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All my life, I have loved making up stories. 

I was the dreamy kid sitting alone at recess, gazing off into space and turning the playground into a thousand different worlds. I remember that elementary-school playground very clearly: there was a hill with a hole gouged out of it. Probably there had been a rock there, and either a previous class of kids had dug it out or the school had had it done so nobody would hit their head if they fell. Whatever the case, there was a hill, and a hole, and I sat next to the hole and told myself stories.

This did not make me popular with my peers, but that was okay. I liked my stories and spending time in dream worlds.

A few years after that, in middle school, the library introduced me to David Eddings’ Belgariad series. That was my first glimpse of high fantasy as a genre. The library didn’t have enough to feed me, so I found the scifi/fantasy shelves at the bookstore. After I finished Eddings it was just a few shelves over to Mercedes Lackey’s Valdemar books, with white horses on so many of the covers. I was a horse kid, too. There was no looking back.

Lackey’s books guided me to Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Sword and Sorceress anthologies. The existence of that series changed my life. Women could be warriors. Women could be magicians. They didn’t have to cook and clean in order to balance out the magic, like in Eddings’ books, either—they could just fight, just work magic, just lead. (Later I found out more about Eddings and MZB as people and learned valuable lessons about separating the art from the artist.)

Publishing "Gift Horses” in the Sword and Sorceress series (volume 29, published in 2014) was one of the proudest moments of my life. It was a victory for my younger self and my adult self, both. From there, I’ve been fortunate enough to publish short stories in many venues. It never becomes less of a thrill.

I still like to write about women doing amazing things, with swords, magic, and beyond. It’s not my only subject, but it’s the one closes to my heart. The stories here have a common theme of things not being what they seem, of there being a twist between what’s seen (or assumed) and the truth under the surface. 

These stories are for the kid sitting on the hill at recess next to the hole in the dirt, telling herself stories, and for anyone else who recognizes some piece of that in themselves. Several of them have been previously published; these are noted at the beginning of each story. They have been lightly edited from their original published forms.  
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previously published in Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Sword and Sorceress 29, ed. Elisabeth Waters (2014)
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KHALLA STOOD IN THE doorway and watched the sun fill up the stableyard. She checked the angle of the light against the guidestones in the distance, the spire at the top of the temple, the line of the earth at the horizon. They told her what she already knew; there were still weeks until highsummer.

Last night the moon had told her the same. Still weeks to go. Patience. Braid and tie and pin, count the hours, bide your time. All will be well.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Perrin, Lord Rymon's chancellor, step from the entry to the great hall. She moved back into the shadows of the stable itself, her breath hitching in her chest. She had been at the keep nearly a year, since just after last highsummer. She'd learned to fear Perrin more than the rest by far.

Lord Rymon himself was no threat. His legs and hands were too twisted with age for him to ride or fight. Among her people, he would have been valued for his wisdom, given a place close to the fire and extra bits of meat. She might even have liked him.

Here, at the keep, she only hoped that he would die faster and easier than Perrin.

She turned back to her morning chores. She had fed the horses before she stopped to look at the sun, and now they were all nearly done with their feed, snuffling softly as they chased to the corners of their feed bags for a last missed kernel. She walked down the row of them, her hands gentle on their flanks, checking each one over for injury. They must all be unmarked, glossy hide and strong bone, bright eyes and good tendon.

They were holding up well. She whispered in their soft-pricked ears, promising them a turnout later in one of the keep’s rolling pastures. Despite the fences that kept them bound, there was enough room for the horses to stretch their legs and shake the dust from their hooves. They were bound but not pinched. She would give the keep that much credit.

The sun had almost reached the threshold of the stable. Over the next few hours, it would make its way down the aisle to touch the far wall. Khalla had one more task before then.

She returned to the first stall and set to work, checking the neat, tiny braids in the horse’s mane and forelock. Each braid was bound tightly in extra horsehair at the end, with a small wooden charm threaded and pinned in place over the binding. Khalla re-plaited the braids that had softened, re-bound those that threatened to slip, and double-checked every pin. The horses whuffled softly in her ears and brushed soft noses against her neck and shoulder, still and patient with her ministrations.

Khalla sang softly as she worked, the words indistinct and barely audible under her tongue. They were old words, powerful words, and she worked them into every braid and every charm, envisioning them building up slowly in the stones and beams of the building and on the dust of the floor. The sun would bake them there over the course of the day, every day, as it had for nearly a year.

The turning of a year was a propitious amount of time. Soon there would be enough power built up. 
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THE DAY KHALLA ARRIVED at the keep, it had rained. She had stood outside the gate, soaked to the skin and shivering, holding the reins of her own horse with twenty others arranged in a loose herd behind, their edges held in place by grim-faced outriders.

They were a gift to Lord Rymon, tribute from a newly conquered foe who had always considered themselves a neighbor. He had wanted the land they held in settlements from autumn to spring, before they rode out with the herds for the summer. Perhaps he’d wanted the herdland, too. Who could say? All that her people knew was that soldiers had swept through, and they’d had to ride hard and abandon almost everything to stay alive.

The settlements had been burned. A long stretch of the herdland had been burned, wildfire chasing at the animals’ heels like hellwind. Their choices had dwindled until they yielded.

Yielded, surrendered, and offered a gift in tribute—twenty horses and a bondslave-girl to tend them.

“The savages do have the finest horses this side of the Old Sea, my lord,” Perrin had said. “They would bring fine new blood into our stock.”

Khalla had smiled at them, showing all of her teeth, and Perrin had cuffed her on the side the head, giving her a first lesson in the fort’s type of humility.

The outriders had gone back to the plains with a note accepting their tribute, a promise of benevolence, and Khalla’s horse. Khalla had stayed behind with the twenty horses.

The next morning, when the sun broke weakly through the clouds to touch the stableyard, she braided the charms into their manes and forelocks and bound them there.
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THE MOON AND THE SUN continued their careful pace toward highsummer. Khalla groomed and rode the horses, checked them for cuts and bumps, tended them with the care that the people of the keep showed their small chapel and its dusty icons. She cleaned their stalls, oiled their hooves and their bridles, and every morning, she tightened the braids and bindings of the charms.

The stablemaster and the ragged band of boys and girls who served as grooms left her to herself, mostly. They brought grain over in great bags and poured it into the well-worn barrels so she could measure it out to her charges, and when she needed a rasp for a chipped hoof or a bottle of liniment for a sore muscle, they provided. They watched from the edge of the pen when she rode the horses, and many times, she had seen them out by the pasture fence, watching her charges play in the sun.

They didn’t interfere, and they never asked about the charms. For that, she hoped that they either escaped or died quickly.

She knew that she was fortunate that Perrin rarely set foot in the stables. She could just imagine if he did—the sharp snick of his hand-knife through horsehair, the charms falling to the dust and ground underfoot, her work made a hundred times more difficult in a moment.

She thanked her gods for their protection daily, and whenever she passed the little chapel, she spared a thought for the blank-faced figures of the icons, thanking them for the courtesy of looking the other way.
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DAYS PASSED, AND THE sun came almost in line for highsummer. Khalla’s fingers were clumsy as she wove and bound the braids, and the horses were fractious, tossing their heads and shifting restlessly in their stalls. When she turned them out to pasture, they ran from the gate to the far end, almost out of her sight, then wheeled and ran back again, jostling each other and tossing dust high into the air. Khalla stood gripping the rail of the fence in her hands, watching them. Their eyes were wild and sweat ran freely from their flanks, dampening their chest and bellies. Their tails lashed the air, themselves, each other, nearly crackling with static and contained power.

If the sky hadn’t been so clear, she would have thought a storm was rising to bring such trembling energy into the air. But the storm was carried inside the horses, raised by nearly a year of sunlight and moonlight and whispered words, gathering power almost to a peak.

When she walked back to the keep’s kitchen for her midday meal, she saw Perrin and the head of Lord Rymon’s guard deep in conversation at the edge of the hall. She pressed herself into the shadows and lowered her face, pretending to be engrossed in the cuff of her sleeve.

“There’s nothing they can give in tribute that it won’t be easier to take,” Perrin said. “Fire the grasses, chase them to the river, meet them there with soldiers and put them to the sword. Easy enough.”

“Take the livestock and the horses.” The head of the guard nodded and shrugged a shoulder indifferently. “What about the wool and fabrics and leather? The nomads are very good with those sorts of things.”

“They do wonders with animals, I must agree. Logical enough, since they’re all but animals themselves.” Perrin smiled, a twist of the mouth that made Khalla bite down hard on her tongue. “Once we have the stock, we can do our own work with the wool and leather. Their techniques are interesting, but hardly required.”

“As you say, sir. When do we ride?”

“A week’s time.” Perrin clapped the man on the shoulder and walked toward the door, guiding him along into the courtyard. “Lord Rymon has left all this in my hands. Seems like a lovely gift to give the savages for their highsummer.”

Khala waited for sixty breaths before she allowed herself to move, forcing her jaw to unclench as she took slow, careful steps toward the kitchen. So things were in motion faster than she’d known. She owed her own gods a twist of sagegrass and a spill of milk in thanks for the timing, and the fort’s dead-eyed icons one of the candles they seemed to care for so much.

She needed to hurry on to the last steps of her work. A year less several days would have to be enough power, gods be with her. Gods, sun, moon, and song.
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SHE SAT BY THE WINDOW that night in the servant bunks, working by the light of the waxing moon. It was nearly full. Two more days, she knew that in her heart. She had the sun and moon of this place woven into herself now, deep into her skin and bone.

She turned bits of wood this way and that, judging the lines and angles of the grain in the pale light. Then she took her knife to it again, shaving away delicate curls of bark and pulp until she had the shape she wanted.

A tiny sword was growing under her fingers, coming clear from the chip it had started as. She would rub a nail over it to smooth the blade and let iron kiss its surface, and then she would drive a pin through the hilt so that steel kissed its heart.

At her side in the dust lay two more swords and the delicate curve of a bow, strung with a single horsehair. Arrows would come the next night, when she’d had a chance to gather twigs from the horses’ tails.

A shadow fell across her, breaking the moonlight, and she looked up. Her fingers tightened on the knife as she found Perrin looking down on her. The moonlight shadowed his face, turning it to a gaunt mask, but the cruel smirk was all his own.

“What are you doing awake, little slave?” She didn’t answer, and he reached down, taking the wooden sword from her hand and turning it between his fingers. “Making toys?”

“It’s nothing,” she whispered, feeling blood bloom between her fingers where she still clutched her own knife. The other servants were asleep. Perrin had no reason to be here, and no one would suspect that he was. She could lunge and slash, right now. She could cut the artery in his thigh, or his throat, she could—

She couldn’t leave the horses.

She eased her grip on the knife and took a breath. “It’s nothing, sir. Just a way to pass the time when I can’t sleep.”

“Well, have a care, girl.” He snapped the sword in half between his fingers and dropped the pieces to the dirt. “You might prick your finger.”

He walked across the room as slowly as a ghost and faded into the night, seeming to take some of the moonlight with him. She had to blink frantically and count her breaths to slow her heart before she could see again.

She wiped the bloody knife on her trousers and studied the broken halves of the sword. She could cut those up into slivers for the arrows, at least.

She took another wood chip from her pocket and began to carve again, letting the edges taste blood this time.
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TWO NIGHTS LATER, SHE stood in the doorway, watching the moonlight make its way across the stableyard. One hand was full of horsehair and wooden charms, cut neatly away from the horses’ manes and forelocks.

The other hand held steel pins, and her pocket bulged with delicate wooden weapons, kissed with iron and blood.

She turned back into the stable and walked down the aisle, stopping at each stall to weave a new braid, bind it off, and pin a weapon in place. A sword here, a bow and delicate charmed arrows next, an axe. Smooth wooden discs were tied on with a single hair, rubbed to a sheen with boiled leather, each one a shield.

As she finished each one, she kissed the horse between the eyes and touched the point of her knife there, metal still dark with her own blood.

When each horse was ready, she went back to the stableyard, sat down in the dust with her back to the closed doors, and waited.

She sang, too softly for any ears but her own and the gods’, and she waited for the sun to rise. When it was high enough to touch her face, she closed her eyes.

When she opened them, the stable door opened behind her, and the warriors came out.
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