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INTRODUCTION

Warriors and wizardry: two of the most enduring and resonant archetypes in fantasy.

The warrior – tracing back to ancient heroes such as Gilgamesh, Arjuna, Beowulf and Gesar, through mid-era institutions like knights, steppe horsemen and samurai, to the modern Western fantasy warrior, in its variants “high” and “low”, Aragorn and Conan. Perhaps it’s a facet of human nature to admire strength and steadfastness. But the warrior archetype also includes everyday figures rising to meet warrior challenges, such as David, Marjuna and Joan of Arc; an earning of the warrior strength and steadfastness through grit and courage.

The wizard seems to represent an opposite: not brawn but brains; not physical strength but mental acumen; knowledge, manifested as corporeal power and often – but not always – wisdom. Perhaps the wizard arises as a synthesis of the supernatural transformations performed by gods in myth and the venerable societal presence of institutions such as shamans, elders and early thinkers, inventors and alchemists; evolving from human figures of myth such as Daedalus, Väinämöinen and Xuanzang as well as sorcerous semi-divine figures such as Hunahpu and Xbalanque, the djinn and Sun Wukong, through Merlin and Morgan le Fay to the modern Western fantasy wizard Gandalf. Perhaps the wizard arises from the facet of human nature to admire knowledge and ability to perform the supernatural, but also to mistrust or fear it.

But as fantasy fiction developed into its own genre, the modern Western forms of warrior and wizard have come to dominate the depiction of these archetypes. Although well known and popular, these narrow representations fail to span the universal variety of these archetypes; the range of cultures and variations in which tales of warriors and wizards have been told – ancient epics of India, China, Mongolia, mid-era sagas of the Mayans, Norse, Finns and Arabia, to name a mere few.

Enter the current fantasy short-fiction movement, with its nuanced focus on character and its eye for diverse takes on archetypes and portrayal of traditionally under-represented cultures and perspectives. The short-fiction format provides the current fantasist with a compact and intensified space in which to present, explore, deconstruct or subvert. The prevalence of these archetypes across human culture provides a rich panoply of warrior and wizard traditions to examine; to use to recast the predominant forms or offer under-represented ones, while at once reveling in the enduring allure that makes these archetypes yet resonant.

The stories in this volume represent the best of this current fantasy short-fiction exploration of universal warriors and wizardry. They are inspired by cultures from around the globe, including medieval Arabia, dynastic Egypt, Imperial China, tribal Europe and feudal Japan, as well as other fantastical worlds that defy categorization. They feature characters of traditionally and non-traditionally represented gender, orientation, origin, society and class. They focus not on these characters’ exploits or might but on their human condition, what it means to be who they are: Yoon Ha Lee’s surgeon who must cut free legendary warriors trapped in the paper of manuscripts, to defend his conquered moon; Benjamin Rosenbaum’s bereaved villager who summons the courage to combat bizarre necromancies in pursuit of the abomination that razed his home; Mary Robinette Kowal’s shaman whose magical power manifests from having his wife strangle him near to death; N. K. Jemisin’s narcomancer, who slips into a land of dreams in order to free the dying from their souls.

Or the stories pair a warrior and a wizard together: Saladin Ahmed’s duo of grumpy old ghost-hunter and earnest young swordsman ascetic; Richard Parks’s duo of world-weary insightful samurai and reprobate priest; Chris Willrich’s duo of thief (a “low” warrior) and poet (what is a poet if not a wizard of words?); Benjanun Sriduangkaew’s dual protagonists not in concert but at odds: an expatriate sorcerer clashing with the warrior sent to arrest her and seize the bones of her dead golem daughter.

All these stories not only offer examinations of varied cultures, nuanced characters, and perspectives both traditionally represented and not, but do it while telling a great tale; entertaining, captivating, moving. They use the warrior and wizard archetypes as a starting point to delve into human culture and investigate the human condition. And, in showing us varied characters and diverse cultures and worlds, also teach us something about ourselves and our own. Which may be the greatest wizardry of all.

Scott H. Andrews                                       
Editor-in-Chief, Beneath Ceaseless Skies


SMALL MAGIC

Jay Lake

The power of an oath, thought Alain, is a terrible thing. Here he was freezing on the northern frontier, a dozen summers from the last days of his youth, bound by two silver pennies pressed into his fist the day he took the Duke of Bourne’s service.

Unlike most soldiers, he still had the pennies, somewhere, as yet unspent on whores or wine.

Alain would probably die here. Everybody had to die somewhere. Alain just wished he had been smart enough to die at home in bed. Where it was warm. Instead of standing brevet corporal to a pair of drunken serjeants, wondering what he would eat during the coming winter. All because he’d sworn by his name, over silver.

“Last supply caravan was, what, eleven months ago?” Serjeant Odilo, who chewed a local weed he claimed granted him visions of paradise, hawked a clustered wad into the dust. His lips were stained deep blue, as if he were a berry farmer forever sampling his crop. Odilo reminded Alain of some ape from the deepest south, cringing with unspoken pain, captive forever in invisible chains of duty.

“Been all four seasons,” said Alain, staring at the clotted indigo wad of spit and leaves. Autumn was drawing to a close. Supply was on the minds of every trooper in the First Century.

Once, the army had seemed better than a narrow life on a little farm with some girl he’d known since childhood. Now, still not even thirty summers old, he felt broken-backed in the Duke’s service. His life had washed him upon this northern shore guarding only seabirds and seals and whatever lurked bright-eyed in the night outside the flickering, fading circle of their watch fires.

The long, narrow harbor below the cliffs on which the soldiers dwelt was beautiful, winter and summer. It never quite froze, because of the warm waters flowing from the smoking flanks of Mount Abaia to the north and east. In winter, snow blanketed the rocky shores and highlighted the struggling firs along the steep cliffs. Summer brought wildflowers like a shattered rainbow, smeared across the earth with a smell of honey and grass so strong as to make the mules mad.

The captain’s theory was that the Duke of Bourne had once meant to keep ships in the harbor, to guard these northern waters, and they, First Century of the Fourth Battle of the IV Legion, were sent to guard the landing from the Ice Tribes in their northern fastness. The subaltern had been silent on the matter since long before Alain arrived, preferring to live alone in the foothills to the east. Odilo and his brother serjeant Severus argued about everything from horses to women to the weather, but they wouldn’t discuss First Century’s years-long deployment either.

“Us as takes the Duke’s coins do His Grace’s bidding,” Odilo was fond of saying over fire and wine. “No questions asked, no duties shirked.”

Alain was hard-pressed to see what duties they might be shirking. The watchtower had been abandoned by the engineers after laying the foundation courses. One old derrick remained, that Alain and some of the other men had restored to working order the previous summer, just for something to do. A few loose blocks of dressed stone inhabited the camp, mostly tables now, that presumably the First of the Fourth were keeping safe from marauders.

Some of the younger men – recruits from the last few waves of reinforcements, including the final squad that had brought Alain four years earlier – liked to say they were there to be trained, strengthened, until they grew to champions to be summoned back to the Duke’s Own Guard clothed in honor and glory. But Alain sometimes found eider-fletched arrows broken in the woods that told him a different story, along with soft-soled prints from shoes worn by no soldier of the Duke.

Alain believed that the absent subaltern trafficked with the Ice Tribes who live to the north, and that the Ice Tribes watched their Century’s little camp. He had never understood what those strange men wanted.

“I saw powerful magic,” said the captain. “Once.”

The First Century gathered around a smoky evening fire, each man’s face flickering into a goblin mask.

“Small magic, too,” the old man continued. “The hardest kind. Anyone with talent can call a storm or set a raging fire, but to hold the flame in your hand, or make the water dance, now that’s rare.”

Odilo smacked his lips, then found his voice. “Begging your pardon, sir, but magic’s mostly good for tearing a man’s guts out and scaring the kiddies into their graves. Nothing but dark purpose, perfect and evil. Can’t fight it, can’t live with it.”

“And there you’re wrong.” The captain’s teeth gleamed yellow in the firelight, shaped by his smile. “Every work of magic has a flaw, a fault, some loophole from perfection. Otherwise the gods would not permit it to be. The greater the work, the greater the flaw, if it can be found. Small magic has small flaws.”

After a moment of fire-crackling silence, the captain con tinued. “It can be of good purpose, too. I saw a wizard on a battlefield down near Southgate, when I was a trooper in the Army of the Black. Light cavalry, my first enlistment, before I was commissioned.

“We swept across a field just before dawn, aiming to get up in some high trees and screen the flank of that day’s advance. There this fellow was on the field below us, his face all aglow like those jellyfish our harbor gets in the spring. My serjeant sent me out of cover to see what the lay was.” The captain’s smile widened. “I was disposable, you might say, in those days.”

The men dutifully laughed.

“Anyway, there this little wizard was, barely tall as my shoulder, in robes I wouldn’t hang on a beggar, and he had a man’s life in his hands.” The captain shook his head. “Don’t know how else to put it.

“He had this little misty ball, no bigger than a child’s head. Though I was on a horse thirty feet away, I could see a whole world inside, a baby in its nappies, a boy plucking apples, dinners and fairs and going for a soldier and his whole life until he was struck down by a spear that previous day on our battlefield.

“So I says to the wizard, ‘What are you about, man? There’ll be killing here soon.’ And he looks at me the way a lamb looks at the slaughterman with the hammer and says with that slippery wizard echo in his voice, ‘If I can only put one back into the world, my victory is still greater than your entire army.’”

The fire crackled for a while, silence of the night the only response to the captain’s story, until Odilo spat again. “Did you run the little sharp-tongue through? Can’t trust them wizards.”

The captain just looked sad, then bid the men good evening and shuffled off to his hut.

“Alain, get up,” hissed Odilo, hitting him again.

Until the frosts came, Alain often forsook the hut he shared with three other soldiers to sleep atop the abandoned foundation courses of the tower. It kept him closer to the stars, and slightly diminished the influence of the blackflies. He hoped.

Alain glared at Odilo through sleep-clouded eyes, seeing dawn’s barest stain above the mountains to the east. “Wha . . . ? I don’ ha’ mornin’ watch.”

“Captain’s dead,” Odilo said quietly. No lip-smacking this morning. “His heart, maybe. Don’t look like he been killed or nothing. But still as a stone, and not much warmer.”

Amid a profound twinge of sadness – no father to his men, still the captain did serve as something of a befuddled uncle – Alain found his voice, and his curiosity. “I’m a brevet corporal, you’re the serjeant. Why are you waking me?”

“I’ve sent a runner south.” Odilo glanced over his shoulder, shaking his head.

Alain understood what he meant – no messages of theirs had been answered for almost a year.

The serjeant returned his glare to Alain. “I need someone to get the subaltern. He’s in command of the Century now. Likely he won’t throw rocks at you.” Odilo’s voice was suddenly low and sly. “You talk to him sometimes. I know it.”

Alain realized Odilo was frightened. Of command? Of being abandoned?

It didn’t matter.

The subaltern would not come, not if the Duke of Bourne himself appeared to deliver the orders in person. The subaltern had fled his life, remaining connected to the Century only by the tenuous thread of habit, and lack of sufficient ambition to move farther inland on his own.

“I’ll go, but he won’t help,” Alain warned, discharging his final duty to the captain in one sentence.

“Someone’s got to do it,” Odilo hissed. Fear leaked from him like steam from a kettle.

Alain said nothing more, but brushed the chilly dew out of his boots with the warm underside of his blanket. Odilo moved off in the morning twilight, adrift, searching for purpose.

There were three eider-fletched arrows in the lintel of the subaltern’s snug little cabin, and the door stood open, badly splintered. Alain jabbed at it with his spear, not afraid of marauders within – had they still been present they would not have let him approach this close – but of what portions of the subaltern might remain behind the door.

The wood creaked wide open, innocent of menace. Alain stepped in, feeling as if he were the barbarian, come to pillage civilization’s last outpost.

Although over time he and the subaltern had exchanged careful, quiet nods in the forests of aspen and birch that lay inland north and east of the Century’s encampment, Alain had in fact never spoken to the officer. As far as he knew, no one had, except possibly the captain. Who had other, more grave concerns to occupy him now.

The cabin was almost spotless inside. The silvery birch floor was polished clean as a deck in the Duke’s fleet – Alain was on a ship once, briefly. Its perfection was marred only by a spray of blood and three fresh cuts.

Blows of an ax, from the look of the thing, Alain told himself.

There was almost no furniture, only a little frame bed slung with knotted ropes, a stool and a tiny table. Leaves, roots and vegetables hung from the ceiling. The embers of a fire still smoked in the little hearth. A flag with the Ducal insignia hung on one wall. Except for the blood and the ax scars, the cabin was unmarred. Unlooted. Intact.

“They took nothing but the subaltern,” Alain whispered to Serjeants Odilo and Severus.

The three of them huddled on a wind-whipped point of rock jutting out over the bay far below. The men called it “The Leap” because every now and then someone did so, launching himself into the next cycle of life with a long, slow dive. It was one of the few places where a conversation could be guaranteed private, as there was no cover anywhere near. A brown gull hung in the wind, eyeing them in hope of fish heads or bread crusts.

“Go to Darknesh,” muttered Severus, long-ago veteran of one of the stranger religions to be found in Bournemouth, with the scars to prove it. His cheeks were flushed, his words already slurred from early drinking.

Odilo glanced from Severus to Alain and back, over and over like a squirrel between two nuts. Odilo would be comical, Alain thought, if not for the desperation in his face.

“We should retreat,” Odilo said, smacking his lips as blue spittle leaked down his chin. “Break the camp, march the Century back to North Coast Keep.”

Ten days’ march south and west, North Coast was where the Fourth Battle had its headquarters. Superior officers, discipline, all the things a good soldier shunned.

But a man wouldn’t have to do his own thinking there. Or bury his own dead.

“North Coasht,” Severus said, then grunted. “Bashtards shor’-measured our oil rash-en lasht year. Never did nothin’ fer ush.”

“Your runner will come back with orders,” Alain said, filled with a sense of urgency, a new-found loyalty to the captain somehow inspired by the dead man’s story about the grubby little wizard on the battlefield. “We should stand with our mission.”

“What mission?” Odilo’s voice peaked in panic before settling into his accustomed jeer. He spat out over the harbor, the brown gull diving after the wadded leaves. “Captain never told us nothing ’cept sit tight. Well, we sat tight. Now you want us to swivel around here on our asses, out of supply, waiting for the snows to come. A couple of weeks, the road back to North Coast will be waist-deep in mud, a couple of weeks after that, snow up to our earlobes. If’n we want to leave, we got to leave now.”

Alain shrugged. “You’re the serjeant. I’m just a corporal.” Afraid to meet Odilo’s eye, he looked out at the gull, returned to hanging in the wind. “But I’m staying.”

The subaltern might need someone to come home to, even if he came in small pieces.

The First Century decided to bury their captain that coming evening, on the south side of their camp. The warm side. There was a squabble when no one could find the banners. Alain knew the Ducal standard was at the subaltern’s cabin, but he kept his mouth shut, praying for the little wizard to come before cold dirt and pine needles filled the captain’s face forever.

Each man in the Century dug at least a shovelful from the grave, which resulted in a scooped-out bowl in the soil. It was a kind thought, but Alain hated the shallow pit that was created, so he stripped to his trousers and dug the grave properly from the bottom of the pit, working with a fury born of frustration. It made for a huge trench. Exhausted, he finally climbed out.

“Planning to lay us all in the ground together?” Odilo asked as Alain cleaned the shovel and gathered his clothing.

Alain tried to smile. “A great man deserves a great grave.”

Odilo spat. “He wasn’t a great man. He was a jumped-up clerk turned out to fight in some war what couldn’t get his old job back after. They kept him around and made him an officer ’cause he could read and write.”

Alain could read and write, some – his childhood village had had a progressive priest who served a gentle god – but this didn’t seem the time to mention that. “He was great to me,” said Alain, thinking again of the grubby little wizard and the small magic of restoring a man’s life.

*    *    *

When First Century marched out of their camp to lay the body to rest, wrapped in a sheet from the captain’s cot, they found another eider-fletched arrow. This one was point down in the bottom of the grave, still quivering, though no one saw it fly and the woods were hundreds of yards away.

Without a word, Alain scrambled down into the grave, plucked the arrow from the turned earth, snapped it in two and climbed back out to lay the halves atop the captain’s winding sheet. The men of the Century cheered, even Serjeant Severus. Then they rushed through the funeral, each eager to get to serious drinking and plotting their escape from this northern perdition.

The little wizard never came.

In the morning, eight men were gone, with their gear and somehow – against all common sense where the noisy beasts were concerned – one of the camp mules. Serjeant Severus was also among the missing, though his gear was still present.

Odilo would send no one after the deserters, but was willing to turn out a desultory search effort for Severus. Alain went to The Leap, where he spotted Severus floating in the bay far below.

At least he assumed it was Severus. A man was there, wrapped in an old tunic the color of bayberries, just as Severus wore lounging around the camp. His head seemed to be missing, although perhaps Severus was simply riding low in the water.

After some thought, Alain told Serjeant Odilo.

“Quiet, fool,” Odilo said, smacking his lips. He had been chewing his weed like a mule ate hay, this last day or so. “Let the men search. I’ll prepare our withdrawal.”

Alain was overcome with a wave of stubborn pride. “So when Benno and Faubus and the others left, it was desertion, but now we’re going to withdraw?”

“This is orders,” Odilo said, pressing his puffy, blue-stained nose right into Alain’s face.

“We already have orders, serjeant.”

“You want to stay here and die at the hands of the Ice Tribes, fine with me. You’ve got Severus’s squads now, corporal. Orders is half yours.” Odilo spat between Alain’s feet, then stalked away.

The Century’s encampment surrounded the foundation courses of the unfinished tower. They were protected on three sides by wooden hoardings backed with clay, erected years before in best army fashion, though these were now mostly overgrown with beans and melon vines. Fields of hardy crops stretched around the hoardings. The fourth side was open to the cliff over the water, with gaps between the ends of the hoardings and the cliff large enough to drive a wagon through at each end.

First Century even had an old cannon, a lion-mouthed thing originally captured from the Onyx Navy far to the near-mythical south. It was spoil of some battle, handed from unit to unit and officer to officer until like the men it had finally washed up here on this northmost shore. There was a small pile of shot, rusted together, and four kegs of what was alleged to be powder, though no one in the Century seemed to know what to do with the stuff.

Alain organized some of the younger men to wrestle the cannon into the inland-facing gap between the hoarding and the cliff. He readied one of the unit’s two wagons to block the other gap, while Serjeant Odilo supervised a loading up of the second wagon for the march south.

Neither of them had actually issued orders. Rather, each quietly made his intentions known, and some silent democracy of soldiers voted in successive pairs of booted feet, until the Century had divided itself around two heads, like a worm cut in half and left to regrow.

It was no surprise to Alain that most of Odilo’s men chose to go with the serjeant, while most of Severus’s men stayed with him. Alain was polite enough to leave Odilo’s way clear. Odilo was smart enough not to comment on the folly of Alain’s cannon.

Late that afternoon, as the Southron cannon was mounted in place and the departing wagon had been fully loaded, a rider appeared out of the trees a quarter mile inland, to the east. He was a small man on a small horse, the animal grubby white with shaggy hair, the man grubby brown wrapped in shaggy furs.

Alain and Odilo found themselves side-by-side at the east-facing hoarding. The weather had turned suddenly colder and damper, and their breath curled and mingled together, nature seeking to reunite the Century by some sympathetic magic.

“What do you think?” Odilo finally asked as the rider approached at an insolently slow canter.

“I don’t know yet,” Alain said, looking carefully to see if any heads were dangling from the rider’s saddle.

The newcomer carried a tall pole with a small wooden circle or wheel mounted across the top, from which dangled a forest of dark horsetails. He was clad entirely in furs, only his face visible, which glistened with smeared-on fat.

“Hai,” said the rider.

“What’s your business here?” Odilo demanded.

“I’ve come to ease your sorry lives,” the rider said in astonishingly good Wentish, the language of the duchy.

A herald of sorts, then, Alain thought.

“The chief of our chiefs requires this place for his use,” the rider went on. “You are invited to depart before his armies come scouring.”

“I—” Odilo began to say, but Alain elbowed him in the ribs and spoke over him. “The Duke’s army moves at no one’s beck save His Grace’s own.”

“You do not need this place,” said the rider. “Your men do nothing here but grow fat and tired. Go south, to your warmlands and your women, and leave our cold places to us.”

“Fat and tired we may be, but here we’ll stay,” Alain shouted. “Now begone and tell your little chief we will not surrender to him.”

“Nobody said nothing about surrendering,” Odilo muttered in a pained voice, but the rider was already cantering away.

That night around the fires, the silent democracy of soldiers finally found its voice. “We’ll all die here – for what?” “They killed the captain, too, some ice wizard’s work.” “Magicked the subaltern years ago.” “Eating Serjeant Severus’s liver even now, I warrant you.” “That Alain’s crazy, and too big for his boots.” “Odilo’s a coward – we got a job to do.”

At dawn the loaded wagon creaked away west and south, accompanied by the irritated complaints of mules, the shuffling of dozens of feet and one spitting serjeant. Alain stood atop his lion-mouthed cannon, facing northeast where the enemy doubtless waited, wondering what had ever possessed him to stay.

After the sun had broken above the shoulder of Mount Abaia into an icy clear day, Alain turned to find that over half the Century had stayed with him.

“Well,” he said, “pull that last wagon around to block the other exit, and let’s have men on the hoardings. A show of strength is what’s called for here, and a show of strength is what we’ll have.”

As they bustled to their work, Alain again felt pride in being a soldier, for the first time in years. He recalled the Ducal standard in the subaltern’s cabin. “I’m off to scout a bit. Hold fast, and see if some one of you can’t manage to load this cannon up.”

The men of the Century cheered as Alain walked into the woods, toward their enemy.

He found the cabin without challenge – there were no Ice Tribesmen in evidence. The arrows were gone and the door was shut, but Alain simply pushed in.

The flag was still there, but so was a large man in furs. Enormous, in fact, for an Ice Tribesman. His resemblance to the herald was passing at best, bald head tattooed with runes, a necklace of fingerbones around his neck. He sat on the subaltern’s lone stool, staring at Alain with an expression of mild amusement that broadened to a yellow-toothed grin.

“You’re their shaman,” Alain said without preamble, ignoring the chill stab of fear in his heart. He was careful not to make any quick motions with his spear.

“How tell?” asked the tribesman in thickly accented Wentish. His voice was a braying rasp, with a strange echo underneath as if he spoke from two places at once. What the captain had called “a slippery wizard echo”.

“Who else would be in here? And someone killed the captain.” Alain leaned his spear against the doorpost. “Besides, you’ve got charms and fetishes.”

“All Ice Tribe got charm fetish,” said the shaman. “Big power, big pain. You go home now.”

“This is my home. His Grace told me to come live here, and here I live.” Well, actually, some clerk had told him, but it was the Duke’s will, however indirect.

“Big magic in north. Big working, go home, danger you.” The shaman mimed fangs and snarled. “Call snow demon, steal you heart. Many rider cross you grave. You go now, you safe.”

Demons. The Ice Tribes were going to summon demons and bring their armies rampaging southward. The chill stab in his heart twinged again, the ordinary private magic of fear. His own death was close at hand, and the death of thousands more if the tribes swept southward behind their demons.

All the more reason to stand fast, to show the Ice Tribes that the Duke’s men were brave and true.

Alain recalled the captain’s story of the grubby little wizard and his small magic. “Big magic, sure. Call lightning. Send us storms. I’ve no doubt your snow demons could eat us like sausages.” He stepped past the shaman, pulled the Ducal standard down from the wall. “We have some small magic of our own, oaths and loyalty. And I know a secret about small magic and big magic.”

With that, Alain nodded at the shaman, wrapped the flag over one arm, took up his spear again and left. He saw no one on the walk back to the encampment, but he hadn’t really expected to.

At the walls, the men were pointing to a wispy thread of smoke in the distance, far to the southwest along the coast. Alain knew it had to be Odilo’s wagon burning, the serjeant and his men as dead as Severus and the captain, but he just shrugged when the younger men asked him what the fire might mean.

The older men looked grim and said nothing.

“Me, I was a sailor betimes,” Michel said to Alain out of the corner of his mouth later that day.

Alain was fascinated. Was this fantasy, or secret history? Michel was a little man with a Southgate accent who’d never had much to say. “We’ve both lived in this place for four years,” Alain said. “This is the first time you’ve brought that up.”

“Jumped ship,” Michel said. “Land is safer, always.”

Even now? Alain wondered, but he did not say it. Instead, he waved at the lion-mouthed cannon, glowering in ancient, corroded brass. “You ever fired one of those things?”

Michel shook his head. “I seen ’em do it.”

Alain smiled. “Then you’re our master gunner. Get to work loading it.” He named off three men to help Michel.

All evening whooping riders galloped back and forth in front of the hoardings, glinting shadows in the stormy darkness. A cold wind brought both snow and lightning – a rare mix – the thunder rolling over the encampment so loud and long that some men bled from the ears. Alain went from man to man, touching shoulders, telling them this was not an attack, only a stoking of the fire of their fear.

Six more men deserted that night, but at dawn their bodies lay below the hoardings amid the Century’s trampled fields of turnips and rye, riddled with eider-fletched arrows. There was an odd beauty to the scene, men and arrows and ruined plants all dusted with snow to highlight their frailties and lend grace to their wounds.

If Alain’s men had been archers, he would have salvaged the arrows, but the bodies were perhaps a better lesson. He realized that he was starting to think like an officer.

He hated that.

That afternoon, ranks of horsemen poured out of the woods. They all rode shaggy ponies, like the herald had, though Alain could see scraps of battle kit and armor from all over the Western Principate, not to mention further south and east. There must be many deserters here, Alain thought. Who would join the Ice Tribes?

The subaltern, perhaps. But why?

These horsemen rode to battle, not to terror like the night before. They pulled up in loose ranks, semi-circles of horses, lances couched, bows at the ready. The grinning shaman and the herald rode forward, their ponies dancing sideways beneath Alain’s hoardings.

“Go away, little magic,” said the shaman in his thick accent.

Holding his horsetail banner, the herald inclined his head slightly, and said in his very good Wentish, “We will not ask again. Great projects stride the ice, and you are as the winter hare before the hungry wolf.”

Alain waved his hand in a prearranged signal. The arm of the old derrick swung up, the Ducal insignia breaking free over the Century’s little encampment. His forty-two men lined the walls and stood ready by the lion-mouthed cannon, facing hundreds and hundreds of the Ice Tribesmen. “Our magic is the magic of our Duke. It is a small magic, but it wields a mighty fist. You shall not have our post unless you take it from us.”

The grinning shaman and the herald held a whispered conversation. The shaman’s grin was reduced somewhat, and the herald looked sour. “You must leave this place,” said the herald. “It is necessary. There has been a bargain.”

Aha, thought Alain. Magic strides the ice, indeed. As the captain had said, all great magic had a loophole, a condition of sorts. The Ice Tribes could not work their rite to summon the snow demons unless the Duke’s men peacefully surrendered the post.

It was so simple. All he had to do to defeat them was stand in place. “I have made no bargain but my oath to His Grace,” Alain called out as the men of the Century muttered to one another.

The herald stamped his horsetail banner into the ground. “Then we will make a new bargain now.”

Alain laughed, his heart soaring with the gulls overhead. “My oath’s little magic is stronger than your great one.” He dropped his hand in the next signal. “I care this for your magic and your demands.”

Nothing happened. The army of Ice Tribesmen stared expectantly, while somewhere on the hoardings, one of the Century began to giggle.

“The cannon is a failure,” Pietro whispered under his breath to Alain. The grinning shaman laughed, while the herald looked even more sour. Alain watched him heft his horsetail banner, ready to dip it and signal the charge, having no doubt the herald would be first against the hoardings. This was no herald, this was a chief, perhaps even the chief-of-chiefs.

“Aha!” said Michel distinctly nearby, and the lion roared. There was smoke, and fire, and horses screamed while men cursed and dirt flew and horsetail banner span from its shattered staff as Alain’s laugh returned to him and he thought, Captain, you are avenged, and he looked into the sky to see an eider-fletched arrow hanging there, riding the wind like a gull, only it became larger and larger, looming bigger than the harvest moon over the horizon until darkness struck him with sharp pain and all the thundering noise of battle.

Alain found himself in the subaltern’s cabin, wrapped in the Ducal standard, which was stiff with dried blood. His head hurt, a fierce pounding above and between his eyes. His face was crusted with dirt, and he coughed mud as he awoke. It took him quite some time to clear the dirt from his mouth. Groggy and slow, he rose from the little rope bed, discovered that he was fully booted and clothed, and stumbled out the splintered door.

The woods were quiet. Not the strange quiet of a thousand men holding still, but the normal quiet of marmots and badgers and hares and hawks and squirrels and half a hundred other birds and animals. The day was crisp and cold, but clear. He stumbled toward the encampment, wondering what had become of the Century. Many horses had passed through these woods recently.

The encampment was ravaged, hoardings peppered with arrows, but the derrick still stood behind the wooden walls. They did not burn the camp, Alain thought. We won.

The ruins of the lion-mouthed cannon were there, burst to shards, surrounded by six fresh graves. Alain saluted Michel, then carefully – for his body ached almost as much as his head – climbed on to the foundation course of the uncompleted tower to stand on the cold stone where he had slept away the summers. He still wore the Ducal standard like a cape, but the wind was so chill Alain was not tempted to hoist it once more on the derrick.

No one remained in camp. The last wagon was gone.

“What am I doing here?” he asked a brown gull hovering nearby.

The bird dipped, cut across the wind to circle him, and cried once. Inside the keening of the gull, Alain found a bubble of . . . memory? Imagination? A little wizard in shabby robes, his face aglow with a ball of wispy light in his hands, and a bitter young soldier marching forever down empty roads.

“I must have died easy,” Alain said to the gull, the captain’s last story in his mind, “if I am the one he was able to put back into the world.”

The little wizard’s voice slipped into Alain’s ears, so different from the braying rasp of the grinning shaman of the Ice Tribes, yet with the same uncanny echo. “For me to bring you back, it doesn’t matter how you died. It only matters how you lived. Their great magic broke upon the rock of your little oath.”

“But why?” Alain asked his memories.

There was no answer, except perhaps for the constancy of his loyalty. Small magic, the hardest kind, as the captain had said.

Wrapped in his Duke’s flag, Alain went out to pick the last few raddled turnips from the trampled fields. He would stand firm here in the camp, following the small magic of his oath, until someday he was relieved.


KING RAINJOY’S TEARS

Chris Willrich


A king of Swanisle delights in rue
And his name’s a smirking groan.
Laughgloom, Bloodgrin, Stormproud we knew
Before Rainjoy took the throne.

– Rainjoy’s Curse



It was sunset in Serpenttooth when Persimmon Gaunt hunted the man who put oceans in bottles.

The town crouched upon an islet off Swanisle’s west coast, and scarlet light lashed it from that distant (but not unreachable) place where the sunset boiled the sea. The light produced a striking effect, for the people of Serpenttooth were the desperate and outcast, and they built with what they found, and what they found were the bones of sea serpents. And at day’s end it seemed the gigantic, disassembled beasts struggled again toward life, for a pale, bloody sheen coated the town’s archways, balustrades, and rooftops. Come evening the illusion ceased, and the bones gave stark reflection to the moon.

But the abductor meant to be gone before moonrise.

From the main town she ascended a cliffside pathway of teeth sharp as arrowheads, large as stepping-stones. The teeth ended at a vast, collapsed skull, reinforced with earth, wood, and thatch, bedecked with potted plants. There was a door, a squarish fragment of cranium on hinges, with a jagged eyeslit testifying to some ancient trauma.

Shivering in the briny sea-wind, Gaunt looked over her shoulder at the ruddy sunset rooftops. She did not see the hoped-for figure of a friend, leaping among the gables. “Your last chance to help, Imago,” she murmured. She sighed, turned, and knocked.

Blue eyes, dimly glowing, peered through the eyeslit. “Eh?” wheezed a harsh voice. Gaunt imagined in it the complaints of seagulls, the slap of breakers.

“Persimmon Gaunt,” she answered. “A poet.”

“A bard?” The voice snorted. “The king exiled those witch-women, ten years gone.”

“I am not a bard! My tools are stylus and wax, paper and quill, not voice and memory. I have the distinction of being banished by the bards, before the king banished them.”

Gaunt could be charming, particularly in such a setting: her specialty in verse was morbidity, the frail railing of life against merciless time. Serpenttooth suited her. More, she suited Serpenttooth, her fluttering auburn hair a wild contrast to her pale, angular face, the right cheek tattooed with a rose ensnared by a spiderweb.

But these charms failed. “What do you want, poet?”

“I am looking for the maker.”

“Maker of what?”

“Of this.”

She lifted a small, corked bottle. Within nestled an intricate, miniature sailing ship fashioned of bone. Its white sails curved in an imaginary wind; its banners were frozen in the midst of rippling. Yet the ship was not the extraordinary thing. There was water below it, not bone or glass, and the water moved: not the twitching of droplets but the roiling of a shrunken corner of the sea. It danced and flickered, and the ship heaved to and fro, riding the tiny surge.

Gaunt waved the bottle in various directions, but the ship cared nothing for gravity, forever hugging its tiny sea.

“Exquisite,” Gaunt murmured, and not for the first time.

“A trinket,” sniffed the other.

“Trinket? For four years these ‘trinkets’ have been the stuff of legend along the coast! And yet their fame does not travel further. Most who own such bottles – sailors, fishermen, pirates, and all their wives, lovers, and children – will not sell at any price. It’s said these folk have all lost something dear to the sea.”

“Nothing to do with me.”

“There is more.” Gaunt unstoppered the bottle. “Listen. Hear the sound of the sea. Hear the deep loneliness, and the deep romance. To know it is to know mischievous waves, and alluring shores. To brush raw fingertips against riches and fame. To wrap scarred arms around hunger and harm. To know the warm fantasy of a home long abandoned, and the cold acceptance of a five-fathom grave.”

And there was a susurrant murmur from the bottle which held all these things, and more, which Gaunt, too chill already, would not say. There came a long answering sigh from behind the door. It blended with the murmur, and Gaunt could not distinguish them.

Weakly, the voice said, “Nothing to do with me. Go.”

“I cannot. When an . . . associate of mine procured this item, he found the private memoirs of the owner. We know who you are, Master Salt.”

A pause. “You are base thieves.”

Gaunt smiled. “Imago would insist he is a refined thief, I’m sure. And our victim was a dying lord who had no further use for the bottle.”

“What do you want?”

“I bring you greetings,” Gaunt said, “from your own maker.”

There was silence. The door opened on creaking hinges. A figure stepped aside, and Gaunt entered.

The room resembled a captain’s cabin, though it filled a sea serpent’s skull, not a vessel’s stern. Two oval, bone-framed windows overlooked the ruddy sunset sea. Underneath, shutters covered twin ventilation passages to the skull’s nostrils. Nearby, a spyglass rested atop a bookcase of nautical texts. But the other dozen bookcases cradled dozens of ships-in-bottles, each bearing its own churning, miniature sea. Half-constructed vessels listed upon a vast table, pieces scattered like wreckage.

Gaunt plunked her bottle upon the table, ship sailing forever ceilingward.

Master Salt bent over it. “The Darkfast Dreamweaver. Fitting. Named for a great philosopher-thief of Ebontide.” A smile sliced his face.

He was built like a sea barrel, yet possessed delicately shimmering blue skin. His bald head resembled a robin’s egg gleaming with dew. “Her crew captured the hatchling of a Serpent of the Sunset. Quite a story. But they overfed the child, to keep it from thrashing. It outgrew its bonds, fed well indeed.”

He nodded at the shelves. “Lost ships, all of them. I see their profiles in my dreams. Hear their names on the morning wind.”

“They are astonishing. The king will be enthralled.”

“Him,” muttered Salt. “He neglected me, my sisters. Left us eight years in our tower, because we dared remind him he had a soul. We resolved to seek our own lives.”

Gaunt said, “Now your exile is ended.”

“Not exile. Escape.”

“Surely you cannot abandon him,” Gaunt persisted, “being what you are.”

“If you know what I am, poet, you should fear me. Inhuman myself, I read the sorrow behind human eyes.”

His gaze locked hers. Gaunt shivered as though a westerly wind scoured her face, but could not look away.

Salt squinted, then smirked. “You say I abandon? I see what you’ve left behind. You forsook the bards for the written word. And now you even neglect your art . . . for the love of a thief.”

Master Salt’s eyes changed. One moment they glowed a pale blue; then they resembled blue-sheened, mirrored glass. Yet the person reflected in them was not Gaunt, nor was the moment this one. Instead she beheld a scene from an hour ago.

A man leapt to and fro upon buildings of bone. There was a strange style to his movements. Though he chose his destinations in a boyish rush, his rooftop dance obeyed a strict economy, as though an old man carefully doled out a youth’s energy. When he paused, Gaunt could see the two scars of his lean, ferret-like face, one made by steel, one by fire. He gazed out from Master Salt’s eyes as if searching for her. Then he leapt to a new height.

“The thief Imago Bone, your lover and sometimes your mentor, prancing about on bone rooftops. Suppose he couldn’t resist.” Salt blinked his eyes back to their former, glowing state. “But you knew he might be gone for hours. Impatient, you continued alone.”

Gaunt’s breathing quickened. She found she could not evade Master Salt, nor lie. “Yes. For all Bone’s skill . . .”

“. . . he is a boy,” Master Salt said. “Yes, I see. I can taste sorrows, poet. Imago Bone’s life is an accident, is it not? Bizarre magics stretched his adolescence nearly a century. Only now is he aging normally. He is a great thief; but he is a child in many ways. You fear for him. You are as often his guardian as his student. An unlikely pair, following foolish quests.”

“They are not foolish.” Gaunt shivered, staring into the shimmering blue eyes. “Not all . . .”

“Quests are excuses, poet. You must live as you wish. As I have done. You do not need bards, or Imago Bone, or King Rainjoy to justify your wanderlust.”

Gaunt imagined she felt the tug of the trade winds. Or perhaps it was the clatter of a horse beneath her, the taste of bow-spray from a river canoe, the scent of a thousand fragile mountain wildflowers.

“A true wanderer,” Salt said, “needs no nation, no captain, no hope of gold to answer the siren lure.”

And Gaunt wondered, why had she tried to refashion Bone and herself as heroes, when they could simply travel, drink in the world?

But no, this quest was not foolish. She must resist Salt’s words. “There . . . will be war,” she stammered, “unless Rainjoy can learn compassion . . . And he never can, without you.”

“I see also,” Salt said unmoved, “why you help him.”

Gaunt lowered her eyes.

“Abandon that guilt, poet. Abandon all that imprisons you! Leave this quest; join Bone as a thief if it suits you, or shirk him as well – either way, seize your freedom, and do not abuse mine.” Salt lifted his hand to Gaunt’s mouth. “I did not ask to become a someone, any more than humans do. Yet here I am, and I will set my own course. I will hear the sea, and trap its cries.”

Now Master Salt scraped a thumbnail against the tip of an index finger, and a blue droplet fell against Gaunt’s lips. As the salty tang kissed her, she imagined the rocking of a deck underfoot, heard the songs of seamen raising sail, smelled the stinging brine upon the lines. Her heart skipped once and her eyelids drooped, as she slipped toward a dream of adventure in distant waters, not merely losing her existence, but casting it aside like soiled clothes.

But then from somewhere came Imago Bone’s easy voice. “You should listen to him, Gaunt,” Bone said. “He makes perfect sense.”

With a start, Gaunt opened her eyes. Bone crawled through the passage leading to the dragon-skull’s nostrils, face blue from the cliffside winds and sweaty from carrying his many pouches of esoteric tools: ironsilk lines, quicksap adhesive, a spectrum of camouflaging dyes.

As Master Salt turned, Bone sprang to the bottle sheltering the miniature Darkfast Dreamweaver. The thief shattered it against the table’s edge.

Salt cried out.

So did the broken bottle.

The miniature ocean within the glass spilled on to the dirt floor, foaming and dwindling like a tendril of surf dying upon shore. A chorus of drowning sailors arose, dimly, like an old memory. Then water and voices were gone.

“Curse you,” spat Master Salt, and the spittle boiled upon the table, and gave a sound like maddened seagulls as it vanished. He seized the thief, pressing pale-blue thumbs against Bone’s throat, thumbs that grew foam-white even as Bone went purple.

“Allow . . .” the thief gurgled, “allow me to introduce . . .”

“No,” said Master Salt.

“Rude . . .” Bone’s voice trailed off, and he flailed uselessly in Salt’s grip.

Bone had saved her. Bone was friend, lover, companion on the road. Nevertheless Gaunt hesitated one moment as he suffocated; so much poetry did the shelves of bottles hold, they might have cradled densely inked scrolls from ancient libraries.

But she knew what she must do. She shut her eyes and yanked.

The shelves toppled, shattering glass, breaking small ships, spilling the trapped substance of Master Salt. The room filled with the despairing cries of lost sailors.

Master Salt shrieked and released Bone, who crumpled, hacking saltwater. Salt knelt as well, trying to clutch the tiny oceans as they misted into nothingness. His knees crunched glass and crushed ships.

Gaunt trembled with the destruction she’d caused. But soon the sailors’ voices faded to dim wailing, and she regained her voice.

“Dead sailors move you?” she asked. “Expect more. War is brewing. To prevent it, King Rainjoy will need the compassion he lost. The compassion you bear.”

“You speak of compassion? You, who can do this?”

“These voices are of men already lost. But if war comes, they will seem just a drop in a surgeon’s pail.”

Salt lowered his head.

“I will go,” he said at last. “If only to prevent your crushing more dreams.”

Imago Bone rose with a look of gratitude, put his hand upon Gaunt’s shoulder.

“I regret I did not arrive sooner,” he whispered, then smiled ruefully. “The skeletal rooftops, they beckoned . . .”

“We’ll talk of it later,” Gaunt said. “No one can help being who they are.” She leaned against him, but could not bear to look at him, nor at Master Salt, who gathered broken ships, tenderly, bone by scattered bone.

“The first is found,” sighed the man upon the ivory chair.

An older man, shuffling through the chamber of mists, stopped and coughed. “Majesty?”

“Persimmon Gaunt. And her companion thief.” The voice was dim and flat. “They have found the first. Soon, all will be well.”

“The reports I bring, ah, belie such optimism.” The older man scuttled closer. His robes fluttered with no regard to the drafts. “The nobles, hmm, demand war with the Eldshore, if you cannot secure an alliance by marriage. I suggest you build ships, raise troops.” He raised a wrinkled hand before the king’s nose, then snatched at something only he could see.

He inverted the hand, revealing an enfleshment from the king’s memory, the tiny image of a red-haired woman, proud and bejeweled. She spat in the king’s direction. Her voice rose dimly: You are cold, with no soul within you. You shall never have me. Turning on her heel, she stalked off the palm and into nonexistence.

“Eldshore’s princess will marry me,” said the king, “once I am a better man. Once they make me a better man.”

“Strange, mm? – that you can sense their doings while I cannot.”

Mirthlessly, the king smiled. “You may have made them, sorcerer, but they belong to me.”

“Do not hope for too much, my king. War is in the air.”

“When you are here, Spawnsworth, the air smells of worse. Leave your reports and go.”

When the older man had retreated up a staircase, the king said in a toneless voice without conviction, “I will feel again.”

From the staircase descended the sounds of tortured things.

The journey to Lornbridge took two weeks, but they felt like two years to the thief Imago Bone.

Master Salt spoke only in grunts. Surely thousands of subjects were capable of grunting for their king; why should Rainjoy need this entity in particular?

Gaunt walked as though shouldering a treasure chest of guilt (Bone often pictured metaphorical treasure chests, feeling deprived of real ones) and there was a distance in her eyes even as she lay nights upon his shoulder.

So it was a relief, finally, to risk his neck reaching a well-guarded noblewoman noted for feathering suitors with arrows.

Seen through tall grass, the battlement looked sickly and moist in the moonlight. (Bone’s cloak, after a treatment of saps and powders, matched it.) He slithered beside it, scrambled halfway up, paused for heavy bootfalls to pass, then scurried atop. Time for one gulp of manure-scented air, then he was over the other side, hurling a ball of sticky grain as he dove.

He thudded on to a haycart exactly as the pigpen filled with squealing. By the time the guards investigated, the animals would have devoured the evidence. He slipped into courtyard shadows.

This was more like it: sparks of danger against the steel of brilliant planning. A shame he wasn’t stealing anything.

My beloved’s doing, Bone thought as he climbed atop a stable. When they met he was a legend, perhaps the greatest second-story man of the Spiral Sea. (The higher stories went of course without question.) Though she could pay little, he’d accepted enormous risk recovering a manuscript of hers from a pair of sorcerous bibliophiles, a task that had required another book, a tome of the coldest kind of magic. That matter concluded, he’d undertaken an absurdly noble quest, the accursed tome’s destruction.

Absurd nobility impressed Persimmon Gaunt.

Bone smirked, reversed his cloak to the side stained with berry juice, then leapt from the stable roof on to Duskvale Keep itself, clinging to irregularities in the russet stone. His slow corkscrew toward the highest window allowed him time to review six months of inquiries along the Spiral Sea, a process garnering nothing but scars, empty pockets, and a list of enemies who wouldn’t at all mind the damnable book for themselves.

Half jesting, half desperate, Bone had proposed consulting the court wizard of Swanisle.

He’d expected scowls. Swanisle was notorious for persecuting the bards of its county Gaunt (a society of women compared to witches, and similarly treated) formerly by burning, today by exile. He’d assumed Persimmon left with her teachers, would seethe at the thought of returning. But she had assented with a strange look.

Bone should have worried more at that look.

Distracted by such thoughts, Bone froze upon hearing a bright swish. Presently, from afar, came a dim thunk.

Lady Duskvale was firing off correspondence.

There was not one keep at Lornbridge but two, separated by the narrow, abysmal Groangorge. Westward stood Duskvale Keep and eastward rose the sandstone tower of Mountdawn. For generations, Gaunt had explained to Bone, the youth of Duskvale and Mountdawn had swooned for each other, sighing and pining across the impassable deep.

Then, four years ago, the keeps’ masters paupered themselves constructing a bridge. The fortresses became one small town. Not merely did a stone span connect the castle; dozens of hundred-foot ropes, cables, and pulleys twisted overhead with messages, squirrels, nobles’ drying underwear.

Yet today the bridge was guarded, the ropes cut, the youth forbidden to mix.

Swish.

Thunk.

Bone smirked and climbed beside the topmost window.

“Oh, why does he not write me?” he heard a voice exclaim.

Bone craned his head. “Perhaps because—”

“Ay!”

An arrow shot past, a roll of paper wound upon the shaft.

This time there followed no thunk but a dim clatter upon the stone bridge.

“Perhaps,” Bone said, heart pounding, “because he is not as good a shot as yourself. Though I am pleased even you must aim.”

“Who are you?” the voice demanded.

Bone crouched upon the sill, and bowed. “Bone: acquirer of oddities.”

Lady Duskvale regarded him with hawk-dark eyes framed by stern cheekbones and black rivulets of hair. “Do you plan mischief ? I warn you, I will tolerate mischief with but one man, and he I fire arrows at. For you I have a knife for stabbing, and lungs for screaming.”

“I have no wish for mischief, stabs, or screams.”

“Are you . . . are you a messenger from Lord Mountdawn?”

“Better than that, my lady. I am Bone. I and the poet Gaunt have come to comfort Lornbridge. May I enter?”

“I would be more comforted with you outside.”

“Even a footpad’s foot may fall asleep.”

“One moment.” She nocked an arrow, drew, and aimed. Then she backed into the room. “All right.”

Bone leapt inside. “I admire your caution – and more, the strength of your arm – but it is not thieves at your window you must fear. It is the embodiment of sorrow.”

She raised her eyebrows, and Bone helped himself to a chair beside a small table serviceable as a shield. He drummed his fingers upon it. “Consider, my lady. In your father’s day, these keeps were famous for romance. Men and women pined hopelessly from across the gulf. But that has changed.”

“You mock me, thief ?” Duskvale’s fingers quivered upon the bowstring, as did Bone’s upon the table. “Of course it has changed.”

“Explain.”

“Very well, though my arm grows weaker. Four years ago my father and old Lord Mountdawn, rest their souls, heard identical whispers in their sleep, imploring them to build the bridge. For a time all was glorious. Yet if there are whispers now, they implore weeping. Bravos duel for damsels, spurned paramours hurl themselves into the gorge. Only I and my love, young Lord Mountdawn, are spared these frenzies, for we are calculating and circumspect.”

A carrier pigeon fluttered through the window, alighting upon a perch near Duskvale. She regarded it and Bone, then sighed and set down her bow. (Bone released a long breath.) Removing a note from the pigeon’s foot Duskvale read, “‘Soon I must fight my way across the bridge to your side. Each arrow is a caress, but I would kiss the calluses of the hand that fired it. Dear one! Alive or dead, my bloody hide arrives in the morning!’” She looked up in vexation. “You are interrupting a private conversation, you know. Explain your purpose.”

“Are you aware,” Bone asked, “that your monarch was once called the Weeping King?”

“Rainjoy?” she mused. “I heard Father say as much. A sensitive boy crushed by the crown’s weight, weeping at the consequences of all commands.” She crushed Mountdawn’s note. “Men can be overwrought at times. But the king has changed. Now they call him Rainjoy the Stonefaced. What does it matter?”

“Did your father speak of the Pale Council?”

“Everyone knows of them,” Duskvale said impatiently. “Rainjoy’s wise advisors. They came from far away and never went among the people. But the people loved them, for they counseled compassion, and kept the king’s cruel wizard at bay. But they departed four years ago and this is of no consequence and my beloved is about to die for me.”

“Hear this: the Council did not come from a far land, nor did they return there. One member dwells nearby.”

“What?”

“They are creatures of magic, my dear, born of a bargain between Rainjoy and his wizard.”

“What bargain?”

“That Rainjoy, so wracked by conscience he could not function as king, should weep but three more tears in his life. Yet those tears would be given human form, so when Rainjoy wished he could safely seek the insights of sorrow.”

Duskvale fingered her bow. “Impossible.”

“No, merely quite ill-advised. I’ve met one such tear. Another dwells here. We will need your help, and your paramour’s, to snare it. Tell me, do you retain builders’ plans for the bridge?”

In the end it was the sincerity in Bone’s eyes, or (more likely) the desperation in Duskvale’s heart, that bade her send a pointed message to Mountdawn and then summon servants to make certain preparations. Bone was relieved not to relate stealing her father’s ship-in-a-bottle and rifling his memoirs. For it was Lord Duskvale who had owned the faux Darkfast Dreamweaver, its surging in harmony with the whispers of Lornbridge.

Soon the moonlight found the thief whistling, strolling across that great stone arch. At midpoint he squeezed a tiny sack of quicksap, which he smeared full across his gloves then applied to his shoes.

He descended the bridge’s side, enjoying the brisk mountain air, the churning murmur of the river far below, the tickle of vertigo. Presently there came a swish from the west and a thunk to the east.

At this signal Bone crawled underneath the span, hairs pointing toward watery, rocky doom. Where the plans indicated it would be, he discovered a square opening. He crawled inside.

Blue light surrounded him. “Who?” called a bleak voice, like a hollow wind through a shattered house.

The chamber was like a monk’s cell, a cold stone sitting room with a few books (with such titles as Ballad of the Poisoned Paramour and The Tragickal History of Violet Swoon), some decoration (withered roses), odd mementos (lockets with strands of hair inside), and a lamp (bearing not oil but a pale-blue liquid glimmering like glacial moonlight).

“I had gambled,” Bone said, shedding his gloves, “you would not wish to miss the romantic play of light upon the river. I am Imago Bone,” he added, changing his shoes, “and I bring greetings from the king.”

The quicksap discarded, Bone gazed upon Rainjoy’s tear. She resembled a spindly, large-eyed maiden in a white shift. She shimmered gently in the blue light, reflecting and echoing it. Her long white hair fluttered and frayed, blending into the chamber’s dim mists.

She regarded Bone with incomprehension. “Rainjoy abandoned us.”

“He would enjoy your counsel again.”

“I cannot give it. I am not his anymore, a slave, nameless . . . now I am Mistress Mist. This is my home. There must be love in the world, you see. Lonely were these keeps, but I whispered of this bridge, and they are lonely no longer. Still do I whisper of love.”

“You whisper of more than that. Men and women have perished.”

“I do not slay them,” Mist answered sadly. “In my presence they sense what purest love could be, and how far short they fall.” She frowned at Bone. “But you – why are you here? When your true love is elsewhere, waiting and worrying. Why while your precious moments with me? Do you abandon her for me? Do you betray?”

A chill enveloped him; he could not evade those eyes.

He thought of Persimmon Gaunt. Of course he would not betray her for this apparition. And yet – was he not flippant, unheedful of her? His dallying upon the rooftops of Serpenttooth nearly caused her death. Did he not repay devotion with childish disregard? Was he not cruel?

He did not deserve her, he realized, nor life. Better to end his existence now, than risk wounding her further. Bone yearned for the abyss at his back.

But even as the impulse for annihilation took over, his old lust for living cried out. He could not prevent his leap, but he modified the angle and, falling, grasped the ironsilk strand fired by Lady Duskvale.

The thread bent, rose, bent, held. It sliced his palm, and he trembled with the urge to release it, dash himself to bits far below. Fortunately the impulse weakened away from Mist.

He saw Gaunt leaning over the bridge’s side. “I am sorry . . .”

“What?” she shouted.

He shook his head, cried instead: “Pigeon!”

Gaunt raised her arm. From the Mountdawn side of the chasm a pigeon fluttered to alight upon Bone’s shoulder, a poem of Gaunt’s affixed to its leg. Bone shrugged the bird upward and it fluttered into the hidden chamber. Presently Bone heard a sad voice, reading.


Love floating skyward is earthly no longer
Braced with selfishness, ardor is stronger
On solid ground let rest love’s wonder –
And so your bridge we break asunder.



“Picks!” Bone shouted, and at once there sang a chorus of metal biting stone.

“No!”

A large silvery blob, like a pool of mercury ignorant of gravity, flowed from beneath the bridge and oozed upward to the span. Blue light rose from that spot, and, although Bone could not see her, he heard Mist shout, “I concede! The bridge will be mute without me. Please do not break it. Keep it, and find love if you can. I will go.”

A voice like lonely seabirds answered, “They snared me likewise, sister. For we cannot destroy as they do.”

“Yes, brother. They ruin themselves, and each other. We only awaken their sorrow.”

“But the last tear will defeat them, sister. The last is the strongest of all.”

“The second is found,” said the king in the room of mists.

Framing the ivory throne, twin pillars of rainwater poured from funnels and spilled into a pool with a swan’s outline, wingtips catching the water, nose aimed at the throne’s foot, a drain where the heart should be. Just as they believed distress strengthened the spirit, the royal house of Swanisle believed chill weather quickened the flame within a man.

The king rose, undressed, and waded in, his pensive expression unchanged.

From beside the throne his companion said carefully, “This poet is, ah, resourceful.”

“Of course. She is a bard of Gaunt.”

“Mm. Never forget, majesty, her ilk caused you great pain.”

The king shivered in his pool. It gave him a look that resembled passion. “Great pain. And great wonder. I remember how every spider in its shimmering, dew-splattered web was an architect of genius to be cherished, not squashed. I remember a defiant spark in the eyes, a stony strength in the limbs of every maiden men declared ugly. I remember the disbelieving child in the faces of condemned men, a child whose mind might yet encompass creation, were that infinite head still upon that foreshortened neck. I remember knowing these things, Spawnsworth, but I can no longer feel them. But they will help. Soon.”

“Soon,” the wizard murmured, scratching his chin. His robe quivered, jerked, as though pained by needlepricks.

Nightswan Abbey formed the outline of a soaring bird, and, although its crumbling bulk no longer suggested flight of any kind, the music pouring from its high windows did much to compensate.

A crowd of the young and elderly gathered beneath the sanctuary windows every evening to hear the sweet polyphony, as the purple sunset kissed the first of the night’s stars. The sisterhood could sing only within these walls; all else would be vanity. Even so, during the last four years their music had rekindled some of Nightswan’s fame, long dimmed in this age of grim, conquering kings.

It was as if those hundred mortal throats conjured the spirit of the Swan Goddess of the Night and the Stars, she who plunged into the sun, seawater glistening upon her wings, to cool its fire and make the earth temperate and fit for life, she whose charred body fell back into the sea, to become Swanisle.

The music ceased and the listeners drifted away, murmuring to one another – all save four, who slipped among the bushes. Soon, two re-emerged, one casting a line to a window, the second glancing backward. “They will not flee,” Gaunt whispered. “They are contemptuous, certain their sister will humble us. I am uneasy.”

Bone shrugged. “We will handle her. We’ve seen worse, we two.”

Gaunt did not reply.

They ascended to the vast sanctuary, slipping behind the winged marble altar of the Swan. In the pews a lone nun prayed. Her white cap, cut in the outline of a swan, enhanced the rich darkness of a robe embroidered with tiny stars. The intruders made hand signals: they would pause until she departed.

Then the nun looked up, her face still shadowed by her hood, and sang in a voice sweet as any of the abbey’s chorus, yet with an unexpected pain, as though a delicate aperitif were served too hot. The first stanza was muted, but her voice rose with the second:


King Stormproud fell to war’s caress,
Left Swanisle to his boy,
Who had not learned to love distress:
Soft-hearted was Rainjoy.



Gaunt gave Bone a sharp look, listening.


His shivering toes just touched the floor
When he claimed his father’s chair.
When the sad queen’s heart would beat no more
He tore his silky hair.



The nun rose. The intruders hid themselves behind the onyx, speckled pulpit as she approached the altar, still singing.


Yet when a wizard of county Gaunt
(Spawnsworth was his name)
Tried his wicked strength to flaunt
The boy king’s heart took flame.

For all Gaunt’s fear, and all its horror
Marched as Rainjoy’s foe.
Enfleshment was the wizard’s lore –
To fashion warriors from woe.



The sister knelt where the wine was kept, the wine that symbolized the goddess’s blood, shed to make all life possible. She cast a surreptitious glance over her shoulder. Her face was a pale, dimly glowing blue, growing brighter as she sang.


Rainjoy led his armies north,
Felled the work of Spawnsworth’s hands,
Yet surely more would soon ride forth
Till they conquered all his lands.

Now the bards of Gaunt were rightly known
To clasp old secrets to the breast.
So the army overturned every stone
Till the king beheld the best.



The nun passed her hand over the wine vessel, and shining droplets fell into the dark liquid. They quickly dimmed, and the wine appeared as before.


“Gaunt’s ancient thanes,” King Rainjoy spoke,
“The very land would quick obey.
To free it from the wizard’s yoke
I must know Gaunt as did they.”

The woman said, “What you seek takes years,
A lifetime spent in Gaunt,
A knowledge born of woe and tears,
Not a young man’s morning jaunt.”

“My father died on Eldshore’s strand.
My mother died of loss.
A wizard makes to seize my land –
This die I’ll gladly toss.”



At last Gaunt could stand waiting no more, and stepped forward. The nun ceased singing, caught her breath.

Gaunt curtsied. Meanwhile Bone leapt forward, tumbled, rolled, and stood where he blocked the nun’s best retreat. He bowed low, eyes upon her.

In a hot, dusky voice more evocative of tavern than tabernacle, the nun said, “You are agents of the king, I take it?” She raised her head, showing a weary blue face and sapphire smile like a dagger-cut. “I’ve sensed my siblings being gathered.”

“You are correct. I am Persimmon . . . of Gaunt. A poet. This is my companion, Bone. We bear Rainjoy’s plea for your help. He must marry Eldshore’s princess to stop a war, but she refuses. She senses Rainjoy feels no sorrow, knows no compassion.”

“A wise woman.” The tear laughed, one sharp, jarring note. “I am Sister Scald. You are a poet of Gaunt? Did Gaunt’s bards train you, before Rainjoy exiled them?”

“They did,” Gaunt said, “before exiling me.”

Glimmering eyes widened. “Did you learn ‘Rainjoy’s Curse’?”

“Yes,” Gaunt said. And she did not sing, but continued Scald’s song in speech.


She led him then, where doomed ships had lunged
At cliffs where white foam churned;
To chasms where young suitors plunged;
To pyres where bards had burned.

She wooed him with rhymes of sailors drowned,
And songs of lovers dead,
And poems of bards long in the ground,
Until she wooed him to her bed.

Into a fevered dream he fell
Of the web that snares all lives –
One soul’s joy breeds another’s hell.
One suffers, and one thrives.

He woke to slaps: For bedding her so,
She offered jibe and taunt.
He trembled chill as she did go;
For now he knew the soul of Gaunt.

And when the nightmare horde returned,
Raised from Gaunt’s old pain,
He told it, “Sleep, for I have learned:
Let the land swallow you again.”

The warriors melted into earth
And the wizard quick was seized.
Spawnsworth said, “O king of worth,
How might you be appeased?”

Rainjoy trembled. “I feel each death.
All paths shine slick with blood.
I cannot bear to end your breath.”
The mage swore fealty where he stood.

A king of Swanisle delights in rue
And his name’s a smirking groan.
But in Rainjoy endless tears did brew
And he longed for eyes of stone.



Scald’s voice bit the silence. “He has those eyes now. The bards gave him knowledge of all life’s woe, but Spawnsworth tricked him out of his tears. For a time he still consulted us, but who willingly seeks out sorrow? At last he consulted us no more. He became the sort of king Spawnsworth could control.”

“He senses what he’s lost. Serve him again.”

“I serve others now.”

Bone broke in. “Indeed? Your brother served others with bottled grief, your sister with a bridge of doomed desire. We threatened these contrivances; the tears surrendered. I say good riddance.”

“You mock their work, thief ?” Scald seized Bone’s chin, locked eyes with his. “I see into your soul, decrepit boy. You’ve begun aging at last, yet you fritter away your moments impressing this foolish girl. And you,” she released Bone, snatched Gaunt’s ear, “you forsook the glory of voice and memory for clumsy meanderings of ink. Now you neglect even that dubious craft following this great mistake of a man.” Scald stepped back, dismissing poet and thief with a wave. “What a pair you are, what a waste of wind your love! Who are you to lecture me?”

Shivering, Gaunt looked away, toward the tall windows and bright stars. But she replied. “I will tell you, tear of Rainjoy. I was a girl who saw the boy king rescue county Gaunt from the creatures who tore her family to bits. I was a bard’s apprentice who loved him from afar. And when my teacher boasted of how she granted his request by breaking his spirit, I knew I’d follow her no more.”

She looked at Bone, who regarded her wonderingly. “I’d not guard secret lore in my skull, but offer my words in ink, telling of grief such that anyone could understand. I would tarry in graveyards and let tombs inspire my verse. For if the bards hoarded living song, I would peddle the dead, written word.” Gaunt returned her gaze to Scald. “When Spawnsworth made an end to Rainjoy’s weeping, the king’s first act was to exile the bards. And how I laughed that day. Come, tear. You cannot shame me. I will repay my teachers’ debt.”

“You surprise me,” Scald said, “but I think you will not take me. I have no bottles, no bridge to harm. My substance passes into the sacramental wine, inspiring the sisters’ music. Would you destroy all grapes in the world?”

“I do not need to.” Gaunt gestured toward the door.

Scald turned, saw a cluster of black, star-speckled habits underneath white swan hats.

A nun with a silver swan necklace stepped forward, old hands trembling. “We have listened, Sister Scald. Gaunt and Bone sent warning by carrier pigeon that they would seek a king’s tear this night, unaware we’d knowingly given you sanctuary. I have been torn, until this moment. I might defy even Rainjoy to honor our pledge, Scald . . . But you have meddled with our sacraments. You must go.”

“Oathbreaker,” Scald snarled. She looked right and left. “All of you – all humans are traitors, to yourselves, to others. Listen then, and understand.”

And Scald sang.

This song was wordless. It was as though the earlier music was simply the white breakers of this, the churning ocean, or the moonlit fog-wisps crossing the lip of this, the crevasse. Now the cold depths were revealed. They roared the truth of human treachery, of weakness, of pain.

Before that song the humans crumpled.

“No . . .” Gaunt whimpered, covering her face.

“Nothing . . .” whispered Bone. “I am nothing . . . not man, not boy. A waste . . .”

Somehow, Bone’s anguish bestirred Gaunt to defy her own. “You are something.” She wrenched each word from her throat like splinters torn from her own flesh. “You are not a waste.”

The sisters knelt, some mouthing broken regretful words, some clawing for something sharp, something hard, to make an end. But Gaunt raised her head to the singer. “Scald . . .” It should have been a defiant cry, but it emerged like a child’s plea. “Look what you do, to those who sheltered you . . .”

Scald’s eyes were hard, lifted ceilingward in a kind of bitter ecstasy. Yet she looked, and for a time watched the nuns cringing upon the stone floor.

She went silent.

She walked to one of the high windows. “I am no better than you,” she murmured. “I sense my siblings, like me born of regret. It seems we cannot escape it.” Scald removed her swan cap and lowered her head. “We will go.”

Gaunt helped Bone to his feet. He clutched her shoulders as though grasping some idea rare and strange. “Why did you not tell me,” he said, “of your family?”

She lowered her gaze. “When you suggested Spawnsworth might deal with that accursed tome we’ve locked away, Bone, I believed his skills were not appropriate and his character untrustworthy. But I realized we two might somehow repay the debt I felt to Rainjoy. It was a deception, Bone, one that deepened with time. I feared you would be angry.”

He nodded. “Perhaps later. Now I am merely glad there is still a Gaunt to perhaps be angry with. It is done. For better or worse, we’ve recovered Rainjoy’s tears.”

She met his look. “Are they, Bone? Are they Rainjoy’s? Or are they more like grown children? I think, whatever their faults, they have seized control of their existence. I think they are people.” She scowled in frustration. “I fear Scald is right; I am never consistent.”

“You cannot deliver them up, now, can you?”

She shook her head. “Forgive me, Bone. We’ve gained nothing.”

“I disagree.” He leaned forward, kissed her.

Startled, she kissed him back, then pulled away. “You are changing the subject! You can never focus on one thing; you are forever a boy.”

“Fair enough, but I say you are the subject, and you are what I’ve gained. I know you better, now. And I would rather know you better, Persimmon Gaunt, than plunder all the treasure-vaults of Brightcairn. Though I’d cheerfully do both.”

She gaped at him. “Then . . . you have your wish. Whatever Scald may think of us.” She gazed at the bent figure beside the window. “To risk losing you three times this journey – it makes me care nothing for how odd is our love, our life. It is ours, and precious.”

“Then, my dear,” Bone said, “let’s discuss how we’ll evade the king’s assassins, when we break our pledge.”

“How precious . . .” Gaunt murmured, still watching Scald, and her eyebrows rose. “No, we will not break it, Bone! We will fulfill it too well.”

A storm frothed against King Rainjoy’s palace, and the hall of mists felt like a ship deck at foggy dawn. Salt, Mist, and Scald stepped toward the ivory throne, knelt beside the swan pool. Behind the Pale Council stood Persimmon Gaunt and Imago Bone.

Upon the throne, the king studied his prodigal tears.

“So,” he said.

The tears blinked back.

“Gaunt and Bone,” said the wizard Spawnsworth from beside the throne, his cloak twisting as though with suppressed annoyance. “I, ah, congratulate you. You have accomplished a great deed.”

“Not so difficult,” Bone said easily. “Send us to fetch the morning star’s shyer cousin, or the last honest man’s business partner, and we might have surrendered. These three were not so well hidden.” He smiled. “Anyone might have found them.”

“Whatever,” Spawnsworth said with a dismissive wave. “Your, um, modesty covers mighty deeds. Now, majesty, I would examine these three in private. They have dwelled apart too long, and I fear they might be, ah, unbalanced. It might be years before I dare release them.”

The tears said nothing, watching only Rainjoy.

“Yes,” Rainjoy murmured, staring back, agreeing to something Spawnsworth had not said. “Yes, I would . . . speak with them.”

Before the sorcerer could object, Gaunt said, “Alas, my king, Spawnsworth’s fears are quite justified. I regret where duty leads.”

With that, she drew a dagger and stabbed Sister Scald where her heart ought to have been.

By then Bone had sliced the glistening throats of Master Salt and Mistress Mist.

The king’s tears lost their forms, spilling at once from their robes, flowing like pale-blue quicksilver into the swan pool, where they spiraled down into the drain and were lost to sight.

“What?” King Rainjoy whispered, shaking, rising to his feet. “What?”

“It was necessary, majesty,” Gaunt said. “They had become mad. They meant you harm.”

“We suspected,” Bone said, “that only in your presence could they die.”

“Die,” echoed Rainjoy. He sank back on to the throne.

Spawnsworth had gone pale, his cloak twitching in agitated spasms. But his voice was calm as he said, “I will wish to investigate the matter, of course . . . but it seems you have done the kingdom a great, ah, service. It is not too late, I would say, to consider a reward. You sought my advice?”

Rainjoy cradled his head in his hands.

“Alas,” said Gaunt, her eyes on the king, “our time with the tears has been instructive regarding your art. It is powerful, to be sure, but not suited to our problem. No offense is meant.”

Spawnsworth frowned. “Then gold, perhaps? Jewels?”

Bone swallowed, but said nothing.

“My king,” said the sorcerer, “what do you . . .” Then he bit his lip.

Rainjoy wept.

“My king,” repeated Spawnsworth, looking more nonplussed than when Salt, Mist, and Scald vanished down the drains.

It was little more than a sparkling wetness along the left eye, a sheen that had barely begun to streak. Rainjoy wiped it with a silken sleeve. “It is nothing,” Rainjoy said, voice cold.

Gaunt strode around the pool and up to the throne, ignoring Spawnsworth’s warning look. She touched Rainjoy’s shoulder.

“It is something,” she said.

He stared at her wide-eyed, like a boy. “It is simply . . . I let them go for so long. I never imagined I would lose them forever. They did not obey.”

“Oh, my king,” Gaunt said, “my dear king. Tears cannot obey. If they could, they would be saltwater only.”

He held up the sleeve, dotted with a tiny wet stain. “I have tears again . . . I do not deserve them.”

“Yet here they are. Listen to them, King Rainjoy, even though these tears are mute. And never be parted from them.”

The king watched as Gaunt returned to Bone’s side. The poet gave the thief one nod, and Imago Bone offered the king an unexpectedly formal bow, before the two clasped hands and walked slowly toward the door. Rainjoy thought perhaps he heard the thief saying, Your penance, Gaunt, will consist of a six-city larcenous spree, which I shall now outline, and the poet’s answering laugh. Perhaps she cast a final look back, but the mists embraced her, and he would never be sure. He regretted it, that he’d never be sure.

“I am sad, Spawnsworth,” he said, wondering. “I do not sense life’s infinite sorrow. But I am sad.”

But Spawnsworth did not answer, and the light in his eyes was not nascent tears but a murderous glint. He stalked up the stairs.

In his tower there twitched a menagerie of personifications: howling griefs, snarling passions, a stormy nature blustering in a crystal dome, a dark night of the soul shrouding the glass of a mirror. In places there lurked experiments that twitched and mewled. Here a flower of innocence sprouted from the forehead of a gargoyle of cynicism. There a phoenix of renewal locked eyes forever with a basilisk of stasis.

Spawnsworth arrived in this sanctum, teeth grinding, and began assembling the vials of love’s betrayal and friendship’s gloom, the vials he would form into an instrument of revenge upon Gaunt and Bone.

There came a cough behind him.

He whirled and beheld three shining intruders.

“We are not easily slain, as you should know,” Master Salt said. He opened a cage.

“We, clearly, are more easily forgotten,” said Mistress Mist. She unstoppered a flask.

“But we will see you never forget us,” said Sister Scald, pushing a glass sphere to shatter against the floor. “We believe you could use our counsel. Ah, I see there are many here who agree.”

As his creations swarmed toward him, it occurred to Spawnsworth that the many grates in the floor, used to drain away blood and more exotic fluids, fed the same sewers as those in the hall of mists. “You cannot do this,” he hissed. “You are Rainjoy’s, and he would never harm me.”

“We are Rainjoy’s no longer,” the tears said.

He turned to flee, and felt his own cloak tremble with excitement and spill upward over his face.

Of the many voices heard from the sorcerer’s tower that hour, the one most human, the palace servants agreed, was the one most frightening. When they found Spawnsworth’s body in the room of empty cages, all remarked how the face was contorted with sorrow, yet the eyes were dry.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
-
&
2 »

THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF

WARRIORS

AND

WIZARDRY

SCOTT LYNCH, K. J. PARKER,
NAOMI NOVIK, AND MANY MORE

EDITED BY SEAN WALLACE





OEBPS/images/pub.png
RUNNING PRE






