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For anyone ever told that wanting to be different was unreasonable.
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The Fractured Mountain


I. 
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From the base of the mountain, where I stood wide-stanced with my slate gray tunic tight against my neck and wrists and my dark pants tucked into my dark boots, I couldn’t see the problem. Which was a bit of a surprise. I’d been expecting a massive rift or a chasm. At the least, a visible crack in the mountain’s ascending wall. 

The thin wisp of air that had accompanied us from Dar-en, where I’d been reinforcing the palace’s wards, chattered as it fluttered around, stirring among other things—such as my tunic’s sleeves—my black mustache. The same wisp of air that had delivered the frantic call for help and was now, in its wild abandon, waving the smell of soft leaf decay, damp ground, and the invigorating greenness of the surrounding forest in my face. But because it wasn’t saying anything new and my tunic was responding with the occasional remark, I was only attending to it with part of my attention. 

The rest of my attention was on the blue stone mountain, which, like many of the mountains of the domain of Guelden, was rugged, sharp-peaked, and capped with snow. The same kind of snow my grandmother had used to teach me how to make snow tea when I’d been a young len. “It tastes best with a spoonful of moonlight and, if you’re very prepared and fortunate, a drop or two of unmelted morning dew,” she’d said, setting the bark bowl on top of our fire and then looking up to see where the moon was and if it was positioned so that she could draw a few spoonfuls of light from it to put into the vial she took out of her robe’s pocket and set close to hand. Then she’d winked at me, magicked out another vial, and held it up so I could see the drops of dew glinting like beads and pearls within it. “And I am always prepared.”

Dark-green, needled trees and tall, slender yellow-leafed trees stretched up like shadows around and before me, sighing and swaying with friendly pleasure at the company of my resident magic, which was skipping from trunk to trunk to sniff and rub against each one. 

“You know what would be good?” I asked my tunic, squatting to gather a few pieces of fallen bark, tender and smooth as parchment, and working them into a bowl-like shape.

Our continued progress toward the mountain? my tunic asked. 

“Snow tea,” I said. The taste and memory of it lingered in my mouth—clear as water, sweet as a new friendship, and as refreshing as a dive into a deep river on a hot day. 

It sounds much less interesting than Tene’s citrous fruit. 

“Not if you have moonlight and dew,” I said, letting the half-made bowl hang from my fingers, gathering up a few other long bark strips, straightening, and putting my feet into motion again. As I threaded my way through the trees toward a stand of boulders that looked for all the kingdom like a circle of gossiping goblins using glamour, still absently weaving the bowl, my tunic loosened up at my wrists and throat. Ears up, tongue out, my resident magic darted through my legs, dashed a circle around a thick-trunked tree, up to the boulders, and onward.

The wind teased its way through my hair and asked, How are you going to fix it, Hol? Cousin?

The wind had been calling my tunic cousin since it found us at the palace. And in fact, my tunic, that being of feral, ancient, and wonderful magic, was cousin to many elements. Many elements. 

Hol was I. And I was a wizard of Dar. 

A wizard was known by the tunic he wore. A man became a wizard when he chased, caught, and tamed the magic that, when combined with his, took the form of a tunic. All wizards became or had become wizards that way—except for me. For though I had chased the feral, ancient, and wonderful magic that made up my tunic, I had not caught it. Instead, as I’d sprawled despairing on the ground at the edge of the cliffs of Aarth, it had told me that if I would go away and learn true fortunetelling magic, then it would attire me willingly. 

So I had. 

So it had.

That joining had happened thirty-four years ago. In all the time we’d been together, I’d never been able to get my tunic to tell me its age, not in days, not in years—but, even so, ancient was not a term it corrected me for using. Whereas I had recently entered my fifty-eighth year. Which, while not ancient, was not the age of a young len anymore either. 

Together, my tunic and I, we’d told fortunes all across the kingdom. We’d told fortunes even when King Darach the Uncontrolled’s decrees against fortunetelling had still been in effect. Before we’d told his and the queen’s fortunes. Before the king had died of a battle wound. As had been foretold. By me, the Fortunetelling Wizard. 

By me and my tunic. 

During our years together, my tunic and I had told fortunes for form stealers, chimeras, and denizens in addition to negotiating with elements, creatures, and denizens, performing cures, treating ailments, interpreting magic, and talking sense into the weather.

And now we’d been called to tend to a fracture that was threatening to rend the mountain before us in half and tear the earth beneath our feet into an abyss. Or so we’d been told by the air who had gotten the message from a worried wichtlein who had seen the problem with its own eyes and been begged by the ground surrounding the mountain to do something. 

A problem for a wizard. A problem for me. 

Yes, how? my tunic asked. 

“I guess we’ll have to talk to the mountain about it,” I said. 

At that, as if the mountain had heard, the ground quaked, throwing me off my feet and slamming me into the largest of the boulders.
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With my breath knocked out of me, for a long moment, I sprawled against the rock, almost wishing it was a glamoured goblin who could pick me up and check for damage. But it wasn’t. And since nothing seemed broken, I untangled my limbs and stood.

My resident magic trotted over, snuffled my feet, nosed the strips of bark I’d dropped, and—sensing I was mostly fine—ambled off again. 

Brushing my elbows and knees free of grit, flicking dirt off my tunic’s sleeves, and keeping my tone low for my tunic to hear, I said, “Maybe you can ask it why it is angry. It doesn’t seem to like the sound of my voice.” 

Cousin, my tunic called out to the mountain. 

Again, the mountain trembled, shaking the ground. 

You’ve come, someone’s come, a wavering, gritty voice said. Oh, great sky, someone’s come. 

“Are you the one who sent word for help?” I asked, letting more tendrils of resident magic out of my fingertips to sense for the element speaking to us. 

I thought no one would come. I thought I was doomed.

It’s the ground, my tunic said, finding and identifying it first. And as my tunic took over the conversation, first checking to see if they were related at all by element, time, or location—they were distant-distant-distant cousins on the earth elemental side—I advanced closer to the mountain. 

The blue stone loomed over me. The face of the mountain, a steadily steeper slope of sharp rocks, rose to form a single stark peak capped with the snow I’d noted earlier. With the boulders and the trees behind me, from my closer position, I could now see the dark, thin line that had been hidden from my view before, running from the center of the peak down to the base. 

Our air, turned to a breeze, shot up the crack to whistle an eerie tune. 

If the mountain keeps it up, the ground said, the way it is positioned, it’ll split me right in two. And I don’t want to be split. I like how I am. 

Can you tell us how long this has been going on? my tunic asked, easing its way into a lengthy discussion. 

Long enough. At first, it wasn’t anything to note. A tremble here and there. A few small avalanches of rock. Some dumpings of snow. But then the disruptions became more extreme. It’s been getting worse and worse. The mountain is becoming more and more violent. It’s one thing for the mountain to cleave itself, but to cleave me in the process? Well, that’s hardly good manners. And when I try to speak to it, well . . . 

As they talked, I kneeled on the quaking, upset ground and put my palms down to touch the slab of rock that started the mountain. My resident magic, smelling of sun-heated stones, sap, and greenery, scampered over, jumped
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