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Ling stooped gracefully, bending her lissome body down to the water to swish out the clay bowl she had been eating from. The river was wide here, and she was doing her washing in a clear stream that fed into it, the water burbling over rounded stones. She stood in a semicircle of willow trees that screened her from the shore in a leafy tent. It was shadowy, letting her see deeper into the stream. 


Her eyes followed a trout as it darted into a circular, still pool formed by the roots of one of the trees. The fish swam a quick loop before retreating into a dark, watery hole in the bank. Ling was staring absently at the empty pool when she noticed the water begin to glow. Small points of white light danced on the tranquil surface, then the points seemed to shatter into the colors of the rainbow, brilliant reds and oranges and pure violets and blues. The radiant colors rose off the water into the air above it.


Astonished, Ling watched the lights merge and focus into an image hovering in empty space. She could see the transparent figure of a hooded person in a dark cloak. 


A female voice came from the projection. “Ling, we have an important message for you. You must find the treasure before it falls into the wrong hands. You must protect it. We will help you all we can, but we cannot make too many imprints on the stream of time or we will be discovered and all will be lost. We would protect the treasure ourselves, but we cannot reach your level except through these projections. You have been chosen for your ability to know things, where you should go and whose acquaintance you should make. For now you must watch for the Cat’s Eye, and then seek out the other five Timekeepers chosen from among your siblings.” 

The voice grew even more serious, “Be on guard against the children of Chantu.” The images of six faces flashed through the light, four men and two women. They were all attractive but somehow left a chill on Ling’s skin. She noticed that they shared one distinctive trait, piercing green eyes. 


The voice fell silent, and the hooded figure stood unmoving. 


Ling’s mind was in confusion, but she grasped at one question. “Who are you?” 


The figure did not respond. The light flickered and then the message repeated, word for word. After another moment the figure turned and began to walk away; the lights broke apart and fell back to the water and the image disappeared.

Ling stood stunned for several moments, her mind replaying the visual show she had just witnessed in an attempt to firmly ingrain every spoken word into her memory. The vision itself did not shock her. In her long life, she had experienced many things that normal people might consider paranormal. No, what shocked her was the responsibility the ethereal being seemed to be placing on her. She had always wondered what her specific purpose was in walking the land many lifetimes over. As the experience faded and she came back to an awareness of her surroundings, Ling noted the arc of the sun in the west and wondered how many more days of traveling before she reached some sort of civilization.

She continued on across the plain, following the river as it meandered southward, the rich alluvial soil soft beneath her feet, past bamboo groves, fragrant cassia or cinnamon woods, and copse of litchi trees, richly dressed out in bright coppery red leaves. Ling’s mouth watered as she imagined the trees as they would be a few months later, heavily laden with pinkish red fruit, whose sweet white flesh could quench the deepest thirst. Realizing how thirsty she had become, she knelt by the river’s edge and cupped the cool clear water to her mouth, her mind going once again to the vision she had seen in the pool. 

Suddenly, a tinkling sound of laughter broke the silence of the late afternoon. At first, Ling thought it was the prelude to another vision. When the brilliant light show failed to commence, she turned her head toward the sound. Two young girls had emerged from a bamboo grove and were dashing about picking wild flowers. They didn’t seem to notice the stranger at the river’s edge, or if they did, they showed no interest. Ling stood slowly and turned toward the girls, gently lifting a hand in greeting. The girls stood still as statues, then turned toward one another and began talking quickly. Afraid they might run, Ling gave a big smile and her best “I’m not going to hurt you” wave. Rather than run, the girls crept boldly forward, clasping hands, and chattering up a storm. Ling met them halfway, then knelt down to talk to them. Though the girls seemed to be normal sized ten-year olds, Ling knew from past experience that her unusual height might be intimidating. Up close, she realized the girls were identical twins. 


“You’ve found some very beautiful flowers,” she said.

The girls held their bouquets out and smiled fabulously. “Here, you take these,” the first girl offered. “There are plenty more.”


“Why thank you. You must be picking these for someone special.”


“Our grandmother,” the second girl spoke. “She is dying.”


“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Ling replied, puzzled by the girls’ joy.


“Oh, don’t be sorry. She is happy to be dying,” the first girl assured.


“Where is your village?”


“Through the bamboo and out the other side.”  Ling looked as the river curved around the bamboo grove, relieved that she had finally reached some type of civilization. 
“Come, we’ll take you there.”  Each eager young girl grabbed one of Ling’s hands and skipped off, pulling her homeward.


It was a bit farther than just beyond the bamboo, but what met Ling’s eyes was more than she had expected. Rising from the plain, and running parallel to and even straddling the river, was a large settlement, at least 200,000 square yards, surrounded by a high earthen wall. As they reached the wall, Ling saw that it was covered with tiny pebbles, a feature she assumed was unique to the area, having never seen it before. 


Once inside the settlement walls, the twins led Ling directly to a rectangular house made of bamboo and earth, identical to the many other houses in the village. Their eager shouts brought several people running outside from not just their own house, but the neighboring ones as well.  They abruptly dropped Ling’s hands and ran toward a tiny twig of a woman standing just outside the door, her face all scrunched up in an apple doll smile. They thrust their few remaining flowers toward her, then pulled her toward Ling.

“Look what we brought you,” the twin who Ling could now see was just a scant bit taller than the other, declared. She smiled at being thought of as a gift, gazing down at what had to be the shortest adult she had ever met. This ancient figure was just as short as Ling was tall. 

“It’s the lady from your dreams. The one you told us about,” the shorter twin proclaimed. At this, the crowd closed in and Ling’s smile faded.  


The woman walked around Ling several times, scrutinizing her up and down, then finally stood back and gave a definitive nod. “It is her. Now I can die.”


Ling grew alarmed. The whispered conversations going on around her were deafening. In all of her travels this seemed the strangest welcome she had ever received. 


Noting Ling’s discomfort, the old woman threw her arms up in a shooing motion and told everyone to go back to their own homes, then she told Ling to follow her inside. They were joined by the twins and the other inhabitants of the bamboo dwelling: the twin’s parents, an uncle, a couple of aunts, and three small cousins. They all sat on the mats scattered across the floor. The setting sun filtered in through the doorway, casting shadows. The old woman immediately began her story, which started when she was very young. In little time Ling realized where the girls got their chatty natures. The story went here and there with no apparent point. 

Ling found her attention drifting off to her left where the uncle was seated against the wall and tried not to stare as he began to do strange things with his feet. She forced herself to focus on the woman’s story, but the uncle was pulling his feet up behind his head. The man was a contortionist!  She gaped as he sat twisted in an unnatural form. No one else seemed to notice; in fact they were all riveted on the grandmother’s tale.

Ling had just brought her full attention back to the storyteller when the two-year old boy cousin came running up quick as lightning and tried to hit her in the side of the head with a stick. Equally quick reflexes pulled the stick from his hand and she held back the urge to give him a hard swat. Again, no one else seemed to take notice of anything other than the grandmother. Not two minutes went by before the little boy ran over to the contortionist uncle and gave him a hard shove. The poor man toppled over onto the hard packed earth floor and seemed unable to get back up. Ling wondered if he might have better luck if he first removed his feet from behind his head and suppressed the urge to tell him so. She looked around to see if anyone were going to help the man to an upright position or quell the tornado in child form swirling around the room. Shrugging and joining the collective obliviousness, she tried listening once again. 

The room grew darker and finally the mother of the twins slowly stood and lit some lamps. Ling’s stomach growled and she wondered how much longer the woman could possibly talk. Finally, after two hours, the dream sequence was addressed. Unbelievably, everyone in the room was on the edge of their mat in eager anticipation. No one but she and the two-year old had ever lost interest. 

“That’s when I had the first dream. It was spring time, and we were enjoying a rare sunny day, the clouds lifted back to their mountain top homes. The drear gray days of winter were finally behind us. The fields were abloom in flowers (Ling thought maybe she was embellishing just a little here) when a stranger came from out of the mountains. A giant. A giant woman.”  All eyes were again on Ling. “She came to our home and that is when I gave her the cat.”  Silence.


Wait, Ling thought. She talks for over two hours and then the most important part of the story, the part where I come in, is reduced to a mere paragraph?  Giant?  True, Ling was very tall for a woman, standing over six feet tall, but she took objection to being called a giant!  


Then the old woman got up and shuffled over to a clay pot sitting on a shelf high in the far corner of the room. She had to stand on her tip toes to reach it and even then she wasn’t tall enough. Ling waited for someone to make a move to help her and when no one did, she stepped forward herself. As she took the pot down off the shelf, her eyes met the woman’s and she was moved by this person who was a relative babe in comparison to herself, though her eyes were rheumy with age. The woman cradled the pot against her narrow hip and removed the lid, awkwardly tucking it under her arm. Then she reached inside and pulled out an amulet. As she held it out to Ling, the light caught the polished jade surface and Ling stifled an expression of shock. It was a jade lion, and catching the glint of the lamplight was a chink in the surface, right on the side where an eye would be. Ling took the amulet in her hand and ran her finger over the jagged indent of the chink. Then, turning it over, she saw markings etched into the surface.  Although she could read the individual words, they seemed random and made no sense collectively. Again she rubbed the chink. “Cat’s Eye.”  Hadn’t the image in the pool told her to find the “Cat’s Eye?”  “Where did you get this?” she asked in an oddly reverent tone.


“It’s been passed down in my family since they came across the mountains. We were always told that we were just protecting it for its rightful owner. That some day we would be rid of it.”


“You say that like it’s a curse or something,” Ling mused aloud.


“Curse maybe. But whoever has held the amulet has had ill luck befall them.”  Ling looked around the room at the odd mix of people and thought maybe it was more than the amulet causing their bad luck. “Why didn’t you just rid yourself of it?”


“Why does one not just rid themselves of an unwanted child,” the old woman spoke sagely. Ling was sure she had cast an eye toward the contortionist, now standing on his head as if that were the proper way to stand. “When something is placed in your trust, you keep it, good or bad.”


In desperate need of fresh air and an opportunity to free herself from the odd energy surrounding this family, Ling put the amulet around her neck and excused herself for a while. Once outside, Ling thought to walk beyond the settlement walls, but the gate was heavily guarded. Curious, she asked one of the guards if they really had a need for such tight security.


“Tensions are high between the dragon and sunbird clans. Our enemies, the Sunbirds, have been raiding other villages that have not taken security measures. It is just a matter of time before they decide to come after us. It is said that we have the best farm land on the plateau. If they can drive us off, they stand to gain much.”  As if an omen had been spoken, an owl flew low overhead and perched in a nearby tree, its screech sending an eerie chill down Ling’s spine. 


When Ling returned to her host family’s home, the air was thick with the scents of an evening meal. Tired from a day full of surprises, she was anxious to eat and settle in for the night. 


Ling had been asleep for less than an hour, when shouts aroused her. Out of habit, she reached for her walking stick which lay beside her and jumped lithely to her feet. The shouts came from outside and grew louder by the second. Instantly, the entire house was wakened and fumbling through the dark to see what the commotion was. 

Just across the road, a woman was screaming for help. In a flash, the thatching on her roof was ablaze. The bright flames lit up the night sky, and Ling could make out several dark figures spreading through the neighborhood. Up and down the street were the sounds of breaking doors, angry and fearful shouts, and more blazes. Taking stock of the situation, Ling determined first to rush across the road and make sure no one was in the burning house. A small family huddled a safe distance from the smoke and flames. Though the mother was sobbing uncontrollably, she was able to reassure Ling that everyone had made it safely out. As the village became fully awake, a great mob of angry citizens took off in the direction the mayhem seemed to be spreading. 

Hesitant, Ling stayed back. There could still be trouble in this section of the settlement. Best someone stayed behind. Curiosity drew her back toward the gate where she had talked with guards earlier that evening.  The burning houses lit up the night and she saw two bodies lying prone. The others must have run for it when they saw they were outnumbered, she reasoned. 

Pressing her back against the wall, she stealthily made her way to the outside, keeping to the shadow of the wall. She strained her ears and thought she heard a cough in the night air. It was hard to tell with all the noises rising from behind. There it was again. Yes, it was definitely a cough. Keeping to the shadows, she made her way toward the sound, near a grove of willow trees leading down to the river. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness beyond the firelight and she crept boldly forward, her stick gripped tightly and pushed horizontally in front of her. When she reached the trees, she pressed up against one, her heart hammering in her chest. She craned her neck and concentrated, but heard no more noises. 

Then a hand reached around the tree and grasped her shoulder. Swinging around fiercely, she planted her feet and swung the stick in a crisscrossing motion, hitting nothing but tree. A fleet lunge to the left and another thrust with the stick, and this time she hit her mark. She powered her way forward, swinging the stick wildly, yet skillfully, while a tall, darkly clad human figure avoided further blows by backing hastily toward the village. Suddenly, the retreating figure tripped over a tree root and fell backwards, beyond the cover of trees and into the brightness of firelight. 

Quick as a lynx, Ling dropped to her knees and pressed her stick over the throat of her would-be attacker. An expression akin to recognition washed over both faces as they each got a good look at the other. A strange sense of déjà vu gripped Ling and she heard the figure in the pool’s words again, murmuring them aloud. “Be on guard against the children of Chantu.”  The man’s jaw dropped in surprise at her words, then his face contorted in an angry paroxysm of rage. He pushed up against the stick with superhuman strength, catching a still surprised Ling off guard as he burst from the ground and threw her over in a reversal, crushing the stick down across her chest. Suddenly shouts rang out.


“Ji, we’re done. Let’s go, we’ve given them a good scare. They’ll leave for sure this time.”  The man’s voice was dripping with diabolic excitement. “Village by village, we’ll control the entire plain.”


“Burn it all,” he growled, glaring down into Ling’s exotic green eyes. 


“What?”  

“Destroy the entire village. Leave them no reason to stay.”

“But they’re all up and alert. We don’t have the numbers to fight them now.”

The man, Ji, turned in a blind fury. “I said do it!” he shouted. 

Ling seized the opportunity and bit down hard on Ji’s wrist, the coppery taste of blood giving her renewed strength. He yelped and reached for her throat with the other hand. The pressure from the stick gone, Ling rolled out from under him and pulled herself to her hands and knees, Ji’s large hand still squeezing her throat. She managed to bring her elbow back into his abdomen, buying her enough time to jump to her feet, Desperate fingers pulled at her neck as she jerked away. Free from his grip, Ling sprinted into the darkness down to the river bank and dove into the icy spring waters, disappearing into the black current. 

An angry Ji chased her to the river’s edge shouting into the darkness, but unable to see a thing. In angry frustration, he retreated toward the village. He was dealt a double blow when his men came running scared from the settlement gate, an angry mob of citizens brandishing sticks and stones in retributive pursuit. 

He returned once more to the darkness of the trees, momentarily uncertain what to do next. Then he felt the object cutting into his palm. Loosening his grip, he stroked its smooth surface, wondering over the etchings. When Ling had pulled out of his grip, his fingers had clung to the object hanging from her neck.   He held the amulet for several minutes, musing over his encounter. After all this time, I finally meet one of Gilgamesh’s brood. So it begins. He threw back his head in sinister laughter, then set off into the waning night, alight with renewed purpose. 
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