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FROM THE PRIMER SCROLLS OF JION TZU

No one knows how the first Dragoneyes made their dangerous
bargain with the twelve energy dragons of good fortune. The few
scrolls and poems that have survived the centuries start the story
well after the deal was struck between man and spirit beast to
protect our land. It is rumoured, however, that a black book still
exists that tells of the violent beginning, and predicts a
catastrophic end of the ancient alliance.

The dragons are elemental beings, able to manipulate Hua –
the natural energy that exists in all things. Each dragon is aligned
with one of the heavenly animals in the twelve-year cycle of
power that has run in the same sequence since the beginning of
time: Rat, Ox, Tiger, Rabbit, Dragon, Snake, Horse, Goat,
Monkey, Rooster, Dog and Pig. Each dragon is also the guardian
of one of the twelve celestial directions, and a keeper of one of
the Greater Virtues.

Every New Year's Day the cycle turns, the next animal year
begins, and its dragon becomes ascendant, his power doubling
for that twelve months. On that turn of the cycle, the ascending
dragon also unites with a new apprentice to be trained in the
dragon magic. As this boy steps up to his new life, the old
apprentice is finally promoted to Dragoneye and into his full
power. He replaces his master, the old Dragoneye, who retires
exhausted and fatally debilitated by his twenty-four-year union
with the dragon. It is a brutal bargain that gives a Dragoneye
enormous power – enough to move monsoons, redirect rivers
and stop earthshakes. In return for such control over nature, the
Dragoneye slowly gives up his Hua to his dragon.

Only those boys who can see an energy dragon can hope to be
a Dragoneye candidate. It is a rare gift to be able to see the
dragon of your birth year, and even rarer to see any of the other
energy dragons. Every New Year, twelve boys, born twelve years
before, face the ascending dragon and pray that their gift is
enough for the beast. One of them is chosen, and in that
moment of union – and only for that moment – all men can see
the dragon in all his glory.

Women have no place in the world of the dragon magic. It is
said they bring corruption to the art, and do not have the
physical strength or depth of character needed to commune with
an energy dragon. It is also thought that the female eye, too
practised in gazing at itself, cannot see the truth of the energy
world.






CHAPTER 1

I let the tips of both my swords dig into the sandy arena floor. It
was the wrong move, but the dragging pain in my gut was pulling
me into a crouch. I watched Swordmaster Ranne's bare feet
shuffle forwards, rebalancing his weight for a sweep cut. Training
with him always made my innards cramp with fear, but this was
different. This was the bleeding pain. Had I miscounted the
moon days?

'What are you doing, boy?' he said.

I looked up. Ranne was standing poised, both of his swords
ready for the elegant cross cut that could have taken my head.
His hands tightened around the hilts. I knew he wanted to
follow through and rid the school of the cripple. But he didn't
dare.

'Are you spent already?' he demanded. 'That third form was
even worse than usual.'

I shook my head, gritting my teeth against another clamping
pain.

'It is nothing, Swordmaster.' I carefully straightened, keeping
my swords down.

Ranne relaxed his stance and stepped back. 'You're not ready
for the ceremony tomorrow,' he said. 'You'll never be ready. You
can't even finish the approach sequence.'

He turned in a circle, glaring at the other candidates kneeling
around the edge of the practice sand. 'This sequence must be
flawless if you are to approach the mirrors. Do you understand?'

'Yes, Swordmaster,' eleven voices yelled.

'Please, if you allow, I'll try again,' I said. Another cramp
twisted through my body but I didn't move.

'No, Eon-jah. Get back in the circle.'

I saw a riffle of unease run through the other eleven
candidates. Ranne had added jah, the old ward-evil, to my name.
I bowed and crossed my swords in salute, imagining the feel of
driving both blades through his chest. Behind Ranne, the huge
opaque form of the Tiger Dragon uncoiled and stared at me. He
always seemed to rouse with my anger. I concentrated on the
Rabbit Dragon, bringing him into shimmering outline, hoping
the Keeper of Peace would help calm my rage.

In the candidate circle, Dillon shifted and looked around the
arena. Had he sensed the dragons? He was more aware than the
other boys, but even he couldn't see an energy dragon without
meditating for hours. I was the only candidate who could see all
of the dragons at will, not counting the Mirror Dragon, of
course, who had been lost long ago. It took all my focus to see the
spirit beasts and left me weary, but it was the only thing that had
made the last two years of training bearable. It was also the only
reason why a cripple like me was allowed to stand as a candidate:
full dragon sight was rare although, as Swordmaster Ranne liked
to remind me, no guarantee of success.

'Get back in the circle. Now!' Ranne yelled.

I tensed and stepped back. Too fast. The sand shifted under
my bad leg, wrenching it to the right. I hit the ground, hard. One
heartbeat of numbed shock then the pain came. Shoulder, hip,
knee. My hip! Had I done more harm to my hip? I reached across
my body, digging my fingers through skin and muscle to feel the
malformed hipbone. No, there was no pain. It was whole. And
the other aches were already fading.

Dillon shuffled forwards on his knees, spraying sand into the
air, his eyes wide with concern. Little fool – he would only make
things worse.

'Eon, are you...?'

'Don't break formation,' Ranne snapped. He kicked at me.
'Get up, Eon-jah. You're an insult to the Dragoneye profession.
Get up.'

I struggled onto my hands and knees, ready to roll if he kicked
again. There was no blow. I grabbed my swords and pushed
myself upright, another cramp catching me as I straightened. It
wouldn't be long now; I had to get back to my master, before the
blood showed. Ever since my body had first betrayed us six
months ago, my master had kept a supply of soft cloths and sea
sponges locked away, in his library. Safe from prying eyes.

The half-hour bell had just rung. If Ranne gave me leave, I
could get to the house and back again by the full hour.

'Swordmaster, may I withdraw from practice until the next
bell?' I asked. My head was respectfully bowed but I kept my eyes
on Ranne's blunt, stubborn features. He was probably born in an
Ox year. Or maybe he was a Goat.

Ranne shrugged. 'Return your swords to armoury, Eon-jah,
and don't bother coming back. Another few hours of practice
won't improve your chances tomorrow.' He turned his back,
calling his favourite, Baret, to take my place on the sand. I was
dismissed.

Dillon looked over at me, his soft face set into folds of worry.
We were the weakest candidates: he was of age – twelve, like all
the boys in the circle – but as small as an eight year old, and I
was lame. In the past, we wouldn't even have been considered as
Dragoneye candidates. Neither of us was expected to be chosen
by the Rat Dragon in the ceremony tomorrow. All the gambling
rings had Dillon at a thirty to one chance. I was at a thousand to
one. The odds may be against us, but even the Council did not
know how a dragon made its choice. We still had a chance. I
pretended to yawn at Ranne's back, waiting for Dillon to smile.
His mouth twitched up, but the lines of tension did not ease.

Another cramp dragged at my innards. I held my breath
through it, then turned and walked carefully towards the small
armoury building, my bad leg kicking up the fine sand. Dillon
was right to be worried. Candidates no longer fought each other
for the honour of approaching the mirrors, but we still had to
prove our strength and stamina in the ceremonial sword
sequences. At least Dillon could complete the approach
sequence, even if it was poorly done. I had never once managed
the intricate moves of the Mirror Dragon Third.

It was said it took a lot of physical and mental toughness to
bargain with the energy dragons and manipulate the earth forces.
It was even whispered among the candidates that a Dragoneye
slowly gave up his own life force to a dragon in return for the
ability to work the energies, and that the pact aged him beyond
his years. My master had been the Tiger Dragoneye during the
last cycle and, by my reckoning, would be a few years over forty.
Yet he had the looks and bearing of an old man. Perhaps it was
true – a Dragoneye did give up his own life force – or perhaps
my master had aged under the strain of poverty and ill luck. He
was risking everything for the chance of my success.

I looked over my shoulder. Ranne was watching Baret go
through the first form. With all of the strong able-bodied boys
vying to serve him, would the Rat Dragon really choose me? He
was the Keeper of Ambition so perhaps he would not be
attracted to physical prowess. I turned to the north-northwest
and narrowed my mind, staring across the arena floor until I saw
the Rat Dragon shimmer on the sand like a heat mirage. As
though he was aware of my focus, the dragon arched his neck and
shook out his thick mane.

If he did choose me, then I would hold status for twenty-four
years: first working as apprentice to the existing Dragoneye and
then, when he retired, working the energies myself. I would earn
a mountain of riches, even with the twenty per cent tithe to my
master. No one would dare spit at me or make the ward-evil sign
or turn their face away in disgust.

If he did not choose me, I would be lucky if my master kept
me as a servant in his house. I would be like Chart, the slops boy,
whose body was permanently twisted into a grim parody of
laughter. Fourteen years ago, Chart was born to one of the
unmarried maids, and although my master was sickened by the
infant's straining deformity, he allowed it to live and stay within
his household. Chart had never been beyond the confines of the
servants' quarters, and he lived on a mat near the cooking stoves.
If I failed tomorrow, I could only hope my master would show me
similar mercy. Before he found me four years ago, I had laboured
on a salt farm. I would rather share Chart's mat by the stoves
than be returned to such misery.

I stopped walking and reached out further with my mind,
pressing my energy-self against the Rat Dragon, trying to touch
the mind of the great beast. I felt his power spark through my
body. Talk to me, I begged. Talk to me. Choose me tomorrow.
Please, choose me tomorrow.

There was no response.

A dull pain in my temple sharpened into white agony. The
effort to hold him in my sight was too great. The dragon slid
beyond my mind's-eye, dragging my energy with it. Gasping for
air, I lurched forwards, digging a sword into the sand to stop
myself from falling. Fool! Would I never learn? A dragon only
ever communicated with his Dragoneye and apprentice. I sucked
in a deep breath and pulled the sword out of the ground. Why,
then, could I see all eleven dragons? As far back as I could
remember, I had been able to see their huge translucent forms.
Why was I given such a gift in such an ill-favoured body?

It was a relief to step off the sand and onto the paving of the
armoury courtyard. The sharp cramps in my gut had finally
smoothed into a dragging ache. Hian, the old master armsman,
was sitting on a box beside the armoury door polishing the
furnace-black off a small dagger.

'You been thrown out again?' he asked as I passed him.

I stopped. Hian had never spoken to me before.

'Yes, Armsmaster,' I said, tucking my chin into a bow to wait
out his scorn.

He held the dagger up in front of him and inspected the blade.
'It seems to me you were doing all right.'

I looked up and met his eyes, the whites yellowed against his
forge-reddened skin.

'With that leg, you're never going to get the Mirror Dragon
Third sequence right,' he said. 'Try a Reverse Horse Dragon
Second. There's a precedent for it. Ranne should have told you.'

I kept my face expressionless but couldn't help the skip of
hope that caught in my throat. Was it true? But why was he
telling me this? Maybe it was just a joke on the cripple.

He stood up, holding on to the door jamb to help him
straighten. 'I don't blame your mistrust, boy. But you ask your
master. He's one of the best history-keepers around. He'll tell
you I'm right.'

'Yes, Armsmaster. Thank you.'

A loud yell made us both turn towards the candidates on the
sand. Baret was on his knees in front of Ranne.

'Swordmaster Louan was considered one of the best
approach-ceremony instructors. It's a pity he retired,' Hian said
flatly. 'You got practice swords at home?'

I nodded.

'Then practise the Reverse Second tonight. Before your
cleansing ritual starts.' He walked stiffly down the two steps then
looked back at me. 'And tell your master that old Hian sends his
regards.'

I watched him walk slowly to the gateway that led down to
the forge, the distant clang of hammer on anvil drumming his
progress. If he was right and I could replace the Mirror Dragon
Third with a Reverse Horse Dragon Second, then I would have
no difficulty finishing the approach sequence.

I stepped into the cool, dim armoury and waited for my eyes
to adjust. I was not as convinced as the armsmaster that the
Council would allow a change to the ceremony, particularly to
the Mirror Dragon sequence. The Dragon Dragon was, after all,
the symbol of the Emperor, and the legends said that the
Imperial family was descended from dragons and still had dragon
blood in its veins.

Then again, the Mirror Dragon had been gone for over five
hundred years. No one really knew why or how he had
disappeared. One story said that a long-ago Emperor offended
the dragon, and another told of a terrible battle between the
spirit beasts that destroyed the Mirror Dragon. My master said
that all the stories were just hearthside imaginings, and that the
truth, along with all the records, had been lost to time and the
fire that took the Mirror Dragon Hall. And he would know: as
the armsmaster said, my master was a great history-keeper. If
there was an old variation to the approach sequence, then he
would find it.

But first I had to tell him, a day before the ceremony, that I
could not complete the Mirror Dragon form. I shivered,
remembering the welts and bruises of his past displeasure. I
knew it was desperation that provoked his hand – in the last ten
years my master had trained six candidates and all of them had
failed – but I did not look forward to his anger. I gripped the
hilts of the swords more tightly. I had to know if the Reverse
Horse Dragon Second was allowed. It was my best chance. My
master was not a fool, he would not beat me too hard before the
ceremony. Too much rode upon it. And if his history scrolls
agreed with Hian, I'd have at least four hours before the
cleansing ritual to practise the new form and bridges. It was not
long, but it should be enough. I raised the swords in the overhead
cut that started the Reverse Second and sliced the left sword
down shallowly, conscious of the limited space.

'Oy, don't fling those around in here,' the duty armsman
snapped.

I pulled up, dropping the points of the swords.

'My apologies, Armsman,' I said quickly. It was the skinny,
sallow one who liked giving lectures. I held out the two hilts to
him, angling the blades down. I saw his hand clench briefly into
the ward-evil sign before he took the swords.

'Any damage?' he asked, holding one out flat to check the
steel.

'No, Armsman.'

'These are expensive tools, you know, not playthings. You have
to treat them with respect. Not hack away with them indoors. If
everyone...'

'Thank you, Armsman,' I said, backing towards the door
before he could go into a full tirade. He was still talking as I
cleared the steps.

The easiest way out of the school was back across the arena
and through the main gate, but I didn't want to walk over the
sand again, or draw the attention of Ranne. Instead, I took the
steep path down to the school's southern gate. My left hip ached
from the strain of the practice session and the cramping in my
gut made me breathless. By the time I reached the south gate and
was passed through by the bored guard, I was sweating from the
effort of not crying out.

A dozen or so house-shops lined the road behind the school,
forming the outer edge of the food market. The smell of roasting
pork fat and crispy-skinned duck oiled the air. I leaned against
the wall of the school, letting the stone cool my back, and
watched a girl in the blue gown of a kitchen maid weave through
the tight knots of gossiping marketers and pause at the hatch of
the pork-seller. She was about sixteen – my true age – and her
dark hair was scraped back into the looped braid of 'unmarried
girl'. I touched the end of my short queue of black hair; the
candidate length. If I was chosen tomorrow, I would begin to
grow it to my waist until I could bind it into the double-looped
queue of the Dragoneye.

The girl, keeping her eyes down, pointed at a cured haunch on
display. The young apprentice wrapped the meat in a cloth and
placed it on the bench. The girl waited until he had stepped back
before laying the coin beside it and picking up the package. No
conversation, no eye contact, no touching; it was all very proper.
Yet I sensed something between them.

Although part of me knew it was not honourable, I narrowed
my eyes and focused as I did with the dragons. At first, there was
nothing. Then I felt a strange shift in my mind's-eye, as though I
was stepping closer, and a surge of orange energy flared between
the girl and boy, swirling around their bodies like a small
monsoon. Something soured in my gut and spirit. I dropped my
gaze to the ground, feeling like a low intruder, and blinked away
my mind-sight. When I looked back, the girl was already turning
to leave. There was no sign of the energy around them. No sign of
the pulsing brightness that had left a searing after-image in my
mind. Why could I suddenly see such intimate human energy?
Neither my master nor any of my instructors had ever spoken of
it: emotion was not the province of the dragon magic. A rushing
heat prickled through my body; it was another difference to keep
hidden from the world. I pushed away from the wall, needing to
work the backwash of power and shame out of my muscles.

My master's house was three roads away, all uphill. The pain in
my hip had changed from the familiar ache of overuse to a
sharper warning. I needed to get to a hot bath if I wanted any
chance of practising the approach sequence. The alley beside the
pork-seller was a good shortcut. If it was empty. Stepping to the
left, I shaded my eyes and studied the narrow walkway. It seemed
safe; no dock boys sharing a quick pipe or waiting for a limping
diversion to chase. I took a step out, but hesitated as a familiar
wave of motion moved through the crowd – people scrambling
to the edges of the road and dropping to their knees, their
chatter suddenly silenced.

'Make way for the Lady Jila. Make way for the Lady Jila.'

The voice was high but masculine. An elaborately carved
palanquin was moving down the road carried on the shoulders of
eight sweating men, the passenger concealed behind draped
purple silks. Twelve guards, dressed in purple tunics and carrying
curved swords, formed a protective square around it. The Shadow
Men, the soldier eunuchs of the Imperial court. They were always
quick to beat down those who did not clear the way or bow fast
enough for their liking. I dropped to my good knee, balancing on
my hands, and dragged my bad leg beneath me. The Lady Jila? She
must be one of the Emperor's favourites if she was allowed out of
the inner precinct. I lowered into the 'court noble' bow.

Beside me, a stocky man in the leggings and oiled wrap of the
seafarer sat back on his heels, watching the approaching
procession. If he did not bow down, he would attract the
attention of the guards. And they were not careful about who
they struck.

'It is a court lady, sir,' I whispered urgently. 'You must bow.
Like this.' I held my body at the proper angle.

He glanced at me. 'Do you think she deserves our bows?' he
asked.

I frowned. 'What do you mean? She's a court lady, it doesn't
matter what she deserves. If you don't bow, you will be beaten.'

The seafarer laughed. 'A very pragmatic approach to life,' he
said. 'I'll take your advice.' He lowered his shoulders, still smiling.

I held my breath as the palanquin passed, squinting as the
dust raised then settled. Beyond us, I heard the crack of a sword
laid flat against flesh; a merchant, too slow in his movements,
knocked to the ground by the lead guard. The palanquin turned
the far corner and a collective easing of muscle and breath
rippled through the crowd. A few soft remarks grew in volume as
people stood, brushing at their clothes. I dropped my hands to
the ground and swung my leg out, preparing to stand. Suddenly, I
felt a large hand under each armpit, pulling me upwards.

'There you go, boy.'

'Don't touch me!' I jumped back, my arms across my chest.

'It's all right,' he said, holding his hands up. 'I just wanted to
return the favour. You saved me from a sword across my back.'

He smelled of fish oil and old sweat and seaweed. I felt a
memory move through my body: of holding up a heavy string of
black pearl kelp, and my mother, nodding and smiling and coiling
it into the basket strapped across her slight body. Then the image
was gone. Too quick to hold, like all the others I had of my family.

'I'm sorry, sir, you took me by surprise,' I said, tightening my
arms around my chest. 'Thank you for the assistance.' Bowing
politely, I stepped away from him. The shock of his grip was still
on my skin.

The alley opposite was no longer empty; a group of dock boys
had congregated near the far end, squatting around a game of
dice. I'd have to take the long way round. As if in protest, the
pain in my hip sharpened.

The seafarer stopped beside me again. 'Perhaps you will help
me once more,' he said. 'Can you tell me the way to the Gate of
Officials?'

There was no suspicion or puzzlement on his face, just polite
enquiry. I looked at the dock boys again, then back at the
seafarer. He was not overly tall, but his chest and shoulders were
powerful and his face was tanned into stern lines. I glanced to see
if he was armed: a knife slung through his belt. It would do.

'I'm going that way myself, sir,' I said, beckoning him across
the road towards the alley. It was not strictly in the direction he
wanted to go, but it would still be quicker than the main streets.
He smiled and followed me.

'I am Tozay, Master Fisher of Kan Po,' he said, pausing at the
mouth of the alley. He clasped his hands together and nodded –
adult to child.

From my ley-line studies, I knew that Kan Po was on the
coast. It had one of the most fortunate harbours in the realm,
shaped like a money pouch and ringed by seven hills that trapped
good luck. It was also the port access to the islands. And beyond.

'I am Eon, Dragoneye candidate.' I bowed again.

He stared down at me. 'Eon? The lame candidate?'

'Yes,' I said, keeping my face impassive.

'Well now, isn't that something.' He dipped into an 'honoured
acquaintance' bow.

I nodded stupidly, unprepared for the sudden change in
status.

'We've heard all about you from the news-walker,' Master
Tozay said. 'He came through our town a few months back.
Told us the Council had decided to let you approach the
mirrors. Did my son a lot of good to hear that. He's a year
younger than you, just turned eleven. By rights, he should be
fishing with me, learning his craft, but he lost an arm in a net
accident last winter.' Master Tozay's broad face tightened into
hollows of grief.

'That must be hard for him,' I said.

I looked down at my twisted leg – at least it was still intact. I
didn't remember much about the accident that had crushed my
left hip, but I did remember the physician holding a rusted saw
over me, deciding where to cut. He was going to take my whole
leg off, but my master stopped him and called for the bonesetter.
Sometimes I could still smell the old blood and decaying flesh on
the jagged teeth of the saw blade.

We started walking again. I sneaked another look at the end
of the alley – the dock boys had already shifted into a watchful
line. Beside me, Master Tozay stiffened as he noted the lounging
gang.

'It is hard on him. On the family too,' he said, brushing his
fingers across the hilt of his knife. 'Wait, I have a stone in my
shoe,' he said loudly and stopped.

I turned and watched as he bent and dug a finger down the
side of his worn boot.

'You're a shrewd one, aren't you,' he said, his voice low. 'Well
then, if you want a bodyguard, you'd better move to my other
side.' The look in his eyes made the soft words a command, but
he didn't seem angry. I nodded and shifted to his left.

'I just hope you're not taking me too far out of my way,' he said
as he straightened, keeping his eyes on the boys.

'It is a shortcut,' I said.

He glanced at me. 'More for you than for me, hey?'

'For both of us. But perhaps a little more for me.'

He grunted in amusement and placed his hand on my
shoulder. 'Keep close.'

We walked towards the group, Master Tozay shortening his
stride to match my slower pace. The largest boy, thickset with
the darker skin and bull-necked strength of the island people,
casually kicked a cobblestone into our path. It skipped and
bounced, narrowly missing my foot. His three friends laughed.
They were city boys, thin and sharp, with the aimless bravado
that was always in need of a leader. The island boy picked up a
large stone, rubbing his thumb across its surface.

'Afternoon, boys,' Master Tozay said.

The islander spat out a wad of tannin leaf, the fibrous mess
landing in front of us. His movement made a pendant swing out
on a thin leather cord from his clothing: a pale shell carving in
the shape of bamboo branches enclosed in a circle. Master Tozay
saw it too and stopped, checking me with a hand on my arm. He
pushed me behind him then turned and faced the islander. The
other boys nudged each other closer, keen for a show.

'You're from the south, aren't you?' Master Tozay said. 'From
the far islands?'

The boy's shoulders stiffened. 'I'm from Trang Dein,' he said,
lifting his chin.

I leaned to my right to get a better look at him. A year ago, the
Emperor had ordered raids on the Trang Dein people as
punishment for their bold independence. It was whispered in the
city taverns that all the male Trang prisoners had been viciously
gelded, like animals, and forced to serve on the Imperial ships.
This boy was only about fifteen, but big enough to pass as a man.
Was he one of the Trang cattle-men? My eyes dropped, but he
wore the loose tunic and trousers of the dock labourer. I couldn't
tell by just looking.

Or could I? A cattle-man's energy would be different from a
whole man's energy, wouldn't it? Maybe my new mind-sight would
work on him as it had with the kitchen girl and apprentice. The
memory of watching their bright monsoon union made my skin
prickle with shame, but I still narrowed my mind into the energy
world. There was the same strange sensation of stepping
forwards, and then light, so bright that tears came to my eyes. I
couldn't separate anyone's energy: it was a roiling blurred mass of
red and yellow and blue. Then, like a flickering cloud shadow,
another presence. And pain, deep and low in the belly. Ten times
worse than the monthly pain, as though barbs were being dragged
through my innards. Only a power born of evil spirits could have
such agony ride with it. My mind-sight buckled. I drew in a
shuddering breath as the alley twisted back into view. The pain
vanished. Never again would I intrude upon such savage energies.

Beside me, I heard Master Tozay say, 'I fish the Kan Po coast.
Hired a few of your people as hands on my boats. That was
before the raid, of course. They were all good workers.'

The island boy nodded warily.

'The islands are quiet now,' Tozay said softly. 'Not so many
soldiers in Ryoka. Some of the missing are making their way
home.'

The boy let the stone drop to the ground, his hand groping for
the shell carving. Holding it like a talisman, he glanced back at
his friends, then faced Master Tozay and hunched his shoulders
as though to separate himself from his companions.

'Are you hiring now?' he asked, stumbling over the words.

'I may have a place,' Master Tozay said. 'If you're looking for
honest work, then meet me at the Grey Marlin dock tomorrow.
I'll wait until the noon bell.'

Master Tozay turned, herding me with his body. As we walked
out of the alley and into the busy Sweet-sellers Road, I looked
back at the island boy. He was staring at us, oblivious to his
friends, his hand clenched around the pendant.

'What is that thing he wears around his neck?' I asked Master
Tozay as we crossed the road. 'A good luck symbol?' But I knew
the pendant had to be more than that.

Master Tozay snorted. 'No, I wouldn't say it was good luck.'
He looked closely at me.

'You have a politician's face, Eon. I'd wager you know a lot
more than you show the world. So what have you noted about
the change in our land?'

More beggars, more raids, more arrests, more hard words
against the Imperial court. I had also overheard my master in low
conversation with others of his rank: the Emperor is ill, the heir too
callow, the court split in its loyalties.

'What I have noted is that it is safer to have a politician's face
and a mute's tongue,' I said wryly.

Master Tozay laughed. 'Prudently said.' He looked around
then pulled me over to the narrow space between two shops.
'That boy's pendant is an islander totem, to bring longevity and
courage,' he said, bending close to my ear, his voice low. 'It's also
a symbol of resistance.'

'To the Emperor?' I whispered, instinctively knowing the
danger of such words.

'No, child. To the real power in the Empire of the Celestial
Dragons. High Lord Sethon.'

The Emperor's brother. The son of a concubine. According to
the old ways, when the Emperor came to his throne, he should
have ordered his brother Sethon killed, along with all the other
male children born to his father's concubines. But our Emperor
was an enlightened man, an educated man. He let his eight
younger brothers live. He made them his generals, and Sethon,
the eldest of the eight, he made his commander-in-chief. Our
Emperor was also a trusting man.

'But High Lord Sethon commands the armies. What can
islanders do against such might?' I asked.

Master Tozay shrugged. 'Not much. But there are others,
more powerful, who remain loyal to the Emperor and his son.'
He paused as an old woman stopped at the shop-hatch next to us
to poke through a display of yeast cakes. 'Come, this is not the
talk for such an open place,' he said softly. 'Or indeed for any
place.' He straightened. 'I fancy a sweet bun. How about you?'

I longed to ask him who opposed High Lord Sethon, but the
subject was clearly at an end. And I had not had a sweet bun in a
very long time – there was no money for such excesses in my
master's household.

'I should not dawdle...' I said.

'Come, it will not take long. We'll get them as we walk. Can
you recommend a seller?'

I nodded. One bun would not take long. I spotted a break in the
slow-moving crowd and led Master Tozay through it, cutting
diagonally across the road to the corner of the covered White
Cloud Market. It was busier than usual, the afternoon sun driving
people under the shade of the broad white silk sails that had been
stretched between carved poles. We passed Ari the Foreigner
serving some merchants in his coffee stall, the heavy perfume of the
strange black drink thick in the air. Ari had once given me a bowl of
his coffee, and I had liked the rich bitterness and the slight buzzing
it left in my head. I touched Master Tozay's arm and pointed at the
pastry stall to our left, its counter blocked by customers.

'The red bean ones are said to be good here,' I said, standing
on my toes to see the trays of buns arranged in neat lines.

The nutty smell of bean paste and sweet dough radiated in a
wave of heat. A sharp roil of hunger joined the ache in my gut.
Master Tozay nodded and, bowing politely, managed to neatly
insert himself ahead of a woman hesitating over her choice. As I
watched his broad back and sunburnt neck, I felt another flicker
of memory: of being carried on a big man's back and the salty
warmth of sun-leathered skin against my cheek. But, once again,
I couldn't make the image stay. Was it a memory of my father? I
no longer had any clear idea of what he looked like. A moment
later Master Tozay turned, holding a bun in each hand, wrapped
in a twist of red paper.

'Here you go,' he said, handing me a pastry. 'Be careful. The
seller said they're just out of the steamer.'

'Thank you, sir.' The heat from the bun stung my palm
through the thin wrapping. I slid the paper down, fashioning a
handle. It would be best to wait until it had cooled, but the smell
was too tantalising; I bit into it, juggling the steaming pastry
around with my tongue.

'Tasty,' Master Tozay said, fanning his mouth with his hand.

I nodded, unable to speak as the hot dense filling made my jaw
seize with its sudden sweetness.

He motioned forwards with his bun. 'Is this the way to the
gate?'

I swallowed and sucked in a breath of cooling air. 'Yes, you
follow the white sails until they end,' I said, pointing at the silk
roof, 'and then turn right. Just keep walking and you'll come to
the Gate of Officials.'

Master Tozay smiled. 'Good boy. Now, if ever you make the
journey down the coast to Kan Po, you must look for me. You can
be sure of a welcome.' He hesitated then put his hand on my
shoulder. 'If that dragon has any sense tomorrow, he'll choose
you,' he said, giving me a gentle shake.

I smiled. 'Thank you, sir. And travel well.'

He nodded and raised his pastry in salute, then joined the flow
of people in the centre of the walkway. As his solid form merged
into the shapes and colours of the crowd, I felt as though he was
taking my mother and father with him. Two half-memories that
were already fading, leaving only an imprint of a smile like mine
and the smell of sun-warmed skin.





CHAPTER 2

The full-hour bell was ringing as I finally lifted the latch of the
gate that led to the kitchen of my master's house. Irsa, one of the
bond maids, was standing at the delivery door with the miller's
man. I watched as she laughed, her hands spread on her hips to
show their generous shape, as the young man hoisted a large sack
onto his shoulder. Then she saw me and quickly stepped back
into the shelter of the doorway. Her coy giggles dropped into the
hissing undertones of gossip. The miller's man swung around and
stared at me, his fingers curling into a ward-evil. I looked away
and made a show of shutting the gate. Better to wait until he
followed Irsa into the storage rooms.

When the courtyard was clear, I walked slowly up the path
towards the kitchen. Lon, the gardener, was on his knees repairing
the low bamboo fence that enclosed the Sun Garden. I nodded as
I passed and he waved a dirt-crusted hand. Lon mainly kept to
himself, but he always greeted me with gentle courtesy and even
had a smile for Chart, the slops boy. His kindness was not copied
by many of my master's other staff. Our small household was very
much divided: those who believed a cripple could be a Dragoneye,
and those who did not. All who served my master knew that his
wealth had nearly run dry; there would be no funds to train
another candidate. If I did not secure the apprentice bonus and
the twenty per cent tithe tomorrow, my master was ruined.

The kitchen doorway was open and I stepped over the raised
threshold that kept evil spirits from entering the house.
Immediately, the heat from the large cooking stoves pressed
against my skin and I smelled the sharp tang of sour plum sauce
and salt-baked fish: my master's evening meal. Kuno, the cook,
glanced up from the white-root he was slicing.

'You, is it?' He turned his attention back to the vegetable.
'Master has already ordered the gruel,' he said, tilting his shaved
head at a small pot hanging over the spit fire. 'Don't blame me
when you eat it. It was according to his instructions.'

My evening meal. As part of the cleansing ritual, I was allowed
only one bowl of millet gruel before praying throughout the
night to my ancestors for guidance and help. A few months ago, I
had asked my master whether it mattered that I had no
knowledge of my ancestors. He stared at me for a moment, then
turned away saying, 'It matters very much.' My master was being
very careful; he said we must do everything according to
Dragoneye tradition to avoid attracting Council scrutiny. I could
only hope that old Hian's precedent for the Reverse Horse
Dragon Second was in the history scrolls. And that my master
could find it in time.

A rasping noise rose from behind the large wooden
preparation table that stood in the centre of the room. Chart,
calling me from his mat beside the stoves.

'He's been waiting for you,' Kuno said. 'Been getting under my
feet all day.' He sliced off the end of the white-root with an extra
heavy chop. 'You tell him I'm not blind, I know he's been at the
cheese.' Although they had worked in the same kitchen for
eleven years, Kuno still refused to speak to Chart or even look at
him. Too much bad luck.

I skirted around the end of the table and used its worn edge
for balance as I sat on the stone floor beside Chart. He tapped
my knee with a clawed finger, his lolling mouth slowly forming a
smile.

'Did you really get some cheese?' I asked softly, shifting my
weight off my aching left hip.

He nodded vigorously and opened his hand to show me a
piece of dirty cheese rind. The muscles in his throat contorted as
he struggled to speak. I listened for his words in the strained,
elongated sounds.

'For...the...rat.' He pushed the rind into my hand.

'Thank you,' I said, slipping the cheese into my pocket. Chart
was always giving me food he had found. Or stolen. He was
convinced that if I fed the big grey rat that lived behind the
storeroom where I slept, the Rat Dragon would repay the
kindness by choosing me as his apprentice. I wasn't so sure an
energy dragon would take note of such a thing, but I still gave the
scraps to the rat.

From beneath his body, Chart pulled out a thick slice of fine
bread covered in dust. The master's bread. I glanced at Kuno; he
was still bent over the white-root. I moved to my right until I hid
Chart and the bread from view.

'How'd you get that? Kuno will whip you,' I whispered.

'For you...only gruel tonight...you be...hungry tomorrow.' He
dropped the bread into my lap.

I ducked my head in thanks and stuffed it into my pocket with
the cheese. 'I think that's the whole idea. They want us to be
hungry,' I said.

Chart twisted his mouth into a puzzled grimace.

I shrugged. 'We're supposed to prove our natural stamina by
doing the approach ceremony hungry and tired.'

Chart rolled his head back and forth across the mat. 'Stu...pid,'
he said. He took a deep breath and steadied his head against the
side of the firewood box, fixing his eyes on mine. 'Tomorrow
morning you come...say goodbye?' His fingers closed around my
wrist. 'Come say...goodbye...before the ceremony? Promise?'

Chart knew that if I was chosen, I would not come back. A
new apprentice was taken straight to his Dragon Hall after the
ceremony. A new home. A new life. My scalp prickled from a
sudden wave of heat and sweat; tomorrow I could be a
Dragoneye apprentice.

'Promise?' Chart said.

I nodded, unable to talk through the squeeze of panic in my
throat.

He let go of my wrist, his hand suspended in the air. 'Tell
Me...what the...Rat Dragon Hall...is like...again.'

I'd only seen the hall once. A few months ago during training,
Ranne had marched us around the Dragon Circle, the avenue of
halls that ringed the outer precinct of the Imperial Palace. Each
hall had been carefully built at the compass position of the
dragon it honoured, and was the home and workplace of the
Dragoneye and apprentice. The Rat Dragon Hall was in the
north-northwest of the Circle and, although it wasn't the biggest
or the grandest, it was easily three times the size of my master's
house. We were not permitted inside any of the halls, but Ranne
allowed us five minutes' rest in the garden that now marked the
position of the Mirror Dragon Hall. Five hundred years ago it
had burned down; only the stone outline of the building
remained embedded in the grass. Dillon and I had walked its
perimeter and were amazed at the number of rooms.

Beside me, Chart closed his eyes, preparing for my words.

'Two grey stone statues of the Rat Dragon guard the gate,' I
said, closing my own eyes to remember my brief glimpse of the
hall. 'They stand bigger than me and twice as wide. The one on
the right holds the Dragoneye compass in its claws, the other
cradles the three sacred scrolls. As you walk past them, their
stone eyes follow you. Inside the gate, a courtyard made of
matched dark cobbles leads to the –'

'I don't know why you bother,' I heard Irsa say. I opened my
eyes. She was in the doorway, briskly brushing down her skirt.
'The freak doesn't understand your words.' She smoothed the
looped braid of her hair.

Chart and I exchanged glances. No doubt the miller's man was
going home happy.

'Sl...u...t,' Chart said loudly.

Irsa pulled her face into a mockery of Chart's and mimicked
his elongated sounds, unaware of the word within it. Chart rolled
his eyes at me, his body thrashing against the floor in laughter. I
grinned as Irsa backed away.

'Freak,' she said, her fingers making the ward-evil at Chart.
She turned her attention to me. 'Master said you were to go to
him as soon as you returned,' she said, then added snidely,
'although he wasn't expecting you until the end of training time.'

'Where is he now?' I asked.

'Moon Garden. On the main viewing platform.' She smiled
slyly. She knew I was not allowed in the Moon Garden – my
master had forbidden it. 'He said as soon as you return.'

I grabbed the edge of the table and pulled myself upright.
Should I obey my master's ban on the Moon Garden, or obey his
command to attend on him immediately? He would not be
pleased that I was home so early. Let alone the other news I had
for him.

'Irsa, do your work,' Kuno said. 'Stop wasting time or you'll
feel the back of my hand.'

Irsa gave me one last gloating look then hurried into the dark
passageway that connected the kitchen to the main house.

There was a saying in one of the earthier Dragoneye texts: a
man on the horns of a dilemma ends up with his arse pricked. My
master would find fault whether I went into the garden or I
waited. Since there was no avoiding his displeasure, I would go to
him. At least I would finally see the garden that had won him
such fame.

'Tomorrow,' I said to Chart. He gave his slow smile.

I stepped over the threshold and out into the courtyard. To
my left was the grey stone fence of the Moon Garden, its low
metal gate etched with the shape of a leaping tiger. I headed
towards it, the promise of my master's anger dragging at my feet.
There were many ways to tell the truth – I just needed to find
one that would satisfy him. All that was visible over the gateway
was a black pebble path leading to an impressive stacked slate
wall. Along its face a waterfall cascaded down a carefully
haphazard run of ledges, pooling into a white marble bowl.

My master had designed the garden to symbolise female energy,
and it was said that during a full moon the garden was so beautiful
it could rob a man of his essence. When I heard that, I wondered
what would happen to a man robbed of his essence: would he
become a woman or would he become something else? Something
like the Shadow Men of the court? Or something like me?

There was no latch on the gate. I traced the strong lines of the
tiger on the metal for luck – or maybe for protection – then
pushed against it until the gate swung open.

The black path was made of pebbles and seemed to move in
front of me like a slow ripple of water. As I stepped onto it, I
realised why: the stones had been laid in a subtle graduation of
matt to polished that caught the sunlight. On either side, a flat
expanse of sand had been raked into swirling patterns. I pushed
the gate shut behind me and followed the path to the waterfall
wall, my uneven steps sounding like the chink of coins in a
pouch. The path diverged around the wall. I paused for a
moment, listening. Underneath the sound of the waterfall
splashing into the bowl was the muted hiss of more flowing
water. No other sounds of physical movement. But deeper, in my
mind, I felt the soft thrum of carefully contained power. I chose
the left path and walked around the wall into the main garden.

It was a severe landscape: clusters of rocks on flat sand, swirling
paths of black and white pebbles, and an intricate weaving of
waterfalls, streams and pools that was directing the thrumming
energy to the wooden viewing platform. My master was kneeling
in its centre, as spare and severe as his surroundings. I lowered
into a bow, watching for acknowledgement. He didn't move. And
there were no signs of anger in the lean lines of his body. A shadow
above made me flinch. I looked up, but there was nothing. No
bird. No cloud. Only a strange, hot joy that eased the cramp in my
belly and the ache in my hip.

My master's body stiffened. 'What are you doing here?'

'I was told you wished to see me, Master,' I said, crouching
lower. There was still no pain.

'Why are you back so early?'

'Swordmaster Ranne said I need not train any more,' I said
carefully.

'You should not be in here. Especially not now. The energies
are too strong.' He stood up in a single practised movement, the
frayed silver embroideries on his tunic flaring in the sun. 'Come,
we must leave now.'

He held out his hand. I hurried forwards and extended my arm,
bracing myself as he leaned on me and stepped off the platform.

He paused, still holding my arm. 'Do you feel them?' he asked.

I looked up into his gaunt face, the prominent bones made
even starker by his shaved skull. 'Feel them?'

'The energies.' Irritation edged his voice.

I bowed my head. 'I can feel the flow of water energy to the
viewing platform,' I said.

He flicked his fingers. 'A novice could feel that. Is there
nothing else?'

'No, Master.' It was not the truth, but how could I explain the
heat of an imagined shadow? Or the soft unravelling that was the
absence of pain.

He grunted. 'Then perhaps we have succeeded.'

He turned and walked quickly towards the house. I followed
two paces behind, concentrating on keeping my footing on the
shifting pebbles. For once, each step did not jar with pain. We
passed a simple Moon altar – a smooth concave stone resting on
two smaller rocks – surrounded by a shallow amphitheatre of cut
marble. Ahead, the pebble path widened in front of another
viewing platform that also served as a step up to the house. Two
carved doors stood open, allowing a view of floor-to-ceiling scroll
boxes, a cabinet and a dark-wood desk. My master's library –
another area forbidden to me. Until now. I paused, staring at the
shelves of scrolls. My master had drilled me in my letters and I'd
read all of the Classics and Dragoneye texts, but I longed to read
about other things.

'Don't just stand there gaping like a fool,' my master said,
holding out his hand.

I helped him onto the platform as Rilla, Chart's mother and
my master's body servant, stepped out of the library and kneeled
at the doorway. For the first time I noticed the swirls of grey hair
in the neat loop of her 'unmarried' braid. It was meant to be her
disgrace, but she wore it with quiet dignity. My master extended
one foot and she slid off his scuffed silk slipper, then the other,
placing them neatly on a small woven mat.

'We are not to be disturbed,' my master ordered. He held out
his hand and I helped him over the lip of the threshold.

Rilla looked up at me and raised her eyebrows. I twitched my
shoulder into a shrug, then hurriedly pulled off my woven straw
sandals, grabbing the doorframe for balance. Black dirt striped
my feet around the pattern of the straps. I licked my fingers and
rubbed the top of each foot, but the dirt just smeared into
streaks.

'Stay still,' Rilla said softly. She took a cloth out of her pocket
and wiped my left ankle.

'You don't need to do that,' I said, trying to pull my foot away.
No one had touched my bad leg since the splints had come off
three years ago.

She held my foot still. 'A Dragoneye has servants,' she said.
'Best get used to it.' She scrubbed my other foot clean. 'Now give
me your sandals and go in.'

Four years ago, when I came to my master's house – a half-starved
drudge willing to become a boy for food and warmth –
Rilla was the only person who showed me any care. At first I
thought it was because I was a cripple, like her son, but later I
realised she desperately needed my master to have a successful
candidate. 'No one else will have us in their house,' she once told
me, stroking Chart's dusty hair. 'I've seen a lot of boys come
through here, Eon, but you're our best chance. You're special.' At
the time I thought she had guessed the secret, but she hadn't.
And even if she did know, she would never say anything. Rilla was
bound too tightly to my master, his tolerance of Chart a hundred
times more compelling than any bond of indenture.

I handed her the sandals, smiling my thanks. She shooed me
into the library.

'Close the doors, Eon,' my master said. He was standing at the
cabinet sorting through the keys he wore around his neck on a
length of red silk.

I pulled shut the doors and waited for further instruction. He
looked up and nodded at the visitor's chair in front of the desk.

'Sit down,' he said, shaking a key free.

Sit down? In a chair? I watched him insert the key into the
lock. Had I heard correctly? I crossed the soft, thick carpet and
gingerly laid my hand on the back of the chair, waiting for a
reprimand. Nothing. I glanced across at my master. He had a
leather pouch and a small black ceramic jar in his hands.

'I said sit down,' he ordered, closing the cabinet doors.

I perched on the very edge of the leather seat, my hands tight
around the carved armrests. I had always imagined a chair would
be comfortable, but it was hard against my rump bones and made
my hip ache again. I shifted around, trying to recapture the warm
ease I'd felt in the garden, but it was gone. I looked at the closed
double doors, imagining the stark landscape outside. Did the
garden take my pain? Did its Moon energies call to my hidden
self? I shivered. My master was right: I could not afford to enter
it again. Not so close to the ceremony.

On the desk in front of me were two small, black lacquered
death plaques. I tried to read the names carved into the wood,
but I could not make sense of the upside-down characters. I
quickly looked away from them as my master sat in the chair
opposite me. He placed the leather pouch and jar next to the two
memorials.

'So it is tomorrow,' he said.

I nodded, keeping my eyes fixed on the desk.

'You are prepared.'

It was a statement, not a question, but I nodded again. An
image of old Armsmaster Hian flashed through my mind. Now
was the time to ask my master about the Reverse Horse Dragon
Second.

'I went to a ghost-maker today,' my master said softly.

I was so startled I looked up and met his eyes. A ghost-maker
dealt in herbs and potions and, it was said, in the spirits of the
unborn.

'She gave me this.' He pushed the pouch towards me. 'If it is
taken as a tea every morning, it will stop the Moon energy. But it
can only be taken for three months. Then it becomes poison to
the body.'

I hunched down in the chair.

'Your Moon cycle must be stopped for these ceremonies,' he
continued. 'And if you succeed tomorrow, then –'

'I am about to bleed,' I whispered.

'What?'

'I have all the signs.' I ducked my head lower. 'It's early. I don't
know why.'

I saw my master's hands clench the edge of the table. It was as
though his anger weighted the air between us.

'Have you started?'

'No, but I have the –'

He held up his hand. 'Quiet.' I watched his long fingers tap
the wood. 'If it has not started, then all is not lost. She said it was
to be taken before your next cycle starts.' He picked up the
pouch. 'You must take a cup now.'

He leaned back and pulled on the bell cord hanging behind
the desk. Almost immediately the far door opened. Rilla stepped
in and bowed.

'Tea,' he said. Rilla bowed again and stepped out, closing the
door.

'I'm sorry, Master,' I said.

'It would be most unfortunate if the whims of your body
undid four years of planning.' He steepled his fingers. 'I do not
know why you have the gift of full dragon sight, Eon. It must be
some plan of the gods. How else can I explain my impulse to test
a girl on my search for a candidate? It goes against all that is
natural.' He shook his head.

I knew he was right; women did not have power. Or if they
did, it was from the shapeliness of their body. Not from their
spirit. And certainly not from their mind.

'But you have more raw power than all of the Dragoneyes
combined,' he continued. 'And tomorrow that power will attract
the Rat Dragon.'

I looked away, trying to hide a sudden rising of doubt. What if
my master was wrong?

He leaned closer. 'When he chooses you, there is a bargain
that must be made. There is no advice I can give you – the
bargain is different between every dragon and his new
apprentice. However, I can tell you that the dragon will seek an
energy in you that he wants, and when he takes it, you will be
united.'

'What kind of energy, Master?'

'As I said, it is different for everyone. But it will be linked to
one of the seven points of power in the body.'

My master had taught me about the points of power: seven
balls of invisible energy that were positioned in a line from the
base of the spine to the crown of the head. They regulated the
flow of Hua, the life force, through the physical and emotional
body. It seemed that the whispers around the candidate school
were true – a Dragoneye did give up some of his life force. No
wonder they aged so fast.

'When I was chosen by the Tiger Dragon,' my master
continued, 'the bargain I made was the energy that no man gives
up lightly.' His gaze met mine then slid away. 'So be prepared – it
will not be easy. You cannot gain the dragon's power without
giving something valuable in return.'

I nodded, although I did not truly understand.

'And then when your bargain is made and you are the Rat
Dragoneye apprentice, we must be even more careful. You
cannot place a foot wrong, Eon, or we will both die.'

There was fear and hope in his eyes, and I knew he saw the
same in mine. The far door opened again. My master sat back as
Rilla entered, carrying a black lacquer tray laid with tea
implements. She placed the tray on the desk.

'Only Eon will be taking a bowl,' my master said.

Rilla bowed, unrolled a round gold mat and arranged it in
front of me. It was a representation of the Dragoneye compass,
intricately painted with the twenty-four circles of energy
manipulation. As a candidate, I had been drilled in the first and
second circles of the compass – the cardinal points and the
dragon-animal signs – but only apprentices studied how to use
the other circles. I leaned closer and touched the painted Rat
near the top of the second circle, sending out another silent plea
to the Rat Dragon: choose me. Then, to complete my private
petition, I swept my fingers around the twelve painted animals
in the direction of their yearly rising. Rat, Ox, Tiger, Rabbit,
Dragon...

Rat turns, Dragon learns, Empire burns.

The harsh, echoing words stabbed through my mind, searing
into my gut. I gasped and jerked back my hand as Rilla set a red
drinking bowl in the centre of the mat. Her eyes flicked to mine,
wide with concern.

'What are you doing, Eon?' my master snapped.

'Nothing, Master.' I ducked my head in apology, pressing my
hand against my belly. Why had such a strange rhyme come to
mind? Was it something I'd read in one of the Dragoneye texts?
They were full of strange sayings and bad verse.

'Well, sit still.'

'Yes, Master.' I took a careful breath. Only an echo of the
stabbing pain remained. I had never had such sharp cramps
before – maybe the ghost-maker's tea would ease them. Rilla
lifted a small brazier of hot coals from the tray and placed it on
the desk, setting a pot of steaming water over the heat.

'I will prepare the tea,' my master said.

A shivering unease twitched across my back. Rilla nodded and
positioned a larger mixing bowl with a small bamboo whisk in
front of him. He waved his hand towards the door. 'You may go.'

She bowed and backed out of the room.

My master waited until the door snapped shut, then picked up
the pouch and untied the leather fastening.

'You must only use one pinch per bowl.' He dropped a
grey–green powder into the mixing bowl. 'And do not use boiling
water or you will destroy the power of the herb.' He lifted the pot
off the brazier and poured a small amount of water into the bowl.
With a few flicks of the bamboo whisk, the tea was mixed.

'Give me your bowl.'

I passed it over. He deftly transferred the murky liquid and
passed it back.

'The ghost-maker said it was best taken in one swallow.'

I eyed the dark surface of the tea, watching my reflection slide
and settle.

'Take it.'

The bowl smelled of damp leaves and decay. No wonder it was
best taken in one swallow. The oily bitterness washed through my
mouth. I closed my eyes, fighting the urge to spit.

My master gave a nod. 'Good.'

I put the empty bowl back onto the gold mat. My master
tightened the leather cord around the pouch and passed it across
the table.

'Keep it hidden.'

I slipped it into my pocket, next to the cheese and bread. I
knew how to keep secrets.

'I have also prepared your way with the Council,' my master
said. 'Do you know what this is?' He tapped the sealed top of the
black ceramic jar.

'No, Master.'

He turned it around slowly and the white painted characters
of my name twisted into view.

'It is a vessel of proof,' he said. 'On the records of the Council
you are a Moon Shadow.'

I stared at him. Somehow, my master had registered me as a
Moon eunuch: a boy castrated before puberty for family
advancement and opportunity. Such boys were never touched by
manhood, forever retaining the physical form of their youth. I
leaned closer to the eunuch jar. I had never seen one before, but I
knew that sealed inside was the mummified proof of the
operation. Without it, a Shadow Man could not gain
employment or promotion. If he was not buried with it at death,
he would have no chance of returning to wholeness in the next
world. What Shadow Man would give up such a precious thing?
There was only one answer: one who was already dead.

'Master,' I whispered, 'surely this will bring bad luck.'

He frowned. 'It will ensure that your size and voice will not be
remarked,' he said firmly. 'And any evil spirits have been well
placated with coin.' He picked up the jar, motioning to a new
layer of wax around the lid. 'According to the records, you have
already been examined and pronounced a true Shadow. When
you are chosen tomorrow and move into the Rat Dragon Hall,
you will no longer be under my protection. You must use this
Shadow status and your deformity to ensure no one sees you
unclothed.'

I bowed my head. It was bad luck to bathe or sleep in the
same quarters as a cripple. And a crippled eunuch would bring
even worse fortune. My master had thought of everything. But
there was still one problem.

'Master?'

'Yes?' He put the jar back onto the desk.

'I spoke to Armsmaster Hian today. He wished to be
remembered to you.' I jammed my fingers together on my lap.

He nodded. 'I hope you thanked him for his courtesy.'

'Yes, Master.' I swallowed, a sudden dryness grabbing at my
voice. 'He –'

My master pushed the two death plaques across the desk.
'Your ancestors,' he said abruptly. 'For your prayers tonight. They
are only women, but they are better than nothing.'

It took me a moment to realise what he had said. 'My
ancestors?'

One plaque was inscribed with the name Charra, the other,
Kinra. I lifted my hand to touch them, but stopped, glancing at
my master for permission.

'They are yours,' he said, nodding. 'I retrieved them from your
previous master. When he bought your bond from your parents,
your mother insisted the memorials stay with you.'

I stroked the smooth surface of the Charra plaque, the name
and a plain border the only adornment. My mother had given
these to me. A choking mix of warmth and pain rushed through
me, leaving an old pang of loss. I clenched my teeth against the
threat of tears. The Kinra plaque was old and worn with a faint
sinuous outline of an animal under the name. Who were these
women? My grandmother? My great-grandmother?

When I looked up, my master was watching me intently.

'Pray hard tonight, Eon,' he said softly. 'We cannot afford to
fail.' He gestured to the plaques. 'Go, set up your altar and
prepare for the cleansing ritual. You may ask Rilla for what you
need.'

I was dismissed, but for the first time in four years I did not
obey. I kept my eyes fixed on the chiselled name of my ancestor,
Kinra, and tried to push my need into words.

'I said you may go, Eon.'

I did not move.

My master brought the heel of his hand down on the table,
the crash making me jump.

I grabbed the armrests, glad of their solidity. 'Master,' I said
hoarsely. I risked a look: he was scowling. 'Armsmaster Hian told
me the Mirror Dragon sequence could be replaced with a
Reverse Horse Dragon Second. Is that true, Master?'

'Why?'

I heard his voice sharpen ominously, but I had to know.

'I can't complete the Mirror Dragon Third, Master. My leg. I
can't do it. If I could do the –'

I saw him move, but I was caught between the armrests. The
back of his hand cracked across my ear, slamming me into the
edge of the carved wood.

'You wait until now to tell me?'

My head burned from ear to jaw. I hunched around the
jabbing ache in my ribs, trying to move away from his hand. The
punches hammered into my thigh, shoulder, back, jarring
through my whole body.

'You have killed us,' he hissed.

'Armsmaster Hian said you would know if it was true.' I
gasped. 'Please...'

Through a blear of tears, I saw him lift his hand again. I shut
my eyes and ducked my head. My body waited for the blow; my
whole existence narrowed to the fall of his fist.

No blow.

No pain.

I opened my eyes.

He was not there. I scanned the room, holding my breath. He
was at the far wall, reaching up to a shelf, his fingers feverishly
flicking across the scroll boxes. I carefully uncurled and ran my
fingers down my ribs, jumping as they hit the swollen heart of a
bruise.

He pulled a box out of the stack. 'The Chronicle of Detra.
That should describe it.'

He shook the roll of priceless paper from the wooden
container. The box clattered onto the floor. In a few strides he
was at the desk, the whole scroll unfurled across its length. In
front of me was row upon row of cramped calligraphy.

'What did Hian say, exactly?' he demanded.

'He said there was a precedent for replacing the Mirror
Dragon Third with the Reverse Horse Dragon Second and that
Ranne was wrong to have kept it from me.'

My master's face darkened at the shift of blame.

'He also said you were one of the best history-keepers and
would know if it was so,' I added hurriedly.

He eyed me for a moment then turned his attention back to
the scroll. His index finger hovered above the words as he read. I
stayed as still as I could, searching his pale drawn face for the
flame of discovery.

'The alternative form was in practice five hundred years ago,
before we lost the Mirror Dragon,' he finally said. 'It has not
been used since.'

'Does that mean I cannot use it, Master?' I whispered.

He held up his hand. 'Quiet.' He studied the scroll again. 'I
cannot see any prohibition on its use.' He shook his head. 'No,
there is no reversal of its standing. It has just not been used for
five hundred years.' He looked across at me, a fierce light in his
eyes. 'This is a good omen. It must be a good omen.'

I straightened in the chair, the new bruises aching as they
stretched. 'I can already do the Reverse Horse Dragon Second,
Master. All I need to do is practise the bridging forms,' I said.

'The way must be smoothed,' he muttered, rolling up the
scroll. He pulled the bell cord. The door opened and Rilla
appeared.

'Order a rickshaw – I must go to the Council,' he said to her.

He turned back to me. 'Go and practise. You know what is at
stake.'

I crouched out of the chair into a low bow, unable to contain
the smile on my face. The Reverse Horse Dragon Second was
allowed. I still had a chance.
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