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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          FACULTY MEETINGS

        

      

    

    
      The Senior Common Room of Freeman College at the University of Stoneybridge in Chare smelled of dust and chalk and old, dry sherry, the sort of fug that got into the back of one’s throat and coated one’s tongue. A fly buzzed against the window behind the Dean, who was speaking.

      Pali Avramapul of the Red Company, one of the most notorious folk heroes and wanted criminals in the entirety of the former Empire of Astandalas, and current tenured Professor of Late Astandalan History, eyed the fly meditatively. Her hand twitched.

      Around the long oval table were two dozen men and women, each of them dressed in the brilliantly coloured antique formal garb of a Scholar of their colleges. Maroon and mauve, royal blue and imperial purple, green and grey, silver and white, orange and bronze, and Pali’s own sable lined with scarlet.

      As each of the Scholars shifted minutely, the rustling of the stiff brocades and heavy wools formed a soft, sleepy susurrus under the Dean’s drone. Pali sat with strictly upright posture, irritated with the too-tall seats. Freeman was a men’s college, and the chairs had not been intended for someone of her diminutive height.

      Her pen scratched across her notebook, making desultory notes about the likelihood of even lower student enrollment this coming term as a consequence of the troubles in the northeast of the continent.

      Pali enjoyed teaching, and enjoyed the relentless pursuit of understanding even more, but dear gods of her far-distant desert, there were aspects of being a faculty member that drove her up the wall. When there were rumours of war no more than the next country over—

      She stifled a sigh. There had long been restlessness to the south, in the dozens of squabbling baronies and free cities and petty kingdoms between the southern border of Chare, the river Ouzen, and the mountain country that had never quite been conquered by Astandalas in the years before its cataclysmic collapse. Pali could have gone seeking adventure any day she pleased.

      She hadn’t yet pleased. She enjoyed her place, her scholarship, her students, her life.

      Mostly.

      It was earliest spring. The snow geese had started to pass overhead on their way to the mysterious north. Pali could never quite find it in herself to be happy when the wind was full of their cries.

      Was happy the word? She pondered, doodling a little sketch of a goose on the edge of her page. There was a word in her own language, dzēren, which meant happy, and also joyful, and also joyous, and also … It was hard to translate. It had connotations of tranquility, of calm, of peace.

      Brimful was the best literal translation Pali had ever come up with. Brimful of joy, of happiness, of burgeoning peace, like a goblet of water overflowing, a spring rising up into an oasis. Something restorative, reflective, gentle. Quiet.

      Pali looked up at the Dean, who had just begun to turn his head towards her, and met his gaze frankly, attentively, alertly. He nodded, cleared his throat with a long ratcheting sort of a cough, groped for water from his glass, and then continued on.

      Her tenure at Stoneybridge was the closest Pali had ever come to dzēren, to the brimful. Certainly she had never managed it at home. She had never been gentle. It was, she thought, boring. Life was so much better with someone to fight. Here there were her colleagues to debate, her students to instruct, her own opinions and hypotheses to test and reshape and defend.

      That was joy. There were few things Pali loved more than a just fight.

      Her right-hand neighbour reached to the water carafe set before them. Professor Vane’s bright mauve sleeve was astonishing every time Pali glimpsed it, her pale-skinned hand a seeming afterthought. Pali admired her friend’s finely buffed nails, one of the other professor’s little vanities. Professor Vane poured herself water, the soft glug-glug-glug making Professor Hillcrest, across the table, startle awake from his near-doze. He caught the motion, frowned drowsily at the water, and settled again.

      Professor Vane slid a piece of paper towards Pali as she returned the carafe to its trivet. It was a movement well-rehearsed and better-practiced. The Faculty of History of the University of Stoneybridge conducted what everyone but for the Dean considered an excessive frequency and duration of faculty meetings.

      Pali’s eyes dropped down to the paper.

      No spitballing

      She never had been very good at keeping her expression blank. She ducked her head to examine the nib of her new fountain pen, a present from her favourite student upon his graduation the previous spring, and made a note in the book she ostensibly used for Faculty Meeting notes. She was not the recording secretary, but everyone knew if you wanted the salient points, you went to Professor Black. It was always good practice, she felt, to notice things.

      For instance: Professor Vane was bored, and Professor Black, otherwise known as Pali Avramapul, was about to crawl out of her skin in frustration.

      She wanted—oh, she wanted to have an adventure.

      The geese were crying in the dark before dawn, when she walked through the chill air to the stables. Pali could hardly bear this quiet.

      She would never be brimful, not of peace.

      She made a note about reduced funding, again, for out-of-country symposia, and scrawled a response to her neighbour.

      Not even the fly?

      Professor Vane, who had exchanged notes with Pali for the past five years of their shared tenure at the university, considered this sally before making her reply.

      Can you hit it?

      Pali considered the distance, the half-slumbering audience, the Dean, and her own openly acknowledged skills.

      It was known that she fenced at a salle in the town three or four days a week, and that she kept a riding horse at a stable at the edge of the university campus, which she rode daily. She occasionally assisted the university falconer with his birds, which few were permitted to do, and at the cut-throat interfaculty competitions held every third Friday she was noted for her skill at darts, though it was also maintained by some of her colleagues that this was because she tended to drink less than the rest of them.

      She and Professor Vane went on long rambles once or twice a week, depending on how their lectures and tutorials overlapped, and they often stopped in at any of the many taverns or public houses around Stoneybridge for a meal and a drink. Professor Vane inevitably started talking with the other patrons about their local ghost stories or religious customs, and Pali would invariably get bored and drift off to whatever game was on offer. Quoits, shuffleboard, boules, darts, even marbles. Anything with a frisson of competition.

      Pali made another note in her book, this time about the potential hires happening in Kitteredge. One of her current students might do well there as a lecturer.

      Assuming the young man managed to stop drinking his evenings away and actually finish his degree.

      A drink tonight says no, wrote Professor Vane.

      Pali felt her lips curl into a small smile. She put her left hand into the inner pocket of her academic gown, where she tended to stash small items she found out-and-about. Interesting stones, pieces of broken pottery, intriguing seeds.

      Three apparently ordinary dried beans and a feather, white with a black tip, from oh, long ago. She stroked the feather with one finger, delicately, remembering receiving it. Three feathers had she been given, by a being out of a legend not a one of these historians would ever have heard tell.

      Three feathers, three wishes, and three quests.

      Two feathers had she made use of, two wishes had she made and been granted, and two quests had she fulfilled.

      Pali had never quite found a third wish worth the wishing; and she had never quite decided that that third quest, for dzēren, for that brimful of quiet, reflective joy, was what she wanted.

      She did not wish for an end to these faculty meetings. They were a part of the small annoyances that were halfway to being a small pleasure, for she did enjoy the society afterwards, the drinks with Professor Vane or the entire faculty depending on the week.

      And besides, very soon she would be leaving.

      She let the beans fall back down into her pocket, clacking softly against the marble she’d found on her walk to the stables this morning, a small milky-glass bauble. She rolled the cool, hard, roundness between her fingers, enjoying its texture, then reluctantly let it drop as well. She didn’t want to break either the marble or the window.

      Deep in her other pocket was a chestnut, left there from the autumn. It rattled slightly in her fingers, the inner nut dried out. She might have to have a word with the charwoman who saw to her rooms and clothes for not turning out her pockets.

      The Dean droned on about new upper university regulations, which they’d all heard about last month and would probably hear about next month as well. Pali did not bother writing anything down. She tilted her head slightly as the fly landed on the upper right window pane, three inches above the Dean’s shoulder.

      He paused to shuffle his papers, and as his head was momentarily downturned Pali flicked her wrist. The chestnut sailed across the table, arced over the head of the Professor of Pre-Astandalan Alinorel History, and nailed the fly with a sharp thwap.

      The three people who had been looking in the correct direction to witness this gave astonished and impressed looks at Pali’s spot. The Dean lifted his eyes from his papers with a befuddled glance over his shoulder. “Was there something?” he asked doubtfully.

      “Probably the students outside,” Professor Vane said blandly. She was much better at keeping her face straight than Pali ever had been.

      “Yes, yes,” the Dean said, frowning down at his papers again. He leaned forward to peer at Pali, who thought he really had no excuse for not replacing his spectacles if they were failing him so badly.

      “Professor Black,” he said gravely.

      Pali ensured her expression was as solemn as she could manage, which wasn’t very. “Yes, Dean?”

      “I believe you are leaving us very soon.”

      That caused an uproar amongst those still awake, who roused the rest, who demanded to know what had caused all the excitement. Through it all Pali sat calmly, smiling slightly. Professor Vane, who knew what this was about, wrote, What a pack of hyaenas.

      “Now, now,” the Dean said, eventually managing to corral his unruly faculty. “Let us not act like undergraduates.”

      Perish the thought, wrote Professor Vane.

      “Professor Black is not leaving the university permanently,” he assured them all seriously.

      Alas. But where would she go?

      She might not have found that brimming cup here, but she was content. Even happy. She had learned there were pleasures in the ordinary, the common, the familiar.

      When she had been younger, she would have gone wandering at even the first inkling of boredom. She would have gone questing for wrongs to right, injustices to mend, just battles to fight.

      There were plenty of all three in the halls of Stoneybridge. When the geese called she reminded herself that her pen and tongue were weapons, too, as sharp and as effective as her great-grandmother’s sword (with which her great-grandmother had cut down the sun) or the dagger Masseo had once made for her out of a fallen star.

      “Where is she going, then?” the Professor of Pre-Astandalan Alinorel History asked. He looked a little sour, possibly from the scare the chestnut going past his ear had given him, as usually he and Pali got on quite well.

      “We should all congratulate Professor Black,” the Dean continued imperturbably, “for she has received an invitation to travel to Zunidh in the company of the Last Emperor’s ambassador and undertake some research in the Imperial Archives in Solaara.”

      There was envy on the faces of those who were only hearing this for the first time, but they all applauded her politely enough. Pali gave a brief scholar’s bow, trying not to laugh when she saw Professor Vane had written Like they couldn’t write for an invitation if they wanted too, followed by Celebratory drinks in the Lower Quad?

      “As the passage between worlds is only open on specific dates, Professor Black will be leaving Stoneybridge shortly to meet the Ambassador in Yrchester, that they can make their way to the passage together in good time.”

      And with that he started handing out reassignments of her students and classes with the brisk decisiveness that never failed to surprise those who slept through half his speeches.
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      Stoneybridge was arranged in colleges, eleven of them huddled together on the north side of the river, and three at a more distant remove. Professor Vane belonged to Sisterlen, and Professor Black to St Erlingale’s. Sisterlen was in the main cluster, while St Erlingale’s, which had once been a monastery, was the farthest out of town.

      That was one of the reasons why Pali had chosen it, when she was offered a place in the Faculty of History and half a dozen of the colleges had vied for her seat. She had brought an already-shining scholarly reputation with her, created by her own intelligence and the idiosyncratic methods derived from her cultural background, her widespread travels, and the alchemical researches of Pharia and the natural philosophy-inflected studies in the history of medicine that Ayasha had pursued. Not that Pali told anyone that members of the Red Company had been her inspiration.

      She also brought with her an endowment for a new research chair, presented to her by a very rich merchant philanthropist who had a few secrets of his own, and so the competition had been fierce. As a result, Pali had ended up with a fine suite of rooms on the ground floor of St Erlingale’s.

      She thought she looked very fine in her black robes lined with scarlet silk, as well. Scarlet was the colour of the Red Company, after all. It was a reminder to her never to let herself become too comfortable. One never knew when the fates would suddenly issue a challenge, and Pali would be called to take up her great-grandmother’s sword and set forth on adventure once more.

      She might not wish for that—for wishes were dangerous things when they might come true—but she could hope for it.

      Yearn, even, though she would never say that out loud.

      She accompanied Professor Vane to her rooms in Sisterlen after the faculty meeting, where her friend took off her heavy formal robes with a relieved sigh. Professor Vane was in her forties, with rosy pale skin, constellations of brown freckles, and curly brown hair she wore down in the Taran fashion.

      “I’ll just change my dress,” Professor Vane said, and disappeared through one of the doors in the room. Pali leaned against the desk in the sitting room, surveying the room idly. She had spent many happy hours in here, drinking and conversing on all sorts of topics, from the highest scholarship to the most mundane.

      Professor Vane’s rooms were cluttered and homely, full of books and papers and pretty clothes. She had a kind of passion for owls, and the room was full of owl-shaped ornaments: clay and wood sculptures, a few paintings, a round stained glass sun-catcher in the window, even a tapestry. The room smelled a bit of the perfume the professor wore, a bit of the long branches of forced cherry-blossoms in a pretty vase shaped like an owl, and a bit more like the calico cat currently asleep on the chair.

      They were friends, passing notes like students in their faculty meetings, meeting up two or three times a week for drinks or afternoon-long rambles in the countryside, sharing books and opinions. The somewhat absurd formality of Stoneybridge kept them to their titles and surnames. Professor Vane and Professor Black, never Elena or—

      Professor Vane came out, now in a gown of finely striped green muslin, and pulled the common Scholar’s black robes over her in lieu of a coat. She added a scarf, striped in Sisterlen mauve and white, and the black kid gloves Pali had given her last Winterturn. She stroked the cat down its spine; it yawned and rolled over, eyes slitted with pleasure as it folded its paws in the air and let her rub its belly gently.

      “There we are,” Professor Vane said, smiling brightly. “All set.”

      Pali returned the smile, if a little less brightly, and held the door open. It was a good friendship she had with Professor Vane, she told herself, pushing away the pang of longing for Jullanar, her first and greatest friend. It might not be brimful, but it was good, and with that Pali had learned to be content.

      Happy, she reminded herself. She was happy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          THE SIRUYAL

        

      

    

    
      Pali was to meet the Zuni ambassador at the crossroads town of Yrchester in Middle Fiellan. She pondered the map.

      The Craslins were a tall mountain range that ran northeast to southwest. Chare, the Lesser Arcady, and Lind were all on the eastern side. The mountains curved around in the northeast to form the northern rim of Orio Bay, with Orio City and the university of Tara tucked into the far end of the Tarvenol peninsula.

      The main highway from Chare led up the coast to Orio City, which had once been the capital of the Imperial Province of Northwest Oriole and was still the largest city in this half of the continent. Smaller roads led up into Lind, and eventually met up with the main east-west highway.

      The shorter route led across the Craslins by the southern pass into south Fiellan, and then up the old north-south highway to Yrchester. The only difficulty with that route was that it was a much higher pass and would be impassible with snow for several more months.

      Pali’s favourite student, who had graduated the previous spring, lived in southern Fiellan. He had written to her several times over the winter to inform her of increasingly intriguing developments in his region.

      Pali had noted the signs of powerful wild magic gathering around him. She was not at all surprised to hear that he was at the epicentre of some sort of nexus of oddities. She had spent time with a powerful wild mage before, and she remembered the chaos of serendipities and inexplicable events that trailed in one’s wake. An untrained one would surely be even worse than—her old friend.

      The sensible thing to do would be to take the stagecoach up the inland route through Lind, and cross the mountains at the northern pass, and thence drop safely down to Yrchester. There were pirates and mountain brigands alike raiding the coastal road. The mercenaries and old soldiers who normally guarded merchants and travellers going to the conflicted lands south of Chare and West Erlingale were finding work on the traditionally safe northern routes.

      Not that Pali needed a guard. Or was particularly sensible.

      And then again—she had promised herself that she would take seriously any invitations to adventure the world offered.

      Well. To be truthful she had once promised Jullanar she would not follow every impossible quest that landed in front of her.

      She had been very good, all these years.

      Surely she was due for an adventure. Jullanar would understand that there came a time when the impossible was the only appropriate course of action.
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      Half term came upon her with a flurry of tearful students and studiously casual colleagues. Pali consoled them both as best she could, which wasn’t very, and packed and repacked her bags more times than she had ever been used to.

      It had been a long time since she’d last set out.

      But that wasn’t the difficulty she faced, in fact. Professor Vane came to visit her one afternoon, the day before Pali had decided to leave, having promised to take Pali out for supper after she’d finished packing.

      “I am surprised,” her friend said, “to find you still unready.”

      Pali glared at the piles of offending belongings. The problem was that she knew what she should take for an adventure. Going as a Scholar was throwing her entirely off-kilter.

      “It’s been a long time since I last travelled so far,” she said, and was chagrinned to realize it was true. She hadn’t been farther than up the coast to Orio City since—well, since the Fall of Astandalas, and that was a dozen years and a distressing, unchronological, period of magical upheaval ago.

      Professor Vane perched herself on the arm of one of the uncomfortable chairs, the only unoccupied space. She looked around the room, gaze arresting on the carpet which usually hung on the wall and was currently draped on the back of the other chair. “What have you decided on so far?”

      Pali pointed to the neat pile on top of the chest. Her robes and sash and veils, which looked enough like her ordinary garments to be unremarkable; her sword; a pot and bowl and spoon. Her oiled cloak, an extra dagger. A small box of salt. Two shifts, an extra set of the snug wraps she used instead of Charese-style stays when she wasn’t wearing Charese dress, two extra loincloths. Her good comb and brush, and a small bag of other toiletries and hair accessories.

      She did not include the carpet. Professor Vane would not expect her to take one with her; and Pali was not prepared to explain it was a magical flying carpet, famous in song and story.

      Professor Vane regarded the collection with astonishment. “What about a book?”

      Pali nodded sharply. “Good point.” She set out a new notebook, her fountain pen and a bottle of good ink, and a new history of the Ouranatha by a scholar she respected—and then nodded in satisfaction. “I knew I was missing something. It’s hard, not going on horseback. Though of course the horse’s tack takes up room, in that case.”

      “What clothes are you taking?” Professor Vane asked.

      “That’s all I need.”

      “What about formal occasions?”

      “I’ll braid my hair differently.”

      The other professor laughed, though Pali was quite serious. “Surely you should have some sort of formal robe? Are you not going for research? You must uphold the honour of Stoneybridge, if not St Erlingale’s!”

      “True.” Pali considered, and fetched out her good Scholar’s robe and a blue dress of some sort of crêpy material that folded without undue wrinkles and would look well enough with her breast band and shift. “There.”

      “Shoes?”

      Pali had a secret love of shoes she had only discovered after her time with the company. “I thought I might get a new pair there,” she said. “Something fashionable in Solaara. My boots and slippers will do for the rest.”

      She fetched the slippers—tooled leather with removable felt liners, sturdy soles, and a light and flexible design, good enough for fencing or dancing as well as warm for cold nights at home. “And a couple of pairs of socks,” she finished, adding them and a pair of leggings. “I’ll wear my gloves, hat, and scarf to start with. That should do. Thank you, Professor Vane, those were good suggestions.”

      “When I went home for last Winterturn, I took a full trunk and three bags.”

      Pali smiled at her. She’d never travelled with anything so much as that. On her journey from Arkthorpe to take up the position at Stoneybridge, she’d had one trunk and her one bag. Even then, the trunk had been mostly empty, but as she’d commissioned it she hadn’t wanted to leave it behind. “You probably had gifts.”

      “Will you not be taking anything?”

      “For whom? Emperor Artorin?” Pali laughed at the thought. She had spent the past fifteen years (and the Interim after the Fall) studying the last emperor of Astandalas. She would say, if a little reluctantly, that she admired him—she might be a folk hero and infamous criminal, but she could respect his efforts to reduce the corruption she and the Red Company had decried—but despite the years of studying his reign she was hardly going to bring him presents.

      She knew too much about his character to not be baffled by the vast eccentricities at play within it. She had wondered whether it was some hereditary madness, before the news had begun to trickle back from Zunidh over the past three or four years and she had learned he had a gift of wild magic. Hiding that must have taken its toll, and probably accounted for at least a portion of his black depressions.

      There were questions even that theory had been unable to answer, however. Some of his decisions were unfathomably strange for a man in his position.

      “I might see if I can get an audience,” she said, imagining the joy of presenting those pointed, poniard questions to the man himself. She could hold him accountable for some of his disastrous decisions, couldn’t she?

      Indeed, who else could? Or would? Domina Black of Stoneybridge, highly regarded historian of his reign, might think of the hard questions; Pali Avramapul of the Red Company certainly dared to ask them.

      She felt a warm glow at the mere thought.

      “Hmm. Did you say the ambassador had arranged this? You might give him a token of your appreciation. You could give him your last monograph and perhaps some Charese specialty.”

      “Saffron,” Pali decided, for the traditional tokens of her appreciation—which involved stabbing some enemy—were probably inappropriate for the ambassador. She added two copies of her monograph—one could be a guesting-gift for her student—and made a mental note to acquire some of the spice from the merchant in town before she left.

      With the contents decided, she packed quickly.

      “You’re so efficient,” Professor Vane marvelled, as Pali turned her pile into a stack of “things to be worn” and “in my bag.”

      Pali had designed her bag herself to be both practical and elegant when she had been home with her sister and trying so hard to be content with her place in her clan. To be brimful with the pleasure and peace of being at home, in her own culture.

      That she kept making prototypes of travelling bags that would be particularly useful for someone not travelling with camels and horses and wagons had perhaps been a sign that she would not stay. No one else had seemed surprised when she told Arzu that she thought she would take her leave again.

      The bag was caramel-brown leather, soft and supple, tooled with the designs familiar from her childhood. The lining was woven—her sister’s work, of course, bright and lovely under her hands, keeping her belongings safe and clean, unmarred by insects or dust or thieves.

      Of course, anyone who stole something from Pali Avramapul would regret it. Deeply.

      Arzu did not have such grand magic as—certain other mages of Pali’s acquaintance had possessed, and she had not been able to make the bag more than unusually roomy. Pali fit her clothes and books in one side, her cooking gear and some long-lasting foods in the other, and still had room for a bottle of wine and another of water.

      And the flying carpet.

      Not that Pali told Professor Vane any of that.
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      The morning before she left, Pali woke even earlier than was her wont. She lay in her bed, listening to the wind rattling the latches on her windows. Familiar sounds, after nine years in these rooms.

      She rose, restless, knowing it was too early to collect her hired horse from the livery stable, and after pacing about her rooms, checking her gear for the hundredth time, she lifted up her great-grandmother’s sword.

      The handle settled easily, familiarly, into her hand. The curved blade was foreign in this world of straight lines and straight swords, of straight-edged buildings and straight roads. And it was famous—famous from a dozen songs. She drew the blade and kissed the thousand-folded steel. The sword nicked a drop of blood from her lower lip, and she smiled at this silent promise.

      It had been too long since she had performed the shēhen.

      She set her feet in the first position, not perpendicular as in most of the Astandalan forms, but staggered in parallel. Her weight over her knees. Her left hand found the dagger without effort; her right hand the sword.

      This was what the Warriors of the Mountain called the Song of the Siruyal.

      Pali had always thought of the Siruyal, the resplendent magical bird of her clan’s legends, as purely mythological. That was until she had seen it, she and her friends of the Red Company, when they had been sent across the Holy Desert to parley with the Wind Lords at the navel of the world.

      Or—no. She had seen it before then.

      Not on her first adventure, when she and Arzu had gone to rescue Sardeet from the Blue Wind. Nor on her second, when she had taken the bones of the Blue Wind’s first six wives home to their kin. Nor on her third, when she and Arzu had gone to visit Sardeet in the city by the sea, and climbed up a magic vine into a cloud-country that she now knew had been at the edge of Fairyland.

      On her fourth adventure, when Arzu had settled in with her newborn son and Sardeet had married her third husband, both of them happy, secure, satisfied with something Pali had never even known how to want (brimful, came the faint thought), Pali had taken her great-grandmother’s sword and her veils and her horse and ridden off after the wind.

      The Siruyal had a wingspan of thirty paces, the tales went.

      (She slid her sword through the air, as softly, as sweetly, as inexorably as the shadow crossing the sand.)

      The Siruyal had talons made of electrum, shining like lightning, sharper than the bite of the scorpion-men who guarded the Underworld.

      (Her dagger darted forward, in and out of the crescent of her blade. She had fought the Scorpion-Men, with a chunk of fool’s gold her only weapon, when she and her sister Arzu had followed the road East to rescue Sardeet from the god who had stolen her away.)

      The Siruyal had a beak curved like a rainbow and a tongue the blue of the sky, and it sang a song like rain falling, a song that like the rain brought flowers in its wake.

      (Her feet tapped lightly as the first drops of rain, as a cricket, as the sand grains leaping across the surface of the dunes. Her blade sang in her hand, an eerie wail as it cut the cold humid air, the cry of a falcon high as a star in the sky.)

      The Siruyal brought destruction with one wing, and new life with the other.

      (Pali’s hands had known both justice and mercy, and the death that was both, and that other death that was neither.)

      The Siruyal had milky-blind eyes, with which it could see into the very heart and soul of the one before it. Be careful, the stories said, for if you met the Siruyal and it judged you unworthy, it would lift you high in the sky and drop you.

      (Pali had met the Siruyal. She had found it grounded, drinking from an oasis, its lighting talons deep in the earth, its singing tongue silenced, its wings furled. She had been hunting, had an arrow strung to her bow.

      She had looked full into its eyes. She had been lifted up, high above the desert, with her great-grandmother’s sword in her hand; and she had been lifted even higher, to the ridges of the mountains that had no roots and peaks that held up the sky, and the Siruyal had given her three feathers and three wishes and three quests.

      The first, for glory.

      The second, for knowledge.

      The third, for dzēren, that brimming promise, which she had always pretended to herself was joy, for she had never wanted peace.

      Stepping foot on that high mountain, she had followed the Siruyal’s whispered directions until she had found herself in another world, where all had been strange and uncertain until she found the first friends of her heart.)

      She spun into the second set of the Shēhen, the Song of the Siruyal taken at double speed, each step and each movement of her hand precise, clear-edged as if it had been months, not years, since she had last performed it.

      She had always thought she’d found glory, and knowledge, and joy in the space of time encompassed by those three wishes, those three feathers. But yet—

      Had not the first portion of her life, from meeting the Siruyal until the dissolution of the Red Company, been her quest for glory?

      And the second portion, in the universities of Alinor, her quest for knowledge?

      Joy had never been an object she had sought. It had come with the sword in her hand and the horse between her thighs, her friends at her side and the wind blowing before her. It had come too with the hunting out of secrets and the orderly arrangement of thoughts, the precise choice of words, the arguments lined up on the battlefield of scholarship.

      But that was not dzēren, not the brimming peace.

      And yet—her hands dipped, the dagger and the scimitar, her feet tap-tapping on the stone floor,  on the rugs before the fire, the scent of the desert in her nose, her mind stilling at the centre of the whirling motion, the Song of the Siruyal that brought flowers in the wake of the rain—what would it mean to seek that?
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      Pali rode out of spring and back into winter as she headed north and west. She arrived at the inn at the lower end of the pass in the late afternoon of a cold, clear day. Snow still lay in the shadowed edges of fields, and there was frost in the air.

      It was early when Pali took the candle the innkeeper offered her and clambered up to bed. She was a little sore after three days in the saddle, and felt chagrinned at the realization she was so unaccustomed to what had once been her life.

      She had been at Stoneybridge nine years, the longest by far ever settled into one place. There had been a year before Stoneybridge teaching at Kermon, and two years at Tara attaining her second degree. Three years at Arkthorpe before that; she had been there for the Fall.

      Before then she’d not stayed a year in one place since her adolescence.

      The room was fair-sized, with a rather impressive canopied bed piled high with blankets, a stand with a washbasin and ewer of water, a fireplace, a bench. She’d neglected to ask for a full bath, but there was a shallow tub in front of the fire waiting for her, and two buckets—one with cool water and one empty—and a kettle at the edge of the fire.

      She performed her ablutions gratefully, albeit quickly—her breath was steaming in the air. She was glad it was not the depth of winter, when there would likely have been ice on the windows, this far into the alpine country.

      Then she dressed in leggings and shift before getting into the bed, where she was pleased to discover the innkeeper’s chambermaid had put in a warming pan. Pali made a mental note to leave a good tip in the morning.

      She left the curtains open as she brushed out her hair. It would have been easier to sit on the bench to brush it out, of course, but there was something so cozy about sitting with her feet on the felt covering of the warming pan as her hair crackled with static electricity and clung to her hands.

      Eventually she braided it back again, blew out the candle, and fell asleep.
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      She woke when the moon rose and shone full in her face.

      It was a full moon, Pali saw when she rose. She intended to close the curtains at the window and then those around the bed, but when she stood, hissing at the cold floor underfoot, she could not help but be captivated by the view.

      The window looked northwest, up the pass into the mountains. Under the moon the mountains gleamed bone-white with shadows that almost seemed to glisten with their depths. The sky was clear, and on another night the stars would have been brilliant, but now were faded to pinpricks by the moonlight.

      Pali had fought the moon, that time the Red Company had travelled to the country of Night, and Pali had found that the celestial orb had a form almost as petty as any human woman.

      But tonight she could forget that.

      She shuffled the rug from beside the bed over to the window and leaned against the sill, yearning to go explore those strange, dreamlike landscapes she could see before her.

      The yearning was familiar; the same wistfulness she felt when the geese called, or the wind blew with a hint of somewhere else caught in its wings, or the river-barges sounded out their deep horns as they set off downriver to the sea.

      Each time Pali would look up at the birds, or scent the wind, or turn her head towards the barges, and then she would tell herself Not yet, not yet, this is not for you.

      The moon was calling her tonight. That cold beautiful smile, which Pali had once punched. She clenched her fist with satisfied reminiscence.

      For a moment Pali thought, as she had thought these many years since the dissolution of the company, Not yet, not yet, this is not for you.

      And then with a curious shock, and a feeling that took root in her heart and blossomed into a fierce smile, she realized this was—at last! at last!—for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          THE HIGH PASS

        

      

    

    
      She had already paid the innkeeper for the horse’s stabling, so she left coins for the room and a tip for the chambermaid, took a deep draught of water from the ewer, and then fiddled with the catch on the window until it creaked open with a gust of cold air.

      The glory of the evening caught in her throat, her eyes, ice crystals dancing in the moonlight.

      Pali flung out the carpet with the snap and twist that caused the magic to waken. It hovered just below her waist, the scent of her sister’s jasmine and neroli perfume, the scent of the desert, the scent of magic, full in her nose, her mouth, her heart.

      The last time she had flown it had been her journey home from that last, unsuccessful quest, when she had flown seven days and seven nights into the Sea of Stars, and a year and a day back.

      She stroked the carpet, as if it were a horse, and like a horse it shuddered and leaned into her hand, quivering with eagerness for the flight before it.

      Down below there was a cry and a shout of laughter, as someone in the taproom cried out a joke.

      They did not know—could not know—that only a floor above them there was a song, a hero out of legend, a moment of magic such as had hardly ever been seen, this side of the mountains and this side of the Fall of Astandalas.

      She flung her bag over her shoulder on the strap made for the purpose and slid onto the carpet, her sword angled out flat against the weave, and laid her palms on the symbols that would guide and direct her flight.

      With a sinuous ripple, firm and supportive against her crossed legs, the carpet rose and passed through the window. Pali caught the window as she went and shut it behind her, the latch falling into place with a quiet, assured, snick.

      It was not particularly late. Lights still shone in many of the houses in the little village where she’d found the inn. There were fewer as she followed the valley into the mountains, as woodsmen were like farmers, and went to bed with the sun.

      The road was easily visible in the moonlight. Pali guided the carpet to sweep up at about the height she was accustomed to from horseback. The woods were dark, black and grey, the snow a strange luminous colour somewhere between blue and white.

      She reached the end of the cleared road, where the snow was still banked several feet high. Pali paused there, feeling the cold wind off the mountain against her face, aware she was at a threshold.

      And then she laughed to herself, tapped the carpet with a firm hand, and lifted up into the untrod lands.
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      The mountains shouldered up around her. They were thickly forested, though Pali was not good enough with trees to recognize the types, not in the dark, in the winter.

      The air was cold in her nose, against her cheeks, in her eyes. The path ahead was clear: one valley led deep into the mountains. Three peaks stood close together, the Three Brothers looking down upon the pass. There had been a story in the taproom that evening about giants and ancient, long-vanished gods that Professor Vane would undoubtedly have found fascinating.

      The moon rode high, a full circle, white mottled with a grey nearly silver. The sky around was bleached-black, the stars faint pinpricks. Pali lay back on the carpet and remembered other moonlit nights, and what it had been like in the Moon Lady’s country, when all was black and white and silver except for what colour they brought with them.

      Black were the shadows, and white the moon, and silver the snow.

      Pali lay there with her clothes fluttering around her, her gloved right hand on the hilt of her great-grandmother’s sword, her gloved left hand on the warm weave of the carpet. The cold air danced around her, pricking her skin, tugging at her hair, brushing all thought of past or future out of her.

      She and the moon might have been two vessels mirroring each other, sailing the sky and the land below the sky, Pali the new moon with her sword its crescent edge, her eyes on the full moon who had nearly, nearly, stolen Fitzroy Angursell’s heart away.

      She was not usually able to think his name. She had to listen to it often enough, on the mouths of undergraduates drunk with their own daring, singing his songs and reciting his poems and pretending themselves into adventures that they never understood. Pali wanted to shake them into recklessness sometimes, those young men and women who studied in the quadrangles and common rooms of Stoneybridge, tell them that the adventures were there, that they need only leave the trodden path and they would find them.

      But she said nothing, for Domina Black of Stoneybridge did not speak of her past.
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      Eventually she grew cold, and sat up.

      The valley was narrowing. The trees were thicker, and she thought she might be following a frozen river-bed rather than the road proper. She had ridden this pass once before, taking the road into Lind for a conference in Markfen. That had been a late summer’s trip, and she had been unable to bear the thought of the heat along the coast.

      To speak the truth, she had wanted even a mere inkling of an adventure. She’d ended up travelling with colleagues. A book had come out of the journey, and tenure for one of her colleagues, but nothing grander.

      The valley twisted and narrowed into a gorge. Up here there were no permanent human inhabitants. She had passed the last of the woodsmen’s cabins. There might be the odd hunter who ventured up in the winter, but the landscape was treacherous enough without several feet of snow cloaking all the sinkholes and streams riddling the stone. In the summer there would be herders and hunters, quarriers and foragers.

      Now Pali had the valley to herself. The wild things were quiet: no birds rose up at her passage, no deer or wolves or wolverines ran through the deep snow.

      At the top of the valley was a headwall with a waterfall, the water frozen into fantastic pillars and curlicues. Pali slowed the carpet as she zigzagged up the face, looking at the ice glittering in the moonlight. There were pale rainbows within the crystals, lavender and the eerie green of the aurora borealis.

      There was a music there, too: the faint susurrus of water rushing behind the ice, herald of a spring that felt far away this cold winter’s night.

      Pali rose like the sap, angling away from the earth, back and forth across the frozen waterfall, the breath of the ice a benediction on her face.

      At the top of the ridge she looked first back to the east. The moon was nearly overhead, Pali’s shadow a puddle of ink boring a hole into the ice.

      To the east the valley was a white spill between the dark grey masses of the woods. Far down below were the few golden lights from the last village; she could not see farther out into the plains. For all she could see, past the village was the grey emptiness of the sea or the desert.

      Pali turned her back on the civilized lands of Chare and looked up into the Craslins. The Linder range went north; the Craslins headed south, petering out into the hills encircling what had once been the kingdom of Morrowlea on the shores of a lake long since lost to changing weather and land use.

      (There had been freshwater sea serpents in that ancient lake, according the earliest histories of what this part of Oriole had been like before the coming of the Empire. The serpents had not been large—perhaps hardly longer than two horses—but they had been, so the stories went, especially wise, and known to grant wishes. Pali had been interested, of course she had been, for she had once been granted those three wishes by a legend of her own people. But whatever other records or knowledge there might yet remain of those ancient sea serpents was held in books that had never been translated into Shaian, or perhaps in libraries that never been conquered by the empire.)

      On the other side of the three-way crossroads at the pass was the road that led down west and north into southern Fiellan. To the west and south was a mystery: land that had never been fully conquered by Astandalas, never brought within the magic binding the empire, but yet encircled and enclosed by lands and peoples that were.

      Pali turned her attention inland. The gorge opened up into a flat-bottomed valley she vaguely recalled was a lake in the summer. There were two valleys coming down into it, one leading south and the other north.

      Tempting as the southern mystery was—and it was—Pali had only ten days before she was due to meet the Zuni ambassador in Yrchester. While it was certainly more than possible to have an adventure in less than a week—she could recall some, subsequently renowned in song and story, that had taken less than a day—she was not in the mood for a solitary winter’s exploration.

      The moon was high and there was a three-way crossroads ahead, and the snow sleek and silver below her.

      The carpet was nearly as alive to her touch, her mood, as a living horse. For all that it had hung quietly, quiescent, on a wall for the past fifteen years, before that Pali had flown it seven days and seven nights into (and a year and an endless day back out of) the Sea of Stars above the Abyss, where things and ideas took on shapes and voices and sometimes even souls of their own.

      “Away then, lovely one,” she said to the carpet, and gave it the equivalent of free rein.

      It leapt forward, swooping down so that its dangling tassels scored faint lines in the snow, kicking up a wake of powdery crystals behind her to hang in the air and twinkle like fairy dust. Pali laughed aloud, her voice chiming silver against the white stones, the silver snow, the black sky, the moon high above, impersonal and yet, Pali knew, quite possibly watching.

      Up in a wave upon a wave of the air, catching some invisible current, intangible but for the way the fabric shaped itself against the air. The trees sighed and shivered with their passing, the pines’ boughs singing over the rush of the air in her ears.

      Pali sat cross-legged, her boot-heels under each knee, her hands resting in her lap, the hilt of the sword in her hand, her sash comforting at her waist. The veils across her face should have felt odd, unfamiliar, foreign; they did not.

      She could have been any age. When she was not yet twenty she had ridden far to the north, to the land of those who lived under the Crown of Heaven, taking the bones of the Blue Wind’s first wife back to her people. She had arrived at the edge of the northern spring, when snow lay in dirty skeins and the tundra was blossoming, insects in clouds around her like a coming sandstorm. The ground had been so wet, she remembered, moss squelching in the narrow rim between sky and permafrost.

      That had been an alien land, as featureless to her eyes as the sandy desert was to a stranger’s. Yet the tundra had its ways and its secrets, open as it seemed; and the blood of that people ran in Pali’s own veins, for her great-grandmother, coming down from cutting down the false sun out of the sky, had met her great-grandfather coming up with the lantern holding the true sun in in his hands.

      Pali stroked the hilt of her sword, her great-grandmother’s sword, as the carpet wove through a thicket of twisted evergreens, leaped over a field of boulders, huge and mutely significant in their stark shadows and white caps of snow, and came suddenly up to a steep clamber.

      The carpet did not zigzag up this cliff: it turned vertically, and Pali had to bite her lip and trust her sister’s work, her sister’s wisdom, her sister’s skill—

      She did not fall, not though the carpet tilted so the blood rushed into her head as she tried not to clench her jaw.

      She did not fall.

      The carpet flung itself over the top of that headwall into a cirque, like someone had taken a scoop out of the mountain—Pali was sure she had not seen this when she had ridden up through the alpine summer, the sound of cowbells never far away—there were yodellers in these mountains, calling from field to field at the waning of the day.

      She did not have long to wonder if she had mistaken her way, or allowed the carpet to take the wrong fork, for suddenly they were skimming the edge of the cirque, like a spoon around the curve of a bowl, and the carpet took the shoulder of the mountain at a vast and impossible speed, and there before her was spread a vast and impossible world.

      The Moon’s Country had been full of flowers: white lilies and asphodels, huge clouds of starry virgin’s bower, carpets of lily-of-the-valley, white bluebells. All white flowers, in a land whose springy turf must have been green in the daylight, but which Pali always remembered as the dim grey of twilight, when the fireflies hung their tiny lanterns in the thorn brakes along the road that dreaming poets had built.

      Here the mountains raised high white peaks, white snow and whiter stone against the bleached-black sky, all their edges etched with black ink.

      (She had looked down into the Abyss. It had been an endless fall of stars until even they were swallowed in a velvety darkness. She had never previously understood why someone might find it appealing; after that journey, that flight out, that flight back, she had known why it was feared.)

      Below her the snow was pristine, ripples and knife-edged drifts shaped by the endless mountain wind. The carpet played with the snow cast up by the wind, dancing with its own shadow. There were hardly any trees up here, and what there were were all wiry and twisted things huddling in the lees of great rocks or rough-edged stream beds.

      Many of the trees had ribbons tied to their branches, pale and glimmering in the moonlight, strips of shadows on the snow. One of the trees had bells hung on it, long strands of silver-chiming bells of the sort they used for horse-harnesses in Lind.

      The wide heath of the saddle between the three mountains crested and then sank down into a shallow bowl with the crossroads at its heart.

      Pali noted the wooden refuge on the farther side of the crossroads standing stone. That marked the path down into Fiellan, she knew; the Linder road went north and east from here.

      The carpet carried Pali nearly due north towards the standing stone, a grey megalith of a stone that was not the native limestone of these mountains. It stood nearly foursquare, roughly shaped to the four directions despite there having always been only three roads meeting here.

      There was no one and nothing in sight but for the moon full overhead and the standing stone and the dark rectangular bulk of the refuge ahead of her. When Pali reached the standing stone she drew the carpet to a halt.

      The wind had dropped. With herself still, her breath was the loudest sound. She breathed shallowly, meditatively, controlling her heart and her attention.

      She had been to such places before, on less significant moments than midnight under a full moon.

      There was nothing to meet her.

      No wind blew from Faerie. No ghost rose from the crossroads. No stranger knight came thundering up with his visor down and lance readied.

      She was disappointed.

      Disappointed: and then angry, for this was not the heart of Astandalas in the days of its glory (its bloated and decadent end), when adventure had to be prodded out of it like someone winkling a snake out of its hole.

      She only had ten days, and even with the carpet it would probably take a full day to get to Yrchester—

      Nine days was plenty long enough for an adventure. And was she not, after all, Pali Avramapul?

      Pali smiled, and stood up, balancing at first awkwardly—she had not stood upon the carpet often, though she had practiced, of course she had practiced, just in case.

      She balanced her weight, and felt the carpet firm and responsive beneath her feet through the soles of her boots. Her boots were well made, leather moulded to her feet by long use in the fencing salle.

      One breath, two. The carpet shifted as she shifted her weight, lifting up, ducking down, feinting left, feinting right.

      Pali drew her great-grandmother’s sword with the stately hiss that had never failed to bring joy to her heart. She drew it when a moment was significant. Never in jest, or idleness.

      “A first quest, for glory,” she said, looking down the northern road into Lind.

      She drew her dagger from her sash with her left hand. It was a solid weight in her hand, the leather hilt easily held even with her gloved hand, the folded steel catching the moonlight. Masseo had made her that dagger with iron ore he had smelted from a fallen star.

      “A second quest, for knowledge,” she said, whirling the carpet around the standing stone so she faced the road back to Chare. The snow stretched out across the high moorland of the pass, shaped only by the wind save for those places here and there where the carpet had trailed its tassels onto the surface, marking the powder with a touch as delicate as an owl’s wings.

      Pali bent her knees, barely thought her direction, and the carpet continued the circuit until she faced the unknown and untrodden road down to Fiellan.

      She raised her hands, crescent sword and star-iron dagger, high up to the wind, the sky, the mountains. “And the third quest, for … dzēren.”

      Dzēren. A cup brimful of peace, joy, quietude, plenitude. She had never sought it, never wanted it, and yet—

      And yet that was the third quest, the one left undone, never undertaken.

      There was no one there to meet her, but the wind blowing ice crystals into her eyes, tugging at her veils.

      Pali bared her teeth to the wind, the moon sailing high above, the stars in their multitudes and the snow immeasurably beautiful below them, and she moved from opening stance to the movements of the shēhen the Warriors of the Mountains had called the Great Challenge.

      Under her feet the flying carpet her sister had woven moved like a well-trained horse, at once ground and mount for her motions, the fabric supporting her like an extension of her own will.

      Once around the standing stone; twice; a third time.

      Pali moved, her sword-hand singing, her dagger-hand percussion, her feet dancing, the wind her dancing-partner. A night wind, a mountain wind, an icy winter wind for all that it bore the faint promise of spring in the fragrance of distant flowers.

      The moon crested the zenith, and there before her were three figures.

      Pali stopped, sword and dagger in the fifth position, the Guard.

      Three hooded robes hung in the air before her. Their hems did not touch the snow, and no feet descended below the cloth; their hoods did not cover their faces, but faces there were not.

      One the gleaming white of the snow all around them.

      One the shining black of the vault of the heavens between the stars.

      One silver as the stars, the ice crystals, the moon’s secret hollows.

      Pali smiled, and lifted her sword and dagger once more to the opening of the Great Challenge.

      “Do you come to meet me?” she asked, her voice low and rich.

      The three figures looked at each other, shadow-blank in the hollows of their hoods. When they spoke their voices came in eerie unison.

      “Do you not fear us?”

      Pali smiled again, and shifted her feet into the proper opening. The carpet was eager as her finest horse would have been before a battle.

      “If you are men or the ghosts of men, what have I to fear? If you are demons or of the fairy folk, I have fought worse. If you are gods—” She could do nothing more than spread her sword and dagger wide, her smile sharp as the wind for all they could not see it below her veils. “I have slain gods before.”

      They were silent. Only the wind whistled around them, the snow hissing like sand.

      Finally they said, “And if we are none of those?”

      “If you are the Fates or the Sovereigns of Time or the messengers of the Silent Ones,” Pali replied, “then I salute you.”

      And so she did, for she had never been stingy in courtesy.

      One heartbeat, two, three; and for a moment Pali could smell both charnel-house reek and the flowery scent she knew from the further reaches of the Sea of Stars, when she had flown seven days and seven nights after Fitzroy Angursell before turning back to the mortal lands.

      For a moment she could almost see visages in the mist within their hoods. Stars glimmered there, eyes deep and mournful, deep as the Abyss falling away from the light.

      “We shall not fight you tonight,” they said at last, and disappeared as silently as they had come.

      Pali sheathed her sword in some disappointment, but the air seemed to require something more of her, after her challenge had met such an initially promising response as that, and so she removed her glove to prick her thumb with the point of her star-iron dagger.

      Masseo had made that dagger, and she knew the runes etched on the blade, hidden under the wire-bound hilt.

      She then lifted the knife high and plunged it deep into the standing stone.

      “When it is time for the challenge to be met,” she said to the wind, the snow, the stars, the moon, the mountains, the mysteries, “you will know how to find me.”
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