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            Barking at Heaven’s Door

          

        

      

    

    
      Something must have gone very wrong at the Imperial fortress, Shai Madhur thought. The Greater Convocation of the Council of the Divines would begin at sunset. But nobody had begun sneaking the priests from Saluqiyyah into the Temple of Bastet.

      It wasn’t that the priests from Saluqiyyah were particularly modest or sworn to concealment, to be stealthily smuggled into the Temple of Bastet like illicit goods.

      But… well, the priests from Saluqiyyah were dogfolk.

      Tel-Bastet was very much the city of cats.

      Technically, the Greater Convocations only required one chosen priest or priestess from every faith in the Empire. But when the Empire’s breadth meant a holy figure would be traveling for months, representing their faith everywhere they went? One priest alone didn’t put on enough of a spectacle. So most temple cities sent an entire retinue.

      Currently, three barges full of different gods’ birdfolk priests were singing their lungs out trying to drown out their rivals as they poled slowly and grandly toward the Temple docks. Their teenaged acolytes scattered flowers in their Gods’ colors onto the canals… perhaps a touch more aggressively than flowers were usually scattered. The falcon-acolytes of Mentu the Bloody were vigorously pelting the peacocks’ barge with blood-red roses, and the peacock-acolytes were batting them into the river with fans made of absurdly glorious tailfeathers. But Shai Madhur kept stirring Upaja’s community cauldrons inside the Temple’s front entrance, because nobody had thrown any punches or taken any swings with a barge-pole yet.

      Some other faiths did make a point of their modesty, walking dust-spattered and sometimes barefoot through the city. But they still walked up the front ramp to the Temple, in order to be seen by the populace and their priestly peers. …Unless, of course, they were dogfolk in Tel-Bastet, or catfolk in Saluqiyyah.

      For every other Greater Convocation Shai Madhur could remember, the God-Emperor’s third brother, the shahzada, had always sent humans with palanquins to meet the Saluqiyyah contingent somewhere in the deep desert outside the city. Traditionally, that precaution led to many fewer yowling, yapping, barking, and biting encounters than a parade of loudly hymn-howling dogfolk striding through the city of Bastet and Her catfolk.

      Shai Madhur couldn’t guess what might have gone so much awry this time, because the shahzada was a renowned prophet. His foresights had warned Tel-Bastet before floods and famines for years.

      Perhaps peaceful dogfolk priests were not quite so dire a calamity as a plague of locusts? (Although Madhur doubted the catfolk would agree.)

      Then a pained yelp echoed through the Temple, high-pitched and piercing, as though someone’s tail had been stepped upon. Half a breath later came a flurry of outraged barking.

      The Temple of Bastet absolutely exploded with ricocheting cats. The yowling and hissing and dashing and climbing the pillars and fleeing straight out into the streets could have been terrifying, if it had been less hilarious.

      “Run!” Shai Karan yowled at Madhur. He dropped the handle of his long palta and fled straight over the statue of Upaja’s knee, tortoiseshell fur fluffed like a battle-spattered war-flag.

      Shai Madhur put a hand over his mouth, struggling to breathe without laughing at the cat-burst. Human laughter sounded enough like barking that it rarely went over well even at the best of times.

      Shai Madhur couldn’t run; he was fat and lame and wearied by his long shift stirring Upaja’s cauldrons. But also, he was human; a puppy’s barking was not cause to flee his post. If anything, he wanted to hurry toward the distressed puppy… if he could have hurried, and if anyone else had remained to tend the cauldrons.

      Just when he thought the fur might be settling, Madhur heard a mournful howl. A dozen more cats scrambled out from under statues and plinths and fled into the streets.

      He couldn’t laugh, and he couldn’t leave both cauldrons untended. In over a thousand years, the cauldrons had only been left untended twice, and Madhur was not about to cause the third. But what he could do…

      “Hellooooo!” he howled back. “Over here! Food?”

      “Foooooooooooood! Yep yep yep yep yep!”

      The excited scrabbling of puppy claws on stone sounded quite unlike cat claws, Shai Madhur thought, entertained. A leash-trailing sand-yellow baladi dogfolk puppy barreled through the pillars, skidding to a tail-thumping stop a whisker’s breadth from the cauldrons.

      “FoooOOOOOOoood!” the puppy howled.

      “Right here, sweetie,” Shai Madhur said, scooping a ladle of pigeon and dal and pouring it into a bowl folded from a broadleaf. “Do you like dal?”

      “Yep yep yep!” she told him, wriggling with excitement as she buried her muzzle in the bowl.

      An amused voice said, “Euli will insist she has never been fed in her entire life. I should confide that this is not actually true.”

      Shai Madhur looked up from the puppy to one of the most striking creatures he’d ever seen: a tall, long-boned, silvery-gray saluqi priest with feathery silken ears and a plumed tail a peacock might envy, wearing a broad golden collar, draped in soft white linen that did nothing to hide how lean he was.

      He’d known that the saluqi dogfolk tended toward prominent ribs and hollow bellies, but something absolutely visceral in Shai Madhur’s nurturing soul fretted over being able to count someone’s ribs at a glance.

      “Have you been fed? Recently? Would you like something to eat? I hope you would, please?” (He was probably not being anywhere near subtle. But he really couldn’t help himself.)

      “You are a generous human who feeds the hungry, yes?” the saluqi priest said, with a gentle wave of that softly feather-plumed tail. “I apologize, but I cannot see whether you are wearing a name-collar. How would you prefer I address you?”

      “Shai Madhur, O Venerable. It means sweet, like honey.” Shai Madhur blinked at the impressive collar that the priest wore. It said Haroun bir Arif el-Saluqi, deeply etched in three scripts.

      And if a sighthound couldn’t see – that explained the deep etching on his collar. Also his thinness, possibly, if he had difficulty finding his own meals more quickly than puppies as eagerly voracious as little Euli.

      “Please join me, Venerable Haroun? Our cauldrons feed hundreds. You don’t need to go hungry, even for the puppies’ sake. I promise.”

      “I would be honored.” Haroun moved so smoothly that Shai Madhur only realized he was feeling his way with each footstep when his foot brushed Euli’s dangling leash and he paused to take hold of it. “You were supposed to guide me, youngling,” he reminded her gently, looping the end over his wrist.

      “But but but fooooOOOOood!” Her little tail thumped on the stones as she licked her chops and looked hopefully at Madhur.

      Puppy eyes were just as irresistible as kitten eyes, if you were a human who adored both. He ladled another bowlful for her, and then took another broadleaf to fold a bowl for Haroun.

      “Does your priesthood have any dietary strictures?” he asked. “One of the cauldrons has meat, and the other has milk. This morning, it’s also sweet.”

      Haroun sniffed the air appreciatively. “I do confess a sweet tooth.”

      “Oh, good!” Shai Madhur happily ladled kheer into the broadleaf bowl, then asked, “May I touch your hand?”

      “Thank you.” Haroun accepted the bowl with grace. He was much tidier at his appreciation than little Euli, who had streaks of dal all over her muzzle. She was licking her chops in bliss and dyeing her nose golden from the haldi.

      Shai Madhur smiled as he leaned his weight into the palta for a deep stirring of his cauldron. His aching hip twinged on the push-strokes, but that was long familiar; Haroun’s little flinch was a surprise.

      “Did you burn your tongue? It’s quite hot, I should have mentioned⁠—”

      “No, I’m fine,” Haroun said. “But you’re injured?”

      “Hmm?” Shai Madhur took a grip on the palta Karan had abandoned in the other cauldron at the howling invasion of cat-devouring bark-beasts. He gave a solid scraping to the bottom to prevent the kheer from sticking.

      Haroun said softly, “You smell of pain. Aching.”

      “I’m sorry,” Shai Madhur told him with a wince. “I wouldn’t want to spoil your meal! It’s just that I can’t leave the cauldrons untended and we’re shorthanded today.”

      “And I take it you are shorthanded because Euli and I have terrified every catfolk out of your Temple, so I am very sorry as well,” Haroun replied. He set his bowl down and Euli’s nose was in it before he’d even straightened up.

      “Oh, but that’s yours!”

      “I have every faith that you will endeavor to feed me again,” Haroun said, tongue-tip lolling in the hint of a grin. “That is how you serve. I serve as well. It is my God’s way to be vigilant and to help. And as I am no longer quite so vigilant, I prefer to help. You stir?”

      “I stir,” Shai Madhur admitted, “and also I fold bowls and ladle, but the stirring and ladling might be difficult by touch when everything is hot. Would you like to fold bowls?”

      “Stirring is why you hurt, is it not?” Haroun moved a hand carefully through the air, aware of the steaming heat coming from the cauldrons, until his hand found a palta. “Teach me how you stir, so that I may help, and thus both of our gods will be pleased.”

      Shai Madhur would have tried to dissuade him through respect for his silver-pelted age and his golden-collared rank, except that Haroun’s age and rank were also why he felt he didn’t dare protest further. He taught Haroun how to recognize what a clean stirring deep at the bottom of the cauldron felt like, and watched him carefully for any signs of pain or discomfort.

      After watching Haroun’s devoted stirring for a few minutes, with a gently wagging tail that spoke of contentment with the world, Shai Madhur began to wonder if Haroun was grey not from age, but simply because he was grey. He seemed young for his dignity, but earnest. And Madhur was glad to rest his hip; it had been a long shift even before the bark-storm and cat-flood.

      Speaking of which… the foot of one of the pillars had an extra bulge in its shadow. A bulge with a very familiar butt-wiggle.

      Shai Madhur pieced together That’s a kitten with Oh mercy, that feathered tail is a waving cat-toy a split second too late. He’d just taken a breath to warn Haroun when the kitten pounced.

      Haroun yelped at the tiny needle-sharp claws, Euli burst into ferocious barking, and the kitten streaked out of the Temple as though chased by lava-drooling hellhounds.

      “I’m so sorry,” Shai Madhur said, “I didn’t see that one coming until it was too late.”

      “You still saw sooner than I,” Haroun replied, rueful. “I could almost understand it if the large ones went for my throat, but why do the small ones wish to murder my tail?”

      “Your tail is very beautiful and very fluttery, and humans who play with kittens often dangle feathers for them to pounce upon?”

      Haroun’s tail stopped its idle waving.

      “Oh my. Among my kind, we throw sticks instead. This is the fabled mischief for which the catfolk of Tel-Bastet are so renowned, yes?” Haroun sighed. “I had not anticipated mischief would be quite so sharp-clawed. But even if dogfolk lack a certain raw instinctive talent when it comes to mischief, I am here to learn.  I must devote myself to my remedial education.”

      “Trust me, you will not lack for demonstrations of mischief once the Temple kittens come back. Kittens don’t care for sticks, but they do have a knack for adorably painful attempted murder.” Shai Madhur sighed too. “I can’t sleep with my feet covered, or one of them will try to kill the giant bed-mice. Perhaps we could find you a thawb or a bisht long enough to hide the fluttering? Otherwise I’m afraid you may have a painful Convocation.”

      “There, now both of us have spared each other discomfort.” Haroun smiled in the direction of Madhur’s voice, head tilted. “May I learn you?”

      “As you wish, O Venerable,” Shai Madhur said. Shai Vishal’s sermons about inter-faith deportment hadn’t covered what a saluqi priest meant by learning a person, but had covered begin with ‘yes’ whenever you can.

      Apparently to Venerable Haroun, ‘learning’ Shai Madhur meant gently feeling his shape and exploring his face while sniffing delicately and ticklishly around his hair and throat and hands. He seemed delighted by the dimples in Shai Madhur’s cheeks: “You smile so that I may learn you in your joy!”

      “Trying not to giggle,” Shai Madhur squeaked, because the delicate snuffles and flicking whiskers were terribly ticklish but it would be rude to laugh.

      “Please do,” Haroun said; his tail was wagging happily again, and Madhur was almost certain he hadn’t noticed. “I would learn you by the sound of your joy as well.”

      “May I touch you? Your ears look very soft.”

      “Of course you may,” Haroun informed him, tongue lolling. “I am learning you. You are a very good boy, yes you are.”

      Shai Madhur blinked, but in dogfolk terms it seemed likely to be the language they knew for praise. He reached up to pet him. Haroun’s silky ears were even softer than they looked.

      “Traitor!” a falcon-headed priest shrieked from the rafters. “Heretic! Jackal-lover!”

      Startled, Shai Madhur looked up into a clatter of wings and flesh-rending claws diving for his eyes — just in time for a massive midnight-black paw to swat the swooping falcon-priest out of the air. The stones of Bastet’s Temple rasped with its Goddess’ hissing.

      Flattened against the nearest pillar, the falcon-priest wheezed, “O Tearer, jackal-lovers in Your Temple⁠—”

      “She Who Protects Kittens protects my good boy as well,” Haroun declared, with a rumble deep in his throat.

      “Queen of Rending, Your own have fled Your Temple!” the falcon-priest shrieked.

      Little Euli was cowering behind Haroun, whimpering with her usually-perky curly tail tucked down between her legs. A clucking, squawking, yowling rumblestorm of indignant priests and acolytes were scrambling up the ramps, continuing whatever theological ruckus the winged falcon-priest had flown to outpace.

      “— disrupting the harmony of⁠—”

      “—what did you expect from Mentu’s Claw?—”

      “—unsanctified, unauthorized, unholy⁠—”

      “—Her kittens cowering in terror while a jackal-lover⁠—”

      Shai Madhur stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled sharply. Haroun flinched at the piercing sound. He’d need to apologize later. First, though⁠—

      “Argument is not good for the digestion!” Shai Madhur announced, as firmly as he could with his knees still trembling from how close those claws had come. “This is Upaja’s own shrine! If you intend to keep arguing, Parvati’s taverna is in need of repairs. Hold your theological drunk-brawl there and pay her for the damages. But if you are here to eat in companionship, then come, sit, and be welcome.”

      The silence held for three stunned heartbeats. Shai Madhur tried to fold the next bowl, though his hands were shaking. He’d thought it might even hold.

      Then the peacock priest swooned into the hippopotamus priestess’ arms, the rooster friars began running in circles shrieking their heads off, someone stepped on a leopard-priestess’s tail and nearly got his face eaten, and Haroun barked in a voice that rang through the stones, “Out! Out! ALL OF YOU OUT!”

      Bastet’s immense star-glittering midnight-paw swatted the tangle of them out of Her Temple into a grumbling and squawking hairball that bobbled down the ramp toward the taverna district.

      Shai Madhur sagged against the statue of Upaja’s curving knee for support.

      Shai Vishal could have done it, he thought ruefully, looking at the half-crumpled bowl in his hands. Shai Vishal had been Upaja’s High Priest for longer than Madhur had been alive; people listened to him.

      “I’m sorry, Mother Queen,” Shai Madhur said, bowing deeply toward the heart of the Temple. “I’m sorry, Venerable Haroun. I’m… not very good at being stern.”

      But even if he wasn’t a very stern priest, he was a very dutiful one. Madhur picked up the handle of a palta and gave its cauldron a good deep stirring.

      The tiny high pitched whimpering sounded like Euli, until Madhur realized it was Haroun.

      “Oh, Venerable—” He barely stopped himself from saying venerable sweetie. Whimpers hit him as hard as yelping did. “What’s wrong?”

      “My fault,” Haroun keened, tail slicked down and ears limp. “Bad. Bad boy. I scare kittens.”

      “You’re not bad at all!” Shai Madhur insisted. “Kittens scare each other sometimes too. Bastet knows the difference between mischief and malice. You’d have been swatted out the door otherwise.”

      “I need a guide. One who knows your ways.” Even unfocused, Haroun’s eyes were achingly soulful. “Would you hold my leash…?”

      Later, he understood that he should have asked what that meant. But in the moment, Shai Madhur thought it was something like the way Euli had guided Haroun to the Temple and the cauldrons. Besides, so many devoted dogs had guided so many blind humans that Madhur thought it only natural to offer himself as a seeing-eye human for a dogfolk in turn.

      He found a loop on Haroun’s golden collar and frayed a strand of cotton from the hem of his priest-cloth to knot through it; it wouldn’t even pretend to slow Haroun down, but many faiths thrived on symbolism.

      “There you go,” Shai Madhur assured him, holding the bit of string and stroking those velvety ears the way he might smooth a distressed human’s hair. “It’s all right. I’ve got you.”

      Haroun heaved a great sigh of relief, snuggling into his arms. His trembling eased as Madhur kept holding him.

      “Oh, Madhur,” Shai Vishal sighed, leaning against a pillar, breathless either from hurrying or from shouting. “Why did you…? Well, never mind. Done is done.”

      “Should I not have?” Shai Madhur blinked back and forth between Shai Vishal’s resignation and Haroun’s trembling.

      “You have just upended three hundred and forty years of traditions, eighty years of carefully managed breeding, a quarter century of inter-faction politicking, and three years of debate as to whether a blind sighthound priest can be relied upon to perceive accurately,” Shai Vishal said. “In every case but the last, I would say yes, of course you should have.”

      “Oh dear,” Shai Madhur said, leaning harder against Upaja’s statue’s knee.

      “But, Venerable Haroun, in that last case — Shai Madhur is not the God-Emperor’s prophet,” Shai Vishal told him. “Did you realize that?”

      “You are not the one for whom I was sent?” Haroun asked Madhur, head tilted.

      “Oh, mercy, I’m sorry,” Shai Madhur said. “No, I’m not the shahzada. At the very least, his Highness’s name is considerably longer than mine.”

      “Anyone could have claimed his Highness’s name for their own, and yet most humans still do not wear name-collars,” Haroun murmured, leaning into Madhur’s side. “Not that I could have read a collar. But you seem very like the tales I was told of the prophet who is the God-Emperor’s brother? Very anxious to be kind. Not as tall as I, and quite round, and smelling of spices and incense, for you are a priest who enjoys food and shares with others. Stern when you absolutely must be, but still gentle.”

      “Oh dear,” Shai Madhur said. “I’m flattered that you think so, but if I have done a great wrong to your faith⁠—”

      “You are a very good boy,” Haroun told him firmly. “I would not have chosen you otherwise.”

      “I’m honored, truly I am,” Shai Madhur said, overwhelmed. “It’s just that I suppose I thought the one who held your leash would be your seeing-eye human, not the God-Emperor’s prophet?”

      “Both, of course,” Haroun said. “Who better to see for a blind priest sworn to service than a prophet who foresees where aid is most needed?”

      “Oh, mercy. I had no idea. I’m so sorry.”

      “I am not,” Haroun replied, considering. “When I came to the temple of cats with no retinue save a baladi puppy, you were the priest who greeted me with a kind welcome and a meal from your hand.” The corners of his eyes crinkled in amusement. “But this seems a marvelous opportunity to learn more of mischief. And perhaps it would not require a prophet’s foresight to know that when Euli leads, of course she would lead us directly to the largest food bowls in the city.”

      Shai Vishal coughed into his fist, which Madhur knew was his way of hiding when he felt he ought not laugh. He stepped up to the cauldrons and took a palta in hand, and Shai Madhur winced.

      “I’ll keep stirring–”

      “I am also Upaja’s priest,” Shai Vishal said, leaning into the handle; it took strength to stir a cauldron as broad as he was tall. “And you now hold Venerable Haroun’s leash. It would be kind for his human guide to introduce him to the Temple.”

      “Oh, yes,” Shai Madhur said. “You should learn the shrines before anyone comes to shriek about heresy. I hope they’ll finish the cat-fighting before the call to worship.”

      Shai Vishal paused in his stirring; the palta’s momentum dragged his arms around. “That’s uncommonly worldly of you, Madhur. —No, don’t apologize. You will encounter more of that if you hold Venerable Haroun’s leash in Bastet’s Temple through a Greater Convocation.”

      “Then I will bark at them,” Shai Madhur said. “Perhaps not very well, though. Can you teach me better barking, Venerable Haroun?”

      “I cannot imagine you barking at anyone,” Haroun said wryly. “You are a sweet boy. Even your name proclaims it.”

      “Well, if I am to hold your leash and guide you through an unfamiliar place and be your seeing-eye human while our fellow clergy yap about dog-heresies in a cat-temple, then perhaps I should learn?”
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        * * *

      

      They took Euli’s leash, because with her belly full and no wicked kittens making Haroun yelp at a tail-mauling, Euli was curled up asleep at Upaja’s statue’s feet, her paws twitching as though she were rabbit-chasing in her dreams.

      Euli’s leash let Shai Madhur guide Haroun around stumbling points with gentle tugs, while also giving him the range to sniff and touch whatever caught his attention: the incense-redolent oil lamps radiating light and warmth and fragrance, the smells of the blended pigments and the parchments and the book-bindings in the library, the incense burning for the cat-goddesses in their shrines.

      When they entered the central sanctuary, Haroun’s ears perked up at the changing taps of Madhur’s walking-staff.

      “A larger space?” he asked.

      “Ah, yes. This is Bastet’s sanctuary.”

      “May I offer my respects?”

      Shai Madhur hesitated, because while Upaja welcomed all, Madhur was not one of Bastet’s priestesses to speak on Her behalf. And cats were notably particular.

      A man’s voice said, “I am not Her priestess, of course, but I am certain She would be delighted.”

      “Oh — you are the God-Emperor’s prophet?” Haroun asked, head tilted. “Since you cannot worship Her directly, I take it that I am your offering to Bastet instead?”

      “What?” Shai Madhur yelped, clinging to Haroun with both hands. “No, no, no⁠—”

      “Oh, no, not that sort of offering!” The God-Emperor’s brother leaned out from where he’d apparently been hiding behind Bastet’s statue, looking a bit frantic.

      And to someone who couldn’t see, Shai Madhur could suddenly understand how they might be mistaken for each other; they were both about the same height, both quite fat, both brown men with mild voices. Aside, of course, from how Shai Madhur wore a priest’s simple cloth wrap and the shahzada wore a saffron-dyed silk jama glittering with gold and jewels. If you couldn’t see that, it was likely much easier to mistake the two of them.

      “I would never offer someone as a sacrifice,” the shahzada assured them, wringing his hands. “I just… I meant… your joy is your own, of course! But I have hoped to – to plant the seeds of joy. Bastet delights in pleasure. Joy is an offering I would make whenever I may.”

      “I do understand,” Haroun said, though his tail was slicked down and very still. “The God-Emperor requires perfection. A sighthound who cannot see… I am aware that I am unworthy of you. Unwanted.”

      “Oh good heavens, not at all,” the shahzada said. “It’s just — we were both intended as snubs for each other. You were not sent to the capital to serve the God-Emperor; you were sent to the city of cats, to serve his least favored brother. I thought… I mean, I saw… that you would be happier without that burden. Your father has served my brother for many years, but your father loves books. You wouldn’t enjoy the libraries, and you would be terribly bored standing outside my door. And everyone in Tel-Bastet knows Shai Madhur for his kindness. A saluqi priest walking alone in Tel-Bastet would be both vulnerable and frightening to kittens. But anyone who walks at Shai Madhur’s side must be worth consideration, even by wary alley-cats.”

      Both of them looked at him, even though Haroun’s eyes didn’t focus.

      “I knew he was a very good boy,” Haroun said, satisfied. His tail had begun gently wagging again.

      “It was never that you were unworthy or unwanted,” the shahzada murmured. “But I could not walk the streets of Tel-Bastet with you, and Shai Madhur can. You could have such a wonderful friendship, if I simply stepped out of the way.”

      “Your Highness, I hadn’t dreamed you would even have heard of me,” Shai Madhur said, overwhelmed.

      “Your High Priest is far more proud of you than he would ever admit,” the shahzada told him, with a rueful smile. “Fortunately, Vishal doesn’t have to admit it aloud; prophecy does have its perks.”

      “But you could see for Haroun, your Highness. You could foresee for him. I can’t share that gift.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not really how it works?” The shahzada bowed to Bastet’s statue, then sat on the edge of Her dais with a little sigh. “I call it prophecy because ‘prophecy’ is a shorter and more respected term than ‘time-rambling sight-empathy.’ I foresee trouble by seeing difficulties through other people’s eyes. But Haroun can’t see through his own eyes either, so we would need to train a pigeon to perch on his collar or something? And I generally couldn’t tell you when I might foresee stumbles over loose stones. I’m sorry,” he told Haroun softly. “I do understand how you miss racing the wind.”

      “Oh,” Shai Madhur said, wistful. “You love to run?” His hip had ached for so long that he couldn’t imagine how it might feel to love running for its own sake. But he could imagine what it felt like to lose something you’d loved.

      “I did love it, when I could run,” Haroun murmured. “I am finding other things to love.”

      “If someone who can move faster than me could run with you… I haven’t ridden since my fall, but Parvati’s sister owns a storehouse; she’d know carters with steady horses,” Shai Madhur said, thinking through people he knew well enough to ask. “And Parvati herself knows, er. Many, um, people. People with opinions on how fast some particular horses are?” (He hadn’t realized maybe I shouldn’t talk about illegal gambling activities in Parvati’s taverna in front of the God-Emperor’s brother until he was halfway done; the only way out was through.) “And they would know racehorses who love the wind⁠—”

      “Not right now,” the shahzada said. “Right now the theological debates in the taverna have escalated to mug-throwing, and Haroun wouldn’t see mugs coming, and—” He ducked as though dodging an object being thrown at …clearly, someone else’s head. “Well. I have another thought, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      “Why would we mind, your Highness?” Shai Madhur was relieved the shahzada hadn’t started calling guardsmen to roust Parvati’s patrons who had, um, broad-minded approaches to legality.

      “Well, some priests are displeased with magic, because mages are not beholden to a god for their magic-miracles. But if you don’t mind just a touch of unsanctified magery…” With a shy smile, the shahzada admitted, “I may possibly know a young flightmaster who likes to fly his carpet far more swiftly than my bodyguard finds prudent. Would you accept an invitation to my balcony garden, with no mug-hurling priests and only seven cats…?”

      “Only seven cats?” Haroun asked, head tilted. “How are seven cats an only?”

      “First there was just the one, but then she had kittens,” the shahzada said ruefully. “I had thought to bring them to visit Bastet’s shrine today, except… well… foresight.”

      “Ah, I see,” Haroun said, tongue lolling in amusement. “Well. In a manner of speaking. And I would very much like to meet your young flightmaster.”

      “But first we should eat,” Shai Madhur suggested. “If you’ve been hiding behind Bastet’s statue for hours to make sure no one found you before Haroun offered me his leash, your Highness, then you’ve not had your lunch.”

      “You truly don’t mind?” the shahzada asked.

      “Of course I mind! I intend to feed you both! And neither of you are to hand your meals to Euli no matter how she whines. She can have her own.”

      “I meant the vanishing. And the difficulties I’ve caused.”  Blinking, the shahzada said, “There were so many reasons I feared both of you might scold me that I confess skipping lunch had not even entered my thoughts?”

      “I’m a priest of Upaja, your Highness,” Shai Madhur reminded him, smiling. “A skipped meal is about all my God would scold for. And all praises be that I am here to minister as I am called.”
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        * * *

      

      Shai Madhur was accustomed to feeding anyone who came to Upaja’s shrine, without question. Anyone of any faith, any ability, any allegiance, so long as they came in peace. He often fed some of the most dangerous people in the city; no one had ever threatened him, though occasionally they’d threatened each other.

      Still, he had to admit he’d never set out leaves for a meal that gathered together a teenaged flight-mage, a dogfolk priest, the God-Emperor’s own brother, and his towering catfolk bodyguard, while cats and assorted clergy stared and hissed and grumbled.

      Shahin, the teenaged flight-mage, shared Euli’s appetite, which helped Shai Madhur settle himself. He didn’t know how to handle the God-Emperor’s brother sitting on the floor at Upaja’s knee serenely ignoring how his catfolk bodyguard bristled at a dogfolk one leaf away. The shahzada might be accustomed to diplomatic dinners with this much bristling; Shai Madhur wasn’t.

      But hungry teenagers? Shai Madhur understood hungry teenagers and how to feed them. Especially when the teenager scruffled Euli’s ears and dangled bits of pigeon with a dancing twist of flying-magic.

      “I assure you, she has been fed,” Haroun told him. “Several times.”

      “Oh, I’m sure,” Shahin replied, grinning at the way she yipped and danced after the flying pigeon bits and a sizable bone. “But if I keep her entertained I get to eat my own meal too!”

      Haroun blinked and tilted his head. “...I should learn your ways.”

      “You should,” Shai Madhur agreed, sneaking another ladle of kheer onto Haroun’s leaf while Euli was otherwise occupied.

      The tail-lashing leopard-priestess hissed to Shai Vishal, “You permit this?”

      “Permit? I encourage it,” Shai Vishal replied, calmly stirring.

      The leopard-priestess laid her ears back. But Shai Madhur laid out another leaf and ladled up generous servings, beckoning toward a young leopard-acolyte who looked as teenaged and hungry as Shahin.

      Despite a guilty glance at the leopard-priestess’s tail-lashing, he scampered over to sit beside the shahzada’s catfolk bodyguard. The bodyguard was eating as grimly as though a meal with dogfolk was a trial by fire. But he was eating, so the acolyte took a bite too.

      “It’s good!” he yowled, and dove in eagerly.

      The floodgates opened then. As much as their elders might disapprove, the novices and acolytes of many faiths and species were usually also growing younglings. Many had brought their own trailbread and dried meats and fruits, and soon enough they were all trading bites… as well as enjoying the cauldrons’ limitless refills.

      Nobody could sulk quite as attention-gatheringly as an affronted cat-priestess, though the peacock-priest did give her a run for her money. Shai Madhur was too busy ladling more dal to pay them much notice, though.

      At one point he looked over and discovered the shahzada earnestly attempting to teach a young cobra-acolyte where to bite punctures into a folded broadleaf bowl to make pinning them with twig-skewers easier. His Highness’s poor bodyguard had a stress-ruffle all the way down his back and a lashing bottle-brush of a tail, but somehow he held his silence. Madhur supposed it might be easier to be brave with your fingers so close to venomous fangs if you were a prophet, but still.

      Some of the acolytes had brought food from their homelands that Madhur had never seen (or tasted) before. Dates and raisins and figs were familiar, of course, but the leopard-acolyte pulled out an enormous spiky green thing that smelled like a dozen sweet fruits mashed together. Shai Madhur’s astonishment must have been obvious; the leopard-acolyte looked very pleased with himself as he said, “You’re welcome to it, preyfolk. It’s not meat. By the way, have you got some more fish or—” He glanced around, then dropped his voice furtively: “Pigeon or something?”

      A nearby hawk-acolyte was distracted by rummaging in her bag, so Shai Madhur ladled up another bowlful from the cauldron with zirbaj, which sometimes contained poultry or fish or meat and other times did not. At this particular moment it contained plausible deniability, because some folk truly needed meat to thrive. In a crowd of this many varieties of folk, it helped to render the meat’s origin as indeterminate as possible.  Zirbaj could be wonderfully vague that way after hours of simmering and shredding and stirring, with almonds and dates and jujubes and sometimes greens simmered in and the whole thing brightened with vinegar or verjuice and honey.

      The hawk-acolyte produced another very spiky melonish thing, much smaller than the green one but also much pointier, and this one smelled like a blend of banana and cucumber and limes when she tore it open to share around. Shai Madhur eagerly accepted the chunk she offered him, but then he thought of his manners. (In his defense, he was not at all accustomed to dining with royalty.)

      “Your Highness, would you like to try these too?”

      His catfolk bodyguard made a querulous noise in the back of his throat.

      “I would be delighted,” the shahzada said, beaming. “I have not tasted a kiwano for years, and yes, I have noted your protests, Kamil. But since I am entirely certain that none of these delicacies have been poisoned⁠—”

      Kamil’s rumbling curdled closer to a growl.

      “I would remind you, I am a prophet of some renown,”  he said gently, and began to divide the spiky fruit among Shai Madhur and the acolytes’ leaves and leaf-bowls.

      “You are sssserving a dog, your Highnessss,” the leopard-priestess hissed when the shahzada spooned a portion of the fruit into Haroun’s leaf-bowl.

      “Ah, yes. He cannot see me, and so I should have asked first, should I not?” the shahzada said, with a pleasantly determined mildness in his smile. “Venerable Haroun, would you like a taste of kiwano?”

      “Happily, your Highness,” Haroun said. “We’re not as particular as cats; we’ll eat anything.”

      “Yes, I know,” the leopard-priestess growled, lashing her tail in a way not at all like Euli’s gleeful puppy-wagging. “It’s revolting. Chinedu, this speaks ill of your faith, to share a meal with these— these⁠—”

      “These fellow priests?” Shai Vishal offered, still calmly stirring the cauldrons.

      “These filthy heathens!” she yowled. “Heathens, heretics, poisonous vipers⁠—”

      “Excussse me, I am venomousss,” the cobra-acolyte said.

      “That isss enough, Rana,” the cobra-priestess of Meretseger hissed. “We are above petty cat-fights. When we ssstrike, we end the dissspute.”

      “Funny, so do we,” the leopard-priestess purred. It was not a friendly purr.

      “Would you like to be sprayed in the nose with karkadeh? Because biting your fellow priests is how you get sprayed in the nose with karkadeh,” Shai Vishal said. He’d leaned his palta against the edge of the cauldron and picked up a goatskin bag that sloshed. “It can stain your fur for days. How do you like hot pink? Or lavender; you might turn lavender. Or both. Quite the fashion statement to make at the Procession.”

      “Who appointed you an Asssesssor of Maat?” the leopard-priestess growled.

      “Your acolytes are sitting in Upaja’s alcove, partaking of Upaja’s bounty. Until the Priests of the Assessors arrive, I will maintain order in my own God’s shrine.” Shai Vishal never bared his teeth like the catfolk did. But then, somehow he never needed to.

      Ears flattened, the leopard-priestess leaned down and took her acolyte by the scruff of the neck despite his indignant yowl. Chinedu hastily gulped down the remaining zirbaj in his leaf-bowl as his priestess hauled him away.

      “It’s really good!” he called to Shai Madhur as his sleek fur slid over the polished stone. With his knees and tail tucked up as his priestess dragged him off, he looked like a larger and spottier version of one of Bastet’s Temple kittens.

      “We’ll be here all day! And all night too, of course!” Shai Madhur called back.

      “Do you need more bowlsss bitten?” the cobra-acolyte asked the shahzada hopefully. “I am very good at biting thingsss.”

      “Rana,” her priestess said.

      “Yesss, missstresss.”

      “You were wonderfully helpful,” the shahzada told her gently.

      “Oh, thank you, your Highnessss!” Her smile was a little bit terrifying, with the number of joints she could stretch in her jaw.

      “Come, Rana.” Her priestess turned tail rather more literally than Shai Madhur was accustomed to, because cobrafolk could choose to have an astonishing amount of tail to turn when they were of a mind to.

      “Yesss, missstresss.”

      Euli looked up from the bone she was gnawing at the amount of slithering going past. “Game? Tug game?”

      Shai Madhur felt a bit faint. “Oh good heavens no, Euli, the Cobra-priestess of Meretseger is not a tug game⁠—”

      Shahin solved the problem by whisking Euli off her feet and tickling her ears until she was happily diverted by twisting around to chew on his fingers. “I’m not the prophet here, of course, but might I suggest a tactical retreat with the puppy in tow? That one was a closer call than even I like, and the way I fly, I like closer calls than most people.”

      Kamil hadn’t said a word, but his ears were flat back and his tail was a lashing bottle-brush of stress. The shahzada held a gentle, golden-ringed hand against his shoulder.

      “I would be delighted to welcome Venerable Haroun and his retinue to my garden,” the shahzada said. “But as I’m certain there are too many of us to fit into a palanquin for a more traditionally discreet canine transport to the fortress, Shahin, may we prevail upon you for a flight on your carpet instead?”

      Haroun’s ears perked up immediately.

      “No prevailing needed, your Highness!” Shahin said happily, and unrolled his intricately woven carpet with a flourish.

      “You did this on purpose, didn’t you,” Kamil sighed. “You don’t do these things by accident. What have you foreseen now?”

      “I’ll tell you later,” the shahzada said, with starlight twinkling in his eyes. “For the moment, we have a wind to catch.”

      Shai Madhur cast a frantic look at the cauldrons, torn between his duty to his fellow priests and his duty to Haroun and the certainty that he was much too junior a priest to so casually accept an invitation to the God-Emperor’s prophet’s private garden, even if he was Haroun’s seeing-eye human now. But Shai Vishal caught his eye and made a little shooing gesture toward the carpet.

      “Really…? But you’re the High Priest? I mean… surely the honor…”

      “I will gladly keep my feet at the cauldrons,” Shai Vishal said. “I’ve seen how Shahin flies.”

      “Oh, my,” Shai Madhur said.

      “Oh, wonderful,” Haroun said.

      In the abstract, Shai Madhur loved the idea of flight. In his favorite dreams, he was a sparrow flitting about the city. He’d never had the chance to travel on a flying carpet before, and he quickly realized the most significant difference between his dreams and his reality.

      In his dreams, he had his own wings… and his own steering.

      As Kamil sank his claws into Shahin’s carpet, Shai Madhur realized a human couldn’t really hang on to… well… anything but the fringe. Usually he didn’t envy catfolk their claws, but from the way Shahin was grinning at Kamil, Madhur had to admit a slight twinge of unpriestly envy.

      “Game?” Euli asked eagerly. “Bird game?”

      “The best bird game,” Shahin assured her. “Let’s settle you up front with Venerable Haroun where you’ll get the wind in your ears. Your Highness, I assume you don’t mind?”

      “Go right ahead,” the shahzada said, with a smile that looked very diplomatic. He settled himself beside Kamil and Madhur further back on the carpet.

      Shai Madhur was busily trying to convince himself that it would be much too impolite to cling to the God-Emperor’s brother for mutual ballast of the claw-lacking human variety when the carpet shivered under them and lifted off.

      Even with all the teasing, Shahin had kindly decided that their flight up to the shahzada’s balcony garden should be swift but as smooth as silk. Haroun’s ears were flapping in the wind and he was panting with joy; Euli howled at the top of her lungs, “Biiiiiiiiird gaaaaaaaaaaame!”

      “No loops, please, Shahin?” the shahzada asked. He’d gotten a tight-knuckled grip on one fringed edge of the carpet. Shai Madhur promptly grabbed hold of the other edge, just in case.

      Despite how clearly delighted he was by his joyfully appreciative audience, Shahin flew them smoothly over the variegated laundry-fluttering rooftops of the city, up the cliff to the Imperial fortress. The wind pulled at Madhur’s hair and pinched his cheeks like an auntie, and he really didn’t want to look over the carpet-side to see how very far beneath them the shining river flowed. But on the whole, Shahin was gentle with his novice passengers. He slowed their flight through the Upper Falcon Gate in order for the guardians to verify their identities and pass them through the wards.

      The shahzada’s balcony garden was set quite high up in the haveli; Madhur thought a carpet ride was quite a relief in comparison with the amount of climbing they might have had to do otherwise. It was a beautifully tended place of respite, enclosed on three sides by carved sandstone walls and on the fourth by the haveli itself, with a central fountain that fed four rippling waterways lined with blue and white tiles edged with gold. The gardener had arranged the plantings to suggest a larger space, with tall cypresses and palms against the outer walls and smaller pomegranate and quince and apricots nearer to the seating area, lotus and water-lilies floating in the waterways, and fragrant yellow roses and scarlet hibiscus nodding in the breeze.

      As they circled the garden on a glide path toward a landing, a round gray bundle of fur curled up on one of the sitting-cushions flicked cat-ears upward, and then big golden eyes blinked up at the carpet and its approaching inhabitants. Six tiny variegated kittens gave piercing little mews of indignation.

      “Kitty game!” Euli howled.

      “Oh dear,” the shahzada said, even as the cat bushed its fur out to twice its usual size and vanished — kittens, cushion, and all. “I will have to apologize to Sahar later. In the meantime, though, please be welcome to my home.”

      Even after Shahin had settled the carpet onto a large smooth rectangle of sandstone that was clearly meant for it, they’d needed to help Kamil pry his claws back out of the carpet.

      “I should take Venerable Haroun flying as fast as possible to keep him away from Kamil,” Shahin said brightly.

      Kamil grumbled, “At least the dog-priest isn’t venomous. Or trying to bite someone who’s venomous. Or asking someone who’s venomous to strike directly between your fingers.”

      “I was fine, Kamil,” the shahzada said, settling to the ground beside him and stroking his back.

      “But you should take Venerable Haroun and Euli flying as fast as possible because they’ll love it,” Shai Madhur said. Even on the carefully sedate flight from the Temple to the shahzada’s balcony, Haroun’s tail had been wagging as fiercely as Euli’s.

      Shahin and Haroun and Euli scarcely needed a nudge to scramble back onto his carpet. Shahin dove his carpet straight down the face of the fortress; staring after them in shock, Shai Madhur barely swallowed a shriek until the carpet soared back into sight again, racing startled pigeons toward the sky.

      In ecstatically ear-flapping bliss, Haroun and Euli howled their delight to the heavens, and Shahin whooped with them.

      “I thought magic was frowned upon by the God-Emperor’s priesthood?” Shai Madhur ventured, settling himself at the shahzada’s side in the garden.

      “Well, technically yes, but I am fat and there are no stairs, and I am not about to climb a rope-ladder fifteen stories to my chambers,” the shahzada said. He watched them swoop sideways along the fortress walls a bit wistfully, even as he smoothed Kamil’s ruffled fur with a gentle hand.

      “No stairs…?”

      “Most inconveniently, the guards and the artisans actually agreed with each other that stairs ruined both the aesthetic and the precautions.” The shahzada glanced at him sideways, almost shy. “I should apologize. I didn’t ask before flinging you into the power-politics of Haroun’s leash. But I knew if I asked first, you would insist you were unworthy, and then Haroun would follow his orders. And you will both need the practice in navigating interfaith politics, especially once Shai Vishal retires.”

      “Oh, mercy, all of us will.” Shai Madhur sighed. “Could we both have hidden until Shahin arrived? They clearly adore each other. Except, no, I would have had to abandon the cauldrons.”

      “Exactly. And Shahin would fly all day. They would be halfway across the realm by the time either of them noticed the sun setting and the Call to Worship.”

      “Is that actually a prophecy or just knowing Shahin?”

      “It’s hard to tell sometimes, I can see it so vividly.”

      Watching Haroun howl with glee at Shahin’s mid-air loop, Shai Madhur said, “I wish I could fly too. Then it wouldn’t matter that I can’t run with him.”

      “Your Reverence,” the shahzada said, and Shai Madhur nearly looked over his shoulder for Shai Vishal before realizing the shahzada meant Madhur himself. “If Venerable Haroun intended to spend his days swooping through laundry lines, terrorizing pigeons, and outraging catfolk, Shahin would indeed be his perfect partner. But since he needs a calm soul who will read for him and sip chai in the marketplace while skittish kittens learn that a dogfolk priest is not the most terrifying of monsters, Haroun needs you at his side.”

      “Thank you, your Highness,” Shai Madhur said, touched. He felt warm all through, as though the shahzada had just poured him a cup of happiness from his own heart. “But if we go to the marketplace, I should find something to trade for dangle-feathers. Otherwise all the kittens will pounce on his poor tail.”

      “That would be a wise precaution, yes.”

      Shai Madhur startled at a cool wet nose sniffing at the bend of his ankle. He looked down to discover the shahzada’s round gray cat investigating his toes and his reed sandals.

      “Oh, hello there,” he said, offering his fingertips for consideration as well. “May I pet you? You look very soft.”

      She sniffed her way along Madhur’s fingers and wrist, whiskers flicking. After a judgmental pause, she shoved her head into the palm of his hand; delighted, he scratched the good spot behind her ears with careful fingertips.

      “I’m honored, miss Sahar,” he told her, meaning it sincerely. “I’m sure you’re very proud of your kittens.” Glancing up at the shahzada, he asked, “What are the kittens’ names?”

      “I– er– oh—” The shahzada seemed oddly flustered by the question. “I was waiting for— um— I had promised someone whom I… I’d promised we were going to name them together, but there are circumstances— but let me introduce them anyway?” He scrambled to his feet and hurried into his chambers, leaving Shai Madhur blinking after him.

      “Did I say something badly?” Madhur asked Kamil, still carefully petting Sahar’s soft gray velvet fur.

      Kamil huffed a sigh, examining his claws. “You’re fine. You’re harmless.”

      “Erm. Thank you? …I think?”

      “If you weren’t harmless, I’d have thrown you back onto that carpet,” Kamil added. Shai Madhur hoped it might be meant for some combination of reassurance and tomcat-bodyguard-posturing, rather than a threat. But still, he was very glad to be harmless and not carpet-toss-worthy, because from the number of spiraling loops Shahin and Haroun and Euli were howling their way through, he suspected he might have left his lunch behind somewhere on the flight.

      The shahzada came back with a basketful of kittens nestled into the same cushion Sahar had disappeared with earlier, and he bent to show both Madhur and Sahar that they were safely cuddled up in a variegated ball of fluff.

      “Oh, they’re adorable,” Shai Madhur said.

      “They don’t have proper names yet,” the shahzada told him, “but in the meantime I’m calling them Orange, Black, Calico, Gray, Also-gray, and Moo.”

      “Moo…?”

      “She looks like she’s spilled milk down her chin?” The shahzada hesitated. “Do you suppose that milk-name might make her unhappy when she’s old enough for the others to tease her? I’m sure you know more than I about both kittens and children, your Reverence. And my foresight isn’t quite tightly-focused enough to warn me about kitten sibling rivalries.” A bit rueful, he said, “In an empire this vast and a city this large, I fear there are many larger impending disasters than kitten rivalries competing for my foresight’s attention.”

      “Yes, your Highness. I mean, no, your Highness,” Shai Madhur stammered. “I mean, yes, I’m sure you have many greater concerns. But also no, I can’t imagine that you would make kittens unhappy. Might I pet them?”

      “If my softest and most plush-velveted of familiars agrees, of course. –Ah. Perhaps I should have mentioned that to you sooner, shouldn’t I.”

      “Mentioned what, your Highness?” Shai Madhur was quite distracted by the tickle of Sahar’s whiskers as she re-investigated his hand, then deigned to permit him to brush a fingertip over the little orange kitten’s cheek. It was astonishingly soft, and it nuzzled its little head against his fingers.

      “‘Mentioned what,’ he says,” Kamil said, whiskers twitching.

      “Oh. Um.” Shai Madhur swallowed hard, knowing he’d misstepped but with no idea where or how. “I’m very sorry, your Highness, I know I’m out of my depth, I’m so very not accustomed to behaving myself around royalty! I don’t mean to be offensive or – or⁠—”

      “You’re fine,” Kamil said, but his nose was crinkled in an effort not to laugh. “‘Mentioned what.’”

      “Yes, Kamil, I did hear him the first time,” the shahzada said ruefully. “Thank you, your Reverence. That frowning-upon of magic you’ve noted? The guards and household staff will overlook a fair amount when it comes to not climbing rope ladders ten times a day, but familiars are… less pragmatic and more spiritual. I’ve barely had them for two weeks, but there has already been an impressive amount of political and theological drama around whether the God-Emperor’s prophet should have been allowed to keep a summoned cat-familiar.”

      Even as distracting as the kittens were, Shai Madhur looked up at that. “Why not? They’re delightful.”

      “They are, aren’t they?” The shahzada looked quite besotted by his basketful of kittens. “It’s just that they’re also evidence that magic has left a binding within my soul to grant their little spirits their cat-incarnations. With the associated priestly consternation about magical influences on the God-Emperor’s prophet, and Basteti influences on an heir to the Empire, and hand-wringing about whether cat-spirits given familiar incarnation by sorcery are demonic possessions or deviltry or Isfet’s chaos-spawn.”

      “Well, I suppose it could be hard to tell cats apart from chaos-spawn when they have such a knack for finding the most precious books to gnaw or the most treasured silks to sharpen their claws upon?” Shai Madhur said, flummoxed. “But since it seems to be just as hard to tell cats from goddesses around Bastet’s Temple, I can’t see why your familiars would be any more devilish than goddess-ish. Aside from how miss Sahar can just vanish with her kittens. Perhaps that would make her more challenging to keep the mischief managed? Still, we find perfectly ordinary cats in the most unlikely places all the time.”

      Kamil made a strangled noise, and began vigorously licking his shoulder.

      “You could ask Shai Vishal, your Highness,” Shai Madhur offered. “I’m sure he would know more of the theological bits than I do. Or we do have the whole Convocation right here⁠—”

      “Please don’t mention my familiars to the Convocation, your Reverence,” the shahzada said, passing a hand over his eyes. “We will already have enough drama over the number of sitting cushions in the Sanctuary Hall and the associated complaints presented to the priests of the Assessors of Maat.”

      “The number of cushions…?” Surely he couldn’t have heard that correctly.

      “Don’t ask,” the shahzada said. “Once will be quite enough.” He sighed deeply, reaching over to stroke Sahar’s velveted fur. The sunlight glimmered on the rings on his hands and the golden embroidery at his cuffs, and gently gilded the soft silver
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