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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

Notes On Character And Place Names

 

 

All names have meanings, and are drawn from either Mongol or Mandarin roots on Old Earth. The Tumatsin people are more closely related to Mongol, while the Hansui are ethnically pure Han. Names of the telepathic Moshuguang (Magic Light) elite are often compounded with Meng (dream) or Moshu (magic), and the reader should carefully note these names as they first appear, in order to avoid later confusion.

 

Key names are given in the following listing:

 

Gong-shi-jie (world of light), the source of light which fed the big bang, and formed our universe.

 

Huomeng (fire dream), Kati’s teacher and confidant.

 

Juimoshu (old magic), Moshuguang woman, and the Emperor’s seer.

 

Kati (pronounced Kahtee), short form of Katian.

 

Mandughai, Mongol name of the warrior-empress of Tengri-Nayon. Known as First Mother by the Hansui people.

 

Mei-lai-gong (ruler of light), super-being long sought by the Moshuguang to transfer energy and mass at infinite speed within the gong-shi-jie.

 

Mengmoshu (dream magic), the Chancellor of the Moshuguang.

 

Mengnu (dream daughter), the name given to Kati in the Emperor’s city.

 

Mengyao (dream medicine), Mengmoshu’s executive officer.

 

Moshuguang (magic light), a telepathic brotherhood of scientists and engineers working with First Mother to bring new rule to Shanji.

 

Shan-Lan (blue mountain), Crown Prince of Shanji.

Shanji, short form of Shan-shi-jie (mountain world).

 

Sheyue (musk), Kati’s palace companion.

 

Shizi (lion), mountain cat of Shanji.

 

Tanchun (taste of spring), Weimeng’s servant.

 

Tengri-Khan (sky ruler), Shanji’s sun.

Tengri-Nayon (sky prince), neighboring star, from which the first people of Shanji fled a harsh rule.

 

Toregene (princess), Kati’s mother.

 

Weimeng (dream feeling), Emperor’s First Wife, and Kati’s foster mother.

 


 

PROLOGUE

 

 

Toregene awoke to the turbine scream of a flyer, and discovered that her right leg was numb. She’d been crammed in the spider-trap like a cork in a bottle since dusk, and had somehow worked her right leg beneath her in sleep. No feeling there, clear up to her hip, and her neck and shoulders ached from the hours of hunching forward in the tiny space. For a moment she dared not move, and listened.

The flyer had passed right over her position, so low she could smell aromatics still raining from its wake. The engine whine diminished as the craft sped west towards the mountains, then steadied. The spider-trap was at the edge of a cliff overlooking Hulagu valley, a precariously placed strategic spot. Instinctively, Toregene opened her eyes and concentrated on the darkness, emptying her mind of any vision that might attract a Searcher. The patrols were daring and thorough, and there were always Searchers among them to invade the mind of an intruder.

Toregene listened for the snap of a twig, the crunch of a boot on needle-carpet, and heard only the caress of wind on the trees. The earth around her smelled of humus and damp roots. Something crawled across her cheek, and she flicked it off with a finger.

After some moments, she dared to move, pressing her back against dampness and straightening the pinned leg. Feeling returned; the pricks of a thousand knives, the pain a Searcher’s beacon if one were nearby. But now she was fully awake, and aware. This late at night, without even moonlight to guide their steps among the tangle of trees and brush, the ground troops would be confined to the valley, and rely on flyers to locate and report any pesky bands of Tumatsin who dared to interfere with the Emperor’s occupation of their lands.

The flyer had made a great circle, and was now north of her, engine throbbing as the pilot cut back power for the return descent to the valley. Toregene sat up and pushed on the woven-needle roof of the spider-trap, raising it a half-meter on silent hinges, and staking it open on the side overlooking the valley. She got up on her knees, and looked out in time to see the flyer descending into the valley to a landing place behind a cluster of pre-fab buildings. Beyond the buildings stood great earthmovers at the edge of Tumatsin barley fields, now stubble, with even the gleanings gone to the Emperor’s warehouses.

Two men got out of the bubble-canopied craft, and the orange of their auras was a good sign the patrol had been routine. The men entered one of the buildings there, and immediately the surrounding area was flooded with light from a dozen panels around the circumference of the encampment. A hundred or more troopers suddenly strolled there, all heavily armed. Toregene smiled, for there were no auras to be seen among the many men who magically appeared with the lights. They were merely projected images of some sort to give the illusion of a heavily guarded camp. Even so, Toregene scanned the area carefully, especially near the earthmovers poised for the destruction of Tumatsin fields, huge machines with tires the height of two men, and gleaming blades to level the earth for the Emperor’s new living space.

She found two auras by the earthmovers, a third strolling the area around the metal buildings, a fourth walking the camp perimeter just outside of the light panels. Four troopers guarding the entire camp, at least two more inside the buildings, and how many more? Four, perhaps eight at most, she guessed. A single squad of Tumatsin warriors could take the camp and destroy it in a single night.

The thought frightened her, for Temujin would certainly vie for leadership of such an attack, and her marriage to him was but a week away. Her report could endanger the life of her chosen bahadur before their love could be formally confirmed or consummated, though they had been together many times.

And for what purpose? Destruction of the earthmovers was at best a delaying action, and retaliation was certain to follow, as it had against the tiny valley ordu of Dejmat; a dozen Tumatsin murdered by laser fire for simply refusing to leave the homes of their ancestors.

Tengri-Nayon glowed red near the zenith, the home star from which their ancestors had fled, the distant companion to yellow Tengri-Khan, which warmed this world of Shanji. The time of closest approach of the red star was within a generation, completing another two-hundred year cycle. Only once had it brought an attacking army daring enough to challenge the iron-fisted Emperor of two thousand years past. Two thousand years ago—a defeat so overwhelming it was alive, yet, in bitter Tumatsin tradition, in song, and story. In a few years, Tengri-Nayon would be the brightest star in the sky, and the cycle would be closed again. One more chance, but no more, for Toregene was certain that in another two hundred years there would be no Tumatsin left to greet their ancestors.

Toregene ducked instinctively as the door to the largest building below her opened, spilling out light. Four men came out in full battle-dress, carrying rifles, walking through the images of countless troopers to replace the real men guarding the encampment. Raucous laughter came from the open door, and music. Toregene quickly revised her estimate of troopers to sixteen, waited until the replaced guards had entered the building and closed the door again before she crawled out of her spider-trap. She pulled out her satchel and lowered the roof carefully, smoothing over the seams with a light covering of needles before slinking away from the edge of the cliff and onto the faint game trail leading away from it. Her leather-clad feet made no sound. Tengri-Khan would rise in a few hours, and it was a two hour walk to the temporary ordu Temujin had set up to keep watch on the valley.

She walked easily in the darkness, for the sky was clear, and starlight was sufficient for the eyes of a Tumatsin woman. But with the blessing of such sight there was danger, for the great cats who hunted the meadows and crags ahead could mistake her for one of their own, and become territorially aggressive.

 

The trail rose gradually to a rock fall at the base of a granitic spire, and along a narrow shelf to a skree field to the south. Toregene stopped there briefly to retrieve the goat-leather bag of fluorescent fungus from her satchel. The bag was half-filled from collecting along the way to her observing post, but she’d passed up three glowing clusters of the delicious seasoning under trees bordering the meadows on the way back to the ordu. She would take full advantage of her night travel.

She crossed the skree field, and the trail reappeared, heading down into thick stands of White Bark and shining Tysk. Above the tree tops loomed the sharp peaks of granite and schist extending tens of kilometers to the great sea west, hundreds of kilometers north and south. Shanji. The mountain world. Toregene navigated the trail by feel in the inky darkness of the forest, alert to the slightest sound. An owl passed over her, and she heard the whisper of its gliding flight. The cry of a Shizi from afar announced a new kill in the night, and brought a flutter to her heart. She came out onto a meadow and circled, quickly finding the first cluster of fungus she’d passed by, lacy strands glowing blue like magical spiderweb on needle-carpet beneath a young Tysk.

She brushed away the needles, and pulled the entire plant from soft soil, putting it carefully in her bag so as not to break any of its fragile tendrils and lessen full flavor. She picked a second clump at the end of the meadow, where a steep ridge began, then followed the trail upwards among stands of trees clinging tenaciously to weathered, crumbling rock.

At the summit of the ridge was a grand view both east and west: mountains as far as the eye could see in one direction, the yellow glow of the Emperor’s domed city in the other. Toregene did not pause there, but hurried on, for the summit was barren and her silhouette visible for miles around. Exposed at the summit for only a moment, she now felt a prickling sensation at the back of her neck, a sudden sense of urgency in returning home to report what she’d seen.

She descended to a skree-covered saddle and looked west to see a flickering point of light set between two spires pinching at the night sky like a thumb and forefinger. The signal fire beckoned her home to the ordu placed in the canyon behind the spires, still an hour’s walk away. She wondered if Temujin would be awake to greet her.

She traversed the second summit on the west flank, following the faint groove of a trail made by mountain goats, skree shifting and chattering beneath her feet. Ahead of her, a dark shape suddenly appeared, crouched on the trail, eyes glowing yellow in starlight. Shizi.

Toregene froze where she stood, withdrawing her blade from the sheath at her side, feeling the rush of blood and adrenaline bring The Change upon her.

Her vision brightened, and she saw the big cat clearly, hunched over the carcass of a small goat on the trail. She felt the ache of incisors thrusting forth in her mouth, the sudden tension around her eyes. The shizi crouched as if to spring at her, then sat upright with sudden recognition. Toregene growled softly, a low rattle coming from deep within her, then held out her single steel claw and waved it towards the west. “I will pass through here,” she said. “Take your kill with you, and go.”

The cat paused only an instant, then grasped the dead goat’s neck in its mouth, dragging it easily off the trail and down the skree slope to a log which lay there. Only after it was settled watchfully did Toregene move again, treading softly past the pool of blood on the trail, the blade still in her hand.

As her enhanced vision began to fade, she looked back to see that the animal had begun to feed again. The throbbing of her pulse lessened, tension leaving her mouth and eyes as she squinted again at the trail, adjusting once more to her normal night vision. She returned her blade to its sheath, and hurried on.

 

She descended to a series of bluffs leading to the knife-ridge which made a great arc to where the signal fire had been placed. By the time she reached the second bluff, Toregene’s fear had not totally disappeared, and she still had the feeling she was being watched. She tried to blank her mind, but failed. Now she was leg-weary, her feet sore from treading on sharp skree, and Temujin’s face was suddenly in her mind, his wry smile, finely-arched nose and laughing eyes, the long braid of black hair that fell over his chest when they made love.

She held that vision, and plunged ahead down a grassy slope to the final bluff before the ridge. But the disquieting feeling still would not go away, as if there were a watchful presence nearby, and Toregene wondered briefly if the shizi had a mate which was now following her. She avoided the center of the bluff, and crossed near the trees lining its edge, picking up her pace with sudden apprehension.

A twig snapped, and she turned to see three dark shapes rushing towards her from the trees.

She turned to run, the final ridge only meters away, but she was tackled from behind, landing on her stomach with an explosion of breath and a terrible weight on top of her. Lights danced before her eyes as her arms were pulled roughly behind her, and she felt the bite of leather thongs on her wrists. Rough hands secured her ankles as well, then seized her shoulders and flipped her over on her back as she gasped for breath.

Toregene found herself looking up at the grinning faces of three soldiers of the Emperor. Two stood over her, the third kneeling at her feet and holding her blade in his hand. Young men, eyes glittering dangerously, yet amused. The one with the knife leaned over and dragged the flat of the blade across her throat.

“Look what we’ve found; a changeling bitch all alone, and far from home on such a cold night. I think we’ve caught ourselves a little spy.”

“No, no,” said Toregene, finding her breath at last. “I’m gathering herbs, and I’m close to home. This is Tumatsin land, so how am I a spy? I had a little sack with me when you attacked, but I dropped it.”

One of the standing men held up the little leather sack. “And here it is,” he said.

“Yes. The herbs are difficult to find in daylight, but glow in the night. I was collecting them.”

The man opened the sack, withdrew a pinch of glowing lace and wrinkled his nose. “Smells like dung,” he said.

“They add flavor to our soups. Please, let me up. I’ve done nothing wrong.” Even as she said it, Toregene knew she was found out, for that presence was there again, probing her mind as she tried to blank it.

The man turned her sack upside-down and shook it, scattering the noctiluminescent fungus on the ground. “You will have no need of this, I think. The dead have no need for soup.”

“No!” she cried, struggling. “I’ve done nothing!” Adrenaline surged in her body, and now it was as if she was seeing the grinning faces in daylight.

“Ohhh, see how her eyes glow. The light of passion is in her eyes, Shan. I think she wants you.” The two standing men laughed.

The kneeling one reached over and poked her in the stomach with her own blade. “I will enter her with this after I’m satisfied. She’s my captive, Majin, but I’m generous to my friends. Despite your jokes, you and Xiao will enjoy a moment with her before the end.”

“Let me go!” growled Toregene, writhing and straining at her bonds. The pressure on her gums was now fierce, and she growled again.

The three men stared at her, and Shan was fumbling at his leather pants. “One should not pass by such an opportunity, but do put something in her mouth. I don’t want to be bitten and infected with changeling diseases.”

Toregene struggled furiously, writhing like a scalded snake, but suddenly her mind clouded, paralyzed by a terrible force that made her shiver. A deep voice came from the darkness among the trees.

“Enough of this. Stand back, all of you. Shan, quit fumbling with your pants. You look like a child giving himself pleasure.”

The three men jumped back, auras changing to blue from being startled as another man came forth. The first thing Toregene saw was the huge arch of his nose, the distended, vein-lined dome of his frontal lobes. A Searcher, taller than the others by several centimeters, his eyes fathomless blackness in her enhanced vision.

“She is a spy, Mengmoshu,” said Shan.

“Indeed she is, though she speaks the truth about using the night to gather her herbs. Mostly she has been observing our camp from a place I can now locate. We have been negligent in scanning the rim of the cliff overlooking the valley. She knows our strength there.” The Searcher’s aura was the red of Tengri-Nayon, with radiating streamers in gold. His mind clamped down on hers like a velvet claw, and now she lay motionless, unable to speak, screaming silently.

“Then she must die,” said Shan. “It is a cold night, Mengmoshu, and we have been patrolling without women for two weeks. Certain pressures of our manhood could be relieved here before we kill her, and with all the shizi prowling about, the evidence of our feast will surely be gone by early morning.”

Mengmoshu looked down somberly at Toregene, considering for a long moment, then said, “I understand, but the flyer will return within the hour, and we must walk to the rendezvous. There’s no time for what you desire, Shan. I will act in behalf of all of us.”

Shan snorted, and the other two men’s eyes narrowed with displeasure. “You claim privilege of rank, Mengmoshu?”

Toregene felt a slight release of the force paralyzing her mind and body as the Searcher turned to face the smaller man. “Do you question my rank or authority here, Shan? Would you speak of this to others?”

Shan stumbled back a step, eyes wide, his aura flickering as if sucked from him. “No—no, of course not. We are in your service, Mengmoshu. You are the chosen of the Emperor here.”

“Good, Shan. Humility leads to wisdom. Now, pack your things and leave. I will catch up with you shortly.”

Mengmoshu leaned over, and pulled Toregene to a sitting position as the other men returned to the trees. She tried to cry out, but full paralysis had returned, and she could only grunt as he gagged her with a cloth taken from his pocket. He lifted her up like a child and carried her to the trees, setting her gently down on soft needle carpet, his face expressionless. “Shan, bring me the woman’s blade. It must appear that she somehow fell on it.”

Shan appeared, handing over the knife and looking down at her with barely controlled lust in his eyes.

“Now go, all of you. I do not wish an audience for this.”

“Yes, Mengmoshu,” said Shan. “We will walk slowly, so you can catch up. You cannot control the mind of a shizi,”

“I will follow,” said Mengmoshu, and Toregene heard the crunch of footsteps going away from the trees. Mengmoshu turned his head to watch them leave, then knelt at her feet and stuck her knife into the ground there. He loosened the thong at her waist and pulled down her pants, but she felt no cold, no physical sensation of any kind, her body numb while her mind screamed in agony and shame. He untied her ankles, then removed her pants, and spread her legs to receive him, for she wore no undergarments.

Eyes fixed on hers, the Searcher loosened his own pants and pulled them down before leaning over her, face close. He raised her hips and thrust himself into her, but still she felt nothing.

“I feel your terror as if it is my own, but there is a purpose here,” he whispered. “Now, listen to me.” He began to rock rhythmically, and she heard his voice, yet now his lips did not move.

I do not follow any Gods, but obey the spoken will of my ancestors. If the Gods exist, then I pray they have brought you to me at the proper time in your cycle. What I do is a test of the Gods, and I risk damnation in shaming you, but there are those of us who hear the voice of our First Mother, those of us who work for one, undivided people on Shanji, united in purpose and in blood. I am bred Moshuguang, the magic light, the chosen of the Emperor. And I give my seed to the Tumatsin to create those people, and perhaps . . . something greater. Now—now—now!

Mengmoshu rocked furiously, and grunted with sudden release, sweat beading his forehead while she lay beneath him, still feeling nothing. He withdrew from her, pulled up his pants and sighed. He leaned over her closely, and whispered, “In a moment I will be gone. You must—”

“Mengmoshu, aren’t you finished yet? You should not walk alone on a moonless night.”

It was Shan’s voice, a loud whisper, and not far away.

Mengmoshu was startled, his aura flashing blue. “I gave you a simple order, and you have not obeyed it!” he growled.

“I think of your safety. A shizi is prowling only ten minutes from here, and I came back to accompany you. Hurry!”

The Searcher sighed again. “A complication,” he whispered. “I will release you for an instant, and in that instant you must scream as best you can. It is your death if you do not.”

He looked down at her, and suddenly her own knife was in his hand, gleaming in starlight, coming up in a high arc and down towards her heart in a single deathstroke, and the scream that had started in her mind came out as a horrible, muffled rattle ending as quickly as he’d released and taken hold of her again. The knife struck the ground only centimeters from her side.

Mengmoshu rolled her paralyzed body slightly to one side, cut the bonds on her wrists, and lay the knife beside her. He put a finger to her lips, then to his own and stood up, giving her one last look before walking away.

“She’s dead?” asked Shan.

“Yes. The shizi should do the rest. We need to hurry.”

Toregene heard their footsteps grow fainter, and she was suddenly cold, sharp needles digging into her bare legs and buttocks. She lay there for several minutes, not daring to move, her vision still enhanced from fear—and anger. A foreign seed lay within her; she could feel its fluid excess oozing. She felt humiliated, dishonored, contaminated, unfit to be called Tumatsin. It seemed as if her vagina was suddenly on fire, and tears came to her eyes. She suppressed a sob, lest a shizi be near. In her present state, there would be no doubt which of them was the dominant animal.

When she was satisfied the men were gone she sat up shivering, removed the gag and pulled up her pants. She cradled the knife in one hand, and for one brief instant considered plunging it into her own heart. She was stopped by a single thought; her life had been spared, her humiliation a thing forced upon her by another. Of what was she guilty?

Her feeling of self-disgust returned in moments, but by then the knife was returned to its sheath. She breathed deeply and adjusted her clothing, crept out from the trees and sought a deeper calm by carefully picking up the scattered threads of glowing fungus on the ground. One delicate thread at a time, she refilled the sack, her normal night vision returning by the time she finished the simple task.

She began to walk, and her momentary self-control dissolved again. She was suddenly shaking, her knees giving way so that she fell twice before reaching the broad ridge trail. Her muffled sobs were of shame, and grief, the grief of a woman violated and despoiled by the Hansui seed burning within her. Her people would grieve with her, but Tumatsin law was clear. She would keep her status in society, but there would be no marriage to Temujin, no children of his body for her, a life without family, a maiden aunt to the children of others. Her hand went to the hilt of her knife, but again there was hesitation, an instant of anger, and her knees stiffened.

Now she was running the trail, knife in hand, and it was as if daylight had come early. She growled low, suddenly hoping a shizi would come after her, attacking within sight of the signal fire. She thought of plunging the knife into its open mouth, the claws tearing at her stomach and groin, the foreign seed spilling out with her blood as she stabbed again into an eye and through to the brain. Quite suddenly, Toregene did not want to die. She wanted to kill. And with that thought came resolution not to so easily give up her heart’s desire, even if it meant giving up a virtue she’d been taught as a child. The virtue of honesty in all things.

The signal fire was less than a kilometer ahead, and a shadow moved before it. Temujin? Had he waited up for her? She was desperate for his embrace, his touch, that sweet breath in her ear as he held her. She ran harder, dislodging skree that tinkled like broken porcelain down the steep slopes on either side of the trail. More shadows around the fire, men standing up, watching her approach.

Three men—and Temujin was not one of them. She stumbled into the glowing circle of firelight, and fell to her knees, gasping for breath as the men clustered around her.

“Shizi—chased me—I fell,” she gasped. “On the far ridge—two of them—and troopers—I don’t know how many. They saw me—came after—I ran—then the shizi—I—” Her breath exploded in a burst of tears.

A man knelt before her to put a comforting hand on her shoulder. It was Kuchlug, Temujin’s closest friend. He pulled the knife from her clenched fist, and put it back in her sheath. “You’re safe, now. The cats have given up the chase. We saw the flyer over there a few moments ago. Temujin has gone down to report it, but he’ll be back soon. Your hands are cut and bleeding! Ogadai, get some hot water for us! Uzbek, go down and tell Temujin that his bride has arrived safely!”

Uzbek sprinted from the circle of light as Kuchlug held Toregene’s trembling hands in his, looking closely at her. “It’s all right, now. Temujin will be here soon.”

“The camp,” gasped Toregene. “There are many soldiers guarding it. Too many—and now they watch us from over there. They will see every move we make. We can’t—”

Kuchlug squeezed her hands. “Not now. Save your report for Temujin. For now, you rest, and clean your wounds in privacy. Your things are in the low tent behind me. Ah, here is hot water for you.”

Ogadai had returned from the fire with a bulging, goatskin bag. Kuchlug helped her to her feet, and she took the bag. “My brown pack is in the tent?” she asked.

“Yes. Everything you left behind. Take your time, even sleep a little before Temujin returns. We will keep watch.”

Toregene hugged him, and he grinned. “I’m filled with envy for my friend,” he said. “Now go.”

 

At the edge of the firelight, she found the tent and crawled inside, squinting in the gloom. She laced up the entrance flap halfway so there was still some light coming in, then rummaged in her pack for cup, cloth and the bag of special tea that was always with her since she’d been betrothed to Temujin. Laced with white root and jin-hua, the tea had thus far prevented the conception of a child by their frequent lovemaking before marriage. But Temujin was Tumatsin, and she was now dealing with the seed of a Hansui Searcher, her time of possible conception near or immediate. She made the tea strong, and gulped down a cupful, burning her mouth. She made a second cup, let it cool while she dabbed her hand wounds clean with the cloth, then drank the tea down. She soaked the cloth with tea and washed her genitals, flushing them twice with hot liquid, then again, wincing with pain.

She lay on her back, feeling the hot liquid working its way down inside her body. Hurry, she thought, but was consumed by fear.

 


 

PART I

 

TUMATSIN

 


 

CHAPTER ONE

 

KATI

 

 

Kati was four when she went to the Festival of Tengri and saw the eye of Tengri-Nayon.

The festival location was far beyond the mountains, and her mother had been cooking for two days, their ger filled with wonderful odors of mutton, cheese and ayrog. Other women of the ordu came and went, carrying bags of tea, and barley ground to a fine flour. Goats and sheep had been brought in from the high valleys, their bleating a constant din from the holding pen near the ger. They dined well on grainy gruel to fatten them after another long, hard winter, but Kati often wondered if they sensed their fate.

Today she was confined to a pile of hides to play with her little brother while the women worked, their faces glistening over a wood-fired stove, talk animated with laughter. Kati sensed excitement, a pleasure projected in amber eyes normally deep brown during the drudgery of ordinary days. There were quiet whispers, and sudden giggles as the women shared a secret story. She didn’t mind being ignored, at least for the moment, for it was fun to play horses with Baber. They were separated in age by little more than a year, and Da had made four horses for each of them, stuffed with wool and painted by hand with the colorful trappings of their ancestors. Warrior dolls clung to the flanks of the horses, faceless heads with black pigtails, images of bow and arrow quivers painted on their backs. Baber growled, thrusting forward two horses as they sat crossed-legged, knees touching. “Kati die,” he snarled.

Kati met his charge with a single warrior on a black stallion. “Shanji!” she cried, twisting her horse to bite at the attackers, and all three riders toppled from their mounts at once.

“I win,” she said. “Two to one.”

Baber scowled. “You push too hard. You’re bigger.”

“I am an old, experienced warrior,” said Kati. The women at the stove turned and smiled at her. One of them said, “Toregene, your little warrior-empress already does battle with the men. Surely she’s old enough to begin riding. When will Temujin commence her lessons?”

Kati’s mother shushed the woman, a finger on her lips. “Listen,” she said, and the women bent close in whispers. Kati strained to hear them, and then the women giggled, snuck a look at her, amber eyes twinkling.

Kati wondered about their sudden pleasure from a secret whispered by Ma, but now Baber was charging again, this time with three horses, and she braced her remounted warrior for the attack.

 

The morning was crisp with cold when Kati was awakened by Ma. A single oil lamp flickered on the earthen floor of the ger, casting orange hues on tapestries and rugs covering the walls: scenes of warriors in battle dress, charging towards a great city of towers and pagodas spewing smoke and flame. In one, a tall woman in emerald green stood on a hill, arm outstretched, directing the charging warriors.

“Time for your first festival, Kati. Put on your leather tunic against the cold. We will ride two hours before it is light.”

Kati rubbed her eyes. In the flickering light, the warrior figures seemed to move. Baber was already up and dressed, looking like a ball with legs in his layers of cotton, wool and leather. He stood by the doorway, watching the commotion outside: hooves stomping, horses snorting, the bleating of goats and sheep. Kati had slept naked in her blanket roll on a hide coverlet over the thick, straw mattress. She put on woolen undergarments, shirt and pants of puffy wool, then the double thickness pants and tunic to keep out the wind, grunting as she did so.

Ma smiled. “You grow so fast, it is time for new leathers. I will look for something at festival. Now I will braid your hair for the occasion.”

“Do we have time, Ma?”

“We will make time. Now sit still.”

Kati loved the feel of Ma’s gentle hands on her long, black hair, combing it out, forming two braids and coiling them like snakes at her temples. The braiding rocked her head rhythmically, making her sleepy again, and she yawned. “Why do we leave so early?”

“It is best we be well along our way at dawn so the Emperor does not misunderstand our intention in banding together. He is aware of the festival, and its location. His flyers will see us headed in that direction, and leave us alone.”

“Da says the Emperor fears us. He thinks we will attack him, like in the pictures.” Kati pointed at the tapestry above her bed.

“He has little reason to fear us, dear. His weapons and machines are far more powerful than ours, and he is ruler of Shanji.”

“So he can tell us what to do, and when to come home,” said Kati.

Ma laughed. “Like your father and me? No, Kati, he is not a father to us. He has put us out of his city, and leaves us to rule ourselves as long as we don’t bother him or his people.”

“Why, Ma? Did we do something wrong? If I did a bad thing, would you make me live by myself?”

“Of course not. You’re my child, from my own body, and I would never abandon you for any reason. But we are Tumatsin, not children of the Emperor’s people. They call us changelings, and the people we came from went away a long time ago. No more questions, now. You will learn more at the Festival of Tengri, and see his eye that watches over us until our ancestors return. There, I’m done, and I have a little gift for you.”

Ma put a loop of yellow metal over Kati’s head and around Kati’s throat. A pendant hung from it, two pieces of metal forming the outline of an ovoid shaped like pursed lips. “So you will remember Tengri’s eye after you’ve seen it,” she said.

“It’s pretty,” said Kati, fingering the pendant and smiling at her new treasure. “Now I have jewelry like the other women.”

Ma hugged her from behind. “You are my little woman. Now, eat some soup and have tea before we leave. Only one cup of tea, though. We won’t stop until mid-day. A bowl and cup are on the stove for you.”

Kati gobbled her food too quickly, and seared the roof of her mouth with hot tea. Ma took Baber by the hand, and led him outside, so Kati hurried to get her place. She dumped bowl and cup into a bucket of cold water, put on the little pack containing her horses and dolls, and picked up the wooden dagger Da had carved for her. She shoved the dagger beneath her waistband, as would a man. Grabbing her cup, she rushed out the door and nearly ran into Ma, returning to close up the ger. She looked frantically for Baber. Horses were lined up many paces in two directions, and she found him perched on Ma’s chestnut, dozing. She sprinted to the head of the line where Da sat on black Kaidu, talking to other bahadurn of the Tumatsin. “Da!” she cried.

The men turned to look at her, and smiled as she rushed to the black flank of Kaidu. “Look at her belt,” said Kuchlug. “It seems your flower has grown a thorn! Her eyes might yet turn green, Temujin!”

The men laughed, and Kati held up her arms to her mounted father. “Da, I ride with you. I ride like the wind on Kaidu!”

Temujin picked her up, hoisting her high to sit in front of him on Kaidu’s hard back, and she squealed with glee. She was at the head of the line, ahead of all the other children, sitting on the fastest horse in the ordu, Da’s warm chest at her back. She leaned back as he hugged her to him. He took her hands, and placed the reins of the great horse there.

“Just hold them still. I will tell Kaidu what to do, with my knees and legs. That is all a good horse needs.”

Kati looked up at Da’s face, breathing hard with excitement, her heart aching with joy. “He has a soft mouth,” she said knowingly.

“Yes,” said Da. He nuzzled her cheek, and she smelled ayrog on his breath. A bag of the strong brew was even now being passed from man to man at the head of the line, but it was forbidden to children.

Da twisted behind her, looking back at the line of horses, the small flock of sheep, a few goats and three yearling calves herded by boys on horseback. “We are assembled,” he said, then shouted, “We go with the blessings of Tengri!”

People cheered, the women trilling, and Kati was thrilled by the sound of it. She felt only the slightest movement of Da’s knees, and squeezed the reins in her hands as Kaidu stepped forward, tossing his great head and snorting fog. She wanted him to run, to feel the wind in her face, the hard muscles bunching beneath her, but knew she must today be content with a leisurely pace to match that of the older people and the herded animals on the steep trail into the mountains. For the moment, it was enough, but someday she would have her own horse, and then she would fly with the wind.

Kati wrapped the slack reins around her hands so she wouldn’t drop them if she slept. She leaned back into the warmth of her father, and sighed.

 

They had traveled for only two hours when the flyer came to interrupt their journey.

Kati had dozed, rocked to sleep during the long ascent on a rocky trail to the plateau at the base of the western peaks. She was awakened by the flyer’s whine as it passed closely overhead, a silver craft shaped like a plate, an open cockpit seating several men who looked down at them.

“It’s barely first light, and already they’re out,” growled Kuchlug. “They grow bolder all the time, Temujin, and we say nothing!”

The flyer proceeded to the plateau just ahead of them, hovering, then descending until it was out of sight. “Think of The Eye, my friend, and calm yourself, lest a Searcher sense your hostility and make trouble for us. The eyes of our women are more than enough betrayal of our feelings. Ride back and ask Toregene to come up here. I want her beside me to see anything important in their auras if they stop us.”

Kuchlug turned his mount, and sprinted away. Kati was squeezing the reins so hard her fingers were numb. “Are we doing something wrong, Da?”

“No, Kati. The Emperor knows about Festival, and has always allowed it. I don’t expect any trouble. Just think of something nice. There’s no need to be frightened.”

Kati thought of what Da had told Kuchlug. “I will think of my pendant Ma gave me this morning. See?”

Da hugged her gently. “Yes, it’s pretty.”

Ma rode up on her chestnut, and her eyes were tinged red. “Will we be stopped?” Baber leaned back against her, head lolled over, sound asleep.

“I think so,” said Da. “Let me know if you see anything dangerous in their auras, and clear your throat if I start to say anything to cause suspicion.”

Ma nodded, but the redness in her eyes was brighter now. Kati sensed a deep wariness in her mother. “I’m going to think about my pendant,” she said seriously.

Ma didn’t smile. “And I will think about the blackness of a cave,” she said. “There is sure to be a Searcher with them.” Ma sighed, and her eyes seemed to cloud over. While Kati watched, fascinated, her mother’s eyes changed from red to yellow to their normal deep brown. Women could do things men couldn’t do, and Kati looked forward to that time when, with the first budding of her breasts, her own eyes would reflect her feelings and she would be able to see the life force emanating from other people. It would mean she was no longer a child, but a woman, held in high esteem among her people.

They reached the plateau, the trail ahead faint in short, tuffy grass. Here and there, in the shade of large rocks, were the white splotches of rotting snow. The flyer had come down in the middle of the plateau, near the trail, and five men were standing there, a sixth still in the cockpit of the craft. Kati glanced at Ma, saw that her eyes were closed, her chest slowly rising and falling with deep breathing. She looked down at her pendant, stared at it, memorized the shape, two strips of golden metal, like the entrance to a cave, blackness inside. She held the image in her mind as they approached the waiting men. Behind her, people were chatting gaily about Festival as if nothing was happening.

One of the men held up a hand, ordering them to stop. Three men stood on the trail, two others off to one side, all armed with weapons like the one Da kept wrapped and hidden beneath the stove in their ger. She had once watched it vaporize a tree limb, and knew its power.

Da reached around her, and tugged once on the reins, bringing Kaidu to a halt. He raised a hand in greeting. “We travel to the Festival of Tengri, across the mountains. I have the written permission of the Emperor, if you wish to see it.”

Kati felt a sudden sensation, as if a day-dream had passed through her mind like a wisp of smoke. There was a presence, an awareness that was not hers. The three men on the trail stepped forward until Kaidu snorted and stomped a hoof. All were armored with bright, silver metal, bareheaded, weapons held casually across their chests, the round faces of the Hansui, except for one. That one had a finely arched nose and chiseled face with a protruding bulge laced with veins on the left side of his forehead. A Searcher. It was the first one Kati had ever seen, and she was amazed.

“We are aware of the Emperor’s generosity in allowing travel,” said that man. “He respects all religions.” The man moved to Ma’s chestnut, and looked up at her. Her eyes were open, dark brown, and she regarded him calmly.

“Are you carrying any weapons?”

“We have no need for weapons. We have supplies with us for travel, and food is provided at the Festival. There is no need to hunt,” said Da.

Kati thought of the wooden dagger in her belt, and the man smiled, looked up at her, stepped to Kaidu’s flank and reached up to touch the hilt of her toy. “We will not count this one,” he said.

Kati looked at the man, without fear. “Can you really tell what people are thinking?” she said, her eyes focused on his forehead. “It must be very noisy, all those thoughts.”

She felt Da tense, but the man laughed. “It can be difficult, and yes, sometimes noisy.”

“Will you detain us long?” asked Da. “We must be over the pass before it’s dark.”

“Only a moment, while we count the number of you traveling. When will you be returning?”

“In the evening four days from now,” said Da, “and it might be late.”

The man nodded, then looked again at Ma. “See that you keep to your schedule, and if others return with you, you can expect to be stopped for inspection. Young woman, is this curious little girl with the dagger your daughter?”

“Yes,” said Ma, not looking at him.

“Such control. Have you no secrets to share with me?”

“None that are of importance to you,” said Ma. “You can see that we’re harmless. Can we go, now?”

Yes! I’m tired of sitting here! I want to go to Festival!

The man turned sharply to look at Kati, and his eyes widened. “Now that was a noisy thought,” he said. “Another minute, and you can go to your festival. Lan, aren’t you finished yet?” he shouted. The two men off the trail had been moving up and down the line of horses, counting people.

“Yes! We have their number!” came a shout from behind them.

The man stepped off the trail, his two companions following. “Then you may go. And have a safe journey.”

I talked to him, thought Kati. I talked to him with my mind!

Da urged Kaidu forward, and as they passed the man with the veined forehead, Kati saw him looking straight at her, and he had a most curious look on his face. He waved, and she waved back. And when they had traveled in silence to the end of the plateau, she turned again to look at Ma, and saw that her mother’s eyes were blazing red.

*  *  *

Kati only vaguely remembered their high camp that night. She was lying on Kaidu’s back, face pressed to his warm neck when Da had lifted her down and carried her to bed inside a shelter of hides where Baber was already sound asleep. She slept fully clothed, for it was very cold, and found that if she consciously breathed faster than usual, the suffocating feeling would go away. There was a fire outside, light flickering on the walls of the shelter, and once she was awakened by the sound of voices, men sitting around the fire, arguing about something. But then she slept soundly, clenching her pendant as she drifted off, her last waking thought that of a man with a strange head who could see into people’s minds.

It was light when Ma awakened her, prodding with a foot. “I’ve let you sleep as long as I can. Hurry, now,” she said, teasing, “or we’ll wrap you up in the shelter.” Kati was instantly wide awake. Baber still sat on his bed, eyes closed, while Ma attempted to roll it up. “Wake up your brother, and take him outside. I must hurry,” said Ma.

Kati tickled him, and he giggled, hiding his chin from her. She pulled him from the shelter and held his hand to watch the commotion of camp-breaking. There was soup and bread at the campfire, people eating on the run. Kati served herself and Baber, and looked around. They were on a grassy plateau, the mountain peaks now behind them, and she could see the trail winding up to a saddle between two giant fingers of rock. Tengri-Khan was not yet high enough to peek over the summits, but colored the lower, western hills and valleys in orange and gold, and beyond them was a flat brilliance of reflected light that made her squint.

Baber pulled at her hand. “I pee, Kati. Now.”

Kati sighed, led him to scrubby trees at the plateau’s edge, and went through the ritual of removing his four layers of clothing so he could relieve himself. She tried to sit him down, but he shrugged her off.

“You sit down. Baber stand,” he said.

She had to giggle, for his organ was like her thumb, but he stood proudly, and played his stream back and forth around the base of a tree while she watched. “Already you are a little man,” she said, and Baber nodded his head curtly in agreement.

Kati bundled him up when he was finished, and then took him by the hand again. They searched for Da, found him mounted on Kaidu at the head of the line that had formed while Baber was about his leisurely business. Ma came up to take Baber back with her, but he complained. “I ride with Da!” he cried.

“When you are older, Baber. You come with me, now,” said Ma.

Baber pouted, tears in his eyes. “Kati always ride Kaidu, not me. I ride with Da!”

Ma pulled him away with her, and now he was crying. Kati felt his disappointment as if it were her own. But Da held out his arms to her. “You are the eldest, and a daughter. Until you have your own horse, you ride here with me.” Da hoisted her up, and Kaidu’s reins were again in her hands.

“When will I have my own horse, Da? When?” She leaned back, looked straight up at his face.

“When you are ready,” said Da.

The other men were all smiling at them, and then a boy on a young, black stallion galloped past and reined sharply to a halt at the head of the line. The hairless tail of the stallion trailed a streamer of colorful ribbons, and the boy carried a flag on a long staff, a sheet of cloth striped vertically in yellow, red and brown.

Kati had never seen such a sight. “What is he carrying, Da?”

Da whispered to her. “Abaka is fourteen, the youngest of warrior age in our ordu. He carries a flag that identifies us so people will know where we come from, and he will lead us to festival. All ordus have flags, in different designs but with the same colors. They are the primary colors of our women’s eyes.”

“Abaka looks very happy,” said Kati. “He is lucky to be a boy.”

Da hugged her hard. “To be a warrior, yes, but not a leader. Remember that the warriors go forth, while the leaders invoke strategy and watch from a safer place away from battle. Empress Mandughai watched from a hill when our ancestors did battle with the Hansui, made good their escape when the Emperor violated the terms of war by using his flying machines and weapons of light against them. It is the women who lead, Kati. Goldani and your mother ride behind us, but they are the two leaders of our ordu. I am their Captain in ceremony and war. Would you be warrior, or Empress?”

“Warrior,” said Kati, giggling. Da hugged her again.

Abaka raised his standard proudly, turned his stallion and moved out at a stately walk. The column traversed a hill to a ridge and followed it west, dropping into a valley lush with trees and brush along a shallow stream of clear water, up another switch-back trail to another ridge, and so on until mid-day, pausing at another stream to water the horses and eat cheese and bread without dismounting. Tengri-Khan warmed them, but the air was still cold, and only a few of the men, including Abaka, dared to remove shirt and jacket to expose their bronzed skin to the light.

They climbed another hill and the trees were suddenly gone. Ahead of them was a maize of barren hills creviced with deep canyons, the land a lace of earth, and out towards the distant horizon there was a flat expanse of sparkling green. Da pointed over her shoulder, and said, “That is the great sea, which goes on without end. Most of our people live along its shore, and it’s always warm there.”

“Why don’t we live there, Da?”

“Our ordu remains close to the land of our beginning. We are the watchdogs for our people, and when the time is right, the lands which the Emperor has stolen from us will be ours again. It is our obligation to keep watch on the Emperor, and we are honored to do it.”

Kati said nothing, but wondered why the job couldn’t be shared with others so that everyone could be warm some of the time. In her young life, she could not remember a day without cold.

The trail broadened and became visible far ahead, snaking across the barren hills towards the sea, criss-crossing trails from north and south. And as they came down onto a narrow plateau, Kati began to hear a distant sound: rhythmic pounding, deep, the clash of metal on metal, a tone for an instant, then again. Abaka was suddenly excited. He raised his standard high, waved it, and suddenly three boys rushed by, the tails and manes of their mounts festooned with ribbons, goat-skin drums in the laps of the riders. The boys began pounding on the drums, and Kati’s heart raced with the breaking of the land’s silence. Behind them, the women trilled, and several more riders, boys nearing manhood, rushed by to take a place behind Abaka and his drummers. Kati sat rigid on Kaidu’s back, clenching the reins in her tiny fists, her heart pounding with excitement.

“It’s good we’re arriving with the others,” said Da. “Now we can ride in together. See, Kati, how we all come together? I think this will be a fine festival.”

Lines of horses were coming along the trails from all directions, north, south, several from the direction of the sea, convergent upon a broad valley sloping northward to a deep canyon dimly lit even at mid-day. The sound of drums, horns, and clashing cymbals of yellow metal grew louder as they neared each other, each line of horses preceded by a mounted youth with fluttering standard in red, yellow and brown, swirls of color in various geometrical designs. Da pointed out the standards of the Merkitis, the Naimansa, Kereits, Dorvodt, a blur of other ordu names, people of the sea and broad terraces west of the mountains, north and south. The trilling of the women was now continuous, and the beat of the drums pounded in Kati’s ears.

People were waving to each other, and shouting names, but Kati was distracted by a curious sight. From the end of each line of horses, two mounted women were breaking ranks and converging on a slope above the plateau. Goldani rode by to join them, then Ma was suddenly there at Kati’s side, thrusting Baber at her to hold. “Hold him tight,” she said. “He’s tired and wiggly.” And then she rode off to join the other women on the hill.

Baber was thrilled. “I ride Kaidu!” he cried, and grabbed at the reins. Kati let him hold the reins, but gripped his hands tightly so that he couldn’t pull on them, and after awhile he quit complaining, and was content just to hold them.

“Where is Ma going?” asked Kati.

“She’ll follow us later,” said Da. “Don’t worry, just hold your brother still.”

Baber was bouncing on Kaidu’s neck, and the great horse shook his head. Kati shushed her brother, gave him a shake, and he was quiet again, pouting.

Lines of horses were three abreast as they walked down the slopes and into gloom of the canyon, Da exchanging pleasantries with a man from the Dorvodt ordu, a man named Altan. He too had a daughter perched in front of him on a white, broad-shouldered stallion with grey spots on its flanks, a hairless tail wound with ribbons of red, yellow and brown. The little girl’s name was Edi; she was Kati’s age, but shy, turning to smile occasionally, but saying nothing. Like Kati, she wore the pendant of Tengri’s Eye, but its color was burnt-orange, not yellow.

The canyon was devoid of vegetation, high walls of soft stone, orange and red, wide seams of black rock glistening wetly and giving off the odor of burning oil lamps. The walls closed in on them until they were walking in single-file, and ahead was an overhang forming an arch which blocked Tengri-Khan’s light as they passed under it, stone so close to their heads that Kati reached up to touch it and found her fingers stained orange.

The overhang went on for many paces, but ahead there was light again, and the sound of rushing water, a dull roar that echoed from the canyon walls. The drums had ceased to beat, all conversation halting as they went towards the light. Da’s arms came around Kati and her brother; she heard him sigh, felt him relax, his chin on her head. “Now we come to Festival,” he said softly.

They came out from beneath the overhang with a marvelous view of a suddenly wide canyon ending at a wall so high Kati looked nearly straight up to see its top. Water cascaded from the top of the wall into an emerald-green pool surrounded by fine sand, a few tumbled slabs of orange stone and a huge boulder at pool’s edge, on top of which stood the oldest woman Kati had ever seen: a tall figure, her bronze face etched deep with age, dressed in a heavy, long robe of leather dyed in splotches of red, yellow and brown. The woman raised her arms in greeting, and the men ahead of Kati responded silently, raising their arms in unison. Da raised his arms also, murmuring, “We greet Manlee, the living presence of Mandughai, Kati. She is the leader of all our people, and has great powers, as you shall see.”

The great beach of sand stretched hundreds of paces from them as they rode towards the pool, groups breaking off left and right under directions of a single man at water’s edge, and it was then that Kati saw the standards marking the place for each ordu to locate on the sand. Before the pool, a pit had been dug and filled with logs and splintered wood. Abaka stopped near it, jamming his standard into the sand and dismounting there. Around them was a tumble of horses and people as everyone found their place, others still arriving, and more until the crowd was crushed together, horses jostling for position and whinnying nervously.

At that moment, the woman called Manlee looked up to the top of the waterfall at a man suddenly there. She waved an arm, and the man stepped back out of sight.

In an instant, the waterfall ceased to flow.

Hooves stomping sand, colliding bodies, a few muffled curses, then all sound was gone—except for a dull roar like the exhalations of a sleeping giant from the mouth of a small canyon leading east from the beach and along the wall.

Manlee held out her arms from the summit of the great boulder, and her voice echoed from all around them. “All are here! Unload your horses, and take them past The Eye to the plateau for grazing, then return immediately for the procession of Mandughai! Your gerts are marked on the Festival fields! The rest of you remain silent, and take ease at the sound of Tengri’s breath! We give him thanks for bringing us together again!”

Horses were unloaded and led away, Abaka taking charge of Kaidu and two others, including his own black. People placed their tents and belongings in piles, and sat on them silently, listening to the sound from the canyon mouth. Kati was awed. With the wave of her hand, Manlee had made the waterfall stop! Surely this was magic! Still, it seemed she was just an old woman, still standing on the boulder, smiling down at them.

All waited patiently, some dozing, and the crush was not so great now that the horses were gone, but the expanse of sand was solid with clusters of people and provisions, and Ma had still not arrived. Kati leaned against Da, Baber sound asleep in her lap. Her stomach growled. “When does Ma come?” she asked.

“Very soon,” said Da, “and I think there will be a surprise for you then.”

And there was, for when the boys came back from tethering the horses, two climbed the boulder to stand by Manlee, and they blew a long tone on bone horns, and all faces turned towards the narrow canyon through which they had come.

Twenty women rode sedately out of the canyon, colorful tapestries over the necks and rumps of their horses, long robes like Manlee’s, pendants and huge earrings of bright metal sparkling as they came. In the hand of each woman, blade upright, was a long, curving sword, and across each back a short, re-curved bow, and quiver full of arrows.

Everyone stood up silently, and Kati’s view was blocked. “Da!” she said, holding up her arms. Da smiled, hoisted her high over his head, and settled her down on his shoulders.

The procession neared her place by the pool, and suddenly Kati gasped in surprise, and fright. Some familiar faces, yes, yet horribly changed; now long, taut, cheekbones prominent, their partly open mouths displaying the curved teeth of a shizi. The eyes of all but one woman blazed red, the color of Tengri-Nayon, the color of wariness and alertness.

The lead rider was different. Her eyes were the color of the emerald pool.

“She is so beautiful,” murmured Da.

The woman leading the procession was Ma.

 


 

CHAPTER TWO

 

EMERALD EYES

 

 

Manlee raised her arms at the top of the boulder, and shouted to the crowd before her.

“We are gathered in The Eye of Tengri-Nayon, and in the presence of the living Empress Mandughai, who watches over us! See that presence before you, and have faith in Her return. Tengri-Nayon comes nearer, and with it five thousand warriors such as you see before you.

“I have been told this in a dream, and have seen the emerald eyes of the Empress who will lead them in our liberation. She has heard the cries of Her people, and feels our pain. I have heard Her words in my mind, have seen the images of the Emperor’s city in flames and a new beginning for the Tumatsin in the valleys taken from us.

“But you must believe. You must show your belief as you contemplate Tengri’s Eye, and send forth a prayer to Mandughai for our liberation!”

The mounted women had reached the pool, turning their horses to face the crowd in a line along water’s edge. Ma was in the center of the group, staring fixedly ahead like the rest of them. All eyes were on her, Kati realized. Everyone was looking at Ma! But Ma didn’t seem to see them.

Kati was frightened, her little hands clenching at Da’s hair. “She doesn’t see me, Da. She doesn’t know I’m here. What is wrong with her?”

“Be still,” said Da, reaching up to take her hands in his. “Your mother has gone within herself to make her appearance, and it is a difficult thing to do. She will be as you know her soon enough. Now watch, and listen.”

“Now erect your tents, and put your possessions inside,” shouted Manlee. “Tonight’s meal is already being prepared on the Festival fields, and the procession will continue in only a few moments.”

The mounted women turned, and went towards the mouth of the narrow canyon from which the dull roaring sound came like a breath. Manlee descended from her boulder, and walked along with them, one hand on the bridle of Ma’s horse. They stopped at the canyon’s mouth, and waited while chaos erupted on the sands around the pool. Tents were thrown up without care or ceremony, possessions tossed carelessly inside. Da put Kati down, and she awakened Baber, who’d been sleeping on their folded tent throughout all the din. She held him as their tent went up, his head lolling on her shoulder, eyes still closed. She shook him twice, and finally he was awake, complaining about being hungry.

“Soon we eat, but first we have to walk. Here, take my hand.”

Baber was too tired to refuse. He took her hand as they lined up close to the mounted women. Da did not take her hand, but walked right behind her. That was good, for she was responsible for her brother. Ma had told her so.

The trail up the canyon was rocky and steep, and there was a sharp odor like burning oil that seared her nostrils. Baber was fully awake now, stepping high over the larger rocks without complaint, and without her pulling him. A breeze down the canyon brought a sudden draft of hot air, then was gone. And the noise was getting louder, a growling rumble that seemed to come from all around them. The canyon walls were closing in, and suddenly Kati was frightened. She squeezed Baber’s hand tightly, and moved slightly in front of him. Ahead, the mounted women had stopped, looking to the right and holding out their swords in a salute. When they moved on, Manlee stayed behind, and held out her arms to those who followed.

“Remember to offer a prayer when you pass by. Tengri must hear from your hearts that Empress Mandughai’s return is the will of all Tumatsin, not just a few. Offer your prayer, then move on quickly. There are many of us.”

Those ahead of Kati stopped by Manlee, turned to their right and bowed their heads, eyes closed. The roar was now deafening, the air swirling and hot. When she came up to Manlee, the woman smiled at her, and Kati saw that her eyes were light green. The woman gestured, and Kati followed her hand.

And beheld The Eye of Tengri.

A depression in the rock wall, an opening to a cave, shaped like an oval, blackness beyond, and from it issued the roar and a stream of hot air smelling of burning oil. She held her breath, felt Baber pressing up against her, and closed her eyes in the face of the hot breath from the cave. And as she stood that way, for only a moment, it seemed that thoughts came to her that were not her own, but from those around her. Surely they were in her mind only, for the roar was too loud for conversation.

Hear their prayers, great one, and send your Empress to deliver them from the Emperor’s injustice. Their faith grows weak, and there are those who plot war without your aid. We have been alone for so long. Why have you abandoned us? I ask this, as well as the people. Have we not—

Protect my children, and my wife, whose eyes mirror those of our Empress. Return to us this pass, and help us to reclaim our lands. We feel alone, and forgotten—

I see a cave with a fire inside. Our prayers are unanswered for a thousand years. What kind of God are you?

People were pressing from behind, and they moved again. Kati opened her eyes, saw Da walking with his eyes still closed, his lips moving silently. Baber’s eyes were as large as a cup, his tiny fingernails digging into her hand. The trail steepened, and then the horses ahead suddenly disappeared on flat ground at the top of the canyon. Kati hurried her steps, Baber running to keep up, and they came out onto a grassy plain stretching north, west and east.

It was the festival field, and Kati gasped in surprise and delight.

There were tents as far as she could see, huge things the size of a ger, but gaily colored and topped with golden awnings from which long ribbons fluttered in the breeze. The smell of meat cooking made her mouth water, and there was the odor of ayrog and honey as well. The tents surrounded a large, vacant area of grass bordered by ribboned rope strung between standards bearing the flags of the various ordus.

But the first thing she really saw were the ponies.

Seven were tethered at the near end of the big field. Kati looked at Da, and squealed, “I want to see the little horses!”

Da put a hand on her shoulder, and smiled. “In a little while. First, we must eat, and then I’ll take you to the ponies. I think the little grey one with white spots is looking at you.”
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