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PROLOGUE
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WHERE TO BEGIN?

Maybe with the Old City Gate, with its weathered tiles and pillars? Or maybe the Sacred Sphere, that carved ball the Stone Lion holds? Or the Stone Lions themselves?

No, perhaps it’s best to go to the very beginning, to where all those things started. Perhaps, it’s best to start with Gongshi.

What is Gongshi? Well, Gongshi is stone. But not the stone you know.

We think we know stone. We walk on it or throw little pieces of it into the lake to see water splash. Or, we tear it from the ground with jackhammer blows, like the people who built the highway across from the Old City Gate. Yes, that highway with the golden Dragon Pillar. Those builders thought they knew stone. How little they really knew. They presumed all stone—from the jagged slabs they ripped from the ground to the gravel spilling like a waterfall—is just ordinary material of the earth. And most of it is.

But not all.

Because what those builders did not know, what so many do not know, is that there are spirits sleeping inside some of those stones. Those stones are Gongshi.

You wish to know how these stones have spirits?

Well, the oldest stones were given spirits when the great and glorious Nuwa, the Goddess of Creation, was trying to fix the broken sky. She picked stones from the newly created world and tried to shape them to fit the hole in the heavens—only, in the end, to discard all the stones and sacrifice herself, throwing herself into the break to fix it. But Nuwa’s power was so great that merely touching those stones with her hands created spirits that slept inside them.

However, it is not only goddesses who can give a stone its spirit. Once in a while, immortal beasts such as dragons or phoenixes—if they are of pure heart—can bestow a spirit to a stone.

But regardless of how, all Gongshi begin by sleeping. They are in deep slumber in their stones, experiencing centuries of dreams—just waiting to be awakened.

It is impossible to tell just by looking at a stone if it is a Gongshi. But, eventually, the right kind of human will feel the spirit’s dream like one feels the sun after it rains. And that human will take the sleeping stone and carve it. And the stone becomes a statue.

That is when the Gongshi awakens.

Do you wonder what the Gongshi thinks when it sees the world for the first time? You might think it stares with annoyance at the person who has woken it. But it doesn’t. Remember, these spirits were created with the wisdom of a dragon and the benevolence of Nuwa. Always, the stone spirit looks at the person with affection and a sense of duty. The human artists think of sculptures as their creations, but the statues think of humans as their responsibilities. Behind the statue’s still gaze, they are thinking, “I have been woken to watch you.”

Of course, it is disorienting to be woken from such a deep sleep. Most Gongshi need some time to understand their place and purpose. But once they do, they are most diligent, even though you may not realize it. For while you always see the statues of the Gongshi, you never see the spirits. You never see the work these stone spirits do—pushing small children out of the road from speeding cars, moving absent-minded old men from the trajectory of falling flowerpots. Gongshi can go wherever they wish, but most tend to stay by their statues, watching and waiting to help.

However, Gongshi do sometimes get a little tired of calming down screaming babies, stopping dogfights, and blowing bird poop away from the tops of unsuspecting heads. Everyone needs a break from their job once in a while.

Where do the Gongshi go when they need that break? Right through the Old City Gate, the one guarded by two stone lions. I know, you’ve gone through that gate many times and you’ve never seen any Gongshi. Before and after you went through, you just saw the same buildings pressed together with their red lanterns dangling, the gray sea in the distance. But that’s because you are a human.

Now, if you were a stone spirit, it would be very different. If you went through the gate as a stone spirit, you would find yourself in a grassland of bright jade green dotted by blooming trees. A river would be curving along the landscape, its smooth water mirroring the mountains rising from the land like the scales on a dragon’s back. Then a faint sound of laughter and chatter would turn your head toward a village. Its clustered buildings seem to be jeweled by jade, but a closer look shows that leaves cover the rooftops and walls—as if the homes had grown from the earth. For, they have.

As a Gongshi, when you looked back at the Old City Gate, you would not see the concrete buildings or the chaos of people or that ugly, monstrous highway.

The only familiar thing you’d see would be the Lions. Of course, from this view, you would only see their backs. You wouldn’t see the Sacred Sphere or Lion Cub, of course.

What Sacred Sphere? What Lion Cub? You never noticed? Well, you do know the Stone Lions, right? Yes, those statues that are always in front of the gate. With their curly manes, the Lions do look alike, but they are not the same. The one on the left is the Lioness, and she holds the Lion Cub. The one on the right is the Lion, and he holds the sphere.

What? Why is the Lion holding the sphere? Who is the cub? You don’t know? How do you not know? Everything began with them! It all started there! All that happened—from the gate to the girl to the dragon…

Oh. Well, then, I guess that is where I should begin.
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CHAPTER 1

“JIN! JIN!!” THE LIONESS CALLED OUT OVER THE wall of their courtyard, the ebony curls of her mane rippling. Her calls, like a ringing bell, had been so persistent that everyone—from the two chattering small spirits across the field to Mountain Maitreya, the Buddha as large as a mountain—had heard her.

Well, all except for the actual lion cub she was calling. The lion cub, Jin, continued kicking at the silk ball with his front feet.

The two small spirits looked at each other in amusement. The smaller of the two, Songzi NiangNiang, a round-faced maiden holding an equally round-faced doll, was about the size of an egg. Xianren Qi Ji was a little larger—or at least with his hair tied in a high topknot, he seemed taller. But bigger than both was Xianren’s rooster, who cocked his head with each call.

“JIN SHI!” The Lioness gave one last shout, a roar that rolled over the back field like a giant wave. It boomed with such force that even the monk Damo—who was almost always in imperturbable meditation—looked up in alarm.

Songzi NiangNiang shook her head. Without a word, she shoved her doll into Xianren’s arms and jumped onto the back of his rooster. Xianren squeaked a protest, but the bird spread its golden wings and flew onto the lion cub’s ball.

“Hey!” Jin said sharply. “You can’t fly for the ball.… Oh, hi, Songzi.”

“Jin,” Songzi said atop the rooster’s back, “I think you should take a break. Do you know how long you have been working on that kick?”

Jin looked at the darkening sky. “Oh,” Jin said sheepishly, “I didn’t realize it was so late. It’s just that tomorrow is my first time taking your place as striker and…”

“You will do great,” Songzi said with a smile. “No one can steal the ball like you!”

“But being striker is more than stealing the ball,” Jin said. “You know I’ve never gotten the chance for a Golden Goal.”

“You will,” Songzi said. “If not this game, the next one. I’m going to be away for work for a long time. You’ll get the chance—don’t worry.”

Xianren arrived after running across the field, with Songzi’s doll flopping in his hand like a limp lily. The rooster hopped off the ball to stand next to him. Panting for breath, Xianren handed the toy to Songzi as she slipped off the rooster, dimpling a grin.

“You know your mother was calling you,” Xianren wheezed, his arm on his rooster for support. He glanced toward Jin’s home. “And now your father is coming.”

Jin gulped. A large lion, the luminous white of a pure pearl, was approaching. He moved slowly, majestically, each of his four legs stepping with unhurried pride, his fur gleaming like an unfurling roll of silk.

Songzi gave Jin a sympathetic look and patted his back with her small hand (which was about the size of an apple seed). Jin’s shoulders slumped and he stared at the ground as if counting every blade of grass.

“Hello, Lion!” Xianren called out with a touch too much vigor. Songzi bobbed a greeting, her bowed head hiding her worried face.

“Hello,” the Lion replied solemnly, his voice rumbling like the thunder of an oncoming storm. He returned a nod to Songzi and then looked at his son, who did not meet his gaze. The Lion raised his eyebrows. “This is the fourth time I have had to come get you for dinner this week,” the Lion said with an exasperated sigh. “Must you always be so thoughtless and irresponsible? We cannot rely on you for anything.”

“Ah, do not be too hard on the young one,” Xianren said, the feathers of his rooster’s wings ruffling in the wind like golden chrysanthemum petals. “He has been working hard for the big game tomorrow.”

“Working?” The Lion made a noise like a snort as he shook his head. “Playing this qiuqiu is not work.”

“Zuqiu, Ba!” Jin said, his head jerking upward—his father’s snub jolting him out of his shame. “The game is called zuqiu!”

“Perhaps not,” Xianren said, ignoring Jin’s outburst and looking directly at the Lion. “But zuqiu is still very good for us. We cannot work all the time, you know. Also, some have very little to do when they go through the gate. Even me—I get tired of sitting on the rooftop ridge, watching out for the tourists getting pickpocketed. This game is a nice break. You should come.”

The Lion nodded politely, but Jin could feel his disapproval. Songzi, in a slightly scolding manner, broke in.

“You should give zuqiu a try,” Songzi said. “You are too serious, working all the time with no fun. Play is an important part of life. Do you not wonder why Goddess Nuwa made your Sacred Sphere into a ball? Even she wished for you to play.”

“The Sacred Sphere is not mine,” the Lion said quickly. “It is—”

“Yes, yes,” Songzi interrupted hurriedly. “But no one else touches the Sacred Sphere but you. So, it’s nice that we can all play with this ball instead, yes?”

“Jin! Da Shizi!” The clangorous call resounded through the air again.

“We’d best go,” the Lion said, and then quickly to Jin, “Your mother has been waiting long enough.”
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CHAPTER 2

“SORRY, MA,” JIN CALLED OUT AS HE POUNCED through the doorway. The Lioness looked at him with raised eyebrows but smiled indulgently as his front paws flopped onto her and his warm nose nuzzled her chin in apology. “It’s just, you know, tomorrow’s the big game and I wanted to get some extra practice in.”

Shaking her head, but with the smile still on her face, the Lioness padded over to the rice cooker. Then she raised herself to stand on her hind legs so she could open the lid. The flat whiteness of the rice was like an untouched snowdrift.

“Yes,” the Lion said, following. “Apparently, Jin is going to be striper tomorrow. Xianren thinks I should go watch the game.”

“Striker, Ba,” Jin groaned. “Striker!”

“It is a big game,” the Lioness said as she turned to the Lion. He lifted his front legs as she handed him two bowls to bring to the table. “I think everyone will be there. Even the hospital statues are coming.”

“Baosheng Dadi? Shou?” the Lion said, almost stumbling in surprise—the lions were always a little less graceful when walking on their hind legs. “Well, I hope there are no accidents while they are away. People are not like us. They are very breakable.”

“If you did come and watch the game with me,” the Lioness said as she poured hot water into the teapot, “you might get the zuqiu terms right.”

“Yeah, Ba,” Jin said eagerly, and then quickly followed with a tone of nonchalance. “You could watch me instead of those peoples for once.”

“You know it’s our responsibility to watch those people,” the Lion said sternly. He placed the bowls onto the table and sat. “You should watch, too.”

“Yes, Ba,” Jin said, trying to sound obedient, even though he wanted to roll his eyes.

“You say that every time,” Ba said with obvious disapproval. “But you never do.”

“It’s because Jin was carved facing upward, looking at the sky,” Ma said, carrying a pot of tea. A wisp of silver steam curled from the teapot, like the smoke from a fire that had just been started. “Watching people is not in his nature.”

“Watching people is in the nature of all Gongshi,” Ba protested. “Protecting and caring for people is the purpose bestowed upon us by the goddess! Jin is neglectful in his responsibility.”

Jin winced and reached for his tea, the cup hot against his paw. People! There were so many of them, rushing around and squeezed together in their gray, grubby world. He went out there as little as possible. Watching people was the most boring thing ever.

Ba shook his head as if he could read Jin’s thoughts.

“It’s because you don’t care,” his father admonished. “If you watched people instead of your zuqiu ball for once, perhaps you would find them more interesting.”

Jin’s mouth twisted into a pout as he gazed into his rice bowl. “Well, you watch your ball, too,” he said under his breath, glancing across the room at the Sacred Sphere that rested on a carved wooden stand. At first glance, the sphere seemed an exact replica of the embroidered ball that Jin kicked in his zuqiu game. But the silk threads of the Sacred Sphere shimmered with a light of their own.

“What?” the Lion asked pointedly.

“Um, nothing,” Jin said.

But the Lion had seen Jin look at the Sacred Sphere.

“Songzi said the Sacred Sphere was my ball,” the Lion said, shaking his head. “And that is not true. The Sacred Sphere belongs to no one.”

Jin stifled a groan. He knew the signs—the lift of the head, the faraway look in the eyes. Ba was going to tell the story. Again. And, as usual, Jin would have to pretend to listen.
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THE STORY OF THE SACRED SPHERE

THE SACRED SPHERE BELONGS TO NO ONE. Actually, that’s not true. The Sacred Sphere belongs to everyone. The proof is on the sphere itself, the embroidered flower pattern that covers the entire ball.

Because those flowers are more than a decoration. Each flower is made up of circles—hundreds of circles intersecting to make the flower petals. Each circle is connected to another, and a flower can only form if separate rings join.

These are the Flowers of Life, embroidered by the Great Goddess Nuwa. When life on earth was beginning to form, the Goddess Nuwa dipped a silken rope into the soft bed of a riverbank. When she pulled up the cord, drips of clay fell to the ground and came to life, becoming the people.

Goddess Nuwa unraveled that cord and used its threads to embroider our Sacred Sphere. She embroidered it with the design that is the map of all living things. If you slice an apple in half, there is the same star-like flower surrounding the seeds. And if you look at the heart of a sunflower long enough, you’ll see the same pattern. The Flower of Life is everywhere.

The Sacred Sphere shows how all life, how everything, is connected. No circle, no thread can be separated without affecting the pattern. Just like no life can be separated without affecting others. What happens to one thread will affect another. Each thread of connection is important.

That is why I must keep the Sacred Sphere safe. The Sacred Sphere should not be touched, it should not be moved, lest it upset the balance of the earth.

Here, in our spirit land, the sphere is silk thread and bright colors, but in the world that it represents, it is gray stone. It is from that same stone, that same slab of Mount Tai that Goddess Nuwa touched and blessed, that we were formed.

But I do not own the Sacred Sphere, for no one could possess the world. I am merely its protector, as are you. That is why we watch. We, the Stone Lions, know that to watch over the Sacred Sphere, to watch over the world and Goddess Nuwa’s people, is not only a grave duty but an honor as well.
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With these words, the Lion placed his paw down heavily on the table and looked at his family.

“Yes, dear,” the Lioness said, slightly absently, as she poured more tea into her cup. Jin, however, made no response at all. For even though his face was a mask of dutiful attention, he was dreaming of tomorrow’s zuqiu game—his father, the Sacred Sphere, the Old City Gate, and the world outside of it long forgotten.

The Lion sighed and shook his head.
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CHAPTER 3

THE SCULPTOR GLARED. A SMALL DELICATE CARVING had cracked into two pieces in his hands. He let the pieces drop to his tabletop, among the other shards of stone. An impatient sigh seethed out of him, like the angry hiss of a steaming teakettle. He had ruined another.

He picked up a small tool between his fingers and shook his head. What was it called again? Oh yes, a seam ripper. The little tool with its bright pink plastic handle and pronged shaft should be in a cozy room full of colorful threads and folded fabric. Yet, here it was, in his echoing, dust-covered studio full of the raw smell of earth. No matter. It was just for reference. The toy-like tool would return to the sewing box once he made one just like it out of stone.

The Sculptor looked at his table, over the broken shards of failed attempts and his chisels and hammer, to his last piece of uncarved rock. It was a thick, sharp slab, like a piece of a broken tombstone. Yes, it would be big enough. But could he do it? This would be his last chance.

He blew the dust off the stone and it formed a billowing cloud, glittering in a shaft of light. The cloud seemed to hang in the air as if searching, and then drifted to the only other figures in the room—two statues standing before the slightly open window of the far wall. Then the dust disappeared, as if the hard stone were a sponge soaking in melted snowflakes. If the Sculptor had seen this, he would have been struck by what was occurring.

But he did not see it.

Instead, his eyes were closed, his fingers grazing over the strange grain of the rock. He was lost in his memories.
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THE STORY OF THE DRAGON’S PILLOW

HE HAD PASSED THE CONSTRUCTION SITE regularly, always watching. The workers had gotten to know him, laughing when they saw him.

“Here again?” they’d say. “Which one of us are you in love with?”

He didn’t mind their mocking banter. In fact, over the months, there grew almost a friendship between him and the workers. “No, really,” one finally asked him. “Who are you looking for?”

“A dragon,” he replied.

All the workers laughed, thinking he was joking. He didn’t bother to correct them, for he knew he was being foolish. Hoping to see a dragon! But the stories of his youth kept whispering to him. He couldn’t help returning just in case they were true. Also, tales of mythical beasts that slept underground were not easily shared as jackhammers reverberated, so he just nodded and said nothing.

Until they tore the Dragon’s Pillow from the earth.

How careless they were with it! To them it was only a large piece of rubble. When it dropped from the bucket of the excavator, the workers barely noticed.

He, however, saw the stone’s unusually balanced shape and its strangely smooth surface. He saw how the center of the stone dipped in the middle, how the concave depression in the center was oddly glossy and polished—as if a head had lain upon it for years and years.

That is when he knew the stories had been right. For the stone could only be the Dragon’s Pillow. Only a dragon’s head, slumbering under the city for centuries, could have burnished that stone to shine.

And while that stone was cushioning the dragon’s head, who knew what wisdom and wishes had seeped into it? He would not see the dragon, but he knew that he must have the Dragon’s Pillow.

He hollered at the workers, pointing and gesticulating at the stone as if it were on fire. Again, they laughed at him. “That’s what you want? A rock?” they crowed. “Take it if you want it! We’ve lots more!”

So, even though they chuckled when he struggled to get the Dragon’s Pillow into his truck, they helped him, using a plank to slowly slide it in.

However, the plank that helped the workers get the stone into the truck did not help him get the stone out. How upset he was at home when he pushed the stone onto the plank only to have it slip to the ground and crack into pieces.

He collected the largest of those pieces, and even in his despair he could not help marveling at the fine grain of the stone, its subtle markings looking like words of an ancient language long forgotten.

But as the stone no longer seemed large enough to carve anything substantial, he just put the pieces in a box in the corner of the studio. Unable to use them and unable to throw them away, he let them sit there. For months and years, they simply gathered dust. And he, as those months and years passed, slowly forgot about the Dragon’s Pillow.

Until he met the Dragon…
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My shoe… my shoe… A melancholy sigh echoed into the room, brushed in by the outdoor breeze. The Sculptor opened his eyes as the lamenting plea lingered with the dust in the air. He shook his head. The old city bell again. That bell hadn’t been rung for decades, but every once in a while it called with that strange, eerie moan. Officials had long explained that the sound was just a vibration caused by air pressure. But… my shoe… my shoe… The wind groaned again.

The Sculptor stood up and closed the window, but as he did so, he felt his gray statues staring at him. He placed his hands gently against the cool stone of their faces.

“I will not fail,” he said to them.

And he turned back to the table, pulled the last of the Dragon’s Pillow toward him, and began to carve.
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CHAPTER 4

A DAINTY SILK SLIPPER, EMBROIDERED WITH delicate plum blossoms, caught Jin under his jaw and threw him up into the air. He landed with a hard thud, staring at the sky in a daze.

A whistle blasted.

“PENALTY!” the Pulao roared, the sonorous voice from the small lizard-like creature as booming as the bell he was carved on. “Who is it this time? Ha! Magu again! She might be small but she is also fierce! And as attendant to the zuqiu ball as she is to the Queen Mother! Perhaps she attends too well! Because her penalty gives the lion cub a chance for the Golden Goal! Can you believe it? Oh! Here’s the Stones’ captain calling a time-out!”

The crowd exploded with noise. Taunts and jeers hurled at one another from opposing fans, and soon a raucous roar of “THE STONES WILL ERODE” boomed from one side of the field, quickly answered by “THE ROCKS ARE RUBBLE!” from the other. Jin’s mother and Songzi—who was watching this last game before leaving indefinitely for work—screamed Jin’s name with obliging enthusiasm.

But Jin only heard the rasping breaths of his own panting. He blinked his eyes hard at the bright sky above him.

Suddenly, a long, bearded face appeared, haloed by light.

“You good, Jin?” the face asked. “I called a time-out.”

Jin forced himself to sit up, but then all he saw were the cascading folds of Confucius’s robes. “I’m okay,” Jin said. “Thanks, Captain.”

“It’s all up to young Jin now,” the Pulao continued to blare. “It’s a lot of pressure for a rookie player to shoot for a Golden Goal, and with only four seconds left in the game, too! Who would’ve guessed how tight this game was going to be? But the Rocks still only lead by one point. If young Jin can make this two-point Golden Goal… well, you’ll see some Stones celebrating.…”

Jin stood up. He felt as if he had swallowed a string of firecrackers, each one lit and ready to explode.

“If you are ready,” Confucius said, his white eyebrows pursing together like two meeting caterpillars, “I’ll be thrower.”

Was he ready? This is what he had been waiting for. From the first time he played zuqiu, he had longed for the chance to make a Golden Goal. He had to be ready. Jin looked at Confucius and nodded.

Confucius hiked up the skirt of his robe and ran to the ball, only to let that same skirt spill onto the ground as he lifted the ball, waiting for Jin’s signal.

Jin stared down the field to the Rocks’ goal, where Magu and a Terra-cotta Soldier glared at him. The Stone Cats of Seven Li Street lined up behind them. Each cat was supposed to bestow a different kind of fortune—prosperity, happiness, knowledge, health, blessing, refinement, and opportunity—but at the moment Jin could only see them as misfortunes. Their usually grinning teeth were now bared in grimaces, and their ears were pinned to their heads—all ready to attack. Jin quickly glanced away, his blood pulsating with the frenetic beat of a drum. It was all up to him.

“It looks like Jin is set up to finish the last four seconds of this game! Jin can win it all if he kicks this GOLDEN GOAL!” The Pulao roared these last words, causing a wave of noise among the listeners.

This was his chance.

Jin set his shoulders and threw back his head, the vibrant gold curls of his mane whipping in the wind, then lifted his chin to nod at Confucius.

But before he could lower his head, a booming, deafening sound—louder than even the rambunctious crowd—thundered.

KOONNG! KOONNG!

It was the bell. The clamoring jeers and cheers immediately died, and all heard the bell’s following sigh, my shoe… my shoe…

And then, as if on cue, a majestic creature swept across the field—slowly striding upon his four legs toward the Pulao with his unmistakable, deliberate gait.

“Ba?” Jin gasped.

Spirits wordlessly cleared a path for the Lion, rippling like blades of grass in the wind. The Pulao leaned over furtively, his ear next to the Lion’s mouth as he listened intently.

“Attention! Attention!” the Pulao called rather unnecessarily, as all eyes were already upon him. His voice seemed strangely hollow. “The Lion has brought an urgent message from Mountain Maitreya. He
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