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  INTRODUCTION



 

 

            While at MidAmeriCon II, the World Science Fiction Convention held in Kansas City in the summer of 2016, we realized that even though science fiction and fantasy short stories have been moving steadily into the electronic realm for years, there remains a venue for on-paper short stories that has never been properly exploited.

            We are pleased to present you with the second volume in the Throne series: Fantasy for the Throne: One-Sitting Reads. Like 2017’s Science Fiction for the Throne, it consists of 40 brief stories, mostly reprints. They deal with the many themes in contemporary fantasy. Each is of a length suitable for reading in a brief interlude on a bus, subway, doctor’s office, or… elsewhere. What they share besides their brevity is excellence (okay—they appealed to us).

            One danger in any anthology is that the editors choose stories which have elements in common other than just that they appeal to the editors. In this case, several stories involve water. And all we can say is that, considering the title of the book, it seems appropriate.

            Another danger is that we may show a preference for the work of friends or even relatives. When Tom’s brother sent one in, Tom said, “Up to you, Judith.” Since she liked the story (really, a poem), he got in.

            A third danger can be stories which share multiple elements. If this story about applesauce is great, that one about applesauce is surely better? If both stories are then included, this can quickly make an anthology a bore. We have tried to avoid that by choosing stories that fit into various categories, such as Fairy Tales, Death, or True Love. Inevitably, some stories fit more than one category.

            So what’s next? A second SF volume? A second Fantasy volume? Horror? Mystery? Romance? Shaggy dogs? That’s up to the publisher, but you can tell us what you think at editors@jandtbooks.com (the website also provides links to our other publications).

Judith K. Dial

Tom Easton

June 2018


  New Mythologies



 

 

            Early fantasy often drew upon the mythologies of the world’s peoples. They were rich with heroes and villains, mysteries, and tricksters such as coyote and raven, all the makings of Story. But writers are rarely satisfied with the world as it is. They dream of histories and peoples that never were, and if a familiar trickster god creeps in, so be it.


  THE FABRICANT OF MARVELS by Sarah Micklem



 

 

—From Anticlimactic Folk Tales of the Isle of Abigomas,

            collected by Dr. Marcel Auerle

 

            He was renowned in his day, was Zil, the fabricant of marvels. Children would disappear on their way to school in Lynka only to reappear days later in Lyslee hanging by their dirty collars from the fists of truant collectors, all because they wanted to peek at Zil’s aviary of mechanical birds through the high barred window of his workshop. One boy came back to school with muddy trousers, claiming that he’d seen Zil sitting on the floor of his workshop crying, with his automata hopping about him just like real birds and pecking and twittering and cocking their heads to look at him through obsidian eyes. Each of his birds was animated by a special chirp. They did not live as long as real birds, for once they wound down, they could not be wound up again, but if you could have afforded to buy one and hold it in your hand you would have felt the beating of a mechanical heart—so rapid it was more of a whirring than a beating—and the little bird would have panted and sung its one song. Zil made birds of silver and of gold, but the costliest automata of all had the bright iridescent plumage of real birds, sold to Zil by hunters from the distant Keenwood, where songbirds could still occasionally be found in those days.

            Zil dissected the songbirds with his blunt-tipped fingers and sharp-tipped instruments, but he never could find where their flight was hiding and his birds could not fly. Which may be why the boy saw him crying, but if you’d asked Zil, he could not have told you why he cried, for he’d forgotten. His brow was by then as furrowed as a walnut from peering through and over his spectacles. It seems he’d mislaid his memory—this man who had never mislaid anything, for his workshop was a marvel in itself, every tool of diminishing size from small to exceedingly small in its place of equal size, no larger and no smaller than required, so he could put his hand to anything he needed at once.

            First he forgot to eat when he was working, and his wife would have to come into his workshop with fragrant soup to recall him to this necessity. Then he forgot that his wife was his wife, mistaking her for some sort of assistant. She found it irksome that she had to remind him so frequently that they had been married long enough for a white hair to grow all the way down to her waist. Next he began to forget proper names, even the name of his richest patron, who had purchased orchestras of birds for various festivities, with which to adorn cornucopias, carriages, and caryatids (and it was said the birds spied on the rich man’s mistresses from perches atop their towering wigs).

            Zil went to the slave market to buy a nomenclator to keep by his side at all times, whose duty it was to whisper the names of those Zil met in his left ear—or was it his wife who served as nomenclator? He quite forgot, and soon he had misplaced his nouns as well, so that he could not complete a sentence without assistance, but such assistance was not always at hand, for his wife left him when he failed to remember her name, which may be why the boy saw him sitting on the floor and crying.

            Truth be told, Zil’s memory was not mislaid, but stolen by a cunning thief. This thief ran off with his wife as well, it was rumored, and as the thief was Time (you will not be surprised to learn), I do believe it.

            Although Zil the fabricant is gone, and his marvelous birds are gone, and his workshop was looted by boys and creditors before his last breath had left the room, if you looked for the street in Lyslee that used to be called Jewel Street and is now called Third Street, where all the buildings jut out over the sidewalks face to face like pugnacious brawlers, if you passed the greengrocer with the most perfect pyramids of lemons on a green barrow outside the window and went through the door with one broken hinge and climbed the stairs (none of which are the same height, so watch your feet!), and if you were then to sift the soft grit from the four corners of a dusty room, you might find an exceedingly tiny wrench, a golden gear smaller than the head of a pin, an iridescent blue feather, or an obsidian eye.

 

 

Author’s Note

            Sarah Micklem is the author of two novels, Firethorn (Scribner, 2004) and Wildfire (Scribner, 2009). Micklem set out to write about war from a woman’s point of view—not that of a woman warrior, but a camp follower, as low on the social hierarchy as a person could get. Along the way she found herself writing about love, magic, drugs, and aphasia. Firethorn was included in the Best of 2004 list of science fiction and fantasy from Amazon. Micklem’s short fiction has appeared in TriQuarterly, Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, and Sex in the System (Cecilia Tan, ed.). Her writing website is firethorn.info. In her other profession, Micklem is a graphic designer.


  ABSENCE MAKES THE HEART by Donna Glee Williams



 

 

            To survive, my people must return to the sea, but I’m afraid. I’m afraid of water, not little water like you can hold in a cup, but big water. I’m afraid of drowning. I’m afraid of being entangled in the pale reaching arms of kelp. I’m afraid of the toothed mouths that can come at you from below or from above.

            On dry land, things are at eye level. Gaping maws don’t open underneath you. They don’t swoop down on you from the sky. My eyes, the eyes of all my kind, face forward; our necks turn them freely from side to side. That’s enough, when we walk on the surface of the world.

            But we must go back to the water every cycle, where mere front-facing vision isn’t enough. There, world is not a surface; it’s a ball that wraps you round. And it’s dark. So I’m afraid.

            I prolong my time on land until my eyes sting from the parching air. My lips dry in the sun and crack. My skin shrivels.

            And then, afraid, I go to the shore, near the wading pools where we take our young. The parents look at me, but say nothing. It’s been many years that I’ve been coming to the shallows. I am an oddity that is no longer odd.

            I make a show of playing with the babies, tumbling with them when the waves slosh over the tide-pools. I am a childless female, after all; isn’t it natural? But it’s not love of children that keeps me in the shallows. It’s the terror of the deeps.

            I don’t know why I have this unnatural fear of the half of life that keeps us moist and fertile. I’ve been that way since I was a child myself. Perhaps all children—no, that’s not true. It is the child-herders, not fear, that keep the youngsters near the shore. Left to their own devices, the little ones would dive deep and swim far, from infancy onwards.

            I was different. Always, I swam in-shore from my parents. And when I went with the other children, I made sure that some of them were always further out than I. It’s shameful to say, but I wanted the sharks to get them first and let me live.

            As we grew, my age-mates noticed that I didn’t dare the deeps. At first they teased me, then they mocked me, then they gave me up as broken. I was to be pitied, maybe, but not played with.

            I learned to be alone, not just during the water-time but during the land-time too, for every land-time ends in return, and I felt the need to be as private as possible about the way I dipped and waded with our unfinished young instead of plunging into the waves with the others.

            As the years passed, I lost all shame, or at least I lost the dream that my shame could be private. Everyone knew about me. There was nothing to hide, though I still craved hiddenness.

            We need water-time or we die. We need land-time or we die. And I think, too, we need nesting-time, pressed together with our flock, or we die. But even ringed round with all these deaths, it is not easy to willfully end your life. It seemed to me, though, that the death that comes from being flock-starved is less definite, less intentional, than drying or drowning. So this is the way I chose, if you can call it choosing.

            One day, after my water-time, barely submerged with this year’s babies, I came out on land and just walked away. I went away from the squawking crowding of our nest-place, down the long beach, as I had done so many times before. But this time I did not turn back.

            I walked until the sand became stone. I kept walking until the stone lifted me high above the surging sea. Little beach spangles grew in the cracks and strange tall plants laid down shadows across the path.

            When the sun-high came, I rested under one of the leafy shades, for I was drying fast. Without turning back, I would die—not the long slow death of flock-hunger, after all, but the thirsty, cracking death of drying—for by now I was on a tall stone face so high above the water that I couldn’t even see the place below where the waves came to the land.

            I crept to the edge on my belly and found the breakers below me, boiling against the rock with a fierceness I had never known even in the harshest storms of autumn. Each swell reared up like a living dune, then threw itself against the wall like it would break it down or die. I felt the shudder come to my body through the rock. Sea and land were at war here, either at war or in the heaves of mating.

            Where the water was not milk-white with foam, it was deep-green, bottomless. There were no shallows here, no tide-pools for the young or fearful. I inched away from the edge and back into the kindly shade of the tree.

            I was drying. My tongue was sticking in my mouth. My eyes and crotch were prickling with the urgent need for moisture. I realized I couldn’t make it back now to the safe shallows of my childhood, even if I tried. I could go forward for a little while, to some unknown place—maybe the stone would sink back toward the beach in time—or I could simply stay here, under this tree, until the air turned me to a leather doll and the big birds cleaned my bones.

            I had stumbled on the way to die. I lay back to enjoy it.

            The sky over the sea was blue. Air-blue is different from water-blue. It is the petal of a small flower, soft and dry and dainty, but spread wide beyond imagining. Water-blue is more like an eye, deep and moist and shining. Only on gray days do the two run together so there is no line between them.

            I thought, after a little, that I might walk on. Going a little further would make sure that when the hard thirst came I would not lose courage and crawl back—a shame to go to all this trouble and then not die indeed.

            So I walked on, following the high stony eyebrow above the sea, admiring the sky and clouds and the plants, which were different here. Every now and then, I was pulled back to the edge, worming my way out to peep over and see the terror below me: deep water rising, crashing, drawing back to strike again, to knock away the foundations and crumble the land.

            As I grew drier and thirstier, looking out at the water began to distress me, so I walked on without stopping and began to think about a place to die. It would be more comfortable to die in the leafy shade, but quicker in the sun, and perhaps the quickest of all if I kept moving until I could go no further, for the breath and sweat of exertion would speed the change. (A bullying little voice in my head said, “But a shark would be even quicker.”)

            So I thought about this for a while, instead of about the different kinds of blue, and I walked on.

# # #

            Drying is not easy. Or I should say it is easy—the sun and wind do all the work—but it isn’t pleasant. You lick your lips, but nothing’s there. Your throat is scratchy, and you cough to clear it, but, again: nothing. You squint and blink to ease your eyes, but you have no tears left; your water is leaving you and your body wastes none of it on comfort. It wants to live, your body does and, it hoards the little sea in your heart.

            But even this is going. Your skin was never meant to hold it in without replenishing. And the cruelest part of death by drying is that, as your blood ebbs and thickens, your body cries out more loudly for the thing it needs, haunting you with pictures: romping with the children in the water, wrestling with the waves like with a playful mother. You think about water with every step away from it: your skin drinking up the ocean, your hair, too. Opening your eyes underwater and seeing the rainbow-colored jewelfish, the winged turtles, the bright geometry of the ones that live on the bottom, and the harp-strings of dim light. Under the water, the sun does not dry you but lights your way.

            Dryness makes you remember wetness. I turned back. I had been too many years a coward.

            But it is of course too late. It was too late many hours ago. My skin is loose now. I pinch a fold on the back of my hand and let it go. It does not spring back; there is no water to plump my flesh. My muscles are failing me. I stumble on the path back towards home. I won’t make it. It doesn’t matter.

            This walking is not a matter of thought and action. There is a pull that is underneath all that, something like the surge of life that drives a wave up onto a beach. I am a creature of the water and the land, and it is my time to return to the water.

            So I walk, and then I stagger, and then I crawl, and then I lay down with my face turned to the edge. Far away, I can see the eye-blue meet the flower-blue, stitched together by a few clouds. Not many. At this distance, it all looks sleek and peaceful.

            I know this is the place I will die, but my body’s will for water causes me to scrabble with my weak legs in the gravel and the dust of the path. My muscles are limp now, with their sea-soup parched away. But there is enough left to push me a few more inches.

            I throw my right arm toward the sea. It hooks over the edge of the cliff. Now I can pull better. My cheek and chin scrape against the rock, but I don’t feel or smell blood. It has all gone inside, to my heart. My head flops, dangles over the brink.

            I can see the ocean now, just below me, not pacified by distance but close and naked in its boiling passion.

            Crash!—a great gout fountains into the air. Crash!—I can feel the quiver in the rock. Crash!—I see otters playing in the cauldron. Crash!— and sea-birds soar and dive.

            Now my left hand, too, claws over the edge and I am heaving myself forward. I dimly remember the fear (“fear of dying” a mocking voice reminds me) like a night-dream after waking. I remember: greedy sharks and sea-weed snares. I remember the burn in your lungs when your body begins to cry out for air.

            But my far-off memories of fear don’t matter much. What matters is the pull.

            I know there is water below me, if only I have the strength.

            Water.

            I pull, and hope to fall.

 

 

Author’s Note

            Donna Glee Williams is a poet and writer of literary fantasy and science fiction. She was born in Mexico, the daughter of a Kentucky farm-girl and a Texas Aggie large-animal veterinarian. She’s been a lot of places; now she makes her home in the mountains of western North Carolina, but the place she lived the longest and still calls home is New Orleans. These days, she earns her daily bread by writing and helping other writers bring their creative visions to light, but in the past she’s done the dance as turnabout crew (aka, “maid”) on a schooner, as a librarian, as an environmental activist, as a registered nurse , as a teacher and seminar leader, and for a long stint as a professional student. The craft societies in her fantasy novels The Braided Path and Dreamers owe a lot to the time she’s spent hanging out in villages in Mexico, Spain, Iceland, Norway, Croatia, Italy, Israel, Turkey, India, and Pakistan. As a finalist in the 2015 Roswell Awards for Short Science Fiction, her short story “Saving Seeds” was performed in Hollywood by Jasika Nicole. Her graceful speculative fiction has been recognized by Honorable Mentions from both the Writers of the Future competition and Gardner Dozois’s Best of the Year collection. She earned an MFA and PhD from Louisiana State University, has brain-tanned a deer hide, and drives a stick-shift.


  THE POWER BEHIND THE THRONE by Lillian Csernica


 

 

            Ti Song, Celestial Lady, First Daughter of the Emperor, stared out through the casement. The platoon commanders were down in the courtyard, teaching the soldiers how to fight. That looked like fun. Well, perhaps not fun. Getting hit with a bamboo staff wouldn’t be the most pleasant experience. Still, fight training had to be better than playing dress-up with her embroidered gowns or letting her attendants style and ornament her ankle-length black hair.

            “More tea, Celestial Lady?” asked Lady Moonflower.

            “I have drunk enough tea to drown the Imperial Army.” Ti Song stuffed her hands into the trailing sleeves of her blue silk gown. “Is there nothing in this wretched palace I can do that won’t bore me senseless?”

            “The servants could carry our tapestry looms down to the rose garden, Celestial Lady,” Lady Sweetvine said.

            “Tapestry.” Ti Song dismissed that drudgery.

            Lady Moonflower brightened. “Cook has been baking pastries with Master Fai Lo’s new berries. Shall I fetch some, Celestial Lady?”

            Ti Song rounded on her. “Find out what new food or drink Fai Lo has been cooking up for my brother.” Ti Song glared out the casement at the soldiers. “Bring it here at once.”

            Lady Moonflower dropped a hasty curtsy and fled.

            “Celestial Lady,” said Lady Sweetvine, “Master Fai Lo breeds strange plants and creatures in his private garden. I hear dark rumors.”

            “Good!” Ti Song snapped. “Surely sorcery can’t be boring.”

            She continued to pace. Out in the corridor male voices shouted above a woman’s pleading. Through the doorway burst Lady Moonflower, Celestial Lord Ti Wen and two of his advisors.

            “Brother!” The sight of her twin flooded Ti Song with unexpected joy. The same black hair cut short for a man’s braid. The same green eyes. Beneath his black vest and silver sash, Ti Wen wore a robe of the same blue silk.

            “Sister,” Ti Wen said, “I cannot permit you to sicken yourself with a drink meant to send men charging into battle!”

            “Have we not been taught to seek out new and educational experiences?”

            Ti Wen scowled. “We have also been taught to protect ourselves from that which will do us harm!”

            “You’ve drunk this brew?”

            “I have.”

            Ti Song looked him over. “I see no signs of harm.” Ti Song turned to Moonflower. “Tell Master Fai Lo to brew me a cup.”

            Prince Ti Wen raised his hand. One of his advisors shut the door and stood with his back against it.

            “Sister, hear me! This is not a drink for women!”

            “Hear me, brother.” Ti Song stepped close to Ti Wen and spoke in a whisper. “If I don’t have a cup of this mysterious drink before I draw ten breaths, Father will find out why you keep asking for new horses.”

            “Don’t threaten me, sister.”

            “Your passion for—” Ti Song glanced at the servants. “—gambling is no concern of mine,” Ti Song said, “so long as you do not bet against me.”

            Ti Wen held her glare for several heartbeats. Ti Song had known from childhood that her brother was happiest in the company of other boys. Just as Ti Wen knew his sister was happiest training to ride, to fight, and to pillage enemy palaces. At last Ti Wen sighed and nodded. Moonflower soon returned bearing a deep mug of white ceramic. Ti Song studied the blackish brew.

            “Sister, please,” said Ti Wen. “At least sweeten it with milk and honey.”

            “Do you drink it that way?”

            “It is the custom of warriors to ‘take it black.’”

            “Well then.” Ti Song raised the mug and took a sip. Bitter, yes, but the strong flavor appealed to her. “How long has Fai Lo been brewing this?”

            “Only a week. The sorcery was simple enough compared to the difficulty of finding the special bean.”

            “Indeed?” Ti Song drank again. A brew for warriors, filling her with its heat and strength, banishing her boredom and making her long for some challenge, some battle, some wild dash across dangerous ground.

            “Moonflower! Get that dirty water out of my chamber.”

            Moonflower summoned the maids to clear away the tea service. Ti Song stared up at the tapestries hanging on her walls.

            “Look at these. Garden scenes. Tranquil rivers. Why doesn’t Father have me weaving battles? Some horrendous slaughter of a despised enemy?”

            “Ti Song!” Prince Ti Wen reached for the mug. “The brew is far too strong for you. It’s giving you these
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