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Nightly dreamers, freed from reason’s laws 

Like phantom leaves of dirt and filmy gauze 

Gray and wild, they dance under the moon. 

 
 
 

 
  



 



CONTENTS 

LUCK 

The Reason for Beer .......................................................................................................... 3 
Quanta of Nonsense ......................................................................................................... 9 
An Improbable Stick ....................................................................................................... 19 
Sandwiches and Murder ................................................................................................. 31 
Poultry Aspirations ......................................................................................................... 35 
Love and Madness.......................................................................................................... 45 
How a Librarian Dresses for War ................................................................................. 63 
An Unexpected Mule ....................................................................................................... 81 
The Sovereign State Does Not Fart ............................................................................. 109 
Horsing Around With Letters ....................................................................................... 121 
Private Indulgences ....................................................................................................... 131 
The Universe Hates Peace and Quiet .......................................................................... 135 
A Probable Tree ............................................................................................................. 137 
Planting Dreams ........................................................................................................... 153 
Goblin Logic ................................................................................................................... 161 
Three Hobos Walk Into a Library ................................................................................169 
The Cracks of Hell, and What They Found There ..................................................... 173 
Peter Wallacewog’s New Friend .................................................................................. 185 
A Foot in the Door ......................................................................................................... 195 
Ciphers and Secrets ...................................................................................................... 213 
Lectures on Love ........................................................................................................... 217 
Evaporating Bonds ........................................................................................................ 237 
The Rapacious Few ...................................................................................................... 243 
Who Weaves the Weavers? ........................................................................................... 251 

REASON 

Above the World ........................................................................................................... 255 
Pictures in the Snow .....................................................................................................257 



You Can Go Home, But It’s Just Not the Same ......................................................... 269 
The Heights of Folly ..................................................................................................... 281 
Merrily Crashes a Party ............................................................................................... 285 
The Spy in The Kettle ................................................................................................... 307 
Variations on the Theme of Misery ............................................................................ 327 
Festive Decorations, of a Sort ..................................................................................... 335 
The Council of Longbean’s Farm ................................................................................ 337 
Enhanced Interrogation Methods ............................................................................... 357 
Enemy of Church and State ......................................................................................... 373 
The Abjuration of Myths .............................................................................................. 381 
Convincing and Unconvincing Lies ............................................................................ 391 
The Charge of the Washer-Women ............................................................................ 413 
Balloons Both Large and Small ................................................................................... 427 
War by Other Means .................................................................................................... 449 
Steel Comes Into Fashion ............................................................................................ 461 
Something’s Off ............................................................................................................ 483 
Sir Richard Has a Cup of Coffee ................................................................................. 485 
Peacemakers ................................................................................................................. 489 
The Bright Path ............................................................................................................ 495 
Planning an Accident ................................................................................................... 503 
A Killer Drum Solo ........................................................................................................ 505 

 CONSEQUENCE 

A Black Man in a Strange Land ................................................................................... 515 
The Overture of War ..................................................................................................... 517 
The White Knights Forget Their Party Hats .............................................................. 521 
Two Merry Bands Set Forth Merrily ........................................................................... 537 
Captain Howe Loses His Tent ..................................................................................... 553 
A Vigorous Legal Argument ......................................................................................... 555 
Lunch With the Giant-Men ......................................................................................... 563 
The First, Distant Rumble of Peace ............................................................................ 571 
You Charge With the Horse You’ve Got ..................................................................... 583 
An Audience With the Queen ....................................................................................... 585 
What God Knows.......................................................................................................... 605 
One Foot Short .............................................................................................................. 613 
The Uses of Lawyers ..................................................................................................... 623 
A Good Plan and a Bad Trope ...................................................................................... 633 
No Time for Reverie ..................................................................................................... 641 
The Tour Guide ............................................................................................................ 645 
An Irresistible Request ................................................................................................. 657 
Ready or Not ................................................................................................................. 667 



The Uses of Postmen, and The Limits of Hats ......................................................... 669 
Not By My Hand ............................................................................................................ 681 
The Battle of Baldwick ................................................................................................ 685 
Running Out of Pages .................................................................................................. 705 
The Lost Arc ................................................................................................................... 713 
Loose Balls ..................................................................................................................... 733 
The Meaning of Life .................................................................................................... 747 
What Really Hurts ......................................................................................................... 755 
Follow the Bright Path ................................................................................................. 757 
Cyrus Stoat Has a Moment .......................................................................................... 761 
Remedies ....................................................................................................................... 767 
Words Are My Only Weapons ...................................................................................... 771 
Beyond Death ................................................................................................................ 773 
Lying Down .................................................................................................................... 777 
Ghost Stories ................................................................................................................. 781 
On Causality ...................................................................................................................783 

 EPILOGUE 

ILLUSTRATIONS 

 

King Simon at the village meeting ............................................................................. 105 
The Greater Snorl .......................................................................................................... 150 
Merrily sings for Lady Triggle ................................................................................... 304 
The council of Chase Hoggrower’s barn .................................................................... 353 
The charge of the washer-women .............................................................................. 419 
The rooftop duel ........................................................................................................... 480 
A vigorous legal argument .......................................................................................... 558 
An audience with the Queen ....................................................................................... 597 
Howe’s charge .............................................................................................................. 702 
The chandelier .............................................................................................................. 729 
A future ......................................................................................................................... 787 

 

  



 



PA RT I  

Luck 
 

 
 

 

  



 
 



CHAPTER ONE 

The Reason for Beer 

Hog Hurst, June 19th 
 

 

ohnathan Miller, son of George Miller, grandson of Walter Miller, did not want to 

be a miller.  He came from a long and respectable line of Millers, all of whom were 
millers, and he simply did not want to be one.  Millers, to Jonathan, were the sort 
of people who concerned themselves endlessly with the minutiae of maintaining 

gear wheels and millstones, worried about the consistency of flour, and generally were 
satisfied if they ended the day with the same number of hands as when they started.  

The most satisfying thing that happened to a miller was when a barrel of threshed 
wheat went in one end and a sack of flour came out the other.  Any day in which there 
is excitement at a grist mill is not a good day, because it means that something has 
gone terribly wrong—and that generally means a deficit in the closing balance of body 
parts. 

Jonathan did not generally object to being a Miller, except to the very considerable 

extent it meant he had to be a miller. 

J 
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“Dad,” said Jonathan thoughtfully one day over breakfast.  “If I weren’t a miller, 
would I have to change my last name?” 

“Don’t be daft, boy,” his father had replied, taking a swig of bitter black coffee.  

“There’s no need to change your name.  Of course you’ll be a Miller.” 
Jonathan felt that his father hadn’t quite gotten the point, but couldn’t tell if he 

was being deliberately obtuse.  “But what if I were a sailor?  Or an actor?  Would my 
name be Jonathan Sailor or Jonathan Actor?” 

The old man had given his son a sad, knowing look, and shaken his head.  Naturally 

the boy would have distractions, with all those books his mother gave him to read.  
George, being an independent businessman, was well acquainted with the advantages 
of reading, but deep down he thought that the only books really worth the effort were 
the sort that advertised mill parts for delivery or listed the current prices of flour in 
cities to the south.  But that was not the sort of book that his wife thought fit for her 
youngest. 

“Son.”  Here, he thought, was one of those moments when a man must do his duty 
to his boy.  “Son, you’ll come to see one day what a great thing it is to do just one job 
that men value, and do it well.  A man can rest his head in peace at night knowing he’s 
made good flour.  That’s the gift old Dad gave us.” 

Old Walter had come to Hog Hurst with the very first settlers twenty-four years 

ago, moving his wife and two sons from Green Bridge to the new settlement.  He’d set 
about building the first combined grist and lumber mill on this stretch of the Green 
River, much closer to the endless forests beyond the frontier than the mills in the city.  
Lumber from that old mill had gone to build a fine village at Hog Hurst, and the surplus 
went on to traders from down south to be bought, sold, bought, sold, bought, sold, until 

eventually, Jonathan imagined, it all ended up as fancy tables and chairs in the homes 
of wealthy people who had potted plants and indoor outhouses.  Flour from the grist 
mill more than satisfied the baking needs of the town, and the surplus was sold on to 
the caravanners who frequented Hog Hurst’s trading square.  By the time Old Walter 
passed five years ago (in his sleep, remarkably), his son George had already begun 

training his own three sons in what everyone assumed would become the Family 
Business.  Henry and Mickey, the two older boys, gave every indication of being 
perfectly content to occupy their waking hours creating hundreds of wooden boards to 
nearly identical dimensions and hundreds of equally interchangeable sacks of flour, six 
days a week, for the rest of their lives.  Jonathan was not.  He knew it, and George knew 

it. 
The trouble was that Jonathan, like so many young men of twenty-three years, did 

not exactly know what he did want, and wasn’t exactly much good at doing anything 
even if he’d known he wanted to.  Oh, the raw material was there.  He’d grown into a 
handsome lad with a tall frame, hair the color of late August wheat, firm hands, a 
strong jaw, and an easy smile.  He could speak with a confident ease to the traders who 

came into town, and the folk of Hog Hurst treated him with respect—though Jonathan 
always suspected that had more to do with his last name than with himself.  He could 
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imagine all kinds of wonderful careers in the world, most of which involved at some 
stage or another swinging on a chandelier while waving a rapier and possibly carrying 
a beautiful woman.  It was just that the specifics always seemed to elude him.  How did 

one get to the part of the story just before the chandelier?  It was a frustrating mystery. 
Jonathan did have a specific beautiful woman in mind, however.  Her name was 

Merrily, and today, five days before the Midsummer’s Ball, Jonathan was determined 
to take the first step toward his chandelier by asking her to accompany him to the 
dance. 

“Merrily,” he began.  It went rather downhill from there. 
Merrily was twenty-two and beautiful.  Pre-industrial human societies rarely 

produce beautiful people, even by their own standards; that is why these societies 
invent beer.  But Merrily was the genuine article, by some combination of lucky 
breeding and divine intervention.  She had chestnut hair down to her shoulders, a lithe 
frame, and a smile that could stop conversation from across a crowded banquet hall.  A 

fortunate abundance of older brothers and sisters had left Merrily to grow up as 
something of an afterthought, and consequently she had time to develop a love of 
reading, particularly history and language.  (Alice Miller, who insisted on using some 
of her husband’s considerable income to maintain a tiny lending library in Hog Hurst, 
was particularly fond of young Merrily, and did her best to cater to the girl’s unusual 

interests.)  Merrily earned her keep in the family by hunting with her older brothers, 
and by seventeen she could draw a bow as tightly strung as any of the boys’ bows, as 
well as hit a buck at a hundred paces.  She had a pleasing singing voice—a shocking, 
pure soprano that had never even heard rumor of a thing called vibrato—and enjoyed 
singing songs that no one had ever heard of before. 

Meanwhile, Jonathan was still stuck at “Merrily.” 
Jonathan and Merrily were friends, which made it far more difficult.  From a young 

age they had swapped books and stories at his mother’s tiny one-room library, just off 
the little village’s main street, across the trading square from the equally tiny civic 
building.  When they grew old enough to be out from underfoot in their respective 

houses, they ran together beyond the narrow band of open fields around Hog Hurst and 
through the richly overgrown forests beyond, playing pirates and knights and dragons 
and building immensely detailed civilizations out of sticks.  (This, it turns out, is a 
natural instinct of children everywhere, and more than a few grownups as well.)  There 
was, in fact, still a rope swing out into a small side channel of the Green River where 

they had swung for hours as children, pretending to be pirates attacking the Carolese 
Royal Navy or wild ape-men of the Darkest Jungle going on the hunt.  There were other 
secrets too—places and animals and people of the forest that only Jonathan and Merrily 
knew.  They had twenty-two years of history, and right now all of it was piled up in 
front of Jonathan like a sheer cliff face coated in butter. 

He tried again to climb.  “Merrily, may I ask you a question?” 
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She looked up from her seat at the one table in the library, where she was reading 
a book on the Vereid Dynasty of the Empire of the Dusk.  She smiled that devastating 
smile.  “Of course, Jonny.” 

Jonathan had known for ten years that Merrily was more beautiful than any 
woman, anywhere, and yet somehow it always came as a shock.  Most times he could 
just ignore the aching in his heart, but his current task made it unavoidable.  He groped 
desperately for words. 

“I, uh... would like.  Well.  Hmm.”  A long pause, while she smiled, and he felt faint.  

“What are you... that is, has anyone...”  He scrabbled for footholds, but there were none.  
“How do you like The Vereid Dynasty?  You’ve been waiting for that one for months, 
haven’t you?” 

She glanced at the spine.  “It’s alright.  Professor Franco rattles on a bit; you 
wouldn’t believe how long he can drag out a sentence.  But it’s fascinating history.  It’s 
all about the times before Uelland was its own kingdom, when we still had the old 

Ecclesia.  Before the Purge of Horace.  Did you know Emperor Bel-Khendo the Confused 
married eighteen times?  Five of them overlapped, four were to the same woman, and 
the thirteenth one, Katherine of Gorgevon, was apparently dead at the time of the 
nuptials.” 

“You’re kidding me.” 

“Not a bit.  If I’m to believe Franco, the Ecclesia got so annoyed with Bel-Khendo 
they had him assassinated and replaced with an Archbishop who looked very much like 
him.  Everyone was so relieved they just went on pretending it was still Bel-Khendo.”  
She sniffed.  Lately Merrily had been on a rip over political history.  Jonathan preferred 
chandeliers and rapiers, or at least a good dragon or two, but he did his best to keep 

up. 
Desperate not to lose his momentum—it had taken him several weeks to work up 

the courage to have this conversation—Jonathan doggedly took another run at the 
fortifications of his own insecurities. 

“Merrily, er... hang on.  Gosh, that dress looks... Well.  Are you...” He gulped.  “Are 

you going to the Midsummer’s Ball?” 
She looked up at him from the pages.  Jonathan didn’t know what this look meant.  

He was familiar with a great many of Merrily’s looks, from You idiot to You took my stick, 
prepare to die to What you just said is rubbish and I will explain why, all the way to a sort of 
a cautious You didn’t affirmatively screw that up, but don’t push it.  But he did not know this 

new look.  He panicked. 
“It’s just that I was going, and I thought—” 
“Who is that?”  She had interrupted him, shifting out of the mystery look and into 

the more familiar I’m surprised and interested in something, so shut up and follow me. 
Jonathan, partly relieved and partly disappointed, turned to follow her gaze out the 

door of the library.  An unfamiliar man was in the trading square, on a horse.  This was 

not, itself, remarkable.  Hog Hurst saw a steady stream of visiting traders throughout 
the year, who invariably had heavily armed mercenary guards with them.  In the 
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summer, too, itinerant workers made their way into town from far to the south, looking 
for seasonal work. 

But this man was different.  The horse was a particularly large, spirited looking 

beast, a deep black color with a proud, strong neck and shoulders, and a look that said 
it might possibly be carnivorous.  The man on its back seemed strangely out of place as 
he swung his legs down to the ground.  He wore travel-stained leathers and a wide 
brimmed hat, a battered breastplate and greaves, and a week’s growth of scruffy, salt 
and pepper beard.  The horse’s saddlebags were unusually large, and bulged with 

mysteries.  A large cart towed by an obstreperous looking mule had stopped just behind 
the horse and was attached by a lead line, lashed to the horn of the horse’s saddle.  The 
man carried a broadsword, peace-bound and slung across his back.  His eyes, as he got 
closer to the door, seemed to carry the weight of years of... something.  It might have 
been travel, or war, or prison, or years, but whatever that weight was, there was plenty 
of it. 

He squinted into the darkness of the building, regarded Merrily and Jonathan for a 
long moment, and said five words that had never before been uttered, together, by 
anyone within the legal jurisdiction of Hog Hurst: 

“I’m looking for the library.” 
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