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Chapter 1 - Rocks
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“Don’t you think,” asked Leo, arching his inhumanly bushy eyebrows, “that if the entrance has been blocked with a massive boulder, there might be a good reason for that?”

“Of course!” Jerome beamed in reply. “To preserve the priceless information that lies inside and keep over-inquisitive seekers out, for starters.”

“And that doesn’t worry you? If we found out about this place, someone else must know too. Yet the stone’s still there. Maybe we’re not meant to...”

“Not meant to?” Jerome almost fumed. “This is knowledge, my dear Leo! It must be released and shared! It should be in a library, not locked away in this desert cave. These glyphs are our chance to glimpse through a window into the minds of the ancients!”

Leo rolled his eyes, scratched his hindquarters, and looked at the boulder, while Jerome cleared away some of the smaller stones wedging it in place.

“Meant to or not,” he sidestepped, “that’s a very immovable-looking boulder.”

“Not immovable enough to withstand the irresistible force of learning, Leo. Besides, we don’t need to move it much. Just edge it to one side a little, sneak in, copy down the glyphs, shove it back, and no one will be any the wiser.”

“So I fear,” Leo moaned.

Jerome grabbed his ironwood staff with both hands, and edged it into the narrow gap between the boulder and the cave mouth. He pushed forward as hard as his venerable sinews would allow.

Leo let out a snort, allowed himself yet another ‘why did I ever take up with this old fool?’ eyeroll – perhaps his twentieth of the day – and raised himself up to help, lending his not inconsiderable weight to the enterprise. The boulder began to shift outwards.

“Ha! What was it old Archimedes said?” crowed Jerome. “Give me a lever long enough, a fulcrum on which to place it, and I shall move the – WHOOOA!”

The boulder had inched forwards, completed a half-turn with slowly growing momentum, then reached the start of slope they had just climbed. It didn’t take a master of science to work out how this experiment would end.

“WHOA!” Jerome yelled out again, as the boulder rumbled on, kicking up gusts of dust and beginning to bounce and jig over the rocky path, spitting out pebbles to each side as it shook the hillside. “WHOA!”

“I don’t think,” Leo snarked, stroking his hairy chin while wearing a time-served ‘told you so’ look on his face, “that boulders respond to the same commands as horses. Not this one, at any rate.”

“Seemingly not,” Jerome conceded. “Well, part II of the plan may require some situational refinement, but let’s get cracking on part I.”

Jerome strode into the cave, while Leo padded after him. Down below, a crushing thud suggested the boulder had finally been whoa-ed by an even more immovable object on the valley floor below, as Jerome’s anguished shouts echoed back from the canyon walls. That, at least, is what they assumed the seemingly human calls floating through the mouth of the cave must be.
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THE VIZIER’S INSTRUCTIONS had, he felt, been simple enough for even the Captain of the Palace Guard to comprehend. Head north into the Looming Mountains. Meet the surveyors at the base camp, then follow their directions to the newly discovered cave. Draw up a brief status report on the situation within, checking for signs of disturbance. Roll a boulder over the entrance, then return to the Palace.

As they marched south towards the city, Captain Mekldrak congratulated himself on a successful mission, completed to the letter. Perhaps a commendation would be forthcoming. Or better still, an extra wineskin in his weekly rations.

He had dutifully led his troops northwards, liaised with the surveyors at the camp, continued along the mountain trail to the cave – without a hitch or misstep, he might add – blocked off the mouth with the largest boulder they could find and...

“Oh, Pluto’s bollocks!”

His voice rebounded in mocking chorus from the rock faces on either side: “bollocks, bollocks, bollocks...”

“Captain?” enquired his equerry. 

“The bloody report. The status report.”

“Oh. Yes. We kind of forgot that bit, didn’t we?”

“You forgot! That was specifically your task, as company clerk!”

“I was only following your orders, Sir! You told us to block it off with the boulder.”

“Well it’s no use arguing about it now. If we don’t present that report on the cave, with full sketches and squiggles, the Vizier will have my – or hopefully your – bollocks for a bloody bowtie!”

“Bloody bowtie, bloody bowtie, bloody bowtie...” the canyon concurred. Which was odd, as bowties wouldn’t be invented for another thousand years or more.

“Company! About face!”

And with that, he marched them all the way back up again.

Or would have done had it not been for the massive and palpably movable rock which suddenly appeared around a bend in the gully, caroming off the walls, dislodging splintered scree and screeching vultures as it rolled right for them.

“Oh, Pluto’s boulders!” Captain Mekldrak yelled, as his day went from bad to infinitely worse. The troops skittled left and right, while the overladen pack mule stood frozen in its tracks, before rapidly ascending to the great stable on high to munch on the hay celestial for all eternity.

“THUD!” said the boulder.

“Thud,” agreed the canyon.

“Whoever had the job of wedging that boulder in place is going to wish they had just been crushed to military-issue jam, so help me Jove!” Mekldrak threatened.

“Still, looking on the bright side,” cajoled his number two, “at least we won’t have to shift the boulder when we get back to the top of that hill, Captain.” 

Mekldrak stared hard, blinked harder, let out an exasperated sigh that could have breathed life into a becalmed fleet of galleys, and began to trudge back up the trail.

“Forwards, men!” he called, as he led them back the way they had just come.
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“RIGHT! WRITE!” ENTHUSED Jerome.

“Right now,” Leo demurred, “I suggest is the right time to eat. Trekking across deserts and shifting monumental boulders is thirsty and hungry work.”

“But the glyphs!”

“Jerome, Jerome, Jerome,” pacified a practised Leo, “they have been there for a thousand years...”

“Two thousand, probably. They would be from the Urshal dynasty I should think, which would mean...”

“Two thousand years, then. So I’m sure they can wait another half hour for a combined breakfast, elevenses, brunch and lunch. If you would care to do the honours and break open the knapsack. Bagsy the lion’s share!”

“As if that needed saying! Very well. We eat, and then we get cracking on those texts.”

“Relax, Jerome. They’re not going anywhere. And neither are we, until after a nice, long nap.”

****
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“IT WASN’T OUR FAULT after all, Captain,” hissed a relieved sergeant as he snuck back from a solo recce of the scene. “It didn’t just roll down the hill – someone levered it open. Someone’s broken into the cave!”

The Captain, accustomed to thinking two steps ahead, and inevitably finding a displeased Vizier staring down at him, twiddling his moustache, was not nearly so relieved. His anything-for-an-easy-life mind had already sketched out a satisfyingly terse status report:

‘Cave = inspected. Signs of note = none. Entrance = sealed. Mission = accomplished. PS: Extra weekly wineskin = greatly appreciated. Grd. Capt., 1st Cls., Mekldrak.’

‘Intruders in flagrant breach of explicit imperial decree = unknown quantity and provenance’ was unlikely to elicit the same effect on the Vizierial visage. 

Whoever this band of boulder-hurling desperado cave-robbers or glyph-tracers or hobbyist archaeologists were, he was going to have to take them in, and hope the bounty outweighed the imperial displeasure.

“Swords drawn, men. Prepare for combat – these are crazed outlaws. Sarge?”

“Sneak in, have a quick shufti, try not to lose my legs to a boobytrap or my jugular to an ambush?”

“Your Empress expects, Sergeant!”

A fatalistic shrug was the sergeant’s only reply as he tiptoed forward to peek around the entrance of the cave. He poked his nose into the tunnel, his eyes reluctantly following close behind, by force of anatomy more than volition. 

Leo was picking a tough bit of biltong from between two incisors as the sergeant rounded the corner and came face to face with him – or rather face to gaping maw.

For the second time today, Sarge was hugely relieved at his discovery, as evidenced by a pungently spreading dark patch in his britches. But before he could turn tail and let his bladder tell its own sorry tale, Leo noticed the new arrival. 

“We have company. What a quaint surprise!”

This was all too much for Sarge. A lion was one thing. A talking lion? Whatever the empress paid him, it wasn’t enough to deal with this. He’d be having a stern word with the union rep when he got back to the city. If he got back to the city. Which at that moment looked like a very poor bet to take.

He ventured a couple of backward steps, saw that the unexpected feline was making no attempt to follow him, span on his heels and dashed back to rejoin his comrades, generating enough of a breeze to begin drying off his soiled britches.

“There... is...,” he ch-ch-chattered through his teeth when he made it back to base, “a LION!”

“What? Where?” asked the captain, who on the balance of probability saw ‘lying’ as a more likely eventuality than an actual ‘lion’.

“In... the... cave!” hissed Sarge, wondering how acute an average lion’s hearing might be, and how close behind this particular specimen was.

The sight and smell of Sarge’s uniform was enough to convince the assembled troops that something had scared the breakfast out of him. Maybe it really was a lion, which might require a change of approach. The captain scratched his head and delved into his mental files of military academy training for any entry entitled ‘Lions, catching of; field tactics’.

“Of course!” he proclaimed with remarkable certainty after a few seconds. “Grab it by the tail! That’s the thing!”

“Erm, Captain,” Sarge suggested, “I think that’s tigers.”

“Tigers, lions, all the same. Claws, fangs, fur. Man-eating killing machines. Bound to work.”

“Also, Captain, I seem to remember it being noted as a Very Bad Idea.”

“Well do you have a better one?”

“How about a net? We sweep the area for allied mice first, of course...”

“Mice?”

“In case they gnaw through it – fatal flaw in lion-netting missions. Classic cadet error, Captain.”

“Right...”

“Then catch the lion in the net, string it up on a long pole, and march back to the Palace.”

“And where do we get a net? We didn’t come equipped for zoological specimen-gathering, Sergeant,” quibbled the captain.

“We make one. There’s plenty of rope tying up the supplies on the pack mule that we could... Oh...”

“Precisely. No, there’s only one thing for it, men. Full frontal assault!”

“Might I suggest a surreptitious full frontal assault, Captain,” invited Sarge. “Softly, softly catchee... Oh, that’s monkeys, isn’t it? Anyway, we can sneak up on him and pounce before we get pounced, so to speak.”

“Very sensible, Sergeant. Lead on. And do change that uniform when we get back to barracks – we’re all downwind of you now.”

****
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INSIDE THE CAVE, LEO had relayed news of the arrivals to Jerome, who was unimpressed by this further distraction.

“Palace guards? Out here in the desert? What on earth do they want?” he wondered. “We’d better go and see. And then I might finally get a chance to study these texts before the passage of another millennium erodes them entirely.”

The two of them headed to the entrance and stepped outside into the dazzling desert light, to find they were ringed by armed troops. As their eyes adjusted to the brightness, they seemed to make out ten, perhaps a dozen swords glinting in the sun, all pointing straight at them.

“They don’t seem very friendly, do they?” ventured Leo.

“Oh, I’m sure we can talk this over, whatever the problem is,” Jerome replied, stepping forward to greet the captain, whose form had now resolved into focus.

“Stop right there!” the captain barked. “Put your staff slowly down on the ground where I can see it, drop your weapons, retract your claws, and put your hands and/or paws in the air. You are surrounded.”

“So I see,” concurred Jerome, propping his staff against a rock. “May I ask why?”

The captain reached into a pouch and extracted a scroll of papyrus. He unrolled the text, traced over a few lines with a pudgy forefinger, and recounted: “Breach of Imperial Decree 317 of Calendar Year 408: No citizen shall, on pain of imprisonment in perpetuity, enter the newly discovered archaeological heritage site designated as the Cave of the Ancients in the Looming Mountains to make any copy, trace, likeness or simulacrum of the sacred texts to be found therein.”

“I can assure you, Captain, that I have made no copy of any texts, sacred or profane,” argued Jerome, adding under his breath, “and if the incessant interruptions from this convocation of ignoramuses continue, nor shall I ever!”

“We shall see about that in due time,” replied the captain, returning to his charge scroll. “The perpetrators are furthermore suspected of: grand splat, pack mule; wilful destruction of palace property; reckless release of boulder with intent to endanger life.”

“You just made that last one up!” objected Leo. 

“Anyway,” added Jerome, “we didn’t intend to endanger life. It’s just that, you know, moving boulders, steep slopes, narrow canyons... one cannot change the laws of physics, as dear old Archie would have said!”

“Save your arguments for the Vizier! You both come in quiet as mice,” the captain menaced, prodding the air with his sword like a schoolmaster with his cane, “or you come in quiet as the grave.”

He had been practising that theatrical threat for months, and was so delighted to finally get a chance to use it, he almost forgot to drop his voice an extra octave of gruffness, and pause for a beat and a half before the punchline.

“Very good, Captain!” Sarge congratulated him, simultaneously inflating and bursting his balloon of self-importance.

“We are scholars, not skirmishers, my good man. We shall accompany you to the Palace and attempt to reason with the Vizier. No blood need be spilled.”

Leo gave a look suggesting less than total agreement with his companion, but traipsed along regardless as they were escorted down the hill.
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Chapter 2 - Rain
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The walls of the Palace were high and mighty, but still unable to keep out the din of the swelling rabble outside. The Empress would have to be told.

“If I may have a word, my lady...”

“Oh, what is it now, Vizier? More warrants to sign? Who’s for the chop this time?”

“Trouble with the commoners, ma’am. The crops have failed again, the granaries of the land are empty. Famine gnaws at their dutiful obedience.”

“I find that rather hard to believe,” the Empress harrumphed, raising a silk handkerchief to restrain an imperial eructation. “I dined sumptuously barely an hour ago.”

“The Palace stores have thankfully been spared the worst of the drought, your majesty,” the Vizier simpered. “The general populace, I fear, have been less fortunate. Doubtless a lack of foresight and industry on their part, but they nonetheless now direct their anger towards...” 

The Vizier hesitated.

“Yes?” asked the Empress, more impatient than concerned.

“Towards your royal personage, my lady.”

“Nonsense! How could the food shortage be my fault? Am I a farmer?” the Empress snorted, amused at the very idea. “Do I control the weather? The rain and the sun?”

“Well, you do proclaim your title to be ‘Empress of the Realm, Commander of the Stars and Skies and All that Lies Above and Beneath’...”

“Yes, yes, but that’s just for effect. A rhetorical flourish! People don’t actually believe those words mean anything, do they? Could they be so foolish?”

“Whether they believe them or not, my lady, they look to you, their Empress, to resolve their plight. You must do something.”

Practical action was not the Empress’s speciality. She was a creature of circumstance, a palace cat, a thing of unthinking tradition and ceremony. But maybe that was it! Ceremony! During previous crises, which seemed to crop up ever more frequently, religious festivities had served to divert the people’s disquiet. They could try that old gambit again.

“And if we announce a solemn week of meditation in honour of the gods, and a festival of redemption?” she suggested. “You know, coloured robes, processions, fireworks, all the high priests in attendance. That always seems to do the job.”

The Vizier grimaced, and tugged at his beard.

“I fear that such tactics will work no longer, your highness,” he confided. “Times have been hard, and faith is on the decline. The temples are empty, save for a gaggle of longbeards and spinsters. ‘Our prayers go unanswered’, they complain. The pious words of the old religion no longer hold sway.”

“Then how about a new religion! There’s nothing like a spot of novelty to cheer folk up, is there?”

“My lady, we can hardly conjure a new religion out of nothing! Faith demands history, roots, generations of ritual to give it significance and power. It’s not something one simply invents like a new courtly dance or card trick. Scriptures don’t just pop out of the ground fully formed...”

The Vizier paused. A scripture just popping out of the ground... Of course! The Cave of the Ancients!

“Actually, ma’am, I think I, well you, of course, may have come up with the perfect solution. You recall the cave discovered by the survey team sent into the Looming Mountains some months ago?”

“Cave... Survey... Oh, yes, of course. The cave! Exactly what I was thinking. Remind me of the details again...”

The Vizier chuckled silently, while congratulating himself on his ruse.

“A cavern complex inhabited by the ancient ancestors of our noble people, high in the mountains. They were found to contain certain engraved inscriptions, a series of scriptural texts, seemingly the former religion of this land...”

“Oh, yes, quite the kerfuffle, as I recall,” the Empress chimed in. “But didn’t we ban anyone from entering the cave and reading the texts? Did we not decide they were very much A Bad Thing? Why would we want to open all that up now?”

“Indeed, my lady. They seemed a very bad thing... at the time. A new religion, a social schism, factions squabbling over which was the true faith – that would all have been most unsettling for the empire. It could even have led to armed clashes...”

“Which we now seem to have anyway!” the Empress interjected. Her finger was occasionally, if accidentally, on the pulse of the land she nominally ruled, and her Vizier’s schemes to keep it in order.

“Precisely, ma’am. What would have been an unwelcome disruption of the status quo might now be the very distraction that we need. A way of dazzling the multitude, offering them some new message of hope.”

“But can anyone still read those ancient texts? As I recall they were nothing more than a hodge-podge of doodles – google-eyed beetles, stick figures, shapes and squiggles. How do we get any meaning from that?”

“There is one scholar familiar with the old script of Ancient Cymeria, your majesty. Jerome the Scribe, translator of scripture, and latterly a monastic hermit. He has spent his life studying the fossilised languages of our realm and beyond, transcribing, annotating, cogitating, in monkish isolation.”

“Sounds like he’s fun at parties!” the Empress snorted. “But now is not the time for revelry, after all. And where is this scribe of yours to be found? Surely we banished the scholars and scriveners when we closed down the scriptorium.”

“He is quite close at hand, as it happens, your majesty. His current residence is directly beneath our very feet, in the palace dungeons. A most fortuitous verdict on your part, if I may say so.”

“Oh yes, of course,” the Empress preened. “One never knows when some bearded old academic might come in handy. Always a good idea to keep a few of them chained up just in case, I always say.”

“Quite, your majesty. I shall have him sent for.”
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A HATCH SLID OPEN IN the door, flinging a flimsy shaft of what might once have been sunlight into the cell. Jerome and Leo were still too busy bickering over their predicament to even notice.

“...and it’s your fault we’re stuck in this stinking cave!” Leo yelled, as fiercely as his parched throat would allow.

“Well, more of a cage, in truth,” Jerome quibbled. “Although ultimately they’re the same thing of course, both being derived from the proto-Galaean ca...”

“Enough of the comparative linguistics already! That’s what got us in this mess to start with!”

“I was handling the situation quite amicably until you roared at the Vizier!”

“The guards grabbed me by the tail! What did you expect me to do? Mewl? I’m a lion!”

“Exactly! You have your strengths – roaring, clawing, voiding bowels – and I have mine, to whit: reasoning, cajoling, diplomacy...”

“Prattling on, in other words. A lot of other words...”

The dungeon guard scratched his head, unsure how to attract their attention. Any normal prisoner would snap towards that chink in the door like a moth to a flame, but these two always seemed to be lost in their own discussions. He slammed the hatch shut, and then opened it again, cracking the metal bolt against the latch. That should do the trick.

“Leo Felis? Jerome Scrivener?” he called through the opening, finally eliciting a response.

“That would be us, as I should imagine you have had ample opportunity to discover over the past” – Jerome paused to check the marks dutifully scratched in the sandstone by Leo’s claws – “97 days.”

“Oh,” mocked Leo, “that’s how one practises diplomacy, is it?”

“It was merely a statement of fact.”

“Merely? Goat droppings! There was a definite hint of sarcasm thrown in there...”

“Ahem!” ahemmed the guard. “I am instructed to bring you before the Vizier on a matter of urgency.”

Leo and Jerome looked at one another, blinked, and almost smiled.

“He probably wants to discuss the catering,” Leo suggested. “Rye bread or wheat on alternate days?”

“Soggy or mouldy?”

“A-he-hem!” interrupted the guard, opening the cell door fully.

“Ah, of course,” Jerome responded. “How remiss of us! We mustn’t keep the Vizier waiting! Lead on, my good man, lead on.”
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“A MATTER OF HIEROGLYPHS, then?” Jerome asked the Vizier, rhetorically.

“Indeed. The kingdom is in urgent need of succour and enlightenment, Scribe.”

“Succour and enlightenment? From the very texts that the Empress herself decreed out of bounds on account of their potentially inflammatory and disruptive nature, as my friend and I have been contemplating in the rank, dank cells of your palace for the past...”

“97...”

“Thank you, Leo, ...97 days?”

“It was deemed wiser at the time to pause, or defer, any further investigation into the texts, this is true. In the interests of stability, you understand. To preserve the populace from any unnecessary...”

“Knowledge?”

“Confusion, I would suggest,” smoothed the Vizier. “In any event, the Empress is now of the opinion that the people would benefit from a renewed belief in the strength of our great nation’s traditions, our cultural and spiritual heritage.”

“And you would like me to convey that message from the Ancients.”

“You are, after all, the most revered, most learned, most esteemed, most erudite...”

“Only remaining.”

“Quite – the only remaining linguistic scholar familiar with the ancient glyphs. I, or rather the Empress, felt it would be a wonderful opportunity for you to enhance your understanding of the ancient scripts, while at the same time offering the people some solace in their time of need. The reassuring voice of their ancestors!”

“It may be quite a revelation, as you say.”

“Then I take it you accept the task.”

“Vizier, my guiding light is learning, thought. And the vehicle of thought: language. That is my faith. Where it leads, I follow. Whether that be a cave, or a cage.”

“Though both, of course, are essentially the same concept, derived from a single proto-Galaean root...” piped up Leo, with a smirk.

“Indeed so, my dear Leo. Indeed so.”
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SEVERAL DAYS OF CROSS-desert forced march after their conditional release, Jerome and Leo again found themselves squatting on the floor of a cave, gazing up at row upon row of, as the Empress had rightly recalled, squiggles, stick figures and crudely drawn beetles.

“So,” Leo asked, “Can you read it?”

“It’s quite highly stylised, those ornate curlicues on the lozenges, fascinating. Clearly meant to convey an overarching sense of...”

“But can you read it?”

“I can. The question is: will anyone be able to understand it?”

“Well, that’s what we’re here for, isn’t it? For you to translate it into the common tongue?”

“But what if it no longer means what it once meant, my dear Leo? I can transpose the words into the modern tongue, yes. But those words, those concepts, need not convey the same sense to us as they did to those who wrote this.”

“Meaning?”

“Look at this passage, for example.”

Leo followed Jerome’s outstretched finger, and looked. What he saw could perhaps be an aardvark, maybe a mildly alopecic hedgehog, sitting in a box, alongside a rack of snooker balls, or even the ‘replace toner’ icon from a photocopier. As neither of those would be conjured into existence for another dozen and a half centuries, Leo instead saw simply a triangle with some dots inside it. And then what might be a straggly fringe of hair, which again had not benefited from the orchid protein and bat guano conditioner which had likewise yet to be invented, on account of humanity’s absurd inability to prioritise its innovations.

Jerome was right. It made no sense at all to Leo’s eyes.

“So,” the linguist explained, “what we have here says something like ‘Grapes shall come forth from the vine when the Empress issueth the decree’”.

“It actually says ‘issueth’?” Leo challenged him.

“Well, not as such. It’s just a little flavour, you know. To make it seem older. Which it is.”

“But it doesn’t actually say that.”

“No. It’s simply a metalinguistic signifier to evoke a sense of historical distancing in the mind of the listener; a lens, as it were, through which the translator, namely myself, applies a slight distortion to the original so as, paradoxically though it may seem, to cast it in a clearer light. You see?”

“Whatever,” growled Leo, having fully captured the intended meaning: ‘stop asking so many cheeky questions or we’ll be here all bloody day, and this is going to hurt you more than it hurts me, my leonine friend’. Fair enough.

“Now, that seems like a simple enough statement, does it not?”

A chastened Leo grumpily raised nothing more than a ferally feline eyebrow in assent.

“Far from it, though! It’s all a question of context, you see? Back when these stones were carved, this was a lush, fertile land, full of barley fields and vineyards. Grapes would have been one of the most typical fruits, a commonplace foodstuff. But what does ‘grape’ suggest to you?”

“Not much,” shrugged Leo. “I’m a lion, after all – I have little call for grapes. Gazelles, yes. Goats, gorals, but not grapes.”

“Gorals?” It was Jerome’s turn to play the sceptic.

“Yes, Gorals. Naemorhedus caudatus, a small ungulate of the Caprinae subfamily, native to the Indian subcontinent. Very tasty.”

Jerome looked at him.

“You’re not the only one with a store of obscure knowledge,” Leo huffed.

“So I see, my dear Leo. Gorals, indeed. Back to our grapes, though, and their climatically and historically shifting significance. When this text was written, then, ‘grapes come forth and ripen’ would be just another way of saying ‘the regular harvest happens’, right?”

“Right.”

“But this is a desert land now. Grapes are unheard of. They arrive only occasionally by ship from across the sea, a prized commodity. So the idea of ‘grapes coming forth’ here would be almost miraculous, like frogs falling from the sky, or the rivers turning to gold.”

“But that’s what it says, and that’s what they asked you to tell them.”

“True. But what it says isn’t necessarily what it means. Or what it should mean.”

Jerome felt that familiar tingle in his synapses he always experienced when slipping into the unlit spaces between words. Between worlds, he sometimes intuited.

“You could tell them it says ‘dates’ instead,” Leo suggested. “After all, it’s just a bunch of dots – they could be anything.”

“Quite right, Leo! A fine equivalence. We’ll make a translator of you yet! The thing is, the problems don’t stop there. There are further complications and intricacies to this seemingly straightforward script.”

“You don’t say,” Leo yawned.

“Oh, but I do. This hieroglyph for ‘Empress’ – or ‘Emperor’, as no gender distinction was made for the rulers of Ancient Cymeria – is another fascinating little morpheme! It means ‘Empress’, yes. But that is a later, metonymic meaning that came with the establishment of the aristocratic structure in the land. Originally it meant simply ‘head’ – you see how that works. ‘Head’ the thing sitting on your shoulders, where your brain is, controlling your body, or ‘head of state’, the one sitting on the throne, with the power to control the kingdom. Strictly speaking, in the transitional era when this was written, it could mean either.”

“So you don’t know what it means after all. You’d better give the Vizier his bag of silver back.”

“Not so fast, Leo. It’s simply a question of it meaning different things in different ways to different people at different times.”

“Which sounds rather close to not meaning anything at all.”

“Perilously so, Leo! Perilously so.”

“But perhaps that is what the Vizier is after anyway,” Leo suggested. 

“How do you mean?”

“If the meaning is ambiguous enough, it will set people off squabbling about how they are to interpret this new religion, and before you know it, they’ll have forgotten all about the poor harvest...”

“I see what you mean, Leo. It takes a cunning predator to know a cunning predator. I’m not sure the Empress will be entirely delighted with all the possible interpretations, however. There’s yet another piece to this puzzle – that ‘decree’ I mentioned. In the Ancient Cymerian empire, there was a yearly ceremony, the ‘imperial decree’. It didn’t actually mean anything at all – on a particular date in late spring, the monarch would be paraded around the capital, announcing their affection for their subjects, their solemn vow to lead the people truly, blah, blah, blah. All stuff and nonsense.”

“Sounds familiar...”

“Quite,” continued Jerome, reading only one of Leo’s possible meanings. “So the ‘decree’ this glyph represents could simply be that – a marker point in the calendar, like the first snowfall of winter, or the spring equinox. But it can also mean a real executive order, a new law. Which is almost the opposite, in a way.”

“How very helpful...”

“Or yet again, it can mean a firm proposition, a promise to oneself. Nothing to do with royal authority at all.”

“I’m not sure you should tell the Empress that, unless you fancy moving back into the kind of study that comes with bars on the windows and an intermittent ration of mouldy bread.”

“But that is my task, my vocation. The problem is that they asked for the meaning, singular. They didn’t realise the answer could only ever be plural.”

“So let’s get this straight.” Leo rose to all fours to act out the scene. 

- Have you translated the texts as commanded, Jerome?

- I have, your highness.

- And do they have anything to say about harvests or suchlike? My poor people suffer terribly, and I with them! 

[Leo punctuates his performance with a huge belch, containing more than a trace of gazelle, perhaps even a touch of Naemorhedus caudatus à l’indienne.]

- There is indeed one passage, my lady, that speaks of harvest time in Ancient Cymeria.

- Splendid, let us trust it will cast some light on our predicament! What does it say?

[Leo clears his throat.]

- Well, ma’am, it says that when the Empress issues the order the dates will ripen. Or they may be grapes. And it could be that it will happen anyway, whatever the Empress does. Or then again, if each person makes a firm decision to act, they will bring forth wondrous fruit from a distant land. Or something.

- Guards! Back to the dungeons with this charlatan!

“Yes,” Jerome stroked his beard, which he would very much like to keep untrimmed by the executioner’s axe. “I take your point, Leo. I should get danger money for this job, you know. Hazardous business, translation.”

He set about transcribing the rest of the glyphs.

“Anyway, I’m sure we’ll come up with a plan on the journey back to the Palace.”

****
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AS THEY PASSED THROUGH the palace gates, Leo looked upwards. Perhaps by chance, or perhaps it was his feline sixth sense that prompted him. Up above hung the menacing portcullis, the pointed tips of its bars gently whistling and precariously swaying in the fierce wind that had begun to blow from the mountains. He glanced to one side at the guard manning the lever, the toothed ratchet straining at its pawl, eager to release the chains. Or so it seemed.

“So, Jerome,” he asked, as casually as he could manage, “what’s the plan?”

“Yes,” Jerome replied, unhelpfully, “the plan. Hmmm. Well, we tell the truth, of course, in all its complexity.”

Leo considered this for a moment. Truth and Vizier. Complexity and Empress. Somehow these concepts weren’t tallying.

“And then?”

“Then?”

“Yes, as in the next step when they say, oh, I don’t know, something like ‘Well if that’s all you have for us, then back to the oubliette with you. Actually, scratch that – have you seen the price of mouldy rye bread recently? Better to just lop off their heads and save a few coppers. Executioner!’, or words to that effect.”

“Oh, Leo of little faith! I’m sure it won’t come to that. You’ll see.”

Leo closed his eyes, preferring not to.

****
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“...SO AS YOU CAN SEE FROM my detailed account of the ambiguities inherent to any language system, but above all a pictographic script as in this case,” Jerome concluded with what he felt was a dramatic crescendo and flourish, as the Empress stifled a yawn with all the restraint of one trained since childhood in the art of receiving line protocol, and the Vizier seemed to finger some implement in the capacious pocket of his robe, “there really is no single message to convey.”

The Empress blinked, then raised the brows and lids of her eyes until it seemed they would escape the confines of her furrowed forehead. It might have been an attempt to rid them of a stray lash, or an expression of bewilderment at her subject’s effrontery and sheer uselessness. Leo was drawn towards the latter interpretation.

The Vizier spoke first, leaving them in no doubt as to the official view of their findings.

“No. No, no, no. That will not do, Scrivener. You were sent to bring a message of inspiration and reassurance to our long-suffering people.” He paused to dab at the corner of each eye. Duplicity was such an ingrained practice that even when he had no audience to beguile, he instinctively played the part, recited the hollow words, acted out the fantasy. It would be hard to tell if he even believed his dissembling spiels himself by now. “The commoners have been informed of the discovery of these ancient texts, and await words of clarity, words that will assuage their unfounded doubts in the regime...”

“Words,” interrupted the Empress, “that will stop the snivelling wretches banging their empty pots and pans outside my bloody window as I try to take my after-banquet nap!”

“With respect, your highness,” Jerome suggested with the optimism/naivety [delete as appropriate] of a scholar, “there is perhaps one clear message that these texts do offer.”

“Excellent!” smiled the Vizier, and for a moment gave off toying with whatever device lay in his pocket. “I knew you would see sense. And what is that message, pray?”

“Well,” Jerome began, “one useful interpretation of this clear ambiguity, these conflicting meanings, would be that the people should not seek answers to their problems in the words of others.”

The Vizier begin to fidget, the Empress to frown.

“Indeed,” the scholar continued, “as the monarch/head semantic duality I mentioned earlier suggests, instead of turning to a leader to resolve issues, they should each trust to their own individual initiative.”

“And stop blaming me!” The Empress clapped her hands in delight. “Now, that does seem like a helpful suggestion. Sort their own mess out, instead of expecting nanny to come running and wipe their messy bottoms for them, eh, Vizier?”

She looked across at the Vizier for his customary endorsement. This time it was his turn to frown. He leant across and gestured to his imperial employer, who stretched her head in his direction for him to whisper in her ear, unheard by Jerome.

Lions, however, have the highly acute auditory sense of all the Felidae family. This is what Leo heard:

“My Empress, allow me to offer some reflections on the possible consequences of this insidious, even treasonous, line of thought. The rabble incommode you with their demonstrations, I understand. But consider this – they bring their grievances to you precisely because they believe in your power to resolve them. If they suddenly thought themselves the masters and mistresses of their own destinies, they might, with the humblest respect, begin to question whether their tithes and taxes were well managed by the Palace. Whether, indeed, there should be a Palace at all...”

Jerome, meanwhile, could intuit the Vizier’s words only from the changing expression and hue of the imperial face
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