more insular than Sharan’yurthah,
with more amenities than this northern stronghold border town. But still, the
Magistrate lived well here in his high-walled estate, with color painted upon
color and arched doorways and fine rugs everywhere. For the first time since TheRhan he had taken tea from a
porcelainecup, eaten meat roasted from an ox, slept on a mattress stuffed with
down from native geese. And yet, he couldn’t remember a time in all his life
that he felt more miserable than he did now, and he knew is his heart of hearts
why.


He had lost himself.


It had been coming, he’d known it
from the start, from the moment he hesitated with the elder ocelots on the road
to Sha’Hadin. Something about this
journey sought to master him, to make him abandon his honor in favor of another
prize, and it was a desperate, hollow thing. There was an ache inside, for his
heart was being pulled in too many directions and he was missing much. Usually,
it was acceptable but now, with so many dead and those alive left so broken, he
wrestled with the cost.


There was one small thing he
could do, however, so he rose from the floor, snuffed out the lamp and headed
out into the hall to do it.



 

***



 

The corridors in this fine house
were all the same, high-walled and stained cedar, but he found the Seer’s room
easily by the presence of the snow leopard sleeping at the foot of the door.


When she opened her eyes, the
look she gave him froze his blood. He had caused that, he knew, had turned her
heart away just as he had the Scholar’s. He made it a point to make it up to
her at a later date.


“Major, you have your own room.”
The first words spoken in days.


“My duty is to protect the Seer.”


“Major,” and with an unexpected
rush of tenderness, or perhaps it was guilt, he knelt down beside her. His katanah
clattered against the coolness of the tile floor. “You need to sleep. I need
you rested and sharp when we leave this place.”


She said nothing.


“I need to speak with the Seer.”


Her eyes flashed at him, but
still she said nothing.


“So if you will allow me to take
this watch from your shoulders, I would very much like for you to go to the
room appointed you and sleep until dawn. He will be safe.”


Her chin rose, ever so slightly,
and he knew what she was thinking. It pained him because he himself had authored
it.


“You do not believe me.”


“No. I do not.”


His hand fell to the hilt of the
long sword, and he pulled it from its sheath. He offered her the handle. She
eyed it, then him, before taking it. She held out her hand for the short, which
he also gave up. Without them, he felt unclothed, defenseless. Tucking each
under her arms, she held out her hand for the last, not sword but dagger, the tanto. He slipped it from his boot and
again hilt first, offered it to her.


She grunted. “You still have your
claws.”


He tried to smile, and flexed
them to their fullest, long and sharp and dark, dark gold. “I cannot surrender
these. I’m afraid you’ll simply have to trust me.”


She grit her teeth. “If you kill
him, it will dishonor me.”


“Yes.”


“And if you dishonor me, I will
kill myself to restore honor.”


“I will not kill him.”


“You should not have said what
you said.”


“I know.”


“You should not have wiped the
blood on him. That was dishonorable.”


“I know.”


“Sometimes…” she cut her words
short, looked away, wrestling with his rank and her fury. But when she looked
back at him, there was something in her eyes, a cold, sharp blade of its own.
“Sometimes, you are wrong.”


Now it was his turn to look away,
and the muscles in his jaw rippled as he worked to control his responses. The Bushido never took offense. There was no
dishonor in being wrong, only in the handling of it. 


There is only desire and the sorrow that it brings. 


He nodded. 


“Sometimes I am wrong.”


And she rose to her feet, a tiny
silver shadow wrapped with so many weapons – her own and now his - and
marched off down the hall, her precariously high boot heels making sharp angry
clacking sounds as she went.


He sighed, pulled himself
together, and pushed into the room of the last Seer of Sha’Hadin.



 

***



 

His back is stiff and his legs ache from too much time in the trees,
but he has a good load today, both of husks and canes, and the curved mashettee
bumps lightly against his thigh as he walks. At least the rattan isn’t heavy,
not as heavy as bricks or wood or bodies or any of the other loads he has
carried in his lifetime, and this way, he can choose his own canes for the
chairs. He can control the length, diameter and quality, and it feels good to
have this much control over any area of his life.


The forest is thick and dense and hot, but he loves it all. He loves
the mangroves and Sundari trees, whose stumps can easily be made into play
forts for kittens. He loves the vines that reach down from the overhead canopy,
which can easily swing a kitten for hours and hours on end. He loves the
mangoes and papyuahs and bananas, especially the bananas which his
father-in-law has taught him to roast in sugar-cane and honey, which can keep a
kitten happy and sticky for hours. 


And most of all, he loves a certain kitten, a little girl kitten with
great golden eyes and long black hair in many braids with a pelt liberally
sprayed with tiger stripes and cheetah spots, a kitten who calls him ‘daddy.’


He pauses at the edge of the forest when his home comes into view, a
very small kachkah house that he is gradually changing over to a pukka, with
more stable stones and clay tiles. Up on stilts to weather the rainy season and
occasional flood, it is still mostly wood, bamboo and thatch, but it keeps them
warm and dry and together. It is about a two day walk from Shathkira, just close enough to be profitable but far
enough to be safe.


He sees her dark shape split from the shadow of the doorway and she
steps out onto the verandah, Soladad perched on one hip. He can tell
immediately that something is wrong. Carefully, he lays down his bundle and
crosses the clearing towards the house.


Shakuri smiles at him, but her eyes do not. 


“I’m glad you’re back,” she says. “He says his name is Nemeth. He says
he is your brother.”


And a man with the uniform of a soldier and the face of a lion steps
out of the doorway and into the light…


“Sidi, no!” but it was too fast and he was unprepared as the Seer
grabbed his throat and rushed him into the far wall. Kirin was stunned, amazed
in fact, at the strength of the man. Now, with a flip of an arm, he was sent
flying through the air to hit the floor with a thud. Naturally, he rolled with
it, coming up in a crouch, prepared for the next attack but none came.
benAramis stood stock still, breathing heavily, taut as an over-wound spring.


“You?”


“Yes, sidi,” Kirin said from his crouch on the floor. He did not know if
he should move yet. “Just me.”


“Not that,” the man snarled and
punched a finger at him. “Not that!”


“Not what?” Kirin frowned, not
certain now whether the man was himself again or not. “I do not understand.”


“I have let you take everything,
Captain. But I will not let you take that.”


Slowly, Kirin rose to his feet.
The odd, one-eyed gaze followed him, almost a challenge.“I was not trying to
‘take’ anything, sidi. You were
meditating. I tried to rouse you, but you were not… answering.”


“So? You felt free to intrude on
my meditations?”


“I merely touched your hand.”


“Do not do it again.”


Just like the days back at the
monastery, before battles had been fought, won and lost, at each other’s side.


“I wish to speak with you.”


Sireth snorted, a sound more
likely to come from the Major than him, and he drew himself up to his full
height. “Oh, so we are speaking now, are we, Captain? Your Bushido is a capricious master. Have you had enough of silence?”


“I have had enough of death, sidi. Which is why I wish…no, I need to speak with you.”


The man folded his arms across
his chest. “If you are insisting we continue this journey, then I can assure
you that you have not seen the last of death.”


Kirin sighed, nodded, looked at
his feet. He was a soldier weary of fighting. He was weary of death. He was
very, very weary.


One did not need to be a Seer to
sense this. “Very well. If you wish to speak with me, then you must find me, for
I am going drinking. Stop me as Captain or join me as friend. Your choice.” And
he paused only to blow out the lone candle in the room and stormed past, his
long legs taking him out of the room in a heartbeat.


Kirin shook his head, but
followed.



 

***



 

It was very dark in the streets
of Sharan’yurthah, for the curfew
gong had been sounded hours ago, and the gates of the city drawn tight. There
were regular patrols however, pairs and trios of soldiers going about their
business, whether on or off duty or a combination of both. Several stopped to
rebuke them, to send them back to their abodes for the night, but once they
spied the flash of Imperial gold, all left them well enough alone.


Kirin followed only a pace or two
behind, again finding himself surprised at the length of the Seer’s strides. He
felt like a kitten trying to keep up. The man did not seem to know where he was
going, or if in fact he was going anywhere at all, for he kept his head down
and simply walked as if working something through. But suddenly, he stopped,
and the Captain had to backpedal so as not to run into him. The Seer looked
left, down a long dark clay-tiled street and continued to stare for several
moments. It housed an Inn a good ways down. It was obviously an Inn by the
lantern perched above a sign – the Yellow
Scorpion. He turned and marched toward it, the Captain lengthening his own
stride to keep up.


It was an Inn indeed, a very
unusual one. It looked like a mongrel itself, a blend of all elements of the
Upper Kingdom, with red walls, black chairs and low tables, but it had cushions
everywhere, so that the tables and chairs were not required. It had beaded
curtains and golden shrines, incense pots and water pipes. Cats of all races
reclined in a riot of color, and even in the low lantern light, it was obvious
that the Yellow Scorpion was a
popular place. People lounged, laughed and drank in every corner of the
building, men and women both, although Kirin was certain that there were very
few wives present. In fact, along the many sides of the entrance hall, there
were rooms with rice paper partitions, lit up from the inside so that all
activities within were clearly viewed from the bar, in silhouette. 


Kirin made it a point to keep his
eyes off the rice paper partitions as he moved through the tables and cushions
and bodies to the bar.


The Seer had already finished his
first bowl of sakeh, was waving his hand in the air to the tiger behind the bar
for a second. There were stools so he grabbed one and sat, most uncomfortably,
studying the barkeep and the flasks of drink, anything to avoid the rice paper.
The smells were overpowering, incense and sakeh, beef and cat, licorice, one
scent in particular that he could not identify but could guess well enough, all
mingling together and fighting for dominance. There was music here too, playing
from somewhere on the balconied second level, and again he could see cats
moving around upstairs, dancing girls lost in their craft, men lost in the art
of them. It was not his sort of place. He did not feel welcome here.


He looked at the Seer, who was
staring into the clear depths of his sakeh bowl.


“She was very beautiful,” the
Captain said finally.


The Seer looked at him out of the
corner of his good eye. “Another bowl, please,” he said to the tiger and soon,
a third was placed in front of him.


“Do you think that is wise?”
asked Kirin.


“It’s not for me,” and he slid
the bowl over with the tip of a black claw.


“Ah,” said Kirin. “I don’t drink
sakeh.”


“I gave you the choice of
stopping me or joining me. You are doing neither. Besides,” he swiveled on his
stool, propped his elbows on the bar to watch the activities going on behind
one of the particular partitions. “You will need it.”


Kirin shook his head. From the
silhouettes, a man had just enjoyed the company of two women, and the women
were pulling up him from a wealth of cushions on the floor. Somehow, Kirin was
certain the women were not his wives.


“I wish to leave the day after
tomorrow, before dawn,” he said as he watched the shadowy trio dig round the
floor in attempts to find their clothing.


“I know.”


“I wish to leave the Scholar and
the Alchemist behind.” One woman was slipping into loose hareem pants, another
into several layers of skirting.


“I know.”


“We have met death at every turn.
I do not wish to see them injured more than they have been already.” The cholis
next, short-cropped and tight-fitting to enhance their rather remarkable
shapes. He knew he should not be watching this. It was not helpful.


“I know.”


“Now I need only to ask you what
you would have me do about the Major.” Fully dressed now the women showered the
man with kisses, made a game out of hunting for his clothes. All of this in
silhouette. All of this a kabuki. He shook his head again.


“The Major?” Now the Seer was
looking at him, bowl of sakeh balanced in one hand. “Whatever do you mean?”


“Do you wish her to come with us,
sidi? Or should we leave her as
well?”


He pursed his lips, turned back
to watch the trio. “Why would you ask me?”


Now Kirin turned away. “It
depends on how much you love her,” he said.


Naturally, there was no response
to that.


“You should drink now,” said the
Seer after a moment.


“As I said, I do not drink…” And
the shadow behind the rice paper partition was stepping into a pair of loose
trousers.


He felt his chest tighten.
“…sakeh…”


…pulling on a pair of what looked
to be yak-hide boots. Many pendants flapped in silhouette.


His breathing came in a rush and
with a shaky hand, he reached for the sakeh, downed it in one deep gulp.


“Would you like another?” purred
Sireth.


“Yes, please.”


Laughing and chatting, with a
woman tucked under each arm, Kerris Wynegarde-Grey slid the rice paper
partition open and stepped into the hall.



 

***



 

It had happened once before - he
had left his body only to watch himself from another vantage point, and here it
was, happening again. He watched himself watch his brother, watched himself
watch his brother untangle two pendants from around his neck and slip one over
the head of each woman, watch each woman kiss his brother and walk away,
admiring the shiny ornaments now gracing their collars. Watched himself watch
his brother smile and throw his cloak over a shoulder and turn toward the bar,
only to stop in his tracks as if he’d seen a ghost.


Or a twin.


“Kirin…”


The Captain watched himself
accept the second bowl from the Seer, watched himself throw that also back in
one long swallow, watched himself place it down in an unsteady fashion on the
polished teak bar. Interesting, he
thought, how his hand moved independently
of his will. Or perhaps, that was the sakeh.


“Kerris.”


First a flash of sunshine, then
the clouds.


He strolled up to the bar. “So,
ah, what, what are you doing here? How is everyone?”


“Broken.”


“Right.”


He could feel it coming on, the
old patterns that kept destroying them over and over again. He felt the rush of
disapproval, felt his heart grow cold, felt his jaw set like a stone. Watched
Kerris see this, grow fearful, defensive, angry, stubborn. In a heartbeat, he
could see the road laid out before them, could hear the condemnation in the
words that he would utter, could feel the sting of them in his brother’s ears
and he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he would watch Kerris turn and walk
away like he had time and time again and he knew that he was on yet another
Broken Road, right here, right now. A pattern for twenty-four summers, now set
in stone. 


Unless that stone too was broken.


“Would you like a drink?” asked
Sireth.


“A what?” Kerris glanced at him,
then back again. “A drink? Kirin, you’re drinking?”


“This is my first bowl. It is
sakeh, but rather strong sakeh, I’ve never had the like. The Seer and I decided
to go out for a drink and ended up here. Although, I suspect he knew where we
were going all along. Actually, I believe this is my second bowl. Is it?” The
words just tumbled out of his mouth. He suddenly didn’t seem to have the
ability to stop them.


Kerris looked at the Seer.
“That’s not sakeh, is it?”


“Yes, it is,” said Kirin.


“No,” the Seer grinned. “Arak.”


“Arak? What is Arak?” Kirin
frowned. “This is sakeh.”


Kerris winced. “How many has he
had?”


“He has in fact had two.”


“You said it was sakeh,” growled
Kirin.


“No. I never said anything of the
sort. You assumed it was sakeh. I never corrected you.” He looked back at
Kerris. “But if you have the time, we do need to talk.”


“Yes, there’s a free table over
there…” He turned to his still frowning brother. “If my brother can manage to
make his way over to it.”


“He said it was sakeh.”


Grinning, Kerris put his hands on
his hips. “By the Kingdom, I think you’re drunk.”


“I am not. Don’t be insolent.”


“Get off your stool then, and
walk with us to that table over there.”


“I just might.”


“Splendid.”


“Yes, I will.”


“Now?”


“Yes, yes Kerris. Fine. Yes.”


He wondered where his legs were,
if they were still attached in the middle somewhere. He couldn’t feel them,
didn’t trust them to carry him over to that table ‘over there.’ But he made a
valiant effort, for he was every bit as stubborn as his brother, watched
himself clutching the stool for support even as he stood, while the room
lurched and rolled around him. Watch the Seer exchange glances with Kerris as
they both slipped an arm under him and helped him to that table ‘over there’,
where thankfully, a chair, a soft cushion and another ‘sakeh’ were waiting.



 

***



 

Sireth was on his third bowl of
Arak, a Shiryian beverage with four times the kick of sakeh. He took a small
measure of pride in his cast-iron stomach, his ability to eat or drink anything
and be fine with it. It took a lot to get him drunk. He suspected it was the
same for the grey coat, but as for the Captain, he found more than a small
measure of satisfaction in the way the Arak had hit him so hard. In fact, it
was difficult to maintain a straight face, but he had to, for the subject with
Kerris was serious.


“Ah, I was right then,” said
Kerris, as he puffed away on a Shaharabian water pipe. There was that
‘unidentifiable scent’ coming from it, sharp heavy and organic, like sweet wet
grass. “I wondered what the star was doing, why it was splitting like that and
if it was important in the grand scheme of things. So you haven’t been able to
contact Solomon at all since then?”


“Not at all,” said the Seer.


“Not at all,” repeated the
Captain. He was trying very hard to focus on the conversation. The room was
moving like it was made of snakes.


The Seer smiled. “So I was
wondering if you still had that sundial.”


“Sundial?”


“Sundial,” repeated the Captain.
He was watching the bubbles in the water pipe. They looked like a basket full
of asps.


“The one you gave the Scholar,
the one she gave back.”


“Ah yes. Um, no. I don’t. I gave
it to a young woman…” He glanced at his brother, who did not seem to register
the fact, and he silently gave thanks to whatever cat had invented Arak. “But I
believe she works in this establishment, in some sort of way…”


“What was her name?”


Kerris frowned, bit his lip,
puffed a little more. “Um, well, it sounded something like Star, Starshine,
Stella, Fran, something like that…”


“Fran,” repeated the Captain. The
smoke rose from the pipe like a cobra rising from a basket, hung around Kerris’
head, a python hanging from a tree.


The Seer looked into his Arak.
“Mm. What does she look like, then?”


“Tiny waist, absolutely nothing
there at all. Lots of little jewels in her bellybutton though, scorpion tattoo
in the small of her back, great pawfuls of—“


Sireth cut him off. “How about a
few ways I could identify her with clothes on?”


“Ah yes, let me think…” Kerris
dropped his chin into his palm, rolled his blue eyes to the ceiling. “Um, long
dark hair…or maybe it was short…She was a jaguar, or a leopard…no, a jaguar. Of
that I’m certain. She had very wide eyes. Green they were, sort of greeny
yellowy gold …”


“These snakes have yellow eyes,”
muttered the Captain. “Blast, but I gave my blades to the Major. I have no way
to kill them.”


Sireth leaned forward. “But she
works here, yes?”


“I think so. Maybe she just comes
here from time to time…”


Sireth sighed, feeling his last
chance at contacting Solomon slipping away. “Is there anything else at all you
can remember?”


“Well, she loved color.”


“Oh?” He sat up. “How so?”


“She was very colorfully dressed.
She was wearing a sari of blue, with a choli of pink and armbands of green. She
wore lots of jewelry as well, which is why the sundial caught her eye…”


This was about as hopeless as
crossing the Upper Kingdom and beyond to retrieve a long dead Ancestor.


“Very well,” he said, rising from
his chair. “Can you see to it that your brother gets back to his room at the
Magistrate’s residence?”


“I can, sidi.”


“Before dawn, please?”


Kerris grinned and downed the
last of his brother’s Arak in one final swallow. “How about we go now?”


“That would be most appreciated.
The Major would skin me if anything happened to him.”


“I understand completely.” He
stood as well, slipping an arm underneath his brother and helping him to his
feet. “Come along, Kirin. Time for bed. We have a bit of a walk ahead of us.”


“There are far too many snakes in
this establishment,” said the Captain, watching the floor with concerned eyes.
“Honestly, Kerris. Who could run a place like this when you have to step over
so many accursed snakes?”


Sireth watched them go, before
turning his good eye to the crowd, sifting its depths for a flash of color.



 

***



 

It took a good half watch to make
it back to the Magistrate’s residence, for the night was warm and the Captain
was heavy. However, Kerris had to give his brother credit, for he did walk most
of the way on his own – he simply needed help to stay straight as opposed
to all over the road (to avoid the snakes, he insisted) and he did pause now
and then to place a hand on a random wall and moan most pathetically. They had
little trouble getting in the gate, for the sentries recognized the Captain at
once, and one of the house servants had led them discreetly to his room. 


“Oh blast. Oh Kerris,” he groaned
as his brother lowered him onto the low, dark-wood bed. “Why ever did you let
me do this?”


Kerris crouched beside him on the
floor, began to pull at the laces binding his brother’s boots. “So sorry. My
fault. Won’t let the Seer take you out again.”


Kirin placed both hands on his
forehead, pressed the heels of his palms into his eyes. “It feels as though my
head is splitting open.”


First one boot dropped to the
floor with a thump. “I can assure you that it is still in one piece.” Then the
second. Kerris grinned. “Go to sleep now. You’ll probably feel worse in the
morning.” He glanced over his shoulder at the window, which was taking on the
indigo light of dawn. “Or maybe afternoon, by the looks of things. Well, I’d
better go.”


As he rose to his feet, Kirin
grabbed at one of his hands.


“Kerris…”


And they remained as they were,
one sitting, one standing, both waiting and very terrified, saying nothing for
what seemed like a lifetime. But then it was over, and Kirin let it go. And the
hand too.


“I’m glad you’re back,” he said
finally, his voice little more than a whisper.


“Am I?” asked Kerris. “I mean,
I’m here, but am I back?”


“Please.”


He took several backwards steps
toward the door. “I don’t know. I don’t think it’s good, for anybody.”


“We need you, Kerris. We will
never find Solomon without you.”


“Then that would make him one
very lucky monkey.” Kerris smiled, but his eyes did not. “Good bye, Kirin.”


And very quietly, he left the
room and closed the door behind him.



 

***



 

He could barely keep his eyes
open, he was so very tired. People never seemed to stop coming and going in
this place, and he had to admit the drink was catching up with him. It was very
early morning, but not yet dawn, and he had questioned every barkeep, every patron,
every working girl in the Yellow
Scorpion, but to no avail, and he was beginning to believe that this idea
had been a waste of time. Perhaps not an entire waste, as the drink had been
good, the life he’d found here reassuring, and running into the grey coat had
been an unexpected blessing. He was also grateful he’d lived long enough to see
the Captain drunk. That, he had to admit, was worth the entire night.


He rose to his feet, took one
long last breath, and walked over to the door of the Inn, almost running into a
young woman rushing in.


Kerris had been right. She was
very brightly colored indeed.


“Sidala!” he called after her in Shaharabic, and as she spun
around, he could see that she was a jaguar, with long hair pulled back into a
tight knot at the nape of her neck, and jewels adorned almost every exposed
inch of her rosetted pelt. He could see the sundial, the one from the
battlefort at Lahore, as shiny as could be, just below the curve of her elbow,
and her heavily-painted eyes ran up and down the length of him as if
considering.


He was very glad that the Major
was not here.


She sidled up to him, grin
tugging into one cheek. “Sidi? How
may I serve?”


Her voice was high and musical,
and she sounded far too young to be working at a place like this.


“I am interested in… in… the
sundial…” He was at a loss for words. Honestly,
what was he thinking?


“Sundial, sidi?” She was very close now, her perfume as thick as the incense
and smoke in this place.


“Yes,” he realized how strange he
must surely sound. “This object here…” And he waved a gloved finger at the
metallic band on her arm. “I believe you received this from a grey lion
recently?”


She pouted. “Lion, sidi? I don’t know if he was a lion, but
he was grey…” And suddenly she laughed. She sounded like a little girl. “Why?
Did he steal it from you?”


“No, sidala. But I do need it back.”


“But he gave it to me and I like
it.” She pouted, arched her back, curled her tail, using everything in her
arsenal of tools to turn his bones to jelly. “Why ever would I give it to you?”


Yes, he was at a loss for words.
He was a monk. He had no money save the few coins he had earned gaming in the Waterless Gardens and those he had spent
on far too many bowls of Arak tonight. He had no jewelry, no bangles to
interest this magpie of a woman, no weapons, no valuables, nothing. What ever had he been thinking?


He sighed. “Forgive me, sidala. I was presumptuous. I should not
have asked.” He turned to leave. A ringed hand caught his sleeve.


“Wait, sidi, let me think…” She pulled him closer, biting her lip and
slipping her hands inside his robe to the many layers underneath. Her lids
narrowed and she seemed to be studying something. “Perhaps we can make a trade,
yes?”


Yes, he thought to himself. He was very glad that the Major was not
here.



 

***



 

She tugged the hood over her head
and closed the door with a soft bump of the latch. The hall was dark, only one
lantern burning in its recess, and the wooden walls glowed with ages-old stain.
It was one thing that did seem to remain constant throughout this long endless
journey, the fact that cats of all provinces loved their decor. Carvings,
etchings, paintings and stains. With the exceptions of the battleforts, all the
walls she had seen were a treat for the eyes, telling stories, layering colors,
playing with patterns. It said something about the sensory nature of cats. It
was not surprising, for cats are, after all, a sensual people.


Her heart was breaking and the
tears stinging in her eyes, but her mind, ever the leader, was set on leaving
this place this very night. The Captain would be furious - he might even send
out search parties for her, shut up the city as soon he he’d learned of her
flight, but she didn’t care. She would lose her status as ‘Scholar in the Court
of the Empress,’ but if she was honest, that was only a title she had given
herself. She had never really counseled the Empress in anything, and her value
to the Captain was the only thing she could use against him. She would take
that away by taking herself away, and she was certain he would be hurt. That
was, after all, her intention.


She paused at the door, still
holding onto the latch as if not wanting to let go. What had she become in all of this, she wondered? Was she really
growing up, like she had insisted so many weeks ago, or was she simply growing
hard? Perhaps they were the same. She had seen it in her parents, in her
sisters, in their husbands. It was naive to think one could remain happy and
optimistic under the heavy hand of life. Dharma was a cruel mistress, the Fates
even worse and she had given in to them, not fighting hard enough to see
herself through. No, she was changed, and it remained to be seen whether or not
the change was for the better.


So with a bitter sob, she turned
and took several quiet steps down the hall, pausing only slightly as she heard a
door open then close. She lengthened her stride, hoping to slip away into the
shadow before anyone could see, but a voice called down the hallway that
stopped her in her tracks.


“Sidala?”


The voice, his voice. The same as the Captain’s, but different, musical and
free, and ever so slowly she turned to see Kerris Wynegarde-Grey standing at
the end of the hall.


She had never been certain if a
man could swoon. She knew that it was reported of women, especially high-born
women (lionesses mostly), and that it was a condition of high emotion, but she
had never actually seen it, and always had doubted its veracity. But as the
grey lion staggered toward the wall as if his knees were buckling, her first
thought was that he was about to swoon upon seeing her. Silly, she knew, but
that was her first thought.


Her second was that she should
help him, so she scurried down the corridor to his side, not knowing exactly
what he needed to keep his balance, but if felt good just to have her hands on
him nonetheless. He was staring at her, breathing very hard.


“You…you’re alive?”


It sounded almost like an
accusation.


“Oh, um, yes. Alive. Not running
away, or anything. Just, you know… alive.” He was clutching her arms, a strange
expression on his face. She suddenly realized that this conversation, right
here outside the Captain’s door, was not helping her in her leaving, so she
snagged one of his hands and dragged him down the hall and into her room. He
sagged back against the door, looking for all the world as if his brother had
struck him once again.


“Now don’t tell anyone, okay?”
she whispered. “I am actually just…well, I am
leaving, and the Captain will just have to deal with it. I can’t do this
anymore.”


He had taken her hand, was
turning it over and over in his, as if studying its absence of color. “You’re
alive,” he said again softly.


“Of course I am,” she responded.
“Why wouldn’t I be?”


He reached out now to touch her
chin, to run his fingers along the white splashes that had changed her from
sweet to striking. Then her hair, the wild ripples of white, the unruly texture
that before had been so very ‘ruly.’ She held her breath until he had finished
exploring, watched the frown lines soften and a hint of a smile take their
place.


“No one’s ever lived before.”


“Wow. I thought your brother…”


“Never that close.”


“Well,” she brightened. “I guess
I’m just special.”


And when he smiled at her, the
sun, moon and stars all rolled into one. “Yes, you are.”


And when he kissed her, all
thoughts of leaving vacated her head and she felt like she just might swoon.


And when he took her in his arms
and later to the bed, she thought she was the happiest she’d ever been in all
her life.



 

***



 

He opened the door and ever so
softly, closed it behind him. The sun had still not come up, but the sky was
purple and red now, casting warm shadows into the room. He had the sundial and
he needed to meditate, but he stopped short, realizing that he was not alone.


The Major was sitting on his bed,
back against the wall, knees up, picking her teeth with the tip of a blade.


He was tired, and in no mood for
explaining.


She rose to her feet and
swaggered over to him, tossing the dagger from hand to hand. Even in her
bootheels, she only came up to his chin.


“Did you have a nice night?” she
asked. Her tone was bland, her eyes glittering.


“Yes, as a matter of fact, I did.
But I must meditate now.”


“Oh. You must meditate, must
you?” She began poking at the fabric of his robe with the tip of the blade, and
he sighed again. “Is that what they do at the Yellow Scorpion?”


“You were following me?”


“Of course. It is my duty. What
was her name?”


“Stelljianna. I needed the
sundial.”


“And so you bedded her for a
sundial?”


“If you were following me, then
you would know I did not bed her.”


“So you say.”


He reached down and drew open the
crossed front of his robe. There were only tan and brown layers underneath.
Nothing remarkable, certainly nothing of interest. She said as much.


“She noticed my sash and liked
the color. We made a trade. A sash for a sundial. It seemed fair.”


Ursa raised a snowy eyebrow.
“Your sash.”


“Yes.”


“Your priest’s sash. The orange
one.”


“Saffron.”


 “Pah. She is a bigger idiot than you.”


“Fortunately.” He tried to smile,
but he was so very tired it didn’t actually make it to his lips. “Now, please
Major, if we are to find Solomon, I must use the sundial as a conduit, and seek
his thoughts. I will need silence –“


“I thought you needed opium.”


“Silence will suffice.”


She stepped back, allowing him to
fully enter the room. “Very well. Meditate. I will watch over you.” And she
slunk back into a corner, slid down into a crouch and pulled the dagger up to
her face, using it to clean her teeth in a most dangerous fashion.


It depends on how much you love her. 


He sighed, folded his long legs
to the floor, and fished the sundial from a deep robe pocket. He removed his
gloves, took a deep breath, picked up the bangle with his bare fingers and was
gone.



 

***



 

“Tea, sidi?”


Kirin winced. He had lived
through his share of battles. He had fought dog soldiers in the high lands of Shibeth, had battled his share of
behemoths and villains and criminals. He had on more than one occasion been
unlucky enough to fight the swarms of rats that frequently cropped up within
their borders. But rarely did he feel as bad after such a fight as he did now.


He pushed himself up from his
bed, to find a long speckled hand holding a porcelain cup out for the taking.
He could smell it so strongly and it set his mouth a-watering. He took it from
her, allowing the heat from the cup to warm his hands and help bring him back
to life from the snake pit he had been dreaming in, and met her eyes with his
own.


A garden of wonders in every
blink.


“Thank you, sidala.”


“Of course.” She adjusted her
position on the floor, turned her head so as to better study him, which of
course caused him to cast his own eyes down over his body. Yes, clothed. Safe. Why did she always make him feel so exposed?


“The Magistrate is holding a gala
for us tonight,” she purred.


“For us? Why?”


She smiled, a tug into one cheek.
“I do not know, sidi. I did not ask.”


“Interesting.” He sipped at his
tea, staring into its clear golden depths. He thought of his plans to leave
well before dawn tomorrow, to leave her and the Scholar behind. For the best,
he knew. It was only a road to death. Death on all sides and at its very end.
There was no hope for him now. There was only honor and the preservation of it.
In that, he realized that ultimately, both he and the Seer were right, for the
battle for honor was indeed a battle against desire, and the preservation of it
did bring sorrow. Yes, he thought, that was most interesting. 


But still, sad.


“Sidi, you seem sad.”


Now he smiled at her, and
wondered ever so briefly if she could actually hear his thoughts. “No, sidala, but I can assure you that I will
not be drinking sakeh, or Arak, or any other alcoholic beverage at the
Magistrate’s gathering tonight.”


She laughed, and he almost fell
over with the force of her. He was very grateful for the wall behind his back.


“The Magistrate has arranged for formal
attire for us. His seamstresses have requested a fitting.”


“One more cup of tea and I shall
almost be able to stand.”


She nodded, the smile not having
left her face the entire time. “That I can arrange, sidi.” And she rose to her feet, her legs going on and on, her
shape obvious even within the many folds of dark linen that were her
desertwear. She crossed the clay-tiled floor and threw open the draping fabric
that covered the window. The strong Shiryian
sunlight fell into the room.



 

***



 

All the lions in Shiryia were invited, that much was a
given. Invited too were all those of Sacred blood, but in such a remote
posting, there were few. The Magistrate, his immediate family, cousins, married
relations of cousins and such. There were tigers, of course – high
ranking tigers in charge of procuring supplies for the garrison and the
construction of the Wall still months away. There were military men as well,
leopards and jaguars and cheetahs, for the military was of supreme importance
in Sharan’yurthah and its surrounding
area. There were a few lynx, a few ocelots, a few caracals and sandcats, fewer
snow leopards, (for the thickness of their pelts makes desert life extremely
difficult for such cats) – all people of importance in the city and by
the time the sun was setting, the Riyad and courtyard surrounding the long
reflecting pool was full to brimming with bodies.


The Riyad was very large, with
white-washed pillars punctuating the stained cedar walls of the courtyard. The
ground was a garden of ceramic tiles alternating with squares of green grass,
and both palms and cedars dotted the court, drawing all eyes upwards to the
starry sky above. The few tables were elaborately decorated, and smells of
roasting lamb filled the night air. It was impressive, most impressive in fact
for such a remote city, but that still did not move the heaviness that had now
taken up permanent residence in the Captain’s heart.


He stood in the centre of the
outdoor room, flanked by the Magistrate, an orange man with similar markings to
a tiger, and his equally Sacred wife, a small round woman whose pelt was
liberally splotched with white, orange and black. Kalih’coh. She had not stopped staring at him all night. He had
been introduced to every single man, had received bows of every degree of formality
imaginable, had made small talk with every cat, from diplomat to banker, from
general to priest. He nibbled shrimps and goat-feet, pastries and nuts, sipped
spring water from a tall glass, nodded and smiled and engaged in all manner of
polite and courteous behavior.


It was only the Imperial banner
that hung from a high minaret, and Sherah al Shiva in black silk at his side
that kept him in the room.


He had not seen the Major nor the
Seer at all during this gala, and was beginning to despair when he caught a
flash of green out of the corner of his eye. He turned to see Fallon Waterford
dressed in an elaborate thobe of embroidered sateen, her now-wild hair covered
in a stunning head-dress of golden threads, ribbon and beads. Her large emerald
eyes were wide, taking everything in, and Kirin felt a small measure of
satisfaction in the fact that this, of all things, had not changed. What did
cause his heart to thud was the fact that at her side, fingers interlaced with
hers, was his brother in night-blue silk, looking for all the world like he
belonged, right here, right now, in this particular room at the very edge of
the world.


He felt the Alchemist shift,
watched her posture change at the very sight of him. Even the Magistrate’s wife
brightened and he marveled at how Kerris had that effect on women. He wondered
what exactly it was, and, while his brother was most certainly aware of it,
whether or not he cultivated it. 


“Kerris.”


The grey lion spotted him, smiled
and angled the young tigress over to where his brother was standing. 


“Kirin! Wonderful party, yes? I’m
dying to try some of those shrimps. Huge buggers, aren’t they? I hear they’re
from the western seas.”


“Absolutely!” sang the
Magistrate, bowing to this stranger as he was a friendly sort, and clever,
seeing the resemblance between the lions and not about to offend any of his
guests over trivialities. “We have a special express rider who delivers twice a
week. The fishes as well. I am Antonio Seetharaman Trebanian Yu, Magistrate of Sharan’yurthah. I have not had the
pleasure of meeting you, sidi. You
are a friend of the Captain’s?” He looked to Kirin as if for clarification.


Kirin provided it. “He is my
brother, sidi.”


The Magistrate’s eyes grew wide.
“Brother, sidi? A grey lion? This is
indeed a blessed evening!” He turned to his wife, who had not for one moment
taken her eyes off Kerris. “Come now, habibtheh,
we must prepare for our announcement.” He held out one hand, she took it
reluctantly, and he bowed again, leading her away from the lions and into the
heart of the crowd.


Kirin turned back to his brother.


“So you decided to stay.”


“Ah, well, yes. I was persuaded…”
He gazed down at the tigress with a look that she adoringly sent back, and
Kirin knew for certain that the young woman was no longer a child. 


For some reason, he felt very
sad.


“Then I will need to speak to you
for a moment if I may. Sidali, will
you excuse us?”


Fallon straightened. “Oh sure.
Sherah, where are those shrimps? They sound amazing. Can you show me?”


Sherah smiled, but her gaze was
on the Captain. “Of course.” And together the two women moved off as well,
following the Magistrate into the heart of the crowd.


“So, Kerris. Will you ride with
us? Yes or no?”


“Yes, Kirin. I will ride with
you.”


“Very good. We plan to leave
tonight at the end of the second watch.”


Kerris made a face. “Tonight? Our
dear Scholar tells me you were planning to leave in two mornings.”


“She is not coming.”


“Ah.”


“Nor the Alchemist. We have met
our share of death, Kerris. I value these two women far too much now to bring
them into such danger.”


“I see.” Kerris was looking at
the floor, scuffing an imaginary imperfection in the tile with his boot. “What
about Ursa?”


“That is the Seer’s call. Do you
have a problem with this?”


“No,” he said, looking up far too
quickly. “Not at all. Good plan, really. Just the three of us.”


“Yes. So you will need an early
night as well. The Magistrate will likely arrange for you to have your own
room. Unless you wish to bunk with me.”


Kerris stared at him for a long
moment, and Kirin could only imagine the things that were running through his
head. It was impossible to guess with Kerris. In fact, it was confounding.


And so nothing more was said
between the brothers for quite some time and finally the women returned, Fallon
licking her lips and sucking all the last juices out of the crunchy end of a
very large shrimp tail. Still a child at
heart, thought the Captain. Although that heart would be broken soon
enough. It was always that way with Kerris.


And there was still no sign of Sireth
or the Major. This had gotten far too complicated for his liking, and he was
about to suggest Kerris leave to find them when the Magistrate’s voice carried
over the crowd and everyone hushed, waiting and polite.


“My dear friends of Sharan’yurthah,” he began. “We have been
blessed tonight, and in fact many nights, by our great and glorious Kingdom.
But tonight more than most, for as many of you know, we have been home to
visitors for the better part of this week. They are travelers from the heart of
the empire itself, the Imperial city of Pol’Lhasa.”


At this, there was a murmur of
approval. All cats loved Pol’Lhasa. Most
cats had never seen it, would never see it, but just the idea of it made them
patriotic and proud. It was the way of things.


He continued. “We have with us a
party that has traveled our entire Kingdom on a quest that will render our
Empire safer and more secure than ever before.”


Kerris glanced at him and Kirin
grunted. It was all he had been able to tell the Magistrate, and the man was
doing a fine job in making their ‘quest’ sound legitimate.


“They are true servants of our
beloved and most Sacred Empress and we would like to express our gratitude for
their service in the Shiryian tradition
– we will sing for them.”


A cheer went up from the crowd
and a young boy was ushered forward, an ocelot of no more than 10 summers. He
stood for a moment, large yellow eyes taking in the enormity of the crowd and
at first, it seemed as if he might flee, but suddenly, he opened his mouth and
sang, unaccompanied, a sweet beautiful song in Shaharabic. It sounded sad and
noble at the same time. Kirin felt it deeply.


When it was finished, there was a
hush for several long heartbeats, then applause rang out and up, up to the
ceiling. The Magistrate held up his hands and quiet settled back on the crowd.


“And what is more, I have
received a parchment from the holy city of DharamShallah,
from the Palace itself. It has been delivered via falcon from battle fort to
battle fort, from city to city across our blessed Kingdom.”


This was news to Kirin, so he
turned, fascinated and unprepared.


“This is the Year of the Tiger.
It is a year that is always turbulent and dynamic, and it causes changes that
will be felt for years to come. This year is no different, for it is a year
that will change the course of our Kingdom greatly. At the end of this year, on
pronouncement of Chancellor Angelino Devino d’Fusillia Ho, our Empress, our
beloved most Sacred Empress Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu…”


All in the Riyad held their breaths.
The Magistrate looked around with a large smile, clearly enjoying this moment.


“…is to be married.”


A rush of voices, a spontaneous
cheer from the entire gala of cats present, a roar so loud and happy that it
threatened to rock the moon from her perch. It echoed on and on through the
night, as dancing girls streamed into the courtyard and the music began anew,
whirling and rising on the tail of the breeze. And suddenly the sky was split
with fireworks, red, green and gold streaks of light bursting over their heads.
All eyes were enthralled, enraptured, amazed.


All save those belonging to one
tigress, one cheetah and one grey lion. They were locked on the gold-clad
figure standing perfectly still at the heart of this party. Kirin
Wynegarde-Grey, the Captain of His Excellency’s Guard.


The Captain was undone.



 

***



 

I burned it that night, that very last parchment from Pol”Lhasa, from the Empress. I had kept it tucked
away since receiving it so many weeks ago and had shared it with no one, not
even my brother. It smelled of lotus and orange blossom. That night, as I sat
alone in my room, I read it over one last time before burning it over the lone
candle until the flame threatened to bite my fingers. I let it drop to the
stone floor, watched it curl into ash and disappear. 


“My name is Ling,” was all it had said. 


It is good that I will never see her again.


- 
an excerpt from the journal of Kirin Wynegarde-Grey



 

***



 

They slipped away very late that
night, leading the horses from the Magistrate’s stables in silence. Four
travelers set out past the sentry, which was an impressive feline wall lining
the northern border of Shiryia, and
into the black night. A mongrel and his guardian, who did not kill herself
because he allowed her to come. A grey lion who had just been given leave to
live by a tigress who had continued to do so, and a gold one who had just died.


And these four travelers did what
no cat in recent or recorded memory (including fabled Kaidan himself), had ever done.


They left the Upper Kingdom and
went beyond.











Beyond
the Shadow Road



 

It is a funny thing, our
expectations. The feline mind has many roads, some happy, some sad, but one of
the strangest is the road of the unknown, for it is a road of shadow, not
substance. Perhaps the problem is with our imagination, for cats are, after
all, an imaginative people. We write, we paint, we build, but most of all, we
dream, and sometimes those dreams take us to dark and dangerous places. There are dark and dangerous places in this
world, to be sure, but it is our imaginations that take us to those places most
often. Our fears have root in the outside world, but they live full lives
inside of us. 


It is a funny thing.


They had ridden northwest in land
that had not changed overmuch from the landscape within the Shiryian border. Dry plains, small
mountains, few trees. In fact, they could have been traveling anywhere in the
Dry Provinces for all the monsters, leviathans or dogs they encountered.
Snakes, a few gazelles and a hare or two, were the extent of the enemies met on
this First Road of this New Land, which wasn’t actually a road at all and very
soon, they began to fear that ‘fear’ was a misplaced thing. 


They had still not heard from
Solomon.


It was late afternoon and Kerris
sat cross-legged on the dusty ground, a grid drawn in the sand, placing stones
in the squares. Placing them, removing them, then placing them again. He shook
his head and dug in a pocket for a set of sticks with red and gold and black
strings attached at the ends. He fiddled with them for a minute or two, before
shoving them back in his pocket and scrambling to his feet. Turning back to the
direction from which they had come, he scooped a handful of the dirt, let it
trail out between his fingers, studied it as it moved on the faint and very hot
breeze. Finally, he let out a puff of breath, wiped his hands on his trousers
and turned to his brother who, naturally, was standing, hands on hips, waiting.


“Sorry, Kirin.”


The Captain sighed and squinted
into the sun. They had met with a river, a huge wide river set deep in a gorge
that seemed to have no beginning, and apparently, no end. Kerris
Wynegarde-Grey, First Geomancer to the High Court of Pol’Lhasa, was confounded.


“The earth says there are
mountains in all directions, and trees and rivers. This river is like the Shi’pal, it twists and turns and we may
have even crossed it at one point or another. We need to cross it again
somewhere, but going either way will not lead us where we think we want to go,
which, to tell the truth, we don’t really know, do we?”


“Kerris…” Kirin growled.


The grey lion threw up his hands.
“Well, it’s true! We don’t even know if Solomon is alive or not, and without
that blasted star, it seems we can’t even talk to him anymore.” He glanced at
the Seer. “Am I right?”


Sireth benAramis shrugged. He,
the most powerful Seer of the Council of Seven, had no clue. “I am baffled,”
was all he said. At his side, Ursa Laenskaya snorted. To her credit, she didn’t
hit him.


Kerris continued. “And what’s
worse, you’ve lost our maps!”


“We were attacked—“ began
his brother.


“—Yes, yes, I know. In the
foothills of some not-so-very-big mountains, yes you’ve told me. But honestly,
Kirin, the maps?”


Kirin felt his temper flare, but
he also felt Ursa’s eyes on him, allowed that ice-blue fire to try him yet
again. He shook his head.


“Yes, Kerris. I was not acting
wisely then. I…I was wrong.”


Behind him, the snowy chin rose,
just a little.


The admission seemed to take the
steam out of the grey lion’s rant. He was, by nature, an easy going cat, not
prone to anger or histrionics, preferring life to run along as smoothly as
possible for as long as possible. It was his turn to sigh now.


“Alright, alright. I’m sorry,
Kirin. But honestly, you really had better think this through. If we go that
way,” he swept an arm west, “We could stumble upon a narrowing of the river, or
a shallowing of the gorge because at some point, it will narrow out but then again, we could be going the wrong way and
miss some sort of bridge crossing the river that
way, at or before some rather large lake…” And he swept his arm east, for
emphasis. But finally, he shrugged. “In case you hadn’t noticed, Geomancy is
not an exact art.”


There was no response. He was
completely right. Without Solomon, they were lost.


“You said we cannot go around
it,” Ursa now, arms folded, tapping her foot in agitation. “Are you so sure we
cannot cross it?”


They all peered over the edge to
look. 


The gorge was very deep, its
walls sheer cliff faces, rock-dwelling pines and shale. Just getting down to
the river would be a problem for a cat. The horses would be another matter
entirely.


“Well,” said Kirin. “We may have
to.”


“Oh yes?” Kerris surprised them
all by laughing. “And what if Solomon is waiting for us at that rather large
lake over there, and we manage to survive crossing this river at some point
either east –“ he swept his arm east – “Or west—“ he swept
his arm west – “and keep on going without him? What then?”


“You don’t know there’s a rather
large lake….”


“Oh yes I do but –“


“How do you know?”


“Well, the land says so! This
river is one long, twisty bugger. And look at those mountains on the other
side. That practically shouts ‘rather large lake’, now doesn’t it? But that’s
not the point. The point is, without Solomon, this journey is point less. Finding Solomon is the point.” 


There was quiet for little more
than a heartbeat, before the Seer whirled and walked away, hands clasped behind
his back, bringing a swift and sudden end to the bickering. He walked fifty
paces, crossed his legs and dropped himself to the ground. High above, the
falcon cried, dipped a wing and headed west.


“Lions,” Ursa snorted, and followed her charge, stopping only to
loosen the tack of the three packhorses accompanying them.


One silver, one gold. Yin and
Yang. Always opposing, always in conflict. It was simply the way of things. 



 

***



 

The 112th Legion of
Khan Baitsuhkhan had run all day. They could. They were trained to run until
they died if need be. They had run for months now, since the star had changed,
with only a small interruption when the star disappeared. They had been
confused then, unsure of whether to change course, keep on going, or return
home. Fortunately, they had brought an oracle, given to them by their Khan for
success on their journey. He had told them what to do, this oracle, and now, as
the lieutenant jogged up, he could see the creature strapped to the
lieutenant’s back, a load quite unlike any of the packs the others were
carrying.


Like them, the oracle was a dog.


A small dog, to be sure. The size
of a child, with thin coat and bulging eyes and a sickly pallor to his gums, but
a dog he was, and as an oracle, he was revered and despised at the same time.
The others feared him. The leader needed him. He could talk to the other
mystics that had been trailing the star along with them, or sense them, or
whatever oracles did that was so special. It was unnerving, unnatural, but
marvelous at the same time.


The sun was setting and several
of his betas had begun to assemble the fire. They were stopping for the night.


The lieutenant dropped to one
knee.


“Lord,” he said.


The oracle peered over the man’s
shoulder, brown eyes wide and bloodshot. “Lord?” he said in a voice as thin and
threadbare as his coat.


“We are near?” growled the
Leader.


“Yes, Lord. Quite near.”


“I can smell them,” grinned the
lieutenant.


The Leader grunted. They could
all smell them, cats and horses less
than three days run from here, and it had set their blood racing. It would all
be over very soon.


“Can you tell if there are
lions?” he asked and the Oracle licked his lips.


“Yes, Lord. Two lions.”


“Good.” He nodded, wiped the
sweat from his brow, and began to unpack for the night.



 

***



 

Sherah al Shiva licked her
fingers and snuffed out the candles, one by one, that lit up her chamber.
Finally, there was only one left, on a wick. No candle.


“Wake up, little sister. We must
go.”


“Mmm?” Fallon Waterford yawned
and yawned again, so that her tongue curled inside her mouth. She stretched out
her arms above her head and sat up, blinking slowly. “What?”


“I have packed your things. It is
very late. The city will be shut up for the night.”


“What? We’re going?” Even as she
was asking, she was moving. Ever obedient. “Why are we going?”


“There is bad kharma approaching.
We need to warn the others.”


“The others? You mean, Kerris?”


“Of course.”


The tigress pouted, brows
furrowed, arms wrapped around her chest. Suddenly no longer so obedient. “Oh
no. Oh, I don’t think so. I think I’m going to go home in the morning.”


“No, little sister. We must
finish our journey.”


“Nooo.We mustn’t.”


Almost swallowed by shadow,
Sherah turned around, golden eyes gleaming. “He didn’t want to leave you. He
loves you.”


“No. I don’t think he does. I
don’t think anything of the sort.”


“It is true. The Captain told him
that we would surely die if we continued. He did not wish to see you die.
Again.”


The tigress swallowed now,
tightened her grip around her ribs. “He could have stayed.”


“And let his brother die without
a guide?”


The battle was brief, for the
child was hopelessly in love. It was merciless, to be sure, but necessary. It
was the way of things.


“Here,” said the Alchemist,
handing the Scholar a night-black cloak. “You must wear this.”


“Oh. Okay. How are we going to
get out of the city?”


Holding the burning wick in her
palm, the Alchemist smiled. “I believe I know the way.”


Somehow, Fallon believed that she
did.



 

***



 

As four cats bedded down on the
bank of an unknown river, and a pack of dogs bedded down under the moon in the
northeast and two women slipped out of a room in a residence in Sharan’yurthah, five cats rode in
through that city’s very gates. Five cats dressed, naturally, in black.


The party swept into the
Magistrate’s residence, cloaks billowing, a most impressive sight. The
Magistrate, for his part, was draped in silken night robes, a long cap dangling
from his orange brow. He had barely the time for slippers, being roused so
urgently in the middle of his deep sleep, and had he not been such an amicable
fellow, he could have been miserable indeed. Instead, he stood in the high
arched agora of his residence, arms folded in on himself, awaiting the party
that had so disturbed his dreaming. He straightened up at the sight of them.


They came like an arrow, one man
leading, and the Magistrate’s breath caught in his throat. A tiger, white as
the moon, so soon after another Imperial party. It could have been coincidence.


He bowed, most formally, just in
case.


“Antonio Seetharaman Trebanian
Yu, Magistrate of Sharan’yurthah.
Welcome to our city.”


  None of the five bowed.
Bad form, but that was Alchemy.


The white tiger pulled off his
gloves as he glanced around the room. “Jet barraDunne, First Mage of Agara’tha, Counsellor to Her Most
Revered Excellency, Thothloryn Parillaud Markova Wu. I need a cup of tea.”


The Magistrate clapped his orange
hands. “Please, esteemed sahidis,
join me by the fire. We shall speak—“


 “I do not need to
speak to you, sidi,” said the silver
cat, waving his gloves in the air. “What I do
need is a cup of tea, a warm bed, and news of the Imperial party led by Kirin
Wynegarde-Grey.”


“Forgive me, sahidi. In which order would you like these things?”


barraDunne stared at the smaller
man for a long moment before his face broke into a wide smile, as brilliant as
the stars in the sky. “Well said, most honorable Magistrate! Well said.” He
swept down in a perfect bow, actually dusting the floor with the tip of his
long braid. “I forget myself. Please forgive me. A place by your fire would be most welcomed.”


And he stepped forward, placing a
hand on the Magistrate’s shoulder. “And, along with the tea, several bowls of Shiryian Arak? My companions here have
never had the pleasure.”


The Magistrate smiled as well.
“The pleasure will be entirely mine, sahidi.
Come…” And he turned on his heel, marveling at how his luck had changed these
last days and wondering if this was a sign of good things to come.



 

***



 

As the party of five swept in
from the stables to the residence, a party of two in secret swept out.


Unlike the Magistrate of TheRhan, Antonio Seetharaman Trebanian
Yu was not a keeper of horses. Oh he kept them well enough, but they were not
for him things to be treasured or adored. His stables were adequate, but small.
Army horses were kept in the garrison to the northeast of the city. So, it was
to the stables that Sherah al Shiva and Fallon Waterford went that night,
dressed in their cloaks of deepest black.


These stables, like many stables
in the Dry Provinces, were open to the night sky, little more than fine fences
with limestone posts and clay-tiled floors. There was some shelter, however, to
protect against mid-day sun, but for the most part, the animals slept under the
stars. There was one guard on duty. He rose as the women approached.


“Sahidali,” he said hesitantly. “Your horses have just been
watered—“


“Excellent,” purred the
Alchemist, and she continued moving closer to the man, so close that he could
feel her breath on his cheek. Her golden eyes gleamed from under her hood. “We
will be needing them again. The saddles are where, sidi?”


Her lips so close to his, his
breath leaving his body, his head floating high, higher as her hands ran over
his chest, up to his throat, stroking his jaw. “Third alcove past the door…” he
croaked.


“You will help us saddle them, sidi?”


He breathed out. “Of course.”


She turned to the Scholar.
“Follow me,” and slipped into the stables, the guard stumbling at her heels.


“Wow,” muttered the tigress. “I
wonder how she does that…”



 

***



 

Fallon tugged the cinch of the
black horse and stepped back. He was a magnificent animal, with a proud arched
neck, thick feathering on his feet and a tail that dragged on the ground.
Definitely not the horse she’d rode in on, but Sherah had assured her it was
fine to borrow this one, as she knew its owner ‘quite well’. Sherah herself had
disappeared into the stables with a bag of what might have been fire powder,
the red satin pouch, the candle-less wick and the stable guard. Not entirely
the safest combination, Fallon thought, but this was Sherah’s plan. She was
interested in seeing how they would manage to get out of a gated city so late
at night, and how she’d manage to get past the line of tigers at the Empire’s
frontier.


Just as she was thinking these
things, Sherah slid up to her. There was no sign of the fire powder, the wick
nor the guard. The pouch, however, bobbed behind her, a little fuller than it
had been before.


“We need to go,” she said, as she
swung her long legs up and onto her black mare.


“Okay.” Fallon mounted as well,
but swiveled in her saddle to study the cheetah. “Where is your candle?” 


“Hmm…” said the cheetah. “That is
a mystery.”


There was a great boom from
behind them, as a wall of flame began to unfurl from deep within the stable,
and together the women spurred their horses out into the night.



 

***



 

Kerris awoke to the sound of his
stomach rumbling.


He pushed himself up on his
elbows and looked around. The sun was beginning her ascent into the dawning
sky, bringing brushes with her to paint the colors of morning. Purple, pink,
crimson then gold, which somehow turned the sky blue in the process. He’d never
been much of a painter, but it had always fascinated him, these colors of the
sun. It was a puzzle, and Kerris was fond of his puzzles.


The horses were milling about,
content with grazing dry grass at this early hour, and he felt a pang of
disappointment. Imperial horses were reknowned hunters, but even Quiz had
failed to bring anything down since they’d left Sharan’yurthah, and the possibility of famine on this last stretch
of their journey was taking an ugly shape in the reaches of his mind. That
would not be a good thing, he reckoned, spending over half a year traveling
this far only to run out of food before the end of their quest. At least right
now, they had water, but for how long was another question.


He looked around the sputtering
fire. Kirin was asleep in his bedroll, looking as peaceful and content as ever
he could, his golden mane spilling across the ground like wheat. The Seer was
sleeping as well, face in his arms, blind-eye closed to the sun, and Kerris
wondered what it would be like to have such a limitation. Then again, the man
saw in many other ways so perhaps it wasn’t a problem. Ursa, he assumed, hadn’t
slept at all, as she sat cross-legged, watching everything with her sharp eyes.
She was staring at him, now. He
grinned and shook his head. The woman was relentless.


“Good morning, love,” he said
quietly. “Would you like me to put on the tea?”


“Yes,” she answered. 


“Did you keep watch all night?”
He rummaged through his pack, pulled out a package wrapped in oil-cloth, began
to undo the string. 


“Yes.”


The wrappings parted to reveal a
large amount of dates, ideal food for desert crossings. He peeled one away from
the rest and popped it in his mouth.


“Mm, wonderful. Here, this will
take the edge off your belly.”


“I value the edge in my belly.”


He grinned again. “I’m sure you
do, love. But it may be awhile before we get anything richer. I might venture a
fishing hook or two in that river.”


“That is a good idea.”


He found the kettle now, filled
it with water from the skins, tossed in a handful of dried tea leaves and set
it in the fire to boil. He began to assemble the cups.


“Any luck with your Seer?”


“He’s not mine and no, still
nothing. I let him sleep.”


“Kind of you.”


“He is not a soldier.”


“No, he’s not.”


“Neither are you.”


“That is true.”


He had made it a point not to
look at her, to busy himself with the fire and the tea and the preparation of
his hooks, and he wondered at her easy conversations this morning. It had to
mean something, but with Ursa, one never got too far. Still, he found himself
curious and enjoying it.


“It is not his fault,” she went
on. “There has been no discipline for his soul out here. It is too busy.”


“I see.” When, in fact, he
didn’t.


“Solomon is not trying. Or maybe
he is dead.”


“Now that would be interesting.”


“We should go home. Restore the
monastery, rebuild the Council. There is no honor in chasing a dead man.”


“True.”


She was quiet for some time, and
when he finally mustered the courage to glance at her, he found her eyes boring
tiny holes into him. It was a strange thing. She opened her mouth, closed it,
opened it again. 


“Kerris,” she began. She never
called him by his name. This was strange indeed. “Kerris, do you think—“


She never finished her strange
sentence, as the Seer suddenly sat up and wiped his eyes with his gloved hands.
He glanced around at them, barely acknowledging their presence, before rising
to his feet, taking several steps backward and raising his hands in the air.


There was a faint whistling
sound, and the limp body of a very large hare dropped from the sky and into his
grasp.


“Haha! Thank you, dear heart!” he
cried out to the falcon as she swept past high above them. “Yes, yes, east now.
Find us tonight!”


The bird dipped a wing and began
to follow the river east. Sireth, for his part, finally looked at the pair by
the fire, and to the Captain, now stirring from his slumbers. He tossed Kerris
the hare and smiled. 


“Breakfast.” 



 

***



 

“Something is happening,” said
Sireth benAramis as he washed the last remnants of roasted rabbit and dates
down with his tea. “In fact, some-things
are happening, and I believe that I am being deliberately blocked from
discovering what they are.”


“What would be blocking you, sidi?” asked Kirin. The fresh game had
been a most welcome surprise, and the very smell of it had made the horses
restless. Perhaps they would feel like hunting soon. He felt as if their fates
may have begun to change.


“I don’t know the answer to that.
It seems that every time I get near, it slips out of my mind. I have never
experienced anything quite like it. It is almost like a cloud of blackness, of
deception…”


“And the sundial,” Kerris now,
emptying the last of the tea into skins. “Nothing came of that?”


“Only devastation,” he answered.
“Devastation and fire and man.”


“Man?” Ursa sat forward, picking
her teeth with a tiny bone. “Why Man?”


Kirin glared at the Seer. 


“Ah, well…” he began, catching
himself.


“The sundial was a remnant, yes?”
said Kerris. “From the Ancestors’ time. Do those things make good conduits?”


“Yes,” said Sireth carefully.
“They make good conduits.” He rapped the dusty earth with his tufted tail,
once, twice, three times. As if it would help him think.“But there has been
something missing, something since…”


“Since?”


He frowned, the rapping of his
tail stilled. “Since before KhahBull…”


“What was before KhahBull?” Kirin tried to remember. It
seemed so long ago.


“Well, if you’re talking about a
battlefort,” said Kerris. “That would be Pesh’thawar…”


“Pesh’thawar…?” the Seer repeated the word over and over, as if
tasting it could trigger the missing thing. “Pesh’thawar…”


“Nothing happened at Pesh’thawar,” said Kirin.


“Many things happened at Pesh’thawar,” corrected Kerris.


“Yes, yes…She kissed me…” The
Seer rose to his feet, turned to face the rising morning sun. His brow was
drawn, and Kirin couldn’t tell if he was remembering or seeing. He ran a finger
along his lips. “Why did she kiss me…?”


Ursa’s tail lashed once, and she
spit the remains of the bone on the dusty ground.


Suddenly, he breathed in sharply.



“There, there and there.” He
swung his hand south, east then west. “Danger from all sides. Evil and danger
and death. We are surrounded and we will not escape…”


They looked at each other, and
the Captain rose as well. 


“Can you see Solomon?”


“No. But it has begun and it
cannot be stopped. Evil and danger and death. Horses and dogs and alchemy.
Fire, much fire.” Sadly, he smiled. “And death…”


“You see this, sidi?” Kirin was standing very closely
now, brow furrowed, hand having fallen to the hilt of his sword of its own
accord. “It is a vision?”


“Yes.”


“How can you tell?”


“I can tell.”


“Is Solomon there?”


The Seer closed his eyes,
scrunched his face, but finally shook his head. “I… do not see him. He may be but I do not see him.”


Kirin dropped his head as the
will began to drain from his body. Without Solomon, this was pointless, as
Kerris had so rightly said earlier. Without Solomon, there was no quest, there
was no honor, there was only death, and death, without honor, was simply death.


“It is coming again, the
blackness,” the Seer went on, making scratching motions with his claws at the
sides of his forehead. “Right here, trying to take away even this vision. Even
this! And I have no idea how to fight it!”


“Come with me,” and Ursa grabbed
his wrist. “I can help you fight.”


“Major,” said the Captain. “This
is not that kind of fight.”


As one, they looked at him. “Yes,
“ as one they replied. “It is.”


And as one, they turned and
walked away from the fire, the horses and the lions, toward the sole tree, a
dry pistachio, that stood on the plain.


There was a moment where only the
wind could be heard. 


“Right,” said Kerris. “I’m going
fishing.”


Leaving Kirin standing by the
fire, wrestling with his honor, his desire, and the sorrow that they brought.



 

***



 

“Sit.”


Obediently, he sat.


She circled him once, twice, eyes
fixed, moving like a coiled snake, before she slipped her long sword from its
sheath and plunged it into the dry earth between his knees.


“Steel,” she hissed, pulled out
the short and did the same with it, a palm’s breadth away from the first. “Like
steel.”


And she proceeded to create a
fence with her blades - knives, daggers and shir’khins, a fence of pure silver
steel. She knelt in front of him, nabbed his bearded chin between thumb and
forefinger, as if he dared look anywhere else but her.


She leaned in closely.


“Your soul is your weapon, but
you have forgotten how to use it.”


“Yes,” he muttered.


“You are a fighter, but you have
forgotten this as well.”


“Yes.”


“You must remember. You must
become steel once again. Look at it.”


He did.


“Look at its color, its shine,
its symmetry. Study it.”


His breathing became deep as he
focused on the steel. The gold of the grass and the blue of the sky and the
white of the snow leopard were gone. The blackness, the shadow that crept at
the corner of his memories faded into silver. All there was now was steel.


She had moved in behind him,
seated herself with her knees on either side of his ribs, clasped her hands on
either side of his head. She had literally wrapped herself around him, a
blanket of snowy white, but still, all there was, was steel. 


“You are the last Seer of Sha’Hadin,” she was saying. “Study the
steel, and become it once again.”


steel, steel, alchemy and steel, Shakuri and alchemy, fire and steel,
stolen by a woman’s kiss high in a battlefort at Pesh’thawar, blackness again
and a hole in the blackness, find it, tear it, use the steel, become the steel


He closed his eyes and was
released.



 

***



 

Fallon Waterford was certain her
third horse would die out from under her.


They had been going all night at
a full gallop, and to the credit of the horses, they had not slowed their pace
overmuch. Actually, Fallon found that sitting was much more comfortable at
these greater speeds, as the animal stretched out its neck and back, flattening
the top line and reducing the rocking motion to almost nothing. It would only
hurt if you fell off.


The blackness of the night had
been broken only by the large moon and the odd torch held out in the
Alchemist’s hand. This was no candle, just torch, and not even the rushing of
the wind could dim it as they rode. It served to light their path as well as
the moon, even better Fallon thought, and prevented what could have been some
terrible stumbles across unknown terrain. Then again, these were Alchemist
horses, as unnatural as their riders.


It was mid-afternoon now and
still they had not slowed. Her heart was in her throat and she couldn’t tell
which frightened her more – the thought of something so terrible that
would send Sherah al Shiva fleeing into the night, or the thought of meeting up
with Kerris Wynegarde-Grey once again. Both caused her stomach to twist into
knots and she tried to keep her mind on balancing at these fantastic speeds. If
she fell asleep, she would surely fall and break something important.


As if reading her thoughts, the
Alchemist pulled her mare up sharp, hauling the black neck in a marked U, so
that the animal actually skidded on the dusty ground. It took the tigress
several moments to bring her own horse around, and she was met with the sight of
the cheetah, bent over on her mount, clutching her middle as if struck. Her
golden eyes were wide, in pain or fear Fallon could not tell, and her mouth
gaped open as if she could not catch her breath.


And from that open mouth came a
scream as horrible and soul-rending as anything Fallon had ever heard, more so
even, for this horrible, soul-rending scream had no sound.


Behind her, the little red pouch
stretched and writhed, twisting like a living thing.


Fallon didn’t know what to do.


Finally, the cheetah released a
long held breath, and straightened up on her night-black mare, pushing the
thick mane off her face and wiping her forehead with her arm. There were fresh
tears in her eyes.


“Sherah…?” 


“It is over, little sister. We
will be free soon.”


“I don’t understand…”


“Quickly, they will be waiting
for us.” And she spurred her mare onward again, as if nothing at all had
happened.


Fallon watched for a moment,
before digging her heels into her own steed and followed.


And so they rode, two black
horses side by side, into a strange, hilly golden land, toward lions.



 

***



 

“Sahidi.”


“Go away.”


“Sahidi, please, we have a problem…”


“What kind of problem?”


“The others are disturbed.”


“Disturbed?” Ice-blue eyes rolled
sleepily. “And how, pray, is their disturbance worthy to cause mine?”


“The soul purse is moving.”


With a growl and a lash of his
white-striped tail, Jet barraDunne threw off his cover and swung his feet to
the floor. He hated being awakened, even if it was late in the afternoon. They
had been traveling for months. They deserved the occasional day spent in a soft
bed. But still, a moving soul purse was not a good sign.


“I knew she would betray us,” he
muttered as he clambered out of the fine bed the Magistrate had prepared for
him. “She stole my horse. She probably started that damned fire as well. Call
everyone here. We will discuss what this means, once I’ve had a cup of tea…”


And the First Mage of Agara’tha reached down to light the
lantern near his bed with a simple motion of his fingers and went in search of
his clothes.



 

***



 

She had no more than ten summers
when she killed them all.


They had lived in a three room
hut in the peaks of Kangchen’Dzongah,
a good day’s trek from any village, but her father made chaang, and he made it strong, so men from all over came to drink
at her father’s house. There were always men at her father’s house.


  It had started before
she could remember.


At first, it had been him alone
and at night and only occasionally, but soon, as demand grew for his chaang, it also grew for his only
daughter, youngest of nine born to a quiet and frightened woman. In the years
they had lived in those mountains, only five had survived their first winters.
It was the way of things. Before she saw her eighth summer, most nights were
not her own, and even her brothers were given leave to use her as they willed.
She was a pretty thing, and small, and her pelt as soft as a kitten’s. She grew
to despise the creak of the floor as the curtain was pushed aside, the smell of
chaang on their breath, the lies they
would whisper as they moved on top of her and then left. She learned to hate
very early, and she learned it well.


One day, while playing by herself
in a rock cut, she found a blade.


It had no hilt – it was
just a blade, but she slipped it into her boot and took it home and tucked it
underneath her shoulders as she prepared for bed. That night, when her father
came in, she slit his throat and watched him die in her bedding. Then, after
she bundled her few clothes, she moved like a ghost to each of their beds,
killing brother after brother in much the same silent way, until she stepped
into the great room and found her mother sitting by the fire, skinning a chiwa
in silence.


They looked at each other a long
moment, before her mother turned back to her work, saying nothing. Her only
daughter slipped the blade back in her boot and left the house in the middle of
the night, never to return.


It will be terrible, what the dogs will do to her.


He let out a long, deep breath,
reached up to catch one of the hands that still clasped his face and pulled it
to his lips. He kissed her palm.


“Remember that no one can touch
you,” he said softly. “They can do what they will to this, to the flesh, but no
one can touch who you are inside. Inside, you are steel. Remember this.”


moonlight and silver


Her mouth was at his ear. “I
will.”


he will die in her arms


He kissed her hand once more,
before rising to his feet and gazing out at the southern horizon. 


There was a cloud of dust
approaching.



 

***



 

Kirin had to admit that he was
impressed. His brother was quite the fisherman. He had managed to scramble down
the steep incline of the river gorge and find sufficient footing on the shale
bank below. Together, they skinned fish after fish, letting the thin white
flesh dry in the afternoon sun.


alMassay whinnied and Kirin was
on his feet in a heartbeat. He noticed the Major and the Seer standing in the
distance, hands raised to block the sun as they stared at something on the
horizon. Horses, he knew it instinctively. Two, by the size and shape of the
dust cloud they left, and he knew also who it was likely to be.


His heart leapt inside his chest,
even as he cursed their foolishness.


“Do you think…?” Kerris had
fallen in at his side, and Kirin threw his brother a quick glance. He seemed to
be holding his breath.


Closer and closer the riders
came, until it was obvious, even with the billowing black cloaks. The pelts
were unmistakable.


Fallon sprang from the back of
her horse even as Kerris was running to meet her, and he caught her in his arms
and swung her around and around and showered her with kisses which she most
eagerly returned. Kirin was dumbstruck at such a display so he turned away to
await the Alchemist, who would undoubtedly halt her mare just steps from him
and await his hand to dismount.


She did no such thing.


Instead, she walked the
sweat-flocked animal past him without even a glance. Her gaze was locked upon
that of the Seer, and it wasn’t until she was immediately before him that she
halted and dismounted to stand facing him, eyes narrowed, chin held high.


The Major was as taut as a strung
bow.


First one, then the other, the
last Seer of Sha’Hadin removed his
gloves.


Kirin didn’t like this one bit.
He strode towards the trio, hand on the hilt of his katanah.


The Major stepped in front of
him, hand on the hilt of her own.


The Seer reached out, grabbed the
cheetah by her milky white throat and swung her against the bark of the
pistachio tree..


“No, sidi,” growled the Captain. “What are you –“


“Hush,” hissed the Major, flashing
a glance at the pair against the tree, then at her Captain. “This is beyond
us.”


The Alchemist did not fight. In
fact, she almost willed it now as the Seer pressed into her, eyes closed,
fingers reaching into the crush of her hair. 


“No, stop this now!” Kirin tried
to push the Major aside but grey arms stopped him now. And orange. And white.


“Kirin, please no…” It was Kerris
and Fallon, together with the Major. An
uprising, his first thought, a
betrayal, and yet…


The Seer adjusted his grip,
fingers cupping the back of the woman’s skull now, pulling her close to him,
eyes still tightly closed, his own brow furrowed deeper, deeper still in a
battle for remembrance and survival and steel. She gasped, her body twisting as
if to get away but her hands clapped deliberately over his, clearly not wanting
him to let her go. Suddenly, he released her and took a few staggering steps
back, breathing deeply as if dazed.


“Forgive me,” Sherah whispered
and she sunk to her knees, her back to the pistachio tree.


benAramis swung around, glanced
first at the Captain, then – for some reason, the Captain’s brother
– before extending his claws and taking several steps toward the black
mare and the little red satin pouch bobbing at the end of a spider-silk tether…


Sherah al Shiva closed her
painted eyes.


And with the force of a legion of
Seers, he slashed the pouch with his black claws and every cat – the
Major, the Scholar, the Captain, the Seer and the Guide - was thrown backwards
with the impact. Souls, hundreds of souls, burst forth, and memories, lifetimes
of memories, their memories filled
them once again. Ursa with the memory of tea in a snowy mountain pass, Fallon
with the memory of a white face in a bowl under the moon, Kirin with the memory
of rats and armies and brothers and an Empress alone at a desert oasis, Sireth
with the memory of dead men and dead wives and Alchemy and finally Kerris, poor
Kerris, in memory after memory of bad choices and those not-so-bad, of snakes
and avalanches and dances and jail cells and brothers, memory after memory
stolen by Alchemy and beauty and volition, and every one of them was sent
hurtling backwards by the force of it all, save the cheetah on her knees under
a pistachio tree.


The returning falcon cried in her
shrill sharp voice and the sun began to set across the long golden plain of
Beyond.



 

***



 

A dark room, a group of five men
dressed in black, a circle of chalk on the stone floor, and candles. In the
center, a red satin pouch emptied and lifeless next to a large silver bowl,
flattened like a wok, and in it, smoke and mist and vapor swirling in eddies
around the rim.


Souls.


One cat stretches out a hand,
raises a blade, slices a finger. Blood drips into the bowl and the mist reacts,
retreating, condensing, congealing as if avoiding the blood, but in a sudden
and unexpected turn, the smoke leaps up and out of the bowl, swirling in
dizzying circles above for several heartbeats before bursting into sparks and
then nothingness.


The cats are stunned, for such a
thing has never happened in their experience. Only one presumes to know what
has happened, the one with the silver eyes.


He stands and leaves the room.


There is only blood in the bowl.



 

***



 

Kirin knelt down by the fire.


“How are you feeling now?” he
asked.


Kerris turned baleful eyes on
him. “Terrible,” he groaned, and tugged the blanket tighter around his
shoulders. “Woofed up all of that lovely rabbit. And the dates. Pity.”


“He’s thrown up three times.”
Fallon leaned forward, her hand rubbing across his back. “And he’s still
shivering.”


“I’m fine. Really.” 


“Your head still hurts. I can
tell.”


“It’s still attached, love.
That’s what matters.”


“But you’ve remembered so many
things…”


Kerris took the tigress’ hand,
gave it a squeeze, smiled at her fondly. “Even a cobra that wasn’t there.”


She beamed.


He looked back at his brother.
“But Kirin, what was that? I mean, what exactly happened, to all of us, back
there?”


“I’m not certain, Kerris. But I
mean to find out.” He placed a palm over his brother’s forehead.


“Kirin, I’m fine.”


“I’ll get another blanket.”


“Get me a great big bowl of Arak
and we’ll talk.” 


The golden lion grinned. “You’re
fine.” 


He stood and placed his hands on
his hips, his long hair pulled back and waving in the breeze. It was evening,
and the sky was red, beautiful painted vibrant red, in streaks from horizon to
horizon and he turned away from the fire to the silhouette of the pistachio
tree and the figures waiting below.


The falcon sat perched on the
shoulder of her most familiar host, well fed with the last of the hare, and
hooded, seeing nothing. Both the Major and the Seer were standing near the
tree, and he felt the weight of their gaze as he approached, but he only had
eyes for the woman still seated with her back to the tree. She had not moved
from that spot, nor had she touched the tea the tigress had brought for her.


He towered over her now.


“You will answer my questions, sidala. You will answer them
truthfully, without ruse, without riddle, or I will take off your head, right
here, right now. Do you understand this?”


“Of cour—“


She stopped herself.


“Yes.”


“Good.” He exhaled, swallowed,
formed his first question out of the buzzing swarm of questions in his head.


“That thing, what is it? What…has
it been?”


“A soul purse.”


“What is a soul purse? What does
it do?”


She looked up at him, her eyes
great and golden, but he made his heart steel.


“It does nothing, sidi, but hold its contents. It is the
bearer that acts.”


“And you are the bearer?”


“Yes.”


“And its contents?”


“Souls.”


“Elaborate, please.”


“It, I…” She was struggling for
the words.


“Unification,” growled Sireth,
arms folded across his chest. “It is their fuel.”


Kirin shook his head. “I do not
understand.”


The Seer stepped forward. “The
Arts cannot do the things this woman can do. They cannot start avalanches, melt
ice, change their appearance, summon storms, not with their powders and potions
and gems. That requires a power they do not naturally have.”


“The Gifts have this kind of
power?”


“No, not at all. But this woman
is able to do all these things and more. She is able to move in and out of
minds like a wind, and that is the realm of the Gifts. Higher gifts, to be
sure, but Gifts nonetheless. She has been trained in both, I guarantee it.”


Kirin glanced back at the
Alchemist. “Is this true, sidala?”


She looked down at the earth.


“And you have been stealing our
souls to fuel your craft?”


She said nothing.


“Answer me now. I am short on
patience.”


“We do not steal souls, sidi. We harness them.”


“Semantics, sidala.”


“It is an Art in itself.”


“The question, sidala?”


“It is not for me,” she said
finally. “It is for our Order. It is for Agara’tha.
For the future of the Empire.” She swallowed, as if summoning her convictions
as a shield. “It is all for the Empire.”


“You should kill her now,” hissed
the Major.


“I’m not convinced our Empress
would consider the ‘harnessing of souls’ a worthy pastime for her servants, sidala.”


“I do not, nor have ever,
answered to the Empress, sidi. You
for one surely understand the chain of command.”


He had to admit that he did.


“Captain…” It was Ursa. She was
staring at the Seer.


He glanced over at the man, who
was standing completely still, glassy eyed and staring into the distance. He
knew the look instantly.


“Sidi?” he asked.


“There are Alchemists in Sharan’yurthah.”


“Sidi?”


“Five of five, only five left,
many have fed Our Mother, the Great Mountains. Jet barraDunne himself leads
them. They have been following since...” He frowned. “Since the instatement of
Yahn Nevye in Sha’Hadin. Yahn Nevye…”
He frowned again, cocked his head like a bird. “Yahn Nevye…belongs to Jet
barraDunne?”


“He is the one who has assumed
control of the monastery,” said Kirin. “I thought you said he was a Seer?”


“He is, but he has been on
sabbatical…” His voice trailed off as he thought.


“Yahn Nevye has been studying at Agara’tha,” Sherah added, still looking
at the earth. “He is a skilled student, the first and the best with both the
Gifts and the Arts.”


Kirin raised a brow. “He is a
believer in Unification?”


“Unification is very good for the
Empire.”


“But very bad for people,” Ursa
growled. 


“Oh, Petrus,” groaned benAramis,
and now he too sagged against the tree. “What of Sha’Hadin? What is to be done now?”


“Major, please take the Seer to
rest by the fire.”


“No,” he protested. “Forgive me.
I’m fine. I’m just sickened by all this—“


“It’s not a request, sidi. I need to speak with the Alchemist
alone.”


Both the Major and the Seer
stared at him. 


“Captain—“


“That is an order, Major.”


Slowly, warily, the pair turned
their backs to him and began the slow trek to the glowing fire as the night
settled her dark cloak all around them. Tonight, once again, the moon came out
to play.


He knelt down beside her now. 


He studied her face, so perfectly
formed. Eyes wide, large and golden, lips full and pouting, the streak of black
from lashes to cheek, coiled like a serpent. The swell of black that sprung
from the peak and tumbled across her face and neck and back. The tiny spots
gracing her forehead, her throat, her shoulders.


He would be cleaving that
magnificent head from those shoulders soon enough.


“Do you remember, sidala, that night in the battle tower
of Pesh’thawar? When you asked me if
there were orders I had ever been given but were loathe to obey?”


She nodded again, and he vowed to
make her death swift and clean.


“What were your orders, sidala?”


She looked down.


“Tell me, or I will kill you now.” 


She pulled a tiny parchment from
under the black folds of her cloak, held it out to him. It smelled of orange
and lotus.


The parchment from the Empress,
lost at the Inn at the Roof of the World. He swallowed, taking it. He slipped
it into his sash.


“I am Kunoichi,” she said softly.


Kunoichi. Ninjah. Assassins cloaked in the night sky and smoke. He
had never met one. 


“I see. Your orders were to kill
The Seer.”


“No, sidi. Not the Seer.”


He frowned, puzzled.


“Then whom?”


Her breathing changed and her
chest heaved with an uncharacteristic emotion. “You, sidi! My orders were to
kill you.”


And she buried her face in her
hands.


He sat up, puzzled, and puzzled
some more. He looked over to the others, faces reflected gold and red in the
firelight, to Kerris especially, still weakened and sickly and wrapped in a
blanket, the tigress’ hand on his back. He looked to the first stars beginning
to shine in the purple night sky. He looked to the dark canopy of the pistachio
tree and finally, back to the woman sitting beneath. 


“Me?” he puzzled once again. “Jet
barraDunne wants to kill…me? But why?”


“Because of the Empress,” she
breathed. “Because you love her and she loves you and she will not marry and
that is dangerous for the stability and perpetuation of the Empire!”


He cocked his head. How could they know this? How could they
possibly know?


“Chancellor Ho despises you
because of this. He despises your entire family, you and your father before you
and your brother, our fabled ‘Kaidan’ who negotiated peace with the Chi’Chen. A peace which has further
undermined the safety of the Kingdom. He hates you all so very much. And Jet
will do anything to please the Chancellor…”


Kirin released his breath slowly.
It made a certain sense.


“But the Empress has announced
that she will indeed marry.”


“That is a new thing. It was
unknown to any of us, sidi. As it was
to you until that night.”


That had been almost a killing
blow. He had leaned on her door that night, willing himself to knock, to go in,
to find comfort, escape, something in
her arms, but he simply could not. He had wanted but would not. And not for the
first time had he cursed his damned honor. That terrible, terrible night.


He steeled himself.


“So, the avalanche? The ice on
the Shi’pal? You are the
firestarter?”


“I am a firestarter, sidi. But so is the Seer. That is how he
killed the lion.”


“A ruse. Shall I kill you now?”


“Forgive me, sidi. But it is true. He is a firestarter. You should know this.
And my orders were to kill you or to compromise you, so that the Empress would
be free to marry.”


“Compromise me?”


She lowered her eyes. 


And suddenly, he understood all
too well. He sat back on his haunches, felt the strength drain from his
muscles. He had almost given her that, that
night and on many others. Jet barraDunne would have been proud.


He felt himself detaching,
leaving his mind and body and voice and this time, there was no Arak to be
blamed.


“And Kerris, then?” he asked
woodenly. “Why did you bother so with Kerris? What could he possibly mean to
you?”


“Forgive me, sidi, but there are many ways to compromise a man. Your brother is
like wild honey. Your conflict with him led you to compromise yourself.”


Her observations were on target,
arrows loosed straight into his heart. He had not needed much help in losing
himself or his honor, and he realized for the first time that his own proud,
arrogant heart had put his brother’s life in jeopardy.


“I know what Solomon is,” she
said softly.


“Yes.”


“I understand the following of
orders.”


“Yes.”


“And I also know you, what your
Bushido will demand of you. I do not wish you to do it, sidi. Please.”


He stared at her a long moment.
“Have you shared this with the First Mage?”


She looked down. “No, sidi. There are many things I have not
shared with him.”


She was a hawk, a beautiful,
wild, wilful hawk. He wished he could have had the opportunity to tame her.


“If you are Kunoichi, you have
killed before,” he said softly. “And you have had many opportunities to do so
on this journey. Why could you not kill me?”


“You know why, sidi. Surely, you must know.” 


He lowered his eyes.


She moved like a snake, and
suddenly, she was on her hands and knees before him. “I could not kill you, sidi, and try as I might, I could not
compromise you. I have never believed in honor. I have never believed in
Bushido. I have never seen it lived out in a man, but you…” 


Her eyes gleamed and he almost
fell over. 


“I have never met anyone like
you.”


He sat for a long moment, feeling
like a stone cracking in a fire. 


Finally, he sighed, a long, deep
cleansing breath. He reached out, stroked her cheek with the back of his
fingers, fighting the ache swelling within him. 


“You are a match for me, Sherah
al Shiva, Sherannah al Shaer, or whatever name you choose for yourself. I have
never met anyone like you.” 


She smiled through her tears.


“Any other time, sidala. Any other circumstance. I would
be honored to love you.”


She lowered her eyes once again. 


He rose to his feet, hand falling
to the hilt of his sword.



 

***



 

They stared at the dancing flames
of the fire, each one of them wondering over the discovery of new memories, how
they had gone missing and how, in turn, they had not really been missed.


The falcon chirruped and they
heard the crunch of boots on sandy soil.


“Sidi,” said Kirin, appearing like a ghost out of the night, hand
upon the hilt of his sword. He pulled a sliver of parchment from his sash,
dropped it into the fire and the flames leapt, casting a strange light upon his
face. “Did your falcon discover a way across this river?”


“Ah, yes. Yes, she did.” The Seer
blinked as he recalled. “The eastern route brings us to a rather large lake,
impossible to cross.”


Kerris flashed his brother a
glance. Kirin ignored him. 


“The western route, however,
brings us to a very wide part where the banks are quite flat. We should be able
to swim the horses across.”


“How far?


“About a half day’s travel.”


“In the morning, then,” said
Kerris. “Time to get some sleep.”


Kirin looked around at the four
faces. “We are going now.”


There was a marked silence.


“Now?” asked Kerris again, for no
one else dared. “Kirin, it’s nightfall. You can’t ask us to travel over unknown
country in the dark. How many more horses do you want to lose?”


“There’s a full moon,” countered
his brother. “We need to leave. Now.”


“They are still following us,
aren’t they,” said Sireth. It wasn’t a question.


“Yes.”


“Who?” Fallon this time. “Who’s
following us?”


“Later,” said Kirin, and he
grabbed a saddle from the ground and went off in search of his horse.



 

***



 

After almost 9 months on the
trail, one could literally saddle a horse in the dark. It was as ingrained now
as breathing, and before long, all mounts had been tacked, including the three
packhorses. There was, as the Captain had said, a full moon which showered
light almost as if in the day. Even Fallon was able to tack up both her new
horse, and the Alchemist’s black mare without any help at all. 


“Bedrolls, all?” Kerris called
out. He had made it his business to gather up the dried fish and fill all skins
with fresh water from the river, as Quiz took no time to ready. “Right. What
about the Alchemist? Shall I go fetch her?”


Kirin snugged his bedroll on the
back of the saddle. “No. That will not be necessary.”


“Well, is she going to be joining
us?”


“No.”


All activity ceased.


Kerris turned to face his
brother. “No?”


“That is what I said.”


“So you’re going to leave her
here?”


Kirin said nothing, tugged the
cinch on alMassay’s saddle.


Fallon’s hand flew to her mouth.
“You didn’t… Oh, Captain, you couldn’t…”


He turned to her, his face like a
stone. “Are you the Captain of this company?”


“Oh…oh no…” and the tigress
leaned into her saddle and wept.


“Save your tears for the trail, sidala. We are leaving now.”


Ursa swung up onto the back of
her horse. “I hope you killed her,” she snorted.


“Oh, oh mother…” 


Kerris helped Fallon struggle
onto the back of hers.


And the party of five riders and
nine horses left the remains of the campfire and the silhouette of a lone
pistachio tree and headed southwest along the bank of the very steep river.



 

***



 

It was sheer luck that none of us died that night as our horses
negotiated such rocky terrain, moving from higher altitudes down and further
down to a very dry, arid plateau. In fact a few horses did stumble, but the
moon was full and we managed to find the falcon’s ‘flattening of the bank’ just
before dawn. Kerris insisted we wait for the sun before crossing. It was a very
wide river, and we would be forced to swim the horses, and if we happened to meet
up with a leviathan, water boar or serpent while crossing, it would be very bad
for all of us. I have told myself to trust his judgment on these matters now.
To doubt him would only increase the insult I have caused him, placing him in
harm’s way as I did this entire journey. I have no idea how I will make this up
to him, or if even I must. And so we sat, allowing our horses some much needed
rest and waited for the sun to rise.


Kerris crossed first, little Quiz leaping into the water like a
cormorant and swimming with only his nose and face above water, his tail waving
out behind. The current was strong and it took them a long way down the
opposing bank, but when they finally scrambled up through the reeds onto the
shore, and he turned to wave at us, we knew it would be fine, if a little
uncomfortable. Riding in wet gear is not pleasant. So the Scholar went next,
then the Seer, the Major, the packhorses and finally, it was my turn. I was not
mounted at the time, and I turned to the Alchemist’s black mare. Without the
benefit of the woman on her back, this horse appeared to have become common
once again. There was nothing to mark her as anything remarkable or fine.
Again, a mystery. I vowed not to consider it, however and I pulled the
creature’s tack from its back, removed the bridle from its head and dropped it
all on the bank. I slapped its backside to get it moving away from the river
and our company. She ambled off, unmindful.


And so I mounted alMassay, crossed the river, and together we rode
northwest until sunset. 


- an excerpt from the journal of Kirin Wynegarde-Grey



 

***



 

The mood was very quiet that
evening. They had lit a small fire, eaten some of the dried fish from the day
previous, and sat close enough to feel each other’s warmth. In the desert, the
days are as hot as a kiln but at night, it is almost enough to see one’s breath
in the moonlight. The tigress sat very close to the grey coat, head resting on
his shoulder, he with one arm around her waist. She was very sad and made it no
secret as to why. Kirin sincerely hoped she wouldn’t be hating him again. That
experience had been most unpleasant. For some reason, he valued her trust.


He turned to look at the Seer,
who was staring into the fire, lost in thought, and the Captain felt a pang of
remorse. Mongrel or not, this was a good man. There was much he had jeopardized
by his own blindness, bonds that he himself had almost shattered. Before, those
bonds would not have been important, but now, for some reason, it was. There
was more than Bushido in this wild, unrelenting and undisciplined world of
‘polished glass’. Or perhaps, he realized with wonder, there was more to it.


“The Alchemist admitted she was a
firestarter,” he began.


“Hmm.” benAramis glanced up,
raised his brows. “I said as much.”


“You did. She also said you were
one too.”


“All of this and still you
believe her?”


Kirin arched a brow. “You are
almost as good at avoiding questions as she,
sidi.”


“Have you asked me a question,
Captain?”


Kirin sighed. “Are you a
firestarter, sidi? There are no
recriminations. I simply wish to know.”


“Ah.” The man took a deep breath,
stared at his sandals for a few moments before shaking his head. “No, Captain.
I am sorry to disappoint you but I am not a firestarter.”


“Then how did you kill the lion?”


“The lion the Alchemist claims I
killed? That lion, Captain?”


“Is there another, sidi?”


All eyes were on them now, even
the Scholar’s, and the Seer’s expression grew wistful. 


“I started a fire.” He grinned
wistfully. “And he wasn’t a lion. He was my brother.”


Kirin blinked. 


“Your brother, sidi?”


“Yes, but he was a soldier in the Queen’s Guard, if that helps. Justice of lions
is a capricious thing.”


Kirin shook his head. One mystery
for another. It seemed he was so easily confounded these days. As if in the
polishing of one’s glass, the world suddenly became less clear.


Kerris changed position, rolling
over on his belly and dropping his chin in his palm. “I have regaled us with
story upon story during our little adventure. I think it’s time someone regaled
me.”


“It is not a happy story, grey
coat.”


“Those are often the best kinds, sidi.”


Ursa’s near-white eyes were on
him, intense and piercing, slivers of ice in the moonlight. Even Fallon was
nodding, pleading, begging, anything to lift the heaviness that had fallen upon
them. Or perhaps, compliment it. Like a sad love song and hot sakeh.


Sireth smiled, poked at the fire
with the end of his staff. It sent sparks floating into the night sky. He
seemed to be debating whether or not to explain, but finally, he released a
deep breath, relieved his furrowed brow, and began.


“I was born in a gypsy caravan in
the slums of Cal’Cathah, and worked
from the moment I could stand. We traveled from village to village, town to
town. Sometimes they were simple gatherings of two or three huts that formed a
market, sometimes they were great sprawling cities. We were always working. My
grandfather ran games of chance, my mother was a dancer and a wonderful singer,
I read palms, told fortunes and such, naturally, and my brother did remarkable
tricks with fire. You see, I was already, from the moment I was born, what I am
now, and he was born a firestarter. My mother claimed no knowledge of these
gifts, although for them to be so strong in two sons who shared only a mother,
I suspect they ran through her line. My grandfather never spoke of such things,
but he never discouraged them either. He was a wonderful man. I miss him still
…”


Fallon smiled wistfully.


“He was a full-blooded lion, my
grandfather, spoke in the accents of the old courts. He was a father to my
brother and I as any man could be, and I believe it was his love for my
mother’s mother – herself a dancer in the caravan – that caused him
to abandon his commission for the life with us. It was he who kept us all
together, kept us safe, until he grew too old to protect us and Nemeth became
our guardian. 


“Nemeth was four years older than
myself, apparently the son of a lion who fancied my mother, paid her to dance
for him privately and disappeared in the night, paying nothing for her services
but a child left in her womb. Nemeth looked like a lion, and because of our
grandfather, spoke as one too. There was no spot, no stripe, no rosette or
marble to tell of our mother’s mixed blood. His hair was as long and straight
as yours, Captain, although considerably darker. He used to gloat over it most
constantly, but I didn’t care. I knew he was unhappy, and more than that, he
was strange…”


“Strange?” asked Fallon. “How
strange?”


“Well,” said the Seer. “Once,
when I was in my fifth summer, I was playing in a rice field in the steppes of Shiam and a caught a butterfly. Well, I
didn’t ‘catch’ it, rather it landed on my hand, and I was marveling at the
colors and patterns in its wings. Suddenly, the wings began to smoke and it
burst into a puff of flame and ash, and my brother ran laughing from the
field.”


The tigress’ eyes were wide. “He
did that?”


“Oh yes, my dear. He was always
burning things up, or down as the case may be. In fact, it was almost always
the cause for us leaving places – he would start some fire or another.
And it was always quite malicious. He believed he was a lion and was entitled
to all the honor given a lion, even though he banded with gypsies. He had a
terrible temper and would take revenge on anyone who insulted him by burning
something they loved – a magistrate’s residence, a fancy garden, an army
garrison, a little girl’s hair… And the villagers would chase us out and warn
us never to return. We saw a great deal of the Kingdom because of my brother…”


Kerris had his chin in both hands
now. “And he could start these fires just by looking?”


“Well, by looking or by thinking
it, I’m not entirely certain. I never asked. He left in his fifteenth summer,
and I never saw him again for many years.”


“Until the kachkah house in Shathkira,” added the Captain,
remembering.


Sireth stared at him a moment,
then nodded.


Ursa was staring at him. “You
said this wasn’t a happy story. This is not sad. This is not sad at all.”


“Ah, but it is not finished.”


“So finish it, idiot.”


“I am tired. I would like to
sleep. If the Captain will permit?”


Kirin allowed himself a small
smile. “Perhaps you will indulge us tomorrow night, sidi?”


“Perhaps.”


“Well, I feel like it’s a sad story,” breathed the Scholar and she flapped
her arms in her lap. “I feel like everything is so sad lately. I think life is
just one sad story after another after another. Just when you think you’re done
with one sad story then along comes another.”


“There is only desire,” said
Kirin softly, looking into the flames. “And the sorrow that it brings.”


The Seer poked the burning wood
again. “But there is love,” he said finally. “And that makes all the stories
worth the telling.”


Smiling, Fallon reached over and
laid a now-white hand on his wrist. It was a tender gesture, full of kindness
and innocence, but of course, she touched where the glove did not cover. And he
was quite unprepared.


He gasped and lost focus for a
moment, and immediately the Scholar pulled her hand away. 


“Oh, sorry, I’m so sorry. I
forgot. Are you okay?”


“Ah yes, yes…” He wiped his brow
with a forearm, then grinned. “It’s simply those blasted kittens again…”


She grinned back. “All six of
them?”


“All six.”


Kerris frowned. “What kittens?”


She glanced from Kerris to Sireth
and back again. “Oh, nothing. No kittens. No grey striped kittens or anything
– Oh!”


Her hand flew to her mouth.


“Sidala?” asked the Captain, leaning forward.


She turned her wide emerald eyes
on him. 


“Oh, Captain!” she said, smiling
like the sun. “I think I know how we can talk to Solomon!”











Solomon



 

“She is gone, sahidi.”


Jet barraDunne sighed, ground his
molars together tightly. He was staring up at the moon, and did not bother to
look back at the cats gathered around the metal bowl. White smoke billowed and
curled, but there was no voice, no face, no flash of golden eyes. He could
guess well enough what had happened.


It was very late, their first
night in this strange land beyond the Kingdom, and he could almost see his
breath. This had started months ago, just before the New Year, and they had already
celebrated the Moon Festival while in the desert. It would be winter soon. He
would not see his bed for a very long time.


“Is she dead?” he grunted, still
not looking back.


“Impossible to tell, sahidi,” said the one called Talmoud.
“Would the Seer kill her if he knew?”


“It would be the Captain,” he
answered. “He would take off her head with his katanah. It is exactly what he
would do. Unless he allowed her the honor of sheffuku.”


“How do we find them now?”


He turned now, wrapped his
bearskin cloak around his shoulders and sat back down by the fire. His silver
striped brow drew in as he thought. He was not a happy man.


“The oracle,” he said finally.
“Track the oracle and we will find them.”


The others shuddered at the word,
but bent low over the bowl and back to their work.


Jet barraDunne sighed and reached
for his tea.



 

***



 

“Me? Why me?” Kerris frowned and
whapped the ground with his tail. “Honestly, Kirin. I have nothing to offer
here. Nothing.”


“Because you have also talked to
Solomon, that’s why.” Kirin eased his grip on the back of his brother’s neck,
realizing that the others were likely watching from the fire and remembering
his promise to respect. “Back in the pit, when you went to Swisserland. Remember?”


“That was nothing of my doing,
believe me. I was just about to eat some crabs and boom, Swisserland. It was
most annoying.”


“Yes, but the Scholar thinks you
can help.”


“Well yes, she would think that.
She thinks many things about me, most of them not entirely accurate.”


“Kerris, please. It is our last
chance.”


“He should try the sundial again.
That should work.”


“It doesn’t work, Kerris. He said
so himself. Only devastation and man. It is a conduit, nothing more. And that
is what the Scholar is saying - that the Seer cannot initiate contact with
Solomon because he never initiated
contact with Solomon. It was always the star that initiated the contact and it
was the Seer who was merely the conduit.”


“Yes, yes, I understand that bit,
but why us?”


“Well,” Kirin began slowly. He
had to speak carefully. His brother was not comfortable with this for some
reason. Kerris, who was usually game for anything, seemed cautious, uncertain,
even afraid. “I have spoken with Solomon on many occasions, but it’s not about
simply speaking to Solomon, but the connection of speaking through Solomon, the ‘being in his mind,’ so to speak. You know the
feeling, when his hands are your hands and his words are in your mouth. You
experienced that too, in the pit.”


“It was wholly unnatural.”


“Exactly, so if we can use the
Seer as a conduit once again, we can at least determine whether Solomon is
alive or not. And the Scholar is hoping that if the Seer can finally get a
sense of this man, then perhaps we have a chance of finding him.”


The grey lion sighed, glanced
back at the figures still seated by the fire so many paces away, waiting. He
looked back at his brother. “But what if…”


“Yes?”


“What if I do this and…”


“And?”


 “And what if something bad really happens? What if the panic
starts to come or I call the lightning again or somebody dies or gets hurt, all
because of messing about in here?” He tapped his fingers on his head. “I really
can’t take much more of that, Kirin. I’ve had about enough of messing on this
journey. I’m not entirely sure what is real, what is memory, what is fear. I’ve
been good for a long time, really I have, but this, well, this has been really
hard.”


Kirin felt an unexpected rush of
tenderness. The journey had been hard
on Kerris, starting with the avalanche, the jail, the pit, not to mention the
Alchemist, and it hadn’t let up. His brother regularly wrestled with dark and
inexplicable fears. He drank to avoid the darkness. Sometimes the drink helped.
Sometimes, it made things worse. 


Sometimes he wondered which twin
was the lucky one.


“I promise you that won’t happen.
The Scholar and the Seer won’t let that happen. Nor will I.” He rifled his
brother’s hair. “This one last thing, then we know for certain. And if we
cannot make contact with Solomon tonight, we will turn for home in the
morning.”


“Promise?” The blue eyes were
pleading.


“Promise. Now come, the Major has
made the tea and we will wait for your Scholar to give us our orders.”


“She is a feisty thing, isn’t
she?”


“She is indeed.”


“I think I quite like her. She’s
got this amazing book…”


Kirin smiled, albeit sadly, and
the pair turned toward the others and began to walk.



 

***



 

The fire was high and crackling
and the three men sat facing each other, legs crossed, breathing deeply. The
Major circled behind them, watching everything, the falcon hooded on her arm.
And the Scholar knelt between the lions, rolling up their sleeves to the
elbows, baring their wrists to the night sky. Her emerald eyes were wide, dancing.


“Okay, just breathe deep, deep
cleansing breaths, in and out, in and out. Captain, Kerris, both of you have
had these strange experiences with Solomon. I want you to think on these times,
and these alone, okay? Just the memory of Solomon. His voice, his hands, his
face—“


“I never saw his face,” said
Kerris.


“Idiot,” growled the Major.


“Well, I didn’t.”


The tigress swallowed. She was
not entirely sure this endeavor would work. It was only an idea. But the
Captain had said ‘ideas were her stock in trade.’ She remembered that because
she had been there. Besides, they had little to lose.


“It’s okay, Kerris. Just focus on
what you can remember. Even if you just say his name over and over in your head
– quietly, I mean. Don’t actually say it out loud. That’s far too
distracting. And don’t let your minds wander, either. Just Solomon, his voice,
his Humlander-thingee, his tiger-dog-monkey accent –“


“His strange way of talking…”
Kerris’ voice was quieter now. The Captain was silent, brow furrowed,
apparently deep in thought and memory. He, of all of them, had the best
impression of Solomon, for he had had the most conversations, with words and
without. He was ultimately their best hope. This entire journey now hinged on
the ability of the Captain to focus.


It always had.


She kept talking, but now her
large eyes were on the Seer, who had removed his gloves earlier on in the night
to prepare. He also seemed deep in thought, and she wondered if this was
similar to the experience of Farsight, only without the benefit of the opium.
She hoped, for his sake, it would work. He needed it to work, if only to
reestablish his own sense of faith in the Gifts and in himself.


She watched and, as if slowed
down or under water, he raised his spotted hands, allowed them to hover a moment
over those of the brothers, then brought them down swiftly and tightly over
each wrist.


Kerris gasped and suddenly the
three of them were elsewhere.



 

***



 

breathe in and out in and out Solomon heartbeat beat Slow and steady
Beat beat beat 


Wild and fast beat beat beat breathe in and out No I don’t like this
Slow and steady beat beat beat safe and sound breathe in and out Solomon Please
no Peace remember the ocean and the crabs beat beat beat Yes the crabs And the
ocean the deep vast beautiful blue ocean Yes the ocean beat beat beat And
Solomon beat beat beat And Solomon beat beat beat And Solomon beat beat beat


And Solomon


three hearts beat as one beat beat beat


three souls remember beat beat beat


one disappears


but there is another 



 

***



 

Someone was shouting.


Kirin opened his eyes.


He blinked several times, let out
a long held breath. It was very late at night and they were sitting by the
fire, as if nothing had happened. In fact, he wondered if anything at all had happened, or even if they had yet to
begin. He glanced at Kerris, who was frowning, and then at the Scholar, who was
smiling.


“Did it work?” he asked, over the
shouting.


She jerked her chin in the
direction of the Seer.


Who was shouting.


“Hey! Hey! Can anybody hear me?”


Kirin couldn’t help it. He smiled
like the sun. 


“Solomon! Is that truly you?”


“Captain! Oh damn…” And the Seer
was making wild gestures with his hands, finally grasping the Captain’s arms
and pulling him into a great, most unexpected hug. “Are the others here too?
Your brother? Fallon Waterford, Scholar in the Court of the Empress? Major
Ursa?”


“Yes, Solomon, we are all here.”
Kirin found surprised at how happy he felt. It would make killing him that much
harder. He glanced at Kerris. His brother was staring at him, a strange
expression on his face. Perhaps the ordeal had been too much for him after all.
He would be sure to ask him about it soon. He pushed it out of his mind. “We
were unable to contact you—“


“Yeah, yeah, the satellite,” the
Seer released him, wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Ah damn, sorry,
folks. Not usually so gushy. I guess I’d just about given up hope of ever
talking to you all again…” 


“The star died, Solomon. It was
impossible to reach you without the star.”


“Yeah, I figured that. Poor Max.
He’d been up there so long. The orbit decayed and he burnt up in the
atmosphere.”


From her perch on the Major’s
arm, rhe falcon chirupped.


Kirin held up a hand. “We are in
the Lower Kingdom, Solomon. Beyond our Empire’s borders. Where are you?”


“Turkey. The Humlander is still
running, but my GPS is out. Went out with Max, I’m afraid. But when I couldn’t
reach you folks, I made a plan B…” The Seer waved a hand. “Sorry. I’m getting
ahead of myself. I guess I don’t need a plan B. Where are you?”


“We are…we…” Kirin suddenly was
at a loss for words. They were where no cat had ever been. How could they
explain?


Solomon went on. “The last time
we talked, you were in Iraq –“


“Hirak.”


“Right. So, where are you now?
Jordan? Syria?”


“Ah, but we have passed through Shiryia, sidi. Shiryia is the very
edge of the Empire.”


“Wow, that is one damn huge
Empire. So, just past Syria, huh… Wait, that means you’re in Turkey!”


“Turakee?”


Fallon grinned. “Tuurrah’kheee.”


The falcon chirupped again,
spread her wings, opened her beak. Ursa stared at her.


“Yeah,” the Seer went on. “I’m in
Antalya. It was once a shipping city.
It’s utterly devasted. Ruins everywhere.”


Kirin swallowed. This could prove
difficult.


“Are there… people, sidi?”


“Haven’t seen a single one. No
animals, either, for that matter. Well, birds and snakes and things, but none
of those…rat-things…”


The falcon hissed now, bobbed her
small hooded head.


Fallon leaned forward now. “Where
is Ana…thalya? You said it was a
shipping city? What does that mean?”


The Seer rolled his eyes to the
night sky. “Shipping, uh, well, do you folks know what a ship is?”


They stared at each other.


“I’ll take that as a no.
Shipping, ships, boats, traveling on water…”


Kerris rose to his feet and left
the fire. Kirin suddenly had a very bad feeling.


“It doesn’t matter,” Solomon
continued. “I’m on the Mediterranean coast, probably about a day and a half
drive to the Syrian border.”


The Scholar let out a little
squeal.


“Do we need to go back?” asked
Ursa.


“I have no idea. Solomon, we have
lost our maps. Can you draw in the sand this ‘Turah’kee?’ Show us where you are?”


“Um, yeah, sure. But I don’t like
to get out of the vehicle at night, just in case those rat-things come back…“


The falcon began to screech,
flapping her wings and trying to lift from the Major’s arm. Suddenly, Ursa
gasped.


“I know! I know!” She swung her
arm upwards, removing the hood and launched the falcon into the night sky. “Go!
Go find Solomon!”


And with a sharp piercing cry,
Path the falcon disappeared into the darkness.


“Wow,” said Fallon. “That is…a
really good idea…”


“Tell him,” said Ursa as she
knelt back down beside the fire. “Tell Solomon about the falcon.”


Kirin did, and they talked for a
good long while after that, until even Solomon was yawning, and they bedded
down for what was left of the night, happy and eager and looking forward to the
morning.


Except for Kerris, who spent the
night with the horses.



 

***



 

This new land, this Turah’kee, was a remarkable place. As
they made the first step of their journey now southwest, it had, almost
immediately, begun to grow trees - pines, cedars and date palms – in
clusters that broke the dullness of the gold. By noon, there were mountains too,
small at first, then larger, and the once flat horizon transformed itself into
something more regal, more feline in temperament, bolstering their spirits far
more than the occasional hare dropped from the sky. This was good country
– they knew it in their bones. Much better than the weeks spent in
desert. Their fortunes were changing indeed. 


Solomon was alive. Solomon was
close. The beginning of their quest, and its end. They could not contain their
eagerness.


Again, except for Kerris, who
rode ahead on Quiz and spoke to none of them all day.


The mountain pony had led them
onto an Ancient road, something they had only heard of and only Kerris had ever
seen. Ancient roads were known to be extremely dangerous – it was a
documented fact that some of those Ancient roads would erupt at the slightest
pressure, killing any thing that stepped upon them. By now, with the advanced
state of the Kingdom, most of those roads had been tested and found safe, or
abandoned in favor of new, tiger-made ones. So here, in this new land beyond
the border, an Ancient road was a raw and frightening thing. But Kerris on Quiz
did not seem deterred in the least, and so the others followed, grateful to be
on flat ground, even as the land was rising and falling all around them. It
made the terrain that much easier to negotiate, and when the sun began to set,
they were just as grateful when Kerris pulled his pony to a halt in a ravine
that was dotted with trees and echoed with the sound of rushing waters. Kirin
was beginning to fear his brother would ride forever.


“Right,” Kerris called as he
pulled the blanket from his pony’s back. “Tents up. Early night, early start,
and all that. Going to see if I can find some wood for the fire.” And he walked
off into the bluffs that flanked this ravine, swallowed almost immediately by
shadows.


Kirin sighed, and exchanged looks
with the tigress. She opened her mouth to speak but he held up a hand before
she had a chance and he trudged after his brother, also disappearing into the
bluffs.


He found him gathering a large
armful of sticks. 


“Kerris…”


“Here,” said his brother, turning
but not looking. “Take these. I’ll grab another armful and we’ll have a bloody
good fire tonight.” And he pushed the sticks into his brother’s arms.


“Kerris.”


“It’s good to be back in the
mountains again. Plenty of water, plenty of game. We’ll be in good stead for
the rest of this journey if this keeps up.”


“Kerris, tell me.”


“I’m fine, Kirin. Just trying to
keep busy.” Still, Kerris had not looked at him.


The Captain dropped the wood and
reached out to take his brother’s arm. 


“Kerris, last night—“


Kerris swung around. “I saw him,
Kirin. I saw Solomon. In your mind. In the Seer’s. I saw him. And he’s no
monkey.”


Kirin felt his heart sink. He had
kept the secret for longer than he had thought possible. It had only been
chance and misdirection that had kept any of them from learning it much
earlier, but then again, it is often amazing what people are willing to believe
if they have a strong misconception in place.


“Why didn’t you tell me, Kirin?
Why?”


“Kerris…”


His brother held up a grey
finger. “Don’t, Kirin. What you’re about to say - just don’t.”


Kirin nodded. He couldn’t blame
him. Couldn’t blame any of them, actually. There was no dishonor in being
wrong. Just in the handling of it.


“I’m sorry, Kerris. You are
right. Solomon is an Ancestor.”


Kerris stared at him for a long
moment, then took a step back and ran a hand through his hair. “How is that
possible?”


“I don’t know, Kerris. I found
out that night at the Inn…”


“That was a very long time ago.”


“Yes. It was.”


“So we are going to retrieve him
then?”


“Yes,” he lied.


“I wish you had told me.”


“And how would that have changed…
you?” The Alchemist’s words rolled off his tongue. He missed her.


“What?” Kerris glanced up now,
blue eyes glinting in the dimming light. He frowned again, cocked his head.
“You didn’t kill her, did you?”


Kirin set his jaw, stared at the
ground. “No,” he said finally. “I didn’t kill her.”


“You extend her far more courtesy
than you do me, brother.”


“Kerris, please.”


“You should have bedded her.”


“Kerris!”


“Then at least I could have
understood. But you toyed with the idea, set yourself to keep her from me, when
your heart wasn’t in any of it. You should have bedded her, then beheaded her.
But you were unable to do either.”


He sighed. “Please stop.”


“You kept this knowledge from me
the same way. There were many times you could have told me, but you didn’t. You
chose not to. You kept me swimming, feeding me just enough to keep me around. I
may not know Bushido, but I know that is certainly not honorable. Not by any
means…”


You have had many opportunities to do so on this journey. His own
words to the Alchemist. Similar situation, same ethics. Choices made in the
name of duty. Perhaps they were not so different after all, he and she.


He realized that Kerris was
waiting. He had no words for his brother. None that would allow either of them
to save face, none that would preserve honor. In fact, he didn’t need to say
anything. Kerris knew him well enough.


“Never mind, Kirin,” he sighed.
“It doesn’t matter. None of this matters. Forget I said anything.” And his
brother pushed past him, bent to pick up the pile of firewood lying on the
stony ground.


“Kerris, Kerris please wait. This
has been difficult for me. It still is. I wish…“


But his brother did not heed,
merely bundled the sticks up in his arms.


“Kerris, what do you want from
me?”


“What do I want from you?” Kerris
froze, back still turned. He looked as if he were speaking to the rocks.“You
know, Kirin, that’s a damned good question. All I’ve ever wanted—“ He
stopped himself, released a breath, shook his head. “Never mind. I don’t think
I want it any more.”


And once again, Kirin
Wynegarde-Grey watched his brother turn and walk away, and once again, he was
left standing very much alone on a broken road in a greening land.



 

***



 

It is quite a sight when a herd
of horses chooses to hunt.


It was before dawn when they
began to grow restless, and quietly, they slipped away into the darkness. There
is always a leader, an alpha horse, and in this instance (as it had been in
every instance since that first morning on the road to Sha’Hadin) it was Quiz. One leader that scouts out the prey, leads
his herd to it, but in truth they work as a team and are almost as organized as
cats in their strategies. They roam and ramble, looking for all the world like
several animals just moving about in the same direction. Then, as the prey
begins to sense something, they snap to attention and become an arrow. A unit,
very much like an army. The attack is swift and lethal. They rush as a herd but
the killing blow comes as the lead horse barrels in from an unexpected
direction, and knocks the animal off its feet and to the ground. They proceed
to kill with blows from hooves and teeth. No wonder they are such good
soldiers.


The gazelle was almost as large
as Quiz and it took all of his strength to drag the dead creature back to the
early morning campfire. Kerris was on his feet in a heartbeat, praising his
pony and helping get what was left of it on to the fire. Roasted game is so
much better fresh. And so with bellies full of meat, dates and tea, they packed
up camp and headed back down the Ancestral Road.


They encountered the next sign of
Ancestors before noon.


Twisted and rusting carts of
metal had once been a common sight in the Upper Kingdom, as had the ruins of
Ancestral civilizations, but cats are notoriously good at reusing wasted
materials, and even more fastidious about safety and the cleanliness of their
surroundings. Cats are, after all, a fastidious people. So other than Cal’Cathah, Phankoth and Old Dehlih, there are very few places
where such ruins exist. Fallon Waterford had never seen such ruins, nor had she
seen anything like the twisted, rusting carts that were cropping up as
frequently as the trees now. It was fascinating, marvelous, but most terrible
at the same time, and she felt somehow sad, as if she were witnessing the death
of a living thing.


So for two days they traveled the
Ancestral road toward the ruined city of Ana’thalyia,
where the Seer assured them that Solomon was waiting. They made good time on
this road, cracked and blistered as it was. It had obviously been carved out of
these mountains like those in the Upper Kingdom, providing the most efficient
routes around or through peaks and valleys. They did, however, take turns
keeping watch at night, for rats, Gowrain, and now dogs were a potential and
constant threat. 


They also began to smell salt
water and when it finally came into view, far off and vast, Kerris was
convinced that this was the same western sea that bordered Shiryia, Aegyp and the Dead Lands in between. Kirin debated this,
but Kerris could not be swayed and when a rocky coastline came into view early
one evening, the debate picked up again.


There seemed no end to their
arguments.


The horses hunted again that
night and brought down a large boar. Now boars are dangerous for cat and horse
because of the tusks at the front and the spines along the back. But they make
fine eating, and are a prize for any meal. So, confident that they were near
the end of their quest, the party spent the morning roasting pig, drinking tea
and giving their horses some much needed rest.


Kerris and the Scholar had ambled
off together, flipping through the pages of an illustrated book, leaving the
other three to sharpen blades.


“So you believe we will find him
tomorrow?” Kirin ran the stone along the edge of his long sword.


The Seer nodded, doing the same
with several of the shorts. “Path has shown me the city. It seems to be very
close to where we are, so it would seem likely.”


Ursa made a face. Her fence of
steel was shining in the sunlight. “It is a ruined city?”


“Yes.”


“They are dangerous.”


“Yes.”


Kirin sighed and looked up.
“Perhaps only the two of us should venture in. Kerris and the Scholar could
stay on the outskirts with the Major – “


The Major spat on the ground but
the Seer stared off into the distance. Between the trees, glimmers of light
danced on the far-away waters, as far-away as the eye could see. It was quite
beautiful.


“That may not be a bad idea,
Captain,” he said finally. “Perhaps Path will tell us tomorrow.”


Kirin frowned. He did not like
the idea that the course of this venture had once again been turned over to the
falcon, and therefore, the Seer. It was a power play that made him
uncomfortable.


“Very well. Tomorrow then,” he
said, and slid the katanah back into its sheath. Tomorrow would come soon
enough.



 

***



 

There are many views on the
beginning of life – as many as there are roads of faith, and it is
intriguing to see how they intersect and diverge on the topic of trees. One
road of faith states that life began in a garden, thereby giving almost
primeval power to the nature of the jungle. Others insist that trees themselves
possess spirits, akin to our own in depth and complexity. Others that claim
that life crawled out of a river of reeds, giving birth to all civilizations
from one singular ancestor. Our own dragon mythology states that there are
dragons of earth, sky, fire and water, but not wood. Certainly not tree.  No, there are no tree dragons in our history.


It is a mystery. The forest is a
powerful force.


This land had become a land of
forests, mass upon mass of green scaling the mountains and hills that skirted
the sea, and even from the cliff faces, they could see pines seeming to grow
out of bare rock. The twisted carts were more numerous as well, as finally the
crumbling peaks of a city came into view. It was very early morning, and the
sunlight was bright, almost blinding. But it was the forest that overwhelmed
them even more so than the sun or the sight of the city itself, and they could
see it working its way through road and building alike. In fact, it was as if a
green cloak were being drawn slowly but deliberately across a slate, wiping all
traces of Ancestors from history. It was a frightening sight, dangerous and
wild, untamed and disturbing, as if the seemingly benign forest were devouring
all memory of man.


The road leading into the city
was difficult to walk, as difficult as a jungle road, with vines and roots
pushing up through the pieces of hard surface which then sat up at odd and
treacherous angles on the ground. For the most part, the buildings were almost
obscured by foliage, with vines growing thick up the crumbling walls and trees
growing high on many rooftops, but windows still peered out like eyes without
lids, only hinting at what had once been alive in another time. Tall spires,
broken and mossy, reached to the skies like bones of a withered hand.


But it was not dead, much to
Fallon’s surprise. There was no ‘deathly silence’ or feeling of doom or
foreboding as they moved in through the outskirts of the city. No, there were
birds calling, leaves rustling, and in the distance, the sound of waves and
rushing waters. This place was very much alive, rich with the power of life,
and she found herself in awe of the very land itself, whether Upper Kingdom,
Lower, or here in no kingdom at all.


They rode for the better part of
the morning through this dead but alive city, when Sireth reined his horse in for
a moment, hand raised. Fallon expected the falcon to slice the air in one of
her dramatic entrances, but that did not happen. Instead, he sat quite still
for several moments, eyes closed, then released a long-held breath.


He looked at the Captain. “We should
go,” he said finally.


“Right,” said Kerris, and sprang
from the back of his mountain pony. “Let’s find this ‘tiger’ and get him home.
Nothing like a good old fashioned drag back to a palace to make a fellow feel
welcome.”


Jaw setting, Kirin dismounted as
well. He put his hands on his hips and looked around. The tall, crumbling
buildings, beams exposed in places like the ribs of a half-eaten carcass, vines
stringing overhead, and many birds. They were so high, so free. They could come
and go as they wished, had no Bushido to follow, no code of ethics to dictate
their fates. The heaviness sank back down on him, and he turned to his brother.



“Kerris.”


His brother stared back at him,
that flash of something appearing yet again. It broke his heart. Twenty-four
years of striving. Twenty-four years of conflict. Even now, on the threshold of
the most important event in the history of the Upper Kingdom, on the threshold
of most important event in the life of Kirin Wynegarde-Grey (and ultimately,
the last) and still they could not lay it down. Kerris would never understand.


Perhaps it was for the best.


Kirin shoved the ache far, far
down. 


“Kerris, the Seer and I will go
find Solomon. I need you to stay here with the Scholar and the horses.”


Kerris, for his part, turned to
him and stared. Simply stared.


Kirin stepped forward. “The
Major…” For some reason, his throat constricted. It was difficult to speak. He
pushed it deeper. “The Major will watch over you…and the Scholar. You will need
to…to watch over her. There may be dangers here. In this part of the city. Be
alert. Be careful, Kerris. Please be careful.”


There was so much more he wanted
to say. Set alMassay free. Take care of
Mother. Settle down somewhere with this tigress, raise kittens, be happy.
But there was a flatness in Kerris’ blue eyes, a curl of the lip that looked
most unnatural on one so animated. It struck like a blade to the heart. He
stopped his heart from racing, stopped his hand from reaching out. He could not
allow himself to be deterred now. So with a deep drawing of breath, he made his
will steel and forced all thoughts of his brother from his mind. 


He turned and, with the Seer
leading, headed down the overgrown street deep into the devoured heart of the
city.


Kerris watched him go for a very
long time, before turning in the opposite direction and storming off down an
entirely different street. Fallon sprang off her horse and ran after him,
scrambling through shrubs and shattered stone.


Ursa watched as both parties
disappeared from view. Yet again, she found herself conflicted. Her charge, her
orders. Her charge, her orders. She made a decision, slipped from her mount and
followed.



 

***



 

She could hear him muttering as
he walked, but it was difficult to catch up, for he was moving quickly and the
footing was uneven. But finally, he slowed to a stop near a low square
ivy-covered building, with a doorway open to the shadows. He placed a grey hand
flat upon the green wall, and dropped his head, shoulders sagging.


She was puffing as she scrambled
up beside him, reaching her own hand out to touch him, to reassure him, and
also, to keep herself from falling. He didn’t respond for a long time, almost
as if he weren’t aware, but finally he did take it in his and pulled her palm
to his lips. She was surprised. He then pulled all of her to him, her waist,
her hips, her mouth, and he kissed her eagerly, almost desperately and she
thought her bones might break from his grip. She could have sworn she tasted
tears. Finally, his hands and breathing slowed and he held her, simply held
her, swaying slightly as if to music and kissing little kisses on her neck,
forehead, throat. She sank into him, lost every time.


“Where shall we go then?” he
asked, gently stroking her hair from her forehead.


She searched his face for some
clue as to what he was asking. Yes, tears. Most definitely. “What do you mean? Now? ‘Go then’ now?”


“No, love. When all of this is
over, of all the places in the Kingdom you’ve dreamt of going, where shall we
go?”


“You mean, other than Pol’Lhasa?”


“Please, any place other than Pol’Lhasa.”


“Well, I do like the jungle…”


“The jungle it is! Which jungle,
for there are many? The jungles of Hindaya,
of LanLandesh, of Shiam? How about Nam? Very hot and jungley there…”


“Oh, um, sure. Any of those are
nice, but the university is in Pol’Lhasa…”


“What about the Eastern Kingdom?
I could show you some amazing Chi’Chen jungles
that would take your breath away. They’re wonderful people, monkeys are, once
they get to know you. Very hospitable, very entertaining.”


She leaned into him. “I think I’d
like to go back to the University.”


“Well, yes, to pack your things,
naturally. But after that.”


“I’d like to finish my studies…” 


He cupped her face in his hands.
“But we talked about this, didn’t we? You won’t be allowed back in if you’re
being a-courted by a lion. Not even a Royal one.”


She bit her lip, suddenly aware
of where this was going. “Well,” she said softly, “We could keep it a secret…”


It was the wrong thing, she knew,
as soon as it left her lips, for he shifted in her arms. “A secret?”


“Well, no, that’s not really what
I meant. I meant that, um, maybe we could, um, live somewhere in the city but
that, that I could, you know, go…to the university…on my own… And you, you
could keep going on adventures for the Empress. You know, like the way things
were before, only better…” She sounded pathetic, she knew that as well. He had
warned her about this and she had assured him she was able but now she wasn’t
sure and she watched as the realization played out across his face. Oh, this was so very bad.


“It’s just, it’s just I’m not
sure, you know? I want so many things. I want to do so many things. I want to
know so many things—“


“It’s all right, love,” he said,
smiling sadly. “I understand.”


“No, no I don’t think you do. I
don’t think I said it right. I want you. I do. I want to be a-courted by you.
But I wish…” For once, Fallon Waterford’s words ran out. She leaned her head on
his chest. “I just wish life was different.”


“So do I.” 


She could have sworn there were
fresh tears.


And he took her by the elbows to
move her away from his body, and she let him, feeling all the will drain from
her limbs. He smiled again, but it was different this time, and took several
steps backwards before swinging around and heading back up the street. She
wiped her own tears with the back of her hand, and struck out to follow.


When high on the rooftop above
them, the falcon cried.



 

***



 

Kirin cupped a hand over his eyes
and scanned the skies. It was very bright this morning, and it made him wish
for the keffiyeh of the desert to
provide a little relief from the sun. He dropped his hand to his hip and turned
to the Seer, who seemed quite content to pick his way over the rough terrain of
the city.


“Sidi, are we near?”


“Perhaps.”


Kirin ground his molars. He had
lost his patience hours ago, months ago if he was honest, and it was not
something he could afford at the moment.


“Where is the falcon?”


“Ah yes. Path. Well, ah…”
benAramis too looked up to the skies, but finally returned his odd, one-eyed
gaze to the Captain. He clasped his gloved hands together. “I’m a terrible
liar, Captain. I think you know this by now. Path is not here. She is with
Solomon…” and he swung his arm back in the direction they had come. “That way…”


Kirin stared at him.


“That way?”


“Yes.”


“Solomon is that way?”


“Yes.”


“Why? Why are we this way? Why would you take me away from Solomon?”


“I am no fool, Captain. You
cannot hide your plans from me. From anyone else perhaps, but not me. You
intend to kill Solomon to protect the Empire, then yourself to restore honor. I
am not going to journey to the ends of the earth and beyond, only to have you
kill two people simply because of a twisted code of ethics. I do not share your
Bushido, Captain. And neither does your brother.”


“Kerris?” He frowned. “What does
Kerris have to do with this?”


And suddenly he knew. 


And he turned and bolted back
down the rough and rocky path toward the horses.



 

***



 

“Kerris?” she called in a soft,
befuddled voice.


It was the falcon, Path of Sha’Hadin. She could tell by the
tattered talon leathers that hung from her thin legs. It’s head cocked from one
side to the other, and it shifted position just above the gaping doorway of the
building.


She peered inside.


“Kerris? I think there’s someone
in here…”


And without waiting for him, she
took first one step, then another, and soon was swallowed by darkness.



 

***



 

There was no one with the horses.


“Where are they?!” he growled as
the Seer ambled up behind him.


benAramis made a face. “Ah, well,
yes, perhaps—“


Kirin leaned in, his brow dark
and low. “Tell me now, sidi. I will
not ask again.”


The Seer grew still for a moment,
then glanced up at the Captain. 


“This way.”


And he struck out down an
entirely different road, with low mossy buildings on either side.



 

***



 

“Sidala?” Kerris peered into the blackness. “Sidala, please. These places are dangerous and I am in no mood.”


He saw a shape slip in the
darkness and followed as it pressed itself into a corner.


“Please, sidala. You’d best come out of there—“


The shape stepped out of the
shadows and hoisted a thick, rusted pipe high in the air above his head.


Kerris felt his heart leap to his
throat. He could not believe his eyes. He could not move.


“Hey, Kerris,” came Fallon’s
voice as she crunched through the rubble behind him. “I’m sorry. I really
thought I heard some—“


She breathed in sharply, a hand
flying to her mouth.


“Oh mother…”


Shielding the tigress with his
body, Kerris began to back up, stumbling across the broken floor as the figure
advanced, pipe still held high. Within moments, they were both flattened
against the wall, trapped. The pipe began to slice the air in front of them,
making terrible whooshing sounds in the quiet.


Kerris held up his hands, still
pressing the Scholar back against the stone. “Please, sahidi. Please.”


“…oh mother…”


“Idiots!” The sound of sharp,
angry clacking filled the building. “I have been looking and looking –“


Major Ursa Laenskaya froze, a
small slim silhouette in the doorway, as she surveyed the scene before her. The
figure whirled and raised the pipe in her direction, shouted something
unintelligible. Her sword clattered to the floor and she immediately followed,
dropping first to her knees then to her elbows, touching the ground with her
forehead in the most formal of bows.


“Sahidi!”


Eyes wide, Fallon peered over
Kerris’ shoulder.


“Solomon…?”


The figure stood still for
several heartbeats before lowering his pipe with a moan. 


“What the hell is going on?” said
Solomon.



 

***



 

He could not believe what was
going on.


The Seer had played him, had
likely been playing him for weeks, perhaps months, perhaps since the Inn at the
Roof of the World when Kirin had made the dangerous realization of what the
Bushido would demand of him. The Seer had to have known. It was a matter of
course. There would be no way to hide from such a mind as his.


And he cursed himself for it.


The falcon cried as she sailed
into view above the shrubs and broken rock that was the street. She dipped a
wing and circled, and just below her, a party of shapes came into focus,
wavering in the heat of the late morning sun.


His heart sank like a stone.


The Major was leading them like a
sliver arrow, the Scholar on one side, his brother on the other, both with
hands laid on the fourth, a ragged figure in strange clothing. In fact, he was
almost as hairy as a dog, this fourth companion, with a beard that made
Sireth’s look like a mere tiger stripe, and like the Seer, his eyes were as
brown as the earth after a rain. But what he could not take his eyes from was
the man’s pelt. Or lack, thereof.


Skin alone, pale and smeared with
grime, much like the face of a Chi’Chen
but even more so. The stuff of legend, of history, of ancestry. A forefather.
An Ancestor.


And he could see it now, as
plainly as that lack of pelt, how Kerris and Fallon walked beside him, beaming
with wonder, touching him with awe, with reverence and adoration. He could see
how the Empire would fall, as every cat would flock to see this Ancestor, to
bring homage, to bring worship and loyalty and there would be anarchy in the
streets as Imperial rule was abandoned in favor of an older, more dangerous
way.


His hand fell to the hilt of his
sword.


Solomon walked toward him,
walking very much as a cat walked, and his smile, bright against the filth of
his skin, broadened as he neared. And he did not stop. He continued right up to
the Captain, reaching out his grimy, flat-clawed hands and pulling him into a
great embrace, laughing as he did so. It was so hard to remain detached, to
remain formal or mercenary, with such an amiable soul.


“Solomon,” He tried to remove
himself from the man’s grip. It was difficult. The man did not want to let go.
“Solomon, I am Kirin Wynegarde-Grey, Captain of the Queen’s Guard.”


“Captain,” the man was saying.
“Captain, I’m so glad to see you all.” He slapped the Captain’s back several
times before pulling himself away. There were tears shining in his brown eyes. 


“And you…” He turned as Sireth
ambled up to the Captain’s side, smiling like the sun. “You must be my host?”


“Sireth benAramis. I am honored
to finally meet you, sidi.”


But a bow was not enough, for
they embraced like old friends and Kirin envied the Seer the ease with which he
lived his life. Suddenly, the Bushido felt like chains.


He looked at Kerris, saw the
glint in his brother’s eye, the curl of his lip. Felt the stab of betrayal in
his heart, although Kerris had been as played as he. There was no killing
Solomon now. Kerris would see to it. The Seer was a master.


He needed to think.


He needed to think.


He glanced at the faces, each
wearing vastly different expressions. “I believe it is time for tea…”


And he turned and headed back for
the horses where the stores were waiting.



 

***



 

The end of the human race had not
been a speedy thing.


It had been the year 2109 AD when
the population of the planet reached 30 billion, and resources were perceived
as scarce. Whether or not they actually were
scarce was a matter for debate – agricultural science had grown
extremely efficient, and industrial hydroponics could easily have fed more than
half the planet with healthy, organic food. Global regulatory systems had been
set in place for sharing those resources but ultimately had failed to function
and soon, as many as were born, died of want. As a result, nations went to war
over these resources and many more died. Weapons were as sophisticated as they
were brutal and not only cities disappeared, but entire regions were rendered
uninhabitable. The destruction of Israel had created a ‘dead zone’ for decades
after simultaneous bombings from its neighbors Iran, Iraq and Syria. Still,
even in such a state, the human race survived.


The plagues, however, started in
2153.


Genetically engineered viruses
began to systematically wipe out entire genomes of the human population, as
warring countries vied for resources. Countries such as India, Pakistan, Korea
and China (also known as the Independent
Asian Republics) emerged as scientific powerhouses and with no human rights
protocols to hinder the progress of research in areas such as microbiology,
virology, cloning and gene splicing, the western world struggled to keep pace.
The European Union of States claimed
the first western success with rat/monkey hybrids. These creatures, while
marvels of genetic engineering, were impossible to contain and the entire EUS state
of Great Britain became a self-contained wasteland, undone by its very own
hand. Soon, it became apparent that measures needed to be taken to ensure that
a remnant of humanity survived.


The IAR chose engineering,
building on the EUS’s ‘success’ with animal interspecies hybrids before
attempting the more complex feats of human-animal gene splicing. The logical
choices – the great apes – were far too similar genetically to
escape the variety of diseases that had been created, and soon, human-monkey
hybrids were being tested for viability and adaptability. There had been rumors
of other, more bizarre combinations, ie human-cat, human-dog, and even
human-bear, but scientific communications between nations had long ceased, so
there was no way to verify such wild and fanciful reports.


The EUS chose Ark projects,
establishing independent but collaborating cryogenic stations deep within
neutral territories, each buried a half-kilometer beneath the surface of the
earth. Three sites were chosen for their geological, tectonic, meteorological
and political stability – Marathon,
in the heart of the Canadian Shield, Kalgoorlie
Australia and Kandersteg,
Switzerland. These were ideal homes for the international research facilities
known as the SANDMAN Projects. As the rest of the planet battled disease,
genetically-mutated plague, biological terrorism and nuclear fallout, these
three shelters were the cradle of hope for humanity’s survival, a living
arsenal of scholars and scientists, artists and engineers. Each facility boasted
incredible subterranean archives of research and raw data, history, art,
literature and music. Each possessed resources enough to jump-start human
civilization – people and possessions frozen in time, awaiting the cue
from a satellite in high orbit to awaken and begin life all over again, if it
came to that.


It was a self-fulfilling
prophecy. Naturally, it came to that.


 In
another life, so long ago, Solomon had been known as Dr. Jeffery Solomon,
Supervisor7 of the International SleepLab1, Kandersteg,
Switzerland. 


Or Swisserland, to those of a feline persuasion.


So, while the IAR created
civilizations of not-quite-human people, Jeffery Solomon slept.


For hundreds of years, Jeffrey
Solomon slept.


In fact, for thousands of years,
Jeffrey Solomon slept.


And those not-quite-human people
not only survived but thrived, creating for themselves civilizations of their
own.


And Max, the orbiting satellite
with the directive to revive the SANDMAN projects, for reasons that can only be
speculated upon, failed to do his job. In fact, it wasn’t until the very high
orbit began to decay that any signal at all was transmitted, and that through
the minds and souls and lives of the very powerful not-quite-human people known
as the Seers of Sha’Hadin. The
process had killed six Seers, the other six Supervisors of SleepLab1, and left
a definite connection between the two survivors.That much was obvious. To
Kirin, they seemed cut from the same piece of cloth.


“So, how is it that after
hundreds, maybe thousands of years, you guys still speak English? I mean, it’s
not completely English – there’s some Chinese, some Hindi and some
Japanese in there as well, but mostly, it’s English. That’s crazy.”


They were sitting at the fire
after feasting on the last of the dates, tea and fresh fish caught by the
falcon from the great waters near the city. It was the first solid meal Solomon
had eaten since being awakened so many months ago, and Kirin found it
impossible to believe that anyone, including an Ancestor, could survive so long
on ‘vitamin squares, protein powder’ and water. He was sitting cross-legged,
one hand tugging the remnants of his beard, the other using the Major’s tanto
to cut it off. “Shaving’ he had called it.


His strange words seemed to have
no end.


“We are speaking Imperial, sidi,” corrected Kirin. “It is the
language of politics and diplomacy in the Upper Kingdom.” 


“Oh and education,” added Fallon.
“And, and commerce. Although Hanyin, Farashi, Hindushi, Urdurash and Shaharabic
are common in commerce too.” She shrugged, her arms wrapped around her knees.
“Depends on where you are. It’s a big kingdom.”


“Damn big kingdom,” said Solomon.
He scraped around his chin.


The others watching him were
thrilled.


“So, so you grow a pelt, then you
cut it off…” Kerris shook his head, eyes wide with wonder. “That is
unbelievable.”


“Yeah, well… it’s not really… a
pelt…” Solomon had raised his chin to scrape the hairs off his throat. Kirin
watched carefully. It would all be over if that blade slipped. “Just a hairy,
itchy, flea-catching mess, that’s all…”


Fallon shuddered. “I hope you
don’t have fleas.”


“Me too, honey.”


Ursa was also watching intently,
pale eyes gleaming in the moonlight. “All beards should be scraped like that.”


The Seer grinned at her. “Even
mine?”


“Especially yours.”


Solomon sighed, ran a hand along
his chin. “Okay, that’ll have to do for now. I really need some soap and
water—“


“Hah!” shouted Kerris. “Water!
You like water?”


“Of course I like…” The brown
eyes stared at the group. “You’ve got to be kidding. You cats really don’t like
water?”


Ursa and Sireth shuddered at the
thought. 


“That’s just too funny.” Solomon
shook his head. “You know, I honestly didn’t know what to expect, meeting you
people and all, but I always just assumed you’d be…you know, people…”


“We are people,” said Kirin in a low voice.


“Yeah, yeah, I know. I didn’t
mean to offend, but…” he sighed, “There were no ‘cat people’ where I came from.
When I came from… Just cats, and
people.”


“You created us,” said Fallon.
“Well, not you, but Ancestors. Other Ancestors. And not us individually, but us
as a people. We were your favorite people. It is written. Us, then the Chi’Chen, then dragons. But I’m not
really sure if dragons are people.”


“Dragons are not people,” said
Kerris.


“Right. So, the Ancestors of Lha’Lhasa created the first of us, and
well, we’ve being doing a pretty good job of keeping it going ever since.”


Solomon smiled. It was
interesting to see how the same emotions expressed themselves across his face.
Like the Seer, he also used his hands when talking, and seemed to like to
touch. Perhaps he was just making sure they were all real, and not a part of
some vivid ‘vitamin-square’ induced dream.


“So…” said Solomon now as he
stared into the fire. “There are no people? I mean, people like me?”


A silence fell over the little
fire, save for the crackling of the wood.


“No,” said Kirin. “The Ancestors
have been gone for over 3 dynasties.”


Fallon nodded. “In fact, it was
the last plague that sent the Dragon Team up the Nine-Peaks Mountain to find
out what had happened to the last of them. It was then that they found the
first of the Sacred Ones.”


“Sacred Ones?” 


“Our leaders. More important than
lions.” She glanced at the Captain. “Um, sorry, Sir…” 


He merely grunted.


“Are these Sacred Ones cats too?”


“Oh yes. They are small, fine and
have no pattern of coat-coloring. One can be a Tabbeh, Its kitten can be Kali’coh.
Very brilliant, very random.”


Solomon stared at her. “House
cats? Your ‘Sacred Ones’ are house cats?”


And he threw back his head and
laughed until tears rolled down his cheeks.


And something in Kirin began to
burn.


“They are our Sacred Ones, sidi…”
he growled.


“Sorry, sorry. I don’t suppose
your mortal enemies are dogs, are they?”


Their silence was met with even
more laughter, and suddenly, Kirin knew with all of his heart that the Empire
was right and honorable and good, and that the Bushido was right and honorable
and good and that his decision was right and honorable and good.


And that this man, this Ancestor,
would die by his sword before the night was through.











Ana’thalyia



 

Feline pride is a dangerous
thing.


Cats are a strong people, a
generous people, a talented people. Cats sing, cats build, cats dream, cats
administrate. Each day, cats make decisions based on heritage, preferences and castes.
Their lives are shaped by many forces, some good, some not so good. It is the
way of things.


But one thing that does indeed
characterize cats is their pride. The Upper Kingdom was the envy of all other
civilizations, their culture rich and well preserved. Almost without exception,
their people are happy, hardworking and content. Yes, they are proud of a great
many things, and perhaps that was their undoing. Pride, while admittedly well
deserved, hints at arrogance, and therefore, it is dangerous. It leads one down
the path of unsound thinking, where the only voice you must listen to is your
own. Lions are especially prone to this, (although many Sacred-born dip a
finger in it as well) and the world to them becomes quite unilateral when it is
threatened.


The Captain was experiencing this
very thing.


It was very late, with Ursa
taking the first watch of the night, standing like a statue behind the Seer who
was deep in meditation. Solomon had fallen asleep quickly – he had to
have been exhausted – and both the Scholar and Kerris had bedded down on
opposing sides of the fire. Unusual. They had been inseparable of late. 


For his part, Kirin could not
sleep, and so he lay, insides burning as if filled with coals. Solomon’s words
had triggered his pride, the laughter had boiled his blood, and as he lay,
hands laced tightly across his middle, he wrestled with the details of
Solomon’s death, and ultimately, his own. Not the necessity of it, not now, but
rather, the method of it, the timing. If possible, he would prefer to kill the
man swiftly. One strong, sure slice of the katanah to the neck would accomplish
the task with minimal pain and mess. The question was whether or not to let the
man know the blow was coming.


There were benefits to both, he
reasoned. Surely, Solomon would understand the necessity of such a sacrifice,
and would accept his death with quiet dignity, on his knees preferably, with
hands poised quietly in his lap. This would allow both Kirin and Solomon to
retain honor, the best of all possible outcomes. However, if Solomon did not
understand, if for any reason, he did not cooperate, then the best option was
the element of surprise.


His own death would be simple. A harah’kiri with the tanto to the belly,
slashing first left then right. He would have no second, however – he was
certain the Major would not assist him in this – and the death would be
slow, painful and bloody. Now a blade to the heart – the same method as
with Rhan Agoyian – had its appeal. Quick, quiet, contained. Both would
bring honor to his mother, his great house, his Empress.


Kerris, however, would be
shattered.


And it was with this knowledge
that the Captain wrestled long and hard. It was the only thing he regretted
now, the pain he would cause his brother. Perhaps the episodes that regularly
plagued him would resurface, chasing the sunshine away in favor of storms and
dark weather. Kerris had lived with these for years, ever since the death of
their father. He was a creature of both sunlight and shadows, equally at home
in either.


Kirin hoped the tigress would
help him, but somehow, he didn’t hold out much hope for that.


“What?”


He heard the Major hiss and he
realized that at some point, he had fallen into a light, troubled sleep. He sat
up, blinking, and focused his eyes across the fire, to where the Seer was
meditating. The man was shaking his head.


He leaned forward. “Sidi?” 


His eyes were tightly closed, his
tail lashing from side to side.


“Sidi, what do you see?”


“An oracle…they have an oracle…”


Now it was Kirin’s turn to shake
his head. “Who has an oracle, sidi? The Alchemists who follow?”


“No… Not them…”


Kerris was awake now, as was the
Scholar. Solomon himself was stirring, hands pressed across his strange
pelt-less forehead in weariness.


Kirin frowned. “Who then?”


“They are tracking us…they have
been for months, since the splitting of the star…”


“The Alchemists?”


“The dogs,” he growled, and his
tail lashed again. “The damned, accursed dogs…”


Everyone sat straight up, save
for Solomon, who was only now pushing up to his elbows. Dogs had been a
constant threat on this journey, a constant danger, but not an actual force. In
fact, their party had not yet encountered any trace of dogs. They had faced
rats and bears, beaten them too, but the dogs had remained shadows, ghosts skirting
the edges of possibility. Unnamed fears, night terrors, mortal enemies. 


“Dogs, sidi?” Kirin found his voice hoarse and strained. “There are dogs
following us?”


“From the northeast. Their oracle
has marked me somehow, has been following us for months. But I have him now. He
cannot escape…”


Kirin glanced at his brother,
then at Solomon.


“Why are they following us, sidi? Could this oracle possibly know
about the Ancestor?”


“It is not the Ancestor they
want…” The Seer ground his teeth. “Please be quiet. I have him almost
finished…”


Then suddenly, the man growled,
eyes open wide, and he released first one breath, then another. He looked up at
the Captain. 


“He is dead.”


“Dead?”


“The oracle. I have killed him.”



 

***



 

“He is dead, lord.”


The Leader growled, lashed his
thick tail. He knew it had been dangerous, but then, that was the life of an
oracle. They lived only at the whim of their leaders and the mercy of their
craft. He glanced at the body, small and frail, twisted on itself in the throes
of death. It had not been a strong dog. Oracles rarely were. But to die in that
manner, killed by the soul of a cat, it was most unnatural.


“Burn him,” he said finally. “We
are close. We can track them ourselves now.”


His lieutenant nodded. “And the
others? The ones he would speak with, through the flames and the water?”


“Alchemists.” The Leader made a
face. “Perhaps we will find them first.”


The lieutenant smiled and bent
down to pick up the body.



 

***



 

They were all awake now, and
Kerris had busied himself by making tea. All things including battle
strategies, were improved upon under the calming, soothing, ordering influence
of tea. Even still, the Captain was pacing.


“How many dogs, sidi?”


“I don’t know. A Legion.”


“I need numbers.”


“I have none for you.”


The tufted tail lashed. “How far
away?”


“I cannot say. Close, I presume.”


The man did not seem disturbed.
It was dark, they were in a ruined Ancestral city, being tracked by a party of
Alchemists and now, a Legion of dogs. And yet, he did not seem disturbed.


He narrowed his eyes.“How long
have you known?”


Sireth raised his brows. “About
the dogs? Oh, quite a long time.”


“And yet you said nothing.”


“We all have our secrets,
Captain.” And he smiled at this. “But, even so, it was irrelevant. Until now.”


Kirin swung around, hands on hips. “I am the Captain of this journey, sidi. It is for me to decide what is
or is not relevant.”


“Duly noted.”


He set his molars, released a
breath. “The Alchemists, are they also following?”


“Yes. There are five of them,
including Jet. They…are seeking the
Ancestor.”


Fallon Waterford, who had been
standing in silence this entire time, arms wrapped around her ribs, cocked her
head. “How could they know, sir? About Solomon, I mean?”


He glanced at her. “They are
Diviners. They cast lots, read numbers. Their numbers kept reading ‘six’.”


Her eyes grew round and her mouth
made a little ‘o’ as she thought it through. “Oh,” she finally said. “Six. The number of man.”


“Yes.”


“Sherah was a Diviner,” she said.


Now it was Kerris’ turn to cock
his head. “She knew too, didn’t she?”


Kirin nodded. He could not bring
himself to look at his brother.


Jeffrey Solomon held up both
hands. “Now wait a minute,” he said. “I may have been asleep for a couple of
thousand years, but I’m catching on to something here. These dogs, these
Alchemists, they’re coming for me?”


“Yes,” said Kirin.


“The dogs – no. The
Alchemists – yes,” corrected Sireth.


“But why?”


 “Because you are an Ancestor, that’s why,” growled Kirin.
“Your existence shifts the balance of power within the Empire. Within all the Empires. You have the potential
to raise armies while destroying others with a single word.”


The man’s pelt-less brow
furrowed. “But that…that’s crazy.”


Kirin sighed. “It is the way of
things.”


He turned to benAramis. “Send the
falcon. I want her to find the Legion, find out their location, their numbers.”


“Ah. No.”


It was almost expected, this
defiance. Kirin grew very calm. “It is not a request.”


“I will not send her.”


“I am tired of games, sidi.” He glanced at the falcon perched
on his shoulder, hooded and belled. “Why will you not send her?”


“The dogs are expert archers,
Captain. They shoot falcons.”


“They shoot cats,” Kerris snorted. And for once, Kirin agreed. He stepped very
close to the Seer, mindful that the Major was at his right hand. He wondered
what would happen if he chose to strike, which allegiance she would betray.


“Send the falcon. Tell her to
stay high, be safe, but that we need to know numbers and locations. Is that
understood?”


It seemed forever, but finally
the Seer raised a brow and lifted a gloved hand to the bird at his shoulder. He
stroked her downy breast, unlaced the leathers that bound her slim legs, at the
while speaking to her in soft, hushed tones like a lover. When he removed the
hood, she chirupped once before lifting from his arm and soaring into the night
sky.


All eyes strained to watch her
go.


Sireth looked back at him, eyes
shiny with tears. “It has begun,” he whispered. “It has begun and it cannot be
stopped.” And he turned and walked away, out of the firelight.


The Major shrugged and followed.


And Kirin’s heart sank, knowing
that whatever it was that had begun, it could not be ended now at the edge of a
sword.


“Kerris, prepare the horses. We
may need to leave at once.”


The grey lion nodded once and
also disappeared, and Kirin was grateful that there had been no flash of the
eyes, no curl of the lip. Perhaps this relationship could be salvaged somehow.
Despite everything, he did love his brother. Nothing other than duty to the
Empire could jeopardize that.


The tigress stepped forward. She
was wringing the laces on her desert tunic.


“Um, I’m going to help
Kerris…with the horses, I mean. If that’s okay?”


He studied her a moment, her
striped face and rippling hair, her great emerald eyes and quirky mouth. He never
had been good at reading people. This woman was almost as confounding as his
brother. “Yes,” he sighed. “Go.”


And she too disappeared into the
shadows cast by the ruins of buildings.


They were being tracked by dogs. They would likely all be dead before
the night was out.


He heard the crunch of thick
soles, felt Solomon fall in at his side. It felt natural, somehow. It belonged.


“Hey, Captain…”


“Yes, Solomon?”


“Can a talk to you a sec?”


“A sek?”


“Sorry. For a moment. In
private.”


Kirin glanced around. The Seer
and the Major were barely visible in the firelight. Kerris and the Scholar were
not visible at all, for the horses had wandered far as they grazed the lush new
growth of the city. There was no one watching. No one at all.


He didn’t understand.


The man touched his arm, turned
and crunched his way out of the firelight. The moon was waning now, a sharp
slice cut out of her usually happy face. The light she spilled was adequate,
and when Solomon stopped behind a stand of trees that had pushed their way
through stone, his pelt-less face looked stark in its cold blue glow.


“Listen, Captain, I think I get
what you’re saying, here. I don’t want to cause any problems. I certainly don’t
want to be toppling any Empires, or starting any wars between peoples or
anything like that. We were just trying to ensure the survival of our species,
that’s all.”


“I understand.” He did, to an
extent.


“If these dogs are putting you
all in danger just because of me, then I don’t need to be a part of this
equation.”


Now, he did not understand.


“I was really hoping that you
were human. That I would have a place to come back to, a people to come back
to. A future to build on. Now, I don’t know what I have…”


Solomon sighed, put one hand on
his hip, ran the other through the tangle that was his hair.


“I just want you to know that I
don’t have to come with you, that’s all.”


Kirin looked at him.


“In fact, you might be safer
without me. If these dogs are looking to me as some sort of kingmaker, then you
all would be better off without me, don’tcha think?”


Something began to tighten in
Kirin’s chest. “The Empire is in grave danger because of you, Solomon.”


“Yeah, I get that. I had a plan
B, you know. There were three Sandman Projects, one in Switzerland, one in
Canada and one in Australia. Maybe they are still sleeping over there. Maybe
Max didn’t wake their supers and maybe, if I can get to either Canada or
Australia, then maybe I can begin the process manually…”


His heart leapt in his ribs now
as what Solomon was saying began to take hold.


“Maybe there are already people
over there, maybe there are living human civilizations in other places, I don’t
know, I just know that I need to find out where I belong. If I belong anywhere at all…”


“There are others, Solomon?” His
voice sounded thin, unnatural.


“I don’t know, Captain. That’s
what I’m trying to tell you. Look, I’m grateful to you for what you’ve all
done, how far you’ve come to find me. I would have died many times over if it
hadn’t been for you. I would have probably killed myself out of despair, and
just knowing that you were looking for me gave me hope, kept me alive, kept me
going. But honestly, you’re…you’re not human! You’re an amazing feat of genetic
engineering, yes, and the scientist in me is dying to see what else this new world
has to offer, but…I don’t belong with you. I need to find my people, my own
people, if they exist. If not, then…then maybe it’s just as well that there are
none of us left. Maybe it’s just your turn, that’s all. We had our shot, and
now, you get to have yours…”


Other people. Other Ancestors.


It fell upon him like a cloak
drawn across his shoulders, the weight of responsibility, the burden of
command. Even as Solomon talked, the Captain straightened his posture, quieted
his tail (which had been very restless of late), drew long deep breaths. 


He welcomed the heart of Bushido
with every fiber of his being, felt it wash over him, calming him,
strengthening him. His hand closed over the hilt of his sword.


“Solomon,” he said quietly.


“But if there are still some of
us, some remnant of humanity, then it’s my job to find them, to help them, to
teach them not to make the same mistakes we did…”


“Solomon…”


“Before the power went out that
last time, the computer in the Humlander said there were Marine Archives in Turkey,
two in Istanbul, one in Antalya.
That’s why I’m here. I think I’ve found a boat –“


“Solomon.” Not loudly. Never loudly. But with authority. It was the
way of things.


The man closed his mouth,
shoulders sagging. He was exhausted, anxious, frightened at the same time. He
never even noticed the Captain’s hand.


“Sorry, Captain. I’m rambling. Do
you have any ideas?”


The Captain stepped forward. “I
am also sorry, Solomon. I am sorry for you, for what you have been through
since your awakening. For this long quest to find us and the dangers you have
experienced along the way.”


Another step. “I am also sorry
for your people, for the horrible ways they surely died and for the loss of
such knowledge and power from our culture. We learned much from you in the early
days - it is recorded in the journals of the first Dynasties - but Solomon, you
were right. Your people are gone, and they are gone for a very good reason.”


And he slid the long sword from
its sheath.


“And we are here, we the people of the Upper Kingdom, and we are a people and the Bushido is ours,
and the Way is ours, and the Right to Rule is ours.”


Solomon had not moved. In fact,
his brow was furrowed, as if confused.


“I cannot allow you to discover
if any of your people live. I cannot allow you to awaken any more Ancestors for
these very reasons. Your people are a threat to the Empire, and you Solomon,
even you, are a threat to the Empire.”


“I don’t understand…”


“Your star, your machine, your
‘saddle-light’, killed six of the most important men in our Kingdom. It killed
them while trying to awaken you. Did
you expect no repercussions?”


“You…you’re going to kill me?”
His brown eyes were wide in disbelief.


“I am the Captain of the Queen’s
Guard. I serve a glorious Empire and a glorious Empress. She has given me
orders, and I must follow those orders, regardless of my feelings for you.” He
held the blade wide, one hand on hilt, the other flexing the point. “It is an
honorable death. You will feel nothing.”


“You can’t kill me…” Disbelief
still.


“But I can, Solomon. And I must.
And there will be no more talk of Ancestors in this land or in any other and
our lives will return to normal, as if you had never existed. It is the way
things must be. Is this so difficult to understand?”


“Is what so difficult to understand?”
came a voice and Kirin froze as Kerris ambled between the trees and into the
moonlight.



 

***



 

“Lord.”


The Leader opened his brown eyes.



“Lord, a scout has confirmed
campfires. We have them.”


“Which party? Sorcerors or
lions?”


“Unknown, Lord. But cats.”


“Strike the gars. We move
tonight.”


He rolled out of his skins and
was out of the tent in a heartbeat.



 

***



 

“Kerris.” The Captain’s tail
lashed once.


“The horses are ready, Kirin. If
we’re going anywhere, we should go now.”


“Yes, Kerris, just give us a
moment.”


The grey lion strolled up beside
Solomon, smile wide, eyes dancing. He glanced at the Ancestor, the look of
panic on his face, then back at his brother and the katanah bared between them.


“So, what is it, then, that is so
difficult to understand?”


“Nothing, Kerris. Please leave
us.”


“No,” said Solomon, grabbing
Kerris’ sleeve. “I would prefer it if you didn’t.”


“Kerris, for once, will you just
do as I ask?”


Kerris cocked his head. “You’re
not keeping more secrets, are you, Kirin?”


“I think he’s going to kill me,”
said Solomon. “And I don’t think I like that idea very much.”


Kerris turned his smile on his
brother. “Kirin is not going to kill you, Solomon. Are you, Kirin?”


“Kerris, I’ve asked you to leave.
Please leave.”


Kerris took a step toward his
brother. “You’re not going to kill him, Kirin. Tell me that you’re not going to
kill him.”


“Kerris…”


“Now what could possibly be
accomplished by killing an Ancestor. Has Lyn-ling asked this of you as
punishment for killing the Seers of Sha’Hadin?
For that I could see. She has claws, that little one does. Does she know what
Solomon is, Kirin? Have you given her all the information? Or did you choose to
keep her in the dark as well?”


The Captain grew cold. “Kerris,
step out of the way.”


“Is that an honorable thing to
do, Kirin? Keep the truth all to yourself so that you can be the judge, the
magistrate, the ‘Captain’, giving your orders to everyone else but making up
the rules as you go?”


Then hot. “Kerris, move out of
the way.”


Kerris took another step. “Is
this the Way of the Warrior, Kirin? Killing a man who hasn’t even claws to
defend himself? You will not win her love that way, Kirin. There is no honor in
that. Besides, she is marrying another by the New Year –“


“Enough!” White hot now, and
Kirin brought the blade up to Kerris’ throat. “You will not speak of the
Empress anymore!”


Kerris leaned forward and into
the blade, his smile unnaturally bright. “Why? Will you kill me too?”


With a loud snarl, the Captain
shoved his brother away. “Why are you like this, Kerris? You are always pushing
me. Pushing, pushing, pushing. You never listen to anyone, you never respect
anyone. You are lawless, reckless and you have no honor.”


There. He had said it. He had
just crossed a line, he knew it full well, but he believed it and it felt so
good to finally say it.


And it stung, he could tell.
Kerris winced as if whipped. But as he straightened, his eyes grew hard.


“You are right, brother. I have
no honor. You always had so much more of it than anyone. I suppose I never felt
the need.”


Kirin sighed, lowered the sword.
“There is no life worth living apart from honor. I must kill this man because
the Empress has willed it and I obey. It is the way of things. It is my way.”


“Right now, Kirin, your way is
wrong.”


“Leave Kerris, or be witness. I
will allow nothing less.”


Kerris stared at his brother,
then stepped slowly, deliberately and directly in front of Solomon.


Kirin felt dizzy, felt his
control slipping away. It was not supposed to be like this.  There was no honor in any of this.


“Please, Kerris. Please, move.”


Kerris shook his grey head. “No,
Kirin. I will not.”


Kirin felt tears spring into his
eyes. “Please, do not make me do this…”


“Do it. I make you.”


He raised the sword. “Kerris…”


“You have wanted to do it since
we were children, ever since you were old enough to realize what having a
brother like me meant for our family. You have wanted to do it ever since I
called the lightning and killed our father and brought dishonor on our house.
You have wanted to do it since I first got drunk and lost the family crest in a
barfight. You have wanted to do it since I bedded woman after woman, bringing
shame upon shame on the name Wynegarde-Grey. You have wanted to do it time and
time again, even when I traveled east and found myself in the company of those
damned Chi’Chen and cost the Kingdom
great parcels of land for peace. But land is worth far more than peace, isn’t
it? So do it, Kirin. Muster up some courage for a change and finally do
something that you’ve always wanted to do.”


Kirin couldn’t help it. The tears
spilled down his cheeks of their own accord.


“Why do you do this, Kerris?” he
whispered. “Why can you not at least try?”


“Try? Why do I not try?” Now it was Kerris’ turn for tears
to make tracks in his grey face. “All my life, that is all I have ever done.
Try. Try, try and try some more. It’s never been enough. I could never be gold
enough. Not for Father, not even for Mummie, certainly not for you. Never gold
enough for you.”


“It has nothing to do with your
pelt,” Kirin snapped. “You rejected Father’s ways. You rejected the family’s
ways! You rejected the Bushido—“


“There is no Bushido!”


“Kerris, stop that!”


“I say it again – there is
no Bushido. It is a lie you have created for yourself and others to stay dead
and be proud of it. It is a lie. It is a life of chains.”


“I said stop!”


“There is no Bushido!”


“No more!”


“I spit on your Bushido!”


The sword moved of its own free
will, wavering at the first talk of Bushido, but flashing now, causing the
Captain to lunge forward in following it, and it sliced the darkness in front
of his brother, the tearing sound muffled only by the roar torn from his own
throat.


Snapping, the pendants dropped to
the ground like rain.


He stepped backwards, an odd
sinking sensation washing down from his ears. The sword felt incredibly heavy
in his hands.


Kerris also stepped back, as the
pale moonlight caught a glint of something stretching like a river from
shoulder to hip.


“What have you done?” It was the
tigress, and he turned to see the Major and the Seer as well, standing behind
him, faces darkened in shadow. They looked as though they had been standing a
long time.


“What have you done?!”


And she rushed past the Captain,
catching the grey lion as he sank to his knees, clutching at the river now a
pool, and growing wider across his chest. 


The Seer was staring at him.


The Major was staring at him.


The Ancestor was staring at him.


The Bushido was gone. The Bushido
had fled.


The Captain dropped his sword and
did likewise.



 

***



 

There was a double ring of fire
around the tents and the pack surrounded it threefold. There were enough of
them to tear this company to pieces if they chose to do so, but they would wait
on the order of the Leader. These were Sorcerors. The dogs were frightened of them.


Figures could be made behind the
flames and long black cloaks swept the ground where they stood. One stepped
forward and the fire disappeared as he passed through, only to relight itself
behind his feet. The pack shifted as he approached the Leader, stopped an arm’s
length away. They were equal in height, the Leader and this Alchemist, and it
was a reminder to them all that some cats were as large as dogs, if not more
so. They were all formidable.


The cat reached up and removed
his hood. His face was as white as the moon and striped. For many of the pack,
it was the first time seeing their enemy so close. Their faces, shorter,
smoother. Their noses smaller. But it was the eyes, those accursed light eyes,
like stars, like the sun in the sky or the sky itself, not dark like earth or
wood or stone. Truly, they were an unnatural people.


“I am Jet barraDunne, First Mage
of Agara’tha.” The man inclined his
head, but did not bow. “You are Gansuhk Rush?”


The Leader raised a brow. “You
speak the language of the People.”


“I speak many languages, lord. It
is a useful skill.”


The Leader nodded. “Yes, I am
Rush, Commander of the 112th Legion under Khan Baitsukhan.”


“He is Third Khan, yes?”


“Yes.”


barraDunne smiled and the Leader
shivered at the sight. “Perhaps, when we are done, there will be a fourth?”


Rush grunted. That was the idea.


The cat turned slightly, gestured
back into the double rings. “If it pleases you, we can discuss matters inside,
where it is warm. I’m afraid I’m useless without a cup of tea.”


“Tea is for old women.”


“I have sakeh and Shyrian Arak if you’d prefer.”


  He grunted again, and
followed the Alchemist through the flames and they talked until the first light
of dawn.



 

***



 

It took all of them to hold him
down as first they peeled the fabric from his chest. The wound was long and
very deep in the shoulder and the blood that had soaked his tunic soon soaked
his grey pelt. They had no physician with them, no Necromancer or Alchemist
with provisions to tend him, and it became apparent that if he continued to
bleed the way he was bleeding now, Kerris Wynegarde-Grey would be dead before
morning.


Solomon had an idea.


He was a Scholar, this Jeffrey
Solomon was, but a physician first, and he asked them to help move the grey
lion to the fire. He then asked to borrow the Major’s swords and daggers, which
she was loathe to give up but was persuaded, and the Ancestor surprised them
all by plunging the blades into the flames until they grew red hot, like in a
forge. They held Kerris down yet again as Solomon wrapped cloths around the
hilts, reached with pelt-less fingers into the deepest parts of the wound, and
with seemingly great skill and knowledge, brought the glowing tip down and onto
the source of the blood.


The flesh sizzled and smoked and
reeked of burnt meat and Kerris cried out as Solomon dragged this new blade
along the path of the first, but soon his struggles ceased as sleep claimed him
in her black embrace. Solomon was then able to continue this practice until
most of the bleeding had ended. He packed it with damp tea leaves.


The tigress sat now, cradling the
grey head in her lap, stroking his forehead with her fingers.


“He will be alright now, won’t
he, Solomon?” Her voice was quiet, dull. She knew the answer to her question.
Somehow she still felt the need to ask.


The Ancestor shook his head. “I
don’t know, sweetheart. That’s a very bad wound. I may have stopped the
bleeding for now, but that’s by no means an effective treatment. Infection is
very likely and we need to bandage that up, but where in the world will we get
bandages?”


A bolt of white fabric dropped
into the man’s lap. He looked up to see the Major standing over him, a slim
silhouette against the reddening of the dawn sky. Her long marbled hair lifted
and fell on the early morning breeze.


“Will that do?”


Fallon looked up at her. “Your
cloak? You would let us use your cloak?”


“This is the desert. I do not
need it.” She scowled. “He is a spoiled, insignificant excuse for a lion.”


Fallon smiled. “But still.”


“But still.”


Solomon turned the heavy fabric
over and over in his hands, grabbed two ends, pulled. The cloth tore away in a
clean, straight strip. He smiled at her as well. “It’s perfect, Ursa. Thanks.”


The Seer appeared at her
shoulder. His own hair rose and fell on the breeze, and Fallon noticed how like
a matched pair they finally seemed. Her throat tightened, for she knew what was
coming.


“We must leave,” said the Major.
“We must find the Captain.”


Solomon said nothing. Fallon
nodded. She had a very bad feeling about this. 


“We will return when we can.” And
with that, the snow leopard spun on her precariously high bootheels and headed
for her horse. Sireth lingered a little longer.


“Solomon,” he said finally. “I,
for one, am very glad that you didn’t die… tonight or so many months ago. And
I’m very glad I have met you.”


The man smiled again, reached out
his right hand. benAramis stared at it.


“Take it. Just like this…”


And so a very old tradition was
reintroduced back into the Upper Kingdom, the tradition of ‘shaking hands.’ It
is a meaningless tradition, performed mostly among men. Why it is done even
today is a mystery.


The Seer turned his gaze on the
tigress.


“Khalilah,” was all he could say, for his throat was tight. She was
on her feet and in his arms in an instant, weeping and holding on as if she
would never let go for anything or anyone, and right then, Fallon Waterford,
Scholar in the Court of the Empress, was the saddest she had ever been in her
life.


He kissed her forehead, stroked
her now colorful cheek. “Don’t grow up too fast, little one,” he whispered, for
his own eyes were filled with tears.“And say hello to your kittens for me.”


“Six kittens,” she sniffed.


“Six grey striped kittens.”


And he stepped away from her,
from the Ancestor, threw one long last look at the Captain’s brother and cursed
Dharma for her cruel, cruel fates, and turned, his long dark desert robes
whirling theatrically, and he too was gone.


And the first beams of the sun
sliced through the tall, forested peaks of the city.



 

***



 

He rode.


He rode. 


He rode.


He had no idea where he was going
but still he rode.


alMassay’s powerful legs tore up
the rocky plains, and at a full gallop, he rode.


Head spinning, heart pounding,
voices raging inside, warring and accusing and cursing and weeping, and yet, he
rode.


The rising sun was shaking her
head at him but he rode.


Trees flashed, forests came and
went, the land rose and fell, but he rode.


Voices raging, growing louder,
wailing, howling, barking like dogs inside his head, and still, he –


alMassay gone from underneath him,
sailing through the air, hitting the earth hard, rolling, spinning, aching,
breaking.


alMassay squealing, thrashing
great powerful legs in an effort to stand, and he watches as if underwater the
great horse shake his head and neck, and shake it again, to rid it of the shaft
of an arrow, buried deep within the flesh.


He bolts to the horse’s side as
another arrow slices the air, and then another, thudding into the massive chest
and ribs. He pulls out the first, as alMassy cries again, tossing the proud head
in agony. He hears laughter and figures appear from over a ridge and he reaches
for his katanah, but it is gone, left behind after tasting his brother’s blood.
 And now, it is alMassay’s blood that is
spilling, streaking the great Imperial coat, dripping onto the rocks and his
best friend sinks to the ground, groaning and shaking and he is helpless to do
anything. 


More dependable than soldiers, more faithful than men.


With a snarl and lash of his
tail, he hikes the short sword.



 

***



 

“Idiot!” she snarled, long
marbled hair whipping in the morning wind, for he had pulled his horse to a
halt behind her. “Are we lost?”


benAramis closed his eyes,
opening his soul to the sensation that had just shaken him almost off his
horse. 


“No,” he murmured. “Not lost. Late.
We are too late.” 


He opened his eyes, leveled the
good one at her. “The Captain has fallen.”


She set her jaw. “Dogs?”


“Yes.”


“Is he…Have they killed him?” 


He cocked his head. “That, I
cannot see.”


“The falcon—“


And he called her silently, felt
her answering thoughts, let her lift him from his horse, take him so very high
above the land. It always amazed him, the things she saw, how the mountains
rose and fell all along the coast, how the water veered away from plains and
wrapped itself like a serpentine ribbon southeast, how the land looked so very
much like a blanket, stitched together with many differing cloths. She angled
and soared away from the tents, with fires burning brightly even in the morning
sun, cast her sharp eyes for any sign of Imperial gold.


She dipped a wing, dropped
through the clouds to better scan the terrain. 


She heard it whistle a moment
before it hit.


The impact sent her violently
backwards before beginning the spiral downwards. Her one wing was leaden, the
shaft of the arrow piercing her breast on the right side. It was causing a
downdraft, its weight catching the wind and dragging her earthward. Even still,
she angled the left wing, desperately trying to glide, to stay airborne, but
the ground met her far too quickly and she hit hard, tumbling head over tail
into a patch of dry pines. So there she lay in an awkward position in the
scrub, her breaths coming in short, sharp gasps, when a shadow fell across her,
blocking out the sun.


Rough hands with short pointy
claws reached down to grab her.


Lifted her from the pines. 


Turned her over in their grasp
and yanked the arrow from her breast.


She chirruped once, stabbed those
rough hands with her sharp hooked beak.


The hands moved to her neck and
it was the last thing she knew.


He was on the ground, on the
rocky ground nowhere near a patch of dry pines, and he felt her hands on him,
heard her voice as she pulled him to her. He buried his face in her hair and
wept.



 

***



 

Fallon Waterford awoke as the
body in her arms began to stir.


“He didn’t do it,” he was
muttering. “He didn’t do it. ”


He was trying to sit up, eyes
rolling, breath catching.


“It’s my fault. I said do it. He
didn’t do it. It’s my fault.”


Carefully, she pushed him back
down. “Hush, Kerris. Please lie still. I’ve made some tea—“


“He didn’t. The coward. It’s my
fault.”


“No, no. Not your fault. Um, hang
on, lie still, I need to find a cup…” And she began to rummage through the pack
they had retrieved from one of the horses, wishing Solomon were here to help.
He’d gone to retrieve the Humlander. He’d find the cup. He’d know what to do.
“I’m sure it’s in here somewhere…”


The grey lion rolled forward and
onto his knees, gasping as a wave of pain rocked him and almost sent him back
down to the ground. Fallon grabbed at his shoulders. 


“No, no, Kerris. You mustn’t get
up. Please lie down…”


“I have to stop him. It’s all my
fault.” 


She cursed his obstinance. There
was fresh blood on the bandages.


It was then that he spied the
katanah.


It was laying in the dirt near
the firepit, its tip dark with his own blood, and he cocked his head, thinking.
Suddenly, he lunged for it, snagging the hilt in his right hand and dragging it
to his knees.


“No, Kerris. Leave it!”


He pushed her away, tried to lift
it but found his right arm almost useless. Undeterred, he simply switched
hands, and staggered to his feet.


She was unable to stop him. She
wasn’t strong enough. So she knelt in the rubble, folded her hands in her lap,
and watched him with a heavy heart.


“If you care at all for me, you
won’t leave.”


He turned to look at her, brow
furrowed, as he tested the weight of the long sword in his hand.


“Well,” he said after a moment.
“At least now you won’t have a problem at the University.”


And he slipped two fingers
between his teeth, and whistled, a sharp shrill whistle that caused her to
wince at the sound.


Within a heartbeat, the mountain
pony scrambled into view. Kerris grabbed a handful of mane and swung up onto
the sturdy little back, the katanah tucked under his arm.


He spurred the pony into the southwest
and did not look back.



 

***



 

Some things should best be left
for the cover of night.


Those things, things such as
drinking, bedding a woman, and killing, are things that can be done at any time
during the day, but night holds a special allure for a variety of reasons. It
seems the relentless and unforgiving light of day can bind these activities.
The darkness affords more discretion for such auspicious events.


They hadn’t killed him just yet.


That was the first thing he
realized as he rose up from the blackness. They hadn’t killed him, so
therefore, killing him was one of those auspicious events being saved for
later. For the moon. Dogs so loved their moons.


The second thing was the smell of
incense. It was over everything like a shroud.


It was difficult to open his eyes
and he realized that his lids were likely swollen from the beatings. He
desperately wished to open his eyes, for the last thing they had seen was the
brutal death of alMassay. The images still flashed, unbidden, through his mind.
Dog soldiers had torn the great horse apart even as he struggled to fight.
Kirin himself had killed several with both kodai’chi and tanto before they had
beaten him to the ground and into blackness, but at the end, the last sight of
the proud stallion, thrashing as they sliced with their curved blades, carried
him away. He had welcomed the blackness then, for in it he felt nothing, no
pain, no guilt, no shame, no dishonor. 


He wished for that darkness
again, for that concealing cover of night to hide what they had done, what he
himself had done, and what they were bound to do to him.


His long hair was loosed and
falling in his face. He was in a tent – a gar, the dogs called them, or
sometimes a yurt – large, high and draped with wool but given shape by a
circular wooden frame. There were several lanterns and a central hearth. They
had incorporated some tree stumps - or they had cut down some trees, he
couldn’t be certain – for some were short like stools, others taller like
poles. A lone guard sat by the entrance flap, his curved sword across his
knees. He was a red dog.Kirin had never seen one with quite the same coat, but
then again, dogs bred as they wished, having no regard for the institution of
marriage or for the Purity of their races, and all their coats looked the same
to him. He was dressed in rough leather and wool, and stared at him with bright
brown eyes.


Unnatural.


His arms were causing him
considerable pain, and it was only then that he realized that he was bound at
the wrists between two of those tall tree stumps. They were just far enough
apart to be wider than his reach. In fact, he was relatively certain that this
was their aim, to pull his arms ever so slightly from their shoulder sockets.
He pushed up with his legs, but they too were bound, only at the knees, and he
was suspended over the forest floor at an inconvenient height. He was too high
to kneel, to low to stand comfortably, and if he hung suspended from his arms,
it caused his breath to catch in his chest with the pain of it.


Effective, he thought. The reputation of Dogs was well deserved. 


In front of him, a row of blades
sat waiting.


He released a long, slow breath. Chih’ Ling. Death of a Thousand Slices. They would cut him to pieces while he
yet lived. Slivers of flesh at first, then slices, then slabs. Ears, nose,
tongue, tail. Limbs next, then eyes, and strips of pelt. Pieces of innards. It
could literally take days for him to die. He could hope for no honorable death
now, no swift decapitation, no dagger to the heart. But, even as the horror of
it began to sink into his bones, he realized that he deserved no less. He had
killed his brother. He deserved all of this, and more.


He stared at the blades, not even
hearing the gar-flap open. It wasn’t until the fresh smell of incense fell over
him that he looked up.


White fingers lifted the hood.
White eyes stared down at him.


“Captain,” said Jet barraDunne.
He made a face. “That… looks uncomfortable. I regret what the dogs have done to
you.”


Kirin set his molars. There was
nothing to be gained.


“In fact,” the First Mage went
on,” I regret much about this entire journey. I wish I had it to do over. I
would change many things.”


The man leaned back, eyes roaming
over the Captain’s beaten body, from the leathers binding his wrists to the
trees to the desert linens, torn and hanging in many places and finally, to the
tattered sash of Imperial gold. Most especially that.


“But even like this, Captain, I
must admit you are impressive. I can understand the Empress’ infatuation. You
are aware she will be married by the New Year? We knew that by ensuring you
left Pol’Lhasa, the Empire would be
restored.”


He bent a little lower now, as if
needing to keep his voice low.


“You understand, surely. It only
benefits the Kingdom when the matriarchy is secured. I found him, you know. A
suitor from Abyssinia. They will have beautiful kittens. You should be
flattered, for he looks like you.”


Kirin forced his eyes back to the
daggers. It was a far more palatable sight.


“He is dying, however. It is
unfortunate, but true. He has malHaria. Terrible disease. Caught it on the way
home from Pol’Lhasa. Might last a
day, might last a year. Just long enough to sire a Sacred kitten. That is all
we need from him. He will serve his Empire well, don’t you think?”


Dying. As surely as the one who loved her.


“Yes. And Sherah al Shiva. I have
never met any man who has been able to resist her magic. She believes herself
to be in love with you. Fascinating, isn’t it? For Kunoichi to come under the spell of her prey. Yes, you are impressive
indeed.”


His arms were aching. He tried to
stand. It was very difficult.


“I’m curious – were you
even tempted to bed her? I have tried with that one for many years, but no
luck, I’m afraid. She’s a mystery, that woman. But you know how we Alchemists are
fond of our mysteries…”


The white tiger smiled at his
joke, let it fade swiftly. He was no fool. The Captain was in no mood.
Understandably. He cleared his throat.


“Where is the Ancestor?”


Naturally, the Captain said
nothing. He tried to stand.


“They are going to kill you, you
know. Killing a lion is an extraordinary thing in canine culture. This Leader
will be made a Khan because of you. What do you think of that?”


He could do this. He could stand.


“They will want your brother as
well. The oracle had promised them two lions. Can’t you just hear the tales
– our beloved Kaidan dying the Death of a Thousand Slices, at the hands
of a new Khan. It will be told ‘round fires from one end of the Kingdom to the
other. I shudder just to think about it…”


Now, barraDunne moved in very
close. “I can do nothing about you,
Captain. Your fate is out of my hands. But if you tell me where the Ancestor
is, I will spare your brother this dishonor. Believe me or no, I do not wish to
see him dead. The stories are most entertaining.”


Kirin closed his eyes. He could
not stand.


And suddenly, there was a hand on
his head, gently stroking his brow, smoothing his loosed mane. The touch was
welcome, even from such a man as barraDunne. It would likely be the last kind
thing he would know.


“As I said, I regret this, more
than you can imagine. I will check on you later, dear Captain. Perhaps you will
have considered my offer.”


He lifted the hood back up to his
face, turned with a swirl of his black robes, and left the tent.


The red dog watched him go.



 

***



 

They came upon bloodstained rocks
and the remains of a once-great battle horse. The Major dismounted, stunned.
Losing her horse in the desert of Hirak had
been difficult. She had been with that creature for years, but this struck to the
very core. alMassay. The Captain’s mount. And therefore, the Captain.


More dependable than soldiers, he had always said. More faithful than men.


Slowly, she looked up at the
Seer. “Do you see anything?”


benAramis looked down at her in
turn, swallowing. He did not want to see any more death. His own heart had been
shattered as he died with Path, the falcon of Sha’Hadin. His heart and soul, his best friend for the last two
years. He did not wish to see the Captain.


 “Well?”
she insisted.


“Nothing,” he lied, for in truth,
he would not try.


“They are dogs,” she snarled,
mounting again. “We can follow their spoor right to their filthy tents. Take
this fight right down their throats.” And she moved to spur her horse, but he
reached across the divide, grasped her wrist.


“Remember,” he said softly.
““They can do what they will to this, to the flesh, but no one can touch who
you are inside. Inside…”


“I am steel,” she finished. Her
voice was uncharacteristically quiet. “I know, Seer. I know.”


He smiled. It was forced, but
still.


And together, they wheeled their
horses southward, following the tracks of the dogs.



 

***



 

Kerris was not feeling well.


He had spent so much of his life
on the back of this pony that he could close his eyes and sleep, trusting his
friend to keep him safe, to slow if he was losing balance. And right now, as
they moved through trees and bluffs, rocks and forest, he could barely sit that
sturdy back, let alone keep his eyes open.


Quiz’s pace had slowed to a
steady jog, and it was only the stickiness of the blood that kept the long
sword tucked under his arm.


He was dying. He knew that full
well.


He had often wondered what that
might feel like, how it might end for him. With his unconventional way of life,
it could easily have happened on many occasions, some noble, some not so. He
could have just as easily slipped in a barfight as he could have frozen to
death on the peak of the virgin Shagar’mathah,
when the view had taken his breath away. He could have just as easily died
in that accursed Chi’Chen pit as been
slain by any number of women’s husbands while he slept. He could have been
eaten by that bloody shark, drowned in some bloody river, eaten some bloody
rancid meat. His mad lover, the lightning, could have at any time betrayed him,
and killed him the way she did so many others. The way he lived, anything at
all could have killed him.


He had never expected it to be
his brother.


That pained him more than the
wound itself, bled him drier of life than that which was soaking anew the
remains of his tunic. He wanted that death now, would not stop until he found
it. 


Quiz slowed to a halt, and Kerris
opened his eyes. He had been dozing yet again. It was late afternoon, the sun
high in this new land’s sky, and he was on a ridge overlooking a forest. He
rubbed his eyes but could see nothing of interest. He gave Quiz a nudge, but
the pony stepped backwards and snorted.


“Oh please, Quiz. Just move.” And
he nudged him again, with his heels this time. The pony snorted again, began
backing up in the jerking way of four-legged animals, and Kerris grit his teeth
and kicked hard.


Quiz reared and Kerris was
hard-pressed to stay on. When the pony regained his footing, the grey lion slid
from his back, long sword still tucked under one arm and he swung around to face
his shaggy companion.


“Are you a coward too, then?
There is nothing here! Nothing!” And to prove it, he marched towards the ridge,
where a dog pulled himself up from the rocks.



 

***



 

The wind was blowing toward them,
keeping their scent from alerting their enemies, and they could see the tents
from where they stood, on a low mountain overlooking a forested plain. There
were only three tents but they were large, within several circles of flame, and
they could see many dogs milling about. There was even a flash of black, as cat
moved amongst dog in a most unnatural fashion.


Two against more than thirty. The
odds were not good. The Major was working on a plan.


“They must be keeping him in one
of those tents,” she was saying. “I will lure them out, while you slip in and
find him, get him out as quickly as you can…”


“Major, there is a problem…”


“And that is?”


He sighed. “The Alchemists know
I’m here.”


She scowled. “How?”


“These are versed in the Gifts as
well as the Arts, remember? They have been searching for my thoughts and they
have found them.”


“And so? Where are they, then?”


He turned his head, as many dogs
rose up behind them.


“Idiot,” she hissed, and leapt
from the back of her horse, both swords singing from their scabbards. Likewise,
the Seer pulled the staff from across his back, but chose to stay in the
saddle, hoping that the speed and force of his mount would increase his odds.


Together, they charged, and blood
sprayed across the rocks.



 

***



 

The dog was smiling as he
approached, swinging his curved sword in savage arcs and Kerris took a step
back, trying to pry the long sword from the stickiness of his tunic. His right
arm was almost useless, so he caught the hilt in his left and was surprised as
the dog hesitated on his approach. 


In that moment, Kerris realized
three things. That the dog was alone, that he, Kerris, had a katanah
– the fabled sword of the Shah’tyriah,
and that he himself was a lion.


“Come on,” he growled, lashing
his tail and knowing full well the dog could not understand. “Come on. You want
me to make you a Khan? Well, let’s do this, my friend. I am dead anyway. Try to
kill me.”


The dog was alone. His opponent was
a lion, one with a fabled long sword. The lion was covered in blood. Under any
other circumstances, Kerris would have been dead within three strokes, but these circumstances shifted things
slightly and the seasoned soldier was thrown off balance at the sight of this
cat. He hiked his curved blade, ran in too quickly, engaged too carelessly. It
was ultimately his undoing.


The swords struck and Kerris
almost lost it from his hand at the impact. In fact, as he struggled to regain
it, the dog lunged at him and bodily took him to the ground. All weapons or
skill were moot now, as the dog’s hands reached for Kerris’ grey throat. Kerris
tried to roll out from under the man, tried to kick him off but it was proving
hard enough to keep breathing and only his left hand made it up to ward off the
strangle hold. It wasn’t enough. It couldn’t be enough. This dog would quickly
be the end of him.


Kerris was not a good fighter. He
had never paid attention to his lessons of the Martial Arts, nor sword, staff
or bow. He had never yearned as a boy to do the things other boys had done, had
never fought others for the prize of a bruised eye, had never snuck into his
father’s armory to gaze at the weapons. He had never felt that particular
thrill. But right here, right now, he was angry, he was tired, and he was
dying. In short, Kerris Wynegarde-Grey was not himself.


Perhaps it was the betrayals - the
finding of oneself in the arms of a woman only to be rejected in the end in
favor of a lecture hall, or the finding of oneself at the wrong end of a
brother’s sword and to finally be silenced in one sudden flash of steel.
Perhaps he was just tired of being a grey-coated lion, or an insignificant
excuse for a lion, or a lion who preferred the company of tigers and monkeys.
Perhaps it was a combination of all these, plus the fact that yes, he was
indeed dying.


No, Kerris Wynegarde-Grey was not
himself.


But he was a lion.


So with a great snarl of rage and
frustration and will, he pulled his right hand up and together with the left,
he shoved his fingertips into the throat of the laughing dog, whose brown eyes
grew wide for one brief moment as Kerris Wynegarde-Grey unsheathed the claws of
a lion and held on for his life.


Blood sprayed across his face.


But he was a lion.


And so he held. The dog thrashed,
tried to pull away but its throat had been pierced and the struggles were in
vain. After several long moments, Kerris pushed the dead soldier off him,
reached with bloody fingers for the katanah, held it high above his head. With
another snarl, he brought it down, and the dog’s head rolled away from its body
and down the hill. 


The long sword trembled before slipping
from his hand and Kerris sank back onto the rocks, finished.


But he was, at the end of it all,
a lion.


And so he lay there against the
rocks, watching the sun turn her eyes away and the moon come out to play. He
watched he sky grow red then purple then dark. He watched he first of the stars
came out to dance for him as his life ebbed like a low tide. The last thing he
remembered was the smell of incense, descending on him like the night.



 

***



 

He opened his eyes to darkness
and the first fear was that they had blinded him for good. Gradually, the very
dim and distant glow of candles appeared from somewhere outside. Then, he could
make out shapes moving about, silhouetted by lanterns, fires and the accursed
moon, but here in this tent, there was nothing. No firepit, no torch, not even
a stick of incense glowing on one end. He could hear laughter however, but it
did not sound like the laughter of cats and he realized immediately what had
happened and the memory of it flooded back in a sudden, sickening rush.


Thoughts of the Major, how she
had fought and killed so many. She moved like poetry, she moved like lightning.
He tried to move now, for he needed to find her, but his arms were behind his
back, bound together at the elbows, pulling his chest and ribs backwards at an
unnatural angle, making it difficult to breathe. He struggled to stand, but he
was literally wrapped around a pole – no, not a pole. It was too rough.
It felt like a tree, but inside the tent. He did not understand how this could
be, but it was too dark to see anything at all.


He closed his eyes again and
tried to find her, but was immediately assaulted by thoughts of Alchemy, as
five of them swept into the gar.


Five long black cloaks sweeping
the ground, taking up positions all around him, like the five points of a star.
One began walking a circle around them, pouring dark powder onto the ground,
and with a motion of his fingers, the circle erupted in flame. Sireth pressed
his back into the tree, wishing he could quiet the thudding of his heart,
wishing he could become steel one last time.


The dark figure stepped toward
him. He held out his hand – white, naturally – and a flame suddenly
erupted within his palm. The flame flickered and danced, and it illuminated
part of the tiger’s face, and his light, light eyes.


“I felt you, you know,” purred
Jet barraDunne. “It was twenty years or so, wasn’t it, when you announced
yourself rather abruptly onto the world of civilized men?”


He tried to look away from the
flame but it had him bound as tightly as these leathers. Steel, you have forgotten…


“They all felt it at Sha’Hadin, but then again, you know
that. Poor old Petrus wouldn’t rest until he found you. But did you know that I
felt you as well?”


The flame rose a little higher,
burned a little brighter. In fact, it pulsed and throbbed like a beating heart.


“I was in training in Agara’tha, an acolyte of only twenty-one
summers. As far as we knew, there were none skilled in the Arts who were
equally blessed by the Gifts. It was simply unheard of. Not until that
afternoon, so long ago, and the cry that tore all our souls in two.”


The flame was beating stronger
and now, he could hear it. He could hear all of their hearts, beating, beating,
beating. He closed his eyes tighter still. He knew where they wanted to take
him. He dared not let himself go.


Jet barraDunne leaned forward.
“You do realize that it is because of you that the dream of Unification came
upon me. Now tell me that isn’t poetry, benAramis? It is poetry of the finest
sort.”


He could hear their hearts
beating.


…I don’t want him here, Sireth. He frightens me…


“That was the afternoon your wife
died…”


He could hear all their hearts
beating. 


…just a few days love, he is my brother…


“A lion killed your wife, so you
killed the lion. It felt it like it was my own wife.”


the heartbeats were everywhere.


…dropping the canes, running as fast as his legs would take him…


“You started a fire. You burned
the lion and your wife and your little girl… Now that is sad, benAramis. I do feel for you…”


the heartbeats are growing very loud
he cannot think


…Shakuri dead, blood everywhere, on the bed, on the walls, on the
floor, Soladad on the bed, on the walls, on the floor…


“…but you don’t belong with us,
do you? You didn’t belong with Petrus and those others in the esteemed halls of
Sha’Hadin. You - mongrel, lion-killer - belong in a prison cell.”


the heartbeats are deafening they
all step forward


…the last thing his left eyes sees before a dagger slices his face open
and pushes him into the wall…


“Why are you so afraid of fire, sidi?”


the heartbeat is becoming histhey
step even closer


… Nemeth the firestarter, Nemeth the murderer, Nemeth’s face sprayed
with his daughter’s blood… 


“What is it that terrifies you so
very much?”


it is his own heart that is
beating as one they raise their hands


“You know what it is…”


…he reaches in, in to his brother’s heart, into his very soul, finds
the fire, catches it, makes a fist…


“You see? You have discovered
that the Arts are strong in you too. Perhaps, Sireth benAramis, you were the
very first…Unificationist?”


the heart beat peels like thunder
as one they touch him


the room erupts in flames



 

***



 

They had come for him just as the
sun had set.


The Leader was large, his pelt
thick and equally grey and black. His hair was long, it rippled and he wore it
loose and pushed thickly off his face. The points of his ears could be seen
underneath. He stared at the knives for a long time before turning his gaze on
the Captain and there was no mistaking the thrill that flashed before purpose
settled in. With hands firmly clasped behind his back, he walked very slowly
around the bound lion, as if deciding which parts to take first.


For his part, the Captain did his
best to remain unmoved. Jet barraDunne had not returned as promised. In fact,
Kirin had thought he had heard the man arguing in the foreign tongue of the
dogs earlier, but his senses were so raw that they could not be trusted.
Instead, he had slipped deep into the heart of Bushido, where pain and death
were simply duties to be embraced, and the prospect of a noble legacy still
whispered vain promises into his soul.


Kerris.


The Leader finally stopped in
front of him, reached an odd stub-clawed hand out to touch his hair. The man
was muttering to his companion, a lieutenant of sorts, all the while running
lengths of the golden mane through his fingers. The lieutenant was nodding. It
was an odd thing, very similar to the action of the First Mage and suddenly,
strange and disturbing thoughts entered the Captain’s mind. But then, the
fingers began to curl, twisting the mane into knots, and the hand began to
wrap, tugging the hair at the very base. Kirin winced, for it was most
uncomfortable, and suddenly he understood all the interest in his hair.


He was a lion.


The man stood up tall, made a
fist with the hair bound around it, and with amazing force, ripped it from
Kirin’s scalp. He could not believe the cry that escaped his lips. He could not
believe the pain that seared his body at such a thing. But he knew it was only
the beginning.


A thin river of blood ran past
his left eye. He knew what they wanted.


Only the beginning.


They moved now to the trees where
his hands were bound, pressed the palms, causing the great claws to extrude
against his will.


Only the beginning.


Kirin steeled himself as they
reached for a blade.











Blood,
Death and Alchemy



 


 

Death is a strange thing.


Some meet it with grace, some
meet it with fear, some with fury and some try to bargain, but eventually,
everyone meets death in their own way. It may in fact have something to do with
how one has lived one’s life, whether with grace or fear, fury or lack of
acceptance. It might also have something to do with how that death is dealt,
whether it is inherited after a lifetime of living, or whether it comes too
soon in a life not yet lived. Death in old age is a splendid thing, a crowning
achievement, a thing to be honored and desired. In the young, however, it is
most often sad, heartbreaking even. It is known of many who have never
recovered from the death of their young. 


But for those of middling years,
death is indeed a strange thing. For warriors, soldiers and civil guards, death
is expected, and it is the manner of death that determines whether or not it is
a good thing. For civilians, however, it is something to be avoided, as is the
case for most civilians, life is the thing that holds the prize. Each day a
blessing to be celebrated and embraced.


One thing that Kerris was not
expecting as he wrestled with the nature and timing of his own death, was
angels.


He could vaguely remember some of
the old beliefs about them, those ministering spirits who came and went, doing
the bidding of the gods, but he had never paid much attention to such tales.
Never when there was water and earth, sticks and sky. But now, he wished he had
paid attention, for he was beginning to believe that his death, insignificant
though it may have been, was being interrupted by an angel.


The night was black, the incense
as heavy as his lids. The angel had lifted a flask of bitter tasting liquid to
his lips and when he had tried to struggle, had pushed him back down with long
strong hands. Fire had burned through his body then, and the sound of his heart
roared in his ears, the sound of the blood rushing through his veins drowned
out all thoughts. Ice next, as needles glinted in the moonlight, causing his
flesh to twitch and shiver. He wished for death now, cursed that damned spirit
who would not leave things well enough alone, but soon after, once the fire and
the ice had done their work, and he lay on the bloody rock somewhere in between
life and death and the stars, he rolled his head in her direction to ask.


“Am I dead?” His voice was barely
there. He hoped she heard.


“Not quite,” the angel answered.


“Are you an angel, then?”


“Of course.”


“Do you… answer prayers?”


There was a heartbeat of
hesitation. “I can hear them.”


Sleep was calling. Sleep or death
or stars or something, and he was very, very tired. But there was one last
thing he needed to do, one last thing.


“Please angel, spirit, whatever
you are, can you help… my brother?”


The angel touched his face,
stroked his cheek, kissed his forehead, and as he slipped away again, he could
have sworn he saw the angel weeping.



 

***



 

The sun had fled this new and
dangerous land and the laughing moon came out to play.


And it is well known how the dogs
so love their moon.


Candles, lanterns and firepits
dotted the encampment, with soldiers patrolling the perimeter in pairs. Three
gars held three prisoners and the smell of blood was thick in the air. Blood
and smoke, incense and fear, but from only one tent had come sounds of battle,
of screeching and snarling and thrashing and fighting and that was the tent
that held the woman. She had killed or maimed more of them than any other
creature in living memory, but they would not kill her for she was a beautiful
thing, small and slim and silver and soft, and they were soldiers, not often
given to the company of women. They had used her repeatedly and compared scars
afterwards. The Leader could have his lion, the Alchemists their Seer, but the
Legion had their woman and they were satisfied. 


Finally, even that tent had grown
quiet and they moved on to dinner.


They had roasted and eaten three
horses that night, and for most of them, life had never been so good. They were
about to instate a new Khan, their own Leader, Gansuhk Rush of the 112th
Legion of Khan Baitsuhkhan. He would become Khan Gansuhkhan, Fourth Khan of the
Lower Kingdom, and they would be elevated to his First Legion. Their ranks
would improve. They would be paid more. They could take more wives. Everything
would be so much better for them. Once the Leader killed that damned lion.


And once the Leader killed that
damned lion, they would be free to kill the rest of them, namely those dressed
in black. There would be no need for Alchemy anymore. It would be good
practice, and they could kill and eat their black horses as well.


Yes, for the 112th
Legion, life had never been so good.



 

***



 

The fire went on forever.


There had been no beginning and there would be no end, only flames and
burning, fire and blood, and the little kachkah house had trapped him forever
within its walls of red. He could hear their screams in his head, and forever
would, his wife and beloved daughter, and they echoed even now, an underscore
to the music of the fire. And his brother too, as he was held fast by his
younger brother’s mind, screaming as he burned in the same way he had burned
others, now dying in his brother’s arms.


The fire went on forever.


They would not come for him this time. There would be no soldiers or
civil guards, no magistrates or trials, no death sentence or prison or
executioner’s blade. No, this time, there would be fire and fire only and he
would live here and never die, in the little kachkah house two days walk from
Shathkira.


there was no moonlight


there was no silver


He knew what the dogs had done, what they would continue to do until
she died of it, but he was trapped in the little kachkah house, with the fire
and the screaming. He could not help her. He had failed.


And so, he abandoned himself to the flame, willing them to burn him
even more, to scald the pelt from his frame, turn him to ash like his wife,
blow him away on the first breeze of evening.


Someone was burning incense.


He could smell it, faintly at first under the smell of smoke and burnt
flesh, and he knew it was not Shakuri, for she hated incense, preferring the
scents of the jungle and the wild grass. It was not Soladad, for she smelled of
sugar, bananas and earth. Nor was it Nemeth. His smell was oil, steel, and
firepowder. No, this was different, and try as he would to ignore it, it kept
coming back. 


You do not live here, came a voice.


Petrus??


You trap yourself here. That is a power they do not have.


Petrus? Is that you?


You must go to the third tent. The gar with the red door.


Who are you?


I owe you, Seer. An eye for an eye. A life for a life. 


But who are you?


Come out and I will tell you.


I cannot.


You can and you will. You must.


It was a fight. The fire roared all the louder, the flames burned all
the hotter, but bit by bit, Sireth benAramis, the Last Seer of Sha’Hadin, pulled himself from the floor of the
little kachkah house and to his feet, and step by step, to the door now of the
little kachkah house. The door was aflame, raging with fire and smoke, but this
time, it did not burn his hands. He took one last look. 


And closed the door behind him.


He opened his eyes.


He was on the ground. His arms
were free, the bindings cut, so he pushed himself to his knees to look around
the tent. The scent of fire was still strong in his nostrils, the roar in his
ears, but the tent itself was silent, still. A single wick burned before him.
No candle, just wick and suddenly he knew.


Silently, he thanked her.


Beside the wick was a bolt of
rough fabric and a dagger. He snatched both, pushed himself to his feet and
headed for the door.



 

***



 

It is midnight, and they have
built an elaborate fire in the center of the compound. They are all gathered
around it, waiting. They have been waiting for hours. One has started a chant,
which is quickly picked up by the others, and soon the entire Legion is
chanting and stomping, swords raised high into the air.


Tonight they will celebrate.


Finally, a cheer goes up from the
pack as the Leader steps out of the gar and into the firelight. He raises his
arms wide as he walks, turning in slow circles so all can see the symbols of
this new Khan – the headpiece fashioned from a lion’s mane. It is long
and golden, brushed to shining and braided with golden threads, the tuft of a
golden tail woven into the locks on one side. There is a bloody necklace made
of long golden claws, still attached to bones at the first joint. He spins
again, a smile finally spreading across his face and shakes his fists to his
pack and to the cats in black robes who have joined him.


His lieutenant brings him a flask
of votchkah, the strong, biting drink of dogs and he drinks it down in one go.
Others do likewise, and the preliminary celebrations have begun. Soon, he will
call for the lion. They will all watch that.


For some reason, the cats in
black are not celebrating.



 

***



 

He hadn’t asked for it. He hadn’t
willed it. 


The accursed angel had given him
his life back.


And somehow he was here, in the
middle of the night, in the middle of a forested plain, and on the back of his
mountain pony no less. She had also given him a new tunic, dark grey silk
embroidered with suns, moons and stars, sea shells and monkeys.


Now if that wasn’t divine
intervention, he couldn’t possibly guess what might be.


It was his good fortune, for he
had always been lucky, that the dogs were celebrating something, and were
gathered in the distance at the center of the camp near a roaring bonfire. They
were singing, they were drinking, and under normal circumstances, Kerris would
have taken his chances and joined them, trusting his amiable nature and his
incorrigible streak of good luck to make new friends, forge new ties and
perhaps bring a bit more stability to his proud, proud Empire. But he had a
task, an agenda. The angel had promised. Celebrating could wait for later.


Clutching the long sword, he urged
Quiz forward and together, they leapt the fire that encircled the camp and
disappeared into the shadows therein.



 

***



 

He could have sworn it was
firepowder.


The dream, he told himself. It
had to have been the dream. Everything now was tainted with fire, with smoke.
He could not tell what was real and what was memory.He had touched the woolen
side of a tent, and there was something on his gloves. The night air was cool,
although he could see from the shadows a bonfire raging in the center of the
compound.


You must go to the third tent. The gar with the red door.


There were two other tents, one
to the right, one to the left. He could see no dogs in the space between them
– they seemed to be occupied at the bonfire. He clutched the cloth
between his hands, slipped the dagger into his obi, and very quietly, moved
around the circular walls of the right tent, hoping against hope not to be
seen, and somehow find a red door.



 

***



 

He could have sworn it was
firepowder.


It flaked off in his hand as he
approached the white door. He could smell it too, but then again, he had been
not quite dead only hours ago. Perhaps some things remained a little off.


So, with a deep breath, he pushed
open the flap.


It was very dark inside, a
central hearth glowing with embers only, and he could see a figure outstretched
between two severed trees, head bowed, unmoving. His heart thudded in his
throat.


There was a sound as a red dog
lunged at him from the shadows and Kerris barely had time to duck the swing of
his curved blade. The katanah came up in parry, and as they stepped back, the
dog paused to study his new opponent. Kerris swallowed, but set his jaw and,
with both hands, brought the sword up to his face. The blade shone in the dim
light of the hearth. 


The dog grinned and swung.



 

***



 

She was asleep and his heart
broke at the sight of her, unclothed, bound by hand and foot to four separate
stumps, dark stains from knee to ribcage and beyond. He was glad it was so dark
in this tent, for he did not wish to see more. Quickly, he knelt, dagger sawing
at the first of the leathers binding one wrist. It snapped free, her eyes
snapped open and she grabbed him by the throat, tossing him across her slip of
a body and rolling on top of him, claws poised in a killing grip.


“Major, no!“


Her face was a fierce mask, fury
and violence uncontained, almost unrecognizable as her long marbled hair swung
across, hiding her from view. Her breathing was sharp but she did not kill him
and he prayed she remembered him, could control herself long enough to remember
him. 


Beneath her wild hair, her brow
furrowed as she struggled to do just that, and suddenly, her violence seemed to
melt away. She leaned her forehead down upon his chest, rested her whole body
down upon him. A shudder went through her, like a distant rumble of thunder. He
wrapped his arms around her and held her as she fought her breathing, fought
her fighting, fought to allow him to help her, as raw and vulnerable as she
was.


He smoothed the hair from her
face. 


“Can you walk?”


She nodded and rolled off him so
he could cut the other leathers before helping her to stand. Unfortunately, it
had been her will talking, and she could no more stand than a newborn kitten,
and she sank to the ground, covering herself with bloodied hands.


He remembered the fabric, pulled
it out from within the folds of his robes. It was a shift, a simple woolen
shift, so he held it out for her, watched as she slid herself inside its
straight-cut frame. He reached down and picked her up and she his her face in
his hair as he lifted her like a child (for she was as light as one) and
carried her toward the door.


There was a black mare waiting.



 

***



 

“Bring the lion,” roared Khan
Gansuhkhan and a shout went up from the pack. The Alchemists behind him shifted
nervously. It had been a marvelous plan and killing the Captain an absolute
necessity, but now, as the reality of it drew near, it felt very wrong. A
betrayal of all things good and strong and pure and true about the Kingdom and
its people. As if they had let something slip out of their fingers and were the
lesser for it. Jet barraDunne especially, for he was the orchestrator of it
all, and as he stood, dressed in his robes of silver and black, he wondered at
the cost. There was no Ancestor to be had, little chance of finding him now,
and he would be returning home with nothing to show for it but a new king in a
rival kingdom. It tasted bad in his mouth.


He stepped forward.


“No,” he said firmly to the new
Khan, placing a hand on the man’s arm. “Do not bring the lion.”


The dog once named Rush turned
his gold-clad head, his long profile silhouetted against the fire. “We are bringing the lion.”


“You are Khan now. There is no
need to kill him.”


“I am not Khan until I kill him.”


barraDunne was smooth. He always
had been. His tongue was as silver as his pelt. “And who there is to enforce
that rule, oh great Khan?”


Rush narrowed his eyes. 


“I am Khan.”


“Yes, Lord, you are.”


“I do not need to kill any cat to
prove myself.”


“Spoken like a king, Lord.”


The Khan turned now, head cocked
as if studying his face, reached out a stub-clawed hand to touch his hair, the
long silken braid that ran down the length of barraDunne’s back. And suddenly,
the tiger realized what he had just done and cursed his bad, bad Kharma.


“I do not need to kill any cat,” said the Khan. “But I can.”


The curved blade flashed before
embedding itself in black and silver, and the white eyes grew round. Cheers
rose up from the pack at this, and the Khan drew the Alchemist in very close,
twisting the blade as he did so. barraDunne gasped, trying to draw a breath but
his own heart betrayed him, as did his lungs. The Khan stepped away, allowing
the man to sink to his knees. The blade reappeared, dark with blood, and
flashed yet again, and the silver braid came off in his hand.


He held it high to wild cheering
now. 


“Bring me the lion!”



 

***



 

The dog was good. He was a
soldier, used to fighting all manner of creatures, from rats, to leviathans to
bears, even other dogs, but in his short life, he had never once fought a cat.
Certainly never a lion, and most certainly, never a lion with a katanah.


Kerris, for his part, was rather
motivated.


The blades sang and sang again,
as steel met steel in the dance of warriors. First one pelt then the other let
blood, but a katanah is very long and doubly sharp, and the lion had an angel
on his side and when the blade swung first low then high, the dog sailed in
different directions.


It had been so easy.


Kerris forgot about it
immediately and turned to the figure out-stretched in the center of the gar.


The sword which had just saved
his life had suddenly become heavy.


It was wrong. It was all wrong.
He wanted his death back, if it meant he wouldn’t have to see this.


A wild shout rose from outside
the tent and set his heart racing, so he snatched up the sword one last time,
cut the leathers that bound the bloodied wrists, hoisted the body over his
shoulder and rushed out the white door, where a mountain pony was waiting.



 

***



 

Kerris owed his life to
Alchemists. Many times over.


For if those four cats standing
behind the Khan had not bolted at the death of the First Mage, the dogs would
not have pursued, as each member of the Legion now wanted a taste of feline
blood. Even the beta sent to fetch the lion paused to watch the show, as
black-clad runners were chased down and slaughtered several dogs apiece. The
screams rose and fell as the curved swords flashed in the firelight, down and
down and down again. They went after the horses as well.


For the 112th Legion
– now the First – this night simply could not have gotten better.


The beta smiled, shook his head
and turned back to the tent. Odd, he thought to himself. There was a small
horse standing by the white door. It was not black, it wore no saddle, and he
wondered if it were wild. He pulled his own sword and moved toward it,
fascinated at how its large eyes rolled at him. He wondered what they felt
like, alive. Whether or not a dog could ride one as a cat did. He took another
step but was interrupted as a figure emerged from the gar, carrying a body.


Another lion.


This one gasped, stepped back,
its light eyes wide, and it made a sound that seemed to translate quite clearly
in both languages. 


“Shite.”


It was too rich. The beta turned
to face him, anxious for his own curved blade to taste feline flesh tonight.
Neither it, nor he, ever got the chance, as the beta was struck off his feet
and to the ground by the little horse and it pummeled him with its tiny hooves.
The new cat threw the body across its back and swung himself up behind, before
galloping off into the shadows of the camp.


“Breach!” he howled, his voice
barely heard over the roaring from the pack. As if an echo, another cry of
“Breach!” rose out from the third tent, but both were lost in the sounds of
celebration and slaughter.


It was only the sharp eyes of the
Khan who spotted the chaos, for he had the best vantage point in all the camp.
He swung his stub-clawed hand toward the tents, ears flattened against his
head. 


“Breach!” he cried, and this
time, everyone heard, and the whistling arrows began to fly.



 

***



 

It was a sound he would remember,
the sound of arrows whistling as they whipped past his head, and he ducked low
in the saddle, clutching the Major to his chest. Her claws dug into his neck as
she clung fast and made herself very small in this mad gallop toward the
fire-ringed perimeter of the camp. Black trees could be seen ahead but those
trees by no means guaranteed safety, as the dogs could track them by smell
alone for days. But at least, the trees might stop the arrows. 


The mare jerked underneath him
but still she ran. He could feel her take another bolt, and another, but as
they approached the fire, she stretched out her neck and sailed over it, and he
got the briefest impression of flying. She landed hard, and he almost came off,
but the Major pulled him upright and he ducked lower as the stand of trees
loomed before them. 


And suddenly, they were in the
trees, weaving and dodging and leaping over fallen trunks and he felt a wash of
relief drain from his muscles, when a last and final impact pushed him forward,
then back. Again, the Major clung fast. Heat burned from his back through to
his chest, and a great weight seemed to settle onto his shoulders, pushing him
deeper down into the saddle. But at least, they were in the trees.


He leaned lower, drove his heels
into the black mare’s side, and rode on.



 

***



 

There was chaos in the camp.
Betas barking orders, arrows slicing the air, whipping past tents, past trees,
past soldiers themselves. But as the foot soldiers rushed towards the trees to
follow, the ring of fire which encircled the camp glowed a bit brighter before
bursting to life. Suddenly, it was no longer a ring but a wall, the flames
reaching higher than the height of the tallest dog, roaring with heat and
energy and light.


The soldiers skidded to a halt,
unable and unwilling to cross.


“Do not follow, sidi,” came a voice from behind, and the
Khan whirled round to see a figure robed in black, a sizzling ball of light in
her long, strong out-stretched hand.


The Khan snarled, whipped his
curved blade from the sheath at his hip. He could have sworn there had only
been five, and quickly he cast his eyes to where their bodies lay. This one was
female, there was no mistaking her shape, and the light in her hand flickered
across her face beneath the shadow of the hood. 


He would hack her to pieces
nonetheless.


She stepped back and the fire
erupted in her other palm. “Call them off, sidi.
Or you all will burn.” She was fluent in the Language of the People.


He glanced to the ring, where a
trio was attempting to muffle the flames with water-soaked blankets. Another
group was using their hands and swords to shovel clods of earth across the
ring. They were resourceful, his men. He turned back to the woman.


“Your friends will be dead by
morning,” he grinned. “You can greet them.”


The curved sword flashed, the
woman brought her hands together, and the entire camp erupted in flame.



 

***



 

He found it comforting to know
that at least the night sky hadn’t changed. The constellations were the same in
Turkey as they had been Belgium, and then Switzerland before he went down. He
could barely remember Aukland. They would have been different there.


He slid his eyes over to look at
the tigress. Tigress. She was a
tiger. A cat. A cat person. Amazing
what the IAR had done. And what was even more amazing was the fact that right
here, right now, it seemed normal. Understandable. Natural.


By God, they were a beautiful
people.


They sat, side by side, on the
hood of the Humlander, leaning back against its shatterproof windshield,
watching the stars and wishing things had gone very differently.  She was very quiet and he was surprised she
wasn’t crying. He’d figured her for a crier. But then again, he wondered if she
hadn’t done her fair share of crying on this crazy adventure he’d taken them
on. Right now, they had no idea where they were going, had no idea if any of
the others were alive, and if so, where they might be.


Yes, he wished things had gone
very differently.


He saw her wringing the white tip
of her tiger’s tail, and realized that body language was the same in all manner
of people, human, feline or otherwise.


“So, uh, you and Kerris…?”


She shrugged, dropping her eyes
to study her tail. “Maybe. We were. Kind of. I ruined it though. I want too
much. I’m hopeless.”


“Hm.”


There was little to be said, less
to be heard. He had forgotten what such a big, open, empty space sounded like.
There had been few places left like this when he went down.


She cleared her throat. “So, um,
what about you? Do you have a wife or something?”


“Yeah.” He grinned sadly. “I did.
She died, though. One of the last plagues. I thought we were safe inside. Damn,
but it was virulent.”


“Virulent?”


“Killed a lot of people.”


“Oh. Sorry.”


“Yeah.”


He closed his eyes, leaned his
head back, breathed deeply the cool night air. Actually, it was cool. If he figured correctly, they
were nearing the end of October, and while Turkey was a Mediterranean country,
it still got cool at night. It amazed him how much useless information was
bottled up inside his brain.


What the hell was he going to do?


“What’s that?” she asked, and he
opened his eyes. She gestured to his left, beyond a ridge of mountains covered
in the forests of cedar and pine. He squinted, but she was right. There was a glow,
like lights from a distant city. “It looks like a fire.”


“A damn big one,” he grunted.
“But this thing’s fireproof and hey, we’ve got nothing better to do…”


“Can I drive?” she asked.


He grinned as he scrambled down
the side of the huge vehicle and into through the open door. Cats wanting to
drive. Could his life be any stranger?


“Not tonight, kitty.”



 

***



 

She dreamt she was falling.


Sliding, falling, hitting the
ground hard, the weight of someone on top of her and she scrambled out of the
way with curses in her mouth and claws at the ready.


All she could hear was her own
breathing.


It was very dark, even for her
sharp sharp eyes, and the waning moon was hidden by mountains of silver clouds.
Quickly, however, she could make out the silhouettes of trees, reaching like
outstretched arms to the night sky, followed them down to the forest floor, and
her pupils grew large, taking in all the moonlight available. There was
movement to her left, a crunching sound through the branches. It was the mare.
She was moving slowly, erratically, puffing and grunting with head low to the
ground. Finally, she released a great breath and her forelegs buckled, and she
sagged to the forest floor. The Major allowed her eyes to roam over the
creature’s body, black against the blackness of the night, saw four shafts
sticking out at unnatural angles, four rivers of sheen below. With a heavy
heart, she watched as it thrashed once, twice, and quietly grew still.


That mare had been with them from
the beginning. Another one of them dead.


She was missing something.
Someone had fallen on her.


Her eyes cast about the forest
for some sign of him, and sure enough, she made out another shape that looked
darker against the darkness of the ground. She rolled onto her knees and
gasped, cursing again at her weakness and the pain that shot through the length
of her body.But first one knee, then the other, she forced herself to move,
crawling over to him, palms slick with earth.


Like the mare, there was an arrow
in his back. 



 

***



 

There was an arrow in his back.


He knew that full well. Had known
it the moment it had struck him, but then again, pain had always been a matter
of perspective. His mind could have managed that pain quite easily had not his
body begun to rebel. With each movement of the horse, the barbed tip sliced
more of the tissues within his ribs, and while he could feel little blood on
his back, he knew it was filling up inside. The weight, which had initially
settled on his shoulders, was crushing him now. None of his limbs seemed to
know how to move anymore and his mind was wading in tar-like blackness.


He could feel tugging now, as if
someone or something were trying to remove the arrow, but the barbed tip
prevented this. Hands were moving on him now, and he did not need to open his
eyes to know it was the Major. He did not wish this on her. She had been
through enough, but his world had grown very small and for his part, he was
grateful she was there.


He smiled at her, finally seeing
moonlight through the clouds.


“I cannot pull this out,” she
growled. “But if I push this through, it will kill you.”


Seeing silver in her hair and
face.


“Push it through,” he whispered.


She took a deep breath, adjusted
her grip on the shaft, and with a sharp cry, shoved the arrow through.


Suddenly, his perspective of pain
became a great deal broader.


More tugging, and the bolt was
gone. He could feel the blood escaping from the wound in his chest now, felt
the blackness rise up all around him, felt her arms, her hair, her tears as
they splashed on his face and rolled into his eyes.



 

***



 

Dawn over mountains is always a
breathtaking sight.


The golden sun sends her rays
first to the peaks, which shine like tips of brightly polished daggers, as if
they wish to do her the honor of reflecting her rays back in salute or praise.
Then the edges of the mountains glow with color, sometimes pink, sometimes
purples, sometimes a fiery red. This morning the color was orange, and the sky
began to streak with orange and pink and red. Colors of warmth and
companionship and blood.


They had left the Humlander and
stood at what was obviously the edge of a great fire. In fact, it looked like
the outer ring of a great fire, and it reminded Solomon of a bomb blast, minus
the crater. To Fallon, it reminded her of the fire circles Sherah had drawn on
occasion, to protect them from the rats in Roar’pundih,
from Gowrain in the not-so-big mountains of Hirak.
There were remnants of tents as well, smoldering, still burning in some places,
boxes and barrels reduced to cinder.


But it was the bodies. 


Burned, blackened, smoking
bodies. Some still with scraps of pelt, others burned beyond knowing, some even
fused together from the heat. Most were holding weapons, charred swords and
bows and she shook her head, wishing she were not seeing but unable to tear her
eyes away. As they walked through this graveyard, she counted thirty-seven dead
and she knew these had been the dogs that had been tracking them. It froze her
blood to know how close they had been.


Solomon raised a hand, pointed at
one particularly long, angular skull. “Is that a horse?” he asked, and she
turned to look. Sure enough, smoking and skeletal, there were several horses,
or pieces of horses, scattered around the camp as well, and it was only when
they neared what had seemed to be a central hearth, that her heart leapt to her
throat. 


It was a body of a cat.


She hurried over, knelt down to
examine it even as her every instinct told her to run. It was indeed a cat
– easily identifiable by the shorter skulls than the dogs, and the longer
tail. His pelt was charred completely off his face, but she could tell he had
been in black and silver robes, and she felt the relief drain from her muscles.



Not Kerris. NotKerris.


Not the Captain either, nor
Sireth, nor Ursa. An Alchemist. Jet barraDunne?


“Here too,” said Solomon, as he
wandered away from the hearth. “And here…and there…”


“All in black robes? Tell me
they’re all in black robes…”


He nudged one body with the toe
of his boot. “Hard to say. Maybe…”


She pushed up from her knees and
looked around. The sun was rising in the sky, giving the scene an surreal air.
Gruesome dead bodies and sunshine. 


“We, um, we need to burn them.
The bodies, I mean. We need to do that.”


He glanced at her. An unusual
reaction, he thought, but fitting He grabbed the first at his feet and began to
drag.



 

***



 

She was cold. The night had been
cold, the body beneath her cold, her heart very cold.


There were birds now, announcing
the first break of dawn, singing and calling, whispering and warning. Even they
knew winter was coming. Even they could feel the cold.


She had failed.


She pushed herself up from the
Seer, from his blood-stained robes and she wished she had grabbed the packs. He
needed his monk’s robes, the ones from Sha’Hadin.
Perhaps she would go back, if she could find the way. If she could make it
without a horse. If she didn’t find a pack of dogs to kill first.


No, she stopped herself. That
would not be the way. Not her way anymore. She had failed in her duty to
protect the last Seer of Sha’Hadin,
and as a result, had lost her honor. No matter what they had done, no dog could
have taken that away from her and she remembered his words, from beneath the
pistachio tree.


He had to have seen. He had to
have known. That was a heavy thing to carry. She was glad he hadn’t told her.


She looked up at the sky beyond
the treetops. It was streaked with pink and red, and she could see those birds
flitting from branch to branch above her. It was a beautiful morning. She could
almost see her breath.


She would bury him with rocks,
for here it was impossible to dig. The soil was too hard, the roots of the many
trees too close to the surface. No, she would bury him with rocks and continue
building the mound for as many days it took until she too died. It shouldn’t
take very long.


So, she cast her eyes around,
looking for the first of what would likely be many rocks. 



 

***



 

Fallon Waterford paused and wiped
her arm across her forehead.


If anyone had told her nine
months ago, that she would be beyond the borders of the Empire, having spurned
a Royal lover and burning dog carcasses with an Ancestor, she would have likely
clapped her hands and wished for such a wonderful adventure. Now, as the ash
from the bodies rose up to the sky and the smell of roasting flesh was forever
in her nostrils, she realized that her desire for adventure needed some serious
revisiting. 


However, as she surveyed the
remains of the camp, she also realized that she had grown strong. Physically,
emotionally, she was no longer a child, and this land of womanhood was stark
and unforgiving and cruel. Like so many women before her, she had seen things
that had shaped her, and would continue to shape her for the rest of her
life.Choices made, regretted, accepted. These were the things of real life. The
real way of things.


She watched Solomon stoke the
fire that consumed the dead. Once dead, now alive, tending the dead. It was
sad, somehow, and yet, there was something else, a power in the raw act of
living, that stirred her soul. It needed to be captured somehow, written down
in a story, poem or a song. 


And so, as the mountain of
blackened bodies smoked and burned, Fallon Waterford began to sing.



 

***



 

She had placed the first rocks
over his eyes. It seemed a natural place to start. Then his forehead, lips,
palms and chest. It was a ritual now, the placing of rocks, as if each rock
closed a door on something remarkable, something sacred. She had found many
rocks.


Walking had been difficult at
first, and the shift had been stained with fresh blood as her body sought to
rid itself of all remnants of dog. But as always, her will was stronger, and
she moved stiffly at first, but at least she moved. It was mid morning now, and
she was coming back to the place where he died with her third armful of rocks.


His body was gone.


The rocks that she had placed
over him were scattered, and she dropped those in her arms, retaining a few
choice stones for throwing at the offender’s head. It was likely an animal, but
a large one, and she wondered what sorts of predators were found in this land
beyond their borders. 


If it were a dog, she would kill
it with her own claws.


There was a trail, for she was a
tracker, and she followed it slowly, cautiously, deeper into the trees until
she heard the sounds of breathing. Light streamed in shafts down from the
treetops, and she spied a figure clutching a trunk, struggling to stand. She
squeezed the stone in her right hand and approached.


She slowed, stopped breathing. It
was the Seer.


Perhaps she was the one who was
dead.


She bit her lip, drew blood. Was there blood after death? She
narrowed her eyes, flipped the stone once, twice, three times in her hand
before flinging it with a good measure of force at his head. He yelped, tried
to turn in her direction, still clutching the tree for support.


“Who is that?” he cried. “Petrus,
please! Stop this!”


“Not Petrus,” she growled.


“Major,” his voice cracked and he
sank to his knees, hands still grasping at the tree. “Is this real? Is this
death? What is this?”


She moved a little closer, eyed
him suspiciously. “I do not know, Seer. Perhaps I am also dead.”


With a deep breath, he leaned
back against the tree, blinking and pushing his palms into his eyes. He looked
lost, exhausted, confused. But against reason, he also looked alive.


She knelt down very close to him.
Breathed deep the scent of him. The blood on his chest was dried, the wound
once gaping seemed closed. Something else was different. His chest, once blackened
and scarred, was apparently healed, the pelt grown back tawny and spotted and
striped. It was against all reason.


 “How
have you done this?” she asked, for she did not wish to believe. “How is it
that you were dead and now are alive?”


He shook his head. “I have no
idea,” he moaned. “Petrus said…” His voice trailed off.


“Petrus Mercouri is dead. Like
you.”


“Yes. Yes, he is. But I spoke
with him…”


“When?”


“I don’t know. And the Alchemist,
I spoke to her as well…” He frowned now, still blinking. Clearly, there was
something wrong with his eyes. 


“You spoke to the Alchemist. Is
she dead as well?”


“I have no idea. But she kissed
me and sent me back…” And he pressed his palms into his eyes yet again.


The Major snorted. This seemed to
be a running thing, this Alchemist and her kisses. She hoped the woman was well
dead.


“What is wrong with your eyes?”


“It’s all wrong. I can’t see
rightly.”


“Rightly?”


“Everything is blurry. It is hard
to look anywhere without falling over.” So he closed his eyes and sagged
against the tree. “I wish she had blinded me completely. This is worse than
half.”


Ursa stared at him for a long
moment. The Seer was alive. Some sort of magic was obviously at work here,
whether on the part of Petrus Mercouri or Sherah al Shiva or the Seer himself.
Her bet was on the Alchemist. Alchemy was the nature of Change, and nothing
could symbolize change more than life to death and back again. Either way, it
was magic, and she didn’t trust any of it, not one bit. However, the mongrel
was alive, and that meant she still had her duty to perform. She had failed but
her honor had been restored.


She reached down to the bottom of
her shift, grabbed an end in each hand and pulled, ripping off a perfect strip.


“Hold still,” she ordered and he
complied, waiting as she wrapped it across his eyes and around his head. She
tied it snug in the back.


“There,” she said. “This will
help you stand without falling over.”


He caught her hand, squeezed it.
“You feel quite real.”


She said nothing. She had no
words for him.


He brought her hand to his lips
and she had to catch her tears before they fell. He was alive. It didn’t matter
how, it didn’t matter why. The last Seer of Sha’Hadin
was alive.


And therefore, Major Ursa
Laenskaya had a job to do.



 

***



 

There was a time, there was a time,


Beyond all cities, walls and lines, 


A people fought, a people died, 


There was a time.



 

There was a year, there was a year,


The Sign of Tiger brought good cheer,


The number six announced a fear,


That Tiger Year. 



 

There was a place, there was a place,


Where people lived because of Race,


And others died to serve the Fates,


There was a place.



 

There was a hope, there was a plan,


There was a lion and a man,


And dogs so quickly overran


That hopeless plan.



 

There was a dream, there was a dream,


A silly girl and her ideals,


A love to last beyond the years,


There was a dream.



 

There was a love, there was a lie,


There was a mongrel born to die,


There was a magic brought to life, 


There was a love.



 

There was a time, there was a time,


Beyond all ancient family ties,


Some people fought, some people died.


There was a time.



 

There was little left of the
bodies, save a large pile of black and silver ash blowing on the breeze. It
hadn’t been hot enough to totally burn the skulls and long bones however, and
they stuck out at awkward angles in the dust. Animals would scavenge through
the remains, picking out what was left, but there was little else they could
do. It was the way of things.


Fallon Waterford sighed and
wrapped her arms round her ribs. Solomon stood beside her, waiting.


“So,” she said, eyes fixed on the
smoke and ash. “We need to grab a few things before we leave, if we can…”


He stared at her, not
comprehending. 


“Well,” she went on. “Things like
bits of burned cloth that will work as char for making fires. We can find lots
of that right now. Um, what else? Knives or swords or other weapons that we
might find, skins for water, you know, things like that…”


“Uh huh…”


“Oh! And rope! Anything that
might work as rope, any kind of rope will do.”


“Rope.”


“Yup. Rope. That’s important.”


“Okay. Why?”


“Why what?”


“Why do we need all of these
things?”


And she stared at him, not
comprehending. 


“Well, it may take awhile.”


“What may take awhile?”


  “To find the others, of
course.”


There was nothing to be said. The
girl was an eternal optimist.


She smiled at him. “And then, can
I drive?”


“Why not?” said Solomon, and
together, they began to sift through the camp for supplies.











Life



 


 

There are six elements –
fire, water, earth, air, wood and metal. They compose all things in varying
degrees, some have more of one, others more of another, but for the most part,
these elements are in everything that is, whether living, dead or inert. But in
all those things that are living or even dead, there is always fire.


For example, all trees, which are
wood, have fire. Living ones have less, dead ones more. The matter was in the
finding of it, and then its release. He supposed it was the same for water,
earth, air or metal, but for now, he was concentrating on finding the fire, and
he could feel it, just outside of his reach, just beyond his hands.


With a growl and lash of his
tail, he removed his gloves and tossed them aside. She wasn’t back yet, but she
had caught a fine young boar, was carrying it back even as the thought crossed
his mind. He could see her as though he could see her, and he marveled how
clear things had become since his death. True, he still needed a hand on her
shoulder, but given that, he could navigate the forest floor as if his eyes
were not bound and his vision not impaired. He could ‘see’ the trees, the
rocks, the rivers, and he also marveled at how well he heard things now too.
Birds in far away peaks, rabbits undercover of fern, insects and water, stones
and the wind.


There, a glimmer of warmth
beneath his hands, and he ran his fingers along the firewood, dry and ripe,
perfect for kindling. He felt himself sink into it, through the rough bark and
the softer lighter pulp, deeper and further and stronger. For some reason, he
knew he needed to speed it up, to quicken it somehow so it would catch, and he
concentrated on the thoughts of moving the pulp, bark against bark, moving the
fibers in greater and greater speeds…


“Nothing?”


He hadn’t heard her, so deep was
he, and he sat up, found her with his thoughts. 


“Bah,” he growled again and
tossed the stick into the pile. “It is useless. I cannot do this.”


He felt her move toward him,
heard the boar drop to the ground by his knees, smelled the blood on its
flanks. He could feel her standing straight, hands on her hips. Could feel the
rise and fall of her hair on the breeze. He had given her several layers of his
desert clothing, and she had shredded one to make an obi, and to wrap the bite
marks at her wrists and neck. Even blinded, he could see she looked
magnificent.


“Well, it is not too bad. There
is smoke.”


“Really? Smoke?”


“Yes. Try again, only not so
hard. You try too hard.”


He grunted, and turned his face
back to the firewood. Suddenly, warmth against the rough linen at his temples,
and he knew she’d placed her hands there. She was probably right. He usually
tried too hard at many things.


This time, he simply imagined
what it would be like if the wood caught on fire.


“Aiya!” she yelped and snatched his hands away, and he could feel
the rush of heat on his face and fingers. “You did it!”


He sat back, confounded. It had
been so simple. So simple. 


He was a Firestarter.


He couldn’t help but grin. 


“Oh, now you are proud. You will
be insufferable now.” He could hear her begin gutting the boar with the
Alchemist’s dagger.


“I thought I was always proud and
insufferable.”


“Now you will be worse.”


He cast his mind around the
forest floor, found a patch of dried grass, imagined it catching on fire. It
did.


“Stop that. It is dangerous.”


He found a mushroom, imagined it
catching on fire. It did.


“I said, stop that!”


“But it smells wonderful. We can
roast mushrooms along with the boar.”


He could hear her grumbling,
could hear her tail lashing back and forth through the ferns. He realized at
that moment that he couldn’t imagine life without her. And for the first time
in a very long time, Sireth benAramis, the last Seer of Sha’Hadin, was happy. 


“Hurry up with that thing.
Firestarting makes me hungry.”


“Pah. You hunt next time. Perhaps you will set a rabbit on fire.” 


He imagined the boar’s tail, a
little black slip of a tail, catching on fire. It did.


“Stop that or I will gut you
next!”


“Ha! What else can I try…?”


“Enough with the trying! Find us some
water next. I do not wish to stay here any longer.”


“Hmm…”


Water. 


He set his mind to finding water.



 

***



 

I said in the last chapter that
death is a strange thing.


Now that is true, and I trust
that all that was written in the last chapter will attest to that fact. Death
can be noble, it can be vain, it can be won and, in the cases of Kerris
Wynegarde-Grey and Sireth benAramis, it can be lost. But as strange as death
is, I think most of us can agree that it is life
that is the stranger.


For even at the hand of death,
life cannot be tamed.


Fallon Waterford believed this
with every fiber of her being.


And so, after they had scoured
the camp of the dead for things that might help them in their quest for the
living, here in this foreign land several days ride – forgive me, drive – from the borders of the
Upper Kingdom, they began their search for life. It was a completely random
search of course, of the forests, the plains, the mountains and the scrub of
this new land of Turah’kee, for any
sign of either of their compatriots - the brothers Wynegarde-Grey, the Seer or
his Major. Fallon Waterford was not a tracker. Neither was the Ancestor who had
taught her to drive. They simply drove the vehicle north, then south, east then
west, in hopes of finding some trace of those whom Fallon was convinced were
still living.


As I said earlier, life is
strange.


Her infernal optimism was
beginning to wear thin on her driving companion, Jeffrey Solomon, and he was
beginning to wonder if he should just drive her to her border, drop her off in
the company of other tigers, and leave, returning to his original ‘Plan B’ as
he continued to call it. Something about a ‘boat’ and crossing an ocean to find
a place called ‘Khan’adah.’ Fallon,
for her part, would hear of no such thing.


It had been several days now that
they had been searching, and the tigress was growing hungry. She was weary of
the vitamin squares and protein paste of the Ancestor, and as he sat sunning
himself on the hood of the Humlander, she had slipped off into the trees to
hunt. 


Now, Fallon Waterford had never
hunted in her life. During the entire journey, it had been Kerris, Ursa or the
horses who had brought down the fresh game, while she had watched and eaten her
fill. But she had watched, and now,
as she crouched low to the ground, white-tipped tail twitching and mouth
watering, she moved in on her prey, a fat long-tailed pheasant ruffling
feathers and thumping in the long grass.


It hadn’t seen her. It hadn’t
smelled her. She was close enough for a good pounce.


Well, she wasn’t really, but she
thought she was. For in truth, someone else was much closer.


For even as she began the rush
toward the bird, the ground began to shake and she could hear the thudding of
hooves and the air piercing squeal of the mountain pony as he raced past her
and pounced, pounding the pheasant into feathers under his tiny feet.


Quiz snatched the dead bird up in
his teeth and stared at her.


And Fallon Waterford began to
cry.


She ran toward the pony, threw
her arms around his shaggy neck, buried her face in his tangled mane. She
kissed his soft muzzle like an old friend, stroked the crescent-shaped moon of
white on his forehead, whispered sweet whispers into his fuzzy ears. All the
while, he stood, allowing her to do so, with the dead bird between his teeth.


“Where’s Kerris?” she asked
through her tears. “Can you show me? Will you, Quiz? Will you?”


It never occurred to her that
talking to horses was strange. She had seen too much on this journey to ever
assume such things again.


With the bird between his teeth,
the pony whirled and scrambled off, disappearing into the trees like a shadow.


But for Fallon Waterford, it was
more than enough. She called for Solomon and scrambled after him.



 

***



 

For the better part of the day
they trailed him as he slipped in and out of their sight. For the most part, he
was a vapor, and just when they were about to give up and retrace their steps,
he would show up in the distance, bird still between his teeth. It was as if he
were waiting for them, or leading them. Fallon couldn’t be sure which, but she
knew he was taking her to his master, his rider, her lover. She was as
obstinate as the pony, this she knew. She would never ever give up.


At first, Solomon had been
reluctant to follow, for the forest was very dense and the terrain mountainous,
and it meant leaving the Humlander behind and following on foot. But the
tigress had been insistent, and once he himself had caught a glimpse of the
pony, he quickly relented. But they were nowhere near as fast, and after
several hours of running in dense forest, leaping and struggling over roots and
tree trunks, then heading higher and higher still into the foothills of the
mountains, they were exhausted and ready to quit for the evening. It was then
that they heard the whistle.


It was quite loud, even over the
sound of rushing waters, and when they came upon the width of a mountain-fed
stream, they knew they were on the right path. The river fell over rocks and
tree trunks in its race to find level ground, and pines grew all around its
banks, twisted and tall and reaching for the darkening sky. It was treacherous
terrain, for one misstep could mean a twisted ankle, broken leg or worse, but
now they could hear a voice, and nothing would deter their quest.


It was sunset and there was still
enough light to make him out, down on one knee as he was by the bank of the
steep river. As they drew nearer, they could see that he was working on
something that looked like the pelt of a rabbit, kneading it and pounding it
with rocks to make the skin soft. A small pile of dead animals was at his side,
including the pheasant, and the katanah lay on the ground a short distance
away. Its blade was red with sunset.


“Kerris,” she called, and she
rushed toward him, but he didn’t look up, only continued muttering to himself
as he worked. She stopped.


“Kerris?”


Still nothing.


She threw a glance over her
shoulder at Solomon before moving in closer. The man shook his head, but she
ignored him and moved closer still.There was blood on his fingers as he worked
the pelt, dipping it in the water of the river and pulling it out again to rub
the inside of the skin, making it supple, pliable and soft. She could also see
that the tunic he was wearing was new, one she had never seen before, and
underneath that tunic, she could see part of his shoulder and grey chest and
the new long line of stitches that bound him together. Those stitches were
small, fine and precise. She had seen the handiwork before. He had worn them on
his back once upon a time, and his arms. 


Her heart was thudding in her
throat as she knelt down on the riverbank. She could barely speak.


“Kerris?” And this time, she
reached out to touch him.


He almost jumped out of his
boots, and in a blur of motion, the tip of the long sword was at her throat.


Solomon’s hands were on her
shoulders, pulling her back, but she fought against his grip to free herself. 


“Kerris!” she cried. “It’s me,
Fallon! Fallon Waterford! And Solomon! Surely you know us?”


But the look on his face told her
no such thing, for his eyes were wild and the sword did not waver from its
place at her throat.


“Go away,” he snarled. “Go away
and leave us alone.”


“C’mon,” muttered the Ancestor in
her ear. “He’s not right. We need to rethink this.”


She batted at his hands. “No, no
please. Kerris, it’s me! Fallon!”


“Go Away!” And with eyes never
leaving her face and sword never leaving its mark, he bent to scoop the dead
animals in his free hand, tuck them under his arm. They were soaked like the
pelt, and river water ran down his side, soaking his tunic and trousers. He
took a step back, and then another, before turning swiftly toward the steep
incline of the mountain.


She would not be deterred and
shook off the Ancestor’s hands. “Kerris, please! Come back!”


He began to scramble up the
rocks.


Her heart did a somersault. She
could not, would not lose him again. “Kerris. Please! We’re here to help!”


He froze in his tracks, little
rocks tumbling behind him down the slope, and she could see his breathing. He
turned his head over his shoulder.


“You can help?”


She stepped forward again. Her
legs were straining against the slope and the rocks and her heart. “Yes, of
course. Quiz brought us here. He knows we can help.”


And when he turned back to look
at them, she couldn’t help but think that something about him had changed, that
he looked utterly majestic and that the sword looked completely at home in his
hand. 


“Do you have water skins?”


“Yes, yes, of course. We do have
skins! They’re not here, of course. They’re back at the Humlander. We can get
them if you like. It’ll just take awhile, to get there, and then back
again…It’s um, kind of far…”


“A rope?” he asked. “Do you have
a rope?”


“Oh yes, I do have a rope as
well. I made sure of it!” She squared her shoulders, vindicated.


He took one step back down, then
another, finally stopping directly in front of her. The sky was purple now and
she could see him fighting to remember.


“I know you,” he said finally.


She nodded. “Yes.”


“I can’t remember why. Or from
where.”


“That’s okay.”


“I forget things sometimes.”


“I know.”


He glanced past her, to where
Solomon was standing, eyed him up and down. 


“An Ancestor. How wonderful. Come
on, then. Kirin will be delighted to meet you…”


And he turned back to the
mountain, bounded up and up again like a goat, sword in one hand, skins tucked
under the other. The tigress glanced back at the Ancestor before making her own
way across the rocks.



 

***



 

The evening was, like most had
been lately, cold and spectacular.


“Have you found water? Elbow up
and hold.”


“Yes, I have found water. Much
water, in fact. A river, a sea and the water that seems to be in all things,
like the fire. Which would you prefer?”


She pivoted, clasped her hands
and reached them high and far over her shoulders, arching backwards in the
Crescent Moon. She watched as he mimicked her perfectly, all the while, the
cloth still wrapped around his eyes. 


“Enough to fish. Spread your
fingers wide. Wider. Good.”


“Ah, that feels remarkable. I
should do this more often.”


 “You are lazy.”


“Sometimes.”


“We will go tomorrow.” She swung
her arms forward, bent her body, touched the ground with the palms of her
hands. 


“Yes, Major.” He did the same.


The Moon Salute was the perfect
way to end the day, channeling Chi, soothing tense muscles, preparing for
sleep. He had been practicing with her every night since his death and to keep
him sharp, every night she changed the routines. Even blindfolded as he was, he
could still follow her perfectly. 


“What did you say?” he asked.


One last stretch to finish with
the Mountain Pose.


“Nothing. I said nothing.”


He stretched, finished with the
Mountain Pose.


“You said ‘meehahn.’”


She released a long cleansing
breath. “I said no such thing.”


He cocked his head. “But you did.
I distinctly heard you say ‘meehahn.’”


“Your breath. Release your
breath.”


He did.


“I did not say ‘meehahn. I do not
know what a ‘meehahn’ is.”


He cocked his head again, only
this time, like a bird. “It is a name,” he said softly, and instantly, she
recognized the tone. “It is her name.
Mi-hahn.”


Very far away in the distance, a
falcon cried.


The sun was setting, turning the
sky a brilliant red. The cliffs around them were black in silhouette, and
suddenly she knew that they wouldn’t be searching for water in the morning.


They would be waiting on a
falcon.



 

***



 

It was a lengthy climb, although
Kerris managed it well, even with the sword in one hand and an armful of wet
dinner in the other. Fallon on the other hand, was quite bruised by the time
she neared the top, for the latter part of the climb was literally on hands and
knees and her body ached from the strain of it all. It was almost dark now, and
he had disappeared over what she prayed would be the last ridge, when he thrust
a hand back down for her.


“Here,” he said. “I’ll pull you
up. But don’t go in. Wait for me.”


“Um, sure, okay…” And she took
his outstretched hand and let him pull her up and over the rocky ledge onto
flat rock.


As he went to help Solomon, she
studied their new surroundings. They were quite high up in these small
mountains, and she could see the land spread out beneath her. Stars had begun
to appear in the hazy twilight, and behind them, the mountain continued to
climb. But, as it did so, it appeared to have left a cleft, a groove in the
rock, and small trees grew above and beside it like pillars by an open door.
There were piles of sticks by that open door and animal carcasses and bloody
rags. 


She swallowed, for she feared
what she would see inside.


“Oh damn,” muttered Solomon as
Kerris hauled him up and onto the rock. “Let’s hope we don’t have to do that
climb again for a while…” And he sat, panting, trying to catch his breath,
allowing his own eyes to wander over the grand view below. “Wow. Pretty…”


“Come, come, but be quiet. Kirin
doesn’t like the noise,” said Kerris, picking up an armful of sticks and moving
swiftly to the crack in the stone. Fallon thought his voice sounded a little
strained and fear tugged again inside her. She pushed herself to her feet and
trotted after him, hearing Solomon mutter as he too struggled to his feet.


The crevice was just wide enough
to squeeze through if she turned sideways, and it took several moments for her
eyes to adjust to the darkness. There was a small firepit, embers dying but
still throwing off a faint orange glow. The cave smelled damp too, like wet
moss on old stone, but there was another smell too, a smell that once smelled,
was never forgotten. 


“Kirin, look. We have company.”
Kerris dropped the sticks beside the firepit, bent down to poke at the
dwindling hearth with a branch. The ashes sizzled and spat. “They can help us,
Kirin. They’re here to help.”


Slowly and with a thudding heart,
Fallon moved toward Kerris as he began to lay kindling. She felt Solomon
lagging behind and wondered if he felt the same dread tightening his chest.


It was hard to make him out at
first. It was so very dark, but as the grey lion tended the fire and flames
began to lift their golden heads, the light pushed the shadows further and
further back. He sat facing the fire, knees up, headed bowed, arms wrapped
around his torso as if in a knot. As if he could make himself very, very small
and disappear completely, or slip into shadows, becoming one in the process.


She sank to her knees and began
to weep.


Kerris continued talking, putting
the pheasant carcass on the fire for roasting, lifting wet skins to his
brother’s swollen mouth for water. In fact, if she didn’t know it was the
Captain, there would be no way to recognize him. His face was beaten beyond all
knowing, his once golden pelt laced with dark red stripes, his uniform torn and
in bloody rags. But that was only the beginning.


She wished she could look away.
For the first time in her life, she wished she were a normal girl, making
proper allowances for privacy and discretion and tact. But try as she might,
she could not tear her eyes from the sight of him, from the creature he had
become, and she could only begin to imagine the horrors that had been visited
upon him, and she wondered how in the Kingdom he could possibly have endured it
all.


His tail was gone.


The tuft that only lions bore,
plus several inches of shaft, gone, severed, leaving scraps of pelt and tendon trailing
behind.


His claws were gone.


Not only his claws, but she could
tell by the split flesh of his fingers that part of the bones were gone as
well, and that they had likely been torn, not cut, from the rest of his hand.
The tissue had grown stiff, rigid – ‘proud
flesh’ they called it in the University – and she could see flashes
of bone beneath.


And his mane.


Oh his mane. What had once been
his glory, a mane to be boasted about even amongst the fairest of the fair
Races, long straight, silky and pure, pure gold. Gone, torn out in clumps so
that only rare patches were left and those were matted and sticky. The rest of
his head was blood - hair and skin both torn from the scalp, and there was no
hope, she knew this immediately, of it ever growing back. 


It was a thing that sat before
the fire, a bloody pulpy mess of a thing, still wearing the tattered sash of
Imperial gold.


“Quiz caught us some dinner,”
Kerris was saying as he hovered and fussed. “A nice fat pheasant too. Should be
done soon. You’ll eat this time, won’t you? It promises to be very tasty.”


A shape moved past her on one
side. As if in a dream, she saw Solomon step toward them and kneel down beside
the Captain. He reached for the man, but a grey hand caught his wrist, dark
claws plucking the cloth and flesh of his arm.


Solomon looked up calmly.
“Kerris, it’s alright. I am a physician. I need to examine him before I can
help.”


She could see the grey claws dig
in.


“Kerris, you’re hurting me. If
you hurt me, I won’t be able to help”


They locked eyes for a long
moment before Kerris finally released him. 


“If he so much as whimpers,” Kerris growled. “I will kill you.”


“Agreed,” said Solomon. “When was
the last time you slept?”


Kerris stared at him.


“Okay then. You need to sleep.
Fallon dear, can you take Kerris over there somewhere, see if you can get him
to sleep?”


“Um,” she rose to her feet,
wiping the tears from her cheeks. “Okay…”


“No,” said Kerris, struggling to
stand as she approached. “The pheasant isn’t done yet. He needs his dinner. He
hasn’t eaten anything. And he needs water, but I don’t know how to get it up
here. I’m trying to make a water skin, but I have no needles. It’s all my
fault. I should have brought some needles. I’m drying sinew for thread, but it
takes so very long to dry…” Kerris was backing up, wringing his hands as she
came closer. “He’s not very good, not very good at all, and I don’t know what
to do…”


“You’ve done a wonderful job,”
she said firmly. His arms were shaking as she caught them. “We’re going to
help, remember? Solomon is a physician. He’ll know what to do. Now please,” she
turned him away from the fire, away from the sight of his brother. “Sit down,
right here. You need to sleep—“


“No, no, he needs –“


“Can I tell you a story?”


He froze, brow furrowed, mouth
open in mid-sentence. She took that as a yes and lowered herself to the stony
ground. She pulled him down with her.


“It’s a story of Kaidan. You
remember Kaidan, don’t you?”


He blinked at her. His expression
hadn’t changed.


“Well, Kaidan is a very famous
cat. A legend. A ghost cat, people call him. Some people say he’s a tiger, some
say he’s Sacred. I believe he’s a lion, a very special ghostly grey lion.
Actually, he probably looks very much like you…” As she spoke, she worked his
hands, squeezing his palms, his fingers, his wrists. “Anyway, he’s been on this
amazing adventure for almost a year now. He’s battled snowstorms and
avalanches, rats and pits and fires, bandits and bears – oh wait, not
bears. That wasn’t him. Anyway, he made it all the way to the very borders of
the Upper Kingdom, and do you know what?”


She slipped a hand round the back
of his neck, pulled him down beside her. 


“On the back of a wild little
mountain pony, Kaidan went Beyond…”


He was asleep in a heartbeat, and
she continued talking, telling her own story, as Jeffrey Solomon the physician
worked by the light of a spitting fire on a man that had once been a lion.



 

***



 

He spent the night in meditation,
he said, but she knew he was speaking with the bird. They had been moving south
ever since the night of his death, but through mountains and forests, it was
slow going. She wasn’t sure if they’d ever reach the Shiriyan border, and frankly, she didn’t care overmuch. She was at
peace here in this wild land. She was needed, and for the very first time in
entire span of her life, Major Ursa Laenskaya was happy.


She watched him from the corner
of her eye. He was smiling and she felt the anger stir within her breast. Stupid, she thought to herself, to be
jealous of a bird. She had almost liked the last one, had even mourned when it
had died. But they had shared a bond, the falcon and the Seer, and she had only
observed, intruded, never truly shared it with them. Now, with this ‘Mi-hahn’
somewhere in the cliffs above them, she realized that she did not wish to be
shut out again.


“Major,” he was calling her over.
The makeshift blindfold was still across his eyes and when she approached, he
reached out a hand. He had taken to removing his gloves more and more often as
of late, and now, they remained tucked in his obi. She knelt beside him, but
did not take his hand. 


“She is very young,” he said.
“This is her first summer. She and her siblings were a late clutch, and she
knows little of falcon-life, let alone feline. Here, feel her mind, here…”


It was odd, she thought, that he
couldn’t feel her resentment. Or perhaps he could.


So she took a deep, cleansing
breath, and reached for his hand.


??????


Ursa, his voice in her head, this is Ursa sense her Mi-hahn She is your
friend


???Ursa?? Ursa!! Mi-hahn!!!!


And suddenly she was airborne,
diving from a great height, spinning like a child’s toy, strong wind in her
eyes, her mouth, her feathers, pulling up from the dive and soaring above the
cliffs, the night sky so black and yet she could see.


!!!Ursa Sireth Mi-hahn!!!


It was impossible to separate
herself from the young falcon, and the soars and dips and spins and dives were
making her sick. She was a snow leopard, at home in mountains, not jungle, not
desert, and certainly not sky. Suddenly the connection was gone, and it was
only the Seer’s hands on her arms that brought her back down to the ground.


“That is madness!” she wailed. “I
do not wish to do that ever again.”


“In time, dear. Give it time.”


“Dear?”


That grounded her better than any
hand on her arm.


“Dear?”


She spun around on him, and he
released her as if releasing a scorpion.


She leaned into him, willing him
to feel her wrath. “When I am healed, I will bed you. I will bed you as you
have never been bedded before. You will experience such pleasure and such pain
and you will weep and moan for days afterwards and you will never, ever, ever think to call me ‘dear’ again. Do
you understand, Seer?”


He swallowed. “Yes, Major.”


“Good. No more talking to birds.
Go to sleep. I will protect you.”


“Yes Major.”


He quickly dropped to the ground
and lay flat as in sleep, and Major Ursa Laenskaya couldn’t help but think she
was the happiest she’d ever been in her life.



 

***



 

She was having the most wonderful
dream.


They were lovers once again, and
she was in his arms in a romantic cavern and he was kissing little kisses on
her neck, chin and throat.


It felt so real that she didn’t
mind the waking for in fact, she was waking to many, many little kisses on her
neck, chin and throat.


“Good morning,” said Kerris, and
he smiled at her, the sun, moon and stars rolled into one, just for her. And he
stroked her forehead and kissed her there, and then her cheeks with kisses
there as well. He seemed happy to keep going, so she shrugged, grinned, and
snaked her hands in his hair, pulling him over and on top of her.


“Aw geez,” came a voice from the fire. “That’s why momma always threw
the cats outside…”


Kerris grinned. “And good morning
to you, too, Solomon.”


Fallon cupped his face in her
hands. “You remember? You remember his name?”


The grin broadened. “Of course I
remember. Why wouldn’t I?”


“Oh, um, no reason. It’s just,
well, yesterday and…um, well, your brother…”


“Kirin? What about Kirin?”
Suddenly, the blue eyes grew round, and he breathed in sharply. “Kirin!”


And he scrambled off her,
knocking her with elbows and knees in his dash to the fire. Shafts of strong
early morning light sliced in from the cleft, and the fire was quietly burning
away its wood, throwing a healthy glow over everything else. The grey lion
dropped down beside them, hands moving all over his brother’s form, as if
testing to see if he were indeed solid, if he were indeed still there.


“Is he fine? Did you help him?
Did he eat? Why did you let me sleep?” The questions poured out of him as
Fallon lowered herself down as well. Solomon passed a roasted carcass toward
them. Kerris waved it off, but Fallon accepted happily and began to peel strips
of white flesh and pop them into her mouth.


“Calm down, Kerris,” said
Solomon. “You were right yesterday. He’s not good. He’s in what we would call
shock, he’s lost some blood, but what is really going to kill him is
dehydration. We do need to get some fluids into him. I’m amazed he’s lasted
this long.”


Kerris sagged, defeated. “I knew
I should have brought some skins! It’s all my fault!”


“I said Calm. Down.” And he said it in such a way that both lion and
tigress felt the urge to utterly and completely obey. It was the way of things.
Or rather, it was the way of Ancestors.


“Yes, yes,” muttered Kerris.
“Forgive me. What can we do?”


Solomon sat back, plucked at
another of the roasted birds. “Well, what he needs is water, so we can do one
of two things. One, we can go back to the Humlander, get the supplies that we
need and bring them back here, or Two, we can bring him down to that river.
Ultimately, that’s what we need to do, because its cold and clean and we can
bathe his wounds without worrying about spreading infection by using those
bloody cloths.” Both Kerris and Fallon were nodding, as if they understood.
“But I’m afraid that right now, in his condition, carrying him to the river
might just kill him, so here’s my plan.”


He rose to his feet. The cats did
likewise. He laid a hand on their shoulders, looked them in the eyes, as if
charging them with some solemn vow.


“Kerris, you will take Fallon and
your pony back to the Humlander. Get everything you can carry. Fill the skins
with water from that stream. But I need you both back here before nightfall. He
needs water ASAP, and might not last another night.”


He turned his attention fully on
Kerris now.


“Kerris, you need to stay here,” he tapped the lion on the side of
the head. “You need to stay with us, completely, no exceptions. You need to
protect Fallon, get the supplies and get back, otherwise your brother will die.
Do you understand?”


Eyes wide, Kerris nodded. “I,
I’ll try. Really hard.”


“You need to do this.” 


“Yes.”


“And I know that you can. You
saved my life the other night. You saved your brother’s life. Fallon’s told me
of the times when you saved her life.
You are a protector at heart. A lion heart. You need to believe that.”


Kerris swallowed, nodded again.
“Can, can I take the sword?”


Solomon nodded now and the lion
moved to where it lay on the ground by the fire. He picked it up in his left
hand, tested it for balance, released a long breath.


“Alright then. Let’s go.” And he
held out a hand to the tigress, who took it, and together, they slipped through
the crevice and disappeared into the bright sun of morning.


After a moment, Jeffrey Solomon
turned back to the lone figure by the fire, folded his arms across his chest
and sighed. 


“Okay, Captain. He’s gone. Tell
me what the hell is really going on.”



 

***



 

She had forgotten how to ride on
a horse without a saddle, and so as they scrambled over rocks, roots and fallen
branches, she wrapped her arms around the grey lion’s waist, tucked her head
into his back and hung on for dear life.


For his part, Kerris seemed
completely at ease, one hand twisted in shaggy mane, the other holding the
sword down low, occasionally using it to slice away at saplings that got too
close. The mountain pony moved tirelessly, even with two large cats on his
back. He seemed to know what was depending on him, and she wondered how much
horses really understood.


The last time she’d been on a
horse without a saddle was that morning at Sha’Hadin,
the morning he’d thrown her up and onto the great wide back of alMassay, the
Captain’s Imperial stallion. She wondered what had become of him, that
magnificent animal, whether he’d escaped into the trees or whether his was one
of the skulls they had burned in the fire. Her heart grew heavy at the thought.


She wondered about Sireth and
Ursa and what had happened to them. The few feline skeletons did not seem to
match theirs, but if she really put her mind to it, there was no way to be
certain. Wherever they were, alive or dead, she hoped they were together.


She wondered about the Captain.
Knowing what she knew of him, how his pride, his honor meant everything to him,
remembering the commander of Sri’Daolath and
how the removing of his mane and tail had dishonored him for life, she had the
sickening sensation that for a man such as the Captain, it might be better to
let him die.


And lastly, she wondered how
Kerris would live if his brother truly did die. They had a hard relationship,
the silver and the gold, as different as the moon from the sun, the mountains
from the jungle, Yin from Yang and she wondered if they needed each other as
much as they pushed each other away. Perhaps that was the way of twins, forever
dependant, forever despising it. Or perhaps it was just them. 


Yes, she wondered how he would
live.


He felt good in her arms.


So after a long morning of riding
and wondering, she felt the pony slow and looked up from Kerris’ back.


“Yes,” she shouted. “There it is!
That’s it!”


“The palanquin…” he muttered as
he slid off onto the ground and reached a hand round to help her. “I saw that,
in the pit, in Swisserland…”


“Come on. We’ve lots of stuff
inside…” And she danced off toward the vehicle, unaware that Kerris was not
following, for he was looking up at the sky and the black clouds rolling in
above their heads.


“Oh, oh Kerris, look. Look at
this…”


With a deep breath, he turned in
her direction. She was holding up a bolt of fabric that was on the hood of the
Humlander, wrapped in a black leather cord. It smelled of incense.


“This isn’t ours. We didn’t leave
it here…”


“That’s perfect,” he said softly,
as he ran his fingers along the fabric. It was a dark gold, almost bronze, with
elaborate embroidery along the edging. He looked up at her. “And we can use
this cord instead of the rope…”


“For what? What are you
thinking?”


“For Kirin,” he said. “A
keffiyah. For his head.”


“Oh! Yes! That’s perfect! Um,
Kerris?”


“Mmm?”


“When did you last see Sherah?”


He frowned at her. “Well, the
same time you last saw her, I suppose. Under the pistachio tree. Why?”


She stepped forward, plucking at
his tunic. “Where did you get this?”


“This? Oh, well, that was an
angel. I was dying, and I fought a dog and cut off his head and she saved me.
And gave me my life back, although why an angel would want to do that is beyond
me.”


She slipped her hand under the
tunic, to the long line of stitches down his chest and belly. “And these? Do
you remember how you got these?”


“That same angel, I suppose.”


“Do you remember what she looked
like, this angel?”


“Well, I was not quite dead yet,
so no, I’m afraid I don’t. Say, do you think that same angel left this for
Kirin? I did ask her to help him too…”


Fallon stared at him. He couldn’t
see it, couldn’t remember. Something was preventing the memory. But maybe,
after all he had been through on this journey, it was a blessing.


So with one last glance around to
see if an angel or an Alchemist might slip out of the shadows, she opened the
hatch to the Humlander and climbed on in.



 

***



 

Mi-hahn began calling them before
dawn.


Ursa was beginning to regret her
desire to be ‘left in’ with this new falcon. Her young voice was high, shrill
and over-eager, and for some reason, it reminded her of the Scholar. They
picked at the rest of the boar, pulled some scraps of innards for the falcon,
and waited for the sun before rising to call her back.


!!!Mi-hahn!!! Mi-hahn!! Sireth!! Ursa!! Happy! Joyous! Mi-hahn!!


“She likes her name,” Ursa
growled and lashed her very long tail from side to side.


“Most falcons do,” said Sireth,
and he turned his face to the sky, rolled a scrap of liver flesh in his palm a
moment before hurling it up to the sun. A shadow swept down and snatched it
mid-air.


!!! Sireth Mi-hahn belly yum!!!


“Do they all sound like this?”


“She’s young, remember?” He
rolled another piece of meat, tossed it high for her to catch. “Her vocabulary
will improve. After all, it’s not many birds that can speak Imperial.”


The Major grunted. 


“You try,” he said.


She made a face, but reluctantly,
rolled the flesh in her palm before hurling it like a spear far, far into the
sunrise. Mi-hahn caught it easily.


The Major grunted again.


“Most of our falcons were born
and hand-reared in Sha’Hadin,” he
said. “I can’t remember a time when a wild falcon became companion to a Seer.”


 “You are not a normal Seer.”


He smiled. “Of course, you are
right.” 


With a deep breath, he held up
his hand, palm sideways, fingers extended. “I wonder if she will land. It would
be a good sign, if a little early.”


“Just don’t set your mind on it.
She might catch fire.”


He laughed.


They could hear the sound of a
hurtling weight, like a stone from the sky, and even though he was wearing a
blindfold, he clenched his eyes tight.


!!!!Mi-hahn Sireth catch Mi-hahn!!!!


And she swooped so swiftly over
his hand, talons extended, leaving red ribbons along his finger.


“Aiya!”


!!! Mi-hahn surprise surprise!!!


With a gasp, he grabbed at his
hand, blood springing up from the ribbons. The Major shook her head


“That’s why you wear gloves,
idiot. I am going to find breakfast.”


And suddenly, without warning,
the falcon landed on his head. She began pulling at his hair with her dagger
talons, jabbing his forehead with her hooked beak.


!!!!surprise Mi-hahn surprise surprise!!!


“Mi-hahn, no! No! Bad Mi-hahn!
Bad!”


She turned and walked away,
leaving the student and the headmaster well alone.



 

***



 

She realized after a while that,
at some point, he had stopped helping. She had emptied the Humlander of almost
everything they had taken from their campsite inside Ana’thalyia (which was not everything there had been at the campsite, to be sure.) A few
bedrolls, a few waterskins, a teapot and some cups, a bag of dates and a
dagger. They had found the Captain’s short sword at the dog encampment, inside
a burnt tent. As she had pulled them out of the storage space, he had been
packing the items inside the bedrolls for easier carriage back to the cliff.
But as soon as she held out the short sword, he had snatched it from her hand
and now, as she was done, the last items lay beside the rolls, untouched.


She scrambled out and looked
around. The sky was clouding over, thick black clouds that meant rain. She
hoped they did not mean thunderstorms, for lightning might be problematic. He
was sitting with his back against the vehicle, the short sword in his lap and
the tip of the long poking into the earth between his feet.


Solomon had said it earlier. He
did not look right.


She didn’t know what to say, so
she sat down next to him and waited.


“It’s going to rain,” he said
finally.


“Yep.”


“No lightning, though. At least
it’s not calling.”


“Oh. Okay.”


“We should get going.”


“Yep.”


And so they sat when they should
have been going, he looking at the ground, she looking at the darkening sky.


“I killed a dog you know. Two in
fact, with this very sword.”


“Wow.” She studied his face. “I
didn’t think you’d be able to do that.”


“Me neither. But it was easy.”


“Oh.”


He shrugged. “But then again, I
was quite angry. It’s amazing what you can do when you’re angry.”


He looked off now, into the
trees. It was obvious he was battling something and she realized that she knew
so very little about him. 


“He tried to kill me.”


“Who? The dog?”


“Kirin.”


That was it. He had kept himself
so busy that he hadn’t stopped to remember. She felt very bad for him.


“Well,” she said after a moment.
“He didn’t actually mean to kill you, ‘cause if he did, you’d probably be
dead.”


“I made him very angry.”


“Yes, you did.”


“I always make him angry. I don’t
know why I do it. He makes me angry too. But I’d never try to kill him.”


“I know.”


“Have you ever tried to kill your
brother?”


“Um…I don’t, um, have…a brother.
Remember?” It wasn’t an answer, but the question was disturbing. He said
nothing. She felt sick.


“You must know he loves you very,
very much.”


He poked at the ground some more.
“Do you remember the commander of that battle fort in Khanisthan?”


“Yeah…”


“Do you think he went back to his
town or village or family like that?”


“Um…”


“I don’t think so either.”


He said nothing more for a while.


It began with a few drops on the
ground beside them, then on their heads, fat and heavy and loud. Then lighter,
softer but more and very soon, their faces and hair and clothing were damp,
soaked through to the pelt. It was a cold rain, and reminded them that winter
was not far off. And still they sat, side by side near the hatch of the
Humlander, not going.


“I finally understand,” he said
after a very long while. “It all makes sense.”


“What does?”


“The Tao wheel. It’s been wrong
for too long. It must flip. It must be made right. Somehow, I made it wrong
when I was born. I didn’t mean to but somehow I did.”


“Kerris…”


“Luck and destiny must be
restored to their proper order. It is the way of things.”


“I don’t understand…”


“It’s alright, love. I do.”


When he turned to face her, she
could have sworn there were tears in his eyes, but that could have been the
rain. He reached up with one hand, slipped it under her chin and kissed her. It
was a gentle kiss, with little passion, and it made her feel very sad.


“We’d better go.”


He rose to his feet and pulled
her up, called Quiz over and bent to pack up the rest of the things.



 

***



 

“What was it like, being dead?”


“Like training a young falcon,”
he grumbled. “Only considerably less painful.”


It was late afternoon, it was
raining, and he was bleeding from many cuts and slices along his scalp, face,
hands and neck. With the rain slicking his hair flat onto his head, and with
the bandage round his eyes looking worse for wear, he looked miserable.


The Major placed a quail leg in
his hand. When he was tired, she realized, he didn’t seem to ‘see’ so well, and
needed her. Apparently, tonight, he was very tired.


“Happy Mi-hahn. Joyous
Mi-hahn…” he grumbled again and took an angry chomp out of the leg. “I’ll give
her happy and joyous… I’m going to wring her bloody neck, that’s what I’m going
to do. Then I’ll be the happy and
joyous one…”


A grin threatened to tug into her
cheek, but she refused it. “Death?”


He sighed, but still it sounded
like a grumble. He took another bite, chewed as he thought. “Death. Now, let me
try to remember…”


He adjusted his position, tucked
his back into the bark of the tree he was sitting against. It gave him little
protection against the rain.


“It was somewhat like a dream, in
that I didn’t know what was real, or that I was dead, or that it was anything
other than truth, for in dreams, we do believe we are where we think we are. I
was cold, it was warm. I was dark, it was light. Petrus was there, but it
wasn’t as though I could see him, or even hear him. He simply was.”


“Petrus Mercouri. The dead man.”


“Yes. He said,” and he paused,
chewing, to think a moment. “He said, ‘he was proud of me for not stopping what
had started, and for finally leaving the little kachkah house two days walk
from Shathkira…’”


“What does that mean?”


“I don’t really know. And the
Alchemist, she was there. She said,” and he paused yet again to think. He
tossed the leg bone aside. “She said, ‘an eye for an eye, a life for a life.’”


“And then she kissed you.”


“Mmyes.”


“Was it a good kiss?”


He cocked his head. “Why do you
wish to know?”


“I don’t.”


“I see.”


“No you don’t. You are blind.”


He smiled and suddenly, she was
there, pinning him against the tree with her arms of steel. He could feel her
wet hair on his cheek, her breath on his face, the warmth and dampness of her
pelt.


“Was it a good kiss?” she
growled.


Now it was his heart that was
thudding. He swallowed, as if that would calm it. “It would have been better if
it had been given in love,” he said quietly.


“She does not love you.”


“Most certainly not.” She was so
close now. He could almost see her face through the raindrops. “It was a good
kiss, but I prefer kisses in love.”


“I do not love, so I do not kiss.”


He breathed in her breath, warm
and rich and tasting of quail. “But if you did…?”


She paused to think a moment.
“But if I did…”


And lightly, she kissed first one
brow, then the other. One cheek, then the other, until finally her lips touched
his, tentatively, fleeting like a first kiss, awkward and questioning and a
little unsure, and he wondered at her experience, but when her hands began to
move and her mouth grew fierce, he found himself wondering at his own.


He reached for her wrists as she
pushed him to the ground.“Major, please…”


She was on top of him now.“You
are afraid.”


“No, yes, no. Perhaps. It has
been a long time...”


She seemed to consider this, and
then kissed him again, but gently. He reached up his bare hands, pressed his
palms into the planes of her face. Ran his fingers over her forehead, brushed
them across her lips, tangled them in the thick mane of her hair.


Yes. He had finally left the
little kachkah house, two days walk from Shathkira.


He pulled her down to him.



 

***



 

It was sunset when they reached
the high river.


The rain was hard and they were
soaked to the pelt and cold. They had been walking, for Quiz had more than his
share to carry, and the ground of the wet forest was difficult under their
feet. Kerris did not stop at the river, rather, seemed intent on heading straight
up to the cliffs. 


“Wait,” she cried after him as he
began to make his way up the rocky incline. “We need to fill the skins with
water, remember? And Quiz can’t make it all the way up there. We need to take
the things off him and carry them up ourselves!”


With katanah in his left hand,
kodai’chi in his right, Kerris turned slowly towards her. 


“Water?”


“Yes, remember? Solomon said.”


He smiled at her. “Ah yes. Water.
I forgot.”


She frowned. “Okay, um, just
wait. Just wait while I fill them up, okay?”


He did not move to help.


She felt his eyes on her as she
knelt beside the rushing river, very cold now as it brought rainwaters down
from the mountains. The skins swelled to bursting as she filled them, tied them
and laid them on the rocks at the bank. She could still feel him watching, knew
that the sword had changed him somehow, felt her heart racing with the
not-knowing.


She knew she shouldn’t, but she
looked up at him. That look loosed something, something that had started long,
long ago. Something that could not be stopped.


“I could have loved you,” he
called down from the rise. “I would have. But you are too clever. You deserve
so much more.”


“I…I don’t think this is the
time, Kerris. We need to get these, um… get these skins…”


He rolled the hilt in his palm,
flashed his eyes at her. Smiled. 


“Quiz will take you to the
border. Just keep riding south. When you get there, let him go. He deserves
more too.”


And suddenly she knew. Soaked and
dripping with rain, she rose to her feet. “Oh Kerris, don’t…”


But he whirled and was up the
rocks in a heartbeat. She dropped the skins on the banks and raced up after
him.



 

***



 

By the time he reached the ledge,
the wind had picked up and the rain had turned into a storm. He slipped in
through the crevice and moved silently toward the fire. He could make out two
shapes as his pupils widened in the darkness. The Ancestor Jeffrey Solomon was
stretched out on his belly, head in his arms, asleep. It would be easy now in
that position. One downward blow of the katanah and the man would be
dispatched, never knowing what had happened, never knowing even that he had
died. Not a bad thing, over all.


But it lacked honor, he knew this
much. There was a difference between killing and murder, and Kerris had never
the stomach for either. But now, as he knelt by the bloody swollen hulk that
had once been his brother, he understood that difference, and that difference
was honor. His brother had lived by this code, this Way of the Warrior, the
Bushido. It meant more to him than life, and that was always where they had
differed. For Kerris, life was the prize. For Kirin, it was that life lived
with honor.


He placed both long and short
swords across his brother’s knees. Katanah and Kodai’chi. Blood brothers. 


He reached for his brother’s
hands, turned them over in his own. The tips were swollen and red.


“I think I finally understand,
Kirin,” he said softly. “It’s taken me long enough, but I think I finally
understand what this honor means to you. Probably because I have finally seen
what dishonor means to you. I have dishonored you, Kirin. I have dishonored you
ever since I took my first breath and I have been doing it ever since. I don’t
know if you can hear me, or if you even want to try, but I would like to ask
your forgiveness and allow me the honor of restoring yours…”


Hearing the voice, Solomon opened
his eyes.


He placed grey hands on his
brother’s bloody scalp. “The katanah is yours, so it will be quick. I think I
can do it. I pray I can. And the short will be mine. I do remember the old stories,
so it should do just fine. Messy yes, but fine. Kirin, I wish we hadn’t come. I
wish you would have married Tamre Ford-d’Elsbeth’s daughter, and stayed at the
Palace and I could come and go as I needed. But I suppose, this being what it
is, our last journey, I suppose I’m glad to have been able to share it with
you. You are a good Captain. And a very good brother…”


His voice caught in his throat,
and he took a moment before continuing.


“First is luck,” he said. “And
you are lucky, Kirin. Even though
everyone always said it was me, you were the lucky one. You were gold of gold,
and you had a pretty good life all things considered. But you flipped the Tao
wheel by not killing me when you should have. Or I’m flipping it now, by
claiming Destiny, which was to live long enough to restore your honor. Either
way, that damned wheel gets flipped tonight, and we will finally be who we were
meant to be, even if it is only for a very few moments…”


He leaned forward and kissed his
brother’s head.


Breathed deep, reached for the
long sword. Rose to his feet. Felt the weight in his hand, the leather of the
hilt, the balance of the blade. Fought the tears that sprang to his eyes,
fought them back and felt his heart grow cold and hard, like the steel of the
sword itself. Released one long last deep breath before taking the two-handed
stance beside the kneeling figure.


Silhouetted in the crevice of a
cliff, a young tigress turns away and sobs.


Pressed into the stone of a
cavern, an Ancestor turns away and covers his head with his hands.


And with a silent nod to the Tao
wheel that has directed his life, a grey lion raises a blade high in the air. 



 

***



 

A wise man once said:


“Is there a noble truth in suffering? Birth is suffering, ageing is
suffering, and sorrow and lamentation, pain, grief and despair are suffering.” 


You may know this quote.. You
should by now, from your studies. Sacred Emperor Pali Sidarthah Gatannah Bhuddashtha,
Second Dynasty, back in the time when there were Emperors and Pol’Lhasa was still in Shibeth. The Seers know this. The
Alchemists know this. I even wonder sometimes if the army and the Empire’s
Counselors know this. But most people, while they may know this, do not live as
if they do.


Another wise man once said:


“There is no such thing as honor, Captain. There is only desire, and
the sorrow that it brings.”


Perhaps if that man had been
there, in that cavern on that particular day, to witness what was surely the
greatest sacrifice in the history of the Upper Kingdom, he might have changed
his mind. For on that particular day, in that particular cavern, there was
indeed suffering and desire and sorrow, but there was also honor. 


Kirin Wynegarde-Grey had never
felt so proud.


“Kerris…” 


His brother rose to his feet.


His voice was barely audible. He
was certain his jaw was broken.


“Kerris.”


The blade held high in his
brother’s hands. 


“Kerris,” he forced the words out
through clenched teeth. It was painful. “Kerris, no.”


From the corner of his eye, he
could make out his brother, blinking, shaking his head, gripping and regripping
the sword. Finally, he glanced downward. “Kirin?”


“Kerris. Please, sit.”


“But…” 


“Sit.”


“But I thought…”


“Sit.”


The long sword trembled as it
touched down on the stone floor. The grey lion sat.


Slowly, ever so slowly, the
battered hand moved, the split fingers reached, touched his brother’s face.
Through swollen lips, the Captain smiled.


“Thank you, Kerris, for what you
did,” the words, while still painful to utter, were coming easier. “And for
what you were willing to do. You have a noble heart and I am truly grateful.”


“Kirin, I don’t understand…”


Blue eyes slid to the Ancestor,
then back again. “You are not the only one who has forgotten things on this
journey. Honor is more than golden mane or tufted tail, or even an Imperial
banner. Honor may lived out in many ways, but it always begins in the heart. I
had forgotten that.”


Kerris looked down, not
comprehending. For him, the Tao wheel had been suddenly shattered. He was
unsure where the pieces were falling.


“I have been preparing for death
my entire life, for an honorable death is the crowning glory of the Shah’tyriah. You, Kerris, are of the
same caste, noble warriors both of us. But after what I had done to you, I
deserved what the dogs have done to me. It was my punishment, and I welcomed
it. I yearned for them to kill me so my dishonor would end with my life.”


He noticed tears in his brother’s
eyes, as if seeing them for the first time. He was glad Kerris was not fighting
them. He stroked at them with his severed fingers.


“You do not kill, Kerris. But you
were willing to, for me. You were willing to lay aside your deepest convictions
to restore my honor. And you have, Kerris. You have restored me. For I am not
whole, and I never shall be, but in this sorrow, this suffering, there is
truth, there is nobility and there can be honor.I have learned that on this
journey, from the Seer, from the Scholar, from the Alchemist, from the Major
and lastly, from you. Most importantly, I have learned this from you. And I am
grateful.”


Kerris swallowed, not able to
speak.


“I know how to die. I always
have. But now, I ask one only thing of you, brother.”


“Anything,” Kerris whispered.


“Teach me to live.”


And those words shattered the
grey lion as surely as the damned Tao wheel had been shattered, and he
collapsed into weeping, while his brother pulled him close and held him, with
clawless fingers, to his chest.











Fire,
Earth, Metal, Wood, Water and Air



 

 I must confess that in all my
trials as Captain of the Imperial Guard, I have never undergone anything like I
did in those sad dark days. The pain from my hands was unlike any I had
experienced in my life. I could not even adjust my own clothing, hold a sword,
push myself to stand. It was with me every moment of every hour, and not only
in my hands. While I could doze, I in no ways could sleep. I could not lay down
my head even in my arms. It was terrible.


I would never ever again serve as Captain of any Guard, let alone in Pol’Lhasa. My life as a lion was gone, torn from me
in the same manner as my mane, and try as I might, I could not keep that
knowledge from running over and over through my mind. I was as undone as any
man could be for, underlying it all, was also the knowledge that I had tried to
kill my own brother.


I did not deserve to live.


But neither did I deserve yet to die. I had begged Solomon t o kill me,
that day when Kerris had left us alone, and the fact that I was begging proved
that I had lost my honor indeed. I did not even deserve an honorable death.


I had no claws to end it myself, and Solomon was of no mind to help. He
urged me to live, for my brother’s sake, but I would hear none of it.
Ultimately, it was only Kerris’ actions that convinced me. If he was willing to
kill and then die, for me, then I - if I possessed one shred of honor left in
my body – should be willing to live for him.


It would prove to be the hardest thing I would ever do.


-      
an excerpt
from the journal of Kirin Wynegarde-Grey


-      

 

This time, it was because of the
water.


They had managed to bring the
Captain down to the river, Kerris bearing the brunt of the load. The Captain
could not use his hands to make his way down, so his brother had almost carried
him, and there were many times when then they had slipped on the steep wet
stones. But after much trying, they did make it down to the banks of the high
river, and the cold rushing water awaiting them there.


They started first with his
hands. The Captain knelt on the riverbank and with a deep breath, allowed
Solomon to take both and dip them entirely under the surface of the cold, cold
water. A shudder literally shook his body at the shock of it, but his courage
had never been in question, and so he kept them there a very long time. Then,
at both Solomon’s and Kerris’ insistence, he slipped first one foot, then the
other, then his entire body into the river, allowing the water to cleanse and
heal and restore until finally his head, his red, bloody, livid head. He lay
back in the water, allowing Solomon and Kerris to hold him in place, for the
current was strong, and he was in danger of being swept away, but finally,
after a long, very cold morning, he was allowed to crawl out and collapse on
the soft bank, exhausted, raw and quite numb.


Kerris stayed in, searching for
fish, Kirin’s thick leather obi around his waist, katanah sword half-submerged
at his side. Fallon sat on the bank, her own bare feet dangling in the water,
composing songs in her head.


“I think I’m going to write a
book,” she said finally.


“Good,” he answered absently.


“About our travels to the Edge of
the World and Beyond.”


“Wonderful.”


“I think I will call it “To
Journey in the Year of the Tiger.”


“Nice.”


“Do you think we’re ever going to
make it home?”


“No.”


It was a strange answer, not the
one she had been hoping for, so she glanced up to study him. Even as he had
busied himself with his brother’s restoration, she could tell he was not right,
not the same Kerris who had laughed and drank and eluded her on the highways of
the Upper Kingdom. There was little sun now, mostly moon, and she wondered if
that wasn’t the reason he spent so much time alone or with horses. Hard to know
if someone was sad if you didn’t have time to know him at all.


He had said he could have loved
her. That he would have. She decided to take some time to think about that, to
see if she was able to say the same.


Thigh deep in river, he began
turning in circles, hands hovering just above the water, sheath of the long
sword slicing ripples as it moved. She continued watching him.


“Strange technique,” she called
from the bank. “Are you hoping to mesmerize the fish like a snake charmer
mesmerizes cobras?”


“Hmm? No, someone is playing with
the water.”


“Um…” She looked around, made a
face, puckered her lips. “Um, you are
the only one playing with the water …”


“Not here. And I think it’s the
Seer. Although, I don’t think he’s entirely a Seer anymore…”


He reached up and plucked several
strands of his hair out of his hair. Reached into his pocket and pulled out a
stick. It said ‘two.’ Twisted the hair around the stick and set it on top of
the water. They both watched as the current swept it away.


“That was a strange thing to do,”
she said.


“I know…” and he put his hands on
his hips. “It just seemed the right thing.”


“What is my name?”


“What?” He turned to stare at
her. “What’s that?”


“My name. What is my name?”


“Fallon Waterford. Scholar in the
Court of the Empress.”


She grinned. “Just checking.”


And for the first time in many
days, he smiled back.



 

***



 

Water, he realized, was amazing. 


As different from fire as night
was from day, light from dark, Yin from Yang. In fact, they were polar
opposites on the Temperament Charts, and it finally made sense to him, as he
stood thigh deep in a river they had found this morning. They needed each
other, the fire and the water. To know one was to instantly understand the
other, and he was discovering that he could easily control both.


The Major was fishing from a log
along the bank. She had refused to go in, but had knelt in her many loose
layers, dabbing her tail along the surface of the water, slashing with her
claws as fish after fish rose from the bottom to see. She had a tasty twitching
pile, and young Mi-hahn sat on the branch of a nearby tree, waiting her turn.
Falcons, it seemed, were not natural fishermen.


The water was cold, but obedient,
and it rose out of its bed to meet his hands. He found he could send it up into
the air, back down into its swell, and across from palm to palm. The Major had
watched only briefly before bending back to her task, muttering all the while
about idiots and their idiotic birds.


She had called him crazy to go in
rather than stay safe and dry on the shore, and he had told her it was simply
for the attempt at mastering the water, but truth be told, he was scratched and
bruised and aching from top to tail. Their lovemaking had lasted until the
first light of dawn, and there were many times when he had begged her to stop,
but then she would begin something new and he would abandon his complaints and
lose himself in her all over again. She was impossible and impressive and for
some reason, she wanted to be with him. It was a mystery.


He dipped both hands under and
pushed with his mind, corralling a fish that had swam too close. He made a
fence with moving walls, and it swam around and around its watery pen,
unmindful. Slowly but without moving himself, he herded it over to the log
where the Major was bent. She snorted, snatched it up, tossed it on the pile.


“I am doing quite well,” she grumbled.
“I do not need your help.”


“Obviously,” he said, and called
a wave to stand high, higher in a point along the surface.


He had an idea, called all of it
to make a wall between himself and the snow leopard. It began slowly, but it
did begin, and even though he wore the blindfold, he closed his eyes to
concentrate.


Lion tiger water man


It was like a beacon from a
distant land, old, faded and calling, but it was there, somewhere in the water.
He reached out with his hand, waited, found it being carried on the current
from upstream, caught it as his fingers dipped into the water. It was a small
stick. There were fibers attached.


“Major,” he called. “The Captain
is alive.”


And without waiting for her
response, he began sloshing through the water back to the solid earth of the
riverbank.



 

***



 

“Are you certain?”


“Well…no. Not at all.”


“Oh.” And she leaned her head
into his back and hung on a little tighter. “Okay…”


The pony was moving downhill at a
rather quick trot, lifting his short legs high over the stumps and roots and
fallen branches that dotted the steep forest floor. They had been riding for
the better part of the afternoon, following the river, which he had claimed
would lead them to the Seer. It was a hunch, no more, but again, she had seen
too much on this crazy journey not to believe one of Kerris’ hunches. He was
right about many unusual things.


But it was almost sunset now, and
the canopy of trees made seeing harder and harder as they went. Finally, he sat
back and the pony slowed, snorting with the thrill of the hunt. Quiz obviously
wanted to go on, but Kerris was insistent and the mountain pony skidded to a
stop, legs twitching with energy. The grey lion dismounted, held out a hand for
her to do the same, ran that hand along the pony’s shaggy neck.


“Go find us some supper, Quiz,”
he said softly. “I’ll have a fire ready when you get back.”


The mountain pony spun and
disappeared into the shadows cast by the trees.


For the second time that day, he
put his hands on his hips and looked around, and she realized that he was doing
a lot of that lately. It was one of his brother’s traits, and with the
Captain’s sword at his side, in this dim light they looked very similar indeed.
She wondered if he knew he was doing it, but somehow, didn’t think so. It was a
mystery.


“Right,” he muttered. “Firewood.”


She bent down, picked up a stick,
tapped it on the ground. “That’ll be tough. Everything is so wet from the
rain.”


“You brought the char, yes?”


“Yep.” But char on wet sticks still won’t work, she thought to herself
as she began puttering about for firewood. She wondered if dogs weren’t a
possibility in this forest. She wasn’t afraid, but still, didn’t want to be too
far from Kerris’ side. Or his dog-killing sword.


A falcon cry pierced the air and
they both looked up. It was impossible to see sky, only streaks of purple past
the canopy. Her pupils grew wide as they took in as much light as was possible,
but still, it was difficult to see.


“Do you think that’s Path?” she
asked after a moment.


“Path? Who’s Path?”


“The Seer’s falcon, silly! Do you
really forget, or do you just not pay attention?”


Suddenly, the canopy itself was
rustling and leaves rained down on their heads. A shape, darker then the dark
treetops, was hurtling towards them, and in a heartbeat, it had raked the
tigress’ head, pulling several strands of white-tipped hair from her scalp.


“You –You miserable little bird –“ she started but it was
back, landing on her head this time, wings flapping, talons raking, hooked-beak
jabbing, and she shrieked and shouted, flailing her arms at it to no avail.


Kerris grabbed the hilt of the
sword and took one step in her defense but was knocked off his feet by a rush
of silver. Together two cats hit the ground. A dagger was pressed hard against
his throat.


“Prepare to meet your gods, dog,”
growled a familiar voice.


“Ah, well, those gods might be
a-slamming some heavenly doors tonight …” 


“You,” Ursa snorted. “I thought you were dead.”


In the darkness, Kerris grinned.
“Sorry to disappoint, love. Tried. Didn’t take.”


She grunted, rolled off him and
onto her knees, peered through the darkness at the tigress. The falcon had
stopped its “attack”, was now content simply to sit atop the young woman’s head
like a hat. Fallon looked at her, baleful and confused.


“This isn’t Path,” she moaned.


“Path is dead,” said Ursa.
“That’s Mi-hahn. She’s an idiot.”


“It’s a good thing she’s not
sensitive,” said another voice, and the Seer stepped out of the shadows. He
smiled at her. “Kahlilah.”


And the bird took off as she
rushed into his arms.



 

***



 

The Seer had started the fire. He
hadn’t needed the char, nor did the damp wood seem to bother him. He had simply
put his hands over the pile they had accumulated, set it sizzling as the water
burnt off and soon after there were flames, with little more than a thought.
Kerris was most impressed. Fallon Waterford, however, was more curious than
ever.


“So you died?”


“Yes, stupid girl,” growled the
Major. “I said that three times.”


Fallon ignored her. “And somehow
you came back?”


“I don’t know how, Kahlilah. But I am here.”


“And you can do things, Alchemist
things.”


“Well,” he made a face. “I’m not
convinced that it’s Alchemy…”


“But you can start fires, move
water, change things…that’s more than you could do before, right?”


“Yes, Kahlilah. More than I could do before. But in point of fact, I
don’t think I ever tried.”


Leaning against a tree, arms
folded across her chest, the Major snorted again.


Fallon edged closer. “And your
pelt, not to pry or anything, but um, you used to have really ugly scars. It
looks, um, well it looks…”


“Not so ugly,” grumbled the Major.


It was Kerris’ turn to snort.


Sireth smiled under the
blindfold. “It appears that death has healing properties.”


“But not your eyes?”


No one snorted now.


“Ah, sadly, no. My vision is more
impaired than ever.”


She swallowed, knelt squarely
before him. “Okay, tell me again how.”


He shook his head. “It is simply
wrong. All wrong. Blurred and distorted. I cannot focus and it makes me ill.”


She nodded. “Do you trust me?”


“With my life, Kahlilah.”


“Close your eyes.”


He sighed but obeyed. Reaching
up, she slid the blindfold up and over his head, tossed it aside. Apparently
death had not healed all the scars, for the one across his brow and cheek was
intact, a vivid white line to remind him of a previous life. She cupped a hand
over each eye.


“Okay, we’re gonna play a game.”
She pulled the hand covering his right eye away. “Open your eyes.”


He took a deep breath, did what
was asked. Blinked several times, then smiled.


“Yes!” he exclaimed. “Much better!
What have you done?”


“Try it again. Close your eyes.”
And she placed her hand back, waited for him to obey, before one again dropping
the hand that covered his right eye. “Now open.” 


“Yes! Perfect. Please, tell me
what you have done.”


“Hush now, I’m not finished. One
more time, just to make sure. Close them again.” He did, and she promptly
cupped the right eye and removed the hand covering the left. Now she was the
one to take a deep breath.


The Major was staring.


“Okay, now open them.” And the
Scholar bit her lip to wait. 


The brown eye opened, blinked,
looked around. “Yes,” he said. “It’s the same. Just like before. I can focus.
Everything is sharp, not blurred. Perfect. Thank you.” 


And as he talked, she slowly
dropped the right and sat back.


“Ah no,” he groaned. “No no no. It’s all wrong. All wrong. Damn…” And
he pressed his palms into his eyes and his tail lashed the ground.


“Blurry,” she said.


“Yes,” he growled.


“Like you’re seeing double?”


“Exactly. Like I’m seeing double.
That’s not the way it’s supposed to be…it’s not…” His voice trailed off.


The Major crouched down to watch.


Slowly, his hands fell away. 


Mi-hahn, sitting on a branch high
over their heads, let out a chirrup and cocked her young head from side to
side.


“Oh my,” he whispered, as he blinked
and blinked again. His breathing came quicker. “Oh my, oh my…”


He glanced from the tigress to
the snow leopard and back again. He raised his hands, pulled them away, drew
them closer. Blinked and blinked again, and suddenly, tears sprang into them,
two eyes that could see.


“You were healed,” Fallon began, as she wrapped her arms around her
knees and rocked happily back and forth. “Completely healed. But you had seen
with only one eye for so long that you had forgotten what it was like to see
with two. It simply felt…”


“Wrong…” he whispered again.


“Yep. Wrong. I dunno, it may take
some time but I think you’ll get used to it.”


He nodded now, for his throat was
tight and he could not speak. He reached out and clasped her hands smiling at
her through his tears.


The Major stood up, breaking the
spell of the evening. “Time for sleep,” she announced. “Go to bed. Everyone.”


“Major! There is no way I can
sleep! I can see, Major! I can see!”


“Yes, yes, you can see. You will
still be able to see tomorrow. We have a long journey and I have no desire to
be losing time because of your exhaustion. Now sleep.” She lashed her tail
once, ending the conversation. “I will keep watch.”


Sireth benAramis lay down but his
heart was racing and he could not keep his eyes from his hands, the trees
overhead, the stars. He thanked his wife and daughter, Petrus Mercouri and the
rest of the Council and even, to his surprise, Sherah al Shiva, wherever she
was.


Ursa Laenskaya did not sleep, but
watched over her charge with a heart heavy and conflicted, and she resented the
Scholar for her insight and worth.


Kerris Wynegarde-Grey did not
sleep but pondered his own heavy and conflicted heart and felt utterly lost,
worthless and miserable.


Of the four of them, only Fallon
Waterford was able to sleep, and she dreamt that she was the happiest she’d
ever been in her life.



 

***



 

He could not sleep.


The water from this morning had
been cold, and therefore effective in taking down much of the swelling in his
face, and it had actually been refreshing in a way he could never have
imagined. Water was essential for drinking, for washing articles of clothing
and irrigating crops. He had never considered it much beyond that.
Unfortunately however, it had also softened the drying flesh on his head and hands,
awaking the pain that had eased from searing to simply terrible. His jaw was
stiff, likely broken and now healing wrongly, and he couldn’t feel his tail.
The water hadn’t helped with these.


Solomon’s soft snores echoed in
the cavern, only partially muffled by the crackling of the fire. His brother
had gone to find the Seer - his brother and the Scholar, and he had been left
behind to be tended by Solomon. Once, he used to command legions of men, lead
them to and from Imperial postings, send them to and from battlefields. Now he
was left behind to be cared for like an old man, or an invalid. For the first
time in his life, he had been left behind.


He found he simply could not
sleep on his stomach.


Kerris slept on his stomach. Only
little boys slept on their stomachs. Women slept on their sides. Men slept on
their backs. It was the way of things, and he was now forced to be a little
boy, for his bloody, bloody head could not find comfort in the laying down of
it. Even now, as his face rested on his arms, the keffiyah spread out like a
mane across his back, his head threatened to split open, and in point of fact,
he wished it finally would.


He wished he were dead.


He had called for it many times
over since the dogs, and most especially at night, when all he could do was
think, and he wished once again for the darkness of the soul. But now, it was
his own voice that raged the loudest, and always, always at night. He wished
for claws to slit his own throat. His wished for fingers that could grip the
short sword that his brother had left for them. He wished for the hardness of
heart to simply walk out and off the mountain that kept him captive like a bird
in a stone cage.


He sat up, rubbed his eyes with
his palms, tentatively dabbed his face with tender pads. Yes, the swelling had
indeed gone down. He supposed he should be grateful for that, and he glanced
over to where Solomon slept. On his stomach. Naturally. 


Through the crevice in the
mountainside, he could see stars, and he slowly, painfully pushed himself to
his feet. The cloth of the keffiyah fell across his shoulders, much like his
hair had done, and he wondered what it looked like, this fabric mane. But it
kept the flies off and gave him something to cover the shame.


“Where you going, Captain?” came
a low, sleepy voice by the fire.


“Outside. I cannot sleep and I
need some air.”


“You’re not gonna kill yourself,
are you?” 


“No, Solomon. I am not going to
kill myself.” 


“Promise me you’re not gonna kill
yourself.”


“I promise.”


“On your honor.”


I have no honor, he was about to say, but he bit it off before it
left his mouth. He clenched his jaw, fought the spasm of pain that it sent,
released a long, deep breath.


“Say it. On your honor. Say it.”


“On my honor.”


“Okay. Good night then.”


And the Ancestor rolled over onto
his side. Kirin shook his head and squeezed through the crevice.


He was met by golden eyes and the
smell of incense.



 

***



 

They made the Seer ride the pony,
although his legs dragged on the ground. His balance was not good, and it was
clear that it would take some time for him to adjust to his new way of seeing.
The pony did not seem especially impressed by his new rider, and would
frequently turn and snap his teeth at the long, long legs that caught on the
stumps and rocks and rises of the forest floor.


Kerris kept the pace steady and
fast, and they broke only once for a mid-day rest and a meal of dried fish. It
seemed he wanted to get back to the cliff that housed his brother, and he would
do so before nightfall, else leave them all behind. No one grumbled, but it was
almost all uphill, and Quiz, carrying the Seer, was quite winded by the time
they reached the incline that led to the mountain. He was pleased to be set
free for the night, and disappeared into the depths of the forest almost
immediately.


Kerris could not be stopped and
he too disappeared up the slope, not waiting for either Major, Scholar or Seer.
The Seer, for his part, needed considerable help with the climb, for he would
frequently misjudge his footfalls, or his handgrips, and slip or stumble or
lose footing. It was only the steadying hands of both Scholar and Major who
managed to keep him from toppling off the steep slope and down to the rocks
below.


They could hear shouting long
before they reached the top.


Inside the cavern, the Captain
was sound asleep.


“What do you mean, you found him
like this??!!” Kerris was on his knees beside his brother, and Solomon was
pacing, hands flailing helplessly in the air.


“Outside. I said outside! On the
ledge. He went out for air, and I found him unconscious this morning!”


Fallon slipped in beside them.
Kerris was unpredictable in this state.


“How could you let him go
outside? What if he fell, or jumped, or slipped? You said you would take care
of him! You said –“


“Kerris, wait,” and Fallon laid a
hand on his sleeve. The grey lion closed his mouth, but he was clearly furious.
She reached for the Captain’s hands. The fingers were bandaged now with linen,
thin white strips, fine and neatly bound. “Solomon, did you do this?”


He threw up his pelt-less hands
in the air again. “No! That’s what I’m trying to tell him! I found him, just
like this. His fingers have been bandaged, his tail bound, some of his wounds
stitched, and his head has been rubbed with salve. Look here, this vial was
laying beside him this morning.” 


Kerris snatched it from his
hands. It was familiar. They all knew to whom it belonged.


Solomon knelt down. “And he’s
been drugged. Look here, at his pupils…” He propped open the Captain’s lid to
show pinpricks of black. “I don’t know who would do this, or even why –“


“We do,” growled the Major. 


“But whoever did this has done
him a huge favor.”


They all stared at him.


“Look, this person bandaged his
fingers. There is no way in hell they’re gonna heal without being bound like
this. It was perfect timing, right after the soak in the river had softened the
flesh, so now he has a chance for them to heal properly. This person also left
a ton of medical supplies… Here look…” The bag was also familiar, a sack of
mysterious ointments and noxious potions. He reached in. “There’s needles and
threads, pills and tonic, fabric, strips of leather. But the main thing…” He
straightened up, released a deep breath as if to compose himself. “The main
thing is the fact that he is sleeping.”


Kerris clenched his jaw. “The
powdery white thing.”


“What?”


“For pain.” He snatched the bag
from Solomon’s hand, dug around inside before pulling out a smaller pouch. He
emptied it into his palm. “They work amazingly well, but they make you very,
very sleepy.”


“He needs to sleep,” said
Solomon. “So if it works, great.”


“What if she’s done something to
him?” he asked, frowning. “What if he wakes up and can’t remember anything?
What if he doesn’t wake up at all?”


“Kerris…” Fallon leaned forward,
but the grey lion rose to his feet.


“Remember what she did to us? To
all of us? This is not ‘a favor.’ It is a dangerous, dangerous thing. I trusted
you, Solomon. You said you’d take care of him!”


Fallon also rose to her feet but
Kerris had taken several steps backwards before turning and escaping from the
cavern and into the night.


Solomon sighed and looked up at
the Major and the Seer.


“Hey,” he said with a weary
smile. “Good to see you two again. Did I ever mention Plan B?”



 

***



 

She could see flashes of
lightning in the distance, leaping from cloud to dark cloud and lighting up the
night sky like fireworks. The wind had picked up, and she wondered if he really
did control the storms, or was simply controlled by then.


He was sitting at the very edge,
staring out at the sky, arms draped across his knees. She glanced down at his
hands, ensuring that no sparks were gathering there as she approached and she
contented herself to sit beside him until he found his words.


“She’s calling,” he said finally,
in a voice that men usually reserved for lovers.


“Well,” she grumbled, pushing
locks of hair from her face. The wind was very strong. “Just tell her ‘not
tonight, you’re busy.’”


“I’m busy…” He did not turn to
look at her. “He can’t die.”


“He won’t. Sherah wouldn’t do
that. He’s just sleeping.”


“I really don’t want him to die.”


“I know.”


“I killed my father, you know.”


She’d known that, of course, but
it was the first time he’d admitted it. According to Ursa, it was a thing
gossiped about for many years ‘within the ranks’, in secret whispers and hushed
corners, and she didn’t really know what to say.


“I didn’t mean to, but I did. I
was in my eighth summer. I called the lightning and killed him, right out from
under me.”


“I’m sorry,” was all she could
say.


“I killed my cousin too.
Jiin-mark. I think it was my twelfth summer, but I’m not sure.” He still hadn’t
looked at her, kept his eyes fixed on the flashes in the distance. “We were on
a tour of the temples of Ahnkor’Whath,
and I heard some water calling from the rock. We weren’t supposed to leave the
group, we weren’t supposed to climb the stones, but we did, and I struck the
stones with a stick I was carrying and the water exploded out like a hot
spring. Knocked Jiin-mark right off the ledge. He fell and broke his neck, he
did. Just like that.”


“Kerris…” She knew where this was
going.


“In the fall of my sixteenth
summer, I killed Sunitha Windemere-Planck. She was a nice girl, a lioness maybe
more tiger than me. We got along so very well that our parents were making
plans between them. She was from a nice family – not Royal like ours, but
nice enough, and they were afraid no one would want her because she liked to
run and explore and throw rocks and climb trees. And my mother was afraid,
well, you know, but anyway, we got along famously and that summer I built a
boat. I had heard stories of the Chi’Chen
boats, and how they sailed along on the water, so I built one in secret,
and we took it out in the Imperial fisheries, and it began to sink and she
drowned. I didn’t know she couldn’t swim. Didn’t even think to help her. I was
busy trying to save my damned boat…”


He lifted his hand as if to study
it. Sparks were appearing out of the air, buzzing and crackling around his
fingers. It was amazing and terrifying at the same time. 


“I left home then. Didn’t go back
for almost five years. They didn’t miss me. Not one bit.” The sparks were now
arching from fingertip to fingertip. “I did find Quiz then, however. Quiz and
the lightning. My only friends.”


She took his wrists.


“No. Kerris, tell her no.”


 “Sometimes
the voices are so loud.”


 “Kerris,
please. You’re scaring me.”


He turned to look at her. “He
can’t die.”


“He won’t, Kerris. But if you
call the lightning right here, right now, I
just might.”


He stared at her for a long
moment, before making a fist, dispersing the sparks into the night sky. She
released her breath. They could hear thunder rolling in the distance as if in
protest. They continued to sit and watch.


“I don’t understand anything
anymore,” he said after a while. “But then again, I never really did. I’m not
terribly clever that way. Not like you are.”


“I’m not so clever. Not in
important ways.”


“No, no. You are really a very
clever woman,” he said with insistence. “The way you figured that out, with the
Seer.”


“Oh that,” she shrugged, pleased.
“It just made sense.”


“Not to me. Obviously not to the
Seer.”


“I guess I just took some time to
think about it, that’s all.”


“Maybe you’ll make guru at the
University some day.”


“Oh, I’m not going back to the
University.”


“But I thought…“


Now it was her turn to look out
at the storm playing out in the distance. “Nope. Not going back.”


“Oh.”


“I’m staying with you.”


“Oh.”


“Yep. I’ve been thinking about
this quite a bit lately. Believe me, have I been thinking about this. And so, I
have realized two rather important things about my strange and peculiar
situation in life. Would you like to know what they are?”


“Yes,” he said, a smile slowly
beginning its way back to his face. “I believe I would.”


Her emerald eyes flashed and she
tucked her arms between her knees. “Good. Well, the first thing I realized is
that while I do learn a lot from books, I learn even more from doing, and I
have never done so much as this past year spent with you. All of you. I’ve
learned how to ride a horse, how to make maps, how to stand like a soldier.
I’ve seen more places than I’ve ever read about, and I’ve eaten strange food
and slept in strange beds and encountered rats and dogs and bears and so many
other cats. And I’ve learned about us, about our Kingdom and who we are as a
people and why we are that way. Some of it is good, yes, very good, but some of
it is very, very bad and I don’t think I would have learned that by all the
books I could ever have read. Some things you need to live, and I have lived
this past year in a way I’ve never lived before.”


She paused to take a breath.


“And the second thing is that I
love you, Kerris Wynegarde-Grey. And I don’t really know if you can understand
that because you are afraid of being loved and you run away before anyone gets
the chance to love you, so my love has to be independent of your behavior and
exist purely because it does and I do and you do, and even if you don’t love me
back, that’s okay because I am going with you, wherever you go, if not in body,
then in heart and soul and spirit because you have changed me for the better
and while I miss the girl I was, I love the woman I have become. And I think
that in your own odd, quirky way, you do love me too, but even if you don’t
then you know beyond a shadow of a doubt that you need me, that there is something about me that balances you out and
makes you whole, and sometimes, just sometimes, when life is going good, and
there are no rats or dogs or bears or really nasty cats, or even with them, or
maybe even because of them,
sometimes, together, we are wonderful.”


He stared at her. 


“My,” he said after another
while. “You have been thinking about
this.”


She nodded, smiling.


And they sat, side by side, for a
very long time afterwards, and fell asleep together on the rocks. Solomon awoke
them at dawn.



 

***



 

Some things are best
unremembered.


Bandages and the crush of her
hair, ointments and salves and her hands, working and healing, her body soft,
her mouth fierce and giving. She was a ghost, a spirit, a vapor, wrapped as she
was in the color of the night, more beautiful than he had remembered. She was
as welcome as she was forbidden and he had found himself kissing her before he
could stop, before he could even think to stop, and the rest of the night was
as a dream, half wish, half terror, all wrong but unchangeable. Like Metal.
Like Earth.


He wondered if they could smell
the incense on him. 


The Seer offered him a cup of tea
and he reached for it but his hands were shaking. He tried to cup it with his
palms. It was very difficult, and his tail lashed once. He hissed at the pain
that simple action caused.


The Seer took the cup back.


“Here,” he said. “Try these.” And
he pulled gloves of thickest leather from his obi.


The Captain glanced up at him.
“But those—”


“—Were for protection from
the outside world. I do not wish to
remain closed to the world any longer. Besides, it seems I have a much more…comprehensive form of protection, now.”


Behind them, the Major grunted.


Kirin raised his hands as the
Seer slid the gloves on, over the bandages. The leather was soft from years of
wear but thick enough to provide some support for his fingers. He flexed them.
It was helpful.


Sireth passed him the cup a
second time, and this time, he was able to accept.


The tea felt good in his mouth.


“You are very lucky to be alive,
Captain,” said the Seer. “The dogs were hard on us all.”


“The dogs.” He glanced up
sharply. “Where? Are they—?”


“Dead.”


“And Jet barraDunne? The
Alchemists?”


“All dead, at least according to
Solomon and the Scholar. There was a fire.”


He nodded and sipped his tea.
Again, things best unremembered.


A shadow passed across the shaft
of sunlight and Kerris was in the cavern. His hair was sticking up all over his
head and he looked like he had just been roused from sleep. The moment he saw
his brother, he sagged against the cavern’s wall, looking as though even a puff
of breath might knock him down.


Kirin smiled a weary smile at
him, which Kerris caught and after a moment, sent back. And for that moment,
there was peace in the little cavern on a mountaintop in Turah’kee.



 

***



 

They spent another two days in the little cavern on the mountaintop
in Turah’kee, fishing, hunting, healing. They had agreed to Solomon’s
‘Plan B’, which involved returning to Ana’thalya with the intention of
finding a boat and sailing to Kanadah. It had become obvious to them all
that the Kingdom would indeed tear itself apart with the return of an Ancestor,
and while was it not possible for him to return with them to Pol’Lhasa,
killing him was now out of the question. Neither could he be left on his own
for he would surely die. So, Solomon had met with little argument when he once
again broached the topic of ‘Plan B’. When the Captain had regained strength
enough to walk, they began the arduous task of walking back to the Humlander
and to the city. 


  Even with Quiz and the
large sun-powered vehicle, it took them the better part of the week before the
crumbling towers of the city came into view. They had come by a different road,
this one along the rocky coast, and the waves roared far below against the
cliffs. It was late afternoon, the autumn sky hazy and grey, and faraway
buildings stood as silhouettes in the waning sun. 


With the towers in view, Quiz and Kerris had called a halt.


“It’s not far,” said Solomon, as the hatch of the Humlander swung
upwards. “We should keep going.”


But little Quiz had planted his feet, ears alternately pricked
forward, then laid back. Kerris swung off and surveyed the road. 


“No,” he said finally. “It’s not safe.”


“What do you mean, not safe?”
Solomon stood beside the grey lion. “We’ve been on this road all week.”


Kerris shook his head. “There’s
metal buried under the earth, and that’s generally not a good thing. Not on an
Ancient road.”


“How do you know there’s metal? I
don’t see anything.”


“No, you don’t see it…” He frowned, casting his eyes
along the land on both sides of the deteriorating road. He turned back to his
brother, seated in the vehicle. “We should camp here for now. This may take
some time.”


The Captain nodded. Both Major
and Seer slid from their perches atop the Humlander, beginning the process of
unpacking their limited supplies for the night.


“I don’t think we need to stop,”
grumbled Solomon, shaking his head. “The city is only a few hours away.”


“Bad things happen on Ancient
roads,” said the Major.


“Bad things like what? Honestly,
we are two, maybe three hours away from the docks. We can catch some fish, bunk
down there for the night.”


Kerris simply shook his head and
continued surveying the road.


Fallon had dismounted from the
mountain pony and was stroking his cheek. “What’s wrong, Quiz? We’re stopping
now. Why are you still upset?”


For the pony’s ears were still
flattened, his eyes round and wild. He stretched out his neck and let out a
very loud neigh, which was oddly enough, answered.


They all moved forward to stand
in a line, eyes straining in the dim light. A dark shape was moving toward them
very quickly, and when Quiz neighed again, the creature answered back. It was a
horse, black as night, long mane and tail waving like banners as it moved.
Fallon clapped her hands. 


“My horse,” she shouted. “It’s my
horse, the one I took from Sharan’yurthah.
I thought I stole it, but Sherah said it was okay. Oh, I’m so glad. He’s so
beautiful. He’s the best horse I’ve had so far!”


The earth thudded as the black
hooves hit ground in a three-beat gait, like music.


“No, no not good, not good.”
Kerris glanced at her, at Quiz next, then back at the horse. He stepped
forward, began to wave his own hands in the air. “No!”


“Come on, boy!” shouted Fallon.
“I’m right here—“


“No, no! Back, back!”


Suddenly, there was a flash of
yellow light, and a sound like the roar of thunder, and a wall of air lifted
them all off their feet, sending them flying backwards onto the road. Dirt,
rock and sticky bits rained down all around them and it was several moments
before anyone dared move.


 “Oh mother,” whimpered the tigress as she finally sat up and
stared at the deep blackened pit on the road. “That was my third horse…”


Of the great black horse, nothing
recognizable remained.



 

***



 

The trip into the city of Ana’thalya took considerably longer than
expected, simply because of the horse. Its fateful death had convinced all of
the necessity of taking care on these roads, and the dangers that still lived
within and around all Ancient places. Kerris on Quiz naturally took the fore,
leading the Humlander most carefully, and a journey that should have taken
hours stretched to take the better part of the day.


The Captain was restless.


The others had elected to walk as
Solomon drove the great sun-powered vehicle, and the Captain had also tried.
But his knee, the one which had so seriously wounded by the rats of Roar’pundih, had begun to cause problems
once again, and he was forced to sit next to Solomon and merely watch as the
land groaned slowly by.


The last time he came into this
city, he was astride alMassay, and his chest tightened at the memory. alMassay,
noble warrior, trusted friend, hacked to pieces like a common steer. He would
never have such a friend again.


He sighed and looked down at his
hands, at the gloves of thickest leather that now covered them. They were
adequate, completely adequate, and one might never know the horrors that had
been visited on them, covered as they were in this way. And in the same manner,
the kheffiyah. Completely adequate, protecting, covering, hiding. Now, if he
could find something for his tail, he might even have all outward appearances
of a normal lion.


His life, which once had been
remarkable, had been reduced to an adequate disguise.


It was the first time in his life
that he began to understand his brother and the dark places he went. Even as
the steep coastline roared with life, and the trees grew strong all around
them, an unfamiliar blackness whispered secret things into his mind. He wished
he had been that horse, that black, black horse that had died so abruptly on
the road last night. He wished to step out of the Humlander and off the edge of
the cliffs that skirted the sea. He wished to walk away from the others, just
walk and walk and walk until an enemy, the elements or exhaustion claimed him.


He wanted to scream, to fight, to
die. But it was all he could do to sit in this unnatural sun-powered vehicle,
carried along like a bedroll or an extra pair of boots.


At least Solomon wasn’t talking.
He would glance at him from time to time, but thankfully, held his tongue. 


The green crumbling buildings
that once had been Ana’thalya were
everywhere now, and they were well and truly in the heart of the city. Kerris
trotted the pony up to the vehicle and rapped on the clear glass shield. Solomon
pressed a lever and the large hatch swung upwards.


“So, I think things are safe
enough for now,” he said, the wind tossing his ashen grey hair like the waves
on the sea. “Where do you want to head from here?”


“To the docks,” said Solomon.
“This was a naval port and the Marine Archives were pretty extensive. There are
a lot of buildings we need to check out.”


“For the boat.”


“Yep, for the boat.”


“We could be searching for a very
long while.”


Solomon ran a hand through his
thick tangle of hair. He needed another ‘shave’. “You have a better idea?”


Kerris grinned. “None whatsoever.
Off we go.”


And he threw a quick glance in at
his brother before wheeling the little horse away and disappearing from view. 


Solomon looked over at him.
“We’ll be stopping soon, okay?”


The Captain nodded. Stopping
meant a fire, tea and bed. And now for him, a ‘little powdery white thing’ that
made everything go away, if just for a night. And not for the first time, he
wondered what many would do.



 

***



 

They began their search of the waterfront
as soon as they entered the city. Ana’thalya was, like many coastal towns,
built almost on top of the waters, with winding roads and long stone steps that
led to and from the rocky shores. It was still a mountain city, however, and
the sea roared against cliffs in some places and dipped into protected beaches
in others. Of the buildings, little recognizable remained, as wind, water,
trees and time worked to erase the Ancestors from history.


It was understandable then, that
they had found nothing of the ‘Marh’eeyen Ahrkhives’ or a boat.


The Major led them in the
deliberate, graceful movements of the Evening Sun Salute, and this night, even
Solomon joined in. He was very clumsy, all arms and legs and knees, but to his
credit, he did his best, laughing at himself in an easy-going manner that kept
the Major from smacking him too hard.


They were on a beach, a stretch
of sand that ran between worn grey buildings and beams of rusted metal that
looked like the bones of a leviathan sticking out of the water. Gulls swept
overhead and little terns ran along the shore, all trying to escape the
swooping and diving of the young falcon. She had been at it all evening and
caught nothing. Kerris, on the other hand, had caught a fine load of fish and
was roasting them over a fire made with driftwood and dried sea weeds. The sea
wind was strong and loud.


“Idiot!” the Major snapped, and
both Sireth and Solomon looked up. “No, not mongrel idiot! Human idiot! Think!
Think! Slow and Graceful. You look like a crippled bear!”


Solomon grinned at the Seer. “I
liked her better when she bowed down at my feet and called me ‘sahidi’.”


The Seer laughed.


“No laughing! Tigress, arch your
back more, like a bow string.”


“Yes, Major.”


“Captain, extend your hands,
wider.”


He sighed, tried.


“No. Wider, like this.”


Again, he tried.


“No. Each finger a separate
element, driven away from each other, yet even as they need—“


“I cannot, dammit!” he snarled.
“They do not go!”


All heads turned to look.


And for a long moment, he stared
back at them, the kheffiyah snapping in the strong wind. He had once been their
Captain. But then again, he had once been a lion.


He whirled and strode off, boots
sinking slightly with every footfall in sand.


The Major swallowed, and for a
heartbeat, her chin quivered. She too whirled and strode off, her bare feet
sinking slightly with every footfall in sand.


“Oh my,” said Sireth, glancing
first in the direction of the Captain, then the Major. “I am utterly
conflicted…”


“Go to Ursa,” said Fallon.
“Kerris will go see to his brother. Won’t you, Kerris?”


Poking the fire with a long
stick, Kerris shrugged.


She laid her hand on the Seer’s
sleeve. “Ursa.”


He nodded and followed, his own
sandals sinking slightly with every footfall in sand.


Fallon turned on the grey lion, wrapped
her arms around her ribs.


“Go see to your brother.”


“Why? I can’t help him with his
fingers.”


“It’s not his fingers, Kerris. He
doesn’t know who he is anymore. You of all people, should be able to help him
with that.”


“Me? Of all people?”


“Yes, you. You said the other
night that you killed your father, that you didn’t mean to be you did. And that
you killed your cousin, that you didn’t mean to but you did. And that you
killed that young lioness, that you didn’t mean to but you did. I remember
‘cause I was there. You seem to do many things that you don’t mean to do, and I
don’t really think it’s your luck at all, good, bad or otherwise. I think for
the most part, Kerris Balthashane Wynegarde-Grey, you just don’t care.”


He glared at her from the fire, his
blue eyes glittering and cold.


She steeled her will and pressed
on. “You don’t want him to die, you said as much the other night. But you kill
each other day in, day out, with your words, with your ways, and I believe you
don’t want him to die, but why then Kerris, oh why won’t you help him live?”


He said nothing for a long
moment, then slowly rose to his feet. Instinctively she swallowed, for it was
common knowledge that an angry lion was a dangerous one, but she thrust out her
chin and awaited the blow that would surely come. Instead, he simply walked
past her, paused a moment with a look that killed her now a thousand times
over, and left her standing by the fire. To his credit, he was heading in the
direction of his brother, yak-hide boots sinking slightly with each footfall in
sand.


She released her breath and sank
down to her knees.



 

***



 

He found her up the worn stone
steps that led back to the city. The sun had set and she was kneeling in a
patch of thin moonlight, her long marbled hair rising and falling on the
breeze. It was cold, but not too cold, and he could see her breath. The short
sword lay at her knees.


He knelt beside her, but did not
touch.


Her chin, soft and silver, was
still quivering. “I dishonored him. I did not think.”


“You did not mean to.”


“But I did. It was shameful. I am
ashamed.”


He looked down at the short
sword, kodai’chi. “This will not bring his honor back.”


She said nothing. He took that as
a sign.


“He values you, Major. He needs
you. He always has, but especially now. This ritual does nothing but make life
harder on everyone.”


Still, she said nothing, so he
reached out slowly, pushed the sword aside. She made no move to stop him.


“He does not need me,” she said
finally, her voice barely a whisper.


“Yes he does. Very much.”


“I am not needed.”


“Major—“ he began but she
hissed at him, cutting him off.


“You do not need me!”


It was as if she had hit him, the
force of her, small as a baby bird, heart of a dragon.


“Oh, Major. That is not true.”


 “You have your eyes. You have your Alchemy, your new talents
with fire and water and who knows what else. You have your Scholar, who can
figure out any problem with her quick mind and quicker tongue. You have a
falcon who can see enemies and you are Kenshi, equally good with staff and
sword. You have had a wife who has born you a child. I …”


Her voice cracked now, and he saw
her wrestle for words. “I am not able to do the same.”


The images struck him, such a
small girl, so many men, pain and bleeding and scars. It was amazing that she
had bedded him at all.


They sat for a long while in the
moonlight.


“I do not need a child,” he began
softly. “I do not need a falcon. I do not need a sword or a staff or gloves or
any new talents with fire or water. I do not need the quick mind or the quicker
tongue of the Scholar – the grey coat needs her much more than I. Nor do
I need my eyes, for I see far clearer with your hands on me. I do not need even
Sha’Hadin, my dear beloved Sha’Hadin, and I would gladly never
return if it meant I could keep you by my side.”


Now he did reach for her hand,
pelt to pelt, ran his spotted fingers along her silver marbled ones. He pressed
his palms into hers, raised their hands high. “I have all I need with you. With
you I am the man I was meant to be. With you I am steel. With you I am home.”


Through the moonlight, her eyes
glimmered and he thought it looked rather like tears. And for the first time
that he could remember, Major Ursa Laenskaya smiled at him, a wide, happy,
teary-eyed smile, before she launched herself from her knees and pushed him to
the ground, covering his mouth with fierce kisses.


Above them, the young falcon
swooped and danced, announcing her joy and happiness, and as for the cats, they
did not get up for some time.



 

***



 

There was a cliff in the way.


“Damn,” he cursed, and hated
himself for the cursing. And so he roared at it, struck it with his fists,
cried out from the pain sent stabbing up his arms, and he hit it again, and
again. The sea roared back at him, splashing him with water and adding insult
to his injuries. He could feel the blood begin to seep out from under the
bandages and into the leather of the gloves but he hit this damned mountain
again and again and again, until there was nothing left in him. He closed his
eyes and turned, leaning back against its rough wet rock. The kheffiyah
snagged, and with another snarl, he yanked it off and threw it in the waves. He
sagged down into the sand, leaned his head back, hissed at the pain, bent it
forward instead.


He wished he were dead.


He did not need to open his eyes.
He could hear footfalls in the sand. Could hear those boots splash into the
surf, could hear the drip and drag of fabric being rescued, and finally his
brother slid down the cliffside next to him.


“Mountains,” said Kerris. “Big
buggers. Very hard to move.”


Kirin released a long breath. He
felt very weak. “I wish I were dead.”


“I know. It doesn’t really ever
go away.”


“What do you mean?”


“That empty sucking feeling that
eats you from the inside out. The Scholar would call it despair. I’m not
entirely convinced. It comes and goes, depending on Dharma.” Kerris shrugged.
“Drinking helps.”


He turned to look at his
brother. “This? This is what you feel?”


“All the time. Ever since I woke
up and everyone was looking at me strangely. I lost my mane and my father and
it was all my fault. It’s a damned bugger, life.”


“I’m sorry. I never knew.” He
dropped his head. “No, that’s a lie. Maybe I did. I simply never wanted to
know.”


“Ah well.” 


Now he studied his brother’s face
as Kerris stared out across the waters. Sunshine and stars waxing and waning,
the battle against the darkness that had plagued him for years, and he felt a
pang of regret. It was true, he had never wanted to know. Had never wanted to
wade into the depths of the darkness. It was like a well of black water. He had
feared it, he knew this immediately, and therefore, like so many other things
that he feared, he had dismissed, belittled, chased it away with a word or a
thought, so it might not stain his own glass.


He reached over, plucked at his
brother’s tunic, revealing the long line of stitches. They would be needing to
come out soon. “I’m sorry for this.”


“Me too. It itches like mad
warthogs.”


“I shouldn’t have done that.”


Kerris shrugged again. 


“I was angry. And wrong. Very
wrong. You know this, yes?”


It seemed to take several moments
for Kerris to answer. “Well, I do have this annoying habit of poking beehives
with sticks. It’s not surprising I get stung on occasion.”


“Still. I am so very sorry.”


Kerris smiled, held up the
dripping kheffiyah in one hand. “You will need this. I love you, Kirin, but you
are very ugly now.”


Weakly, Kirin grinned.


“How does it feel?”


He couldn’t help it. In another
life, he would have simply answered the question. But now, everything was
turned on its ear. 


“It itches like mad warthogs.”


And he started to laugh. Kerris
joined him, and soon the laughter turned, as laughter often does, into tears,
and the brothers sat side by side against a bugger of a mountain on the shore
of a sea, laughing and crying and wishing somehow that life had been very, very
different.


After a time, the laughter
subsided, leaving pebbles of breath in its wake. Kirin looked up at the moon.


“Ah my, my. I think I bedded
her.”


Kerris stared at him. “Who?
Sherah? You bedded Sherah? When?”


“The night I slept.” He nodded.
“I’m not certain. Perhaps she bedded me. It’s hard to remember…”


“That little powdery white thing.”


“Hm. Yes. But I think we did.” He
turned his face to his brother, sighed. “Perhaps, under all this gold…”


A sly grin slowly spread across
Kerris’ face.


“Some hope for you yet, brother.”


When they returned to the fire,
they were met with the sounds of singing.



 

***



 

Thick
grow the rushes


Their
white dew turns to frost. 


He
whom I love  


Must
be somewhere along this stream


I
go up river to search for him, 


But
the way is difficult and long. 


I
go down stream to look for him, 


And
there, mid-water 


He
is there.



 

Close
grow the rushes, 


Their
white dew not yet dry. 


He
whom I love 


Is
at the water’s side. 


Up
stream I seek him; 


But
the way is difficult and steep. 


Down
stream I seek him, 


And
away in mid-water 


There
on a ledge, 


He
is there.



 

Very
fresh are the rushes; 


The
white dew still falls. 


He
whom I love


 Is
at the water’s edge. 


Up
stream I follow him; 


But
the way is hard and long. 


Down
stream I follow him, 


And
away in mid-water 


On
the rocks and shoals,


He
is there.



 

They sat for a very long time by
the fire, sometimes quiet, sometimes singing. It was very late but no one
seemed in the mood for sleeping. Fallon and Kerris had been taking turns from
the First Imperial Book of Songs, and when they chose to sing together, the
harmonies were skilled and sweet to the ear. Both Seer and Major had joined the
fire at some point and had sat very close together. Even the Major seemed
content with their songs.


Finally, Fallon sighed.


“Why is there no air?”


All eyes turned to look at her.


“Stupid girl,” the Major hissed.
“Just take a breath. There is much air.”


She waved her hands across her
face. “Oh, no. No, that’s not what I meant. In the Temperaments, there is Fire,
Water, Earth, Wood and Metal. But there are six elements. Why is air not a
temperament?”


They continued to look at her.


“Well,” she moaned. “It’s a good
question.”


“It’s a very good question,
Khalilah,” answered the Seer. “There are a few differing opinions on this.”


The Major snorted. “Oh, you are
the Scholar now.”


“Sometimes.” He grinned. “But it
is generally agreed that Air is Life.”


“Life?”


“Yes. Life. Think on it. Air is
around all things, forever and for always, and all the elements react
differently to it. It can, at one turn, blow out a flame, or on another, cause
a fire to rage just a little higher. Air rusts metal, erodes earth, blows sand,
creates steam or evaporates a pool. It dries wood or blows down trees. Air
works, for good or ill, on all these, just like life works on all of us.”


“For good or ill,” muttered Kirin
quietly. 


“Yes,” the Seer smiled. “For good
or ill.”


The Scholar hugged her knees.
“Wow.”


Kerris was looking at her
strangely and there was silence for some time. Until he began to sing.



 

Kiya! Kiya! Cry the ospreys


on sandbars in the water


an elegant common girl,


The nobleman wishes to marry


the floating-heart is what she grows,


left and right the water flows 



 

That elegant common girl, 


awake, asleep, he seeks her.


He seeks but cannot find 


awake, asleep, thinking of her, 


endlessly, endlessly 


turning, tossing from side to side.


the floating-heart is what she grows,


left and right the water flows 



 

the elegant common girl, 


harp and lute make friends with her.


the floating-heart is what she grows,


left and right the water flows  


the elegant common girl, 


bell and drum delight her.



 

It was a very old song,
transliterated from the scraps of parchment known as the Shih-Shingh, or the
Very Ancient Book of Songs. It was a love song, a young nobleman a-courting a
lovely but common water-lily farmer. They all sat quietly now, knowing what he
had sung and why. The fire made crackling sounds, the waves rushed and roared
on the sand, young Mi-hahn chirruped happily as she pulled at the remnants of a
roasted fish. Kirin studied his brother, who, for the entire song, had kept his
eyes glued on the figure of the tigress. For her part, she sat, arms wrapped
around her knees, watching the flames dance. She did not once look at him.


Finally, Kerris sighed.


“Fallon.”


Now she did look up. He had never
called her by her name. Never. Even when they had been lovers. Never.


“You are a remarkable woman. As
smart as a mountain pony, and just as stubborn. As fierce as a snow leopard, as
pure as the snow on Shagar’mathah. As
strong as a yak, as silly as a kite. You are Wood. You reach to the skies and
bring everyone up with you. You are Wood, giver of life and you bend in the
wind. Nothing can break you and you give life to all things.”


There were tears shining in her
eyes. Kerris went on, not caring that the others were present.


“You were right the other night.
I do need you, just as Fire needs Wood. I think that is obvious to everyone
here. But you were wrong about one thing. I am not so much afraid of being
loved as I am afraid of being un-loved. I keep waiting for you to decide that
you do not want me, that you have grown weary of the game of a-courting a grey
lion, or that some day, some fine strong and smart tiger will come along and
take you back to the University and you will disappear from my life like a wave
on the shore. But you keep coming back. You take me from one end of myself to
another and it’s bloody painful, and honestly, sometimes I wish I could stuff a
boot in your mouth to keep you from talking, but to tell the truth, I can’t
imagine my life any longer without you and your songs.”


He sighed again, poked at the
fire with the stick, sending sparks high up into the night sky.


“So, I suppose, what I’m trying
to say, is this: Fallon Waterford, Scholar in the Court of the Empress, will
you marry me?”



 

***



 

No one slept that night, and at
first light of morning, the Captain performed two ceremonies of marriage, one
for the Geomancer and the Scholar, the other for the Major and the Seer. He was
still, in fact, the Captain of the Imperial Guard, with all authority under the
sun, and while there were no families present to give consent or dowries or
documents, it was nonetheless a legally-binding act, joining four houses in the
covenants and sacraments of marriage.


It wasn’t until later in the day
that they found the boat.



 










Home



 


 

THE YEAR OF THE TIGER – A LAMENT


by Empress Faisala the Wise,
Third Dynasty, Year of the Tiger



 

The Year of the Tiger brings war.


The Year of the Tiger brings change.


Kingdoms rise, Kingdoms fall.


Nothing is the same.



 

The Year of the Tiger means joy.


The Year of the Tiger means strife.


Beginnings end, Endings begin,


The heartbeat of life.



 

The Year of the Tiger brings change.


Nothing is as it seems.


Big adventures, Grand schemes,


Nightmares and Dreams.



 

The Year of the Tiger brings war.


The Year of the Tiger brings change.


People rise, People fall.


Nothing is the same.



 

An Imperial Wedding is a blessed
event. There is little in all the history of the world that can compare to the
beauty, splendor or spectacle. It is drawn out for over a month, beginning with
the dawn procession of the groom into the Royal City. It was the day of the
Winter Festival, the shortest, darkest day of the year, and so every hour of
sunlight was celebrated with music, dancing dragons, horses and khamels,
acrobats and jugglers in the parade of honor as Andreas Wolchenko Verona Chiraq
and his entire family, arrived from Abysinnia.
From sunrise to sunset, the caravan wound its way through Pol’Lhasa’s narrow streets, bringing a riot of color to DharamShallah’s winter cloak. Gold and
red were the predominant hues, gold being the color of the Kingdom and
therefore, the color of its chosen suitor. Red was the color of the bride, of
life and love and the succession of the Pure Races. Flags and banners and
streamers of gold and red flew from every high place, and flapped from every
window. Every doorway in every building had been given a new coat of paint, in
either red or gold, and all the street lamps had been outfitted as well. It was
marvelous. 


Each member of the suitor’s
family was borne in a palanquin of red or black, and carried on the arms of
four leopards. In a palanquin of gold, Chiraq himself was carried by an escort
of seven fine tigers, dressed in silks and armor. But he remained hidden within
the painted walls, as he had been since leaving Abysinnia for the last time. As was tradition, he was not allowed
to set foot on Kingdom soil until he set it in Pol’Lhasa, and from then on, he would never leave until he was
carried out in a palanquin of a very different sort.


It had been a very long journey.
But it was the way of things.


And so, at sunrise, the entire
caravan arrived at the stepped courts of Pol’Lhasa.
Only the gold palanquin went up, up and up into the heart of the Imperial
Palace, and all the crowds waited in hushed silence. The snow was thick, the
air cold, but no one dared leave, for after what seemed like hours, finally
fireworks erupted over the peaks of the palace, announcing that the suitor’s
foot had indeed touched down on holy ground.


The celebrations then started in
earnest. 


Every day, a new spectacle. Every
night, an old tax lifted, if only for a month. Each day, the Imperial
storehouses were opened and delicacies distributed to the people of the city.
One day, mooncakes, the next, licorice, the next, marzipan, and the next
dumplings. New Imperial coins were stamped and distributed to children, and the
people were buzzing with excitement. It was the countdown to the wedding, which
would take place at the cusp of the New Year, as the Tiger would sheathe its
claws, and the Rabbit leap over its head and onto the Celestial stage.


The Year of the Tiger had been
turbulent, ferocious even, changing moods as completely as the orange and black
stripes of its namesake. The Rabbit, however, heralded peace, tranquility,
prosperity. A year for all to rest from the previous year, to rebuild and regroup,
to enjoy and even languish, for after such a year, it would be allowed.
Diplomacy would reign, discretion would rule, and the people would return to
simpler, gentler ways. With such a marriage, at such an auspicious cusp, life
promised to be very, very good for a while.


In another place, very far away
to the West, the Winter Festival was being celebrated but for very different
reasons. You see, the boat was ready.


It had taken them days once they
found the building that housed the ‘Marh’eeyen
Ahrkhives’, and the finding of it had been quite by accident. One pair of
newlyweds had been exploring the coastline and the sharp call of metal had
literally drawn Kerris Wynegarde-Grey toward a steep, unnatural-looking cliff.
Between his extraordinary senses and the Scholar’s natural intuition, they
discovered a door in the rock and set back to immediately find the Ancestor.


The door that led the way into
the EUS Marine Archives was only partially visible, hidden as it was by
centuries of sand. It would have been impossible to open, if it hadn’t been for
the Seer. As the Major, Kerris and Solomon pushed and pried, tugged and dug at
the door, benAramis merely wandered away. No one missed him, until the door
itself began to hum. He had made his way around the mountain and managed to
scale it to the top. Like the Humlander, the ‘Marh’eeyen Ahrkhives’ were powered by the sun, and its strange
panels on the roof of the mountain had been simply covered by many years of
dirt and sand.


They worked together now for the
better part of a month, under the direction of Jeffery Solomon. Several ‘boats’
were in ALDD, he had said, or “Air-Lock/Dry-Dock”, and while those words meant
little to most of them, it had sent the ever-active mind of the Scholar
a-spinning. Computers were up and running, schematics and charts and drawings
were available, and she was both fascinated and learning quickly. It was
terrifying yet amazing at the same time, and the Captain found himself with
little to do, but watch.


He was unbelievably proud of his
people.


The Major spent her time hunting,
fishing, scouring the ruins of the city for usable items, making elaborate yet
effective equipment from scraps and sea weeds. The Seer’s new abilities were
apparently boundless, and he spent most of his days in meditation and
falcon-training. Kirin found it hard to believe they were married, for the
Major’s temper had in no wise diminished and she was as fierce and
uncompromising as ever. However, they would regularly slip away from the group
and return hours later, contented and quiet. It was the way of things. 


The other newlyweds were much
more demonstrative, and Kirin regularly found himself wishing his brother was
more discreet. Apparently, for this couple, kisses were not things to be hidden
from the eyes of others and they enjoyed each other’s company quite clearly.
Kerris was a great help with the boats, following Solomon’s directions to the
letter, getting them cleaned and ready for the trip. He was strong, eager and
proving to be an ‘able seaman’, as Solomon called him. Fallon, for her part,
was a brilliant assistant and clever administrator and she readily prepared
maps and charts and lists of supplies that would be needed for the boat to
safely cross the world.


Yes, he was unbelievably proud.


It was the Month of the Winter
Boar when the first boat rolled from its ALDD and onto the water of the sea. It
was an amazing sight to behold, that a thing so solid could live its life on
the surface of the sea. It looked like a seabird, with a pointed prow and squared
off end, and Solomon had called it a ‘Fair Lady Fibre-Light Power Yaaht.’ Of
all the ships in the ‘Marh’eeyen
Ahrkhives’, this would be the one that would take him across the world in
comfort and safety. It was also powered by the sun, and they had spent many
days cleaning the panels before it rolled down the rusting ramp and onto the
sea. They watched from the shore as it bobbed and rocked on the waves for a
moment, gave a sickening boom, pitched forward on its pointed prow and promptly
sank to the bottom, spraying up plumes of foam as it went.


Kerris had turned to Solomon
then. “Was that supposed to happen?” 


The Ancestor was speechless,
before turning and trudging back to the docks, muttering all the while about a
drawing board.


The second boat they tried was,
in Solomon’s strange words, a Greek Fishing Trall’her. It had poles and posts
sticking out of it at odd angles, and Kirin did not think it nearly as
impressive as the Fair Lady Fibre Light Power Yaaht. But apparently it was a
working vessel while the former had been built for luxury, and Kirin could see
it well enough. But that too sank after weeks of preparation as soon as it hit
the waves. It seemed that ‘Air-Lock/Dry-Dock’ might be able to slow but not
stop the natural decaying process and that while the ships seemed sea-worthy
hoisted up as they were in the ALDD, they in fact might be little more than
crumbling memories of another time. It seemed to all of them that ‘Plan B’
might not be enough.


So, the week before the Winter
Festival, the last chance of Plan B was released from its airtight prison. It
was a strange looking creation as it sat high above the ramps in the Archive
building. It had three very tall poles on the top, a rather small body and a
deep white fin on the bottom. Solomon had called it a sailing yaaht or skhooner,
and had mentioned that not only was it powered by the sun, but that the posts
would be rigged with canvas to catch the wind as well. Kerris was fascinated by
this and immediately the Captain knew that of all the ships in the ‘Marh’eeyen Ahrkhives’, if any had a
chance to work, it would be this one. Kerris was lucky that way. It was the way
of things.


And so, his people worked on this
sailing boat for the better part of the week, cleaning and scrubbing and
powering up computers, all things he was forced to watch and not do. His hands
had begun to heal, the tips rounding over on themselves, and the pelt growing
back white. White was an unusual color for such a traumatic injury, but then
again, he had never known of any cat with such an injury. His fingers could
have grown back purple for all he could expect. His head and tail as well had
begun to heal, pelt growing in places, leathery brown skin in others. At the
very crown of his head, there was a patch of mane left that had not been torn
from his scalp, and it fell down his back like a thin queue. Still, the
kheffiyah worked well. He was never without it.


Solomon had insisted that the
salt in the sea would help and he had taken to bathing in the waters every
afternoon while his people were busy doing other things. It did not bring him
pleasure as it did his brother, but still, he found it not nearly as bad as
expected, and had even found that if he stayed very still, there were fishes
that would swim around his legs unafraid. For some strange reason, that pleased
him and of all the things on this part of the journey, it was perhaps the most
unexpected.


One afternoon, Ursa had brought
him something she had made. It was a thick shaft of elaborately braided
leathers, interwoven with golden threads from Sherah’s bag of noxious potions.
It had leather laces on one end, and a fine golden tassel on the other.


“For your tail,” she announced as
he turned it over and over in his hands. “This will make it look better.”


“Thank you,” he said, for he
didn’t know what else he should say.


“Your brother can help you if you
wish. The mountain pony has found the packhorses. They are in sorry shape.” And
with that, she turned and walked away, leaving him with the tail leathers and
many questions.


It fit like his gloves.


So, on the day before the Winter
Festival, they sent the schooner rolling down the rusty ramp and into the
water. For some reason, it did not immediately sink, rather bobbed and rocked
and bobbed and rocked as it settled onto the waves as if home.


They all exchanged glances,
waiting for something to happen, but still the strange white boat just bobbed
and rocked, looking for all the world like a gull floating on the surface of
the waves.


Fallon was the one to breathe
first. “Wow,” was all that she said.


Solomon did not look away from
the ship. “Kerris, can you, um…”


“Drop anchor?”


“Yeah.”


“Right.” And with a deep breath
of his own, the grey lion trudged into the water and began the task of swimming
out to the boat and dropping the huge piece of iron they called an ankhor. He
was a speck in no time.


Finally, Solomon looked up at
them all and smiled. 


“Her name is ‘Plan B’.”



 

***



 

It is a peculiar thing that, in our Imperial tongue, there is only one
symbol that separates the word “hope’ from ‘home.’ 


It was the day of the Winter Festival, and the sailing ship had stayed
afloat over the very long dark night. So upon waking, to see it sitting off the
coast, still bobbing and rocking and intact, a mood of quiet hopefulness
settled onto our little party. The days had grown bleak as of late, and cold,
although nothing at all to rival DharamShallah, Sha’Hadin or much of the Upper Kingdom, and the
arrival of the Winter Festival and its shortest day meant only good things
ahead. Sunrise would come just a little earlier each day, sunset just a little
later. Hunting would be just a little bit easier, and perhaps we could grow
just a little bit fatter because of it.


The Year of the Rabbit would soon be upon us.


And so it was with that sense of quiet hopefulness that we sat around
the fire, nibbling the last of the roasted crabs and shellfish that Kerris had
gathered from the shore. Solomon was planning on setting out at first light,
and it was a bitter and sweet thing for us all. Fallon had sung a very sad,
very beautiful song. The Seer had stunned us all with a display of fireworks
from our lonely firepit, and the Major presented Solomon with a set of fishing
hooks she had fashioned from scraps of metal and twine. She had also gathered
olives, oranges, figs, tomatoes and wild peppers in large barrels, as Solomon
was not a cat and could not live on fish alone for the journey. She was, and is
still, an amazing, unpredictable woman.


It was very dark and very late and still we sat, no one wanting to
sleep, no one wanting the night to end. The Major and the Seer sat side by
side, the young falcon dozing on his shoulder for a change. She seemed to prefer
the top of his head. Naturally, he did not, and it was proving to be a
difficult lesson for her to learn. My new sister sat tucked under her husband’s
arm, and again I marveled at the match. Lion and Tigress, husband and wife. Not
the way of things, but a good way, nonetheless, and I found my own heart
suddenly aching for the two women who taken up residence there. Neither
lioness, both bound to my heart forever. I would never be able to repair that
glass.


I watched her for a time, the sad quiet tigress, found it odd that she
couldn’t look at any of us. In fact, the song she had sung had been very, very
sad, and she seemed to be struggling with something. Kerris was unnaturally
quiet as well, for there had been no story for weeks, no tale of Kaidan, no previous
exploit or ancient fable. Tonight was the perfect night for a story. I glanced
at Solomon. He could not bring himself to look at me either, and suddenly I
knew.


I knew.


“Kerris,” was all I could say.


Now he did look up, smiled at me sadly. 


“It’s for the best,” he said softly. “There’s a whole new world to
explore, and you know how I love a good explore.”


I couldn’t speak. My heart ached all the more.


“We’ve talked to Solomon and he’s happy to have us. Besides, it would
be bloody well impossible for him to take that ship across the world alone. He
needs our help and we are good on the boat. Fallon is so incredibly smart, and
I can learn lessons if I put my mind to it. We both want to do this. We both
want to go.”


Fallon nodded but still did not look up. Kerris went on.


“It’s an amazing adventure, one worthy of Kaidan himself. And it’s the
ocean, Kirin. The ocean! I will finally be able to see what it is like, so far
beyond our shores. I’ve always known I would. Always.”


The ache in my heart had doubled. 


“Maybe there’s Ancestors, maybe not. But there will be no cats, no
Upper Kingdom, no Pure Races.” He kissed his wife on the forehead. She hugged
him tightly. “Because Fallon thinks she’s pregnant, and if I know anything
about her at all, I think she’s probably right.”


Pregnant. 


The Seer beamed. The Major shifted slightly.


Pregnant.


“There is no place in our world for grey striped kittens. Forgive me, sidalord Seer, but the life of a mongrel is hardly a
life at all. Pits and beatings and being chased from one town to another.”


Sireth cocked his head. The bird chirruped in her sleep. “Hardly a
life. But still.”


Kerris sighed. “And so, perhaps there will be a chance for them in the
new land, without all the rules that tell us how to live and whom to love.”


So many protests running through my head, but I was mute. I could not
think.


It was the Seer who spoke up, as if in my very thoughts. Which, given
his gifting, was entirely possible.


“And if there are no cats there, only Ancestors, do you presume that
they will not be looking at you differently? They would never have seen a cat
before, at least according to Solomon. You and your kittens will be a novelty
still.”


“Better a novelty than a scourge.”


“Is that how you felt growing up, grey coat?”


Kerris said nothing.


“And you, Khalilah. Is it so easy to say goodbye to your family, to
never see your mother and father and sisters again?”


Finally, she did look up. Her stripes were darker with tears. “No,” she
sniffed. “It’s not so easy. It breaks my heart. But they won’t understand. They
won’t approve.”


“You haven’t given them the chance.”


“You are the last person I would have thought to be defending the
Kingdom, sidi,” said Kerris.


“It is a good Kingdom, and I love it very much. I would not be at
Sha’Hadin if I did not. But you need to find this out for yourself. And you
will, I see that much. And when you do, I would like you to consider returning
to Sha’Hadin. You are an Elemental and you have run from your gifts as surely
as you have run from your people. I suspect you can do far more than toss a few
lightning bolts around.”


Kerris stared at him. 


“Just a thought. When you have wearied of your exploring, please bring
your tigress wife and six grey striped kittens and join the Major and I in
building something new, something that might serve as a model for the rest of
the Kingdom.”


What was he saying? I sat forward.


“You are changing Sha’Hadin?” 


“If you reinstate me.”


“Hmm.” And so I asked, for it was easier to speak of this than Kerris.
“Unification?”


“I’m afraid so, Captain. I believe my own glass has been overturned of
late. I need to revisit some old ideas.”


I was fascinated.


“I will also be setting my mind to find our wayward Alchemist. I
believe she is in Sharan’yurthah at
the moment, although not with the Magistrate. How she crossed the border is
quite beyond me.”


“Why would you want the Alchemist?” I asked.


“She has abilities beyond any I have encountered. If Unification is to
become a reality, we may need her skills. And if Solomon is correct and there
are indeed Ancestors in this place across the ocean, then the Upper Kingdom may
need all the resources at its disposal to survive them.”


“Hmm.” I said again.


And so we sat for the rest of the night, saying little, but thinking
much, until the first light of dawn crossed the horizon.


  - an excerpt from the
journal of Kirin Wynegarde-Grey



 

***



 

They said their goodbyes as the
sun rose above the sea. The sailing boat rocked on the waves, its canvas sails
falling loose against the masts. They had brought aboard the barrels of fruit,
and the few things that had belonged to Kerris and the Scholar as well,
including her strange book, and they all stood on the sand, not knowing where
to start, or how to end, and wishing somehow that life had been very, very
different.


Solomon went first.


Ursa handed him a dagger she had
fashioned out of relic steel. It looked sharp and very dangerous.


“For shaving,” she said.


He hugged Ursa Laenskaya, and she
growled and lashed her tail, but to her credit, did not kill him. He moved on to
the Seer, reached out his hand. To Kirin’s surprise, benAramis took it, shook
it good and hard, before pulling the man into an embrace of his own and they
hugged like old friends, or more appropriately, brothers. They had already said
goodbyes once before.


And finally, the Captain.


Solomon sighed, ran a hand
through the tangle that was his hair. “Captain, I don’t know what else to say,
but thanks. For everything.”


Kirin nodded. “I hope you find
what you are looking for.”


Solomon grinned. “No, you don’t.”


Kirin grinned. “No, I don’t. But
still.”


Solomon held out his hand. Kirin
eyed it and, remembering how the Seer did it, took the pelt-less hand. It felt
strange and warm, but good.


Solomon stepped back, turned to
board the small boat that they would row out to the sailing one. He pushed it
out into the water and waited.


Fallon stepped over to the Major.


“Um, I just wanna say, um,
thanks.”


The Major arched a brow. “For
what?”


“For teaching me, you know. For
teaching me to stand. For teaching me to hold a sword. For teaching me the
balance of mind and body in the practice of Chai’Chi. For teaching me that it
doesn’t matter what people think of me, because when I’m strong, they will
respect me, and that with respect, I can do anything. For teaching me that if I
put my mind to it, life will never slow me down or stop the beating of my heart
until it is my time and then, for teaching me how to meet that time with
dignity and courage. Yep, for teaching me all of that.”


Ursa stared at her for a moment. 


“You are a stupid, skinny little
tigress,” she began. “You are obstinate, opinionated and you talk far too much.
But I think you are very strong. You would have made a good pupil. I would have
been honored to train you.”


The tigress was a blur as she
threw her arms around the snow leopard, hugging her so tightly that one could
almost hear ribs cracking. Ursa growled and lashed her tail, but to her credit,
did not kill the tigress. Fallon disentangled herself before launching herself
into the Seer’s arms. He kissed her forehead, smoothed her wild white-streaked
hair from her face. She was doing her very best not to cry.


“I’m gonna miss you so much,” she
whispered.


“Not too much,” he smiled,
gathered both her hands in his. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath. “Hmm. I
think you will be very busy, very soon.”


Her emerald eyes were wide,
asking. 


“Two,” he said. “It’s a start.”


“Two. Twins. Wow. What was her
name?”


“Who?”


“Your daughter. What was her
name?”


Now tears did come, but to his
eyes. Both of them. 


“Soladad,” he said softly. “Her
name was Soladad.”


“Soladad Waterford
Wynegarde-Grey. Yep, I like it.” And she hugged him one last time, stood up on
tiptoes to kiss his cheek, before turning to the Captain.


She took a deep breath, shook her
head, threw her hands up in the air. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m not sure, I
didn’t mean, I just, I just wish…”


“Sister,” said the Captain, and
he reached his gloved hands for her, allowed her to fall into his arms and he
held her while she wept, stroking her hair and whispering to her in hushed
tones. 


“But, but I don’t know what I’m
trying to say!” she sobbed. 


        “I
do.” And he too kissed her on the forehead, smoothed the wild, white-streaked
hair from her face, before releasing her. “Take care of him.”


She nodded, took a deep breath
and began to back up, sloshing into the water toward the little boat where
Solomon was waiting.


“Ah, really. Must I?” Kerris
sighed, whacked the ground with a stick he had found. “This is all so
melodramatic. Goodbye all and be done.”


The Major growled and lashed her
tail, and stomped through the sand to where he was standing. She snarled up at
him, the wind whipping her long hair into and out of her face. She held up a
bunch of tangled cords, pendants swinging wildly at the end of them. She had taken
great care to remove the blood.


He stared at her. “My pendants…”


“I found them at our old camp
site. They were broken. I have fixed them.”


He reached out to take them from
her hands. “Oh my…”


“They are stupid and catch on
everything. You should throw them away.”


“Thank you,” was all he could
say, as he began to slip them, one by one over his neck. He looked up at her,
beaming, the sun, moon and stars all rolled into one. “You are marvelous.”


“You…are spoiled.”


“Just spoiled? Not insignificant?
Not an excuse for a lion? None of that? Have I really changed that much?”


She snorted, and he leaned in to
lightly kiss her cheek.


“If you hug me, I will kill you.”


“Sorry I couldn’t stick around
for you, love. I know how you’ll weep.”


“If you hurt her, I will kill
you.”


“I love you too, dearest and
gentlest.” He whacked his stick a few more times before ambling over to the
Seer. “You are a crazy man for marrying that one. She’ll be the death of you.”


“I know.” benAramis smiled at
him. “The other land will not bring you the peace you seek.”


“Ah. Spoken like a true monk.”


“It is simply my job.” But still,
he was smiling. “You would find a home in Sha’Hadin.
I could train you.”


Kerris laughed. “Oh yes. Kerris
the monk. I can see it all now.”


“Perhaps I can.”


The laughter died, but the smile
remained and the blue eyes narrowed. “Perhaps you can at that…” 


And he took several steps away,
until all that was left was Tao. Yin and Yang. Silver and Gold.


They could not bring themselves
to look for a very long time. The wind was strong, the gulls crying overhead.
The waves rushed upon the sand. There was nothing at all to be done but go.


“So, um, Quiz…” Kerris began.
“When you get home, let him go just outside the gates. Just take his blanket
off and let him go. He’ll find a herd, somewhere. Say, you should stop by the
Magistrate’s at Sharan’yurthah. See
if that little bay colt is there. He likes you. He’d make a good little mount,
even if he does have a straggly tail and all…”


“Yes,” said Kirin quietly. It was
difficult to talk. “I will do that.”


“And, ah, give Mummie a kiss for
me. Tell her I went off on another adventure. Oh and here!” He dug inside his
trouser pocket, pulled out a palm filled with shark’s teeth and one large
exquisite single pearl. “For Lyn’ling. A treasure from the bottom of the sea.”


Kirin took it in his gloved hand,
stared at its perfect beauty, marveled how it, of all things, had made this
journey intact. He closed his hand around it. “I will give it to her.”


“Right. So, then I’m off –“


“Kerris. Wait.”


Slowly, very carefully, Kirin
undid the buckles of the obi at his waist, folded it so that it sat in his
hands, underneath the long sheath of the katanah. Both sword and obi he held
out to his brother. 


“For you.”


Kerris took a step back. “Ah no.
It was good for a time, you know, when I needed it. Or thought I needed it. Or
wanted it. But it’s yours, Kirin. Always has been.”


“No Kerris.” His stare was strong
and serious. “I am meant for different things now. I don’t know what they are,
but I am quite certain they don’t involve a long sword. You have earned the
right to wear it, so wear it well. Protect your wife and children. Protect our
honor, as a family, as a People. You are our ambassador, now, and always have
been. You are the best of us, Kerris. Carry it with you and wear it with pride.
It is the Destiny you were always meant to have.”


With trembling hands, Kerris took
it. And then the Captain did something he had not done on the entirety of the
journey, from Pol’Lhasa to Sha’Hadin, from Sri’Varna to Sri’Daolath, from KhaBull to TheRhan to Sharan’yurthah. 


With fist to cupped palm, the
Captain bowed.


Kerris clutched the long sword to
his chest and stood up, just a little taller. He took a step back, unable to
speak.


“I love you, Kerris,” said Kirin.


A yak hide boot stepped back
again, this time into the water. And again, and again. Until he lifted those
yak hide boots into the small boat and sat at the point, as Solomon picked up
the poles he had called oars and began to row the small boat out far and
farther, with Kerris still clutching the sword to his chest.


Kirin stood on the shore as the
small boat, tiny now in the distance, met up with the sailing one. Great canvas
sails snapped open and billowed, catching the wind in a way that made him catch
his breath. And the great sailing boat began to move, slowly at first, pushing
its way through the waters and away from land. Away from the Upper Kingdom.
Away from him. Away.


And still he stood on the shore
until the sailing boat was little more than a speck, and it was then that he
turned and ran across the sand toward the stone stairs that led up to the
ruined city. He ran up the steps without slowing. And still he ran toward the
docks, toward the high mountain cliffs that stopped the waters and he stood out
at the very farthest point, as far out over the water as he possibly could, and
watched. The white sailing boat, like a sea bird now with wings unfurled, was a
white dot, growing smaller and smaller until nothing but waves remained in its
wake.


Kirin Wynegarde-Grey dropped to
his knees and wept.



 

***



 

It took them the better part of a
week before they came upon the great wall of tigers that lined the border of
the Upper Kingdom. In fact, the alarm had been sounded at first sight of their
dust, and cauldrons of flame burned from high points everywhere. They had some
trouble entering the Kingdom, for there was nothing of the Captain’s Imperial
uniform left, save the sash. It was clear he was a lion, but beyond that, all
assumptions were suspended and the small party riding a mountain pony and two
reclaimed packhorses were escorted into the gates of Sharan’yurthah, and the welcoming home of the Magistrate. 


His little bay friend was
awaiting him.


They stayed with the Magistrate
and his wife for three days, resting, sleeping, dining, and shopping. The
Captain had indulged himself in several desert headdresses, for he could envision
his kheffiyah quickly becoming as tattered as his sash. He found several to his
liking, in various styles, but all in some form of Imperial gold. There was
even one that boasted a golden metal helm with a point and red tassel that
waved in the breeze. It reminded him of a sham’Rai helm he had seen in a museum
once and he thought it quite impressive. He also purchased for himself several
pair of gloves, all of thickest leather, but some with elaborate embroidery,
naturally in gold.


The tail leathers that Ursa had
made for him were holding up well, and he made it a point to commission another
set as soon as he arrived home.


Home.


Kestrels were sent ahead of them
as they were escorted, under a new Imperial banner, to the northeastern
garrison of Sri’Verenshir, and
finally, the Wall. This would be their road now for the better part of this
next year, for there was no need for speed, and the Wall ensured safety and
civility. For Kirin Wynegarde-Grey, Sireth benAramis and Ursa Laenskaya, the
Year of the Rabbit would always be remembered as the Year of the Great Wall, as
day after day was spent on its stone path. From Sri’Verenshir to Tabrizh,
from Sri’Lankhoran on the shores of
the Kashphian to Challus. It was a
long road, but a good one, as there were battleforts aplenty on the way and
generally good food and good company. None of the soldiers along the way knew
exactly what to make of the little party, which had been heralded as an Imperal
one, but appeared to be anything but. A man obviously a lion, obscuring his
mane, binding his tail, wearing an Imperial sash and riding a mountain pony.
Another man, obviously not a lion, able to control fire but not the wild young
falcon under his care. And the woman, well, she frightened them all. They were
followed, every step of the way, by a little bay colt, which was now more eyes
and legs than anything else. Indeed, this party was a strange sight.


The New Year came and went, and
the Year of the Rabbit was celebrated by all but these three on this long,
winding road. The Festival of the Blue Dragon, Night of Sevens (which only the
Seer celebrated), another Ghost Festival, all were met with similar disregard,
as little could affect the reflective mood of the trio. They had lost much.
They had learned much. They were going home.


The mountains had returned. Their
mother, the Great Mountains, rose high and higher the longer they rode on their
disparate horses along the Wall. The lights of TheRhan had been seen, as had those of KhaBull but the Wall took them north again, swinging upward into
the heart of the Phun’jah like a
curved blade. The winds howled, the winter snows set upon them once again, but
they party did not care overmuch. They had battleforts, they had hot stew and
tea and straw for sleeping. Life was good, for it was life.


Again, to the company of the fine
men of Pesh’thawar and Sri’Gujarath, who barely recognized the
travelers, but to their credit, said nothing. And the colt was growing tall,
his spirit untamed but his eye was bright and Kirin felt the old stirring of
companionship once again. He had taken to calling the creature aSiffh.
Apparently, in Shaharabic, it meant ‘forgiveness.’ It seemed appropriate.


Young Mi-hahn was growing as
well. While still as ‘happy and joyous’ as ever, she had indeed learned a few
things from the Seer. She had learned to be a fierce hunter, returning from her
nightly forays with mice, rabbits, pigeons and the occasional piglet for the
roasting. She had learned to wear the hood and bells of her profession,
although she regularly protested and loudly so. She had learned to carry a
parchment, although journeys between Seer and Major were as yet her only
outings. One night, very near the Winter Festival in the Year of the Rabbit, in
a battlefort high in the Great Mountains near Sri’Varna, Sireth announced that Mi-Hahn was hearing falcons.


The fire was warm for the night
was very cold. They were back in the Mother’s Arms. Her embrace was frigid and
strong and her hug broke many things. Sireth sat, eyes closed, bare hands laid
in his lap. The falcon was sleeping on his shoulder, her tiny head tucked under
her wing. The Major sat against a far wall, knees up, hair obscuring most of
her face. Kirin watched her quietly. He knew she was dreading the next days,
the days when they would come to a crossroads, one way to Sha’Hadin, the other to DharamShallah
and Pol’Lhasa and duty. He knew how
she would be feeling. He himself was feeling it now.


“Hmm,” muttered the Seer, and he
opened his eyes. “Tiberius says hello.”


Kirin smiled. “He is there,
then?”


“He would never abandon Sha’Hadin. Although there are few left,
I’m afraid. Yahn Nevye is not a gifted Seer. Or a good man.”


“What will you do, then?”


“Kill him, I suppose.”


Behind them, Ursa snorted.


benAramis grinned sleepily. “Well
first, I must ask him to leave, But if he does not, then I shall kill him.”


Kirin grinned now too, finally
accustomed to the Seer’s humor. “But what about Unification?”


The man sighed. “Unification is
essential, Captain. I see that now. The separation of Gifts from Arts was
unnatural and unproductive. But some things cannot be tolerated, and betrayal
is the first of these.”


Kirin nodded. “You will be met
with resistance.”


“As I have all my life, Captain.
It is nothing new. But Jet barraDunne died out there and so now Agara’tha is without a First Mage.
Perhaps it is the perfect time for a coup.” And he laughed softly to himself.
“Imagine that, Captain. A mongrel in charge of both Sha’Hadin and Agara’tha.
I shall undoubtedly be the most powerful man in all the Kingdom.”


A silver tail lashed. “That is
why you have me.”


“Indeed,” and he leaned back and
kissed her. “That is why.”


Kirin smiled to himself. 


“Can life become any stranger?”
he asked after a while.


“Perhaps it can,” said the Seer,
after another while. “You have yet to return to Pol’Lhasa.”


There was silence, save for the
crackling of the fire. Kirin sipped his tea, feeling the hot liquid scald his
tongue and throat. “There is nothing for me in Pol’Lhasa. I will return to the Palace, give my report to the
Empress, give her the pearl from Kerris and be dismissed from my post. Perhaps
they will allow me to clean out my chamber. Perhaps it has been already done.”


“And why should they dismiss you
from your post?”


He sighed. “I have failed to obey
orders. Express orders from the Empress herself. I have dishonored her and my
commission.”


The Seer did not answer for some
time. He was a man who did not believe in Bushido, in the Way of the Warrior,
but he was a man who did believe in respect and dignity and integrity above all
else. Almost all else. “And what,” he began slowly, carefully, as if weighing
his words, “If you are met with an entirely different response?”


“She is married. She is most
likely carrying a child, an heir to the matriarchy. She has put honor and duty
over all things. What other response could there possibly be?”


“Hmm, yes. I see.” And he sipped
his own tea, the Major’s ice-blue eyes on him like fire.


They slept by that fire, awakened
in the morning and left the battlefort for Sri’Varna.



 

***



 

It was three days ride before
they met that crossroad, the road which left the Wall and followed a very
different path up the impassable mountain that led to Sha’Hadin. And so they stood, the last three, Major, Seer and
Captain, on a road which was not broken, merely bent.


Fist to cupped palm, he bowed to
them.


The Major bowed back, perfectly. 


The Seer, naturally, did not.


He strode over to the Captain,
his friend. Clasped him on the shoulders. 


“There is a lifetime of journals
up there, Captain. Over one hundred years, they say. They need to be read. They
need to be recorded. You would be well suited to that job, I should think.”


The Captain paused. It was
tempting. The journals of Petrus Mercouri, Ancient of Sha’Hadin. A simple room, an open window, a cup of tea and books.
Tempting indeed,


“Perhaps after I have taken care
of things. Perhaps after Pol’Lhasa. I
will look in on my mother, see if she is well. There may be things I need to
order…”


“Yes,” said the Seer. “Perhaps
then.”


And the man executed a most
formal bow, fist to cupped palm, in perfect fashion. Audacious.


“Major,” said the Captain,
turning to her. She straightened at his words. Ever the soldier. He could see
that she was holding her breath. Her fate hung on his next words, and he knew
that he could shatter her world with the slightest one. “Major, you are charged
with the security not only with the security of the last Seer of Sha’Hadin, but
also of the monastery and its surrounding area. I will do what I can with the resources
that will be left to me. I can send you swords, lamps, troops, horses. Whatever
you need, the Empire will provide.”


“Sir,” she said. “All I will need
is a new uniform.”


He nodded, impressed. 


“And boots, sir. Very high
boots.”


He suppressed a grin. “I will do
what I can.”


With a hand on the neck of the
mountain pony, he turned and walked away, choosing yet another path, not the
Wall, but still one that led to Pol’Lhasa.



 

***



 

It was dark when he reached the Mother’s Arms at the Roof of the World,
but the interior of the Inn was bright with life. He had checked both pony and
colt in at the stable and smiled at the bedpost sign that still sat, piled high
with snow. The odors of ale, sakeh, sweat and smoke assaulted him as he pulled
open the familiar wooden door. It still boasted a notch from a well-flung
katanah. 


A homecoming of another sort.


He crossed the floor, with only a
few heads turning in his direction this time. He sat himself at the bar, laced
his gloved fingers, waited for the tiger who would surely come. He did, fatter
and surlier than ever, wringing a cloth across an iron pot. The tiger eyed him
with suspicion.


“You drinking, friend?” In
Hinyan.


“Yes. A sakeh, if you please.”


“It’s strong for a lion’s blood.”


Kirin smiled. “Shyrian Arak is stronger.”


“You from Shyria, then? That why you wearing your desert hat? Keep your
precious mane safe and warm?”


That drew a few sniggers from the
crowd. Odd, Kirin thought. No one
seemed to be paying attention, yet not a word was missed.


“I have been many places this
past year, sidi. Shyria included. It
is said that their Arak is ten times the drink of our sakeh.”


The tiger scowled. “Shryian Arak is weaker than dog piss.
I’ll bring you my sakeh. You decide.”


“Fair enough.” And the man turned
to grab a plain ceramic pot, began pouring the golden liquid into a mug that
had seen better days. Passed it over into the gloved hands. Kirin took it and
swallowed.


He set his molars. Kerris had
warned him, over a year ago. Blow your
boots off, he had said. Oh, how he missed him.


“I am also in need of a room, for
one night. And stabling for my horses.”


The tiger narrowed his small
yellow eyes, studying him. “We’re full.”


Kirin cupped the mug, smiled at
the man. “How is your ear?” he asked evenly.


The flash of recognition, and the
tiger straightened, swallowing hard. “One room for one night. Yes, sidi. Of course. I’ll have one prepared
immediately.”


And the Captain of the Imperial
Guard spent his last night away from home on a lumpy mattress in unwashed bed
linens. But, like many nights of late, he did sleep well.



 

***



 

The House Wynegarde-Grey.


It sat far outside the city, for
they had much land, and from the mountains he could see the smoke from the many
hearths rising up against the purple sky. It was not yet twilight, but it was
winter and therefore, dark. The road from the Inn had been clean of snow and
they had made good time today. Quiz had been quick, eager almost to get home,
and it was all Kirin could do to keep the pony from breaking into a headlong
gallop in his rush to his stall. Little aSiffh was game for a race, but for
Kirin, it was important to take the time.


So when the great house came into
view, he sat deep into the short back, causing the pony to slow and finally
stop. He swung off, stretched, breathed in the wood smoke on the evening
breeze. Stars danced in the heavens above, reflecting like jewels on the snowy
garment below. He felt warm, with the pony breathing on one side, and the colt
on the other. He turned and laid a hand on Quiz’s neck.


“Well, this is it, my friend,” he
said softly, running his hand through the shaggy mane, along the shoulders,
reached down under the round belly for the twine. Two tugs and it was gone, the
blanket falling away like a curtain. Quiz turned his large eyes toward him,
blinking, and suddenly, Kirin felt his throat tighten. He rubbed the wide
forehead, the crescent moon of white, the small pricked ears, very thick and
fuzzy under a winter coat of hair. 


“You did very well, Quiz. You are
a wonderful trail horse and a fine herd boss and you took care of my brother
like no one ever could. But your duties are over and you are most honorably
discharged. Go find yourself some wild mountain pony mare…” He paused,
reconsidered. “No, on second thought, find yourself some fine Imperial mare
from some Royal stable somewhere. Make many wild shaggy babies. Be happy and
free. If you ever need anything, you will always be welcome here, for we will
always be in your debt and we will always be your home.”


He was talking to horses. He
shook his head.


“Go.” He pushed the sturdy
shoulder. Made ‘go’ gestures with his arms. “Go, Quiz. Be free.”


But the pony laid back his ears
and squealed. The ears pricked forward, waiting. Squealed again. There was no
answering whistle.


It almost broke his heart.


Finally, the pony tossed his
head, snorted, spun on his heels. He bolted off into the darkness, snow flying
up at his heels. He did stop once to look back at the great house that had been
his home for so many years, at the stone gates and cobbles and hearths and
finally, at the Captain, the last reminder of his master and best friend and
soul mate who had also been set free. And then he squealed once last time and
bolted off again, disappearing into the bluffs and the shadows they cast. He
was gone in a heartbeat.


For some odd reason, the Captain
found tears springing to his eyes. aSiffh nudged him, not understanding, and so
he laid a hand on the colt’s neck, feeling the warmth even through the glove. More dependable than soldiers, more faithful
than men.


“Home,” he said, and began the
walk down to the gate of the great house.



 

***



 

Waking up in your own bed is an amazing thing. I will never take it for
granted ever again as long as I live. The smell of the blankets, the familiar
curve of the mattress, the way the light filters in through the panes of window
glass, the sound of servants cleaning stone and old wood. It was always the
same. I was home but I was alone and nothing would ever be the same.


I am not certain what time it was that I awoke, for truth be told, I
did not care overmuch. No one would disturb me, even after being gone for
almost two years as I had been. And so I took my time, time to scrub the desert
sand from my pelt, to scour the scars that had nearly turned me tiger, to brush
into whiteness the new pelt of my fingers which were soft and flexible now, and
no longer gave me pain. Although sometimes I still feel my claws. 


The single queue of mane that ran down my back was gold, and the pelt
of my head was very short and dark. It was not mane, but at least it was not
raw skin, and it also no longer gave me pain. However, I usually slept with the
kheffiyah on. It was now a second skin. I do not know who I would be without
it.


I chose for myself not a uniform, but simple clothing. Tan trousers,
linen tunic, long dark zhiju overcoat, and the sash, almost in pieces now, held
together by gold thread and blood. No sword, only the tanto tucked into my
boot. My cloak, my gloves and finally the kheffiyah, the original one given me by
the Alchemist. It still smelled of her.


Gloves from a mongrel, a Seer, a friend. Tail leathers from a snow
leopard, a Major, a sister. Headdress from a cheetah, an Alchemist, a lover.
Shark-tooth pendant from a grey lion, a Geomancer, a brother. I was a patchwork
of the Upper Kingdom, not at all what I was before. It remained to be seen what
I would become.


Pure Gold could have been a tiger.


I went downstairs to find my mother.


   -an excerpt from the
journal of Kirin Wynegarde-Grey



 

***



 

He watched her for several long
moments as she sat by the great charcoal brazier in the kitchen. Ever since he
could remember, she would be up with the servants, tending them as a
shepherdess tends her sheep. She would not cook nor would she clean, for she
was too well bred - a lioness of the Imperial Courts. But she would be there at
first light of dawn, working on some tapestry or piece of porcelain that
required a lady’s touch. This morning, with her tea at her side, she worked on
letters, holding the brush in he right hand, dipping it in inks as dark as
coal. He smiled. 


 “Mother.”


She looked up at him, eyes small
and dewy and brilliantly blue. She held his gaze and he suddenly wished to be a
Seer, to read the thoughts that surely ran through her mind. She looked down again,
placed the brush on its porcelain stand, blew gently on the fresh ink, and
slowly, with all eyes in the room fixed on her, she rose to her feet.


She was frailer than before, a
mere slip of a thing. A dried leaf in winter that could be blown away in the
slightest breeze. No one was breathing. Such a thing had never happened.


And like fine, thin, trembling
branches, she raised her hands out to him.


“My son,” she whispered. He
stepped forward and caught her in his arms, held her while she wept. The servants
did not watch – they were too well-trained – and so he held her for
a very long time, until her breathing returned to normal. She looked up into
his face, touched his cheek with a dried trembling palm, smiled. “You are
home.”


“Yes. Home.”


“And your brother?”


Again, that cursed tightening of
the throat. There was simply no stopping it nowadays.


“Away,” he explained. “Exploring
another vast unexplored land. Happy, wild and free.”


“My Kerris,” she smiled. “Always
running somewhere. He is with tigers, I presume.”


“Yes.” He smiled now. “With
tigers.”


“He should have been born a
tiger.”


“Yes.” And he held her hand as
she moved to sit back on the stool that had been her stool ever since he could
remember. A cup of tea was placed silently at his side. It was the way of
things.


“You look different.” Her eyes
were searching. He was glad she was old. Perhaps she would not see.


“It has been a long journey. I am
glad to be home.”


His mother wrapped her thin hands
across his. She reminded him of a bird. “Lyn’ling has much to tell you, my
son.”


He dropped his eyes. “And I have
much to tell her.”


And so they sat for some time by
the warmth of the fire, drinking tea and not talking overmuch, but enjoying the
comfort and familiarity that was home.



 

***



 

He moved through the crowded
streets of the city, marveling at how so much had changed in the Kingdom, in
his life, but here, everything appeared the same. The same lampposts, the same
shops, the same wood walls, small windows and stone roads. Houses lived next
door to marketplaces, temples and stables and libraries and inns. He suspected
it was crowded for a reason. Winter in DharamShallah
was a bitter thing. Ice and wind could kill if they were not blocked by fire,
wood and stone. The elements always warred with each other. It was the way of
things. Cats merely learned to survive in the face of them.


No one recognized him, but there
was nothing surprising in that. He had never been one to encourage that sort of
thing. Had never used his station for status at celebrations or parties or the
like. Had never been seen with the right people, or played politics in a way
that accrued popularity and power. So he moved through the streets with little
trouble, breaking stride only once the steep steps of the palace came into
view.


Pol’Lhasa. The most beautiful place in all the world, with her high
winged rooftops and blackened cedar beams, with Kathandu, the fang of the Great Mountains rising up above and
behind. She could be seen from anywhere in the city, proud Pol’Lhasa where the heart of the Kingdom beat. It never failed to
take his breath away, and it did not fail to do so even now. He was honoured to
have served here.


It was late afternoon, but
already growing dark. Or perhaps it was the snow clouds, moving in like wild
horses to cover the city. Regardless, torches burned up the hundred steps to
the concourse proper, where cedar beams towered over everything, and windows
reached to the skies. When he had left, there had been banners heralding the
Year of the Tiger. Now, new banners waved, for it was the cusp of yet another
new year. The Rabbit would burrow because the Dragon would terrify it from the
earth. A Dragon year. The Year of the Dragon.


 He felt old. 


The thought had never troubled
him before, but now, there was no place to turn where he could not escape it.
He wondered if it had been the constant reality of death that had caused him to
grow morbid and dark, but then again, it was just as likely due to the
shattering of his glass, that wonderful, blissful glass that kept him in his
way and happy with the keeping. Kerris had been right. The Bushido was a life
of chains. But it was his life.


And Kerris, wherever he was, was
now a father.


And so he stood near the foot of
those steps, and leaned against the tobacconist’s shop. Scents of pipe and tea
filled his nostrils, and he marveled that, for a carnivorous people, cats had
found many ingenious ways to consume their greens. But then again cats were,
and always have been, an ingenious people. 


As the clouds approached, he
wondered what his nieces or nephews would be like, whether they would be told
stories of ‘the way things were’, of their uncle in a distant land, of the
remarkable, terrible journey they had all taken together. He wondered if he
would ever meet them, or tell his mother about them. He wondered at the
kitten’s presentation gown she had embroidered, and whether it might be suited
for a grey striped kitten instead of gold. He wondered whether she would die
not knowing or disappointed.


And all of this for a human. One
single Ancestor who truly should have stayed dead, but whose pursuit of life
destroyed all in his path. Ultimately, that had been the way of things as well,
for the Ancestors had been indeed a bloody, inglorious people. Killing and
death were their only legacy. Death, killing, temples and cats.


He folded his arms across his
chest and sighed, and his breath rose up from his mouth. It was well and truly
dark now, the snow falling lightly all around him. He had heard snatches of
conversations from passers by. A new baby girl, a lengthy illness, a dead
husband. A dedication, a coronation, a funeral. A white Chancellor, a white
tiger. No heads of state and anarchy in the streets. He would believe none of
it. People so loved to talk. He had never been one to talk.


He glanced over his attire, at
the less-than formal clothing, at the utterly ruined sash which he would give
as a gift along with the pearl. Only perfection was acceptable when the Captain
of the Guard was summoned into the presence of his Empress. He smiled sadly.
There was nothing even remotely perfect about him now.


The steps beckoned. One hundred
steps to his destiny. One hundred steps to those familiar halls, where he had
lived and worked and loved in secret. She was married, gone forever. His heart,
his soul, gone forever. Only duty remained. Only duty and honor and the sorrow
that they brought.


It was the way of things.


And then he smelled it, above the
tea and pipe tobacco and musk. Incense, heavy and heady and it brought him back
so many ways. Into her eyes, into her arms, lost in the very thought of her.
Sherah al Shiva, Sherah al Shaer, the Alchemist. Kunoichi. Traitor,


lover, kindred spirit. He could
turn, he knew beyond all doubt, he could turn and find her there, her eyes, her
arms, her long strong hands. He could find himself home in her arms. They could
slip away together, live like gypsies untamed and free. Travel to Aegyp on wild desert horses, make love
openly under the stars. He ached at the thought. 


There were one hundred steps
leading to the Palace.


He could turn. She would be
there.


One hundred steps.


He could turn…


With a long deep cleansing
breath, he squared his shoulders and began up the first of the stairs leading
to the palace.



 

The End
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