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In the cities along the river Ihil, the nomad tribes of the Middle Desert are almost as legendary as the gods. Sardeet is the youngest daughter of the Bandit Queen of the Oclaresh, but her father was a man of the city, and after her husband's death, he brings her to her uncle to recover from her grief.

She walks veiled and silent, as befits one who is rumoured to be the widow of a god, and the people of the city whisper about how beautiful she must be for those rumours to be abroad. They generally dismiss the other part of the story, that the reason her husband is dead is because her sister killed him.

Sardeet's sister Pali, however, knows that this is true—and that there are consequences.

The Warrior of the Third Veil is the second story of those about the Sisters Avramapul. It takes place after The Bride of the Blue Wind. While you do not need to have read The Bride of the Blue Wind, you will probably enjoy this one better having done so.
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EACH OF THE CITIES along the Ihil had their specialty. Vador traded in woven hangings, and Likkaan in spices, and Oclaresh City in gold. The city of Rin was the home of the stoneworkers.
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ALDIZAR AQ NAARUN AQ Lo was a man of Rin. He was an artist, a sculptor in stone, and before he had heard rumours of the beauty of Lonar Avramapul the Bandit Queen of the Oclaresh he had had no desire to travel, had never slept the night in a tent, had never ridden a camel. He had sat in the stone house of his fathers, and carved little figurines of people, until the stories of the beauty and the wit and the strength of Lonar Avramapul drew him away from the green banks of the Ihil and out into the dun desert that at first he did not find beautiful.

Lonar Avramapul found him wandering, lost, desert-blind, thirsty. She took him back to her encampment in pity and hospitality, and when he had healed of sunstroke and fear he asked for stones and chisels, and out of the malachite she brought him he carved his love for her, and she permitted him to live.

For one-and-twenty years he was consort to the Bandit Queen in the desert, and only returned to the city on three occasions, to make the great sacrifice in the temple of Rin when each of his daughters were born. 

The cities along the Ihil were afraid of the nomads of the Middle Desert, and passed their property down the male line. They required dowries to marry their sons to daughters, and a man who had only daughters was considered something of a fool (and soon to be poor). They did not know the bride-price Aldizar aq Naarun aq Lo had paid to Lonar Avramapul, and they smiled when he made his sacrifices for thanksgiving at the births of his daughters. 

For seventeen years his brother lived in their father’s house, and endured the ribbing for having a brother who had only daughters, and lived on his wife’s land, and brought no dowry of orchards or gardens or quarries to the city.

One-and-twenty years after the birth of his first daughter, seventeen after his third, Aldizar returned to his father’s house.

When he rode into Rin he came in style, with seventeen horses and forty-one milk-white camels behind him, bearing the work of two decades and his daughter’s current possessions. He came attended by nomads in their long robes, with short bows of lacquered wood and sinew on their backs, falcons on their wrists, curved swords at their waists. Their robes were bronze and sky-blue and maroon, their sashes scarlet and yellow and green, and to the people of the city they were terrifying.

But they forgot their fear, for in the midst of the procession, beside her father on a horse the colour of gold, rode a woman dressed in widow’s white, her face completely veiled.

Even in the city they had heard the rumours that the youngest daughter of the Bandit Queen of the Oclaresh had been taken by one of the Wind Lords to be his bride, and returned three years later a widow.
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ALDIZAR AQ NAARUN AQ Lo led his daughter to the gracious stone house of his father’s family. His elder brother had inherited it. Naarun aq Naarun aq Lo was a carver of stone traceries, and he had married the daughter of a temple priest for a dowry of three date-palm orchards and two horses. Naarun and Ania had two sons, at this time fifteen and thirteen, and no daughters, and Naarun liked to tell stories of his brother who had married the desert; but only once had he gone there to visit. He had not liked the tents, or the sand, or the open spaces, or the wind, or the fierce-eyed women with swords in their hands.

Naarun’s major-domo bowed when Aldizar and the veiled woman stopped before the door. The horses and the camels and the nomads and half the citizens of Rin spooled out behind them, watching. The major-domo spoke carefully. “Noble sir, on what business do you approach this house?”

“I am Aldizar aq Naarun aq Lo,” replied he, “come to beg hospitality of my brother for my daughter and myself.”

“The master waits within,” replied the major-domo. “The servants will take your horses.”

Aldizar took his daughter’s hand and led her silently through the stone house to the back courtyard, where Naarun waited with his wife and their two sons. Aldizar bowed to his brother, and Naarun bowed back, and offered him wine, and they sat there drinking and not speaking for some time. The sons stared hard at the cousin who sat silently beside their uncle, wondering if behind the veils were truly a woman of such beauty the gods had chosen her for their own, and whether it was true that her sister had killed one of the Wind Lords for some dreadful injustice done to her. Naarun’s wife Ania smiled kindly.

Finally Naarun spoke. “It has been many years since last you came to visit.”

“And too many since you last came to me, my brother. How goes the city?”

“Much as always. The traders come and the traders go, and old buildings are repaired and new buildings are built. Rumours come down the wind from the desert, and down the river from the mountains, and on the lips of men from every land. How goes the desert?”

“The grazing has been good and the flocks have multiplied, and there have been many fools for my wife to hunt.”

They drank their wine. Ania smiled at the veiled woman. Naarun’s sons tried not to fidget as they stared. She sat utterly still. 

At length Aldizar said, “My youngest daughter returned from her husband a widow, the child of her womb gone, and we thought it might be best she spent some time away from the wind out of the mountains.”

“This is the house of your fathers,” replied Naarun. “She is welcome here.”
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THEY CALLED THE NOMAD widow the Bride of the Wind, and since no one had seen her face the rumours of her beauty ran loud as the river in its flood. She herself did not speak. Aldizar spent a month in the city, selling his sculptures and greeting his friends, before the hard stones and the chatter and the crowds pushed him back into the quiet subtleties of the desert. He left behind five horses and forty-one camels and three of the nomad outriders, who were much taken by the admiring glances of the women of the city, and who had sworn on their lives to protect Sardeet-savarel, youngest daughter of their queen, in her grief.

Apart from the weekly services at the temple, where she knelt unspeaking beside Ania in the women’s portion, and whether she prayed or not no one could see behind her veil, Sardeet-savarel did not leave her uncle’s house. She spent three months sitting by the fountain in the courtyard, staring at the water over the green and yellow tiles from Issuol to the north. 

Ania had never seen a woman sit so still; the women of the cities spun and wove and cooked and cleaned and shopped and gardened, and she had presumed that the fierce women of the desert would do more, not less. But she thought she understood the clouds that hung over her niece, and she did not press her.

In the city the rumours multiplied, spun out of stories from the odd traveller who had seen the Bandit Queen or her eldest daughter hunting in the desert, from the old legends of the mortals who had caught the eye of the gods, and from the sheer blankness of the white veils and the silence.
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THREE MONTHS AND THREE days after Sardeet-savarel had arrived, a lone rider approached the city. He rode a black horse with trappings of scarlet and silver, and wore the flowing black robes and veils of a Warrior of the Mountains. The Warriors did not often come into the cities along the river: they were legends near as wild as the Wind Lords and the tales of the ancient days. 

Between his headscarf and face-veils they could see dark eyes lined with kohl, black, steady, calculating. He bore no visible weapons. He did not speak, and seemed to know his way. Almost as many people turned out to see the Warrior ride through the streets as had come to see the procession bringing the Bride of the Wind to her uncle’s home. 

To no one’s surprise, the Warrior took the same route, and ended at the same door.

The major-domo was as polite as he had been to the grand procession, though fear underlaid his bow and his words. “Noble one,” he said, his knees quivering and his mouth dry, for his grandmother was from the southern desert and had sung him many stories about what the Warriors could do, “what brings you to this house?”

“I come to see the Bride of the Wind,” said the Warrior, in a low voice muffled by his veils.

“On ... on what business?”

“Her own.” The warrior gave him a golden comb as a token, and the major-domo, with a bow of deepest respect, led him to a seat inside the entry-hall, and went in to consult with his master.
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WHEN SARDEET-SAVAREL was given the comb and the news that a black-clad Warrior of the Mountains had come for her, she rose immediately from the women’s quarters and went to the courtyard fountain, and so, with confused glances at his wife, Naarun bade the major-domo bring the Warrior in to see her.

Ania and Naarun stayed as chaperones, though what they could do should the Warrior choose to flout polite behaviour they had no idea. They watched the two come together, the young woman in full white veils and the young man in black. They were of much the same height, and Ania looked again at the shape of the body beneath the black clothes, and wondered.

The Bride of the Wind reached out her hands in supplication, and the Warrior took them and said, “My sister, it is done.”

Sardeet-savarel cried out in a piercing voice the high ululation of grief and triumph and loss, and then she collapsed into the Warrior’s arms, sobbing.

And then it was that Naarun remembered the stories of how it was that the Bride of the Wind had become a widow.
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IT WAS ANIA WHO DARED offer hospitality. 

The Warrior accepted it gravely, and they stared at each other for a moment. Sardeet-savarel sat on the edge of the fountain, head leaning against the Warrior’s side. Ania couldn’t tell from the kohl-lined eyes or the low voice whether the Warrior was man or woman. Even among the citified tribes it was not permissible to ask for a name between the offer of hospitality and the breaking of bread. 

Sardeet-savarel suddenly gripped the Warrior’s hand and spoke. Her voice was hoarse; she had uttered no words but her sobs for three months or more. “Will you take off your veils?”

The Warrior looked down at her. “Will you?”

Sardeet-savarel did not answer, but stood, and pulled the Warrior back into the women’s quarters with her. Her movements were lighter than they had been, swifter, stronger.

Ania and her husband looked at each other after the door closed behind the woman in white and the one in black.

“I hope,” said Naarun, “that the Warrior is indeed her sister.”

“The rumours are already thick as swallows in the fall,” Ania replied, and hastened to the kitchen to arrange a feast in honour of the guest to their table.

***
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AT THE EVENING MEAL in Naarun’s house were: Naarun and his wife; their two sons; Naarun’s apprentice Sol, and for the last two weeks, also Ania’s brother Khalun and his wife Saara, and their son Khalef, who was eighteen and soon to take his place as a temple priest in Oclaresh City down the river. Sardeet-savarel had only joined them occasionally, for she did not eat in public with her veils, but the three nomad guards often did, along with Ania’s handmaiden and the major-domo, and they, of course, were there tonight.

The arrival of any Warrior would have been of the greatest interest, but with the prospect of a woman warrior—the second daughter of the Bandit Queen, no less—all the household were buzzing with rumours and stories. The three nomad guards were queried, and they smiled and said that yes, the second daughter of the Bandit Queen had taken the Veils, and no, they had not seen the horse or its rider and did not know if this Warrior were she. But of course everyone then went to the stables to consider the horse, and it was decided that the splendid animal was indeed out of the Avramapul herds. 

So of course there was much excitement. But underlying it all was the ravening curiosity, held barely in check by Ania’s cheerful demeanour as she helped arrange cushions and low tables and couches for all the party, about what exactly Sardeet-savarel looked like. 

Shortly before the dinner-gong was sounded Naarun and his wife stopped together in the courtyard. The three boys—their sons and nephew—were huddled in the upper gallery, whispering, and looking down at the door to the women’s quarters. 

“I am worried about her,” he confessed. “She cannot be so lovely as all that. And the people ...”

Ania straightened the hang of his robes with a fond familiar gesture. “Dear husband,” she replied, “when you came back from seeing the Bandit Queen who stole your brother’s heart away from the city, you told me that if she was like the Spring incarnate.”

He looked down at her. “I prefer the heart on my own hearth,” he said, and his wife smiled and shook her head.

The gong sounded, and they made the young men go in, and seated themselves around the table, with a place at Naarun’s right hand for the Warrior and one at Ania’s left for Sardeet-savarel. The few minutes they waited before the sisters entered were long ones, and then the nomads, who had been standing by the door, flung themselves down on one knee in homage to the daughters of their queen.

Unveiled, the Warrior was a young woman in a simple black robes, her hair covered in a black headscarf, her waist sashed with black. Her eyes were lined with kohl, and steady as a falcon. She was beautiful as the desert just before dawn.

Beside her in white, unbound waist-length hair glinting like a raven’s wing, sallow with the months of her veiling, but with a faint wash of pink starting in her cheeks; with grief in her face and fire in her eyes, Sardeet-savarel was the dawn.
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NO QUESTIONS WERE PERMITTED until they had shared salt and wine. After the bowl of scented water for washing fingers had been passed around, left to left, Naarun took the flat bread from the basket, broke it, and sprinkled salt over its face, and with a gesture older than the city presented it to the Warrior. With a gesture of equal antiquity, the Warrior ripped a piece and ate it, and passed the bread to the person on her right, who was Ania’s brother Khalun. 

Once the bread had been passed around the whole gathering, Naarun took up the flask of wine, and poured it into the great guesting-cup. This he passed to the Warrior, who drank and again passed it to her right.

Once the wine had made its circuit, the servants brought out the food. Normally the conversation would begin at this point, but everyone was eager to hear the name of this woman Warrior, and the story that had brought Sardeet-savarel out of her veils. As their guest was a Warrior, though a woman, Naarun began with the traditional words.

“Child of the road,” he said, “you have asked hospitality at our hearth, and we have given you salt and wine and three days under our roof, though you should be enemy of our house. Now we ask in return, what name do you bear, and who are your kin, and what journey do you take that brings you to our hearth?”

The Warrior smiled, and with a glance at Sardeet-savarel, said: “I am Paliammë-ivanar Avramapul, second daughter of Lonar Avramapul of the Oclaresh and Aldizar aq Naarun aq Lo of this house. I am a Warrior of the First Veil, and I have come to my sister with news that concerns her.”

Naarun paused in a bit of consternation. “You are welcome to the house of your fathers as long as you wish to stay.”

She inclined her head graciously. “You do honour to your kin.”

There was a strong buzz from the assembly. Without her veils she looked like an ordinary woman, except that Ania saw several white spots on the right side of her face, as if a spray of sparks glittered there. 

“The daughters of my brother are welcome to my house,” Naarun said, and offered her a plate of spiced lamb.

Sardeet-savarel leaned to Ania and whispered, “I have much to thank you for.”

Ania smiled. “I am merely glad to see you so recovered. Your sister’s news must be very good.” 

She looked about to reply, but after much whispering and giggles Ania’s younger son had developed the courage to speak—for though only a woman, Paliammë-ivanar was both Warrior and beautiful, and he was only thirteen—and he interrupted to ask,“C-cousin, what does it mean to be a Warrior of the First Veil?”

Paliammë-ivanar laughed, with a merriment Ania had not thought to hear from any of that family. “Cousin,” she replied, “it means that I am fully trained, but not yet permitted to bear a sword of name.”

“How is it, Pali,” said Sardeet-savarel, frowning, “that you are not yet of the Second Veil? I thought when you returned to the mountains after—after rescuing me, that you went for that ceremony.”

Ania was glad to know the short form of her niece’s name. Pali replied, “It was not until now that I could say I had finished righting the injustice.” She looked around the room at the eager faces, and smiled a bit wryly. “After one has trained with the Warriors, one is sent into the world weaponless on a quest to find some injustice and right it. The masters believe that one must not forget that bloodshed is not the answer to all problems, and that if one cannot achieve righteousness unarmed, one will never do so caparisoned.”

“What injustice did you find?” asked Ania’s youngest son, who was (as the rest of the assembly were grateful) just young enough for it not to be an intolerable insult.

Pali looked at Sardeet-savarel, who blushed like a sunset, and said, “They have been good to me. Tell them.”

***
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“HEAR ME,” SAID PALI, hiding her discomfort at speaking in public as best she could, though she was accustomed to face veils and was not good at keeping her expression calm. She locked into her heart the deeper disquiet she would never share with the sister whose injuries Pali had worked to remedy. That would be no gift, to lay that burden on Sardeet. 

“On her vision quest in the desert, my sister Sardeet-savarel was taken by the Wind Lord Olu-olurin to be his bride. This is no injustice; it is a great honour. We mourned, and we rejoiced, as was appropriate.

“But even the gods can commit crimes against the greater gods, and this Olu-olurin did. He was Lord of the Blue Wind, and yearned to become one of the Twelve by his own doing, and not their will. So it was that he delved into forbidden knowledge, and sought through ensorcellment, incantations, and many wicked deeds to achieve the power that he sought. Six wives he killed in his evil search, and the seventh of his brides was my sister Sardeet-savarel.”

She spoke plainly, almost brusquely, but all in that room hung on her words. Sardeet hung her head so her black hair slid across her face.

“Our eldest sister Arzu-aldizarin is gifted in knots, and in her studies she came to the realization that there was some wrong done to our sister. I had just come to the taking of the First Veil when I received her message, and so with the permission of my masters I set out with Arzu to remedy this wrong. We passed together along the road of the dead through the Gate of the Mountains, and came at length to the palace of glass which housed the Lord of the Blue Wind, and our sister his bride. From thence we rescued her.”

Her face was so grim, and Sardeet’s bent in such grief, that not even the youngest son of Naarun and Ania dared ask how that had been achieved, though all wondered, and thought of the stories of how many people failed at that attempt to pass through the Gate of the Mountains. 

Pali drank some of her wine. The servants brought in the next course, lingering to gaze on the two sisters and hear a few words of the tale.

“The bones of the dead wives were housed in that palace, and they cried out to be returned to their peoples. As I had claimed the injustice as mine to right, I set out to do so. From the southern jungles where the people are dark as burnt earth, to the north where they are pale as fresh milk, and west even across the great Salt Sea, where the pearl-fishers call the Wind Lords the Masters of Thunder, and give them the shape of dragons, I followed the voices of the dead.

“Seven of the greatest beauties of the last thousand years did I take home: Nwayë the Swift, whose people make wine out of wild honey and dance in circles of ecstasy when the north wind blows her voice to them. Aulai of the Snow, whose people tell stories of how she sang the wind down in the shape of a swan. Mei Song daughter of the Emperor-of-the-Yellow-Throne, whose calligraphy was reckoned one of the three great treasures of the Empire, but who followed the taste of a peach into the blue distance. Dhava Flower of the Yrchain, who is worshipped now in the springtime, when the wind blows soft over the hills from the east. Eijian the Fair, with hair like cornsilk and eyes the colour of the sky, whose people live in a world half night, half day, in a desert of ice, and ride a kind of deer as we do camels. Imröd-imardel, daughter of a djinni and a woman of the southern clans of Ihil, whose name we know on the lists of the sacred beloveds. Sardeet-savarel my sister, the fairest woman of the Oclaresh. All these did I take home.

“Nine months have I travelled, from the lands at the back of the north wind to the place where the sun stands direct overhead, and so I say to my sister: it is done. The prayers are made, the songs are sung, the sacred fires are lit, the ghosts are laid, and in seven lands the son of my sister by the Blue Wind, Arvoliin, the Flame of the Fire of Love, is named as the newest of the gods.”

Each of those sitting there looked from the Warrior to the Bride of the Wind, and though these were names out of ancient legends and the wildest accounts of travellers, none of them could bring themselves either to believe or disbelieve it.

Pali herself smiled at her sister, and Sardeet smiled back, both of them quite as if they’d forgotten that they no longer wore veils, and that all the rest could see the sisters’ amusement at their civilized disbelief.
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THE NEXT DAY THE YOUNG men of the household were disappointed, for Pali had already finished her morning exercises before they thought to come down to watch her at them. They found the two sisters sitting beside the courtyard fountain, breaking their fast on coffee and cookies. Pali again wore her Warrior’s black, and Sardeet still her widow’s white, but their veils lay on the stone plinth beside them.

Ania came out to shoo away Khalef and her sons, and greeted her nieces. They smiled and invited her to join them, and she did, wondering mightily at how cheerful they looked this morning. “Aunt of my heart,” said Sardeet shyly, “I have not yet thanked you for all you have done for me.”

“Our house is humbled by the legends that walk within it,” she replied, quite seriously, but at the wry edge to Pali’s smile she laughed. “My mother’s people come of Vador, and I weave in that tradition. With your permission I shall make tapestry hangings telling this your tale, if you will tell me details so that it may be the more faithful.”

“There are many details to be said of Pali’s journey,” said Sardeet; “little of mine.”

Pali patted her sister on her hand. “Never shall I bear a god,” she said briskly. “It is a harder task. Now, come, sister mine. What is there in this city to be seen?” 

Sardeet looked a little panicked. “I have seen nothing but the temple.”

“What have you been doing? Learning of our aunt the weaving of Vador? Reading poetry despite our mother’s views on the corruption of literacy?”

That was obviously intended to be a joke, Ania knew, but Sardeet plucked anxiously at her veil. “I have sat here.”

“What, here? For three months? Doing what?” 

Sardeet ignored this. “We are not all called to be warriors.”

“No, but no human is called to be utterly idle. Do you pray? Would you enter the temple or the mountain priories, that you might spend your life in holiness? Any would welcome you, who have lived already in such high places.”

“Pali, no, I do not want ...” Sardeet’s voice fell to a whisper. “I should want that, should I not? But ... no. No. I could not bear the walls—Pali, I should go mad from the walls!”

Ania looked around the high stone walls of her courtyard, which she loved, and shivered at the thought of having only the fabric walls of a tent between her and the world. 

Pali said, “The winds no longer cry for their fellow. Will you come riding with me? I would see this city of our fathers.”

Ania opened her mouth to protest this—unmarried women of the cities did not go riding alone with no chaperones—but Pali looked over her sister’s bent head to her, with another wry smile and a lift of her eyebrows, and Ania said nothing. 

She was nevertheless relieved that both sisters went out veiled.

***
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SARDEET HAD NOT RIDDEN for three months, and little for six before that, and not at all for the years of her marriage, so Pali took pity on her with her pace. And anyway, the city was too crowded for riding fast. Nevertheless the crowds melted out of the way of the black horse and the golden, the black rider and the white, without apparent glances, though the whispers rose up behind them as they passed.

They rode aimlessly, gazing in wonder at the carved stone façades about them, their veils hiding their wonderment and leaving them apparently aloof. They came unexpectedly to the southern gate of the city.

The guards on the gates saluted the Bride of the Wind and the Warrior, and wished very much to know what lay behind the white veils of the one and the black veils of the other, and whether the lack of visible weapon meant that Pali bore none. 

On the other side of the walls ran, first, gardens, and secondly the palaces of the very rich, the urban sheiks of the cities, and, thirdly, a great sinuous ribbon the colour of the desert that was the river.

“Is that the Ihil?” asked Sardeet, who had never seen a river before.

“Yes,” said Pali, who had followed it down to its mouth, and up to its head, in her journeys. “This road appears to lead to it, if you would like to go see.”

Sardeet nodded, and so they rode slowly, even though now that they were out of the city and the sun was high, the crowds had dissipated. Those who lived in the city did not venture far outside its bounds even in the daytime unless they had work to do in the gardens or the palaces or the orchards or the quarries, and they were not desert nomads for whom the midmorning sun and a river breeze was cool. And so the sisters were able at last to talk.

“Pali,” said Sardeet, “what will you do now?”

“Now? I will return to the mountains and claim my sword and the robes of the Second Veil.”

“And then what? Return to the clan? Arzu is our mother’s right hand; will you be hers when she is head of our people?”

Pali looked through the frame made by the alert black ears of her horse at the fine stone road ahead of them. She made a face beneath her veil. “Perhaps. And you? What will you do, if you spoke truly that you do not want to enter the temples?”

“I spoke truly. I know that is what is expected of me ...” Her voice trailed off. Pali reached over and touched her on the arm. 

“Sardeet, no one expects anything of you. They are frightened because your life entered into legend, and because it fell into tragedy. They were prepared for you to become a goddess; they can imagine you becoming a holy one in the mountains. But if that is not what you desire, what then? You know better than the rest of us what the voice of the divine calling you sounds like.”

They rode in silence for a few more minutes, hearing the cicadas and the clip-clip-clip of their horses’ hooves on the road. This time Sardeet looked through the golden ears of her horse, faintly obscured as the view was by the gauze of her veil, and suddenly she tore off the veil and exclaimed: “I want to live.” And she dug her heels into her horse’s side and with an excited neigh the fine horse shot forward at a full gallop.

Pali rode her horse in a circle, and, to the amazement of a man trudging along far behind them, she bent from her horse to pick up the white cloth her sister had dropped without dismounting, and sent forth her black horse like a bird to follow after.

They thundered down the road for a good few furlongs until they came out suddenly on the edge of an open space laid out for contests and training. They raced their horses across the open expanse, Sardeet whooping, Pali laughing, until Pali caught her up and they dropped down to a more sedate walk to let their horses breathe. “Those people,” Sardeet said with a flash in her eyes and high colour in her cheeks, “over there, they think we are mad to ride like that at noon.”

Pali looked across an open area to where a double handful of men had stopped in their work to watch them. They seemed to be setting up tents and enclosures, though the tents were not of any of the nomad clans of the Oclaresh. She smiled, recognizing their general shape from her journey. “They are a caravan of entertainers,” she replied; “they are more probably impressed.”

She thought Sardeet might turn her horse that way at first, but the Bride of the Wind shook her head and went off the other direction, towards the river, which ran close to the exercise grounds. There was a kind of dock with a ramp down to it, for loading boats perhaps (even Pali had only the faintest idea of how travel on water worked; when she had gone to the Pearl Islands she had begged a flying carpet of her sister, that she might not fail at her task to a storm on the sea). They let their horses drink, and then continued their slow circuit of the arena.

In her long solitary journeys Pali had gotten out of the habit of speaking her thoughts. She did not wait for Sardeet to speak; she merely rode, though her thoughts were indeed turning more and more to what she would do once she had her sword, and wore the coloured sash of the Second Veil, and might choose her own road. If she won the right to bear the sword of her great-grandmother, the Flower of Time, who had cut down the sun. But she would not think of that, not now, when Sardeet needed her to be certain.

“I am not yet eighteen,” Sardeet whispered. “I do not want my life to be over already. But in my visions, before the Blue Wind came, I saw myself only in bridal scarlet.”

They rode around a curve that took them out of sight of the entertainers. Pali considered her words carefully. “I saw myself with a sword in my hand and joy in my heart as I fought in a battle. Does that mean I will never find a husband of my own and wear the scarlet myself?”

“No, but ...”

“Arzu saw knots and threads and magic, but does that mean she has forgotten her love of riding, or the sword, or the hunt?”

“No, but ...”

“Our father was a stone-carver of Rin, as frightened of the open as any of the ones there now, and yet he fell in love with the desert. Does that mean he lost his love for the work of his hands?”

“No, but ...”

“Your life will always be shaped by the fact that you were wed and widowed and bore the Flame of the Fire of Love to Olu-olurin the Lord of the Blue Wind before you were yet seventeen. Yet look at the river.”

Sardeet obediently looked over. They’d come around another corner, and were now riding down the long side of the arena towards the caravan. The river was a huge glitter to the right. Sardeet winced away from the light in her eyes. Pali passed her back her veil, but she did not put it on.

“The Yrchainné say that a person’s life is like a river. It begins from a small source, a gathering of raindrops in a bowl in the mountains, as our souls from the forces gathered from the mother and the father and the gods in the womb. When the bowl overflows—when the soul is born—the river begins to flow, until finally it reaches its home in the sea. It is shaped by the land it crosses and the waters that feed it, and the people that work its banks, and the storms that rage and the gods that will it to change.”

“I don’t think I understand how a river works,” said Sardeet, “but I thank you.”

Pali laughed a little behind her veil. “Perhaps it is I that cannot explain well. Sardeet, my dear, you will always be the one who was the seventh wife of the Blue Wind, just as you will always be the third daughter of Lonar Avramapul and Aldizar aq Naarun aq Lo of the city of Rin, just as you will always be my younger sister. Being my sister shapes you, as you being mine shapes me, but it does not mean I cannot stand up tomorrow and say: ‘Today I will choose a different path than the one my feet have been taking’.”

“‘All roads lead east,’” Sardeet said, the old proverb pointing to the holy desert, and the tombs of the dead along the way.

“You and I and Arzu have already passed those roads,” Pali said, “and we are free of the bonds of fate.”

“Heavy talk for a hot day!” a male voice said cheerfully. “Come have a drink with us, for you cannot be of this city, we have never seen such clothes as yours before! Who and what are you?”

They had drawn abreast of the caravan, Pali on the inner side and Sardeet on the outer. Pali looked down in astonishment at the speaker, and reined in her horse. Sardeet followed suit a moment later, fumbling with the veil that she had not yet replaced. 

He had been grinning pleasantly at Pali—pleasant was her first impression, followed quickly by an appreciative oh!, for the young man before her was nearly as handsome as Sardeet was beautiful. He had curly black hair and bronze-brown skin, and flashing eyes that met hers in appreciation—until he looked past her to the rider in white, and his mouth fell open in amazement.

“Oh,” he added weakly.

Pali looked quickly at Sardeet, who was looking both frightened of and pleased by his attention, and so she smiled behind her own veil and spoke in the low tones that rendered her voice ambiguous in gender. “We are children of the Middle Desert. I am a Warrior of the First Veil, and this is my sister, the Bride of the Wind.”

“Oh,” he said again.

“Perhaps another day,” she added, and with her hidden hand gave Sardeet a family signal, and their horses lifted in unison into a canter away from where the young man stood staring and his companions laughed at his discomfiture.

***
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AT BREAKFAST THE NEXT morning, Sardeet said to Pali, “Would you like to go riding by the river again with me?”

Pali had spent the later afternoon and evening discussing her travels with Ania in more detail, to her aunt’s increasing astonishment and marvel. Her cousins had managed to get up early enough to watch the last third of her exercises. They had been puzzled at the slow movements that seemed to have nothing at all to do with violence. 

After two days she was already restless of being within the stone buildings. “Yes,” she said. 

Ania watched them go with a feeling between worry and pleasure, and noticed that although they both wore their veils, Sardeet had now fixed hers like her sister’s, so that her eyes were uncovered.
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THIS TIME THEY RODE straight to the river gate. They cantered down to the exercise ground, and Sardeet called to Pali: “How did I not know I needed this?” 

She led the race, and Pali let her choose the direction. Down the long side along the river, around the bends, and then diagonally across the field back to the river—around the bend—across the centre again, weaving figure-eights over and over, at the trot, at the canter, at the gallop, at the high floating step of the horse dances. 

Pali set her horse to match the golden mare’s gait, and smiled to herself at the thought of what they looked like to those watching from the middle of the side they did not pass along.
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THAT NIGHT THEY ASKED their uncle what the caravan was, and were told they were travelling entertainers from the western bank of the river, who had come to the eastern cities for the first time. They performed, he said, a kind of mobile festival in each of the cities along the river, from Issuol in the north to Calkinu in the south. They stayed seven nights in each city, he added, a bit disapprovingly, and their entertainment went from sunset to midnight.

“Oh,” said Naarun’s sons and his nephew, who was going to become a priest the next holy-day.

“Oh,” said Sardeet, her eyes shining.

“Ah,” said Pali, exchanging a glance with her aunt.

*** 
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ON THE THIRD MORNING they rode the long way around to come to the caravan, but sedately, so lightly that their horses had barely raised a sweat. They found the young man throwing daggers at a target on a wall.

“You have missed it,” Sardeet said at length, when his third knife bounced its hilt against the outer line of the target.

He glanced across at her with what Pali thought a reasonably well-done affectation of nonchalance—she had seen how hastily he had pretended to be in the midst of his exercises when they had finally rounded the corner to come down the caravan side of the grounds. “I am a knife thrower by my trade,” he said haughtily. “The intention is to miss.”

“I see,” said Sardeet. She looked about the site. The tents were bright, constructed of many-coloured fabrics joined together in patterns—stripes of many orientations and widths predominated—and the place quiet, though the hard-packed sand and fragments of litter showed how many people must have been there the night before.

“Say, Warrior,” he said, plucking out one of the knives and presenting it to Pali hilt first. “Would you like to try?”

She opened her hands in a gesture of rejection. “No. I may bear no blade until I have completed the ceremony of the Second Veil.”

His eyes flashed with astonishment and something like disdain. Pali could hear the amusement in Sardeet’s voice as she said, “May I?”

She had dismounted and ground-tied her horse before he could recover. Sardeet plucked the knife from his hand, stood where he had, and paused in consideration. Pali saw that a few others, men and women both, had emerged from their tents to see what was toward. They broke into smiles as they saw the white-robed Bride of the Wind—by this time they had heard the stories from the city folk—stand with a dagger in her hand and a frown between her perfect brows, just visible above her veil. 

The entertainers travelled by barge down the Ihil, and took to wagons on the western bank, and had even less to do with the nomads of the Middle Desert than did the clans of the eastern cities. They had only really listened to the accounts of her beauty; the people of Rin were a bit superstitious about telling stories of the gods to strangers, and the entertainers had taken the vague hints as mere metaphors and similes and tales of the old legends from far away.

Pali guessed that Sardeet had not spun daggers since she was married, but it was mostly in the wrist, not the arm, and their rides had shown her that her sister might be out of practice and out of shape, but had not lost her technique. She smiled behind her veil at the open amusement visible from the entertainers. Clearly they had only met the pastoral nomads of the western hills, whose clans shared the city folk’s views on the roles and skills appropriate to women.

With a curious yearning for something she could not name to herself, Sardeet flipped the dagger accurately into the centre of the target.

“We are of the desert,” she said to the young man, who was gawping as if she’d struck him in his heart, and swung back up on her horse. “We do not miss.”
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Four
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THE FOURTH DAY WAS a market day, and Ania invited the sisters to join her and her own sister Saara as they purveyed the souk. Pali agreed readily, for she had not spent a week in one place for most of a year, and not since her time in the mountain fastness of the Warriors of the Mountains so long within a stone building. She delighted in her sister’s company, enjoyed her aunt’s, was amused at her cousins’ awe, and was ready to head back to the desert. And also, as she had discovered in her travels, she liked markets.

Sardeet agreed in anticipation and calculation, and again wore her veil as Pali tied hers, eyes visible above the cloth. She still wore her widow’s white, and, as Ania and Saara were uncomfortably aware, remained highly conspicuous. Still, with Pali stalking beside her in Warrior’s veils, no one offered any trouble at all. 

Numerous young men (and several older ones) were immediately inspired to write poetry to what little they could see of the Bride of the Wind, and one young sheik from Oclaresh City, in Rin to hire the best stone-carvers for his new palace, immediately began to scheme how he might win her for his bride. He made the mistake of asking the nomad guards for their clan’s traditions, and slunk away again in the knowledge that even his wealth could not pay the initial token of intent, let alone the bride-price that would be asked for Sardeet-savarel.

They made the rounds of the spice vendors, the glassworkers, the carvers of small figures, the metal smiths, and those who brought beans and fruit and vegetables. Ania and Saara bought their week’s needs, and Pali and Sardeet observed and occasionally murmured to each other, and behind them the rumours flew.

When they came to the nuts, Sardeet suddenly became animated. She passed up and down the great stone crocks the merchants used, and after a good few turns finally chose the merchant she would speak to. Pali, amused, stood beside her looking threatening in her very lack of weaponry; Ania and Saara hovered a few feet away in agonies of suspense.

“Does the glorious lady see something of interest?” began the nut merchant, a middle-aged man of the name of Jomol, who came from a small village downriver in the midst of the orchard country, and thought he knew how to haggle. 

“You have seven kinds of pistachios,” said Sardeet. “Why are those two in the same container?”

She pointed at the smallest of the crocks. Jomol looked at it in astonishment, for he had not thought anyone would notice that he had cut his highest-quality nuts with those of a very similar but lesser variety. “Ah,” he said. “Those are of the highest quality, the pistachios of the Oclaresh, glorious one, but with the greatest flavour comes a certain irregularity of size.”

Sardeet regarded him for a long moment. It was not usual, for the tribes along the river, for a woman to look directly at a man; he put his sudden flush and trickle of sweat down to her breaking that custom, and to the fact that even her eyes were more beautiful than most women’s eyes. 

“I see,” she said finally. “It was not from your gift-offerings that my husband brought me pistachios. A pity.” 

And with a nod she beckoned to her sister and walked off, leaving Jomol to sweat and the rest of the nut-sellers of the market, who knew well enough that his were the best quality, to decide between public humiliation or the possible reward of the Bride of the Wind’s patronage, but by the time the bravest—or most foolhardy—of them had called out to her, Sardeet and Pali had already turned the corner of the marketplace to come to the sellers of cloth.
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WHEN JOMOL TOLD HIS wife what had happened at the market, she said: “Hurry, you fool, separate out the best and send them as a gift to Naarun’s house before the day is over.”

Jomol, being a prudent man, also gave a portion as a gift-offering to the temple, in the name of the newest god, the Flame of the Fire of Love.

***
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AMONG THE SELLERS OF cloth Sardeet was entranced, and even Pali delighted. They examined the great swaths of silk and linen and cotton and wool, coloured brightly with dyes of many lands. The vendors told them stories about where the cloths were from, making up most of it until Pali said to one, who was explaining how the cloth that he sold was dyed by the dew in the land of Rish by women the colour of onyx, that she had been to that land, and that while the people there could conceivably be called the colour of onyx (though to her mind they were more of a dark brown), the dew had not had any effect on any cloth in her possession.

“But it is a very pretty orange,” Sardeet said, and bought a length, so the shame-faced vendor was able to laugh; though his price fell by more than half.

Pali noticed her sister shied away from the blues and chose instead the hot colours, saffron and crimson and purple and orange and bronze. Sardeet bought one length of each, enough for several wardrobes. Pali did not buy anything for herself, having little room in her saddle-bags for more than the few small trinkets and gifts she had already acquired in her travels. 

At length they wearied of the crowds. Leaving Ania and Saara to finish their gossiping with Ania’s friends, Pali and Sardeet returned to their uncle’s house. Once there they sat in Sardeet’s room and spread out the cloth.

“It looks like the southern hills,” Pali said. “Their earth was like this, layers of colour swirling up and down.”

Sardeet spoke suddenly. “How many Veils are there for the Warriors?”

Pali smiled at her. They’d both removed their veils, and she sat brushing out her hair from its braid. “Five, though few indeed have attained even to the fourth. The First Veils are black with a black sash, and I have told you of them. The Second Veils are black as well, with a sash of any colour one chooses; one has earned one’s sword, and is to be respected. Most Warriors remain of the Second Veil.”

“And the others?”

“Warriors of the Third Veil wear indigo, with a sky-blue sash. That is earned by achieving a great victory against a most worthy foe; our mother earned her right to the indigo by her defeat of Ondariin of the Djinn. Warriors of the Fourth Veil wear saffron yellow, with a sash of green. My masters are of the Fourth Veil. Each of them is the greatest living master of their weapon.”

She fell quiet. Sardeet looked at the faint, slightly embarrassed longing in her sister’s eyes, and it was her turn to pat her gently. “And the Fifth Veil?”

“There have been only nine Warriors of the Fifth Veil in the annals of the Warriors of the Mountains. They are the heroes of legend that the Twelve Great Wind Lords have called upon as their champions.”

“And what do they wear?”

Pali laughed. “Whatever they want. Their reputations are their garments and their glory.”

***
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ON THE FIFTH MORNING they rode in their veils to the exercise grounds. Pali again let Sardeet choose their route: they danced their horses through the motions of a duel fought with invisible weapons, as they had done as children for the festival games. Pali held herself back so that she did not win too easily or too soon, and knew that from a distance it probably looked like Sardeet’s flashiness—for she had not yet trained in adult subtleties—far surpassed her own quiet competence.

They halted before the caravan of entertainers. A dozen men and women had emerged to watch them, not even the knife-thrower pretending to be busy. Their horses were blowing with some excitement, as they had been bred and trained for such activities. 

One of the entertainers, a tall older woman dressed in a robe the colour of an aubergine, hung all over with tiny golden coins, looked up at them in consideration. “May we offer you water?” she asked, and by her accent and her question Pali knew her to be from the western bank of the Ihil.

“We will take it from your hands,” said Sardeet, and she and Pali dismounted. 

The woman first brought a basin of water for their horses, which action Pali approved, before returning a second time with an ewer and a tin cup. They drank politely, for the sun was not yet too hot, but were glad enough to be invited to sit on cushions beneath a canopy.

“We are given to understand that you are entertainers, a kind of festival that travels,” said Sardeet, looking with curiosity at the colourful tents and the mostly-shabby garments worn by the men and women sitting beside them. “Is that so?”

The older woman gestured gracefully. “Yes, it is so. Visitors of an evening pay to see us perform: I dance with snakes, Laqi is a strong man, Zamir has his knives, and so on. Some of us cook food of many lands, others tell fortunes or perform magic. That sort of thing. It is our first time on this side of the river, we wished to expand our travels.”

Laqi, whose muscles Pali certainly respected, smiled bashfully when he saw her considering him. Zamir was gazing in adoration at Sardeet. When the woman stopped speaking, he said, “If you were to return this evening, you could see.”

“There would be no charge,” the woman who danced with snakes said, “not for those who have given us such pleasure as we watched them at their riding.”

“We are honoured by your attention,” said Sardeet, not looking at Zamir the knife-thrower.
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THEY SPENT THE AFTERNOON assisting their aunt in her storeroom. 

They both found the cavernous stone cellar beneath the house marvellous. Their people kept their wealth in livestock and jewellery and knowledge, never in food. People of the cities and djinn of the desert dealt in food, though the food of the djinn was never quite what one expected.

Ania’s pantry was crammed with huge stone jars, each of them full of oil, or wine, or water, or dried figs or dates, raisins, nuts, and elsewhere there were spices from far away. Naarun’s skills as a carver of façades were in solid demand, and Ania’s dowry had been substantial. 

Sardeet and Pali helped her count quantities. Ania watched them peer with girlish pleasure into the jars and crocks, even Pali losing her aloofness as they searched lentils and dried beans and wheat for evidence that insects or rodents had come in. 

“You do not have places where you keep your food?” Ania asked at last.

“There are caches at the oases,” Pali said, “but not like this. We carry what we need with us, or if we need more ...” She shrugged, and Ania remembered with a shiver that her nieces’ mother was called the Bandit Queen for good reason.

Sardeet spoke a bit dreamily, running her hand through the lentils. “My husband’s servant winds brought food from the offerings people gave to him. It was rarely ordinary food.”

It was at this point that the pistachios sent from Jomol arrived, the major-domo peeking apologetically in to find his mistress and present them to Sardeet-savarel. Sardeet smiled when she saw that the pistachios were all the highest quality. “These were the food I liked best,” she said. “They tasted like home. He is more honest with his sorting now.”

“He is no more honest than any other merchant,” Ania said. “I see the hand of his wife in this gift. She is a shrewd woman. Her brother tends the orchards where those pistachios come from. Jomol’s business has thrived since he married her.”

“Hmm,” said Sardeet.
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THE EVENING MEAL WAS usually taken at sunset. After they had eaten, Sardeet and Pali went to their room to wash their hands and replace their veils. Sardeet looked at the bronze and orange and pink cloths, and tugged at her white robes. “I do not want to wear my widow’s white any longer.”

“Then you must give yourself to another life,” said Pali, fastening the black cloth that transformed her from a beautiful young woman to a Warrior of the First Veil, and wondering for the first time if ever she would choose to take off the veils for good.
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Five



[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


THEY TOOK THE THREE nomad guards with them to the caravan. These were young men a few years older than Pali, in their mid-twenties, who had spent three months flirting with the women in the city. One had fallen in love with a woman of the house next to Naarun’s, and was shaping in his mind a worthy bride-price for her. The other two were quite ready to return to the desert now that Sardeet was so much recovered from her grief. All three of them were delighted to see Pali, though disappointed she remained of the First Veil, and would not spar with them.

There were many others streaming out of the city to the entertainers’ caravan. Mostly men, mostly young men, and a few groups of women with husbands and attendants and chaperones. Pali and Sardeet were conspicuous, Sardeet’s white robes and veils both immediately recognizable and brilliant in the torchlight that lined the route. Pali in her black faded into the shadows, but the nomads were fierce and warlike as ever, and on seeing them, people immediately sought out the mysterious Warrior. 

They detailed one of the guards to wait with the horses outside of the way of the crowds, with instructions to the other two to spell him off every hour, that all might see the entertainers. Sardeet gave them coins to spend, as she stood in place as their liege, and then they turned to the throngs under the lights.

Liqi the Strong Man stood at the entry-way. When the two veiled women approached, he bowed and let them through, to the disgruntlement of those who had to pay behind them. He appeared to accept the guards as their retinue, though Pali had asked them out of friendship and so that someone could watch the horses, and they separated once they were inside. 

The entertainers had hung lengths of cloths between their tents, to shape the path that people could take and make a maze of delights that hid one from each other. Sardeet and Pali drew a little aside, as the nomads went off to investigate, and examined the area from the safety of their veils.

“The knife-thrower is to the left,” Pali said.

“We will not go there first,” replied Sardeet. “I would see the woman dance with snakes.”

And so they went to the right. 
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THE AREA WAS FRAGRANT with sweat and human odour and sweet things frying in hot oil, with perfumes of many lands. They did not eat anything, though vendors offered them their wares with eager eyes. Instead they watched, observed, wondered, and Pali thought of all the places she had seen, and had yet to see, and Sardeet-savarel forgot what her husband the Blue Wind had told of other worlds, and fell in love.
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THE KNIFE-THROWER HAD heard the news that the Warrior and the Bride of the Wind had come after all. He was a young man of a high heart and quick—one might even say hasty—decisions. From a city far to the west, where the desert nomads were the barest rumour, Zamir had long since found his own handsome face and charm enough to win him any woman for an evening, whatever their cultural views of the matter. He had been much taken by the women of the eastern cities, and had left a trail of broken hearts behind him. 

The owner of the caravan—Walea who danced with snakes—had told him he must mend his ways before he was given over to the vengeance of a family, and was relieved that there were only three cities left before they crossed the river and started again through the familiar lands to the west, away from the places where the desert winds blew restlessness into them all.

Zamir had sworn on his life that he would behave. And for two cities he had only flirted, and nothing more, with the pretty young women. 

When he saw the Bride of the Wind without her veil, for the first time he discovered what it meant to be the one yearning for the distant beauty who toyed with him. 

It took only two days for him to decide he was in love.

It did not occur to him to ask anyone for her people’s expectations. His heart, he was sure, was true.

When at last the Bride of the Wind and her attendant, the so-called Warrior (of whom the rumour-mongers said only that she was a woman; they did not say that she was reputed to have slain a Wind Lord for the ill done her sister), came before his show, he had decided what to do. 
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PALI AND SARDEET OBSERVED the woman with her three six-foot snakes coiling around her, and Liqi off-duty from the gate lifting huge blocks of stone. They did not have their fortunes read—that was against the ways of their clan—but they did admire the rest. The lion tamer, the woman with seven trained monkeys, the magicians making things appear and disappear in puffs of coloured smoke, the scents, the shadow-players, the musicians, the dancers.

At last they came to the knife-thrower. 

Zamir had covered his target with a scarlet cloth. He was in the middle of his set routine when they came up, juggling seven daggers in the air.

He smiled at Sardeet when she stopped before him; the crowd opened to let her and the Warrior see clearly. Zamir said, “The merest glance of your eyes is like the dart of the sun,” and flung the first dagger behind him at the sun in the centre of the target. 

People tittered a little. He said, “Your eyebrows are like a bow, shooting your glances,” and two daggers followed the first.

“The imagined splendour of your smile weakens me,” he added, and the four daggers thunked into the target, and he pretended to collapse.

The audience laughed and clapped, but Pali and Sardeet walked away to their horses.
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THEY RODE SLOWLY TO the exercise grounds the next morning. The city was quiet after the market-day, and when they left the south gate almost no one was about. After they out of earshot of the gate guards, Sardeet said, “My husband that was told me that there are other worlds. I learned twelve ways to cross the boundary between this world and them.”

“I have not heard tell of this!” said Pali, her imagination fired. The visions she had seen on her vision-quest at fourteen haunted her. None of them were of places she had yet met with in her travels. She had looked when she took the bones of the dead wives to their homelands. She was not in the Veils, not in those visions. She wore strange clothes, rode a strange horse, had strange companions; but in them she had seen her older self laughing with a wholehearted joy.

Sardeet nodded. After a few moments, she continued, “I would see more of ours before I go seeking beyond. My husband was not certain if one might return or no by the same path.”

“That would be less pleasing.”

“Have you seen the lands to the west of the Ihil?”

“No, save far in the north. When I went to the Pearl Islands I went by way of one of Arzu’s carpets, for I feared the storms and the sea, and I did not know how long such a journey would take.”

“Your masters will rejoice when you tell of them of your deeds.”

“Mm,” said Pali, who was somewhat concerned about this, for though she had shed no blood on her journey, she was not certain that throttling a god—even a lesser god, and a wicked one—would be considered acceptable. The point of the quest was to right a wrong without violence. She found her worries growing as her restlessness in the stone city increased, and did not know whether it was because of the restlessness or because she had the time to think. But she would not say that to Sardeet.

They reached the exercise grounds, and after cantering twice around the circumference, they stopped before the caravan.

Walea, the snake woman, stood beside Liqi and one of the older men, who had a long beard in three braids tied about with bells and ribbons. He was one of the fortune-tellers, and wore garments of white cotton washed with indigo into brilliance. Zamir the knife-thrower appeared a moment later, to stare with utter adoration at Sardeet. 

“Come away with me,” he said abruptly, before the sisters had dismounted or anyone had said anything. 

Sardeet looked down at him, the woman veiled in white on the golden horse, like something out of a romance of the City of Enchanters to him, a young man of good family who had run away for adventure. 

“What will you offer me?” asked Sardeet. Her voice was not dismissive. Pali watched Walea trying not to frown. Liqi and the fortune-teller were observing Sardeet with nearly as much adoration as Zamir.

“Adventure,” he said. “Glory. Love.”

Sardeet paused a moment, and Pali knew by the sudden motion of her horse, swiftly controlled as it was, that her sister had been touched at some deep chord. If a handsome young man had made her such an offer, Pali thought— 

“I will consider your earnest,” said Sardeet, and she and Pali rode away. 

Zamir did not know the ways of the desert, and did not know that to invite a woman under his roof with the offer of a token was to ask her to marry him, and that a bride-price of acceptable quality and quantity would be exacted, one way or another. 

He was, however, smitten, and if he had known, likely would have said the same.
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ON THEIR RIDE BACK Pali said, “There are other ways to seek adventure, my sister, if you desire them.”

Sardeet had lifted her veil to feel the wind on her face, before they reached the city and the stares of strangers who knew her story—or thought they did. She smiled at Pali before letting the cloth drop down again. “I know.”
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON Naarun took Pali aside. He paced up and down for a few moments, evidently finding it difficult to gather his words. Pali watched him patiently. She thought she could guess what had prompted this meeting, for when they had returned after their ride Sardeet had asked her aunt if she wished to join them in a visit to the caravan of entertainers that evening, or if their cousins might prefer to come.

She was not disappointed. After a few false starts and huffs through his moustache, he said: “Daughter of my brother, I know that many customs are different in the desert than in the city.” 

She nodded and said nothing. He paced about some more, started again: “We of the city know that some women choose to take on men’s clothing and occupations. Like you, often it is one in a family of daughters, where otherwise there would be no one to guard and protect her sisters. And so I speak to you, Warrior, for you act as the brother of your sister, that you take care of her! It is not appropriate for a woman of her class to go to the travelling entertainers. She will bring shame upon herself and her father’s house.”

“And on this?” asked Pali, gently, when he paused. 

Naarun looked a bit conflicted. “Women are the vessels of honour,” he said. “While your sister stays beneath our roof, she is ours to keep safe and pure.”

“I see,” said Pali. 

“It is not that I am ungrateful that she should be so much recovered,” he said hastily. “A woman’s three glories are her beauty, her dowry, and her virtue. Your sister’s beauty is unparalleled, her dowry is extensive, and her virtue ... I would not see it tarnished, when her reputation is so close to holy.”

“I see,” said Pali.

“You stand between her and the world, surely you do not wish to see her hurt?”

Pali smiled at her uncle, though as she had just come in from tending her horse, she was still veiled, and he could only see her eyes crinkle. He found it reassuring that she went about veiled, for it meant he could forget she was only a young woman, and treat her as an equal. 

“No,” she said, “I do not wish to see her hurt. However. We have a saying in the desert, that no one may cast another’s shadow. My sister is a woman grown. It is not my place to tell her where she may go or what choices she should make, and nor would it be were I her brother, or her father, or her son. I do not stand between her and the world, any more than I stood between her and the gods when the Wind Lord chose her for his own. I have my own shadow to cast, my own roads to ride.”

“Yet,” he said, uncomfortably.

“Yet should she need it, I would ride against the world as I rode against the Wind Lord who did her wrong.”

“It’s not suitable,” Naarun cried in a pained voice, and he sounded so like her father when her mother brought him some unwary traveller’s belongings to choose a trinket from that Pali smiled kindly. 

“My uncle,” she said, “I will speak to my sister. We both owe you much gratitude for your hospitality and care, my sister especially, and we would prefer not to cause you distress.”

And with that, Naarun had to make himself content.

***
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WHEN PALI REPORTED this conversation to her sister, Sardeet said: “But that’s absurd!”

“I know, but it matters to our uncle. And our aunt.”

Sardeet had been deciding which colour to make into a garment first, and stood frowning between the bronze and the purple. “As if I would give my wealth over as a dowry to a husband! What does he think I am, a fool?”

“I don’t think he understands the ways of the desert.”

“Evidently!” Sardeet looked around the room her uncle had given her. Her aunt had hung it with tapestries, which made Sardeet feel less enclosed by stone, and it was bright and colourful. Five wooden chests stood against the walls, each filled with the treasures she had claimed from her husband’s palace. She thought of the forty-one milk-white camels and five horses that were her portion of her inheritance. She thought of the knife-thrower—Zamir—with his flashing eyes and strong hands, and the strange livelihood of the entertainers.

“Our father thought I wanted to give over my portion to the temple and enter a priory, and for that reason brought my share of the herds here. My uncle has been most gracious in his hospitality and care. I do not wish to repay him ill for his kindnesses.”

“The obligations are heavy,” Pali agreed, enjoying the sight of her sister seized with enthusiasm, and a little wary of where it might take her. 

But before her thoughts went too far along that concern, she thought of her own future, and whether having travelled so far, she wanted to bind herself to the mountain fastnesses, or even to the sweep of land her clan claimed as their territory, and so she did not give voice to any of the other concerns she might have raised.
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IN DEFERENCE TO THEIR uncle, they did not go to the entertainers that night. Instead, after the evening meal was over, Pali and Sardeet retired to her room and discussed their plans.

“I am growing tired of the city,” Pali began.

“I would rejoice to see you in the robes of the Second Veil,” replied Sardeet.

There was a pause. They were sorting through jewellery. Pali had been the one to collect the treasury of Sardeet’s husband Olu-olurin, but she had been in a fog of wonder and exhaustion at the time and had forgotten most of what was in it, and Sardeet had not seen the contents at all. 

“It occurs to me,” said Sardeet, “that my uncle would find it more pleasing to have the revenue from a date-palm orchard or two than forty-one camels that he does not know what to do with.” 

Thus proving that she had been listening when she sat silent at the dinners with her uncle’s household.

Pali nodded. “It is true that men of the city do not understand the importance of living wealth.” 

In their hands were treasures of a thousand years of gift-offerings to the Blue Wind and his wives. Pali recognized the designs of certain of the realms she had visited in her travels. 

“I would like to see more of the world,” said Sardeet.

“It is full of many wonders,” agreed Pali.

After three hours they had not finished going through one of the chests. Sardeet looked down at the wealth spread out across her carpets, looking even to Pali’s eyes like a goddess above her tribute. Sardeet said, “I am sick of idleness.”

“Even shadows desire the opportunity to give shade to the weary,” Pali replied, and the two sisters smiled at each other and said no more.
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TEN DAYS AFTER SHE arrived in the city of Rin, Pali left it for the desert.

She did not ride alone: she was accompanied by thirty-seven camels and the other three nomads of her clan, who were full of stories of their months in the city and trying very hard not to speak too much of the way in which Sardeet-savarel, the Bride of the Wind, had put off her widow’s white in favour of bridal scarlet, and ridden off to join Zamir the Knife-thrower and the caravan of entertainers.

They did not tell Pali what they thought of Sardeet’s choice. Pali reflected that surely this could not be as disastrous as her sister’s first husband, and tried to put aside her disquiet. This was only partially effective, for if she succeeded in keeping her thoughts from the sister she left heading into the unknown behind her, that led her only to dwell on the likelihood of censure rising before her.

Two years and three months ago she had taken the First Veils and headed off to remedy an injustice. She had borne no sword nor knife nor any bladed weapon in that time: the Rule of the Mountain was that no one who could not remedy an injustice without violence deserved to go forth armed into the world.

Pali had not lifted a blade, though her right hand ached for the feel of a hilt in her grasp, and in the course of her travels an ordinary knife would have proven itself of great use in matters large and small and many times over, indeed—but the injustice she had righted had involved the slaughter of a god.

A lesser god, and a wicked one ... but still. Pali had no regret whatsoever that she had broken the Blue Wind’s neck for him, but she did look on her future, and wonder if she should not have asked Sardeet for the ways one might pass beyond the borders of the world, and not returned to the Mountain afraid of the judgment of her masters.
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IN HER MOTHER’S TENT she stayed only three nights. One night filled with feasting for her return, one night filled with news of her father’s brother and city (and her own travels) on the one hand, and the doings of the desert in the years of her absence on the other, and one night filled with recriminations that she had let Sardeet hare off after a knife-thrower to the other side of the Ihil.

Neither Lonar Avramapul, the Bandit Queen of the Oclaresh, nor Aldizar aq Naarun aq Lo, once of the city of Rin, were as sanguine about their youngest daughter’s choices as Pali, and their middle daughter’s status as a Warrior of the First Veil was of far less weight than it had been to her uncle in the city. Nor did either mother or father set much store by the old sayings about each person casting her own shadow.

“It seemed to me her heart was woken after long slumber,” Pali said, looking to her eldest sister for support. Arzu, sitting at her mother’s right hand, made a face and shrugged as if to say this was not a matter in which she could well intercede. Pali fumbled through too many solitary months. She had never been able to speak her thoughts fluently; only with a sword in her hand, or a horse between her legs, or a brush in her hand could she even begin to express her surface desires, let alone the deepest whispers of her soul. She spoke with blunt annoyance. “How could I stand between her and her heart’s desire?”

“Her heart’s desire! Her son is the newest of the gods! What need has she to run off after a lover from the cities? Does he even hunt?”

“He throws knives,” Pali said. “He was handsome. He offered her a token she accepted. I will see he pays the bride-price she requites. What more do you want?”

“This is your fault,” said her father to her mother.

“Mine?” retorted the Bandit Queen. “It comes of sullying their minds with books.”

“You cannot blame all their poor choices on their learning to read and write,” her father replied, stung, and as the argument turned to the differing cultural values of city and desert Pali left the tent to sit by the fire.

After some time her eldest sister came to sit beside her. For a long time they were silent, until at length Arzu said: “Are you sorry he didn’t ask you?”

Pali had taken off her veils. She missed them. She kept staring at the fire. “I would not say that.”

“But perhaps you might say you are sorry no one has?”

“I am going to the Mountain tomorrow,” Pali said firmly.

Arzu sighed but asked no more questions. She did, nevertheless, give Pali a carpet of her own weaving for her to use as a sleeping mat. 

In the steel blue light of the hours before dawn, Pali readied herself. Before she mounted, Arzu exited from the tent she shared with her own new husband, embraced her, and said: “The name of the carpet is Khirasoon-no, which is Beloved of the Daystar, and it will bear you safe as the eagle that carried us in the Black Mountains when we went to rescue our sister from the Lord of the Blue Wind.”

Pali thought to herself that there was safe and then there was being carried by a giant eagle to confront a god, and she smiled behind her veils.

***
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SHE RODE EAST FIRST, to the crossroads where the tombs of the dead began. 

South led to the monasteries where Arzu had learned to weave and knot magic. 

East was the road of the gods, the dead, and the damned. 

For a long while Pali sat on her horse looking to the passage into the Black Mountains, thinking of the glass palace on the other side of the guardians of the way, and the sight of the Great Desert of Kaph that stretched beyond knowledge to the heart of the world and the home of the Twelve, the greater gods.

Then she turned her horse north, and rode seven days with the Middle Desert to her left and the bare black mountains to her right. On the seventh day she came to a dead tree. 

The Warriors of the Mountain said that the tree had been planted in the youth of the world, and had once borne the light of the world in its branches. Now it was dead, silver-branched, spreading high and far but nothing like what it must have been in its glory. In her travels Pali had seen trees, and in her visions greater ones even than the jungles of the southern Ihil or pine trees of the Pearl Islands, but whenever she thought the word tree, this was the one she imagined. It had been the first tree she had ever seen that was not a date palm, six years before when she first rode to request instruction at the feet of the masters.

The tree was hollow-trunked, blackened within as with fire, and on its branches were hung sashes.

Supplicants going to the Mountain came sashless, earning theirs from the Masters by their deeds and their words. Pali tended her horse near the spring hidden by the tree—that at least she knew to find, daughter of the desert as she was—and spent a three-day vigil sitting within the hollow.

Then she undid the black sash from her waist and with her robes billowing around her she tied it carefully on the highest branch she could reach, standing on her horse’s saddle to do so. The horse blew its nose at her and she smiled wanly at the noise.

“Sister of the shadow lands, do you reassure me I will not be shamed before the masters?” The horse tossed its head vigorously, sending dander flying, and Pali laughed aloud, though she rode with a heavy heart east from the dry tree towards the forbidding mountains.

***
[image: image]


THREE DAYS FROM THE tree, she came to the first of the long stretches of black lava. She turned her horse onto the secret trail that had taken her a week of searching to find on her first journey, and rode away from the sun into the shadowed valleys. Far to the south was the path of the dead: this was the path of those who sought to open those doors. Healers and Warriors, wielders of blade and potion and silent courtesy. 

Pali rode with her stomach feeling loose and unmoored from the loss of her sash. Black horse and black rider in a black landscape, dry and deep in shadow from the high cliffs on either side of her. She felt she was being watched, even though she knew that the Warriors of the Mountain had no need of watchers. Still, there were others who dwelt in the Black Mountains.

Three days on the secret path, and Pali came to the wide green valley. She passed between two narrow cliffs, her horse nervous with the rock pressing so close, but scenting water and growing things long before Pali herself did. 

The path entered half-way up the slope. Down to the left, cupped in the hollow of the valley, a river formed a crescent-shaped lake. In the arms of the crescent was a house, built of white stone brought, so the Warriors said, by the djinn from the other side of the world. Its gardens were as complex and beautiful as the patterns on Arzu’s carpets, and nightingales sang in its trees.

Pali turned her horse firmly away from the valley, and led it along the second of the secret paths to the upper pass.

She had been warned, by her mother who had studied for her Veils, not to go below the level of the black rocks in the valley walls, for fear of becoming one of the statues in that beautiful garden. A legend dwelled in that white house, and had since the dry tree illuminated the world. Time had worn the tree old and dead, and no one knew the tale of the one who lived in the white house; it guarded its privacy. 

So said the stories.
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KEEPING ALWAYS TO THE upper side of the black rocks in the valley, Pali rode to its southern end. The path forked before a stone monument, and she paused her horse before it.

Made of one very large round boulder balanced upon a very small stone, it was called Ialaar, the wishing rock. There was a shallow dish before it, made of bronze and almost as old as the tree or the house behind her. You were supposed to leave an offering of your wishes there, and pass to the left or the right of Ialaar, as your heart moved you.

They did not lead to the same place, though the paths rejoined on the far side. 

“Ialaar,” Pali said, and threw her token into the dish: a stone she had picked up on the shore of the Pearl Islands, when she had taken the bones of the sixth wife of Olu-olurin to her people. While the Emperor-of-the-Yellow-Throne wept and honoured the remains of his legendary ancestress, Pali had escaped the great palace and walked along the shore of the sea.

She had spoken the truth of it to Sardeet: she had used Arzu’s carpet to fly across the sea’s expanse in a night, and had not known what she was seeing. But walking along the strand, where the waves rolled up towards her from a horizon as vast as the desert’s, Pali had heard the sea winds calling her name, and shivered.

The stone made a chiming noise when it hit the basin. She had bound her wishes to it with thread of scarlet and gold and white: bridal scarlet for her mortal body’s dreams of carnal happiness; divine gold for her soul’s hope of joy in knowledge and love; and white for her calling to deal death with the sword, her acceptance that death would be her intimate companion all her life, and call her home when he list.

But the stone itself meant for her that her deeds would make her name immortal, and her name would be sung through the ages the way the sea carried its stories, wave over wave.

Then she let her horse take the lead, and went right-hand around the stone, to one life instead of another, blinder than her sister choosing to put on bridal scarlet a second time after her widow’s whites rather than the golden robes of a holy saint.
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ON THE OTHER SIDE OF Ialaar the wishing stone was, at last, the Black Mountain.

There was a long approach, smoothly sloping from where the paths rejoined to the opening that pierced the outer wall of the Mountain. At the mouth of the cave stood three figures, each of them in saffron robes with sashes the colour of the valley behind her.

When she came to the right distance Pali bowed her horse down, then dismounted and knelt before them.

The three masters gestured for her to speak her name and her business.

“I am Paliammë-ivanar of the Middle Desert of the Oclaresh, a Warrior of the First Veil, and I am returned after my quest to perform the ceremony of the Second Veil, if it please the masters of the Mountain.”

“We will hear your tale,” said one of the masters, and so Pali returned to her second home.
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PALI WALKED DOWN THE cool stone hall behind her masters. Her horse clopped along behind her, nervous at the stone passageway—it was not the horse she had trained with—but confident in Pali’s leadership. The warm breath at her back was deeply reassuring, even as dread grew in her stomach with every silent stride forward. Over the years of her training Warriors of the First Veil had come for the ceremony of the Second Veils, spoken of their quests.

No one who had won the Second Veil had raised his hand against the unjust in violence. They spoke of the wrongs they had righted through laughter, stories, clever diplomacy, soft words, shining examples. They had carried no weapons and learned not to need them, that they might go forth in their robes and their sashes confident in their hearts that they sought justice, not simply power.

Not everyone had returned from their quests. Sometimes the novices heard rumours, that so-and-so had died in his quest, or so-and-so had raised up a weapon and, shamed, thrown down his sash, or so-and-so had acted unbefitting for a Warrior and had his name struck from the book the Masters kept in the secret recess of the Mountain. 

Pali thought of the god’s neck breaking under her hand, and the horror of the Scorpion-Men in the dark tunnel between the mortal world and the divine, and of the words her sister’s son, newest of the gods, had spoken on his assumption of his divine form. Be joyous, he had said to her. She felt no joy in her heart, walking through the Mountain.

At last they passed into the central crater. Many ages of the world since it had been a volcano, hollowed out in fire. It had been inhabited later by a dragon, who had worn caverns smooth with its ceaseless motion, and later still by stonemasons who had transformed the dragon-caves into a city fit for men. In the centre of the crater was a lake, blue as the wind who had married Pali’s sister, and verdant terraces filled with orchards and gardens and fields where the Warriors raised their food and practised their arts.

At a gesture from one of the Masters an umber-clad novice ran up to take Pali’s horse. He was a boy of sixteen, had come the year before Pali had left; he stared at her sidelong under his hair, wondering no doubt how it had taken her two years to finish her quest, when she had been considered one of the greatest students the Mountain had seen for many a year. Pali nodded gravely. At a second gesture from the Master another novice appeared; this one she did not know. 

“Take our daughter to the Supplicants’ quarters,” the Master said to the novice, and then, turning to Pali: “Refresh yourself, daughter, and we will hear your story at the evening meal.”

Four hours, thought Pali, and bowed.
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APART FROM BEING BROUGHT water to drink, Pali was left alone to wash and shake the dust from her robes. She bathed luxuriously, in a pool heated from the fires of the Mountain. When she had first come to the Mountain she had not known what to do with all that water, far more precious than gold or even horses in the desert.

Unbound from its braids and the tight swaddling veils, her hair reached down to her waist. It was black and shining as a horse’s coat. Pali brushed it out slowly, feeling the hair slither around her shoulders and catch around her arms. On her first departure from the family tent, her mother had given her a golden comb. She usually wore it tucked into her sash, but now used it, awkward with the unfamiliar freedom, to hold her hair back from her face. 

The small white freckles down her right side glowed like the sparks that had caused them. She rubbed one on her hand, frowned, and forced herself to be still.
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WITHOUT THE VEILS ACROSS her face people recognized her. Not the new novices, of course, but there were only ever a handful of those each year, and the rest of the Warriors were those she had studied under and with. The usual routine was for a novice to come in their early teens, study for several years—seven was usual; that Pali had taken the First Veils after four was exceptional—before taking the Ceremony of the First Veil. There were always some losses in numbers over these years, as students decided that the arduous training was not for them, and returned unveiled and sashless to their people.

Those who succeeded to the First Veil went out clad in black, with a black sash, and unarmed, to fulfil their quests. Usually they returned within a year, often after three or five or six months, and presented their story to the Masters—and before the whole complement of those in the Mountain. 

As Warriors of the Second Veil they were expected to go out into the world to increase their knowledge, to seek justice, and to live full lives. Most Warriors remained of the Second Veil, in black robes, sashes of any colour they chose. Some returned to the Mountain when they felt their deeds might have earned them the Third Veil; others returned when their children were grown to study, to teach, or to learn the art of healing after a lifetime spent by the sword. Others, who had left their clans and chosen the road, came to the Mountain between their journeys as the best home of their hearts.

When Pali was led by the unknown novice to the refectory she found a few new faces among the Veiled. (In the Mountain they did not wear the face-veils, but the robes and the sashes marked out the ranks.) She saw also that there was a very old man wearing simple grey robes with a silvery sash. He was seated in the place of honour, and Pali realized, with great astonishment, that he must be the only living Warrior of the Fifth Veil, Andrej of the Vaarno, who in his prime had battled five dragons under the stars of an Arctic winter.

Pali bowed deeply to Lord Andrej, who smiled, and to the five Masters of the Fourth Veil who were the primary teachers of the Warriors.

Her own master, Azaiah of the Malacong (whose people were the ones who made wine from honey and danced in ecstasy and sang songs about Nwayë the Swift, first wife of the Blue Wind), inclined her head. “We welcome our daughter’s return to the Mountain to seek the Second Veil. Unfold to us the deeds of your quest, child.”

The words were ritual; the warmth in them raising both encouragement and dread in Pali’s heart, for fear of the disappointment she might bring to her Master. Pali took a deep breath, centred herself as for a fight, and in much the simple, brusque words she had used in her uncle’s house, told her story.

Told of meeting her sister Arzu at the crossroads, and riding East among the dead to the Gate of the Mountains. Since she spoke to people who knew more of the secret things of the world than did the urban tribes of the cities along the Ihil, she added details of that journey: how she and Arzu had passed the Sphinx by Arzu’s clever words and knotwork; how they had fought their way through the black tunnel (twelve days in the darkness, with the Scorpion-Men guarding the way against the living), and came out to the crevasse, and finally how they came to the edge of the holy desert and bargained with the great eagle until he agreed to carry them to the palace of the Blue Wind.

She paused there, aware of the silence, remembering how other Warriors in their turns had spoken to a room of enthusiastic listeners, ones who gasped or laughed or hissed at the tale. One person had gasped when she spoke of the iron pyrite hitting the first of the Scorpion-Men in the dark of the tunnel, and raised her right hand to show the white freckles that now marked her, but all else were silent. She wondered uneasily if this already was too much violence, not enough cleverness, for the quest, and quailed inwardly.

Master Azaiah said: “What injustice did you find?”

Pali looked at her masters: the greatest living experts at their weapons, bow, sword, dagger, spear, hands. The living champion of the Twelve, whose name was sung by the sea. She readied her thoughts and spoke clearly, as she and Arzu had spoken to the eagle. 

“My sister Sardeet-savarel was taken by the Lord of the Blue Wind to be his bride. There is no injustice there. She lost therefore her mortal family: we mourned, and we rejoiced, as was appropriate. But when we came to the palace of the Blue Wind, drawn by my sister Arzu’s intimation of some great wrong, we found sins agains the greater gods and crimes against my sister, for Olu-olurin the Blue Wind sought to make himself one of the Twelve through perverse rites. He had murdered six wives for the magic of their death in rituals meant to seize their newest-born children for his own body, soul, and power, and my sister was the seventh and her child the last he thought he needed for his growth into one of the greater gods.”

Pali paused, mouth dry with so much talking, and no wine to wash her words down nor warmth from her audience to call them forth. The Masters were grave, the other Warriors and novices shocked and solemn; but Lord Andrej of the Vaarno was smiling in gentle encouragement. Pali was more grateful than she could express for his smile, and directed her words to him.

“When we came, my sister Arzu-aldizar and I, we found the Blue Wind about to work his obscenities upon our sister in the moments of her labour to bring forth her child.”

Pali paused again, as a cool wind danced through the hall, a whisper from her fellows or a warning from the gods. Her stomach fluttered; she wished passionately for her sash, her robes, her veils.

She made herself speak clearly and strong.

“I killed him.”

Pause. Lord Andrej was still smiling, and she thought: his hands killed five dragons, his hands brought the light back to his people that had been stolen by the Frost King, he walked unafraid of the night—or if afraid, at least he still walked—until he found the sun, and he climbed the hall of the sky to set the sun back in his place. And he is here, in grey robes and silver sash, smiling at me. 

(And, she thought, never will I bear my great-grandmother’s sword, who cut down the false sun so that Lord Andrej could fulfil his task.) 

“I held no weapons but my hands. Three stones had I brought to the journey, fool’s gold against the Scorpion-men, jade to anchor the bridge across the hidden crevasse, a desert rose as a gift to the eagle. My sister Arzu held her threads, and she ran to my sister Sardeet to aid her in her birthing. I cried out my warning to the Lord of the Blue Wind, and then I subdued him.”

She took a deep breath, marshalling words to describe the next moments, which were full of glory and pain and holy fear and awe, and she said: “His life was in my hands when my sister Sardeet-savarel gave birth, and my sister Arzu the weaver caught the one born in her mortal hands. Before the heart might beat seven times no infant was there, but the one named by my sister Arvoliin, the Flame of the Fire of Love, newest of the gods but not their least.

“In my anger that the Blue Wind had sought to destroy his son, to prevent this divinity from entering the world and granting who knows what miracles, fulfilling only the Greatest of All knows what destiny—in my wonder and my fear and my wrath—I killed him. With my hands I broke his neck.”

She paused again. No one was smiling now at all, not even Lord Andrej. The air was cold.

“And then I took the bones of the six dead wives home to their kindred, that their ghosts might be laid to rest and their spirits free to go to the next life, and having completed those journeys I come here in supplication.”

And, as other Warriors had done before her, she knelt before the Masters, bowed her head, and waited.
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SHE WAS STILL KNEELING there when the Warriors, novices and Veiled and Masters alike, filed out of the hall for the evening activities, and still kneeling there at dawn when they filed back in for the first meal. They were still quiet, though now the whispers were hard to suppress, and little spurts of conversation came from those seated at the long tables behind her. 

Finally Master Azaiah rose. The room fell instantly silent. 

“Paliammë-ivanar, Warrior of the First Veil,” said her master, and Pali looked up. Over the long night she had come to a quiet place, where she felt her heart at ease. 

She had chosen one way around Ialaar the wishing stone: and who knew but that she had not chosen the side that went to being a Warrior of the Second Veil, and a place at her sister’s right hand, and perhaps a husband and a family of her own, and the long arduous training that would see her one day take the Third Veil, and perhaps even the Fourth, and come to teach here in the Mountain.

In her heart she knew she had not taken that path. 

None of the other supplicants for the Ceremony of the Second Veil had required a full night’s deliberation by the Masters. They had told their tales, and the acclamation of the room of their peers and their masters had spoken forth their new status before the sash and the sword were even brought forward from the treasure rooms.

“Paliammë-ivanar,” her master said again. “We have deliberated on your account of your quest, and on your request to be elevated to the rank of a Warrior of the Second Veil. I think you know that your quest did not follow the approved path, that you did not resolve the injustice you found without violence, and that by taking a life you failed to fulfil the requirements of the Second Veil. According to the ancient traditions of the Mountain, therefore, you are to be cast out from our number, forbidden to wear the Veils, and if you carry a sword it will not be as a Warrior of the Mountain.”

The silence in the hall was utter. Pali met the grave eyes of her master as steadily as she could, and then she bowed until her forehead touched the cold stone of the floor. At least, she thought with an effort at humour, the humiliation would hide her face until she could govern it.

Seven heartbeats she counted, face throbbing hot against the stone, forty people staring silently at her, before Master Azaiah said, “Paliammë-ivanar,” a third time.

Pali swallowed hard and lifted her head, hoping her tears would not fall, knowing that two years going about veiled had done nothing to help her learn to keep her emotions hidden, knowing that she had only her pride in accepting the consequences of her actions left to her. She would hold her head high, leaving, she thought; she had known in attacking the Scorpion-Men that she might be losing her future, let alone when she launched herself at Olu-olurin with every intention of violence. 

Master Azaiah did not meet her eyes. She gestured instead to the grey-robed man beside her. “Our honoured guest wishes to ask you certain questions.”

Pali bowed to the ancient Warrior. He waited, gazing steadily at her, and finally she cleared her throat and said: “Lord Andrej, I am here.” Her voice was rough, but she kept the tears back, and kept her hands flat and relaxed on her knee. Her mother would be so ashamed when Pali returned her great-grandmother’s sword to the family tent.

Lord Andrej smiled with the same tenderness he had showed her the night before. When he spoke his voice was soft and dry.

“Where did you go in your travels, returning the bones of the dead?”

Pali blinked at him, swallowed hard. “I returned Nwayë the Swift to the Honey-Eaters of Rish. Aulai of the Snow to the Isle of the Swans. Mei Song to the Emperor-of-the-Yellow-Throne in the Pearl Islands, across the salt sea. Dhava to the Yrchainné of the foothills of north Ihilain. Eijian the Fair to the lands under the Crown-of-Heaven.” 

Those were Lord Andrej’s own lands, under the great flaming lights of the winter sky, which he himself had brought back from the lair of the greatest of the ice dragons, who had stolen all the fire of the land for his own keeping. Pali smiled, wanly but genuinely, at the thought that she had heard the tales of Lord Andrej and the Dragons, and now she spoke before him: shamed she might be but that gift she had.

“And Imröd-imardel I returned to the southern desert. Those are the names of the dead I returned home.”

There was a murmur then, in the silent hall. It rose and fell like the tiny wind that heralded the coming of the rains in the desert.

Lord Andrej nodded his head slowly. “What did the young god say to you?”

Pali swallowed. “Be joyous.”

There was another murmur, rather louder, in the hall. Master Azaiah raised her hand, and the noise faded away.

Lord Andrej spoke quietly. “What will you do?”

It seemed monstrously unfair that she should have to decide now. She thought of Sardeet throwing off her widow’s white for bridal scarlet and running off into the west after a knife-thrower, and hope. She thought of what she had seen in her vision-quest, the sword in her hand and the joy in her heart as she fought with strange companions in stranger places; and the fact that she had worn no veils in those visions, had worn instead blue and yellow and crimson and green.

Pali looked down at the white spots on her right hand from the fight in the tunnel against the Scorpion-Men. Arzu had come out with hair white as starlight; Pali with the stars glittering on her cheek, her arm, her side, her leg, her hand, her foot. She swallowed.

“I will return my great-grandmother’s sword to my mother’s tent, and then I will see where my road takes me.” 

She paused, and thought of herself and Sardeet riding around and around the practice-grounds outside the city of Rin; but in the face of the silent hall and the disappointment of the Masters she could not voice the longing for glory and adventure and renown that she would not be winning as a Warrior of the Mountain. 

But still ... she had chosen the road East, and there was always ... She looked up into the eyes of Lord Andrej, and then met Master Azaiah’s as carefully.

“I chose to take the road East,” she said, as clearly as she could, her voice ringing out into the air. “No one returns along the same path from that journey. I accept the consequences.”

Master Azaiah looked very grave.

“One more,” said Lord Andrej: “If the Wind Lords called you, would you go?”

The answer leapt to her tongue without any hesitation. “With all my heart.”

Lord Andrej looked to the five Masters and inclined his head. “My advice stands.”

Master Azaiah stood up and gestured again for silence in the hall. “Lord Andrej; my fellow Masters; Warriors; novices; supplicant. You have heard the tale unfolded by Paliammë-ivanar of the Middle Desert of the Oclaresh, Warrior of the First Veil. You have heard the response of our deliberations, that she has failed in the requirements to attain the Second Veil. You have heard Lord Andrej’s questions, and our daughter’s answers. You have also,” and her voice warmed a little, as she made a kind of wry smile, “I think all of you, have come, one by one or in small parties, to the door of the Masters’ conclave to say your piece about the tale and the judgment you thought appropriate. As a result of all these things, and in consultation with the annals of the Mountain and in prayers to the gods, we have come to a further decision. Paliammë-ivanar, will you stand?”

Pali unfolded herself from her kneeling and stood with her hands at her sides. She wished again for veil and sash and robes, with a sick uncertainty, and wished also that they had just let her go.

Master Azaiah gestured to Master Ilkhure, whose skill at unarmed combat was legendary, and who had been Pali’s secondary teacher. He stood, and took a dark bundle from the novice who was attending him. Master Azaiah smiled.

“Paliammë-ivanar, it is the will of the Masters that you be offered the Third Veil for your courage, your resolution, and your deeds. You have taken the road East, and returned: that you do not pass in order from First Veil to Second is no surprise. What say you?”

Pali’s shocked whisper of assent was drowned in the cheer that rose from the Warriors of the Mountain, and she wept all through the Ceremony of the Third Veil, though not so much she could not whisper her thanksgiving to Lord Andrej when he presented her with her great-grandmother’s sword.

“Bear it with honour—and joy,” he said.

“I shall,” promised Pali.

He paused, and then he said, so softly that only Master Azaiah, standing beside her, heard his next words: “I think one day you will see the heart of the holy desert, for the Twelve have need, on occasion, of one who will stand against evil at the cost of her own heart’s desire.”

Pali did not know what to say, and so bowed.

He smiled, a touch sadly. “You said you will see where your road takes you. I fear it will take you farther yet from the tents of your kin than you can imagine. I hope that what you gain will outweigh that loss.”

“Your name is sung loud in the lands under the Crown-of-Heaven,” said Pali.

“And when I was young I saw Eijian the Fair taken by the Blue Wind in a summer meadow, and though our lands sickened in grief for her loss it was not I who returned her home,” he said.

“But you did return summer,” said Pali, and he laughed.

“So I did: and much glory and few friends did I receive for it! Come now, you are hungry and your friends wish to congratulate you on the indigo and blue, and I am an old man who has seen too many things.”

Master Azaiah nodded and made to offer her arm to Lord Andrej, but something made Pali stay her with a gesture. She walked up and embraced the ancient Warrior formally, kissing him on both cheeks with enormous gratitude and a sudden upwelling of love. “May my sister’s son, Arvoliin the Flame of the Fire of Love, grant you a warm heart and a welcoming hearth,” she said, “and joy in the morning when you wake in the light you returned to the world, and rest in the night that is no longer dread.”

Lord Andrej paused, evidently startled, for Pali spoke with a conviction not solely her own. Pali herself found her heart lifting, and a warm wind blew suddenly through the hall, sending the lamp-flames streaming gold and white, and a soft laugh was heard by many.

The party that followed was considered by many the finest the Mountain had seen in many a year.
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PALI STAYED IN THE Mountain for three months, re-training with weapons and becoming accustomed to her great-grandmother’s sword. It took her much of that time to grow accustomed to the sight of the long blue sash around her waist.

She had several long conversations with Lord Andrej. He no longer fought, but sat instead in the shade of the orchard trees watching others train. She dared not ask what brought him to the Mountain in their discussions of her travels and his suggestions for her fighting, but one day, when she paused between bouts to drink water from the pitcher left near him, he beckoned her over.

“Lord Andrej,” she said, bowing.

“Paliammë-ivanar.”

At his gesture she seated herself next to him, laying her sword carefully across her lap. He nodded at it. “What is the tale of your great-grandmother’s sword?”

“My mother is the Bandit Queen of the Oclaresh,” Pali began after a moment. “She won the Third Veil from defeating the djinni Ondariin.”

“I have heard that tale,” said Lord Andrej.

“My mother will be honoured.” Pali stroked her fingers down the gentle curve of the sword. “My mother’s mother was the Bandit Queen before her. She did not train as a Warrior, but went to the weavers in the south; my elder sister Arzu-aldizar followed her path, learning the arts of healing and of knotting thread.” She paused again. “My sister will be Queen after my mother, all our clan looks to it.”

Lord Andrej smiled gently at her, much the same way as he had when he said he hoped her path would not lead her too far from the tents of her family. She thought once again of the Crown-of-Heaven, the blazing glory of the northern lights above the snow and ice of his family lands. Tried, and failed, to imagine what it would be like to walk into the ice dragons’ lairs seeking for fire and the summer that had been stolen.

“My great-grandmother was called Ulura-urzinar, the Flower of Time. She did not train as a Warrior; was a wise one of the desert, deeply knowledgeable in the ways of the wild. In the days when the sun was stolen away by the ice dragons, a false sun shone over the southern lands. He was a liar, and brought much evil into the world, for he brought pestilence, madness, and soul-sickness to those who stood in his light. When you went into the dark lands to fetch home the summer, my great-grandmother went into the holy desert to find the Water of Truth. You brought forth the true Sun, and climbed up the stairs of the sky to return him home. My great-grandmother it was who cut down the false sun and brought rain back to the world when she poured out the ewer she had filled at the well at the heart of the world.” 

Pali lifted the hilt of her sword, which was bound with old leather made hard and black with many hands. “This is the sword that cut down the sun.”

The ancient warrior said nothing for a good long while, and then he said: “I passed your great-grandmother on the stairs of heaven: she coming down as I was going up.” 

There was another long silence, and then Pali said: “My great-grandmother never wed. She had only one child, my grandmother, born with the autumn rains after that great drought.”

Master Azaiah came over to ask Pali if she would return to the practice grounds, and saw to her great astonishment that Lord Andrej was weeping and laughing and holding Pali’s hands with an expression of such joy she was staggered. 

But the rumours that went round the Mountain halls that evening gladdened the hearts of many, who had feared the loneliness of the road that the ancient warrior had followed, and that Pali had set her feet upon.

***
[image: image]


WHEN PALI RETURNED again to the tents of her people, she arrived after sunset, when her indigo robes looked black and her sky-blue sash could have been any colour. She was, moreover, accompanied by Lord Andrej, who had come to meet the kin he had never thought to know.

It was the first day of the full moon, and as was the custom they were feasting. It was a mild evening, and the walls of the Bandit Queen’s great tent were rolled up to admit the cool breezes. Carpets were piled high and lanterns of wrought silver hung from the cross-beams, and the clan wore their jewels and their fine robes with pride.

Pali dismounted first and carefully assisted Lord Andrej off his palfrey. He smiled at her in gratitude, and Pali, still holding his hand, led him to her mother.

Her mother looked at Pali’s light-coloured sash and the sword at her side, and smiled in satisfaction and approval. Then she nodded. “Daughter, do you bring us a guest to our tent?” 

“I bring home a kinsman to us,” said Pali, who was bursting with joy to tell them. “Lord Andrej of the Vaarno is he who fetched home the Sun from the ice dragons, and while he was climbing the stairs of the sky he met coming down the Flower of Time. He has been seeking news of his lover these many years since, and home have I brought him.”

There was, of course, little mention made of Pali’s accomplishment in the face of this news. Lord Andrej thought once or twice of correcting assumptions, but he saw how Pali chose to efface herself behind him or behind her sister Arzu-aldizar, and so he was silent and thought he would let the true light of the sun show her Veils to her family the next morning.

***
[image: image]


THERE WAS A YOUNG MAN of the clan named Hasim, a trainer of falcons who had earned much wealth and a good name through his hunting, who had thought long and hard of what he might offer Paliammë-ivanar as a token of his intention. He had not spoken of his hopes in the three days Pali had spent at home before seeking the Mountain, but he thought she would not look amiss on his suit, for they had been much together as children before she left for the Warriors.

The morning after her return he decided he must not wait, for Pali seemed restless as one of his falcons, and he feared she would set off on yet another journey before he had a chance to speak his mind. He woke in the steel light before dawn to ready therefore the finest of his birds, a pure white gyrfalcon from the north, with jesses of silver and scarlet leather, and prepared in his mind the words he would say.

He walked through the waking encampment to the Queen’s tent. The Queen’s two daughters were starting the cook fire and sharing their news. Arzu was four months pregnant, radiant with her marriage to Mehaan, the clan’s blacksmith; Hasim thought it a great chance that brought him to Pali when she was full of joy for her sister’s marriage. 

“And you, Pali,” Arzu was saying as he approached, “tell me your news! You went to the Mountain and came back with an ancestor: that was all we could speak of last night. It is getting light, show me your new sash! Oh—good morning, Hasim!”

Hasim had spoken with Arzu on several occasions about the likely result of his suit, and was gratified that Arzu believed him an acceptable match for her sister (and grateful too for some of her words of advice, for if he knew how to catch a wild falcon, he had little knowledge of women). At her words of welcome he stepped forward, the white gyrfalcon on his wrist sleepy still in her scarlet hood.

Pali was crouched by the fire, feeding the small flame until it d thrived. She stood slowly, shyly, and lifted the end of the sky-blue sash she wore to show Arzu and Hasim.

Arzu reached out a hand to feel the silky tassels of the fringe. She glanced across at Hasim, who looked at the white falcon, and found his words slipping away from him. Arzu and he both knew that one who had come to the Third Veil so young was never going to rest long in the tents of her clan.

“Are you going hunting, Hasim?” asked Pali, when she could not bear the silence of embarrassed awe any longer. “That is a very fine falcon.”

“Thank you,” he stammered, and with another look at Arzu, said: “Congratulations.” And he fled to his horse and the hot wind of the desert, and rode until he could look at his heart and say to himself, if ruefully, that he did not wish to trail behind Pali until she entered legend.

***
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PALI HERSELF DID NOT realize what had happened until she encountered Hasim returning, a few days later, and asked him how his hunting had gone. He merely looked at her and shrugged, and walked off to his own tent. She went to ask Arzu why Hasim—who had always been so cheerful around her—was angry, and at Arzu’s sigh she realized what had happened.

She remembered standing before Ialaar the wishing stone and wondering what path she took. 

Not the one to the Second Veil and the tents of her people, a husband and children of her own, and the long arduous training to reach the Third Veil. 

She looked across the fire to where Lord Andrej sat with her mother, and even as Arzu sighed again with resignation Pali began to smile with wonder at what the road before her might hold. 
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Author’s Note
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Pali Avramapul is one of my favourite characters; she will recur in person and in rumour throughout many of my other stories, from the deeds she does before and after she joins the Red Company. Look out for a third story about the Sisters Avramapul in 2018; if you’d like, please join my mailing list to be given the news of new releases. 

Other books currently available are Stargazy Pie and Bee Sting Cake, in the Greenwing & Dart series, and a standalone set in what is mostly our world, Till Human Voices Wake Us. 

Thank you for reading!
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