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Chapter 1: Sonam and the Bullies
 
   When she first arrived in Kathmandu, the summer after graduating high school, Emily stayed in a little guesthouse off Gangalal Road, near the river. In those days, her interest lay further east, in the Pashupati temple by the airport. At three miles or so, the run directly there was not enough exercise. A zigzag route through the streets made it much more satisfying. 
 
   The morning air always felt big with expectation of the day to come—the sights and sounds of a living city, brightly colored buildings and people, deliveries by bicycle and motor scooter weaving this way and that, children shrieking in the streets, tourists everywhere. “Surely Amaterasu will not find me here,” she told herself when she first arrived. But under the guise of Pashupati, the lord of all living things, Vishnu spoke in her dreams with the shrill voice of the sun, the queen of heaven.
 
   Raised in Hawaii and Virginia, Emily did not pray to the Shinto gods of her mother’s native Japan, and did not know how to find the comfort of the Buddha. To be caught in the tension between two spiritual yearnings with no rituals to reconcile them was disorienting, to say the least. The dreams that disturbed her sleep proclaimed her the great-granddaughter of the goddess of the sun—she didn’t bother about the precise number of generations standing between herself and Amaterasu. She simply thought of her as “Granny.”
 
   Her own reading, driven by spiritual turmoil, had reinforced what she felt deep inside. The great nature demons commanded the worship of our ancestors for millennia, until a more spiritually abstracted faith supplanted them, no longer focused on appeasing the personalities who controlled the bounty of the harvest and the turning of the seasons, weighing instead the contents of our hearts. The process was strikingly similar in Europe, Africa and Asia, in each case working through one or another paradoxically historical figure to mediate for us with an increasingly distant divinity. The Buddha was one of these.
 
   But the Buddhism of Japan felt to Emily like too stark a contrast to the demands Granny made on her. She craved mediation, and sought it in the foothills of the Himalayas, in the homeland of Siddhartha Gautam, in Nepal. Perhaps here, living among a people with a unique genius for assimilating opposites into an already crowded pantheon, she could finally find some relief, or at least understanding. Now her attention had shifted to a temple at the western end of the Kathmandu valley.
 
   Her landlady, Sunita Kansakar, plump and self-satisfied, gray hair dyed black, watched as she went out early to run through the still dark streets of the city all the way to the outskirts. And she watched for her return an hour or so later, just as the sun peeked over the rooftop of the building next door. 
 
   “I’ll never understand you, Michi-chhori,” she said, using Emily’s Japanese name, but appending a couple of affectionate syllables. “Why do you run so far? It looks exhausting. What is the point?”
 
   “I find it restful. It helps me think.”
 
   “And what is so difficult to think about that you need to exhaust yourself over it?”
 
   A fair question, Emily had to admit. And why come all this way to think? Mrs. Kansakar must expect to hear that a young man occupied her thoughts, someone like fourth year midshipman and soon-to-be Ensign Perry Hankinson back in Annapolis. But would she so gladly hear the rest of it, the violence that seemed always to stalk her, the deaths she felt somehow responsible for?
 
   “You know, the usual things,” she said. 
 
   And it would have been more or less true, or at least not utterly false, if the usual things included wondering if she could risk releasing her chromosomes into the human gene pool. 
 
   “Young people,” Mrs. Kansakar said, with a snort. “Everything is always so dramatic.”
 
   Emily laughed. “Thank goodness I haven’t disappointed you.”
 
   “Come, child, at least you can eat.”
 
   A couple of bowls of potato vegetable curry and a plate of poori bread filled the little space between them on the kitchen table. Emily was the only guest she ate with, the only one up early enough to share a meal with… and the only one whose company she enjoyed enough. The breakfast for the rest of the guests sat steaming in a large pot on the stove next to a huge iron skillet ready to fry the rest of the pooris. It wouldn’t be needed for at least another hour.
 
   The orderliness of Mrs. Kansakar’s kitchen soothed Emily on a deep and visceral level. Everything found its place here under her direction, legumes and root vegetables in cool bins below the counter, spices allotted temporary quarters in jars and boxes on the upper shelves, greens delivered in the morning twilight heaped up next to the sink. Everything expressed equally Mrs. Kansakar’s providential authority. She was the tutelary demon of this place.
 
   “Can you teach me how to make curry?”
 
   “Yes, certainly, child. But you’ll have to give over your running to find the time in the morning,” she said with evident satisfaction, and a sneaky little smile.
 
   “Can I come with you to the market?”
 
   Mrs. Kansakar nodded, eyeing her companion with fresh curiosity. How quickly Emily had found a place in the affections of an irascible old lady, one whose stern moral judgment and sharp tongue all her neighbors feared at least as much as they respected. Like the kindly old dragon-lady from a Russian novel, everyone tiptoed around her, apprehensive of the sarcasm that stung wherever it landed. A visit with her could loom over one’s day like an ancient fortress on a hill. What must they think of her newfound protegé?
 
   “Michi-didi, Michi-didi,” cried a young man in the burgundy and saffron colored robes of a monk, standing at the kitchen door. Clearly upset, practically trembling, he addressed her as “big sister.” 
 
   “Michi-didi, it’s Sonam… he… he…”
 
   “Nawang,” Emily replied, glancing at the clock over the sink. “What’s wrong with Sonam?”
 
   Just then, a little boy peeked around the doorframe, dressed in a light gray uniform shirt and tie, wearing a torn blue sweater. A scrape on his chin and a purpling bruise under his eye told her all she needed to know.
 
   “Here, chhora, take that off,” Mrs. Kansakar growled in the voice of maternal authority. “Let me see to it.” 
 
   She gave his sweater a disapproving shake and took it into the next room.
 
   “It wasn’t my fault, Michi-didi,” he pleaded.
 
   “Another fight?” Emily said. “What was it this time, more name-calling?”
 
   “They ganged up on him, Michi-didi,” Nawang offered in Sonam’s defense.  “I know he didn’t start it this time.”
 
   “Kaji and Gulu pushed me down in the mud,” he said through a loud sob. Stains on his pants corroborated this element of his story. “They say I have no family, and I’m good for nothing.”
 
   “Is that when you hit them?” she asked, as she dabbed at his face with a damp cloth. “Now let’s have those trousers.”
 
   “They hit me first,” he protested, a little embarrassed by all the female attention. In the end, there was no way to avoid taking off his pants. “And they tore my sweater.”
 
   Emily smoothed out the little boy’s hair and patted his cheek. Her hand seemed to have magical calming powers. He stopped sobbing. She brushed dirt off his pants.
 
   “There. That will hold it for now,” Mrs. Kansakar said, returning with the mended sweater. “Bring it back this afternoon and we can do something more permanent.”
 
   “You better get back, Nawang. I’ll walk him to school,” Emily said. “C’mon, Sonam, put these back on. Let’s get moving.”
 
   “Do I have to go?” Sonam whimpered. “I’m not supposed to be late. I’ll be in trouble.”
 
   “Oh, so you think the reward for fighting is a day off from school? Well, think again.  Let’s go, soldier.”
 
   After a smart tug on his shirt and belt, Emily pulled the sweater over his head wrangling each arm through a sleeve. With a hand on Sonam’s shoulder, she guided him out the kitchen door. He went quietly. 
 
   Out on the street, the city now almost fully awake bustled with activity. Shops and businesses had begun to open their doors, carts loaded with produce rattled along the pavement, stands and barrows piled high with colored fabrics, flowers, fruit greeted them around every corner.
 
   “You have to learn to control that temper, young man,” she said.
 
   “You won’t tell Rinpoche, will you?”
 
   “I won’t have to, because you will.” 
 
   Sonam’s face fell at this news. In front of a shop window, Emily pulled the little boy aside and knelt down to look him directly in the eyes. Sorrow and pain made their home there, as well as fear, probably of Rinpoche’s inevitable disappointment. But there was more, a deep resignation, as if the boy had convinced himself that happiness was not possible in this life. His father died when he was an infant, a gangster killed by rivals. Three years later, his mother, dying of consumption, persuaded the Rinpoche at one of the monasteries on the fringe of Swayambhunath, the Monkey Temple, to take him in. Now the monks were his only family. His eyes were dark, almost as dark as hers.
 
   “Making a mistake isn’t the worst thing in the world. But you can’t learn from it if you conceal it from your friends.”
 
   “What did you do about bullies, Michi-didi? Didn’t you fight back?”
 
   Another fair question, she thought. She did fight back, eventually, and with terrible effect. She’d gazed into the eyes of too many dying men, hoping to ease their passage. But what consolation could she offer them, distracted as they were by the sudden finitude of their lives? “Can he sense that about me?” she wondered.
 
   “I fought back when I had to, but never because someone called me a name. And nothing good ever came of it. Not fighting is always better. If only I had known.”
 
   “I want to be strong like you, didi. You’re not scared of anything.”
 
   He was still small enough for her to carry, if only for a few steps. When she scooped him up and pressed her nose to his, something like joy flashed in his eyes. After a brief moment, he set his head on her shoulder.
 
   “Okay, big guy, now you’re too heavy for me,” she said, putting him down. “Let’s get walking.”
 
   Hand in hand, each filled with new resolution, they wended their way to a little Catholic school near the temple, stopping to collect his book bag from behind a trash bin where someone had thrown it. She had a word with the Sister in charge, then peeked into the classroom to let Sonam have one last glimpse of her.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 2: Rinpoche Tashi meets a Deva
 
   High atop a hill in the middle of a large wooded park just west of the city, the stupa of Swayambhunath projects skywards from the dome of the world. Central to the origin story of the Newari Buddhists, the main temple and grounds are replete with the colorful statuary and iconography of the Newars. Tourists climb the three hundred sixty five steps in a steady stream for the weary privilege of walking the circular path around the temple and spinning the prayer wheels. 
 
   Out of sight of the main temple, a Tibetan monastery, or gompa, a relative newcomer in the Kathmandu valley, rests among the trees on the eastern end of the park. Here, Buddhists of a different stripe meditate peacefully under the guidance of a reincarnated spirit, or tulku, an ancient lama named Rinpoche Tashi. The day to day running of the monastery he leaves to the senior monks, as he spends his days in the company of a dwindling number of younger ones. But lately, one particular seeker who enjoyed the benefit of his attention had become a source of consternation to some of the elders. 
 
   “Rinpoche-la, she is a dangerous distraction for the young men,” Brother Pasang pleaded. “She dresses inappropriately. They can’t help but notice.”
 
   “We have no place for bikkhuni here,” Brother Norbu added, using the Sanskrit word for a female monk. “Can’t we just send her to the Newars? They are able to accommodate her, and she can meditate with them in peace.”
 
   “And is she even a seeker at all?” Pasang asked, almost as an after thought. “Has she even tried to purge herself of her body through yoga?”
 
   “Have you not noticed the boy?” Rinpoche asked softly.
 
   Pasang and Norbu looked puzzled, unable to fathom his meaning. What could a little orphan boy have to do with anything?
 
   “Sonam feels it whenever he is around her.” Rinpoche Tashi continued. “When she is away, he is ill at ease. When she is near, he is at peace.”
 
   “But she cannot guide him, can she?” brother Pasang asked. “Or the other young monks?”
 
   “Can’t we just help her find a yidam to focus her meditations?” asked Norbu. “Isn’t that what she came for? If she chooses a tutelary god, and we guide her initiation into the mandala, she will be free to meditate anywhere.”
 
   “There is no deva for her,” Rinpoche said, using the Sanskrit term for god or demon. 
 
   The monks looked stunned by this pronouncement. If there is no istadeva for her…
 
   “Rinpoche-la, are you saying…,” Pasang began.
 
   “Yes, she is herself a deva.”
 
   It took a moment for this thought to fully sink in. Norbu and Pasang knew the holy books spoke of such things, that devas walk the earth, like bodhisattvas only much more powerful, and perhaps even dangerous. But those stories always seemed like allegories, or infinitely distant possibilities. Neither of them ever thought to encounter one in person. Can Rinpoche be serious? Can this girl really be a deva?
 
   “Then what can we possibly do for her, Rinpoche?” Brother Norbu finally recovered enough self-possession to ask.
 
   “That may become clear in time, as well as what she may be able to do for Sonam.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The tall trees cast long shadows across the monastery courtyard by the time Emily arrived in the cool of the late afternoon. Rinpoche waited for her by himself, sitting in the grass under a banyan tree. 
 
   “Welcome, Michi-chhori. Sit with me.”
 
   “Thank you, Rinpoche Tashi.”
 
   He spoke just enough English that, with the smattering of Nepali she had learned from Mrs. Kansakar, they could communicate.
 
   “Sonam told me about this morning. That was a kindness you did for him.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s my fault, his fighting.”
 
   Weeks earlier, in her very first conversations with Rinpoche, Emily had recounted her meditative visions to him. She described the forest and the meadow she walks through, the stream she follows back to the waterfall, and how the cave she finds there carries her down to the bottom of the world. She also told him about the voice of the goddess of the sun and the god of sea and storm, and the sword of fire they once sent to her. He reflected on those conversations now.
 
   “You are a fierce warrior, Michi-chhori,” he said. “You have seen men die.”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “And you have taken the lives of men, too?”
 
   “Yes, Rinpoche.”
 
   “You suspect Sonam is influenced by the spirit within you.”
 
   She couldn’t hold back a tear trembling in her eye. It rolled down her cheek and she wiped it away.
 
   “Yes. When he asks, I tell him that fighting never solves anything. Today, he asked me if I ever fought a bully, and I didn’t know how to answer. My father taught me it is right to fight only to protect someone else. Now I no longer care when fighting is right, but only when it is good. It is never good.”
 
   “You are wise, Michi-san,” he replied, looking for a familiar Japanese phrase to express his respect for her.
 
   “If he feels the spirit in me and is guided by that, then I should leave.”
 
   “He is not the only one. Many of the young monks worship you inadvertently, thinking they follow an istadeva.”
 
   “Is that what they’re doing? I have noticed something peculiar, maybe just the hint of an intuition, I suppose, when I’m around them.”
 
   “I imagine it feels very familiar,” Rinpoche said.
 
   “My sensei taught me a saying of a Japanese monk, Takuan Soho, that the true master cannot know friendship. I’m afraid it might be true for me.”
 
   Rinpoche saw how she trembled as she mentioned her fear, and smiled to comfort her.
 
   “I know this saying. It is from a little book called Taia-ki. What do you think Takuan meant?” he asked.
 
   “I used to think he meant it would be too dangerous for anyone to be my friend. Now I worry that the people who think they are my friends are like the monks here. They are influenced by my chi without realizing it,” she said, using the Chinese term out of habit. “That is not real friendship.”
 
   “Again, you are wise, Michi-san. Takuan was writing for warriors, and explaining how the mastery they sought was dangerous. But a second meaning, referring to a second kind of mastery is implicit, just as you thought.”
 
   “Then is there no hope of friendship for me, Rinpoche?”
 
   “There is a third meaning hidden in Takuan’s saying, and a third form of mastery.”
 
   Emily sat quietly for a few moments pondering Rinpoche’s suggestion. He watched her carefully and felt the warm glow of her spirit. “How strange,” he thought, “for an old ascetic to find her so intoxicating. Norbu and Pasang are not wrong to be worried.” 
 
   “Friendship is a form of suffering and bondage to the cycle of cares about life and death. That’s it, isn’t it?” she asked. 
 
   “Friendship is only an affectation of the individual self,” he said. “The truest master leaves that self and its bonds of friendship behind.”
 
   “I don’t think I have the strength to do that. I long for companionship, and when I open myself to others I find its consolation wherever I go.”
 
   “You are strong enough, Michi-chhori. But you have other tasks to complete before you take that path. Sonam still needs you.”
 
   “How can he find peace as long as I’m here? And what about the other monks?”
 
   “They are old enough to overcome a distraction on their own. But the boy will never know peace if you leave now. There is one last lesson he must learn from you.”
 
   “Can you tell me what it is?” she asked. He shook his head slowly. “Isn’t there any lesson you have for me, Rinpoche?”
 
   “I cannot be your guru, Michi-sama. You do not need my help finding a tutelary divinity.”
 
   This time Emily shook her head.
 
   “I don’t understand, Rinpoche.”
 
   “The voice who speaks in your dreams is not just any nature demon. It is your voice. You are the god of your dreams.”
 
   “That’s just what Sensei tells me,” she said with a laugh. “But I don’t think you mean it the way he does.”
 
   “The Hindus might mistake you for Surya, or Agni, or perhaps Indra, if they could see inside your dreams. Maybe even Kali. Of course, Krishna would fit best of all. But those devas are still trapped in the cycle of birth and death. They, too, must be left behind eventually.”
 
   “I came here to find a way past the violence of my life, but…”
 
   “I know, Michi-chhori. When the time is right, you will find that path, and you will be your own istadeva. But it is easy to see that the way of the warrior still beckons to you. You may need to follow it, at least for a little longer.”
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 3: Asan Chowk
 
   Breakfast eaten, the kitchen cleared and made ready for the next meal, the other guests ushered out of the house for a day of touring, Emily and Mrs. Kansakar finally had the morning to themselves. 
 
   The fading measures of a light rain tapped out a lazy tandava of Shiva Nataraja, the lord of the dance, against the ornate façade of the second floor balcony. Emily leaned across the railing to take the temperature of the sky and decided to put a denim jacket over a peach colored blouse. Mrs. Kansakar called up to her from the sidewalk.
 
   “Hurry yourself, child, while we have a break in the clouds.”
 
   “Coming,” Emily sang out. 
 
   She peeked once more over the railing and smiled down at Mrs. Kansakar’s outfit, a traditional green sari with gold embroidery draped over a pale blue choli and orange skirt. The choli was short enough to allow the slightest glimpse of a plump belly button.
 
   “You didn’t tell me this was a fancy dress occasion,” she said in a teasing voice as she stepped through the front door.
 
   “Perhaps we need to find you some better clothes while we’re out.”
 
   The walk to Asan Chowk wound through the side streets of Bangemudha, where brick and wood houses crowded the lanes, expanding with each story until in some cases they practically touched overhead. Old men sat in doorways, placidly observing the foot traffic, apparently waiting for the moment when a witticism formulated years earlier might become relevant to the scene unfolding before their eyes. 
 
   A wild-eyed man in once brightly colored rags leapt into the street to accost Emily, chattering out words she could not understand. He was so caked in mud and dust as to render him unrecognizable even to his closest relatives. Mrs. Kansakar stepped in front, holding both hands together under her nose and bowing her head politely. She pressed a small brass coin into his hands and said what sounded to Emily like a prayer. Apparently satisfied, or at least distracted, the mud-covered man bared what few teeth he had left and scurried off laughing. Emily turned to Mrs. Kansakar with a quizzical look on her face.
 
   “A holy man?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, just like the lamas you run off to see everyday,” Mrs. Kansakar replied.
 
   “You disapprove of them?”
 
   “There is so much else to see in the world, child, so much to do. What a pity to waste such beauty on men like that.”
 
   Located at the intersection of two ancient trade routes connecting India and Tibet, legend says the chowk sprang up on the spot where a fish fell from the sky. Today the market spreads out along the six roads that meet in one little square, crowded with shops and street vendors, and almost as many shrines as storefronts including, of course, a shrine to the fish. 
 
   Mrs. Kansakar steered Emily into a little shop on Botahity Road. A sign over the door gleamed with ornate gold lettering almost none of which Emily could read, just a name in English letters: Ranjeet’s. Brightly colored fabrics hung from high shelves and draped casually in front of all the windows. Clothing hung from circular racks around the main room, folded shirts and tunics filled lower shelves along all the walls. The bell jingled as the door closed behind them and the owner, Mrs. Ranjeet, invisible at first, called out from behind a stack of fabrics on a counter in the back.
 
   “Welcome, welcome. I’ll be with you straight away.”
 
   A moment later she squeezed out from behind the counter, long white hair pulled back into a bun and somewhat smaller than Mrs. Kansakar, but in roughly similar dimensions. She wore a deep blue tunic with gold embroidery that stretched almost to her knees, and black pants hung down to her ankles.
 
   “Ah, Sunita-didi,” she exclaimed, hands clasped before her face. “It’s been so long.”
 
   Mrs. Kansakar nodded and grunted.
 
   “Manisha-bahini, let me introduce my house guest, Michiko.”
 
   Mrs. Ranjeet smiled and bowed her head, but looking her up and down the whole time, as if she were measuring her for a dress. Emily smiled uncomfortably. The two older women chatted, apparently amiably, in Nepali, or perhaps Hindi, or maybe some other tongue altogether. They spoke too quickly for Emily even to identify the language, much less what they might be saying. Judging from the frequency with which they glanced in her direction, she could guess the topic of discussion. Emily cleared her throat loudly.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Mrs. Ranjeet offered politely.
 
   “I’m sure you want to know what we were talking about,” Mrs. Kansakar said.
 
   “Oh, don’t worry about me,” Emily said.”
 
   “Mrs. Ranjeet thinks you are too skinny, and so do I.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before. But it’s not like I don’t eat.”
 
   “That’s true,” Mrs. Kansakar said with a conciliatory nod. “But all that running and exercise. It’s not healthy.”
 
   She turned to Mrs. Ranjeet, muttered a few clipped, incomprehensible phrases, and smiled.
 
   “Come here, child,” Mrs. Ranjeet said, taking her hand and leading her into a tiny backroom. “I have just the thing for you.”
 
   Before she quite knew what was happening, the two old ladies had her in a pair of lime green pants and a long peach colored kurtha, or tunic. They bickered over the color of the shawl to drape over her shoulders while Emily tapped a foot. Another quick change had her in a purple choli and pale blue pants wrapped up in a saffron sari. Both women giggled and clucked over her. Perhaps they’d just discovered that being skinny wasn’t so bad after all. At least it was easy to get her in and out of clothes.
 
   “Excuse me, guys,” Emily said, trying to get their attention. “This is wound a little too tight.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Mrs. Kansakar snorted. “You’ll get used to it.”
 
   “She’s so tall,” Mrs. Ranjeet whispered. “Everything looks good on her.”
 
   “Shhh,” hushed Mrs. Kansakar. “She’ll get a swelled head. She’s hard enough to manage as it is.”
 
   Finally, after several more changes, they threw her into a broadly pleated skirt with an ornate paisley pattern and a short half-tunic on top. She did a half twirl and watched as the skirt belled out. 
 
   “I like this,” she said. “Lots of room to move.”
 
   Emily put her foot down about the sari. She couldn’t imagine going through a day in an outfit that confining. How would she defend herself? It was an old habit of thinking. So much for choosing a different path, or for leaving behind her warrior self. What would Rinpoche think if he saw her now?
 
   After everything had been tried on, refolded and put in one stack or another, all three women were exhausted. No saris, Emily had held firm. But everything else was an explosion of color: jewel tones, ruby red, lapis blue, emerald, and bright pastels, robin’s egg blue, coral pink, lime green. “I won’t be sneaking up on anyone in these,” she mused.
 
   A few feet away, the old women were holding hands and smiling at each other. 
 
   “Thank you, Manisha-bahini,” Mrs. Kansakar said.
 
   “Maybe she’s not too skinny,” her old friend said with a laugh. “Now I understand.”
 
   The women slipped again into another tongue she couldn’t understand, obviously exceedingly pleased with themselves. Emily cleared her throat.
 
   “How much is all this?” she asked, reaching into her pocket.
 
   Mrs. Kansakar laughed out loud. Mrs. Ranjeet bowed her head to Emily with both hands pressed together. Then she reached up to place a hand on her cheek.
 
   “It was so pleasant to meet you, chhori.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   Out on the street, Mrs. Kansakar showed her the best spice shop. On another side street, fruit and vegetable stands crowded along the sidewalks under large umbrellas, produce bulging out of enormous, burlap-lined baskets. Potatoes, carrots, onions, garlic, several types of khursani peppers, spinach, kale and mustard greens soon filled a large market bag. 
 
   “This way, child. We still need some bananas, a mango and beaten rice. It’ll make a nice treat for Sonam after school.”
 
   “Who is that for?” Emily asked, pointing at a large pagoda-like structure with several stacked roofs, topped by a crescent moon. The entire upper structure was wrapped in what looked like an immense fish net.
 
   “The temple of the goddess of food,” Mrs. Kansakar said with a snort. 
 
   “And those two?” 
 
   She tipped her head toward two more structures on the north side of the square.
 
   “The tall one honors Ganesh. The little one is for Narayan, or Vishnu.”
 
   “Ooh, let’s go see,” Emily cried out, tugging on her benefactor’s arm. 
 
   After some resistance, a frown and some loud grumbling, Mrs. Kansakar allowed herself to be led to the entrance of the Ganesh shrine. A golden doorway overhung with three large bells faced them, topped by a large, semi-circular medallion depicting the elephant-headed god surrounded by demons and assorted serpents. The temple was too small for visitors to enter. One could only admire the statues inside from the street.
 
   “Why does he only have one tusk?” Emily asked.
 
   “Oh, who knows why people imagine him in any particular way?”
 
   Emily looked at her with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “Oh, why must you be so persistent, Michi-chhori?… Fine, he is the god of obstacles. Perhaps his tusk was an obstacle.”
 
   “Is that the best you can do?” Emily replied, with her arms folded.
 
   “Okay, if you must know, my father liked to say he broke it off himself when he needed a pen.”
 
   “A pen?”
 
   Emily was hardly satisfied by this account. Mrs. Kansakar shrugged.
 
   “That’s the story. He was writing down a poem and his pen broke. He didn’t want to miss a single verse, so he broke off the tusk and dipped it in the inkwell.”
 
   “Must have been quite a poem.”
 
   “I suppose, if you care for that sort of thing. The poem is called the Mahabharata.” Emily finally seemed satisfied. “Let’s go home, child. We have work to do.”
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 4: Meditating with the Monks
 
   Norbu and Pasang were resistant to the idea. Rinpoche insisted on including her in a special meeting… as if she were actually one of the monks, and he expected the senior monks to meditate with her! What could he hope to accomplish?
 
   Late that afternoon, Norbu met her at the gate to the outer courtyard. She arrived dressed like a Newari market woman, in tunic, pants and shawl. At least that was better than the running suit or blue jeans she usually wore. He showed her into the central hall, where Rinpoche and several monks were waiting. 
 
   Rinpoche’s instructions to the monks: be open to suggestion. To the girl, he said: “Slow your breathing.” And then they sat, quietly, eyes closed or unfocused, breathing, all around the room. She sat in one corner, as far away from the rest of them as she could get. Perhaps she sensed their disapproval.
 
   The experience turned out to be quite peculiar, and utterly new. For Norbu, the goal in meditation had always been to leave himself behind, not to carry corporeal images with him, to transcend the usual shapes of sensory experience. But now he noticed the tug of a very particular sensation. Could this be what Rinpoche had in mind?
 
   He felt the sun on his cheek, and then the shade. The clarity of the sensations startled him. Cool, crisp dirt and fallen leaves crinkled under his feet. Water sounded in the distance—a river, or a waterfall?—he followed the path toward a light up ahead. Tall trees arched overhead, forming a canopy at least thirty feet up. Smaller trees, tropical and lush, palm fronds and oversized ferns reached out to him through the leopard shade. The forest thinned out ahead and he saw the gleam of a clearing through the last few branches. Tall grass, with butterflies and other flying things dancing in the sunlight, the invitation could hardly be resisted. He pushed his way out of the shade. 
 
   He wasn’t alone. He couldn’t see the others, but he heard voices murmuring, lots of voices. And then he saw her. She was so bright he didn’t exactly know how he recognized her. Looking at her was like looking at the sun, searing and yet somehow not painful. Two dark spots in the center of the fire beckoned to him. Eyes? They glanced to the side. He followed where she led, to a stream along which a footpath meandered back across the meadow to the waterfall that was its source. 
 
   He couldn’t see the top through the mist that formed naturally around so much falling water. It might as well have been as high as the sky. The vertical river crashed down with a roar. When she stepped behind the curtain of water on one side onto a rocky ledge, he followed. The air behind the falls was cool, humid, dark. He saw her up ahead, glancing back at him meaningfully, before she disappeared into what looked like a hole in the cliff face. 
 
   Bright as she was, when he got to the mouth of the cave, no light could be seen. A blast of hot air pushed him back as he tried to enter, but he pressed on through. Perhaps this is what Rinpoche meant. Is he here, too? The floor fell away beneath him with each step, and he began to move faster and faster, until he was running out of control. Soon he felt himself in free fall, hurtling toward what seemed like the bottom of the world. 
 
   Dark as coal at first, he noticed a tiny patch of faint lights in the distance. He seemed to be accelerating toward them at great speed. As the cave narrowed, the pressure grew enormously, threatening to crush him. Breathing would require an enormous effort. Better not to breathe at all. 
 
   Just as the weight pressing on him threatened to become unbearable, he felt himself propelled out the other end, as if he’d been spit out of the world like a watermelon seed. Hurtling now through endless space, surrounded by a billion lights, as many as the stars in the sky, he no longer felt himself anywhere. The cosmos spread out in all directions and he’d been dissolved into it, along with all the other voices he heard in the meadow. But for the fact that he was now everywhere at once, he’d have felt adrift in the enormity of infinite space. 
 
   Eventually, he found that he could see the whole from a single point of view, a cloud among the stars, perhaps a nebula like the one in the belt of Orion. He saw a vast wheel of light, composed of so many smaller lights, turning slowly on its axis. And further in the distance, more wheels turning each in their own time, perhaps as many wheels as there were stars.
 
   The cloud from which he looked out on the cosmos grew brighter and hotter, until it seemed to be gathering itself for some new thing. The brightness all but coalesced into a single point, and then burst from the cloud, moving at tremendous speed in a vast, gradual arc, all the while turning on its own axis. Was that her? Or was it a completely new birth? He watched as she found a place among all the other wheels of light.
 
   Norbu felt the breath move into his lungs, filling him up, expanding his chest, pressing against the edges of the world. As the breath left him, the cloud seemed to dissipate and all the lights rushed away into an even greater distance. Soon it was pitch black, no light at all. The air was cool and quiet. He felt the stone tile of the floor, and heard the breathing of the other monks. When he glanced around the room, he saw the look of astonishment on the faces of the other monks that he assumed must also be scorched into his. 
 
   How strange her meditations must be. No transcendence. She doesn’t leave the material world behind, but somehow manages to leave herself behind to become one with the whole. Is this what it means to be a deva? The power he felt inside her, if that’s really where he had been, it was immense, as big as the world itself. 
 
   The girl was nowhere to be seen. And Rinpoche was gone, too. He scrambled to his feet.
 
   “Pasang, where are they? Where’s Rinpoche?”
 
   The other monks looked around the room nervously. Where had they gone?
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   “Please, stay here, Rinpoche,” Emily said. “Let me go by myself.”
 
   “No, Michi-chhori. I will come with you.”
 
   “We must hurry, please, Rinpoche-la,” Nawang said, with his hands pressed together in front of his face and his voice trembling. “They’re gangsters. They might hurt Sonam.”
 
   “We shall hire a taxi,” Rinpoche said.
 
   “But you don’t carry money, Rinpoche,” said Nawang. “And I have none.”
 
   “I have money,” Emily said, now resigned to bringing the Tulku to a meeting whose unknown dangers she would prefer to face by herself. “Let’s go.”
 
   Taxis were scarce in the early evening in Swayambhu, but Nawang spotted a tiny green Maruti a block away. By the time Rinpoche and Emily caught up, she could see it was too small for all three of them, especially if they meant to bring Sonam back in the same car. 
 
   The sight of an ancient monk approaching his taxi made the driver shudder. He jumped out, pressed his hands together and bowed to Rinpoche, the whole time apparently trying to tell him not to get in. The old man waved him off and squeezed himself into the back, while Nawang gave him a destination. Emily understood nothing of what was said, except “eight hundred rupees.”
 
   “Who are we going to see, Nawang?” she asked.
 
   “The Manangé. They’re the one’s who took Sonam away. Dangerous people, Michi-didi. I should come to make sure nothing happens to Rinpoche-la.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll see to that. Is it far?”
 
   “Twenty minutes,” the driver interjected.
 
   Emily smiled at that estimate. She learned on her first day in Kathmandu that everything was always twenty minutes away. She turned to the driver.
 
   “Eight hundred rupees. But you wait there. Another thousand rupees to bring us back.”
 
   He grinned and nodded as she climbed into the back seat with Rinpoche. The vinyl upholstery was shredded and repaired here and there with what looked like denim iron-on patches. As if to balance out the aesthetics of the interior, the side and rear windows were festooned with lace and images of the Buddha. 
 
   “Who are the Manangé?” she asked, as they pulled away from the curb.
 
   “Tibetans,” the driver called out from the front.
 
   “They are Tamang or Gurung people,” Rinpoche corrected him for her benefit. “They came to Lhasa from Burma several generations ago. When the Chinese came, they moved south. Manangé is their language. There are very few of them left.”
 
   Emily could see by the fading light of the evening that they were entering a scrubbier, less developed part of the Kathmandu valley. Gone were the elegant temples with their high-flying stupas. No more of the colorful, almost whimsical ornamentation on the side of every building. The shacks and shanties she saw passing by offered nothing to celebrate in the lives of the people who lived there. 
 
   “The Tibetan gangs are all working for the Chinese,” the driver barked over his shoulder as if he were a welcome part of their conversation. “Before the end of the monarchy, the Maoists recruited young men from those gangs. Now all the political parties pay them to cause trouble.”
 
   “Ignore him,” Rinpoche said. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”
 
   “What makes you say that?” Emily asked. 
 
   “The Manangé aren’t Tibetan, and they hate the Chinese.”
 
   The car bucketed in and out of potholes, swerved around the largest ones, stopped occasionally for livestock wandering in the street, until some forty or so minutes later, the driver pulled to a stop and announced their arrival. It took a moment for Rinpoche to extricate himself from the back seat. Emily handed the driver three hundred rupees.
 
   “Wait here,” she said.
 
    The driver looked at the bills in his hand and leaned his head out the window to protest. Emily froze him with a stern look and he sat back with a scowl. It wasn’t hard to see the reason for his irritation. Even in the semi-darkness, the neighborhood appeared less than welcoming. Bored young men huddled in a doorway on one side of the street where several buildings leaned against each other for support. Resentful women peered out of doorways and windows. A sturdy, squat cinder block building on the corner seemed to offer the adjacent, rickety architecture an anchor to the sidewalk. A sign on the front gave the impression it might be a shop, though Emily could read none of the characters. Limited experience suggested that whatever these people needed to get through the day could likely be found in there.
 
   Crude wooden fencing on the other side of the street hinted at an empty lot, or perhaps some low buildings too decrepit to provide steady shelter.
 
   “They must be in there,” Rinpoche said, pointing to the fence.
 
   Emily was unconvinced, though she had no better idea where to begin looking for the boy. On the off chance he might hear, she called his name over the fence. The air hung still and silent. She called again, louder. Still no response.
 
   “Sonam,” she cried out once more. 
 
   Muffled noises and the sound of running feet echoed from behind the fence. A door slammed.
 
   “Wait here by the car, Rinpoche,” she said.
 
   No gate or entrance, not even a missing plank was visible in the fence. Between a couple of boards a few feet away, a slight gap and a few protruding nails caught her eye. A ragged edge skinned her knuckle as she tore one of the boards away. Two more came away more easily now that the gap was wide. She stepped through. Several small buildings lay scattered around the yard, as well as a couple of small trucks. In the dim light, she could make out a few figures in the distance, standing in front of the largest of the buildings, a low lying brick and wood structure with no windows on the side facing her. Light escaped through a few cracks in the siding on one edge. 
 
   As she walked toward the men, she heard footsteps behind her. When she turned, Rinpoche looked up at her and said, “We will go together, Michi-chhori.” She reached back to help him over some debris in the yard. 
 
   “What a pair we make,” she thought. “A wizened old man and a foreign girl who doesn’t even speak the language. I’m sure they’ll be impressed.”
 
   At first, the men at the door to the shack looked like they wanted to shoo them away. But a closer look at the old man seemed to bring a change of heart. They bowed, hands pressed together, and said something to him she didn’t understand. The only word she caught in his reply was “Sonam.” They grunted and ushered Rinpoche in through a rough-hewn wooden door. When she moved to follow, the men stepped across to block her, but the expression in her eyes startled them, and they let her push through to the door.
 
   A dozen or so faces looked up at her from around the sparsely furnished room. A bare bulb hanging from the ceiling provided the only light. They were mainly young men, sallow skin still smooth, probably teenagers like her. She detected no authority in their eyes, nothing to indicate aggression either, just the usual adolescent mixture of fear and confidence—and no sign of Sonam anywhere.
 
   Sitting around a makeshift table off to one side, three older men, possibly in their thirties, paid her no mind. Rinpoche spoke a few words to them, but they dismissed him with a wave. Emily cleared her throat to get their attention. In their eyes she saw what she was looking for, the disdain that usually accompanies leadership in a criminal gang.
 
   “I’m here for Sonam,” she said. “Where is he?”
 
   “He is not your concern,” one of them finally snarled in heavily accented English, after an uncomfortable silence. 
 
   “Sonam is coming with me.”
 
   Something in her voice, her firmness perhaps, or the intensity of her passion, seemed to catch their attention. The one whose demeanor most commanded deference from the rest stood to face her.
 
   “What is the boy to you?” he asked.
 
   “You should ask him that.”
 
   “I am Deepak. What is your name?”
 
   “Tenno Michiko,” Emily replied.
 
   “Just because you are Mongol does not make you Manangé. Sonam is one of us. His father was my friend. His son belongs to us.”
 
   A door across the room opened and a young woman entered holding a groggy Sonam by the hand. He must have been napping. In a single glance, Emily took in the resemblance, the same sallow, oval face and curly black hair, the same brown almond eyes. Sonam was unmistakably one of them. No wonder they want him. The thought flashed across her mind that he might really be better off with his own people.
 
   With a glance at Rinpoche, Emily wondered what she could say that would move them. The old man nodded to her meaningfully.
 
   “His mother left him with Rinpoche,” she said. “She wanted a different life for her son.”
 
   “What a Sherpa girl might have wanted means nothing to us. The boy is Manangé. He will stay with us.”
 
   Sonam shook off the last shreds of sleep and recognized her.
 
   “Michi-didi,” he cried out, and ran to her. 
 
   Emily bent down and scooped the boy up in her arms. He rubbed his cheek against hers.
 
   “I’m here for you, Sonam,” she whispered. 
 
   “Are we going home now?”
 
   “If that’s what you want,” Emily replied, staring intently at Deepak. “I will honor his mother’s wishes,” she said.
 
   “Are you going to protect him?” Deepak asked. “Do you even know who the boys who bully him at school are?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “They are the little brothers of the gangsters who killed his father, Tibetans and Sherpas. The monks didn’t tell you that, did they?”
 
   Emily turned a searching glance on Rinpoche.
 
   “It makes no difference, Michi-chhori,” he said. “His mother brought him to us.”
 
   “They will never leave him alone,” Deepak said. “And when he’s old enough, they’ll kill him. He is safe with us.”
 
   Sonam’s little arms clung tightly around her neck. She felt his chest heave with a sob. Somehow she had become the arbiter of his fate, and the puzzle of what to do with him was fast becoming insoluble. Only one place offered her any promise of clarity.
 
   Emily closed her eyes and listened to the air enter her chest and then slowly seep out. In and out, slowly at first, and then even slower, her breath pressed outward against the walls of the room, and then found its way back to her. She heard the breathing of the others, all of them, some frantic, anxious, worried, one resolute: Deepak. Rinpoche’s chest hardly moved at all, as if he were barely even there. Only one chest really mattered, the one pressed against hers. 
 
   Sonam’s breathing was hectic at first, then gradually calmer until it found the rhythm of her own. She could feel his heart beating against hers, almost hear the blood sloshing in his veins. The warmth of an innocent heart flooded her body. In that moment, she saw what she must do.
 
   “I am here for Sonam. We will honor his mother’s wishes.”
 
   “And if the Sherpas take him?”
 
   “Then I will get him back.”
 
   “And after you leave, what then?”
 
   “After I go, that duty falls to you, I suppose. But the boy will stay at the monastery.”
 
   Deepak stepped forward and stared closely into Emily’s black eyes, thinking perhaps to test the extent of her resolve. What would he find there? Perhaps the same darkness everyone before him had seen, almost palpable, so placid, so clear, and yet at the very bottom so turbulent, a storm of sublime immensity. He stepped back, blinked once or twice, and nodded his acquiescence.
 
   “As you wish, Tenno Michiko. But we will be watching.”
 
   Emily turned toward the door and led her little party back out to the taxi on the other side of the fence.
 
   
   
  
 



Chapter 5: Yesh and the Mongol Girl
 
   “Have you come to a decision, chhori?” Mrs. Kansakar inquired innocently over breakfast.
 
   Steam from a large pot on the stove filled the kitchen with the smell of curry. Emily had made breakfast all week, but this morning, at least, she saw no raised eyebrow. She’d also heard of no further incidents at Sonam’s school. The bullies seemed to have lost interest in him, and perhaps the Sherpa gang had, too. Other than Mrs. Ranjeet trying to fix her up with a grandson named Yesh Malla, no other dangers appeared on the horizon.
 
   “I’m supposed to report in Annapolis at the end of next week,” Emily replied.
 
   “Is that what you want?”
 
   “I think it may be for the best.”
 
   Mrs. Kansakar clicked her tongue and shook her head.
 
   “What, can’t you picture me as an officer?”
 
   “Oh, child, there are so many better things I can picture for someone as pretty as you.”
 
   “Yeah, you and Mrs. Ranjeet.”
 
   “You could do worse, chhori. Yesh will be a good earner, and he’s not bad-looking.”
 
   In the relative calm of the past couple of weeks—and she would not like to admit this to Mrs. Kansakar, for fear of encouraging the two old ladies—Emily had entertained the prospect of accepting Yesh, whom she had not actually met. So far, he was little more than an abstraction, but still intriguing. What shape might their lives together take? Could she be content as a shopkeeper’s wife? Could he stomach the sort of choices she might prefer, left to her own devices?
 
   More importantly, could she safely diffuse the mischief her grandfather (and her mother) may have wrought in her genes among these people dwelling at the top of the world? And if her genetic materials were not sufficiently diluted, if her warrior-spirit were transmitted in its full intensity down the generations, what might her descendants make of such an inheritance? Would they eventually seek dominion over the Earth from this little cul-de-sac in the Himalayas? And what would they be willing to do to achieve it?
 
   A picture of her little ones, hundreds of them, thousands, charging into battle flashed before her mind, still children, armed with toys, and it brought a smile to her face. Their battle cry echoed in her ears: Jaya Mahakali—Glory to Kali. “Yes,” she thought. “That’s how they’d remember me, as the goddess of death.” 
 
   The tone of the voices crying out to her changed under her mental gaze, deepening into the full-throated cry of mature young men and women. No longer fighting with toys, the scene in her imagination had become horrendous. A real battle now, not just child’s play, fleeting glory to be won as death stalked gigantically among the warriors. They would fight and die, or live, but they’d never know peace. She would not be there to teach them anything about serenity. 
 
   A sudden chill shivered her whole body at the path her thoughts had taken. But did she need to pass her spirit on at all? Couldn’t she simply arrange to be the last of her line? Perhaps that would be the wisest choice, though something inside her rebelled against it. 
 
   Almost against her will, she found herself thinking about Midshipman Hankinson, the young man who first suggested the Naval Academy to her. He planted the seed of an idea that military service might help shape the moods her extraordinary martial discipline tended to produce. He was no more prepared to marry Kali than Yesh could be, than anyone could be. But hadn’t he caught a glimpse of what violence truly is, the violence that resides at the bottom of her heart, when he sparred with her? He’d tried to fight back as none of the other midshipmen had. Was there, perhaps, the tiniest spark of some warrior demon in him, something to carry him through the dark times that were sure to come if he allied himself to her?
 
   “Has your family already arranged someone for you, chhori?” Mrs. Kansakar asked, after Emily took such a long time to reply.
 
   “Arranged someone? Why would I let anyone arrange something like that?”
 
   “Because your elders might be wiser than you in such things, child.”
 
   “I doubt that. Nobody knows my heart better than me.”
 
   “Of course not, but the heart is fickle, and marriage depends on other things, too.”
 
   How odd that Mrs. Kansakar’s explanation of arranged marriage should seem so reasonable to Emily. That it did probably said more about the changing contents of her heart than about any supposed wisdom of the elders of her acquaintance. What did she know about love, after all?
 
   Some of her new clothes had required alterations, and Mrs. Ranjeet sent word for them to come by in the afternoon for a final fitting. It all sounded rather suspicious, but she decided it was simpler just to go along, rather than spoil the old ladies’ fun. 
 
   On the walk to Asan Chowk, Mrs. Kansakar was slightly more officious than usual. Apparently, even the smallest details of Emily’s gait required emendation.
 
   “Don’t slouch,” she said. “Hold your head up, child. Shoulders back. Why do you place your feet down like that when you walk? Are you trying to sneak up on someone?”
 
   “Just old habits, I guess.”
 
   “A woman can be a force in the world, if she simply presents herself in the right way. No slouching, no sneaking. When you’re wearing your new clothes, take pride in yourself.”
 
   Emily couldn’t help smiling at this last piece of advice. Mrs. Kansakar’s sense of a woman’s place was completely respectable, even admirable. But somehow, Emily couldn’t help thinking that a little bit of sneaking might be more suitable to her own personality. She felt forceful enough as it was.
 
   “I still like my old clothes.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, child. We can give those old things to the poor. There’s always a need.”
 
   Before Emily could protest, they’d arrived at the front door to the shop. The little bells jingled as they stepped inside. A plump, white-haired lady standing at the back counter haggled over the price of a shawl with Mrs. Ranjeet, who flashed a furtive little smile their way and sought to extricate herself from the negotiations. Try as she might, however, the customer was unmovable. Emily understood nothing of their conversation, but in the end the self-satisfied smile on the customer’s face told Emily who had won. 
 
   “Come this way,” Mrs. Ranjeet said, after all the formalities had been gone through. “I have something for you upstairs. Just let me lock up down here and I’ll be right up.”
 
   Emily rolled her eyes as they climbed the back staircase. “Let’s see who’s waiting up here,” she thought. A dark landing at the top, Mrs. Kansakar took a moment to find the doorknob. Mrs. Ranjeet’s light and airy apartment smelled of cumin and sugar. The front room was sparsely furnished with a few caned chairs lined up neatly along one edge of a low table. Two tufted ottomans on either side of a cushioned armchair filled out the seating options. A short, stout statue of the elephant-headed god watched over the room from the far corner.
 
   “You’ve been baking, Manisha,” Mrs. Kansakar called out.
 
   “Welcome, welcome,” a sweet voice chirped from the kitchen. “Please make yourselves comfortable.”
 
   “Sabina-bahini,” Mrs. Kansakar replied. “You’re back. How is your mother-in-law?”
 
   “Not well, I’m afraid. I’ll be returning to her tomorrow. And who have we here?” she asked politely.
 
   “Oh, yes,” Mrs. Kansakar said, remembering her manners. “This is my houseguest, Michiko…”
 
   “Please call me Emily. All my friends do.”
 
   “And this is Sabina Malla, Mrs. Ranjeet’s daughter.”
 
   “Please, sit, while I bring the tea,” Sabina said with a shake of her head.
 
   When Mrs. Ranjeet finally came up the stairs, her daughter had some hushed words for her in the kitchen. Emily caught only a few bits and pieces that chanced to be in English.
 
   “Maa, this is who you want to introduce him to?” When her mother made no audible reply, Sabina continued. “I thought you wanted a Newar for him. She’s not even Aryan. Do you really want your grandson to marry a Mongol?”
 
   “So you don’t like Mongols now?” Mrs. Ranjeet asked.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re the one who rejects all the girls he likes, and you know he’s attracted to them. And she’s so tall.” 
 
   Mrs. Kansakar smiled nervously at Emily and tried to look like she heard nothing. Emily growled out a quiet “hmm” to let her know she wasn’t fooled. Meanwhile, Mrs. Ranjeet tried to shush her daughter with a sharp whisper to no avail.
 
   “Yes, she’s pretty enough,” Sabina hissed. “But aren’t you the one who said she had to be Newar? And the blue jeans? You hate those. Don’t deny it.”
 
   “We’ll see to that in a little while.”
 
   A moment later, Sabina and her mother came out of the kitchen wearing unconvincingly broad smiles and carrying a large tea set and a tray full of little cakes.
 
   “How delightful,” Mrs. Kansakar gushed, trying to turn around an uncomfortable situation. “Here, chhori. Have a piece of spice cake.”
 
   Emily sipped tea and ate whatever was put in front of her. Gradually, afternoon turned into evening, and tea cakes gave way to more substantial fare. Before she even had time to register what was happening in the kitchen, Sabina brought a tray full of little bowls, some steaming, others cold. Plates of rice were handed around and bowls of a lentil stew called dal, as well as what Emily assumed to be steamed kale. Best of all, she thought, were the spicy pickles Mrs. Kansakar called aachar.
 
   “Do you eat meat?” Sabina asked. 
 
   When Emily nodded, she passed around a plate of dumplings. Momos, she called them. 
 
   “I thought you didn’t eat beef,” Emily asked after a bite.
 
   “Don’t worry, chhori,” Mrs. Ranjeet said. “It’s buff.”
 
   “She means it’s buffalo meat,” Sabina whispered.
 
   Emily was worried, of course, though not about what was in the momos. Mrs. Kansakar gave her one word of caution when she first arrived: don’t touch food with your left hand. She supposed some important truth hid somewhere in the distinction between hands, though it seemed like an arbitrary abstraction at that precise moment. Still, it took a little bit of attention to avoid any manual inadvertence. 
 
   Dusk crept across the windows before Mrs. Ranjeet remembered the fitting that provided the ostensible reason for this little get-together. It turned out to be nothing more than letting down the hems and taking in seams on a few pairs of pants. Emily was lankier and taller than the women these outfits were originally imagined for. A few chalk marks and some hand sewing later—Sabina turned out to be a speedy seamstress—and Emily had three very form-fitting outfits. 
 
   “You’re so slender, chhori,” Sabina clucked over her. “Don’t you eat?”
 
   “I eat,” Emily protested. “You saw.”
 
   “She eats,” Mrs. Kansakar chimed in. “It’s all the running…”
 
   Some rustling at the kitchen door announced the arrival everyone else had been waiting for. Emily heard Mrs. Ranjeet making a fuss in the next room. 
 
   “Hajurama…” she heard a man’s voice call out. 
 
   “Oh, my dear boy,” Mrs. Ranjeet said loudly. “Use English. We have a guest,” she said not quietly enough.
 
   “Again,” he moaned. “Who is it this time? Not another market girl, I hope.”
 
   “Hush up, silly boy. Come meet her.”
 
   Overhearing this exchange didn’t enhance anyone’s comfort level, and certainly not Emily’s. Once he saw her, however, Yesh looked more embarrassed than everyone else put together. After the introductions, and while he still had her hand, he leaned over and whispered: “I’m sorry about this.”
 
   Not particularly athletic, but tall and well-built—Emily sized him up. Brown aryan features, dark eyes and a sharp nose, his salient feature was a huge mane of wavy black hair hanging down below his shoulders. He wore it tied loosely behind his neck. 
 
   “Yesh,” Sabina snarled. “What about that haircut you promised?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Ama,” he said to his mother. “There were just so many things to do this week.”
 
   “It’s always something,” Mrs. Ranjeet scolded.
 
   “I like it,” Emily said, though as soon as the words left her mouth it felt like she had intruded where she didn’t belong. All three women turned to look at her, as if they’d just realized she was there. “It looks good,” she added, sheepishly.
 
   “Oh, I like this one,” Yesh said. “Where’d you find her, Grandma?”
 
   An hour of stiff conversation followed, in which Emily learned that he was only a year older than her, not yet twenty, taught maths at a nearby high school and awaited an unspecified, life-changing event. She could sympathize. 
 
   Yesh insisted on walking them home, once the dark of the evening had overtaken them. It was impossible to get a private moment with Emily in his grandmother’s apartment. The dark streets of Bangemudha weren’t much better with Mrs. Kansakar in tow, but the old lady was crafty enough to lag a few steps behind the young people, just enough space for them to make a plan.
 
   “I’ve been visiting Ganesh temples,” Emily said.
 
   Have you been to Chobar?” Yesh asked. “It’s beautiful, one of the largest temples anywhere, right on the river, just a few miles out of town. We can take a bus in the morning.” By this point, he was simply gushing.
 
   “We?”
 
   He blushed, having been caught in his own enthusiasm. She’d go with him, of course, but not without putting him just a little off balance.
 
  
   
  
 



Chapter 6: Amaterasu is not so easily evaded
 
   Light and shadow flickered across her face and the cool air of the forest ruffled her hair as she walked along the familiar path. One foot in front of the other, heel aligned with toe, the dirt crinkled as she walked. Water burbled somewhere in the distance, tropical foliage brushed against her as she walked past, pushing forward to the light of a clearing that gleamed through the last few branches up ahead. 
 
   She knew this place, her place. Her father’s spirit lived here. The meadow beckoned, bright with no light of its own. One step, two, three, and she felt the warmth of the sun shining all around her. But something was different this time. The light was hot, and growing hotter. The voice of the sun shrilled at her.
 
   “The sword of the true master takes life when it is necessary, and gives life when it is good.”
 
   Emily recognized the words. They were from another saying of the Japanese monk, Takuan Soho. Her sensei taught it to her a few years earlier, but Rinpoche helped her understand it. She knew what came next: “The true master knows no friendship.” Just as she heard herself shrieking out the last few words, the warmth of the sun became unbearably hot. Tears ran down her face.
 
   “Please, Granny. You’re hurting me!”
 
   She felt herself being consumed by the fire, her skin boiling, about to be turned to ash. She would scream out in pain if she could, but the stench of burning flesh choked the sound off in her throat. And then it was dark. 
 
   She opened her eyes onto a pitch-black room on a moonless night. It was her room and her bed, she realized after a moment. 
 
   “What’s the matter, child?” Mrs. Kansakar cooed from the door. And then the old woman was at her side, one hand caressing her face. “You must have had a nightmare.”
 
   “Yes,” she replied in a groggy voice. “It was a bad dream.” She turned her face away, uncertain whether Mrs. Kansakar would be able to see in her eyes the turmoil she felt in her heart.
 
   “You gave me quite a fright, crying out like that. It’s a good thing we have no other guests just now, or they’d have been in here, too.”
 
   Eventually, fatigue overtook her and she slept soundly until well after dawn. Normally, she hated letting the sun get the drop on her, but today she just couldn’t face her right away.
 
   Breakfast put away, and all questions politely deflected, Emily left to meet Yesh at the bus. The ride to Jal Vinayak in Chobar took the proverbial twenty minutes. It turned out to be an impressive temple complex stretched out along the Bagmati river. At seven thirty, they had the place pretty much to themselves, but by ten the tourists began crowding in, along with the many young singles and newlyweds who came to dream of love or children.
 
   The god of obstacles listens to all prayers and is the first god honored in any puja ceremony. Emily was surprised to find that the main image of Ganesh was little more than a natural rock outcropping, framed in a brick shrine off to one side of the complex. The suggestion of two lobes of an elephant’s forehead was all it took for the ancient worshippers to discover the presence of the god at this holy site.
 
   By eleven, with the crowds beginning to feel oppressive, Yesh was ready to go back to town. A bus left in ten minutes and there wouldn’t be another for an hour. Emily brushed off his impatience and wandered down to the river. A few hundred yards north along the river bed, past a bridge and off to the right in the shade afforded by the woods clinging to one of the few remaining undeveloped hillsides, she found a secluded corner to sit quietly.
 
   “We should get back soon,” Yesh called up to her inopportunely. “There’s nothing left to see here.”
 
   Emily glowered at him, then thought better of it. “Come up here and sit with me,” she said.
 
   Of course, he complied. There was no way to resist such an invitation from a pretty girl in a place like this. She had found one of the very few spots where one couldn’t see the road or plowed fields, or the nearby cement factory. He picked his way up through some dense underbrush, getting a little scratched up along the way. At one point, his hair caught on a branch and she had to help disentangle him.
 
   “Listen to the water,” she said after a moment.
 
   “That’s the rapids of the Chobar Gorge,” he said. “Legend has it the entire Kathmandu valley was once a vast lake, until the people cut the gorge into the mountain as a channel to let the water drain away. The god of the river that lay beneath it all must have inspired them.”
 
   “That’s a nice story. Is it true?”
 
   “Who knows? But people like to imagine that rivers are divine things. I’m sure later today families will cremate their dead at the water’s edge just below the temple hoping the river will smooth their passage.”
 
   “I like that story better,” she said. “And I like this place. Ganesh is such a pure, generous spirit. It’s like I can feel him here more than in the city shrines.”
 
   “Maybe you’re just glad to be away from the noise of the city.”
 
   “Close your eyes for a moment and listen to the sound of your own breathing.”
 
   “Are you some sort of bikchuni, then?”
 
   “I’m no nun. Just do it, for me.”
 
   Yesh tried to sit quietly, even closed his eyes for about half a minute. Another minute and he was fidgeting and squirming like a little boy in church. She turned an irritated glance his way. He drew back when he saw her eyes, as if he were looking into the eyes of a wild animal, or some untamed spirit. Emily caught herself and tried to direct something softer his way.
 
   “Please. This is what I came here to do.” 
 
   “What, meditate at Jal Vinayak?”
 
   “No. Well, sort of. I came here, you know, to Nepal, to find some respite from my Granny,” she said cryptically. “And Ganesh is the only one left who may be able to give it to me.” 
 
   She gazed directly into his puzzled face, tried to fix his eyes with hers, without freaking him out. She could see he wanted to be patient. But this wasn’t his errand, and maybe it was unfair to force it on him. She saw something else as she looked in his eyes. He was beautiful, with his sharp features and his eyes almost as dark as hers. And, of course, that Byronic mane of hair flaring about his head. She felt it just then, a poetic spark in him, something that might one day articulate the divinity of the world, reshaping it in the words he would use to name it. She leaned over and kissed his lips.
 
   “Let’s just try to breathe for a few minutes, okay, for me.”
 
   Yesh wanted to be all compliance now—that much was written across his face. He nodded vigorously, apparently having lost the power of speech. And he did manage to sit quietly, at least to all outward appearances. But the sound of his heart pounding against his ribs echoed in her ears. Emily tried to breathe past it, to hear the rapids in the gorge, to let herself float away down the river and join the rest of the dead on their way to whatever peace awaited them. After a few more minutes, she saw the futility of her effort. Not now, not here. “Not after I kissed him,” she thought. “Brilliant.”
 
   “Let’s go back,” she said, standing over him.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ll try harder. Let’s not go yet.”
 
   She leaned over him and smiled.
 
   “It’s okay. I’m hungry anyway.”
 
   It was surprisingly easy to find food outside the temple. Vendors stood ready on both sides of the access road. Emily found a bowl of potato and lentil curry at one stand, while Yesh hunted down a plate of momos and some mangos blended in beaten rice at another, as well as a bag of candied lapsi fruit. He seemed to have quite a sweet tooth. They ran to catch the bus and ate in the back.
 
   “Is this how you usually spend your days,” she asked.
 
   “Sadly, no. I work during the week, and then weekends are always filled with family errands. I think it’s time to go see the world.”
 
   “I may have seen enough of the world,” she sighed.
 
   The bus rumbled back along Dakchhinkali Road, winding its way back into the city. As they broached more urban neighborhoods, traffic thickened and the exhaust fumes of other buses began to infiltrate the cabin. Emily scanned a route map as they approached Ring Road.
 
   “I have to go to Swayambhunath. I’m gonna change buses up ahead.”
 
   “What do you want there?” he asked.
 
   “I’m supposed to meet Rinpoche Tashi this afternoon.”
 
   “How on earth did you manage that?” he asked. “I didn’t think the Tibetan gompas accepted bikchunis.”
 
   “They don’t, but I told you, I’m not a bikchuni.”
 
   “Then why would the Rinpoche meet with you? They don’t usually make time for tourists, you know.”
 
   “You don’t have to come,” she said when he got off the bus with her.
 
   “I’d like to, if you don’t mind. I haven’t been to that part of town in some time. Don’t worry, I’ll watch the monkeys while you have your meeting.”
 
   Two buses later, they found themselves entering the western end of the Swayambhu temple complex. 
 
   Emily spotted him before Yesh did, monk’s robes bedraggled from running. He was out of breath by the time he reached them.
 
   “Michi-didi,” he spluttered out.
 
   “Nawang, what is it?” she asked, now beginning to feel the panic inside him.
 
   “It’s Sonam, the Sherpas…”
 
   “What’s happened?”
 
   “He didn’t come back from school. The Sherpas, they took him… Michi-didi, they might…”
 
   “Calm down, Nawang,” she said. “Do you know where they took him?”
 
   The young monk bent over to catch his breath.
 
   “What’s this all about?” Yesh asked.
 
   “It’s a little boy I look after sometimes.” 
 
   “Sherpas took him? Why?” he asked. “And where?”
 
   Nawang stood upright, breathing a little easier and gave directions to an address just north of Thamel, the tourist district.
 
   “Let’s go, Michi-didi. We have to hurry,” he said.
 
   “You’re not going there, are you?” Yesh asked. “What are you supposed to do, negotiate with gangsters?”
 
   Emily ignored him and looked at Nawang. “You stay here. Go, tell Rinpoche where I’ve gone.”
 
   “This is crazy,” Yesh exclaimed as she turned to go. “You can’t do this.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me. Wait here.”
 
   “Wait. You don’t even know the way… Fine. I’ll come with you.”
 
   “No,” she called over her shoulder, already starting to run. “Stay here.”
 
   ~~~~~~~
 
   The address Nawang gave her turned out to be just another unprepossessing building, like so many others in this part of Kathmandu. A blank front face, one imposing door, but no first floor windows—an alley way on the left seemed to beckon to her. A few seconds later, Yesh caught her up, chest still heaving from the run.
 
   “Mrs. Kansakar wasn’t kidding,” he said between breaths. “You do run way too much.”
 
   As Emily looked at him, it occurred to her that whatever might happen, it was likely to be much more dangerous than he had bargained for. This was definitely not his errand. “I shouldn’t have kissed him,” she thought. “Now I’ll never be rid of him.” 
 
   She guided him over to a stoop across the street where he could sit down.
 
   “Wait here.”
 
   A slight curve in the alley made it impossible to see the far end from the street. Emily remembered what Rinpoche said about one last lesson Sonam could learn from her. After all her talk about the evils of fighting back against bullies, what could she teach him now, just when unleashing all manner of destruction on his tormentors might turn out to be necessary?
 
   The other end of the alley opened onto a courtyard with three blank, whitewashed walls. A door next to a curtained window on the last wall led into the main building. A dozen or so young men lounged about carelessly, some gambling, one cooking over an open fire, two others engaged in some form of horse play, all of them unaware of the new pair of eyes sizing them up. They seemed older and harder than the teenagers who made up the Manangé gang. These were men, stout and sturdy, not callow adolescents. But none of them looked to Emily like a leader. 
 
   “I’m here for Sonam,” Emily announced in a loud voice from the alleyway, and then took two steps forward. 
 
   A few of the men turned to look. None seemed impressed. One walked over and eyed her rudely, sneering in her face. 
 
   “We may have a job for you,” he said with a suggestive leer. 
 
   “Where is Sonam?” she shouted.
 
   “Tenzing,” one of them called into the window. “You have a visitor.”
 
   The sounds of a scuffle echoed from behind the curtains. A moment later a small man, coarse and scruffy, stepped into the doorway.
 
   “Look who Deepak sends for his boy,” he said to his men. “Is he afraid to come himself?”
 
   “Deepak didn’t send me. I’m here for Sonam. Where is he?”
 
   “Who’s the Newar?” he asked.
 
   Emily turned to see Yesh step out of the alley. “Great. One more person to worry about,” she thought. Her angry stare was intended to tell him to go back while he still could, that he shouldn’t have followed. He shrugged.
 
   The man in the doorway signaled to his men. The one with the leer grabbed Emily from behind. Two others grabbed Yesh, one yanking him to his knees by the hair. He protested to no avail. Another voice spoke from inside, not Nepali or Hindi. She recognized it as Chinese. 
 
   “This is not your lucky day, sister,” Tenzing said.
 
   “I’m here for the boy,” she replied defiantly.
 
   “He will be the last thing you see. Lobsang, bring the boy.”
 
   A large man emerged, struggling to hold a squirming child.
 
   “Michi-didi,” Sonam cried and tried to run to her.
 
   The man holding him squeezed a wrist until he cried out, then pushed the boy to the ground.
 
   “Lobsang, give him the knife,” Tenzing ordered, and gestured to what Emily recognized as a khukuri, or Gurkha knife, on a nearby table. At almost eighteen inches long, the heavy, curved blade probably weighed a few pounds. The inner edge was sharpened, while the outer was thick and blunt.
 
   “Hit them in the neck,” Lobsang said, placing the knife in Sonam’s hand and pointing at Emily and Yesh. “Kill them or we’ll kill you. You want to live, don’t you?”
 
   He guided Sonam over to Emily. The man holding her twisted one arm behind her back and pushed her shoulder down, forcing her to crouch close to the ground—roughly the height a small boy would prefer for a decapitation. She saw tears in Sonam’s eyes when she looked up. He wailed out something incoherent.
 
   “Don’t worry,” she said to him in a quiet voice. “I’m here for you. Stay close to Yesh.”
 
   Her voice seemed to have soothing qualities, because he stopped crying as he looked at her, and then nodded his head. The knife clattered on the ground.
 
   “Fine,” Tenzing barked. “Kill all three of them.”
 
   Lobsang slapped the boy aside and picked up the knife. Sonam lay on the ground rubbing his face, too terrified even to cry, while the man holding her from behind pulled Emily up.
 
   “I’m here for Sonam,” Emily announced in a loud voice one more time. “But I am also here for you, Tenzing Sherpa.” She paused to let that remark sink in, and then continued. “And for you, Lobsang, and you, too Ming-ma.” Turning her head to look at the men on the other side of the courtyard, she went on: “And for you, Dorje, and Pemba, and Rinzen and Sangye. Gyaltsen, Jangbu, Dawa and Tschering, I’m here for all of you, too.”
 
   The effect was unnerving. She could see they were all wondering how she knew their names. The man behind her, Ming-ma, tightened his grip on the arm he held twisted up between her shoulder blades. It’s a common misconception that this hold gives secure control. 
 
   Emily took a deep breath while the men digested her words. She saw how the entire scene would play out as she exhaled. Ming-ma would push her head forward, and she’d lean just a little further, pulling him off-balance. A tiny pivot of her right foot would create just enough space for her to slip a high side-kick under Ming-ma’s chin, crushing his windpipe. He’d want to release her wrist to clutch at his throat, but she wouldn’t allow it, grabbing under his wrist and twisting him around. He’d crash into Lobsang before he could bring the khukuri around. Releasing Ming-ma, she’d pivot again, bringing her left foot around in a roundhouse kick to the back of Lobsang’s elbow, snapping it as she controlled the hand holding the knife. 
 
   Dorje would let go of Yesh’s hair to lunge at her. With an easy twist she’d wrench the khukuri from Lobsang’s now limp hand and strike Dorje across the face with the blunt side, stunning him. A quick crossover step and side-kick to the center of his chest would send him crashing into the wall.
 
   With each breath, the contents of their hearts opened to her, and the sequence of moves and responses expanded until she saw it all. One last breath brought it all to clarity. Once she was done with Lobsang, with the khukuri in her hand, she’d slash through the gang like a spinning saw blade, hacking tendons, slicing throats. Soon enough, they’d want to flee, but it would be too late for the Sherpas, and for the Chinese security agents concealed inside the building. 
 
   Tenzing seemed frozen, staring at her this entire time, the time of a few breaths, not more than five or six seconds. 
 
   “This is who I am… again,” she thought. “Is this the lesson Rinpoche thinks I have for Sonam? But what else can I do? Surely not let the Sherpas harm him… or Yesh. At least he’ll see how ugly the spirit of violence is. And he’ll finally know who I really am.” Her entire body convulsed at this thought, as if she might throw up. “This is how he will remember me.” 
 
   The design, now fully formed in her heart, shimmered for an instant in a salty tear trembling on the rim of one eye, a sorrowful reminder of her worst fears, both for what it said about her, and for what it would mean as a legacy for Sonam. A sharp word from behind the window curtain broke the spell for Tenzing. 
 
   “If Deepak didn’t send you, then who are you?” he asked. “Tell me your name before he cuts your head off.”
 
   Slowly, deliberately, Emily surveyed the scene. She turned to look at Sonam and Yesh, both of whom were strangely calm at this otherwise terrible moment.
 
   “My name is Tenno Michiko,” she said. “My friends call me Em.” Then turning back to Tenzing, she continued, “but you may know me as Kali.” She smiled as she said this name.
 
   When all was done, the only living things left in the courtyard looked at each other. Sonam cringed to meet her eyes and threw himself into Yesh’s arms, and perhaps this was for the best. Surprisingly, Yesh was still able to look at her with affection, not horror. A glimmer in the corner of his eye caught her attention, and his broad smile brought the warmth of human feeling back to her heart. Then she saw it peeking out of one side of his mouth, one of his canine teeth was broken, and she recognized him for who he really is.
 
   Emily whispered a little prayer under her breath: “Thank you, Granny, for sending the god of obstacles to me.” 
 
   The next morning, she boarded a flight that would return her, after several changes along her complex route, to Annapolis and the Naval Academy, and soon-to-be Ensign Hankinson.
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