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Preface

We all start somewhere. Right?

v





I

THE PAST IS NEVER DEAD. IT’S
NOT EVEN PAST.





Chapter 1

I sat, shoulder to shoulder, between two mammoths of men.
Their breaths smelling of the rank of fish as they picked at the
bones of mackerels sitting on the bench table. Men picked and
ate mad the few flakes of fish still standing. I moved, one of the
men pushed me back into my slot. I sighed and extended my
arm over to a particular fish head staring me dead in the face.
My finger tips touched the fish head.

And then it was gone. Plucked by one of the two fat men.
The prison flags quivered along the walls. One of the wardens

slammed his sheathed blade against the cobble stone walls.
“You have ten minutes!” He said. The men scrambled, the

tables shook in the bedlam. I sat. Sinking. Sighing.
“Ain’t you going to eat, Virgil?” Chaucer asked from across.

Red haired and freckle-faced. Gold teeth shining bright against
the drab of his gray clothes.

“Does it look like I can eat?” He asked.
“Buddy, I thought I taught you everything about Shrieker’s

Veil.” He said.
I opened my mouth, but I hadn’t thought of the words. I just

stood up with a finger and then sat as the fat man reached over
my head for food. I nestled into my seat. The shadows of these
Neanderthals looking insane against the torch light and against

3



A HUNT FOR CROWS

the scarred black cobblestone. The man to my left had a fish in
each hand.

“How in the nine hells am I supposed to get any food?” I
asked.

“How does anyone get anything in a prison?” Chaucer stuck
his hand underneath the table and passed a wrapped bundle of
herbs with a rank smell only hidden by the sour fish. He passed
it over to another man. That man to another man, each pushing
the package down the table until it came to a stop. The last of
the traveling pairs of hands looked around with shifty eyes and
stole a fish.

So they passed it back, hands continued to change, again and
again, until it finally stopped at Chaucer. He lifted his grilled
fish from beneath the table. And he nibbled and bit hard on
the fish. The flaked fish white with juice, buttery in his golden-
toothed mouth.

My stomach grumbled. Something wet hit my arm. It was
drool and I wiped my face and leaned a little into the table. Four
months here and I don’t think I’d ever enjoyed a good meal. Not
once. Lanky, I’d become. Every day watching my reflection in
the puddles (for it rained plenty in Shrieker’s Veil).

The fat man to my left set down his food and spoke to
someone behind him, laughing and picking at fish bones stuck
in between his teeth. I reached over, fingers crawling across
the table. I grabbed his fish. And he grabbed my hand.

“That isn’t yours.” He said.
I did not look up.
“The Crow wants his share.” The fat man laughed.
My other hand reached over to the table beyond. It went past

two sweaty shoulders and reached over to a metal plate.
“I’ll get my share.” I said. “And I won’t be asking.”
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I smashed the plate. The fat man’s head turned to the side.
The plate ejected out of my hand and everyone went quiet.

In silence and stillness we all stared at him. The fat man fixed
himself straight, his eyes looking through me.

“Shit.” I said. He grabbed my face and the people screamed
and in a few moments it all went to shit.

* * *

His hand smelled of fish when it struck me across the face.
“Get him, Virgil!” Chaucer said from the sideline.
Blood ran down my temples and the crowd jeered. The fat

man ran at me with balled fists.
I fell. Laid out, hands trying to grip the table. My arms shook

just gripping the table edges. To my rear, the plates and the
long silver-bellied fillets and two bulbous, dead-white eyes that
looked back at me with mouth in half-gape.

Fish. I grabbed one by its tail and in one swoop turned and
slapped back. The fat man fell on his back, on top of a fallen
pantry of fish and oats that seeded the black brick floor with
brown specks. The men cheered. The fish slipped out of my
hand, slimed and wet and half-raw. I took a step, almost slipped
off the gruel and pushed out my arms in opposite directions
looking for balance.

The old man huffed and nodded his head and all the grime fell
off his face like snot. Rubbing my own chin, there wasn’t much
but blood. Blood and pain and the suspicion that this wasn’t
foreign. I looked to the crowd, the bobbing heads with clasped
hands who in their riled shouts looked like one big amalgam
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of human flesh and I found in that wall of flesh, Chaucer. He
was smiling. Impressed, even. Mouthing the word: good luck,
eating his fish with leisure. That’s how it went.

The old man turned to me. I flexed stiff, hands balled to fists.
He came rushing in and me the stricken matador, flying back
and pinned against his broad shoulder. He slammed me on to a
wooden table, it flipped and turned and breathing once I could
feel a sharp pain in my lungs and the wheeze that followed. I
grabbed him with one hand by the hair, grabbed a wooden cup
with the other. And in one. Two. Three. Brought them both
together. Cup against skull. Cup shattering, skull shattering.
Flesh cut. Blood jettisoned out to my face.

God, it tasted awful.
“Fuck!” My greased hands worked against the fast-drying

blood, getting it out of my eyelids.
The man roared. Tightened his fist. Swung. And the pain

shot into my face with a suddenness like a firework. On the
floor, I looked up with slits for eyes. I grabbed my nose. There
was so much blood between us two that I couldn’t tell whose
was whose. His knuckles had red on it, fresh.

My front tooth wobbled. I flicked it with my tongue. Winced.
He grabbed me by the collar.

“You’re going to learn not to take another man’s food, ey.” He
slapped me.

“You’re not starving any time soon.”
He slapped me again, left, right and my face was back in

position.
“That’s not the point. You stole.” He said.
“I didn’t steal. I took my share.”
By the collar, he dug me into the floor. Drilled me in. The

wooden fragments of a splintered table dug into me, the fish

6



CHAPTER 1

bones scraped against my back.
“Why’d you grab my mackerel, boy?”
I couldn’t help but chuckle blood. mackerel, fucking mack-

erel.
He looked down atmewith his big nostrils flared and I looked

away, to the side, where I saw the little redhead weaving within
the crowdwith his cotton brown sack out and his breathwinded
from talking. Screaming. Shrieking, almost; “Place your bets,
place your bets here and now.” Fatigue struck me then. I closed
my eyes in self-tribute.

“I’m done.” I said.
He stayed quiet, lips pursed for a moment like the words

were still being processed and any truth in them sifted. There
was nothing. He screamed down at me with his asteroids of
oat-gruel-slobber, half digested.

Then he struck me across the face. My head bobbed back.
“No use fight- You’re done?” He said.
“Yeah.”  
“What?” He inclined his head just a bit.
“Yeah. I give up.” I said. “I ain’t fighting this. No point in

exhausting myself for a fucking fish.”  
“G-give up?”  
“Yep.”  
My eyes drifted. The crowd died at my words, their handfuls

of shells and shiny metals (and some gold) lowered and their
faces looked amongst themselves as I laid my arms down and
lowered my shoulders and let my body rest in the grip of the fat
man. Men make plenty stupid things a kind of currency. Blood,
gold, fish even. And I figured I’d be a very stupid man to fight
for that. For anything, really. That’s what I thought at least. I
guess the fat man figured as much, because he was just in shock
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as everyone else. We all laid suspended there in the whispers
and the murmurs below the rocking candle chandelier. All of
us in that stupid moment, confused at ourselves and the mess
on the floor as if it could have been done by anyone else. No
one culprit, everyone a victim.  

“Enough! Enough!” Two men came around and shoved their
heel into the fat man’s side, he fell to my rear.

“I think we were already done.” I wobbled upright.  
The boot came down on my chest. I fell back, body slunk and

sliding off a table as my hands extended out trying to grip a
bench. I stood myself up midway before they hooked my arm
pits with their iron gloved grip. My body felt broken, all the
way up to my nose where the release of mucus and blood felt
like the long exhaust of an geyser hole.   

“Do you think he’s broken?” One of the two said. 
“No.” I recognized that voice, the one that sounded low and

slow and deep. It was the kind of voice you’d expect out of
a monster from the trench. Gunther, the warden. “This one
doesn’t break that easily.”  

My head throbbed and every effort to move brought me back
looking face down onto the floor. My right eye swelled, my
left eye went lazy and it rose halfway such that Gunther, to
me at least, appeared more silhouette than man. Little more
than a shadow against the light and within the cavities of his
high raised cheeks and the underlids of his eyes I could see
nothing but two dark caverns. He gripped the back of my hair
and pulled up and I went along, wincing.  

“I saved you.” He said. “What do we say?”  
My head spun.  
Hmm, he went, shaking me like prey in his maws.  
“Where are your manners?” Still shaking me. My eyes
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centered. “What do we say?”  
“Thank you.”  
“Good.” He said.  
“Let’s get along now.” Gunther looked down at me, his boot

at my cheek. “You have a visitor. Come now.”  
I hiked my shoulders up and tried to push up and fell and two

guards came moaning and made the sound of suckling leeches
as they gripped and dragged me across the grime on the floor.
I left streaks, two thin lines where my feet dragged. Everyone
passed me with varying expressions of the same kind of dread.
A meeting for me? Chaucer, with the drooping sack still in his
hand, was still and as I turned the corner I heard him say “Be
careful.”

* * *

They lifted me through Shrieker’s Veil, my feet bumping past
every crack and elevated brick, through and past dozens of
barred doors with lonely haggard faces that squeezed through
and passed me sidelong glares. Down and up and sideways
and through small holes and up stairs, past wretches who hid
in their cell corners, all the way to the center of this endless
oubliette. The sound of rain came finally, a bit muted behind
two wooden doors where the four of us waited behind.  

“Take him the rest of the way, Hannibal’s summoned me.”
Gunther said. The two guards nodded with their protruded
lower teeth and passed me through the gates with mechanical
movement like two automatons going through their routine.
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Automatons? What were those? I looked up to one of them. I
couldn’t quite see his face behind the helmet but perhaps there
was wiring.  

Wires? What was wiring again?  
I forget. Most things, really.  
The gates opened. Cold air struck me, the torch fires went

horizontal and snuffed themselves, dew and sprinkle shower
tapped along my body and the floor and I turned away from
the rain. One eye opened as they stepped forward, I caught
a glimpse of it. Dead Man’s Walk, the center hole here at
Shrieker’s Veil and themain passage through this prison. Which,
as I’ve been told, started as a Colosseum. Most of it laid in
water, destroyed in a flood, they say. My eyes widened. Below
the waters we’re black, and the pitch of crashing waves just
a murmur. We were halfway between the water floor and
halfway up towards the top most circle where an ossature of
wooden beams seized hundreds of metal gears into position and
I guessed, the prison too. The water dripped down and slipped
into my mouth. Tasted of copper. Acrid. I spat. If misery could
be mechanized and manufactured then this was the Goldberg
machine of all human suffering. Here at the center of Shrieker’s
Veil with it’s dull and grey skyline and the imposed whines of
rusty gears as they turned and came to diseased life.  

My feet dangled as two guards lifted me. We traveled across
stairs. The planks of different woods and colors turning and
rolling beneath us with each foot step. We swayed. Above us,
other guards moved, their own plans and their own prisoners.
Some of them had their elbows against the guard rails looking
down at me. Wind passed through us. We paused. The bridge
rattled. My stomach turned and I balled myself and closed my
eyes for the bridge to stop its stutter. My hands went as I held
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hard to one of the ropes by my side. They tried to pry me, but I
was too strong. 

“Settle down or we’ll throw you over.” One of the two said,
the shorter one. 

Aboveme, loudmachinations ticked and cracked and snapped
into place. Cogs and bevels and chains all turning or shaking.
With the sounds came rising cages where the limp arms and legs
of pygmies dangled, high past all our heads to floors above. The
guards carried me up. One held my arms and the other my legs.
A cage came down and they pushed me into the space, wrapping
a bungee rope around my waist and the cage. I rose and fell
with the pull of chains, and my body yanked and tightened with
every tick of steel.  

It was a short walk from Dead Man’s Walk to my cell, but it
felt the longest.  

“Quit your pissing. We’re already here.”
He grabbed my collar and pushed me into my small cobble-

stone room, round at the ceiling.  
“Wait here.” The door slammed behind me. I pushed myself

up from the floor, arms shaking and face swollen. I dragged
my whole body to the corner of my cell, opposite my bucket of
refuse, to a little haystack where I sat.  

It must have been minutes but it felt like hours, hearing every
foot step around me, hearing neighbors screaming and then
being struck and shushed. Water dripped from the stone like
the walls were crying for me. I dragged my palms against the
sleek rock. Cold to the touch. Above me, small porous holes
leaked. Always made wonder, if this prison had so many holes
in it why hadn’t it collapsed yet? Why hadn’t it been broken out
of? 

Footsteps approached.  

11



A HUNT FOR CROWS

Who would be talking to me? He who knows nothing but his
name?  

Virgil the amnesiac they say. The man with a missing
head.  

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Each heavy step sent a reverberation
through my body.  

Quiet - I had to remember. I closed my mouth and breathed
slow.

Footsteps loud. 
He came in full wide stride, with his body imposed on the

torch fire behind him and with nothing but his shadowy form
in my immediate view. 

“Pay your respects to the Prince of Lavos.” A guard behind
him said. “Leader of the Rose Knights, heir to the throne. Prince
Ritcher Wolfe.”  

He stepped up in front of the bars, the torch behind him
flickering. The light outside the barred windows and through
the small holes dimmed. A chair came up, held by one of the
knights. They all wore the same colored and dressed armor,
where the seams and gaps were decorated gold with raised
thorn designs around their steel. A prince and half a dozen
knights waiting some distance from my field of view. 

“Leave us.” Ritcher said. Two knights looked at him, put their
heads down, and walked away. Ritcher stared down that hall
until the clank of their armor faded to silence. His gaze turned
to one leg of the chair, a bag. To the other, a bucket. He put one
finger across his mouth. I held my breath. Ritcher’s eyes grew,
the sinews of his throat bulged, and he raised the bucket to his
mouth. 

His body jerked as he fell on his knees and vomited.
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“Gods, you must excuse me. I’m not used to traveling by
vessel.” Ritcher laid down on his chair, his pouldrons rubbing
against the low ceiling, his head craned a bit forward into the
bucket. He raised a yellowish face, two eyes with red underlids
that twitched as he was about to talk he puked back into the
bucket.  

“Maybe we should do this some other time?”  
He held his open mouth. His adam’s apple jumped. He closed

his eyes. Another one, in the bucket.  
“Uh.”  
“You have no idea how urgent everything is.” Ritcher wiped

his mouth with his chainmail sleeve. Chunky slobber greased
his metal.  

“Maybe you haven’t heard about my condition but I really
couldn’t tell you anything about anything.”  

“I know your condition well. Tell me your name and how
long you’ve been here.” He said, mouth in bucket. “Can you do
that much?”  

“Um. I’m Virgil Darko. I’ve been here five months.” 
“Do you remember how to read?” 
“I’ve never had an opportunity to read in here.” I grabbed a

small stone off the floor and dragged it across the wall, writing
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long, white scratching. “I can write. I can read what I write.
Sure.”  

“That’s good enough then.” Ritcher said.  
“Uh…Ritcher, was it?”  
“Yes.”  
“What are you doing here?”  
“I’m the man who put you in here.” He said. “And I am the

reason you’ve lived for six months.”
I tossed the stone next to him, it struck a chair leg and

skittered off the wet floor. The walls cried and the rain outside
dripped through cracks above.  

“Better than being dead, ay?” He asked.  
“I don’t know about that. What’s a life without the liberties

afforded to him that allow him to live it?”  
“Back when you had liberties, you almost killed the king.” He

set the bucket down. It was half-full. “Add that to your cave
writings.”  

“Almost killed? The who?”
“Poison, a chicken dinner of all things. King Xanthus was

sick with dysentery for weeks. You tried escaping afterward
when he failed to die.”  

“What? Why would I kill the king?”  
“Allegedly you had an affair with the queen. She escaped.”

He sighed. “Which of course made her culpable. Lord knows
where she’s at. Which is part of the point of thi—” 

“Wait. Wait. Wait. No offense or anything, Ritter. That’s your
name, right?” 

“Ritcher.” 
“Ritcher, no offense but I don’t believe one fucking word out

of your mouth.” 
“Which words? The ones that frame you?” 

14



CHAPTER 2

“Every word. All of them.”  
“The short of it is, you tried killing the king. You escaped with

a few of your friends and most of them were killed, some of
them survived including yourself. But where you got yourself
caught, they managed to escape.”  

“Survived what?” I touched the top of my head, next to my
left temple where my corrugated flesh marked a blow far in the
past. (Or near?)  

“What happened at Alvos Cross. But it was brutal, I hear.” He
said. “And now you’re here.” 

“I’m having a tough time believing I’d do something so
stupid.”  

“All men say that in love. But in the throes of it, madness
seems second nature. No?” 

I stirred and pushed my feet forward and hay came with me,
swept to one side. 

“Allow me to entertain this. Say I did do what you said I did.
The killing the king stuff. So I survived. Why put me here then,
why not hang me?”  

“I would have answered that but you interrupted—” His eyes
lit up. He reached down to pick up the bucket and remained
still halfway, with the handle of the pail in his hand. “You’re
in Shrieker’s Veil, a place for political prisoners. Prisoners
kept alive because the nature of their deaths would be too
controversial otherwise. People intermediary between hostage
and tortured for things worth more than money. Can you
piece it together? Some of your friends escaped. The queen
escaped.”  

“You think I know where they’re at.” I stood. “And that’s a
stupid thing to think. ‘Cause I can tell you something, I’ve got
nothing in my skull but fish and fucking oats. I can tell you
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when we get up. I can tell you what holes mice come out of and
what holes they die in. I can tell you when it rains by the cold
feeling I get up my ass. But that’s it.”  

He looked at me, his mouth in the bucket and his blue-
bordering-gray eyes outside the rim staring at mine own. He
coughed, he spat.  

“My mind is like marbles through empty tunnels, you see?
Sometimes I get an image or a word in me and it travels but
it doesn’t hit anything. It’s just aimless, it’s own lonely entity.
Like the other day, staring. No context. I can’t seem to get
any context no matter how hard I try. Ideas just come and go.
Which is the crux in your scheme, see. You expect me to know
about people I can’t remember being friends, going some place
I’ve never seen to do things I’ve never heard of? You’re asking
a blind man to hunt ghosts.”  

“What you have are what I would consider lost unknowns.
Your memories exist…somewhere. I think.”  

I walked over. The hay flew up.  
“You think? What do you mean you think? This isn’t a

joke.”  
“If words could hurt as much as you make them seem they do,

I could win wars by singing.” He set the bucket down. “Plant
your ass back on that floor and listen.” 

Mynosewidened and settled. My pulse calmed,my throbbing
fingers eased. I looked around but no one was here. There
was no evidence of life at all, no squeaking in the walls, nor
squeaking in the halls. Everyone was to some degree asleep or
away or both, in their own little dream world and I was here
to spend my night with this jaundiced man. Here to entertain
the yellowfaced bastard, of who’s every other word made my
bltood rise more and more.
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“I don’t believe a single word.”  
“You really like repeating yourself don’t you? Virgil, I’m not

controversial. I don’t think so at least. I’m not offering you
freedom. I’m offering you answers.”  

“That’s the part that’s too good to be true.”  
“You have it confused. This is not rehabilitation. If you were

to ask me, given the rumors I know about you, it seems like a
gift to have forgotten.” 

“That so?” 
“Yes.”  
He threw a blanket at me, green wool, in between the bars

where it landed somewhere a top the grime muddled floor and
hay. I looked at it for a moment like a primate staring at a fire
for the first time and reached over - stopping midway to affirm,
he nodded - grabbed it and put it across my lap.  

“Are you trying to buy me out?” 
“It wouldn’t cost much.” He smiled.  
“Alright, friend. I’ll let this go on for a bit more.” A water

droplet leaked near the bars. White smoke rose from our
mouths and out the gaps in the walls. 

“What do you remember?” He asked.  
I rolled my tongue across the inner walls of my mouth and

prodded the loose tooth until it ached sharp and hot.
“I remember waking up months ago on a hay stack like this,

like I was a bird or something.” I said. “Then the next day I was
inmate number five hundred and sixty four without any sense
for what’d happened my life prior. The guards had to tell me
my name. That’s kind of how it’s been.”  

“And you haven’t tried or thought about knowing anything
past that?”  

“If my memories are marbles, than they don’t really like
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rolling often. The harder I try getting a thought going, the
faster I lose it.” I breathed in hard. “Remembering really is a
strange humor, the memories themselves are even stranger…
”  

“What are they?”  
“Metal birds, planes. Giant horses of steel called cars. Things

that don’t make much sense, from a time long ago.” I said.
“Sometimes I get a face but no name to stick to it, sometimes I
get a name without a face.”  

“Vicentius Solarius.” Ritcher said.  
I felt something in my stomach, like a parasite about to burst

from my intestines. Something so hot and writhing that I
couldn’t help but lean forward and hold my abdomen with
one hand. The kicking contraction of a bad feeling birthing.
The veins in my fingers pulsed, went numb. I cleared my throat,
a hot itch expanded.  

“What was that?” My voice broke.  
“Does the name Vicentius Solarius mean anything to you?”

He asked.  
The heat rose in my cheeks.
“No.” I said. “It doesn’t mean anything to me.”  
“Sylas. Kal. The Silverfang brothers?”
My neck hairs stood.  
“Nope.” I said. 
“What about Obrick?” His eyes narrowed.  
A strong pulse in my heart. 
“Naw. Obrick sounds like a pretty dumb name, though.” I

leaned back into the long shadow in the corner of the room.
“You sure you got the right guy?” 

He scratched the wrinkles on his forehead.  
“I hope. For both our sakes.” His arm reaching into the bag

18



CHAPTER 2

once again. “I don’t know if we can fix your memory, if it ever
could be fixed, but I’ve come all the way here for that reason
and that reason alone.”  

“Uh huh. Right.”  
“Doubtful?”  
“A little.” 
“Listen. In your head exists the machinations of a plot too

terrible to even speak of. You were caught. But some of your
friends still live, freely. That can’t remain. If you don’t believe
me, believe that.” Ritcher grabbed onto something thick and
kept it close to his lap.  

“I always felt unlucky,” I said. A laugh escaped, I could feel
broken ribs poke at my lungs with each breath.

“Be quiet,” His voice loud and sharp. “I’m not here to speak
niceties or sanction buffoonery.” It quieted everyone in the
whole row of cells, every piece of scum pretending sleep and,
every guard wandering about. They all ceased with fading
gasps. 

“I need to know where the others escaped. What they’re
doing, how they could still be a threat to the new order.” He
said. 

“New order? I thought I failed?” I asked. 
“Stop asking questions that don’t matter to you. We’re losing

time.”  
Ritcher took a deep breath and looked out to the hall. When

his face returned straight ward, he had on him a demure. Low
eyes, jaundiced flesh and a weak neck that craned. His hand
rose. He had something, red and leather bound.

I stepped forward, my face through the bars. “What’s that?
Your magic spells?”

He struck my face with the tome. I fell back. My body landed
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with a thump, I gripped my nose where the blood leaked into
drops below. Turning, I saw him staring through the bars.
Standing. The light behind him, his tired eyes facing me.  

“I don’t think you understand how bad things are.” He said.
“But if you’d like, I could go ahead and inform the guards and
have them explain it to you. How does that sound, Virgil?”  

Blood spilled down my hand, down my arm.  
“Finally getting sick of me?” I chuckled. “Or are you just

getting desperate?”  
“How would you like to be dragged around the prison.

Stripped. Beaten, lashed to death?”  
“You don’t scare me.” Coagulated threads of blood ran from

my fingers to my face like webbing spun. “You can’t take from
me when there’s nothing to take.”  

“There’s plenty to take, Virgil.” He bent over. “Pride. Well
being. Life. Your memories even. It’s the one thing I could
utterly crush, I can sail across this damn sea and abandon your
history into a fire so large you’d see the smoke towers from
miles away.” He inched his chair closer and the legs scratched
the floor with a shrill noise and the torches around Ritcher
buckled and flickered. He raised his hand, there it was. A book
with my nose-blood all across the front. A thick journal with a
spine as wide as my face.  

I smiled, the taint of copper taste on my tongue.  
“You hit me with a book and expect me to compromise?” My

eyes darted between him and the book and the torch. 
“I expect you to listen.” 
“I’m listening.” 
“This is your progenitor.” He said. “It’s your journal.” 
“My what?” 
“The book you spent years writing, a chronicle of all your

20



CHAPTER 2

adventures with the Flock of Crows. Do you remember that
name?” 

My heart thumped. Sweat came over me like a veil of dread
draped to the contours of my body. Suffocating me. 

“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I couldn’t even
stand. I put my palm down on the stone brick floor and slipped.

“This has every detail of your adventures. This is you, Virgil.
The you that was before this whole mess.” His arm stretched
out. “Would you like to know who you were?” 

“This a trick?” I asked. “How do I know I wrote it?” 
“You won’t until you read it.” He said. “All I want is what’s in

this book, all I need you to do is read Virgil. Just read.”  
“This is trouble.” I breathed in harsh, my lungs stung. The

brick, the water, the atmosphere carried with it that numbing
cold. It was all so horrible feeling that my natural reaction, as
it’s always been, was to laugh. “This has got to be a ploy.”  

“And what’s so troubling about it? It’s just a book.” 
“The suddenness. The promise. I don’t think I’m meant to

know about myself, I think it’s a good idea for me to stay dumb.
I can live like that, without my memories.” 

“You can live without many things.” He said. “But would it be
a satisfying life?” 

“Being alive is satisfying enough.” I stood up off of a stone
from the wall. “You know, this’s been a nice talk, but I think I’d
prefer you leave.” 

“Just like that?” he asked. 
“Just like that.” 
“You won’t even consider it?” 
“I did. Just now.” 
He leaned back in his chair and looked down the hall and

into his bucket of filth on the floor. His eyes narrowed as they
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scanned the low-ceiling and the rats and the prittle-prattle of
rain drops. 

“I’ll be back. Think it over.” Ritcher stood and walked out.
I waited in the corner of the room until his footsteps faded
and when they were gone and the hiss of torch was the only
overwhelming sound in the room, I went to the bars and let my
arms hang like two ropes off the edge. I looked down the hall
to nothingness. Abyss whisperer. 

“Don’t bother.” I said. The blood stopped pouring out my
nose, it was dried across my lips. Nothing responded. 

I looked down. The chair. The bucket. 
“You left your vomit here by the way!”
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The carp slapped me across the face as I shoved my finger down
it’s gills. It wrestled in my grip, jumped and slipped out of my
crossed arms. Plop. Back into the sea.

I called them carps, on account of their red scales and their
quick and blurry swimming in the low tide but colloquially
they were known as Lalos. Big salmon-sized things with oval
blue eyes and a bright skin you couldn’t miss against the murk
of tepid shore water on the eastern harbors of this morning.
One of them swam past my feet, my leg jumped. I think I saw
it wink at me before swimming off. I could have appreciated
them, maybe would have if it weren’t for the sucking tide of
a nearby deep hole. The ocean here dropped quick and you
couldn’t tell safe water from killing water save for the fact that
some waters were a little blue and darker and others were a
little dirtier. The color blind died quickly here. One wrong
step could have you sucked into a hole and dragged, pitched,
straight through the core of the planet and out the other end.

At least you’d be outside, though. Right?
“You don’t fish you don’t eat!” Behind me the guard said,

walking down an artificial pier of smooth stone rocks adjacent
to where the skiff’s were lined up and deployed to wander and
observe our efficacy in the matters of fishing. This was the job
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of the lower floor wardens. To scream at us. To beat us. To
remind of our place.  

Most of us worked on the safe end, where the sand was firm
and tawny. The chains around my waist (and the only one with
a chain around my waist) clanged and tightened as I drew out,
attached somewhere to a spike on the pier. The water drew me
in. My knees buckled, I slipped and looked for balance with
awkward wide steps. The fish scattered.  

“Found you.” Someone said to my rear. I stood straight.  
I threw out my net. It struck something hard and tangled

itself and tugged my arms so hard I stepped forward. I picked it
up to my chest. Seashells, seaweed, lodged in the rope. Fuck. 

“It’s cold, ain’t it?” Again, to my rear.  
I turned away, line drawn out.  
“It’s colder than a tundra.” 
I reclaimed the line.  
“Colder than a yeti’s ass.” He said. 
I untangled the fauna from the rope. 
“Colder than a nun’s cunt.” He said. “During mass.  
My lips moved on their own, I turned my face away from

his. 
“Oh. That one got you, didn’t it?” 
I took a deep breath, exhaling the humors from me.  
“You got me beaten yesterday, Chaucer.” I said.  
I threw the net at him. He moved to the side and it plopped

into water.  
“You think it was my was my fault? Please.” He said. I stayed

quiet. “You lasted longer than I thought at least. I mean, it was
against big bear.”  

“What kind of name is Big Bear anyway?” 
“I didn’t give it to him. But he sure was massive, wasn’t he?” 
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“Looked bigger on account of how mad he was. Thanks by
the way.”

“I didn’t do much but eat. You just convinced yourself, is all.”
He said.

I walked away. My chain snagged. Chaucer remained by my
side.  

“I’ll have you know I bet on you, ” he said. “You owe me ten
silver when we get out.”  

“You ain’t seeing a cent. Or the mainland, I promise you both
of those things.”  

He drew up closer with the bucket to his side and the dull,
serrated blade held by a brown sash that sagged below his
bony waist. He looked like a vase. Fat top, fat bottoms, thin
centerline.  

“I’d expect a bit more optimism from you. Aren’t you friends
with Prince Ritcher? He’s the Azali Prince, you know that right?
Rose knights and all.”  

“I know he’s full of shit. Same as you.” 
“Oh? What’d he say?”  
I stopped pulling my net midway, looked up to the sea-line

where the sun rose and cast it’s evil orange glare across the
water surface, like a litter of a thousand pieces of broken glass.
I closed my eyes and brought back the net. One fish. Into ths
bucket.  

“What are you getting at, Chaucer?” I asked. “I know when
people are trying to buy and I know when they’re trying to sell
and you’re the only person I’ve ever seen try to do both at the
same time.”  

Chaucer was just that kind of guy. A man who lingered when
no one wanted him, who forced his way in and spread disease.
Its what made everyone wary, his rat-face and rat-nature. The
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guy squirmed around clique to clique gathering as much as he
could just to retreat back into his hole in the wall. Calling him
a scrounger would do the vultures disservice; he was scum in
habit and in nature. I once overheard an anecdote of a past
friendship of his. A merchant of some sort, who managed to
smuggle five barrel’s of heavenberry wine across the ocean to
Shrieker’s Veil. He was stopped half way. The ship burned,
most of the heavenberry wine destroyed and Chaucer’s face,
somewhere along the coast, smiling.  

No one could ever find proof that he sold out the smuggler.
But people sure as hell saw Chaucer drunk for the next two
weeks. That was the type of guy he was. You couldn’t talk to
him for five minutes before realizing you were giving him gold
nuggets of information in a place where information is that
which is most expensive, and most brokered.   

Cheating Chaucer. That’s how he was.  
“I just want to know if you can throw in a good word for me.”
“Then I’m happy to inform you that I can’t. I told him to fuck

right off.” I said.  
“You’re lying.” His face dropped. “He spent a good hour with

you. You were treated like a damn king with the way they
dragged you from the dinner hall.” He rubbed his chin. “You’re
telling me the prince came all the way down here and you told
him off? You hold to that?”  

“Yep.” I slammed a fish down against the water over and over,
until its spastic tail fell to stillness. My breathing turned harsh.
I dropped it over the top of the bucket. “Not my fault the guy
can’t read…”  

It was like his eyes sharpened. The lazy bags tightened, he
pushed his long, curly red hair aside and looked me in the
face with a narrowed glare. His neck jutted out and his veins
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protruded as he moved it left and right. A curious, slimy
snake.  

“Read? Read what?” He asked  
“Nothing I know. Nothing I care about.” I said.  
“You didn’t bother to ask anything about the book he spent

all this money and all this time bringing to you?” He asked.
“Maybe it’s a tome. For spells! I’ve heard of magics like those,
pages that summon forth lightning from the sky. That split the
soil…that!”  

“Catch your fish, you mongrels.” A guard screamed. “No
catch, no food!” 

We both looked back at the guard and smiled.  
The guard walked past us with their sabatoms leaving oval

indents into the sand. His beating stick tapping along the
narrow pier.  

“So you didn’t ask about the book?” Chaucer asked.  
“Nope.”  
“You’re holding out. Come on Virgil, give me something.” 
“What for? All you do is get me into trouble.”  
“Maybe I’ll stop if you’d tell me. Just a bit.” 
I sighed, my body leaned over into the water.  
“He just kept saying the book was about me getting my

memories back.”  
The bucket went down and Chaucer’s arms went up.  
“And you declined him? Did you lose your mind too? Why

won’t you take him up on his offer?”  
“Cause I don’t trust him as much as I don’t trust you.” 
“Virgil. Virgil…Virgil. Friend, you’ve got to learn how the

world operates.” He made shapes in the air with his fast-moving
hands, but I couldn’t quite figure what they were.  

“Life is a scale, see?” He said. “It’s about leveraging what you
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have against what you don’t. Of leveraging strength or wealth
or information, because they’re all the same thing. Now, see
here, you’ve finally just come to a wonderful opportunity with
one of the strongest men in this coun-”  

“I don’t care.”  
“You have a wonderful opportunity to make something

of yourself but you refuse it. You’ve already capitulated to
Shrieker’s Veil, without even a protest of fists or words.” 

“I don’t even know what capitulated means.”  
“You gave up.”  
I nodded up and down.  
“Yup. I did. You wanna know why, Chaucer?” I turned, eyes

equally sharp to his. “Because I know where I stand. And I
stand here, in this fucking dirt-”  

“Sand.”  
“In this fucking sand catching these fucking fish. I am a man

cognizant of his limits and my limits begin and end on these
shores.” 

“And what I’m saying is, are you even sure they’re your limits?
You just assume that and let it bring you down.” He said. “Friend.
Don’t you want more out of life? Don’t you want to leave this
place?”  

“Who doesn’t?”  
“But you don’t act like it. Out of everyone in this fortress,

you’re the only one I’ve seen who came in without even a lick
of defiance. Were your balls broken with your head? It’s like
you never had a spirit at all.”  

“I’m not too bright right now, Chaucer. But I’m smart enough
to know how it’d all end. We wouldn’t make it two meters out
into the ocean before the arrows would come down on our
heads.” I said. “I know this. I know the prince is full of shit.
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I know Gunther and Hannibal run everything with obscene
vigilance. One day you’re going to have to wake up to that
knowledge too and realize that skirting around is just a waste
of energy. You, and everyone else, you’ll all come to some
day.” 

He grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back some.  
“I will not die here.” 
It was the first time I’d seen his face get stricken and tight and

statue-like with scowl. He made no expressions, no movements.
I don’t believe he was even breathing. 

“You’ve conceded. And that’s fine, I don’t need you to believe
in yourself. I just need you to believe in me.” 

“And why would I?” 
His eyes slid side to side. A guard went past us, then away. 
“I’ve withheld this for a while, but I think I have a plan Virgil.

I’m going to let you in on it in a bit, alright? You consider it,
alright?” 

“Consider me having considered. I’m not here to be anyones
lackey. I’ll tell you that as much as I’ll tell Ritcher.” I said. “I live
and die for myself, not for you, not for another man’s dream.
For me and me alone.” 

“You haven’t chosen a thing.”  
I pulled away from him and drifted into deeper water,

working the net and the rope and the bucket with aching and
waterlogged fingers. 

“Haven’t you ever dreamed before?”  
The sand shifted below my feet, my shoulders all huddled

and shadow set across the ocean where the water was so thin
and clear I could see the carp swim around my feet. They were
next to me, rubbing against me. I couldn’t move.  

“No.” I said. 
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“And that’s the difference between you and I.” He said. “You’re
too quick to cut and dry.” 

He reached down in his bucket and plopped two fish into my
own, smiled, and scurried off chain-less with his knife barren
and open for all the bribed guards to see. He skipped down the
line past other prisoners who looked up with the same wet and
wooden faces. Craggy, broken, dirty. A guard came around,
next to me, his stick held tight by his side. It seeped dry blood
into the ocean waters. A lalo took a sniff, reared its head and
scurried from the waves of blood. A sanguine scene. He leaned
down into my bucket.  

“Seven. Barely made the cut.” He looked up to me. “You
eat.”  

I grit my teeth, but I didn’t show him that. I just looked down
with the sun beating hard against my neck.  

“Thank you.” I said.
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He came late into the evening before the sun was fully set and
among torches just about to dim and when the guards started
their second round of night patrol. Fecund air filled the prison,
the moss growing to the side was spongy against my hand and
the rainwater poured from the cracks above with a flush so loud
as to almost mute the coming steps of Ritcher. A whole fleet it
seemed, I didn’t count but I saw their forms in the growing dark,
the moving shadows and the cold drafts they carried with them.
They passed me, guards who - after setting up the chair and the
bag and a lantern - Ritcher saluted off into the corridor and
disappeared past my view of the cell. I stared at the furniture,
my eyes heavy. Ritcher looked down at me a bit, and sat.

“I see you still have my blanket.” He said. I clutched it closer
to my waist.

I licked my chapped lips and it made the cuts feel worse.
“Helped me sleep.”
“Did you eat today?” He asked.
“Ate pretty well for once.”
“Why do you look frustrated then?”
“Ever get the feeling like things happen to you that you don’t

deserve?” I asked.
“I’m of the belief that everyone gets what they deserve.”
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Ritcher said. “If a man refuses to work,he becomes a tramp.
If the tramp turns to stealing and killing, he gets his head on
the block. Terrible fathers raise terrible sons. Things have a
natural order and people often ruin themselves.”

“The natural order is often cruel enough.” I said. “Thieves
pushed to steal from a starving poverty. And who to blame?
Thief or King? Peasant or ruler?”

He smiled.
I stared. My hair down past my eyes, my body succumbed to

the blanket.
“What do I owe myself to this hostility?”
“Ever feel like there’s a catch to good fortune?”
“I figured you’ve been hurt enough.” He said. “So I gave you

a blanket. What’s the problem with a little good in such a bad
place?”

“Did you bring the book with you?” I asked.
“Of course.” He poked the leather satchel with his foot.
“You mean to offer me that book, still?” I asked.
“Finally got smart on me?”
He took it out and stuck his hand out through the bars and

all his armor clanked.
“Easy as that.” His hand was stiff, a lanky creature beneath

the baggage of loose fitted armor. Ritcher, sickly looking and
gaunt yet smiling, yet eager with his tongue in the corner of his
lips.

“I didn’t say I was going to do it, did I?”
“You still playing games?” He asked.
“We’re all playing games here.” I said. “I don’t mean to win

them, I just mean to enjoy them.”
“What’s that mean?”
“It means there are things I want.” I said.
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“Like?”
“I want to know how much pull you have that you’d be able

to get Gunther and Hannibal off my back for two evenings to
talk to me.”

“Maybe I do have some pull. Why am I obliged to answer
you?”

“You’re obliged to answer me because if you don’t I’ll piss on
that book and you’ll sail back home, months wasted.And I have
a feeling your time is much more precious than mine.”

Ritcher leaned back. The chair creaked.
“Yes. I have some pull, orders from some nobles who have

decided to expedite the costs of this trip and our little, meetings.
I’m no puppet master, though.”

“I don’t need you to pull all the strings. Just one.” I said. “Every
fifth day of the week I am made to walk up the steps of this
terrible place, up to the seventh floor two stories above me to
be reduced by lashings and beatings. Sometimes worse.”

“What kind of worse?”
“The worse that I don’t even want to talk about. Things so

bad I wish I could forget them with all the rest of me.” I said.
“You’d like some rest from your torture.”
“Thats right.” I runned scars across my thighs.
“I can’t do that forever,” he said.
“You can do it once or twice. I know that. I know you know

you can do that.” My eyes narrowed. “I’ve got no illusions
about my place. I will be here forever. But so long as there’s
something to gain, I’ll take it.”

“An easy life as a tortured criminal. That’s the first I’ve heard
of that.”

“We don’t choose the games we play.” I scratched at some
moss in the corner of the floor and my markings appeared as
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streaks of white against the green.
“That it? Then it’s a deal. I can offer you two breaks. Two.

You hear me?”
“No deal. Not yet. One more thing.” I stood up close to the

bars and the book that he drew back. I held to one end. “There’s
something called Heavenberry wine in the mainland, right?”

“What?”
“Heavenberry wine. Do you have it in the mainland?”
“Sure?” He turned his face to its side. One eyebrow raised.
“Get me some of that wine.”
“You want to get drunk?”
“I want to enjoy life,” I said.
“It’d worsen your condition.”
“Worsen? Than how I am now?” I said. “If I’m going to read

the random writings of a long forgotten fool, then let me at
least be drunk. Get me some Heavenberry wine and my fifth
days cleared.”

“And you’ll read?”
“I’ll read hymns if you want. I’ll sing. I’ll dance.”
He raised the book up.
“Are you really aware what you’re getting yourself into?”
I plucked the book from him. “When you’re making deals,

don’t give the other guy a reason to back out,” I said.
His eyes softened, he brought his hands onto his lap with

what was on his face I thought was a smile but was too hard to
see save for the shadows in the craters of his dimples “That’s
alright then. Go on, see…see if you can even read it.”

“Why wouldn’t I be able to?”
“Just take a look,” he said.
The book saggedmy arms and pulledme forwardwhen I tried

lifting it. I checked the sides, there must have been a thousand
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pages stuffed and loose, of different shades glued or stitched
onto the spine. I walked back to my corner in the room and sat,
both legs crossed.

Ritcher looked intent, posture forward.
“This supposed to be it?” I said. “Looks a little…dingy.

Cheap.”
“You’re one to talk.”
My palm rubbed against the book surface, feeling every worn

scar and blemishes that ran across its corrugated front.
“My dead past.” My heart beat fast. My eyes twitched, fingers

shook.
“The past is never dead. It’s not even past. We live in it’s

shadow.” Ritcher said. He set a jug of water down and slid it
through the bars with his foot. “I just hope you can read it. I
believe it’s in some kind of code.”

I turned to the first page and looked it up and down rubbing
my fingers across the pen-scratches and ink blotches on the
paper.

“It’s not code. It’s English.” I said. “I remember that.”
I turned to the back of the book, the final page.
It read:
Was it worth it, Virgil? Five years of blood for a rosebud.

Damnit. You fucking idiot.
Rosebud? Five years?
A bit before the last page; more notes. Random words, names

of cities (were they cities? They sounded like them. Corne…
Alder’s passing. Merv? What?). The longer the book went,
the more tapered off the details seemed to get. So by the time
it approached it’s end there weren’t even notes, just random
scribbles and fading lettering. I read, the letters still made sense.
But the events…the words themselves, conjured no feeling or
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image. Not at its end at least, where the writings were just
mental graffiti from an alley in time lost to new construction,
new relocation, new avenues.

“I thought I could just start at the end.” I told him. “But there’s
so much missing and I can’t fill it in.”

“Not yet.” He said. “Let’s start from the beginning. I have
time. As do you.” His eyes fell and his head slumped from the
chair. “Getting it right…is important.”

I leaned back on the hay and looked up to Ritcher. To the
copper colored under lids in his eyes enlarged by his wide stare.
The torch behind him flickered twice and spewed some ember
then subsided to gentle murmur.

“Alright. From the beginning then.” I said.
I opened the book. Two things fell, a pressed blue rose

trapped in glass and a sailboat made out of paper. I laid them
to my side.

I kept turning through the torn and rough-rooted pages half-
way out the spine. Past drawings and random blurts of curses
and letters. Then finally, I came to what appeared like a proper
title.

The first page. Uneven words went across wrapping around
the sides of the paper like a python encroaching on the fat
paragraph, forming an almost spiral of wavy, shaky scribbling.
I turned it to it’s side just to read.

The words, in what looked like chicken scratches, went like
this:

My Narrative
To be delivered to Jonathan P. Brooke at Kirkland

& Ellis LLP
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March 20 21 22nd, 2018

Yo, J.P. I know I never write you man. I know you’re a corporate
lawyer, but I think I need help. Like, I think I’m kind of fucked.
Like, really fucked. Like, surrounded by savages type of fucked.”
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My arms slumped holding the red bound book. Ritcher sat
in front of me a bit leaned in with arms tucked into a narrow
silhouette. And in the white of Ritcher’s eyes, a kind of glassy
glaze. Crazed almost.

“And you’re sure I wrote this?”
“Yes.” Ritcher said. “No one else could have. It’s your

penmanship, in your language, found in your home.”
“Well, alright. It just doesn’t sound like me.”
“How would you know what you sounded like?”
I grumbled. “Good point.”
“Just read.”
Again, I opened the book. Thick paper yellowed and faded

like dead autumn leaves. I put my finger on the words and
drifted down, past the first passage, further into the book.

My Narrative
To be delivered to Jonathan P. Brooke at Kirkland

& Ellis LLP
March 20 21 22nd, 2018(?)

By the time you’ve read this, it might have been weeks or
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months or years since I’ve been trapped in this cage surrounded
by savages, J.P. But I’ll write anyway.

Proper litigations would say that I was unlawfully seized. I
think it’s better to say that I was fucked. The stuck-in-a-forest-
village-surrounded-by-animals kind of fucked and there didn’t
seem a way out.

Everything must sound far-fetched, or maybe confusing so
let me begin to the moments before.

It started a few days ago. While I was still in Australia. Was
it two? I’ve crossed the dates out just to keep track but I don’t
know anymore. What I do know is that I was on a yacht and I
remember that because the whole floor was wobbling and the
sea horizon kept leaning left and right like I was on one of those
teeter saws or something. Good times. For weeks straight. And
in one of these drunken endeavors, I decided to set sail on the
yacht and do a little driving…then during one of these sea trips
off the coast of Australia was when the people with guns came.
Yeah. Men in a small green dingy with hungry looks in their
eyes. They came. They surrendered my yacht and went up the
damn ladder by the side before I could even move the wheel
somewhere safe. By the time I had my hands on it, I felt the
gun in the back of my head. Yeah. That’s what happened. I
was taken hostage. Why? I don’t remember. By who? It’s still
eluding me. My minds a little fuzzy.

I do remember going overboard after the fact.
I woke up on shore a few hours later after jumping, I didn’t

know which shore. That’s still a problem. I thought still think
it was Australia or maybe some island nearby. Australia has
islands nearby, right? That was pretty much the set up of it all.
The parties. The yacht driving. The pirates. Then I got thrown
overboard and ended up in strange lands. I woke up with the
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bits of seashells scratched up against my chest and wrapped
seaweed around my feet. It was midday, I think, because the
sun was high and straight center in the sky. I got the right
idea of walking along the coast to find another ship, following
seagulls croaking out into sea. So’s I hiked around the cliffs and
high-drops for a stretch of miles. A little after midday, with
hours of the heat against me and the sun beginning to set I
changed course. Still confused, still annoyed and now really
thirsty given all the walking I’d done, decided to go inland. It
didn’t take long to find the thick of forest and the tall grass and
knolls that wound up and up and up. I kept walking until I saw
tracks on the floor. Tire marks - that’s what I thought. There
must have been a car nearby, right? There sure as hell was a
beaten road at least.

So’s I followed the tracks for like hours man, I was so
exhausted and you must understand that - it’s really important
you know how critical that bit is. I was fucking tired. The kind
of tired where your limbs feel like they’re about to fall off. The
type of tired and wornness you feel down your feet, like your
flesh is cracking. To the point where you don’t even sweat in
the strong heat anymore, where you just bake and your eyes
roast behind eyelids. I got so thirsty I started licking the sweat
off myself and the salt just made it worse. It gets your head all
dizzy, your vision spinning until you don’t even know what
direction you’re walking because it’s all spinning all around.
Maybe that’s where I fucked up, somewhere in my demented
confusion I took a left on a fork an hour into the road and found
my ass in shit-ville instead of heading true.

Shit-ville.
That’s…not it’s name. I don’t think this shit-ville has a name.

So yeah, I found a village following those tracks. I call it a village
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but it’s more like an unfinished landscaping project. You see,
walking into this village I noticed half of it was embedded into
the forest, right in or on top of the trees, with roots and trunks
and branches growing out or into the building walls. Buildings
built with cheap-looking beige clay that seemed flimsy enough
for me to punch a hole through. They looked like wasp nests,
over sized and latched onto the body of the tree. In constant
shade.

I got there. The gates were wide open. To be honest, I thought
it was a joke. Still do. It was kind of medieval looking, man.
Some movie-set type of shit at least when it came to the village
houses. Kind of reminded me of like those jousting places you
go to, you know, the ones that make you pretend you’re king.
Where you sit on your little shitty wooden throne and have
the people bring roasted chickens to your ass and you watch
two minimum wage losers stab each other with long sticks on
horses. That shit, right? I thought it was one of those places. A
Renaissance fair or something. ‘Cause I saw horses everywhere.
And the people weren’t exactly contemporary looking.

The fashion was so outdated I couldn’t even call the things
people wore clothes as much as they were rags, I’d seen
homeless in New York with better drip that these bozos.

I mean, I guess they had that Oscar de la Renta style? Eugh.
That slouchy looking drab wear…ah… So’s I came up on the
mainstreet of this city, I was thirsty right? I found a nice little
rectangle of water and what I believed to be a fountain. I stuck
my head in deep and drank. When it came back up I found
everyone around me laughing, most of them. Some, looking in
disgust.

Then I heard the neigh, then the breath down my neck and
right around the corner, there it was waiting with that stupid
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blank expression, a horse. I looked down, there were bits of
food and tuft inside this little fountain of water. A trough. My
head reeled and I cursed, the flies coming off the beast’s lazy
eye. God I was so heated.

The people laughed even harder. I spat out the water but
the taste of horse saliva remained, something bitter and salty
and mucus-textured I can’t believe I did this. I scraped my
tongue with my nails, it didn’t do much. So’s I was doing all that
and there they were, the laughing group growing even bigger,
laughing even harder as they looked at what they perceived to
be a fool drinking horse water. All laughing. All of them.

And you know how I get.
My face went hot.
“What are you looking at, shitheads?” I said. Some laughed,

some angled their heads in confusion. It looked like I was speak-
ing some alien language, them trying desperate to understand.
No, they started talking someweird shit. So’s I got to thinking. I
mean, they speak English in Australia right? So this must not be
Australia, right? So’s I thought, well, they must be aboriginals.
That was the impression as I looked around the laughing crowd,
the primitive looking people.

But on further inspection, I realized none of them were dark
and not to be racist or anything, but aboriginals are kind of…
dark, right? And these guys were as pale as dried shit. So’s I
figured they were pale from all the shade the tree’s gave em and
stressed from the fear of having those trees fall on their asses.

I stood in the middle of the street cursing beneath by breath at
the half-civilized people. I walked down, cutting into the group,
the water dripping from the ends of my clustered hair. My eyes
looked left and right to the buildings as I went with wide strides
through the streets. It looked right out of a Lord of the Ring
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movie-set. The houses inside the husks and hollows of giant
trees, shade from these aforementioned trees that blackened
half the city. A city, going up and down from the peaks and
valleys. The further I walked into the city, the less I saw the tree
houses. There were more sensible configurations approaching
the middle (I assumed it was the middle) of the city. The people
started wearing boots, shoes. I saw thatched roofs and windows
n’ shit. I saw belts and pants and men with armor. It must have
taken an hours walk to get there but it felt like it happened so
quickly. I stopped when I got to a sidewalk of wooden boards,
I’d been walking through dirt this whole time. A horse neighed
in my direction from the middle of the street, it blew out it’s
cheeks and flashed its teeth and the woman riding it smiled and
dug her heel into the hind of the gross thing. Then it walked by,
and I looked back at the horse’s ass and behind where I could see
clearly the waves of rolling hills. I was glad going in further into
the village, where there were fences and stone. Where brick
replaced wood, where stone replaced mud. Further, deeper out
of the forest and into a flat plane - I like flat things. Fuck trees.
Fuck hills. Fuck mountains. Fuck cliffs.

Who builds inside of hills anyway? Into a fucking hollowed
tree with the worms and shit?

The strange houses, the hill-homes and tree-coves and all that
weird shit kind of gave way to flat roads, where the animals
didn’t have towork so hard to get through and carts rolled freely
by. Oh and there were so many horses. A few stray cats too
hanging by the cornices of weathered storehouses, extending
their palms out and stretching their spines to find comfortable
spots to sit on their belly and stare with sharp eyes at me. Dogs
in alleys where curtains of drying clothes hid their starved and
bony forms. This was a richer part of town but not by much.
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Everything still looked cheap, kind of old.
My stomach growled. The sun approached the horizon.
I may or may have not gone into a store, a little small shabby

place where the windows were smudged with black finger
prints and strange lettering and where the flooring made
creaking sounds. I may or may not have gone through the
spinning door, having alerted a bell. Whatever language these
people used was weird. The door settled behind me. Horses
ran past outside, their sounds muted from within the building.
The movement shook the ceiling and sent white particles down
to the stalls and little stands of fruits that made up the aisles
of the place. It was nice hearing some quiet. The man behind
the counter put two lazy eyes on me, raised his head and then
set it back down to a book on the counter top. My stomach
grumbled. Down in my pocket I looked for what I still had. A
wallet, good. A phone, even better. Except it was dead. Water
had gotten in it. I still had money though, plenty of that.

Just grab and go, just grab and go. That’s what was in my
head.

I walked through corners of the stores, my profile low with all
kinds of assortments of bright colored prickly-spiky-spotted-s
oft fruits before me. Or vegetables. I didn’t really care. I picked
them out at random, picking faster as my stomach growled
louder and fiercer. Red foods that looked like strawberries,
clumps of beads that looked like small tumors off a vine. I
gulped them all down. A little tart, a little grainy and prickly
with seeds. But they weren’t half bad and in a place full of bad,
that was something to admire.I thought, at least.

So’s I got these cancerous strawberries, and a few midget
raspberries that were all dried and leathery. They tasted like
orange and blackberry. Almost like… fruit roll ups. Holy
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hell, I’m salivating just remembering. Not the fruits - fuck the
fruits. I’m talking about the roll ups. I loved those, especially
when Nanny Nancy used to shove them in me to shut my
crying up whenever she tried teaching me some shitty algebra
or something.

That’s not important. Sorry.
So’s I got the tumor-lookin’ strawberries, the budget fruit roll

ups, some prune looking things too.
I picked ‘em, just put in my folded hands and carried as much

as my palms and forearms could before they tumbled down
like an avalanche. I went up the front, let the guy count them
and he just gave me this awful look, started saying some shit
and gestured with his fingers. I recognized that expression, his
half-awake expression with his hands out and folding in. It
was the universal gesture of someone who wanted money. Dad
taught me that look a long time ago.

So’s I took out my cards. I started getting a little shivery
with the people looking outside from the windows, children
screaming and laughing and running when I looked back. They
all had looks of curiosity, of hostility, of disgust. Those freaks
who looked like they were just cast onto Game of Thrones,
looking at me like that? Holy fuck I felt my cheeks light up and
my nose go numb. So I rushed into my pockets. Hands slipped.
My credit cards flew out on the floor. I laid my berries onto
the table, going; “I got you, don’t worry.”

My magnet wallet kind of broke in half, all my shit was on
the floor. So I was stuck collecting cards and stuffing them in
my pockets. I felt the sweat down my forehead, my ears pulsed
with hot throbs.

I sighed. My black credit card, it’s the thing I flash to have all
my worries taken care of. The jail out of free card. The one that
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shuts people up with fuck-you money. That’s what my friends
called it, at least.

I flashed it at him.
He looked at the card, then up to me, sniffing his nose. Didn’t

even blink. He just kept gesturing, the give-me-money gesture.
My stomach fell. It was a black Chase credit card. Was he

stupid or something? ATM broken? I looked around, there
was no machine on the counter. Just a bag of coins. I breathed
heavy. Flies came off the man’s face, buzzing and flying close to
his eyeballs like the horses outside. He looked just as stupid as
one too, with his long, narrow face. So I waved the card in front
of his face again, because I thought maybe he just didn’t see
it for what it was. He nodded his head and knocked my hand
away, saying some shit in a voice growing more frustrated.

The blood left my face. I’d like to say numbness is better than
hotbloodedness. That’d be wrong though.

“Do you have a tab?” I asked. And he went.
“Gortha shi no yu’ut.”
“What the fuck does that mean, man.” I said.
It sounded bad, whatever he said. It sounded like Gortha-just

-fuck-my-shit-up. Was it Finnish or something? Nah, I couldn’t
be close to Finland.

So’s I kept saying - explaining, “I’ll pay you back, double.”
He repeated the same thing. This time, his hands animated

and balled into fists.
So’s I went; “Do you know who I am? I’m Virgil Darko.”

I told him that, straight up. “Son of Henry Darko, CEO of
Darko and Hegle Industries? The energy and modern ballistics
manufactures, right? Rockets and stuff. Know them? They’re a
big deal.”

And he just…had nothing of it. He started rough-talking,
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loud and deep. The numbness spread out from my neck to my
chest and the flies kept buzzing and the children looked outside
the window laughing so loud that I can still remember the low
and muffled heckle. A horse neighed. Hooves clapped, boots
tapped.

My FUCKING stomach grumbled again.
I can’t stress this lightly because it’s imperative that you

understand; things were just not going well and I was starving,
man. And I figured, well, I’m fucking Virgil Darko, man. They
know where to send the bill! I’d never had to sit down and pay
once in my fucking life. I’ve always been the type of guy to just
leave restaurants - bars, anything with the knowledge that the
owner would know exactly who to send the bill to (with twice
the pay in return, might I add).

It’s jut the norm for me. Alright? I had every intention of
paying. So I got the berries and I straight up said, “I’m Virgil
Darko. Here’s my card. Send me the bill.” And I dropped my
business card.

I picked up my berries. I was stinky. Tired. Pissed. I just
wanted some shade, some food and a phone. That’s it. I didn’t
want much. Well, some nice bubbly would have been killer.
Perignon would have been the best. By that point, I’d take any
kind of champagne. Even water. God, even some water would
have been great.

He pulled me by the cuff of my shirt, dragged my torso to
him and readied his fist. I would have blocked but I had food
in my hands. I dropped it all, I put up my hands. Too slow. He
decked me straight in the face. Getting punched isn’t fun, J.P.
Your senses get all fucked up. You get blurred vision, your noise
drips and your eyes water. It’s really, really, unfun.

And I wasn’t going to let some old fuck with a horse face do
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that to me.
So what I’m about to tell you counts as self-defense, right?
Like, especially if you lose, right? Not that I did.
Well. I punched him, straight in the right cheek, and his

slobbering mismatched teeth. His long white noise-hairs
brushed against my knuckles. One clean hit, knocked him the
fuck out. He fell, hard. The old horse-face with his tongue out
and his receding hairline slicked back towards the floor. The
planks were raised where his body had landed. He was hefty
and considering we were four weight-classes apart, I think I
did pretty good.

What fucked me up was the other douche bag who cleaned
me in the back of the head. Yeah. Yeah. Had no honor, that
one. Don’t ask me for his name though. Never asked, couldn’t
remember if I did. Didn’t even see his face.

Yep. Yep. That’s how it happened, one hundred percent. Self-
defense for trying to buy some food.

All I remembered was I was dragged out the store, kicked in
the ass onto the wood and conrete. That was about the time I
got real tired of this Renaissance fair shit. I struggled to stand,
my head still a haze.

Some tin head, budget iron-man looking fuck came around.
He grabbed me by the arms (my shoulders still hurt. That’s a
police brutality thing, right?) and threw my ass into a scaffold.
A scaffold, looked like something out of a sex-dungeon.

Oh boy. I’m telling you, it’s true. A scaffold. That’s a human
rights violation. We can clean these fuckers out. It’s not enough
I get their heads. I want the heads of their kids, the heads of
their dogs, the heads of their mailman. You reading this, J.P?

They put me in a fucking scaffold. The cold metal choked
and I got the prickly pain all across my limbs like thumbtacks
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dragged along my body. It was like that for two hours. My back
hurt from the ninety degree angle they had me stand in. I was
there, a public show forced to keep my legs up while my neck
and arms were locked and sealed in that thing. Couldn’t move,
couldn’t do much but grit my teeth and watch people.

‘People’ is too good a word for these animals. Animals,
laughing at me. The potato sack wearing fucks. Speaking
crying laughing whatever gobblety-gobble shit language fuck
fuck fuck them

They publicly humiliated me, a Darko. They threw food at
me. Rotten food. That’s a bio-hazard. You could smell the
sickly-sweet scent of it, those strawberries and prunes and
midget-raspberries. They pooled around my feet black and
white and sludge-looking, like offal left to ferment in the sun
for days. The type of shit even vultures don’t eat. I looked like
a waste dump with the mountain growing underneath me.

It was hours in this thing before they took the chains off the
side of the scaffold. The thing lifted. My stiff neck and wrists
ached and from the corner of my eye, in this little plaza (that’s
where the scaffold was, an intersection at the heart of the city)
with all the stands and carts and horses and buck-teeth fucks
with their heads pulled back in laughter - amongst this crowd,
a little pudgy shit was bent over holding his gut and laugh. He
had a rotten fruit in his hand.

I’d just come out of this thing after hours, my body painted
like like a Pallock all white and red and yellow and blue from
fruits and this little freckled prick, this pig-nose shit head with
beady eyes so small they looked like buttons. This kid came up
to me, couldn’t have been no older than fifteen years and spat
right on my shirt.

It was already fucked, why’d he have to make it worse? My
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Louis Vitton. The black and gold one, my favorite shirt.
I loved that shirt, man.
And this mop head kid spat on it.
So’s I picked up a handful of slop off the ground. I threw it.

Right in his pig face. He looked at it for a moment, down on his
rags. He lifted his hands and started rubbing his eyes. He cried.

I heard metal clinging behind me. My stomach dropped.
Those fucking iron-man cosplayers or whatever, they grabbed
me.

I kicked my feet. They held strong. One of them hit me across
the face. I looked at him, he had just an empty look on his face,
worse than the horse or the old man, like his eyes weren’t even
looking at a human. His big, brown eyes, faced the horizon
right past me. Like I wasn’t even there.

My mind was dazed, I couldn’t push me feet against the floor.
I was still seeing doubles. Blood trickled down the side of my
head, I mumbled. “I’ll sick J.P on your ass.”

And then he went across the plaza, past a fountain. I was
practically lugged on his shoulder the whole time. Metal
creaked, something opened. He threw me in the cell. The
bars surrounded me from four sides, inside a little cage. Like a
bird.

The floor was full of hay.
I found a corner in the cage. From there, I looked across to

the other end of the cage (a small one). There sat the loony,
screamin’ shit at me.

And this is where things got worse, J.P. They got much, much
worse.
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My Narrative, Continued
To be delivered to Jonathan P. Brooke at Kirkland

& Ellis LLP
March 20 21 22 23rd(?) or 24th, 2018

The old man was dead, and I was the last of his legacy. Me, the
book and every citizen who participated in his death, all just
outside my cage and in the middle of my writing of this, I could
hear the clutter of their footsteps as they roamed the plaza. It
was a little after the murder, blood remained on the concrete
like a little red snake where the guards had dragged the corpse.

Children - mostly boys - looked at me outside the cage with
their blushed cheeks and said “Thu’un.”

Then giggled.
So’s I looked at them back and said Thu’un back. Thu’un you.

Go Thu’un yourself.
It’s like they didn’t even care about the old man. Poor old

man. I say poor, though he might not have been. And maybe
he wasn’t even old, just a little past his ripened stage, ya know?
He looked stressed, so maybe the nerves are what made him
look aged. Fact is, I didn’t know much about the guy except
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that now he was dead and he’d left me his bible.
It was just me now in this cage, I let my legs wander in a

sprawl, I could feel the air and the coldness of its emptiness. It
approached night, the people went back into their homes. A
couple vagrants or homeless wandered. I went to the metal
bars and tapped at them and waved at a guard. He looked at me
with bored eyes and looked back down, fidgeting with a little
straw doll in his hand. So’s I tapped again at the bars, with my
black credit card in hand.

I said, “This is the key to the world. Just let me out and its
yours.”

He walked up and he took the card and inspected it and
laughed. He unsheathed his dagger halfway and cut the thing
in half, it fell like a split black leaf.

I didn’t expect much, but I had to try, right? After the old
man…

Especially with night coming on and me having to get ready
for the any-time or any-moment I could die. If it wasn’t tonight,
it’d be tomorrow. If not tomorrow, the next day. On and on in
endless fear. That’s a big no from me. No, sir.

Night came, the sun bled into the plains and city walls, and I
was left there, in the middle of the marketplace with the scene
so pitch black that I could only really see past a few inches. The
image of armed guards and dark oak houses faded into nothing.
Holding my hand out, I could only make out the pink on my
finger tips and the pale of my palm. It wasn’t until the torch
bearer came around that things really took shape. A new torch
bearer. A new guard. He was a pudgy guy who wore fingerless
gloves. They were fat, warted all over.

So’s his name was Picklefingers. His name and no one elses.
So’s Picklefingers - this fat fellow - came around the inter-
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section between the marketplace and the thatched houses and
he walked towards a third street that led to the big main gates
and he started lighting giant standing torches with every path
he came across, and all around my immediate perimeter the
scene brightened. The giant front gates, the concrete walls of
grey brick, the city was getting lit up. Not just from this single
guard, but from a fleet of guards all across the height of the city
walls.

He stopped by my cage.
Picklefingers looked at me, the torch near his face. The black

in his eyes deep, almost purple in hue. He pulled on the door,
it rattled but stayed shut with a giant thump. He nodded up
and down and went across from me, next to the exit of a small
bridge-way that connected the marketplace and the houses,
across from it was a little log made out to be a seat. It was kind
of amazing how it didn’t break under his weight. It definitely
labored though, the tree was split and squeezed and bustling
with strands of dead bark.

Thank god he was a fat man. He fell asleep fast, maybe from
eating so much. So’s I figured if it was going to be any time to
escape, it’d be this time.

I grabbedmy shirt and ripped it in three different spots. Dried
fruit fell out of my pockets, the stains bright red and yellow
where they spilled from. I cut at these spots and tied until I had a
rope. It had to be donewith care; during times where the guards
did not patrol the walls nearby or when Picklefingers didn’t
turn to face me or when the torches were low. I guess there was
a plus in the city being so big, the guard’s weren’t everywhere.
They couldn’t be. They patrolled with long stretched gaps of
absences (I counted thirty minutes. I counted it twice just to
make sure. It was a big three-oh before any of those fuckers
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reared their heads across the bridge to the marketplace).
So’s it’s me and my rope right? And it’s either I solve this

problem or hang myself, ya know. I spotted the keys next to
Picklefingers when he turned his body to sleep. He had the
keys on his waist, kind of loose too around his belt. Maybe all
the moving shook them off or something, so I figured, why not
now?

I was dead anyway. If they treated the old guy - presumably
a native - like that, I couldn’t imagine how they’d treat me, a
stranger.

So’s I got my magnet, and I tied it to the end of the rope. And
I got the cloak the old guy left behind and used that too for a
little more length. Sure as hell beat the notebook in utility if
I’m being honest.

I had this long rope composed of all my varied fabrics. So’s
I got my wallet magnet, and the rope and I spun it around ‘till
the wind sounded broken and I felt the current move my hair. I
threw it. It must have skipped three times across the floor, each
drop sending a shiver down my back. Picklefingers gasped. His
face strained. My body keeled over with a cringe as the magnet
tripped and bounced along before settling to quiet stillness.

Picklefingers held his breath. He rolled his head around. I
held my own breath.

Then he snored and moved his head back against the wall. I
brought back my magnet fishing line immediately.

I could have stopped there and should have. But you knowme,
I had to stick to the plan. What’s failure when the alternative is
having psychos throw rocks at your limp body?

So’s I got the cloth, and I spun it in circles, and I launched it
straight at Picklefingers. It got stuck to his arm. The fucking
armored, fat arm of his. Naturally, I pulled and his arm peeled
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away from his waist.
But the keys moved too. They pointed at an angle, towards

the magnet.
Shit, that was it. I thought, at least.
So’s there I was with my magnet attached to Picklefingers,

and the key and me having to be careful not to budge the man
but somehow latch the keys. And I held my breath as I yanked
my line, each inch making me want to piss myself.

I pulled. His arm fell. I shit myself. The keys broke off. They
fell. They rattled. Right there, below his feet. The keys, the
magnet, both on the floor.

Then the magnet latched onto his foot, and I know that
Picklefingers noticed that. He stopped snoring.

But fuck it, the keys were right there, and my palms were
greased with sweat.

Picklefinger’s eyes widened6. He stood upright for a second,
wiped his drool. My heart stopped. He was awake. Maybe? He
blubbered some words and went back down. His eyelids went
up halfway and his eyes darted. Then he closed them again,
snoring, resting.

He found his seat and pushed his head back, so all I had to
do (thank god!) was wait for the snore. Wait for the bubbles
underneath his nose to pop. The torch flickered next to him,
the shadows of his fat face stretched out against the floor. The
cheeks, the blubber neck like a turkey, each turn of his body
shaking him and his rolls.

He fell asleep after a few minutes. I just had to wait for his
harmless snore, the cackling dragging one.

A simple man, that’s what I’d describe him as. Cherry-
cheeked, plump, naive. A cherub fallen from grace who just
happened to find the worst side-gig.
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And he had to have been an angel because he blessed me.
The fucker passed out.
I shook my magnet, moving it like a whip against the floor.

You’d be amazed how much adrenaline jacks your senses and
makes your aim true. It was a straight shot to the key, they
latched on to the magnet with a quick thump. I started pulling.

Pulling, pulling. The rope almost slipped out of my sweaty
grip. And I could feel my face grinning because my cheeks were
tired. And I knew my eyes were dry because I hadn’t blinked
for all five minutes of me pulling.

Almost there. The scratching of keys against the floor gained
on me. It was here. Almost. Just there-!

Then I heard it. No - that’s a lie. Not just me. All of us here.
A scream. An echo-less shout that made me jump. One. Single.
Hoarse scream. One that traveled against the skyline like the
aftershock of a fuckin’ nuke. It might as well have been one for
me, at least. It came much like the wind, through the plains,
through the trees, through me and past me.

I looked back, just to follow the noise. Off in the distance, I
could see it, and I knew my vision was true; there were torches
near the walls and my bug-wide eyes enforced by adrenaline. I
saw the maker of the noise. The dark creature that flew across
the sky, flapping with its wide wing-span in quick flutters.

Dark. Angled. Two glowing yellow eyes. It looked at me.
Then I really shit myself.

It was enough detail, too much for me in fact that one look at
the monster had me fallen to the floor.

No one else but me saw it, the guards certainly didn’t. They
just flocked there on the eastern wall after the fact of the noise
and shook their shoulders withmutual confusion as they peered
out into the horizon.
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So’s I was there. The magnet behind me, the keys behind me.
My gaze returned to what had started all this in the first place,
the keys and the rope.

Picklefingers stood over them, his chest puffed and his back
tall and straight. The scream, of course, had done me in.

I yanked at the rope.
You can guess what happened, right?
Picklefingers put his foot down. He stomped on the line.

Then with a shout - two, a few other guards came around with
the fiercest stares like they’d been constipated all their lives. It
reminded me of all those anger management classes as a kid,
the round table of bitter freaks I had to ‘bond’ with. It’s been
a while for me too, may I add. Dr. Lane signed me off as okay
years ago. I hope the court doesn’t use it against me.

One of the guards raised the line and saw my magnet and
the keys and passed looks between the rope and myself. Their
looks grew meaner. They approached me with hands out and
clenched.

Yeah. I was fucked.
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The cage they locked me in could barely fit us both. Extend my
feet out and I could feel them slip through the bar and fall down
the raised metal floor. So’s I was there, in the little square, my
back against the bars and the hay below me biting into my ass.
It was like sitting on needles, man. They cut into my leather
jeans, right through the seams, cutting and scratching my skin.

Across from me, the hobo spoke. And it wasn’t just that he
was speaking a different. It sounded as if he was a different
species altogether. He was a loony, to put it short. Looked the
part too with his long white hair and messy beard, the type
of old guy that chases after birds at the park thinking they’re
Japanese bomber pilots. Get what I’m trying to say? His cloak
extended to his feet and like a parka, spotted and dirty. Every
step he walked, he seemed to catch his cloak underneath his
holed leather boots. And all throughout this time with him,
he gave me dirty glares, the one-eyed glares (because he only
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had one eye, and what remained of his other was just boils and
red scars). So he looked, one eye open wide, shaking his whole
body, pointing his finger to the heavens while scabs and blood
and puss and drool came out his mouth and lips. And as you
can imagine, I didn’t want anything to do with him. But the
thing about these kinds of people, the loony hobos - the ones
who you don’t want anything to do with - is that they tend to
want everything to do with you. So’s every now and then he’d
walk to me and scream and shout and try to touch me. I’d push
him off. He’d lose his footing, for a moment then straighten
out and continue screaming. Sometimes he’d take out a book
from underneath his cloak and when he raised his cloak to do
this, you’d see it all. All of him. His dick would wiggle one
way to the other as he screamed at the heavens. And let me tell
you, you wouldn’t be able to ignore his dick. Is this important
to the story? Exploding in song about Mammon or Belial or
Moloch or some shit. God damn, he said their names so often I
actually remembered them.

It’s not like I could unlisten. I was stuck with him. Put my
hands over my ears and his booming raspy voice would just go
through. He’d get tired some time before night came.

So’s he’d turn around. Buck naked. Kids, with their hands
to their eyes, ran past laughing. Mothers, father’s all spat and
frowned and pointed at us like I was as big a degenerate as him,
me with my rotten fruit stained clothes.

The hobo would rise to scream or laugh. It looked trained,
this whole routine of movements he had, like he’d been doing it
for years. His posture was crooked-like, must have been from
all the bent-knee, bent-back screaming. And he was really good
at screaming, let me tell you.

It went for an hour, while the sun was setting. He screamed
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at me, at the people in the plaza. At the guards, at the horses.
Then he’d slouch and rest. He put his head down, white hair to
his knees. Fickle, splitting at their ends. They looked like a nest
of cobwebs, cut and ripped apart and dangling in his old attic.
Then he screamed. Pressed his book. Dick flashed. Screamed a
little more. Then turned and rested to repeat the same thing
later on, to the same people too it seemed.

It lasted until night.
Someone opened the door early in the morning, the hobo

threw his shit at me. Not literal shit. He threw his belongings.
Pencil, book and even cape. I didn’t recognize what it was at
the time.

I just remembered this because when the book struck my
head, I woke up. I shook my head, the gate was open wide.

“Freedom.” That’s the first thing I said, with a stupid smile
too and the book sliding off my side. I went for the door, a
guard pushed me back. I slammed into the bars, felt the pain
up to my shoulders. They went past me, their heads craned low
from the short ceiling. They went for the hobo. Poor guy…

They took him by the arms. Dragged him. He didn’t even
resist. He was just kind of…stiff. Inanimate. A lifeless golem
with the philosophers stone taken right out of his chest cavity.
He didn’t even look much at me, but rather past me.

They didn’t do much at first. Kind of just cleaned him up a
little, brushed the hay and shit off him, that kind of thing. Three
guards surrounded him, didn’t so much as grip him harshly
either. So’s at first, you know, I thought things were good for
the hobo. Well, until they stood him at the center of the plaza,
in the fountain. Three guards and the hobo, the hobo at the
center and the three guards at even intervals to form a nice little
triangle.
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Thing were alright for a while, they stood there in the water
but nothing much else. The guy didn’t even have the instinct to
move, no, it’s like all his programming permitted of him to do
was scream and point again. So’s that what he did. Scream and
point at the guards about Belial and Moloch and Mammon.

And even then, I thought things were fine. Right? The sun
rose. The people gathered. He was left there, in the fountain,
chained.

I thought they just moved him to get him out of my way, or to
make room in the cell. They left him in the fountain, chained.
Everyone laughed. It was all as planned. Until sundown.

The sun was starting to come down when I felt my abdomen
turn, like some gear in me turned clockwise. It was noon soon
and they were still there. In the fucking fountain. The three
guards who changed positions and shifts. The three guards, the
screaming hobo.

Then, all of a sudden, the hobo jerked in a way I could only
describe as anxiety-driven. It was like the jump you make after
being scared, the hiccup of the body. A guard had put his hand
on his back.

The hobo raised a finger; spoke a word. Another of the guards
punched him straight in the face. His lips burst into a swollen
crater. He held his swollen cheek, blood seeped through the
cracks in his hand. Some cheered.

I looked around, a group had formed. The shop keepers had
moved their stalls a little out the way and the plaza seemed
cleared of furniture, of horses, of carts. It was just the herd
here now and they came out,m loud. A group with lit torches
surrounding the marketplace, surrounding closed stalls and
swelling the intersections until there was nothing but the
bobbing heads and yellow-stained smiles.
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My first instinct was that they were making a show of it all.
Just a show. I think I just thought of that because I was a little
nervous. My hands and feet shook the bars, my teeth chattered.
Listen, I was calm enough. It was just…bizzare, all of it.

So’s they surrounded the cage (me!), and the man, and the
water fountain center of the marketplace that looked a little less
like a fountain and a little more like an oversized font. A large
holy water font fit for man-sized people and their man-sized
sins.

So’s Holy fuck two guards came up the man. It was dark
but there was enough light from the torches to cast glares on
everyones faces. These two guards grabbed the hobo by the
shoulders and pushed him down until his knees touched the
water and the reflection of his legs disintegrated into the muddy
pool.

And the crowd shuffled, with their fists pumped into the air.
One pull of the chains had the man face planting, and his

body flailing in the water.
To be honest, I didn’t know what to expect. So’s I started

reasoning in the funny ways people do to avoid the actual truth
of the matter. Maybe they’d laugh at him to death? Throw
some more fruit his way? But the feelings of delusion kinda -
I guess - withered? Disappeared. Because amongst the crowd
I started to see different faces, more desperate and saddened
faces. People with hands clasped to their chest.

The air felt thick. I couldn’t breathe or blink and I just kind
of stood, hands enclosed on the cage bars.

He was just an old man, right? They couldn’t shouldn’t have
done much.

So why’d the guards come around the perimeter of the group
lugging around buckets? Why’d the people pluck stones from
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the buckets?
Why did people have rocks in their hands and their arms

drawn?
“Moloch itsi t’sun vamir.” I heard the old man say in a voice

that was neither loud nor fierce. It was tempered, accepting. It
was not the voice of a madman.

And I thought just let him go. He was just an old man like
my grandpa; screaming at walls and people and animals. So’s I
thought just let it go, the guy had dementia. It comes with the
territory, for fuck’s sake. You turn seventy-five one day, and
you start throwing loaves of bread at the birds the next. That’s
natural, I thought.

But I guess I was alone.
It was simultaneous. They revved their arms in synchronized

rage.
There was whistling in the air. People jumped and fell. My

bars shook from the very sound of their unified attack.
The rocks came high up and hit him, sharp and strong. The

stones broke across his face and his body and around the water
and around the gray and orange concrete.

And most of them couldn’t aim, but it didn’t matter because
the hail of rocks hit something eventually. It was the loudest
rain you could think of, the most frightening. A meteor shower.

They popped and broke to shrapnel on the floor. The stones
came in waves, steady but fast and even-paced.

You couldn’t coordinate twenty men to sing a song without
weeks of preparation. But to assault an oldman? To hurt? That
shit’s inherent. I learned.

I couldn’t stand to see and I couldn’t stop myself from seeing
at the same time. It was that kind of thing, where your eyes
come up and back down and back up with each groan of pain
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the old man let out.
The blood went down the little fountain to the waters where

it bloomed red. The old man stumbled after three waves of
stones. I kept count. I must have been the only one keeping
count.

“Come on. Stop. Stop!” I said. Well, I didn’t say it. I couldn’t.
Not like it’d matter.

The old man fell, face first into the water. They kept going.
Going. Going. Going. Going. Until they didn’t strike a human
anymore, just meat. The rocks struck floppy body, jerking the
corpse one side or another but nothing else.

Jesus. A rock rolled past me to my rear, stumbling like a
tumbleweed. It left a red streak on the floor.

His body floated. The guards sounded a horn. The rocks
stopped, most of them.

The people keeled over, some of them gasping with desperate
breaths.

Others smiled with flushed cheeks.
Fewer frowned. Not many, just a couple who looked on to

the carnage with lowered eyes and covered mouths. The men
and women and children with conscience, all far in the back
back. Empty looks about them…it was like they weren’t even
there at all.

Then a little girl, with her mouth covered, looked at me.
Swelled, big blue eyes stared right into me. I knew it at that
instant.

They were going to get me next; I was sure of it.
So’s I made up my mind then and there. I know breaking out

of prison is illegal, but you’ve got me fucked up if you think I
was going to get stoned into a grave.

I mean what else would you do?
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TO JP
March. March Something.
It all happened so fast.

It started the day after my failure, the after-night in particular.
Not quite before dawn broke but getting there, when the guards
were shifting, and the neighbors were lowering their clothes
from laundry lines with yawns. The birds settled on top of
these threads, perched along and staring down at me.

The guards left my vicinity to travel along the walls and
remove the smoking torches. There was only one torch perched
by the bridge near me, and the man sent for it spent most of
his time looking and talking to the villagers; flirting, joking,
scaring the children off. Stupid things.

It was morning and I’d long since been caught. They tied me
to the bars by my own makeshift rope. The most expensive
rope ever made, ‘bout a thousand dollars worth of Gucci. Fuck
me, right?

Of course, I fought and loosened the thing, but never quite
enough to get rid of the bondage. Just enough to be semi-
comfortable, so my flesh wouldn’t bulge and purple against
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the tight grip.
In this state, in this cage, I was made to be humiliated. To

watch the people run around in their daily comings, how they
laughed at me and threw rotten fruits at me. How they looked
at each other, how they stopped for hours on end to talk with
baskets of food on top of their heads. I was made to watch the
city, sat there slumped and tied, looking at the homely buildings
- lofts with thatched roofs, lofts grown into the rolling hills,
perched on top of the giant trees. Some thick bricked, other
paper-thin walled.

I watched everything. Suffered everything. Children poking
at me with sticks, the guards who were too slow to scare them
away and who laughed with them as I screamed and barked.

They slapped me, hit me with the blunt of swords, made me
sit still and listen to foreign-speak.

It was an ordinary day all things aside. Save for my nervous-
ness of them stoning me to death. Otherwise, normal.

Not one strange thing at all. Not even after the scream last
night.

So’s evening came, and the busybodies of horses and women
with baskets over their heads petered away into or further out
the city. I was sat in the corner of my metal bars. A child
played with the tail end of my bondage, he stuck his little hands
through the bars to steal one of my shoes that was half-slipped
off. I snapped my mouth at him, I would have hurt him too.
What more did I have to lose, right? I didn’t have the energy
though, not today.

So’s the kid went away to cry off to his older brother, both
stuck out their tongues out across the plaza and ran along
into an alley. They were barefoot and even with all the loud
tappings of three dozen wanderers, I could hear the plop of
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their calloused feet. The sun was about to set. Hunger came and
went, thirst stayed. Picklefingers over there, was sat opposite
the road, half-dozed off into the beginning of the evening shift
with a little gourd of fluid by his feet. Sweat came down his
flushed face and stained his leather helm so every so often he’d
take out a little rag and clean his forehead.

Evening came.
“Asshole,” I liked saying it out loud, Picklefingers didn’t know

what it meant. He smiled anyway. So I’d say, “Smug assholes.”
His hair looked greasy underneath his helm, wet and dark-

ened like seaweed fresh out the ocean floor.
In a few hours, I was sure I’d be killed. Chains rattled by the

the side of the cage, guards threw rocks in buckets by the side
of the fountain. The torches flickered, dark had set in.

Picklefingers was still half-asleep. More guards approached.
Clouds congested the sky, stars were few and they’d peer

through cracks in the grayed screen for brief moments. Then
disappear. I loosened the grip of my constraints, I felt my hands
touch, and my arms move, and I knew with one clean jerk I’d
be able to break through. But not now - not yet. Now was the
time to wait, to look up and watch the moon.

What I should have done was work on that key with the rope
again, I thought at the time. Before more guards came - before
the whole fucking city rained down to shower me with rocks.
In hindsight, now I know that what I should have really done
was wake up Picklefingers. To warn him.

What I ended up doing was waiting. Just a few hours, just for
a bit for the guards to open my doors and for me to put up one
half-assed fight to the death.

It started before the main event, with only what seemed like
a dozen people around me. The pre-game of public execution,
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I learned, was filled with alcohol. I smelled it in the air - apple
and cinnamon and the scent of nail-polish or gasoline. The
stuff was strong - whatever it was that they drank out of the
dark wide cups. The torches relit. By God, it’d all happened
so soon. Morning and day and children playing and noise and
horses and all of a sudden dark. I hadn’t remembered a single
moment of it all, not one and it was ending.

Guards approached my door. They wanted me chained
before everything started.

I heard the trees from the west stutter. Not unusual. Night
winds often came, I would know, I was shirtless, and felt every
small degree of cold. I knew the wind. I knew cold. I thought
nothing was wrong.

So’s the guard came and the wind with ‘em and the blow
threatened the fire. It flickered, the gushing from the west. The
scent of ash passed by all of us.

“Ish ya’ar timu.” The guard said. He stuck a key into the gate,
I heard it click. My hands were loosened, ready. The door lock
snapped. I ripped my hands out of the rope and ran forward.

Well, shit, right? I figured that if they wanted me dead, they’d
have to fight me for it.

I clamped down on the bars of the cage and dropped all my
weight and buckled my knees to hold the damn cell door shut
as the guards kept trying to shake it open.

Someone struck me in the side through the bars, really dazed
my head. I fell.

I expected that of course.
What I didn’t expect was the scream.
It happened right as two guards stared me down, one with a

prodding spear. The other with the hilt of his sword sticking
through the gates.
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The guards kept going.
“Ya’ar timu. Ya’ar timu.”
“Fulth gwai. Fulth gwai!” They kept shouting.
“Fuck off.” I kept shouting. Kept kicking my feet out, pushing

the tip of the spear away from me.
“Fuck off I said.”
In the middle of all this heat, we heard cold scream. A scream

that shut us up real fucking fast. That made us all go cold.
Shrill, eastbound, a shout that carried itself seemingly by

sheer anger alone all across the skyline.
“What was that?” I asked. No answer. They whispered to

each other. Pickle fingers even woke up some paces away from
the three of us.

Another horrible sound. This one, a bit further.
It was by then that I saw a few lights in the village come up,

the soft glow by the window sills. A few faces popped out. They
nodded their heads and slammed their glass panes closed.

The others, the people who had come out to celebrate my
death looked up to the sky.

There was screaming further in the city. The shouts were not
in even intervals. They were by all measures, sporadic. And
there were only two so far so it must have been easy for most
of the people shrugged it off; most of the voyeurs were drunk
anyway, the rest were sleeping so for all them it must have just
appeared like a night terror.

I guess that was accurate in a way, it was a night terror.
It took five minutes, a few more waves of wind to comb over

my hair and the torches and the people for another shout to be
heard.

I tugged the gate, it was shut. The guards weren’t trying to
pull me out, the key had fallen away. The closest person now
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was Picklefingers, who held his sword.
My shoulders hung low, my knees bent. My neck propped up

a bit, and turned and angled upwards to see everything above.
The silence disgusted me. The calm made me uneasy.
There were walls. There were houses. There were fields.

There were people drinking, some singing and some cautious.
Torches were propped everywhere; every corner and every
stand, around the walls and in the hands of guards. The
exits were closed, my vantage to the fields was gone. Guards
questioned themselves.

There wasn’t a scream for a while.
So’s I thought things were alright and I was starting to expect

and prep for the second attempt at getting me out of the rat
cage. Wind came, I buckled.

It carried the scent of ash. And blood. A lot of blood.
But there wasn’t another shout. Not another shrill voice in

the sky.
Guards multiplied as they came out of their homes, more

heads looked up and out to the remote lands beyond the wall.
Pickle fingers had a friend now, a young man with thin cheeks.
He was sweating. Both of them were. A few neighbors came out
with cloaks around their shoulders, some with their children,
some alone with the lantern light illuminating the half-lazy eyes
on ‘em.

They whispered.
I didn’t know what they said, but I could read in their faces

the piqued feeling of something wrong.
It was thirty minutes of this drowning sensation of a body

cast out to sea, slowly falling and circled by sharks. Thirty
minutes, that felt like thirty hours. Thirty minutes before the
fast coming war cry and the flock of horrors - a carnival of the
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grotesque that came from the forest. I was in my cage watching
it all. And it happened so fast from the first shout to the first
death that I can’t (and still don’t) realize what had happened.
The memories are muddled by the blur of movements from the
city and the ravagers.

It was a whole cavalry, I didn’t know of what at the time,
only that they came with shouts and flapping. The guttural
scream, the one you muster from your innards and propel out
of yourself like vomit. This noise accompanied the flapping.
Wings. Long, maybe a grown man’s length across, a span that
covered the white of the moon and stars with leathery, purple
flesh. Brown tinted. Spotted, sickly. I looked through the gaps
of my cage. Screaming, screaming to the two bumbling idiots
who turned their bodies to face me and with juggling hands
lingered in a state of nervous back-and-forth should-we-or-sh
ould-we-not strides.

I screamed at them, “Hey, let me out! Come on.”
I made the gesture with my hands, the come here-and-hurry-

the-fuck-up gesture.
Both saw me, I know because I faced them and I was sure we

all had the same contorted face. It was like looking into two
mirrors.

“The keys! Give me the keys. I don’t want to die here.” I kept
gesturing.

One of them caught on. He approached my cage. Though he
didn’t help, he only went near me to grab a torch.

“Aw fuck man!” I said. So’s they both held out their swords,
and their torches and all I could hear was their quick breaths
and the shaking sound of their steel-tipped boots tapping away.

So’s they went in circles around my cage until they were in
opposite ends, one facing the gate and the other facing the main
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street. People all around us ran. A stampede.
The guards by the walls kept still, except for one lone man

who climbed a bell tower at the very corner and shook it. It
didn’t help. It was like an alarm of attack for the monsters. And
I do mean that word; monsters.

They circled us. Vulture-like. High above us, their thin bodies
cut into the cloud ridden sky. Torches around the walls lit up,
the men came out of their houses. Some held their children.
Some pushed them inside, with swords already in their hands
and half their armor on. I saw the shopkeeper. He ran to his
store, he closed the door, and I saw him through the window
with a pike in his hand and his eyes creeping up from the display
window and the large mountain of berries behind him.

“Someone get me out!” I rattled the cage. It didn’t even tip
it over. Talk about impotent. Here I was, slamming my palms
and fists while these idiots fumbled around.

Not that they…lasted long. I don’t know if they were the first,
it was hard to tell in the chaos. I know the creatures lowered, I
could hear the wind break as they glided straight down. And
I saw the first guard, the one next to Picklefingers, sword in
hand, plucked from the ground. His sword was still in the air
for a moment. It spun into a full circle before falling with a
slam and rattle onto the concrete floor. It shook and vibrated
and settled. I heard screaming. I heard steel clash. I heard…a
plop.

Behind myself, to where an unmanned stall was. A hand fall
down, dismembered. Blood dripped from the sky. His body
raised and lowered into the wide maw of the creature. Even
now, I can’t describe it’s features with my limited writing sense.
Purple skin, hypertrophied arms. Long, flat faced fucks. Gross.
Monsters. Demons. I didn’t want to watch too long, I couldn’t.
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I just heard the body drop behind me, onto one of the stands.
The wood collapsed. The explosion of splinters reached me.

I slammed my cell, I pounded my fist against it. I think I
fractured my fist then. But adrenaline hit me just right because I
couldn’t feel much but the drop in my stomach and the coldness
in my loins. I kicked, I punched.

“Let me out. Let me out, please!” I screamed. People ran past
me. Mothers, children. And it was like a kind of life-or-death
lottery because they were plucked from the ground and eaten
and dropped with no sense. No reason. Talons dug so deep
they tore the wood and clay off of houses with one grip.

Planks fell around me. Limbs and giblets rolled past me like
the bloody rocks before. And here I was, I won’t lie, screaming.

“Help me. Help me, please.”
Chaos. That’s what it looked like. The kind that’s almost

funny. People stumbling over their own arms or legs or the
very wreckage of their houses or families, slipped and fell like
they were walking on banana peels or some shit. But it wasn’t
funny, not when they were swooped up, not when the fat was
ripped from their bellies. Not when they broke from their falls.

It wasn’t fair, it never will be. I didn’t know what to do, to be
honest. I’m not…a fighter. It’s not fair. I’m not USED to these
things. I couldn’t do anything - I mean. Could you blame me?

I just kind of sat on my knees. I had my hands to the bars, I
didn’t cry. I didn’t cry. I didn’t cry. I stayed calm.

I just waited. Picklefingers saw me eventually. Bless him.
He tried to open the cell. That’s the word, tried. I guess at
that moment he thought who cares about shoplifting? Assault?
‘Cause he stuck the key and looked at me and offered a sword.
The lock creaked and got stuck, but I couldn’t hear it in the
cacophony of war; the shouts and the gliding and the fires and
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the explosions of wood and walls was too much. He just looked
at his keys and fumbled, and I don’t think it helped that I was
there with him, fumbling.

“I have it, let me do it!” I told him, and he should have. He’d
still be alive if he did.

Because one moment we were both wrestling to find the right
key and in another moment

Another moment
Another moment
His body slumped over. Twisted a complete three hundred

and sixty, his neck was turned, and the back of his helmet faced
me. T-that’s not how a body should be.

The body slumped forward, the face turned around and
looking back. That’s not how it should be at all.

Blood came out of his snapped neck. It was warm against my
face.

My legs went weak. I had to push myself against the metal
bars to stand. It took a few breaths, or rather, it took a few
moments for me to breath.

My ears rang. My teeth rattled. I paused. And went fugue for
a moment, if I could erase everything but my want for those
keys, then I could pull through. I got on my knees and stuck
my hand through the gate, and my hand reached for the keys
next to the corpse. My fingers touched them. I shook the whole
time, just lifting the keys made them rattle as if they were in an
earthquake.

I had them near, right next to the lock.
The cage flipped over.
My body slammed against the bars. Forcingmy eyes openwas

a struggle and what was there made me wish I’d kept the closed
- the concrete floor. The cage was tipped over, completely. A
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bucket of shit fell past my face and spilled onto the body of
Picklefinger. (God bless him for trying)

Above, it snapped at me. I didn’t want to look at it - couldn’t.
But it’s spittle fell down to my face.

Fuck the keys. That’s what I thought. Go for the sword. Kill
the monster.

Pickle Fingers was still here, beneath the bars now, squeezed
underneath my weight and the cage. So I reached my hand for
his waist. Fuck the keys The cage was safer by now. I found his
sword. It was covered in blood and the tighter I held the grip,
the more it seemed to eject from my hands. The leather was
wet, the steel was wet, and I was just there, with this slipping
sword aimed at this monstrosity barking through the bars. And
it was starting to break in. Shit, right? It used both its talons
and got a grip on two bars and pushed. Pushed. Pushed. The
metal whined, and I just had to fight, now or never because
once it was in, I was a goner.

The bars bent apart. The creature stuck its talons out, sharp
members pointed at my skull.

I moved my head to the side. It struck the concrete and broke
it, the gravel hit my cheeks. I clipped the bastard that instant.
A sword through its hind. It felt that because it screamed. It’s
green tongue slobbered as it gaped its mouth. It’s jagged teeth
Jesus like a vortex of little knives. A blender. It sent its talon,
down, trying to pluck at my head and I was there, rolling left
and right, avoiding getting my neck eviscerated.

I stabbed it again, I must have lopped off a leg or something
because my mouth was full of its shit tasting blood. The sword
slipped out ofmy hands. Themonster gave out a cry. It widened
it’s wingspan and flew up.

I opened my mouth to a plaster of blood. I rubbed my eyes.
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Teary. Crying.
But I couldn’t stay. Not in this cage with a hole in it. So’s I

climbed the bars.
I slipped out, squeezed my chest-bare body through the bars.

I rolled out the edge and landed on my knee. The pain shot
up to my waist. My eyes saw doubles, I couldn’t run straight.
But…but… I wasn’t broken yet, just rattled. So’s I did all I could,
I hung low. I steadied myself against walls. People passed me
in frenzy. Someone almost attacked me; the craze in their eyes
so bloodshot and wide that he couldn’t even tell me apart from
the monsters. He stopped his blade an inch short of my throat.
Then he blinked and breathed and walked past me into smoke.
Never knew him. Never saw him again either.
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Whatever-fucking-day it was. Does Hell have a
calendar?  

The sky was on fire and the hell bats flew in circles sharp
and lanky and picked and took and killed people without any
FUCKING sense to it.

My legs wobbled as I came to the alley, somewhere deep into
the city. Broken clay splattered across the floor. Clothes. Straw
bays. Drapes lay burning in random clusters. Somewhere in the
collapse, I stepped on a small toy. It rattled. I paused and lifted
my foot, a marble eye stuck on my scarred feet. The flames
sputtered along one of the walls of the house, it rode up the
wooden beams.

I hadn’t even realized how much I coughed until I held still,
the phlegm falling to the floor in large black goblets. I wiped my
face and looking down at my sleeve all I could see was streaks
of coal-stricken spit. A sign collapsed behind me, wood (now
kindling) that stayed in a pile and blocked off an exit. I’d walked
into an alley, the windows above me exploded. The torches, the
lanterns, the monsters fuckin’ flying wild through walls had all
scattered dried hay. It’d happened so fast too or maybe it just
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seemed fast.
I walked out of the alley, my head peeking through both sides

of a coming avenue. A black figure zoomed past. His shadow
flying past me. I hid back in. What else could I do? He carried
a woman, dropped her some distance off. The sword shook in
my hand. Across from me were the sooted red brick houses
and fireballs shooting out the roof and the tongues of fire and
somewhere in that mess further was the gate. Where I wanted
to go, the gate.

I looked both directions. Three monsters on one side, two on
the other; all stooped for their meals people aren’t supposed to
be food. I waited for their heads to turn down then sprinted.
Ran right across, to my rear the sound of wind breaking. One
of the things gripped bits of my shoulder, I yanked myself free.
The cut burned.

I ran in between buildings, bricks fell everywhere as I went
along the narrow space.

I made a sprint through houses. Back doors. Alleys. Shops.
Windows! Fucking fallen churches, duckingmy head cautiously
with each new turn.

the open sky and its cries of people
Mauled people
Men women. Not just them others too. Smaller ones. And

the sword shaking in my hand like there was an earth quake
like I had Parkinsons like

Like Like Like
What the hell was I supposed to do though? What the fuck

was expected of me? Uh. Um. I’m - Uh - I didn’t know how to
use anything. Not a sword. Not a dagger, nothing.

I lived. It was all a fluke.
I came to a large intersection between a guard post tower and
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the residence district. I looked to my side. Stables, collapsed
on beds of straw. Hiding behind a broken down row of horse
troughs, I saw a small figure. Two, when I leaned over. I looked
down, a mother and child. The mother, darkened and shaky
and the child unusually still, wide eyed.

“Do you need help?” I asked.
I looked down, her leg bled. Her brown dress tattered around

her ankles, I lifted them with my sword. A cut so deep you
could see the white of bone. She pushed the blade away.

“You’re fucked lady.” I said. Not that she understood. NO
ONE understood fucking english here.

The kid hung by her neck like a small chimp, a shirtless boy
with hair disheveled from a pillow or bed. Had he just woke
up?

Further beyond, between us and the station I saw the thing in
the middle of the street grazing on a horse. It turned its head, I
leaned down behind the stall. It raised its head and came to us.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” I said. She put a finger against her lips
and shushed me and cried and said words I couldn’t understand.

But the creature continued, and her voice quivered and she
yanked the boy off her neck. She pushed him to me.

“I can’t.” I said. But she shoved him and hissed at him and
cried too and I don’t know why what was I gonna do? Leave
him? But I grabbed him. And he bit me. And I held still, even as
he bit on my grip and elbowed and punched. Crying to return
to mother. Crying.

The creature stepped towards us, gaining speed now. The
child looked at my sword and tried to grip it. He was no
Superman. There are no supermans. Period.

He screamed.
“Desula Ca. Desula Ca,” he said.
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“We’ve got to go.” I said. I yanked him and pulled him and
I should have left him but I didn’t, even with how heavy and
how much he struggled. Even as he tried to undo the grip of my
sword to get it. I should have dropped him the minute he made
me drop my sword but I fucking didn’t. Swordless. Shivering. I
grabbed him by the stomach and pulled him over my shoulder
and ran heaving, crying and praying all at once.

The monster ran for the mother.
“Don’t look!” I tried to cover his eyes, but he was over my

shoulders and fuck me I wasn’t flexible enough to stop him.
“Don’t look kid.” But it didn’t matter.
The child screamed.
But I couldn’t stop. I wouldn’t, with all the bone crushing and

organ squishing, all the noise of bodies chewed up and spat out.
With all that noise I just couldn’t, and it didn’t matter how much
the kid cried sorry sorry sorry because I didn’t know how to
fight. It would have killed us all and how else could I say it I was
fucking useless there are limits to men and I found mine, steel
and flesh and fighting, that was where my talents ended and
I’m sorry, it doesn’t matter how much you cried I just couldn’t
turn and I know you hate me but but

I ran to the wooden door leading into the guard tower,
kicking it and failing and hearing the monster just done eating
and coming towards and I gasped, I threw my shoulder through
the doors. They slammed open. It was a wide room, full of
soldiers. And how uneasy they were, and quiet as they looked
at me with blink-less eyes.

Most of them were dead. The few alive hung by the walls
with their hands held against bleeding holes in their bellies or
necks or arms and legs. Some gripped their wounds, others
their swords with crazed looks in their eyes.
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I walked in a bit, the kid hitting me.
“Stop it!” I cried. He struck me against the back with a balled

fist. My limbs ached, my eyes swelled and I rubbed the sniffling
on my sleeves. “Stay here!”

I dropped him in a barrel of rolled oats. Put the lid on,
snapped it some. He’d break out, I didn’t have to worry about
that. Some guard walked past me and past the barrel, through
the doors that swung open and snapped shut. Then silence
again. The concrete provided that kind of soundproof-ness. It
was as if the chaos was just muttering from a room next door,
a foreign thing, like a movie playing off in the floor below. Just
that. Just… fictional noise.

Where was I even going…? Did it matter? Does it? We go
where we’re destined to go and that’s all there is to it.

The tower spiral.
I took stairs up. A man came up from around the bend of the

staircase, a man with strained eyes glossy yellow.
“How do you open the gates?” I shook him. His armor

clanked, his head rocked back and forth like a newborn baby
without any god damn neck strength. He muttered, just
gibberish to me but dread sounding gibberish. Then his neck
straightened. He walked past me. This guard, who grabbed my
shoulder and pushed me aside. My back to the wall, he ditzed
and stumbled and went down. Then he ran. Sheath in one hand,
sword in the other.

I ran up. The stairs led to a door up, like a surprise attic or
something. I was above the walls now. At this height, I stared
out the horizon. I couldn’t help it. I laid my body against the
wall, looking at the monstrosities circling the village. Roofs
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replaced with fires, people replaced with organs. Bricks and
floor replaced with husks, meat. Noise so loud it just became
one dragging note. I laid there, against the edge of the wall with
the crumbling brick running down past me. It’d all gone fucked
sideways.

A creature above, a few yards away stood on a flag pole. He
was eating a soldiers arm. Fingers first. I thought; that was it
for me. That’d be me soon. So’s these were my options by this
point. Wait and be eaten. Or - fall down and kill myself.

I wasn’t going to let anyone kill me.
Not even give them the satisfaction. That’s stubbornness,

that’s what it means to be uncompromising.
I leaned my body over the ledge. The sweat fell to the side of

the walls, my hands shook as the last bit of strength in me held
onto the walls.

I heard the monster snap a bone like a toothpick.
I let go. Stepped over.
Someone grabbed me.
A strangers hand? Someone grabbed me and pushed me aside

onto a barrel of fallen arrows and I proned and shimmiedmyself
between two bodies. This man, whoever it was, walked past
me. I couldn’t see them, not yet, only their back. A monster
swooped down further beyond, perched on a raise stack of
cinder blocks. This man walked up towards the monster, his
blade a glowing red. The monster screamed. I covered my ears.
It reared its body down and stuck its claws forward, towards
this stranger.

It took two cuts, one vertical, one horizontal. Then the beast
was just four parts; two clipped wings, a head, and it’s swollen
belly. There was no blood.

The man passed by with such a strange scent; the scent of
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cooked flesh.
He paused as he came next to me, boot stomping the floor

and raised the ash bed. He looked down, coils of platinum hair
that draped down his heart shaped face. Not a single broken
strand. He looked, eyes soft and crimson red. Beautiful rubies.
His hand went down to the side of my cheek, then to my chin.
His soft face looking at mine. Man or woman? He sounded like
a man at least.

Did it matter what he was? He was an angel.
Fuckin’ A. My hero. Vicentius Volarus. Then and now.
My best friend in this hell. And what a friend to have.
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My heart raced. I set the book down, somewhere to the side of
my knees as I crumpled up into a half-ball.

“Are you alright?” Ritcher asked. “Why’d you stop?”
I opened my mouth, then breathed because as I said - my

heart raced and in that race I’d forgotten to breath.
I raised a finger. Shaky eyes set on Ritcher. Then stopped.

Footsteps somewhere down the hall. Metal clangs like steel-
hooved warhorses. A heavy body set on walking down the path,
towards us. Gunther.

“The inmate would like to go to sleep now.” Gunther said,
somewhere beyond the cell. I opened the book fast and set my
head deep into it, eyes jumping left and right.

“Wait. I’m not done.” I said.
“Neither am I.” Ritcher asked.
“The inmate would like to go to bed now.” Gunther said. The

book shut with a slam. Gunther was there now to the side of
Ritcher. I raised the book and slotted it in between the bars.
My strained eyes (reading was hard) looked over to Ritcher.
Gunther stared at us. Head warden of this floor, Gunther with
his scarred face and his apathetic look where you couldn’t quite
tell smile from frown.

His hair fringed out the sides of his helmet. Broad shoulders
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and gaunt eyes. Ritcher stood. The torch flickere and cold draft
came up against our feet, a death-exhaust of the prison floor.
Not even the rats crawled. My toes flexed inward.

“The inmate is going to sleep.” Gunther said.
Ritcher turned to look at us both.
“Is this how you’d treat a prince?” He asked.
“No. Only trespassers. Which you’ll be if you stay.” Gunther

said. “The prisoner is going to bed. You’re more than welcome
to speak to him later.”

“Why not tomorrow?” Ritcher asked.
“I’ve been tasked to seeing to the inmate’s health by Hannibal.

He will be unavailable tomorrow.” The guard said. My stomach
dropped, I took a few steps back and fell on my ass. The book
plopped in front of me, a little beyond the bars.

“Hannibal?” Ritcher turned to me.
“God damnit.” I said. “Why’s Hannibal sending messages

now?”
“No reason. He would just like to see to your health, Virgil.

That’s it.” Gunther said, voice low and eyes unmoving. “Would
you please see yourself to your room, Ritcher?”

Ritcher looked down at me, hell, I looked down at myself. My
head went low, my legs pressed against the floor and up to my
stomach. He (Ritcher) picked up the book and lifted it, folding
the edge of the chapter and closed it shut, back to it’s bag.

“Let me ask one thing.” Ritcher said. “Do you remember
anything about the flock? Anything at all?”

“Do I remember?” My heart bumped. “I don’t remember shit.
All of it sounded ridiculous if you ask me. Man bats? Credit
Cards? Meeting Vincent?”

“Vincent?”
Another throb.
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“Uh- I mean…Vicentius. Vicentius Volarus.”
My eyes looked up and my mouth went ajar and the cold

reared itself underneath the folds and bags of my prison robes,
making my skin prickle.

“Hurry up.” Gunther said.
The rose knights gripped their hilts. They unbuckled their

sheaths.
“Rush me again and I’ll cut your tongue.” Ritcher said.
For the first time since I’d been here, I saw some chink to

Gunther. He suckled his lips, breathed heavy. Swallowed, his
adam’s apple bobbed.

Ritcher looked back to me.
“We spoke of a deal before.” Ritcher said. “I’ll honor my end.

Will you honor yours?”.
I froze. Went fugue in thought. Vincent? Hannibal? The

Flock?
“Virgil?” Ritcher asked. “Are you listening?”
I looked up.
“Yeah.” I said.
“Will you fulfill your end of the bargain?” He asked.
And I looked down at my fingers, clenching them, grasping

them with my good hand.
“Maybe.” I said. Maybe.

* * *

Hannibal hadn’t come to check up on me. It was all bullshit. It
was the next day and it was just after having finished fishing and
things were back to normal. No Ritcher, no Gunther. Nothing
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out of the ordinary, really. Just normality.
Normality; which as I’ve come to learn, is the most abnormal

circumstance of all.
We lined up with the bucket of fish on our sides and went up

to a well-rim, a large gray bricked hole (a bit like a well) where
we threw the Lalos in with big shakes of our buckets, so’s they’d
slide on their bellies all the way down and end up in what I
thought was the pits of hell but as I found out was actually a
processing room where a group of inmates (the more favored
ones), would cut open and gut the things to make proper feed.
The fillets, of course, went to the wardens.

The guts, of course, went to us.
I came up to the hole and slammed the rim of my bucket

against the tunnel walls and the fish bounced around the tube
with slick slaps against the shiny walls. Every time I’d look
down and see their red scales like blood cells in a vein. This
time, I saw nothing but black. The hole seemed bigger, or the
light dimmer. Rising, I noticed guards across. And turning -
Gunther’s face. He stood in front of me and pinched his nose.
He blew out one hole of his nose, the mucus fell down next to
my feet. I turned my body, intent on going back to the dinner
hall.

He grabbed me by the wrist.
“What? Didn’t I give you my quota?” I asked. “Ten fish. I gave

you ten fish, that’s good, no?”
“You’re needed elsewhere.”
“Is this a detainment?”
“You’re needed-” Gunther pulled me in. “Elsewhere.”
Everyone in the line stared at us, I could feel their burning

gaze and the way they turned their faces when I looked back
at them. About a dozen men in a lane sprawling out towards a
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hallway, and each step I took past them, they’d turn their faces
two guards grabbed me by the arm and dragged me out.

“Where am I going? Where am I needed?” I looked around,
trying to find some kind of semblance of an idea of where things
headed. Up a few stairs, through Dead Man’s Walk, past old
spent-torches and their weak exhausted mist . I came out of
Shrieker’s Veil, they dragged me through a roundabout path
outside the keep that wrapped its way up as tower and up to
levels higher.

We came through two doors onto a stone way to a collection
of prison rooms so small that I had to bend my knees and my
neck and crawl. A guard pulled me from the front, a guard
pushed me from the back. Within this little tunnel poked pillars
of light through gaps in the wall, small holes no bigger than an
eye.

“Get a move on.” The guard from behind said. He pushed me
up.

I came through two more wooden doors into a hallway,
thinner, more claustraophic. So much so that the two men
had to walk a little sideways to fit themselves. These looked
like sewer chambers more than jail cells, I would have confused
them for those too if it weren’t for the occasional cough. And
the sideways glance of men in cells so cramped they squeezed
themselves into balls.

People lived here in places where no insect would, humans
with scarred and cauterized, menwith shells of corrugated flesh.
Human anthropoids.

We walked a few paces into this corridor, then the two guards
stopped at a dead end. I looked at them, they didn’t even give
me an ounce of attention. They retreated and I looked into the
dark corridor where they’d escaped into.
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A group of four individuals, scrawny looking with the mad
intent in their eyes as they walked forward.

“W-what’s going on?” I asked. I turned. Someone put their
hands on my back.

Pulled. Dragged. Pushed down to my knees. Someone kicked
me. And the pain shot up my spine. A shove. My body landed
against the wall. I tried to speak, but there was nothing but
gasps and coughs.

“Guards! Come back! Guards!” I said. Someone kept
pummeling, I pushed back and stood and started to run. I
ran into darkness. Into a wall.

Extending my hands, scraping on the walls, there was nothing
to climb and nowhere to go.

“Stop. Stop!” I turned around to my torturers. Shadows in
the dark corridors.

They came bringing the pools of mud up into the air like wet
black wings, and I looked for a loose brick. Someone grabbed
my nape and pushed me against the wall, I felt the knee strike
my stomach first. Another man raised my face up. He had his
hand on a scar on my forehead, but mostly had my hair in his
hand.

“Who are you?” I asked. They wore masks. Rough burlap
sack and garp that scratched against my skin each time we all
rolled and tussled.

One of them grabbed my face. He slammed it against the
wall.

“It don’t matter who we are.” One of them said. “We’re
here to deliver a message; you’re to stop talking to Ritcher.
Understand?”

“What?” I asked.
“You’re to tell him to go away, that you know nothing.” The
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tallest one said.
“Don’t know nothing.” Another man repeated.
“You are to forget everything. Ritcher. The book. Everything.”

He said.
“Why?” I asked. Another knee to the chest. The mucus rose

up my throat, out my nose.
“You forget everything about Ritcher and this event, and

anyone else. You just forget, you hear me?” They said. Voices
in unison, voices so shrill and excited that I couldn’t make them
out.

My eyes spun. Liquids - all of them - filled my throat and
nose.

“Okay. Okay.” I said. Each word followed by a wheeze. It was
like sucking cement through a straw.

“That ain’t good enough.” Another said. The stockiest fellow,
who grabbed my arm and extended it out. “We must make sure
he remembers.”

They stopped and looked at each other and nodded, slow at
first then gaining until they looked like a bunch of bobble heads
in excited agreement.

“No, No. I understand!” I said. My arm shaking, my whole
body convulsing as they pinned me with their bodies. “Please,
please!”

One of them came around with his shoulders rolled and spine
bent and his knees at an angle as he carried around something.
A rock. Black, like obsidian. This figure came up, the rock
hovered above me.

“Get his left’n.”
“N-no.” I said.
“Yeah. Yeah. The left one! Left! Left!”
“No. No. No.”
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“If you say so.”
“No!”
He heaved and I bumbled words.
“Take a deep breath.” The man straddled on top of me said.

“Makes it easier.”
“No-” I gasped.
I looked at the rock and then to the man. To the gaps in his

eyes, to the empty darkness within those eyeholes. And I kept
my focus on those two eyes, and the sweat collected around him.
The sweat collected around me. I kept staring, remembering -
nodding my head - just breath out, harsh and fast.

Harsh and fast. Harsh and fast. Harsh and -
My bones snapped with an audible crack and I went mute.
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I pushed the long tarp to the side and the first thing to hit me
was the scent of tobacco and popoya and the musk of men
rancid of onions and cheese, all blended into a white smoke,
exhausting out the doorframe. To the sides of the room were
sacks of flour and lentils and rice slouched and bleeding grains
from small cuts along the bags. Wine in barrels, some leaking
onto the rough ground and tipped over tables. A guard with his
helmet off and eyes empty-staring from the top of a barrel of
cheese. I scanned the rooms, men with thinned and bald heads
turned to face me. Their eyes glossy like crystal balls.

This was supposed to be a storage room.
My eyes narrowed to the corner of the room, where the small

lanky figure hid in his alcove with his small lantern by his side.
Chaucer.
Men laying sidelong likeCleopatra on awooden bench looked

up with yellow eyes, smirking. Some laid upright. The room
was large, cave-like, with dangling chandeliers and matted cloth
imposed on the walls where windows should have been.

“Close the doors, the smoke’ll come out!” One of them rushed
behind me and closed the tarp flaps. The old men played
marbles, their little thumbs or nubs of thumbs against the small
colored rocks that bounced and smacked each other past drawn
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lines in the sandy floor.
I passed over the games, stomping on the floor.
“Hey!” Some of them said. Their shoulders rose, but they

were so dazed in the fumes that all it took was a deep breath
and they relaxed back to stillness.

I made it to Chaucer, a straight line past the sitting and laying
and playing and sleeping octogenarians, people so lazy or jovial
and bald they might as well have been infants.

Chaucer looked up to me, coughing.
“You made it past the guard? How’d you manage that?” He

asked.
I grabbed him by the collar and propped him against the wall.
“Fuck!” My hand, of course. It ached, the swelling pulsing

pain through my arm. I walked back holding my hand and
leaned over with it set against my belly.

“Oh, that looks bad.” He said.
I turned my head. Glared, then grabbed him with my right

hand and propped him up.
“Hey. Hey. Hey, buddy.” He removed my grip off his neck. I

chased after him, one hand closed towards my chest.
“What’s wrong with you?” He asked.
He jumped over a traced circle on the floor and two pairs of

tanned, wrinkled hands .
“I know you sent them after me!” I slipped over the marbles

and fell on my ass. A man tossed his hands and whined. Then
he fell into a coughing fit. Another came around with a pipe
and his fingers over the two holes on the wooden tube. I laid
there with the marbles scattered away from me and my arm in
pain - my thigh had sat on it. I remained there, on the floor.

“Of all the threats I’ve had in my life, that one was the worst.”
Chaucer bent down, breathing heavy.
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“I haven’t threatened you yet.” I said.
“Well, you’ve got a look that could kill. That’s for damn sure.”
“Why’d you send them to break my hand?” I stood.
“Send who? What are you talking about?” He tilted his body

and looked at the limb I leaned on. “Oh shit. It really is bad,
ain’t it? Looks purple.”

“I know what it looks like!” I took long steps towards him.
He raised a pipe to his pursed lips. Puffed. And offered.

“Why don’t you take some and relax?” He asked.
“Relax? Relax? My hand is fucking brok -” He stuffed the

pipe in my mouth. I spat it out. Coughed a bit too.
“I didn’t break your hand.” He said. “I didn’t send for anyone

to break it either, why would you think that?”
“You sent them to try to convince me about -”
“Shh.” He put a finger over his lips. “Yeah, to convince you

about that thing, right?”
“Yeah. That thing.” I took a deep breath. “To try and convince

me that this place wasn’t any good for me, you sent three men
and and -”

“You need to relax.” He said.
I was relaxed. Not that I wanted to be. My vision hazed. I

took a deep breath. The room didn’t smell so bad anymore.
“Do I really need to threaten… convince you or this place is a

shithole?” He asked.
“Then who did this?” I raised my hand, swollen as it was. He

looked at it, then to me then bent over and picked up his pipe.
The men looked at me, same as he did, with the confusion and
disgust in their faces.

“Let’s figure it out.” He said. “Come on and sit.”
Marbles smacked against marbles, tables creaked and men

rolled on the floor or against the walls or sat anchored into the
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flour and rice and lentil bags.
“Okay.” I breathed. “It happened yesterday, after Ritcher,

after the morning catch…”

* * *

The barrel of wine Chaucer sat on turned and leaned as he
cradled himself with the pipe in his mouth, taking random
drafts of the minty-scented popoya. Which, as I took in the
smog, had an affinity of making me sleepy.

“Gunther grabbed you from the pack and led you to a place
where you were attacked?”

“Not Gunther, but he gave me to the men who did.”
“How many stairs did you climb?” He asked.
“I don’t know, it was the highest I’d ever been.”
“Mmm. The men were in wait for ambush in the small cells,

you were probably on the seventh floor. Yes, there would be
privacy enough to attack you there.”

I looked down at a cup of wine. Syrupy. Thick looking.
“It’s not good wine.” Chaucer frowned.
“I know.” I tipped it to my mouth.
“It looks like you have enemies, friend.”
“I know.” I said. “And we’re not friends.”
Chaucer stared.
“This is exactly what I wanted to avoid. I knew I shouldn’t

have talked to that tin can.” I said.
“Yeah, well, we’re here now.”
“I could go back.” I said. “They said they’d leave me alone if I

stopped talking to Ritcher.”
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“Aren’t you the least bit interested in knowing who attacked
you?”

“I told you. It was three sack-wearing fuckers and two guards
and Gunther.” I said.

“No, I mean the real person who hired them.” He said. “Aren’t
you curious why someone would want you to stop talking to
the prince?”

“I don’t mean to be curious anymore, that’s the point Chaucer.
Alright? I get it, you didn’t hurt me. Maybe I overreacted just a
bit.”

“Just a bit.” Chaucer sipped his cup.
“But I’m done with it. This guy is more trouble than he’s

worth and listening to you was some of the worst advice I’ve
ever gotten.”

“Maybe it was Hannibal.” Chaucer swallowed hard, the
sludge-wine dripped from the side of his mouth.

“Maybe. But why?” I asked.
“Who knows? Maybe it was Vicentius.” He said.
My stomach turned and the blood ran from my face, out of

my swollen hand.
“How do you know him?”
“Whispers. You hear things after years in the Veil. And I heard

you betrayed him, I know you were his general and I know he’s
got it out on you.”

“If he wanted anything to do with me, it’d be having me dead.
They just hurt me, threatened me is all.

“The point is we won’t know unless we find out and we won’t
find out unless you keep stirring shit around.” He said. “Your
existence is someone’s problem and you won’t find out who’s
until you become a big enough threat.”

“No.” I said. “You just want me for for the name and the
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bridges I can make for you.”
“Yeah. And I won’t lie about it.” Chaucer said.
I could feel it in me, an ebullition that bubbled and stirred like

stomach acid or a great caustic waste out there in the remote
cosmic. Plains hostile to all life. It all turned in me, the burn
and the hardening and the feeling of wandering so deep that I
too, would be unable to return to a soft life.

What a strange thing then, I have to admit. If Shrieker’s Veil
was the soft life, what would be the hard life? Would could be?

“Give me one good reason why I should talk to Ritcher.” I
said.

“To get ou-”
p“That doesn’t involve your fantasy of escaping. Give me a

real reason, something concrete. Something more than wine
or . Give me something real, why should I risk this?”

“That doesn’t involve your fantasy of escaping. Give me a
real reason, something concrete. Something more than wine
or petty fables of mainlander life.”

He shrugged and drank his wine.
“I don’t know. I guess you shouldn’t. You’d be stupid to.” He

said. “But to be fair, you are kind of stupid. Makes me wonder
how you ever became a general.”

Yes, it did make me wonder how I ever became a general.
“One last thing.” Chaucer said. I stood, on my way out.
“Yeah?”
“How’d you get through? There’s a fee. Twenty-five silver.

And you don’t seem like the type of person to smuggle money
with you.”

“Oh, that?” I smiled. “I told them you’d pay for it.”
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“We need to talk.” I said behind the bars. The ceiling dripped.
“I was thinking the same thing.” Ritcher had the book

underneath his arms and his eyes gleaning, his face colored
and rouge with red. A new hum in his voice, a new pace in his
steps. The book rested underneath his arm pits and the ceiling
glowed with torchlight. A man coughed in the shrinking tunnel
of darkness. Ritcher stuck the edge of the journal through the
bars.

“About that.” Underneath the blanket I raised my hand,
broken, and suspended it between him and myself. He studied
it, eyes going wide then narrowing.

“What happened?” He asked.
“I was attacked. That’s what happened.”
“I can see that. But what of the nature of the attack? By who?

When?”
“If I knew I’d tell you. It was an attack done to me by people

who don’t want me talking to you.” I lowered my hand. “They
made it very clear when they dropped a rock on my fingers.
And they said they’d do worse if I continued speaking to you.”

“Did they tell you not to tell me about this?” He asked.
“Absolutely.” He said. “They said they’d do very cruel things

if I told you the things I just finished telling you.”
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He winced.
“Give me names. I’ll handle it.”
“If I gave you names what would you do? Kill them? I’m sure

you could.” I said. “What if I told you the whole prison was
against you, would you kill everyone?”

“In a heartbeat.”
“You wouldn’t do shit.” I said. “I may not know a lot, but I

know enough. I know this is a neutral island where all political
prisoners are held. All refugees. All victims. An assault on the
prison would be an assault on every nation state on this planet.”

“So what then?” His arm stood limp, the book still through
the bars.

I walked up and snatched it and walked back to my corner.
“I want more than wine.” I said. “I need you to go fetch some

things from the mainland.”
“Like what?”
“We’ll negotiate that later. Do you promise?”
“I need to know what you want me to get.” He grit his teeth.
“And I need to make sure you stay out of the loop.” I said.
“I understand your situation. Your anger even - but this is

non-negotiable. I need to know what you do at all times.” He
said.

“I can’t tell you yet.”
“Then I can’t help you.” He breathed heavy.
“So you’d burn a prison down to make sure I read this but

you wouldn’t do a little shopping for me?” I asked. “What’s the
problem? Seems a lot easier. I’m doing you a favor even, I’m
risking my life.”

“You wouldn’t have to if you’d let me help.”
“I don’t need your help. I need your favors. And they’re

very different things.” I said. “I don’t want friends. I want… a
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business artner. Do you understand?”
“What does that mean? What do you want?”

“Some peace.” I said. “Maybe some answers.”
I looked down at the small beetles purple and sheened with

wet, crawling and looking up with horned heads. And how they
retreaded with speedy flight through the bars and past the fires
and out to some foreign freedom.

“I’d like some answers too. Not the ones you’re looking for,
the ones I need to help me sleep. Answers about how I got here.
Answers before my candle gets snuffed.” I said. “I’ve got no
illusions on where I’m heading with the way things are now.
I’m just going to enjoy the ride as much as I can.”

“So what kind of luxuries would you be looking for then?
The problem isn’t getting them, it’s knowing what they are.”

“I can’t tell you.” I said. “Maybe ‘cause I’m not sure myself
quite yet. But I need your word that you’d get me anything
and everything. That’s what I want. Your word. Whether it be
women or nightshade. Everything. Anything, you hear?”

I looked down, smiling though I didn’t feel any warmth in
me at all. I was all kinds of cold and my hand ached behind the
bandages wrapped tight. “

“Do I have a choice?” He asked.
“None of us have choices.” I said.
My eyes looked down, my fingers rubbed the textured grunge

of the book cover and felt the chafe of it against my thumbs. I
laid it on my legs, heavy. I settled my bottom into the hay until I
found a nice indent to rest in. My neck craned, my back against
the now dry stone.

“Alright. Fine. My word. So long as it’s not a weapon, you
hear that?”
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“Fine by me.” I said. “Let’s start then. Anew.”

It was March last time I wrote. But I’m not sure
about that. Or that this will even reach you, J.P. So
let’s call this the actual beginning. And let’s call this
a chronicle of my travels.

Whether I live or die. Whether this be eulogy or
journal.

So’s it was the morning after the attack, still on the tower top. I
didn’t sleep that night, remaining underneath the corpses and
armor until the last death-gasp was spoken. I’d seen and heard
most of it, even behind steel and rotting flesh. I heard the men
and the women and the horses and the children.

Sun came up on the grasslands, past the little blades of grass
beyond the wall. When it came up even leveled with the city
walls, I stood. My head shook left and right in the daze, eyes
strained and lungs pained from breathing in all that smoke.
Fires still raged, some of them at least. People grouped to watch
them burn, staring from a distance with their arms to their sides
tired, the orange glow in their faces as they watched their hut
or brick building or tree house ember away. From the top of
the wall, I could see their blackened faces and the red hot hair
of fires or stacks of black smoke. Taking a step back, I stuttered
at the touch of a dangled arm resting across my foot. I jumped.
It struck the floor, the armor scratched the steps I’d stood from.
I couldn’t even scream though, I just looked at the pale eyes of a
brown haired man stumbling a few steps down and laying with
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his armored backside to me. Gray armor, the fancy etchings on
his neckline.

I moved at last. My whole body ached. Maybe from the
rigid position. My thighs and belly hurt the most. My rounded
shoulders were a close fucking second though.

So’s I came down, back to that big armory room. Bodies laid
stiff against the floor or walls. The flies spun in wild circles
overhead their statue-like bodies. They were everywhere,
against the food sacks or spear barrels or halberd wooden
holders. Some had blades in them, their arms held firm on
the knife they plunged themselves.

Where was the boy? Who cares…
I turned away. I didn’t want to look. I held close to the

wooden foundational pillars, the onewith the fallen and smoked
torches close to their feet. Pushing off each wooden beam, I
approached further and further into the door with holes of light
that shined through the broken gaps.

I came out. Bloodshot eyes burning against morning light.
No monsters now, only people. People who clutched each other
with such strong grips that I thought they’d rip each others flesh
out. The battered, scarred, shoe-less. Small and large, mothers
and fathers and children, all weeping. They held close and
next to composts of wood still spitting and crumbling to black
coal-ash.

Horses ran past me, unhinged and slobbering with their
tongues out and their throats shaking with loud screams. Men
chased after them. One with a blue scarf around his neck
tripped from a dropped saddle he carried. He looked at me.
Half his face was missing. Scars, soot and claw marks covered
the other half. He looked at me once and ran after the horse,
yelping as loud as the animal.
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I wish that’d been the worst of it.
I walked down the street, most of the pavement protruded

and each other step I tripped. The houses were around me, the
thatched roofs burned away like cigarettes as they dropped ash
and shit down to my scalp. I had to shake it off, looked like I
had lice or something.

I stopped at the middle of the plaza, where the stores were
and where my cage was. Near my feet was a kid staring with
wide eyes at a storefront. A toyshop it looked like from the
mechanical jack-in-the-box laying in bunches by the side of the
ruins of wood. He didn’t cry. He didn’t move, not even his face
when I bent down to inspect him.

I looked back at the shop.
There was a blood trail. A hole in the side of the building

where crumbling wood and brick littered the floor. Claw marks.
Drying wet stains.

“You alright, kid?” Not a word. And it wasn’t that he didn’t
understand (though that was part of it), it’s like he wasn’t even
there.

He held one half of a stuffed animal. Half was too much
actually, it was just an arm. Cotton came out the wound. I
looked to the plaza, to my cage somewhere on its side.

I ran to the cage, next to it was a chest and its vomited supplies.
Specifically, my clothes. My jacket. My shirts, my rope. I
scrambled for it, not that it was much. Got my credit cards, got
my license and my wallet and all that. And I found my magnets
too.

The minute I walked away from the box I swear four looters
came rushing in like damn vultures, each huddled and back-
bent. I reeled away fast, went back to the kid. He was still
staring at the store. I knelt down.
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“Sorry, kid.” I said. He looked at me then, just the corner of
his eye. That unhinged look on him, the veiny look of his big
blue eyes. Kind of made me nervous. I gulped and from my
pockets took out my magnetic wallet.

My hands shook passing them to him.
“They’re like magic rocks.” I said, grabbing one of the metals

and letting the other crawl towards it. He held them in his hand.
His tiny, pinky-less hand held them with a limp grip. Then he
tightened. I pulled away. He maintained his arm out, looking
down at the wallet. Then facing the store.

He hadn’t blinked once.
So’s I looked too, at the collapsed sign and the windows

broken in and the lantern broken against a half-burned rug
by the collapsed sides of what would have been one end of the
storefront. The balcony, the second story was all down on the
first level floor from a giant swell in the ceiling. Books were
open-faced, most of them scorched to the color of dead leaves.

And underneath a shelf, buried I saw two pairs of pale feet.
I looked back down at the boy. His tensed shoulders and

half-open mouth with half-revealed teeth. This still teething
boy.

“Sorry.” I said. “Sorry.” As if I was the one who did this.
I couldn’t stay here. Not in the embers, not in the ash and the

broken logs.
He looked at me and I’ll never forget the hate in his eyes. I

couldn’t even describe it.
I went away, wandering towards a line of people and the

guards that routed them all a little past the plaza and towards
the gate. Guards with unstrapped, sweat and blood bathed steel
still slick with the night’s fight. Their black bagged eyes looked
at me, they pointed towards tents of canvas and cowhide. Black
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and white and brown spotted little roofs where an old man
hovered over steaming soup.

“I’m not hungry.” I told one of the guards. “Where’s the guy
with the shining sword?”

He didn’t know what I was saying, so’s I thought I’d say it
louder.

“Where’s the guy with the fire sword.”
The guard unhinged his jaw and pointed (a little rudely too

might I add) behind him. A little past the winding line of shell-
shocked, hiked-shouldered people.

“Hey, you!” I said. Everyone turned around with their black-
spotted faces. Guards and line and all. I ran past the guard,
almost shoving him down on the floor.

The man with the shining sword. He wasn’t wearing steel
armor or anything, he was plain-looking. Which was hard,
considering his white hair so long that it went down halfway
his spine. And how should I say it. So what? He was handsome.
This soft skinned man, wearing what I’d call the best set of black
boots and black cotton pants I’d seen since coming here, with a
white shirt loose, and his pale chest out.

He was speaking to someone, nodding heads and had a little
pouch in his hands. No, not little. That was only from a distance.
Approaching, I noticed how big it was. Like a melon that rattled.
A big ass thing of coins. I could tell from the way they stuck
out from the top.

I used to make that in a day. That big ass bag of gold and this
guy had killed monsters for it. Literally J.P. I watched him do it.
He swung like nothing I’ve ever seen before I mean, to be fair,
I’ve never seen swords swung. But he moved fast, not like the
other knights, he looked like red lightning. I swear. A red and
white blur, the thunder and the fire.
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I got to thinking, still think this too. I thought that maybe if I
could tag along with this guy, maybe I could be safe.

I walked up to him, stepping over burned wood with my
holed shoes, feeling the splinters and grabbing my foot.

“Fuck.” I winced then straightened out as he came along.
Doing what dad taught. Smile. Strong handshake. Take the
initiative.

I came up to him and got a good close view of his face, of
the red eyes and the clear complexion of his fair-featured face.
The button nose and the pink lips and the long eyelashes. I cut
right in between him and the guy he was talking to, and inched
closer.

“Hey.” I said.
He smiled at me. I gulped. Felt a little warm.
“Listen here, the name’s Virgil Darko. I’m the son of Brandon

Darko. And soon to be owner of Darko industries. You may
have heard of us. Biggest rocket company on the planet since
Lockheed and Martin. Best navigation systems. Best sensors.
Best everything, get me? I’ve got more gold in my bank that
that little sack. I’m willing to give you whatever you want if
you can bring me to safety.”

He turned his head and nodded along, still smiling of course.
Shrugging.

“Do you understand?” I asked.
He gave a funny laugh, still trying to look polite. He didn’t

know a fucking thing I said. It made me put my head down.
The mayor pushed me away and started whispering and

I was starting to get an idea of the conversation. It was
hard translating facial expressions and the spoken words of
a language that sounded little more than car-alarms and cat-
hisses but judging by their faces, the old man was telling him
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this. This was all an assumption, of course.
“He’s a prisoner?”
“Oh? Imprisoned for what?”
And the mustached lanky fuck going;”Imprisoned wrongly

because we’re dumb assholes.”
And the white-haired going up and down in understanding.
Yeah. I’m sure that’s what they said. I hoped, at least.
The platinum-haired guy gave a final nod and walked away

with his gold, headed towards the gates.
The mustached fuck tried grabbing my shoulder but I shook

him away. And you knew the city was in trouble because no
one wasted their time to protect him. He just fell on top of a
pile of ash and I started running after the white haired man.

“I need to get out.” My hands were clasped together in front of
my chest. It was the first time I’d prayed and it was me, shirtless
with robes down my waist and my shoes chewed out by burning
ruins. “Please, get me out. I’ll give you anything. I just want to
find a boat. If you could find me a boat, I’d give you the world.
A boat, that’s it.”

People looked at me with their blackened faces and the white
in their eyes wide, grabbing burned remains from the floor and
I know I should have been sorry but I was just scared, I didn’t
want to end up like them I was just scared. Not like them, not
like the mom. Not like her, please.

God damnit.
So’s I stopped the guy with white hair and we were coming

upon the gates. The beams were fallen down and to the side,
some of them cut in half. The metal hinges loose with wear, the
large nails half-way out their slots. Brick rolled down from one
of the walls, it was all collapsed and vomited out onto the inner
of the city.
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I looked at a pile of bodies burning around the side of the
walls I went cold if that makes any sense. So very cold.

“I need to go.” I said. “I can’t stay here. Not another fucking
moment. Please, get me out.”

He tilted his head. Some knight came around behind me with
platinum hair like my hero over here. But he wasn’t a guard.
He wore black leather with a furred spoofed collar and cheeks
so aged and dry and collapsed that it looked like I was staring
at a skull. His tight skin, his wrinkled lips. He grabbed me by
the arm and it felt like the whole thing was going to be ripped
off by this tall, mammoth of a walking corpse.

But this saint. This white haired, angel faced saint of a man
extended his palm. Smiling, laughing even. Not at me, at the
situation. Seeing him for some reason made it easier; the death
and ruin. Seeing him made me forget for a moment. Even if
just for a moment. He said some words and the thin black old
duke set me down. I looked at them for a moment. The angel
walked. Stopped. He turned his face back to me, then gestured
with a flick of his hand.

I ran towards him, out the city and towards the plains.
Untouched plains, there wasn’t a single smoke stack from them.
Not a drop of blood. It was like the whole world didn’t even
care.

I stared off into the horizon, where the birds chirped and the
trees were so large you’d think they were fucking skyscrapers.
Into forest and green that rolled boundless and away.

Then someone threw a bag at me. Then more bags, and
straps. Men wearing black leather with a crow etched on their
shoulders. Scarred men who all looked at me, throwing their
shit stuff at me. The bags piled onto me and I realized as my
arms went weak, as they pointed at an empty cart.
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I was a mule.
At least it was better than staying here.
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My Journey with a band of psychopaths
Day 14?
Aubur 36, 1125 Dom.
This is the month and year people refer to in the

books I’ve read (I’ve been reading or trying to read a
lot). It’s what I’ll go by now because if I were honest,
I think I lost track of normal days a few weeks ago.

The curtains to my cart opened. The sun came in like a hot
knife against my face, I rolled to one end of the cart and bumped
my head. Jars, preserved foods mostly, rattled in the cabinets
holding them. Lemons bobbed from their piss yellow pools,
poking through the surface. I turned. The guy screamed at
me past the curtains, moving his arms. I jerked myself around
and struck something hard. A few books landed on my face,
squished me underneath. So’s the books fell on me (I’d been
studying) and the jars were rolling with odd looking foods in
‘em and this guy was throwing his hands up and screaming.
Pointing to a bucket. A rag. And a mess (I presumed).

Rushing, I scrambled for my clothes. I fixed my trousers
on. The horses neighed outside, the men clanked steel and
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wandered. The stranger kept going, screaming and whining.
Some pony-tailed, blue eyed guy with a diamond face.

He went, “Ah igri vit! Ah igri vit!” Pointing at the bucket as
he did so. I fixed the button on my shirt and slicked back my
hair, the soapy water dripped down the sides of the bucket and
darkened the floor.

“Alright. I got it. I got it.” I said. He shook his head and
pointed outside, towards the side of the cart. Fucking asshole
this one, as if I didn’t know. I went to Harvard. I’m a genius.
didn’t these fuckers know? I knew what they meant. I’ve been
doing the work for days, after all. Moving shit, cleaning shit.
The small jobs you give to the water boy and for them to think
me stupid, and for this guy to continue that demeaning tone of
his.

He sighed and stepped out. The cart jumped up and I bounced
up and down a bit.

“Yeah. How about you clean your attitude, guy?” I said to the
swaying canvas.

I put my boots on, the kind that have too much toe-space and
that bend at the tip with how empty they are. Time to work.
The cart cover peeled and I stuck my head out, rubbing my
puffed eyes and taking a lazy look at everything and everyone
around me. The men carrying wood on their shoulders, or the
men with their hands at the hilts of their blade. Scarred and
strong chinned men with eyes so sharp. Here I was entrapped
in the woods with the long line of carts in front of me, I was of
course the final cart in the line. Around us, covering every angle
I turned my head as I walked out; woods. Woods everywhere.
Fuck me. Trapped in the woods with these fine men. There
weren’t even roads anymore, just split and squished grass where
we’d gone through. There was just oak and black dirt and short
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grass and birds that shook the branches they jumped off from.
Fruits that men picked and dropped on their stretched out
shirts. The thicket covered the sky line, the vines hung off of
giant trunks, carrying creatures down to the line of carts.

Somethingwent upmy neck. I droppedmy bucket. Screamed.
Slapped away at my shoulders. The surrounding men smiled,
laughed. Never felt my face get redder in my life. I thought to
put my head down and go back into the cart but the pony-tailed
man came along again and grabbed my arm.

“Alright, dude. I get it.” I said.
He pushed the bucket in front of me again. I held it by its

metal handle and sighed.
The water splashed up, soapy and foamed and abrasive.
“Is my skin supposed to be burning?” I asked. But the man

left, pointing at the wheels of the cart as he did so. Pointing at
the wood. So’s it was just me and the rags and the bucket.

Fuck.
I’m Virgil Darko, multi-millionaire. Top one hundred in

Forbes with a future brighter than any of these fuckers and
here I was…cleaning.

My knees bent. I grabbed the rag and started working on the
wooden cart frame, scrubbing it up and down. Next to me, one
of the horses shat and it smelled like death. Rancid. I jumped,
turned my head and held my nose. Then the burn of soap went
up to my face, not that I cared. Better to burn than take another
whiff. It was a smell so bad I took a few steps back from the
black plot, my loose shoes making me trip over and my feet
hitting the bucket. It all spilled out on the floor. Soap, stained
into the just-growing grass.

“Shit.” I lifted the bucket, put the rag back in.
It was midday, I was working. Smelling shit. Desperate to get
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whatever was left of the spilled water onto my rag, with sweat
collecting on my brow and my arms tired from going up and
down and up and around the axle of the wheel. I’m a man, not
a karate kid.

Two soldiers off the rear giggled at the sight. Two slackers.
One of them ate a handful of berries, the green sludge of berry
flesh stuck in between his teeth and he smiled. The other
studied me.

“Abroska.” The slow one said, the other grinned with yellow
stained teeth. A hole set on his front tooth showed the dark in
the back of his throat.

“Is that Russian?” I asked.
“Abroska! Abroska!”
“I.” My fingers pointed to myself. “Don’t. Know.” My fingers

pointed to my head, to a face nodding no. “What. You.” I
pointed to him. “Are. Talking. About.” I pointed to my mouth.
“Idiot.” No use explaining that one.

“Ish tu val?” He walked towards me, the other had green
dripping from his lips.

So’s this guy came up tome. He tipped over the bucket, maybe
he didn’t realize it because he didn’t even bother to look down
at the noise. He just walked, brushed up against the pail, let it
spill even more.

“Oh, come on man.” I said.
He pushed his face towards mine, then grabbed the hilt of his

sword.
I thought he was going to cut me open. I thought this was

it, you know. That the monsters didn’t kill me but this sharp-
chinned, rat-toothed fuck would have.

But he didn’t, he unsheathed his sword and flipped it, hilt
towards me.
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“Gabu.” He said. “Gabu. Gabu.”
The other man threw a sword at his open hand, so’s he had

two blades on him. And he had the mischievous smile of a man
wanting to test another.

“I don’t,” I looked down at the sword. “I don’t fight.”
But he pushed it into my hands anyway. I gripped it and

looked around. Men laughed, some few looked a little worried.
And at that was the point, they all watched me. So’s I had to
oblige, especially when the crowd was around. I’ve seen this
type of stuff, like in the prison gangs and whatever. Whenever
you join a group you’ve got to prove yourself and to be honest,
washing wheels didn’t seem like my kind of career choice.

Ya see, the plan was to use them to hitch a ride to find a boat
somewhere. Ya know, get some help overseas and find my ass
to America. And at the rate we were traveling, and whatever
crazy creatures lived in this place, I was definitely going to be
here a while. So’s For however long I was going to be here, I
had to get a grip on my place in the ranks.

I had to prove I could hang with them.
It’s hazing. It’s initiation. It’s a kind of cruelty, I know. But I

didn’t make the rules, I just knew them. So’s there I was staring
at this slouched person.

“You sure?” I asked. Not that he understood. I just pointed
the sword tip at him.

He nodded yes. That was universal. The fucker wanted to
get stabbed.

I raised the sword high. Boy, was it heavy. So heavy that
when it went above my head, I felt my back leg slip and I turned
a little over as my hips drove forward. Had to get my core in
on the movement as my back was starting to arch.

The whole move had the guy laughing before I’d even struck.
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I fumbled a few steps, found my balance. Oh, I’d make ‘em laugh.
For sure, for sure.

So’s I ran to him, blade up.
He popped me in the neck with the sheath. My head bobbled.

The spots appeared in my face. I fell over gripping the wheel of
the cart next to me. Which of course, was the worst thing to
grip. The wheel turned as I put my weight against it, and my
face ended up on a trajectory straight down. I struck something
soft, it was thick like clay almost. I laid there, eyes closed and
head throbbing.

As sound came back to me, I started to hear laughing. Not
just the two, they were the start. I heard the laughing of a whole
crowd. A whole fleet of carts it sounded like. I stood with my
head shaken and my neck bent. I stumbled back and grabbed
my forehead.

If I could have just stood straight I’d have popped them. If I
could just stop seeing doubles.

I raised my fist in front of me and stopped. I touched my
face again, there was stuff on it. Stuff that smelled…rancid. I
looked down at the pile of shit and my face imprint on it. I
turned around to the two laughing, the rat-teethed fuck. I took
a few steps forward, my face feeling red and heavy and stinking
like no other. I put two fingers across my cheeks and dragged
them down through a caked layer that was thick underneath
my nails.

My fist trembled. My heart stopped. It was horse shit. On
my hands, on my fingers and on my - Oh god. Put my face in
shit would you? Fuck you. I’ll kill you, you fuck. An old man
came around behind me, screaming at the two. It set them in
shape. This old man who pointed and yelled, who with the arm
rest of his wooden wheel chair hit them against the thigh. This
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man who wheeled past them and grabbed me by the sleeve. I
jostled my shoulder out of his grip.

“I ain’t.” My head spun. “I ain’t done here.” I said. ‘Cause I
was hell bent on punching them in the face.

He yanked harder, I slipped again and caught myself with one
hand.

“Let me go.” I said. “Please. Just let me get him once. Just one.
They’re. They’re-? They’re laughing?”

They had their heads behind, faces up as their bellies rose
high and round with each guffaw.

And I just laid there, breathing hard and trying to fix my head
with a couple shakes, trying to understand how everything that
could have gone wrong, had gone wrong. The old man came
closer, shadowing me. He pulled my sleeve and tapped my
back. We walked and I stopped, bracing myself. After a while I
vomited. I think. I’m not quite sure. Everything was kind of a
blur.

All I knew then and now, was that I wasn’t quite sure if I’d
survive.
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My time as a line cook
Aubur 37, 1125 Dom.

I started next morning with the old man screaming me awake.
He didn’t barge in as intrusive as the pony tailed man had. He
didn’t even come in. Probably had something to do with him
being in a wheel chair (oddly, not one he used all the time) What
he did was yell with his hoarse voice - the kind you find one
forty-year-old chain smokers. This old cripple, broken voiced
man smacked the sides of the cart. I peeked outside, rubbing
my eyes and fixing my hair to see his palm stopping midway
from another smack. He turned his head and smiled at me then
started in a direction.

A few rolls of his wheelchair, he looked back and waited.
Pointing me the way.

Today was my first day as a sous chef.
The day days of washing carts were behind me.
I ran back in. Found my trousers. I fit my pants into two large

holes. I climbed down the cart and looked both ways, most of
the camps were set deep in the forest and not a morning fire
was lit. Few embers glowed in the dark-blue of morning. Me
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and the old guy walked (well, I did) and I rubbed the sleep off
my eyes and slapped my cheeks a little light and blinked the
crust off as I looked at the old man. He had a stubborn lazy
eye and one side of his face longer than the other and he often
screamed at seeming random at thing. The trees. Birds. The
men. He’d point and take a slug from his flask and point even
harder. Kind of reminded me of the nut in the cage, but this
one smiled more. Were all old people here like this?

Smiling. Laughing. Drinking. We both went a little down
the long line of carts, which wrapped around a bend in a small
overgrown dirt path through purple, oval leaves and white-
trunked trees, it was a line of carts that must have been a mile
long with how many I saw going up and down the slopes of
the pathway. We traveled ten carts down, nearer to the actual
campsites where soldiers slept around stone encirclements of
dead fires, somewhere on flat spaces of grass where the trees
were cut and only trunks remained and where in the corner of
my eye in this first campsite I saw that rat-faced fuck laying on
his back with his hands behind his back and a rolled up brown
bag underneath his head. The guy who’d struck me. His head
rose up and with one peeking eye, smiled at me. I looked down.

The old man must have seen because he grabbed me by the
sleeve and rushed me on. Soon we6reached a red canvas cart
and he pushed me into what seemed like a portable kitchen.
A ramp lead up to the kitchen that buckled when me and the
old man went up. Bags were everywhere, brown and black and
white and full of things that sagged like slouched fat men. Little
beads of rice resembling sand more than anything. Lots of flour,
too. I turned to my rear. Jugs and inside, floating snouts of
pigs, in what looked like white snot. It made me reel back and
I struck something. Turning around I saw the bloody skull.
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Venison, de-faced and scalped.
“Jesus fucking Christ.” I jumped.
The old man laughed.
“What’s so funny?” My hand to my chest, it rose fast and

high. The old man slapped the side of his leg and pulled on my
sleeve like he was leading lamb. I followed, taking a long look of
hanging venison flaps and it’s still-dripping veins. I ducked, past
spotted sausages and the dried pink flesh of plucked chickens
strung on rope. The man sat me down at the back of the cart,
near a cauldron double, double toil and trouble. Hah. I learned
that at Harvard and with his long arms and the long sleeve he
wore like a condom, reached down, into the sack and grabbed a
potato. Just one. He peeled it, then threw the peeler at me and
dumped the potato in some woven basket. He looked like a bird
feeding me - his chick. The long, neck of his brown sleeved
hand pecking at potatoes rolling off the open wound of a sack,
throwing them at me. They struck me across the arm and chest.

“Hold on.” I said. And flailed about the floor with the peeler
knife in my hand. I bumped into a shelf, a jar of pickled carrots
and onions spun in their yellow goop. He smiled down at me,
I rubbed my head. His finger set on the small slunk bag of
potatoes.

“All of those?” I looked down at my knife. “Yeah, that’ll be
easy.”

Then he pointed his finger again, further left, a little past the
hind leg of a cow to a spot where five more bags of potatoes
and carrots and onions doggypiled and waited. Their sacks
slouched and grumpy looking, brown all over.

“Ah, fuck.”
So’s I spent all of my morning peeling potatoes, feeling their

waxy flesh and throwing them into a bucket. Then he’d give me
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water, and more bandages, until my whole damn hand looked
mummified and the old man himself with his odd, lopsided
satisfied smile. I worked the potatoes. The carrots. Some damn
turnips and weighed out flour and butter from a little wooden
tub.

The old man chopped the meat into small squares with giant
slaps of a cleaver until - as he reared me in closer and handed
me the knife - I was made to it. So’s you can imagine what
happened next. I cut my hand nice and long the first hour.

Each mistake the old man would come around to slap me
with the spoon. A slave and the slave driver.

I had more red markings on my body than a sado-masochist
and more bandages wrapped around my fingers than King
fucking Ozymandias. Does everyone in this camp have an
obsession with hitting people? I’ve never met such violent
assholes.

* * *

I worked into midday. My white-layered hands working into
the carrots and potatoes and onions and turnips, the shavings
falling off into rings around me. The sweat dripped off my
forehead and the old man struck me to remind me to wash my
face. No sweat in the food.

I rubbed my neck and after what felt like fifty pounds of food
I stretched my arms and looked at the old man, the old man
with the pile of shavings twice my size and without a drop of
pain or sweat on him.

“Name.” I said.
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He looked up, the knife deep into the potato at an angle, he
lopped a piece off.

“Nah-meh?” He said. Which was kind of cute.
“Virgil.” I pointed at myself. “Me. Virgil.”
“Virgil?”
“Yes.” I said. “You?”
He pointed at himself, smiling his toothless smile. “Chet.”
“You’re Chet?”
He shook his head up and down, smiling.
Old Chet. Old Chet who whipped me and made me work

line-cook. Old Chet who helped me from my pile of shit and
cooled my strained neck yesterday. Old Chet who wasn’t that
bad in a camp full of people that were all almost-all bad. The
white haired guy and Chet were cool in my book, at least.

By sundown we set the pot to boil outside into the heart of the
campsite. Our cart parked some yards away. My head looked
down from the sloped-top of the cart. Old Chet guided my arm.
Our long row of work lay on a table, each vegetable and slab
of meat plated and diced. And like I thought, I was made to go
to one end. I grabbed one end of the table, him the other and
we lifted and anchored and dropped every piece of food into
the cauldron. I looked back down at the liquid, bubbling and
spilling over and eventually easing.

It smelled good.
The rest isn’t important, the setting up of tables and of

wooden plates and bowls. None of that shit mattered. The only
thing that did was the fact that the soup tasted pretty damn
good. Stew. Sorry. That stew was fucking delicious. Which
made sense, I made it after all.

The real important part of today wasn’t the stew. It was what
came after. Right in that moment of sundown, when Old Chet
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and myself sat behind a table and behind the cauldron, watching
people line up and wrap around the trees and tents and fire
pits. Here with the monster hunters. The wind blew our red
tent and I held my hair as it brushed against me and every now
and then I’d rear my body over the pot and fish out leaves. It
was work but it was going well. The generals and men were
settled down (the white haired angel ate with his men. He sat
with them on the same wooden bench eating from the same
wooden bowls.) Around serving time, I pinned the tent flaps
down. The hungry faces were there already, bowls and hands
out. Sweaty, tired. Some barely able to draw breath and others
smooth-talking and laughing and smirking. Our station was
filled with the noise of life.

I served a hundred men before things went bad.
Old Chet sat behind me with a cutting board and his butcher

knife above his shoulder, striking down on meats or vegetables.
I served in ladle fulls the brown stew, that (as things got cold)
was beginning to appear like sludge. And what I noticed about
this late crowd was how they eyed me or how they’d swipe their
bowls fast away from me or bump into my shoulder as I served
them. Sometimes, they even shoved me. I’ve seen their faces
before, it was the same face my father had made before. The
look of disgust as they scowled and moved away from me with
caution. Sheer disgust.

Listen. I’m a nice guy who has a mean amount of patience,
you know that, but this - this was intolerable. The way they
looked at me, sized me up, laughed beneath their breaths. Like
if you’re going to insult me, do it openly. There’s only one thing
I hate more than mean people and it’s mean people who don’t
even have the balls to be mean.

Well, most of them were like that. Except for one guy. Yup.
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It was the rat-toothed man who came up to me. Old Chet
turned around, his whole wheelchair squeaking.

“Gabralto.” Chet said. His hand reached for the flask
underneath his coat.

“That your name? Gabralto?” I asked.
Given the silence and the smile, I assumed it was. Gabralto;

the freckled fuck with the crooked front teeth. The one with
the square face, built stocky, who came up smiling with a bowl
already in his hand. Old Chet grabbed the back of my shirt.

“Yeah. I know. I know.” I said, stirring the pot. “Easy. Easy…”
The steam rose up my face. Gabralto poked my chest with

his wooden bowl, I looked up. There he was, pushing for it.
So’s I smiled and reached down into the cauldron and scraped
whatever shit was left and gave him the ladle, poured a big gob
of it into his bowl. He looked down at it, then at me. ALL THE
WHILE STILL SMILING, BY THE WAY. He looked around,
the men giggling with him as he stood still at the front of the
line, unmoving.

“Well?” I asked. “I gatta serve the rest up.”
Gabralto looked at me. The food. Old Chet. The men around

all of us and dropped that bowl. Dropped it hard.
It splattered on the table, some spilling on myself as I jumped

back. The people to the side scurried away as the soup went
down on their pants and shoes.

So’s Gabralto struts around the table and gets another bowl
and lines it up for my ladle. I should have seen it coming
again, he raised his bowl and I grit my teeth. But Old Chet
grabbed my shirt again. I breathed out slow, got another ladle.
Another splatter. Oopsie, he dropped it. Went all across the
grass this time. That’s about the time I felt veins bulging from
my neck, and Old Chet there putting his hands against his
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face and pleading (though I didn’t know with which words)
and barely standing from his wooden wheel chair. He was
almost tugging at my feet with how much he wanted me to
stop. Gabralto picked up another bowl, Old Chet turned his
wheelchair and waved his hand away towards Gabralto, trying
to shoo him like a fly.

It didn’t work, it never works against men like this.
I think what sucked about this whole ordeal is how much I

tried, ya know? Dad always said that a man ought to put his
all into a work. That it’s good to have pride even in the small
things, because if it was the last thing you ever worked on, why
not make it the best you could do?

I’m not a hard worker by nature, you know this J.P. But I
try if I have to. Even a partier - even a dumbass like myself.
So’s imagine my anger when the first time my work ended up
like this. On the floor. And worst of all, Old Chet’s work too.
So’s here I was, staring back and forth between Gabralto and
this soup I just put in half a day into, stirring and cutting and
stirring and cutting and carrying and serving.

This was god damn good soup, J.P. The best soup ever.
And here was this fucker. This fucker with another empty

bowl in his hand and two spare bowls on the floor, lying
lopsided with the slurry of brown and orange and beige all
on the floor.

Old Chet’s legs gave and he sat and he wheeled away from us
two.

Gabralto smiled.
“Ga vi?” He asked.
I didn’t even know what ga vi meant.
“Fuck you.”
It’s not like he didn’t know what that meant either.
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I knew better this time around. I grabbed the ladle. No wind
up, just shot my foot forward into a deep step and chucked.
It went flying, making giant circles in the air before it struck.
Boom. Right above the right eye.

Wood hurts.
I hit him so hard he winced and turned his head a bit and

knelt, with the bits of stew dripping from his hair and his grin
wiped clean off. He rose up with a suddenness. He lunged. But
two men held him back. Poor Chet had to wheel back to me,
to hold me back. Old Chet yanked me to a seat and that was it.
They split us, after screaming and spitting.

I finally learned what rusu meant.
Rusu ment relax. Because Old Chet said it to me as he pointed

his long-nailed finger.
Mu sah meant fuck you. Because that’s what Gabralto

screamed across the field as they carried him away.
So’s…
“Mu sah!” I screamed back. It was a scene. The white haired

saint had his hand to his forehead, made me feel a little bad but
I didn’t regret it. Still don’t.

The only thing I regret was not noticing the wry smile on
Gabralto as he went off the plains completely, the hint of
something devious in the corner of his lips as he looked at
me briefly on his way out. You see, the worst part about his
place besides the monsters and people and customs is the lack
of oversight. The lack of an HR department, the inability for
me to talk to someone before things get worse. Because things
always get worse.

Revenge, after all, is a vicious circle. I’d enjoyed one end, only
to get the other soon enough.
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Sleep Paralysis
Aubur 39, 1125 Dom.

It was two weeks after the soup debacle.
The crickets chirped as I laid on my little blanket and pillow,

face down on the cart with a book in my hands. The horses
slept, the cart was still and deep rooted into the floor and the
pile of books to my side were getting cut down, one by one
as I read and read. It was my routine, the note taking and the
language cyphering. Working the hieroglyphics in the history
books into English, trying to get an alphabet that made sense.
Old Chet - not that he was aware of it - helped me along in
understanding too, with his screams and spoon-hitting.

That wasn’t the big deal about tonight, though. You see, like I
said before, it was two days after the soup kitchen incident.

I turned my body and switch the knob on the lamp fire and
let the glow die and the shadows in the room stretched out into
total black. It was a darkness I still wasn’t used to. A darkness
deeper than black. It was an early night I was retiring into, my
eyes dozed off a bit. Outside a few men stirred, a few animals
chirped and hopped off branches but things were still and quiet
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for the most part.
So’s I thought to sleep early. My eye lids expanded and shrunk

and expanded and shrunk, undecided as I looked into a small
box of arrow shafts. Counting each stick and feeling the drift
into sleep. Heavy eyelids, deeper breaths.

The canvas stirred a bit. Thought nothing of it - just wind.
The wheel turned a bit - again, nothing. It must have just been
loose.

The cart lowered a bit. Nothing strange, I must have just
moved.

Then the canvas flapped opened. I yawned. And the wooden
frame of the cart lowered, like a roller coaster drop. My eyes
shot up. My head darted left and right.

“What the fu-” I said. A hand grabbed me by the arm, pulled
me away from my blanket. Another grabbed the other leg. They
swung me three times and chucked me out and suddenly I
was out, my whole body rolling on the soft floor outside. My
shoulder striking the ground first, then the rest of me. I crawled
on the floor. Trying, rolling, away from the group of men.

Dad always said I was a fighter. That we, and I quote, “Have
the blood of wolves, Virgil. Wolves.”

So’s naturally, I flailed about. Three masked assailants with
white masks over half their noses and mouths and the rest of
their hair gathered and in a pony tail. Three banditos. I threw
my arms out. Screamed. For however long I could scream, one
of the three put a gag in my mouth. It tasted like soap and it
burned like that bucket water. Suddenly, I knew. I didn’t need
to see them, I didn’t need to make out their forms or decipher
their voices or read into them anything. My eyes were slow
to pop open, the crust of dirt shaking off them as they kicked
me around and shoved me from place to place. And the rough
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handling was instantly recognizable. The way they grabbed
my arms and legs and tried to spread me out onto the floor.
Gabralto and two of his fucking loony-friends.

A slick of a knife came hotfast from one of their waist, the
heat of the friction between leather and steel making the blade
hot as they put it against my cheek. Gabralto pointed to me, tip
right underneath my left eye and he spoke. I didn’t quite catch
all of it, only bits, only the parts that mattered. But I think I
knew what he meant.

“Leave us now. You’re not of us, never will be.” I think he said.
Gabralto, with his hand against my throat and the knife cutting
right along my cheek. It cut deep, too. So deep I couldn’t help
but bite on the rag and scream.

But fuck if I was going to be a victim, there’s nothing I hate
more than men who won’t fight back, especially when they can.
I waited, as the knife cut deeper and out towards my cheek, as
he whispered the words close to my face.

“Leave this group. Leave.” He said.
I waited. Not for the knife but for the loosened grip. So’s I

relaxed my throat and played along. My eyes, still wide.
“Do you understand? Leave.”
He eased off my throat. There.
I turned. Broke free (it was just one hand, the other two held

their sides laughing) and leveraged my weight over my belly. I
kicked out, struck Gabralto on the shins and we all fell over and
the knife skid across the floor. The two wised up and tried to
get a hole of me, I felt the hands reaching for my ankles. I kicked
one of the fuckers in the face, the other let go and punched me
in the chest while I was on the floor but in the heat of things,
with adrenaline pumpin’ wild into my veins, it’s not like I could
feel much of it.
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I grabbed Gabralto and grabbed him by the collar. We rolled,
rolled down hill specifically. It wasn’t steep or anything, but
there were bushes and weeds amongst the tall grass and I
seemed to have snagged every little thorn. The other two
followed us. I didn’t even care about them - no, I wanted
Gabralto. The one who stabbed my cheek. Who’d been a prick
since I got here.

Hide behind the mask, why don’t you? Try to fuck me up in
bed, huh?

I’m no fighter but I fight. I’m not mean but I can be cruel. I’m
no warrior but I’d kill. I think.

We stood to our knees. Grappling still.
I went low, gunned for his legs. Grabbed them and tried to

pull him over my shoulder. But he hit with an elbow in the back
of the head. I slumped. The other two caught up as I tried to
drag Gabralto down, and him, still elbowing my head.

It wasn’t a long fight.
Yeah, I got dropped fast. But at least I fought. Even as

they kicked and punched me, as they pulled my hair and kept
working on me, I’d had put on a fight. And even huddled into a
ball, shielding my body, I grabbed one of their feet and pulled
him and threw him onto the floor.

Yeah, it didn’t do much and yeah, what I did to them they did
to me tenfold. I got fucked up. But I fought. Three against one,
I fought.

I don’t know how long it lasted, honest. The kicks and
punches came like a piston machine and my body broke down
into flabby, weak torn muscle. I felt like flubber. It went on for
a while. Into the middle of the night. They got tired for sure.
Or maybe they heard the others waking up to the scuffle. The
three scrambled and ran out. In the darkness I couldn’t even
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see the direction they headed.
I raised my head from the floor and heard the dirt and grass

lifted from their wild running. The rag spat out of my mouth.
My tongue tasted of soapy blood. And standing, with my
bruised body and swollen face I touched my teeth, the back
set seemed a little extra wobbly.

There’s no dentist in this hell hole either, huh? I don’t know
why I thought that. I was too tired to think of anything else.

My legs shook and I plopped down again, ass first into the
grass. And falling, I’d started thinking of everything I missed.
Money. Home. Leisure. Of everything I’d lost. I pinched my
nose and blew out blood.

People had come by now.
One arm tried to lift the rest of my body up but I collapsed.

And I cried. As a group of men went around me, seeing the
aftermath and lighting lamps in front of my face to assess the
damages. They said stuff to me, not that I could really listen.
I just wanted out, I thought of home. Of mom. Of LA. Not
the yachts, not the whiskey shots or the good pair of tits every
night. I just missed my bed. I clenched the dirt.

I just missed home.
I laid on the ground bleeding from my face, my whole body

numb and tired and myself annoyed at the whistling noise my
broken-nose made when I took a deep sigh. Four men were
around me, some of them trying to get a feel for me. I knocked
their hands away. Waved them off. They looked surprised at
it, astonished when they saw me capable of standing. One of
them tried getting my arm around his neck. As if I’d let another
man touch me after tonight.

“Fuck off.” I said.
He backed off. I dragged myself back to my cart. As I took
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a step up onto the wood ramp I saw a knife, it was bright
underneath moonlight. Who’s? Anyones. dropped in the fight,
perhaps. Raising it, the gleam almost blinded my eyes.

Then I put it on my waist and stumbled up (fell) into the cart.
I dragged my body across the wooden floor and to the corner,
near a jar of pickling salt or flour or chalk or whatever the fuck
it was. I laid down, clenching my knife, holding it tight like a
baby against my body.

It was a good lesson to learn. Never sleep without a blade.
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What it feels like to be ugly
Feju 3, 1125 Dom.

I was so fucked up people couldn’t even look me in the eyes.
That’s how it was, serving food, all day with my head down. It’d
been like this for a week. Of being unwatchable. To others and
to myself. To see my reflection in the bubbling stew and to turn
away at the frightening image. To touch the blemished flesh
and purple swells along my face and to feel disgust. Anger, too.

Standin’ here tall above a fruit basket, next to the steaming hot
pot. I looked - not because I wanted to, but because I wanted
to see how far along the healing my face was at.

Then the rice was dumped in. A whole white bag of it, by Old
Chet. It scattered me across the surface.

“Me. Me was soldier.” He’d said it so slow in his own language.
I’ve been reading and translating and trying this whole time,
after all.

“Me was soldier. Me hurt leg.” He went through the theatrics,
of pointing at his leg and reenacting the arrow blow through
his knee. And me, the stupid child to take it all in through my
only unswollen eye. Watching him with a neutral face with the
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penis-looking fruits wobbling on the table top. He was tender
in voice and in attitude, his eyes softened as they looked at me.
It’d been like this and I guessed it’d carry on for as long as I
stayed with this band of psychos, which hopefully wasn’t long.

Out of everyone here I think I liked Old Chet best. He was
certainly second to the white angel at least. He was nice. Maybe
not often, but he was nice when it counted. Especially when
he fixed my nose first thing coming back from my fight with
Gabralto.

“Come. Come. Come.” He’d told me early morning at work-
he approached me. He put his wrinkled hands on my cheeks
and felt the crooked bones on my nose bridge. It hurt like hell,
I tried fighting back but the old man had a death grip on me -
that’s how I knew he was a soldier before he told me. You don’t
get that kind of grip without clashing swords hundreds, maybe
thousands of times.

He put both thumbs on my nose and pop. My bone went back
into place. I jerked away, holding my face. It hurt, bad. And
each breath for the rest of that day filled my sinuses with a deep
pain.

Yeah. Chet was a nice guy, kind of a dick but in a nice way.
Like a stern father.

Dad. Huh. Wonder how he’s doing. Does he even care?
So’s I’d spent the week healing my nose, a knife underneath

my pillow when I slept. No one had come to attack. I don’t
think it was that I intimidated Gabralto I like to think I did
though.

Most of my time was kept working on the kitchen, things
went easier that way. I think. Sort of. Maybe not. Today went
a little different though.

136



CHAPTER 16

* * *

The sun was harsh against my bruised flesh. I hauled potatoes
from storage to kitchen, Old Chet tapped at my back and led
me. We’d gone up the road and set up camp again, somewhere
in a burned field where the trees were already fallen and where
rare wind blew dots of white up. We’d gone up (all of us) to a hill
top where the gusts weren’t as rough, where the trunks were
broken. Some with clean cuts, others with shoots of fibrous
wood.

“War here. Month, maybe weeks ago.” Old Chet said, slow. I
came up to the cart and loweredmy head below the low hanging
red tarp, opening one flap and watched groups of men outside.
How they formed ranks among themselves by some number
across their pouldrons and leather vests. They laughed. Talked.
Jokers and drunks who turned to Romeo’s early into the night,
holding the hands of a few nurses and maidens available. Some
men gambled along the tops of the tree trunks. Others played
games with their throwing knifes, trying to clip birds out of
trees. I looked out during my hauls with Old Chet, the little
pointy camps and looked up to the symbols of their banners.

“What.” I turned to Old Chet. “What those symbols? What
that mean?”

He rubbed his chin. “Squads.” He said.
And they went up to twelve, as he pointed and spoke and

explained. Twelve units or companies living in this large
company. Twelve squads that formed the flock. With hundreds
and I mean hundreds of people. Women, children, men. All
with their own luggage and equipment. Acres of land taken.
And come night, the campsites fires went as far as the horizon
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and further. Beyond to what I could see. And me belonging to
none of those campfires. What was my unit? Fucking kitchen
aide? What was my squad? The countertop squad? My weapon,
the butcher knife. My uniform, the potato sack. My captain;
Old Chet.

Let them form their own numbers in their own language
and symbols, let them count the moons and the days and the
calendar as they want. Let these weirdos do how and what they
would, so long as I got my ship. So long as I got out. That’s all I
wanted. Before and still, maybe even more than before.

The moon rose high that night.
I stepped out to cold air, the steam of stew a kind of sauna

inside the kitchen. The sun half bled into the floor. The camp
fires started, and looking down they seemed like stars against
the dark green fields. The men’s faces glowed against the
campfires, scared and scary-looking at the same time.

As night deepened, so did the drinks. With drinking came
clamor, laughs and I was working instead of flirting the whole
time. God damn. I set up the platterware and food on an
unbleached table, fixing every little thing to neat perfection,
knowing it’d all be a mess in a few minutes. And I started
putting down the wooden bowls, and stirring the ladle inside
the stew above low flame.

Old Chet came all of a sudden, burning the axels of his
handicap chair. Grabbing the ladle from my hand, nodding
his head. “No. No. No. You rest. Me do work tonight.”

“What?”
“You rest. You done enough. Go go. Shoo.” He waved me

away. The minor bumps around my forehead and my chin hurt.
I looked back down. The soldiers looked back, eyes narrowed
and tight.
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Where could I even rest?
I went east, a little off the campsite so’s that I was far enough

that the lights of the sites were just blurs. And I wandered
into the forest. I rested my back against a nice tree with deep
roots that seemed half-untangled above ground level, that had
survived this war and probably many wars prior. Roots that
were stiff and dry. A leaf came down my face and clung to my
forehead and I looked up with my lips pursed against it. It made
a nice funny whistling noise.

“Ish ti val?” A voice from behind. I jumped. Leaped out of
my seat.

I turned around to face the man, his features hidden behind
the shadows of trees and brushes. I could tell he looked at me
though, his eyes were bright in the dark. Two beady gray eyes.

“What.” He spoke slow, slow enough for my mental transla-
tion. “What you here?”

Well, I wasn’t aiming to get bullied again. I’d dealt with that
before, with the brutality of being weak. So’s I raised my chest a
bit and puffed. Then I paused to remember how to speak Lylian
(the language).

“I’m Virgil?” I lowered my head. “Me new.”
The dialect, all fucked. The grammar, all fucked. And I knew

this because the man tilted his shadowy face and squinted one
eye.

“You speak like a fool.” He said. “You must be the fresh-one,
the boy they call black cheeks.”

“Black-cheeks?” I asked. “What. Mean. That?”
He chuckled a bit. Was he laughing at me? Better not have

been.
“On account of the shit on your face. Me thinks.”
“They’re calling me names?” I clenched my fist. “Who?”
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“Mmm,Gabralto, I believe. Nine hells, he’s amean one. That’s
what makes him a good fighter. Meanness.”

Gabralto. Each damn letter of his name raised my blood
pressure bit by bit until it felt like my finger tips would explode
from the growing pressure.

“Who else?” I asked.
“Everyone.”
“Why?”
“It’s not obvious?” He asked. “They don’t like you here.”
“And who the hell are you?” The words - these - came out

easy, talking was easier when I was angry, when my body was
quick and my brain even quicker. “Who are you, huh?”

“Sylas.” He said. “Don’t scream your madness at me now. I’m
not the one who named you.”

“Me not black cheeks.” I said.
“I didn’t ask-” He said.
“I’m Virgil. I’m a big deal. You know that?” I pointed my

thumb at myself. “B-Back where I’m from. I’m huge.”
I felt stupid.
“Virgil, huh?” He shook his head and chuckled. “I think I like

black-cheeks better.”
I looked back to the campsites, to the men.
Shit. I fucked up the words. Fuck the words. Fuck the camp

and the flock. Fuck Gabralto.
“Not my fault.” I said. “Not me fault. Wrong me no did.”
I ventilated. I breathed in. Breathed out, slow and closed my

eyes.
“I didn’t do anything wrong.” I said. Finally.
I slapped my forehead, I stomped the ground, paced in circles.

I’d ever only felt this once before - only once, when my ex-
girlfriend Gabby said I had a small dick. Back in highschool.
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When she told the whole school and for two months everyone
called my needle dick, that was the only time until now that I’ve
braced myself with this kind of anxiety. The type where you
look at you behind your back with each whisper and sneer and
though you’re sure they’re not talking of you, you can’t help
yourself.

Fuck Gebralto.
Sylas appeared from the shadows, closer to me. I stepped

back, naturally. Still shaking, still raging. My eyes watered
it’s not my fault I just tend to get watery eyes when I’m really
pissed. It’s not crying. I’ve always had to explain that to dad,
now I had to explain it to this fucking guy.

I rubbed my sleeve against my face.
“Me angry.” I said.
“Oh, you’re angry? I couldn’t tell.” Sylas said.
He was a small man, maybe an inch taller than me (and I was

five foot seven), but definitely more muscular. At least his arms
were, his torso, his legs were all hidden behind a robe. And this
man came forward, this older fellow - late thirties, maybe early
forties, to look me up and down. His hair black and curly and
in a pony tail. His eyes, lazy or tired depending how bad an
impression you wanted to gather from him.

A thin face - with a sharp chin. Sylas circled me.
“Why’d you join us?”
“Me no join.” It was all broken and themore broken the words

came out, the hotter I got. “Just traveling. Need to get to ocean.
Ocean.”

“Makes sense you’d want out.” He said. “It’s best to leave as
quickly as you can. Vicentius is an opportunist, he’ll take in
whoever he can. He’s nice. The rest of them? Not so much.”

“Vicentius. White haired man?” I asked.
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“White haired boy. Yes.” Sylas said. “He has an affection to
the needy and boy, you definitely look needy. Have you asked
him to put you away from the wolves?”

“Wolf? Me have wolf blood. Me no scared. No need help.” I
said. It sounded even dumber when I said it in my head, broken
or not.

“This isn’t a place for games, boy.” Sylas said. “Go back to the
carts, keep yourself out of notice. We’ll be approaching Lao Lo
in a month or two, depending on how things go. You’ll be free
then.”

A month. Two. That’s ninety days with how fucked months
and time and days were here. Ninety days of this shit? Ninety
days of me hiding?

I touched my face, a swell on my eye that burned with my
slight tap.

“They hit me. Hit me in night. Three.” I raised three fingers.
“Assault.”

I couldn’t tell Vicentius. But I could tell him, this unimportant
man. I could tell him…

“Assault? They meant to measure you” He said. “How do you
think you did?”

“I-I…” My eyes darted, back to the camps, back to the men in
campfires. Somewhere amongst those stars was Gabralto - a
black hole, that sucked the life out of me.

“Are you okay?” He asked.
My head went back and forth.
“Are you confused?”
My breathing paced.
“You have no idea what you’re doing, do you?”
“Two months of this?” I said.
I don’t know what face I made, my lips trembled. My eyes
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went wet again. It was a face that made Sylas seem, softer? His
voice eased.

“Yes, youngblood. Two months.” He sighed. “Try to be…like
a ghost? Do you know what a ghost is?”

I nodded yes.”
“Go unnoticed. Be blank. Empty. Maybe they’ll get bored.”
“Bored?” My body shivered.
“Just…” He scratched his head. “These are just my tips.

Just disappear, stick to Old Chet. They won’t hurt him. He
carries respect and although the men here are animals, they’re
principled animals. At least Vicentius acts like they are.”

Two months of this? Two months of the swelling? Of the
coldness? Of my body surrendering each time I walked past
Gabralto? Of the fear of snickers and glares and smiles? An
anxiety to make me want to vomit? Two months of that?

Sylas approached until he was right in front of my face, right
there where I could see all the creases and scars of his wooden
face as if he was some kind of grand oak. And in his presence, I
could feel a weight of history overwhelm me. Years of it. Years
of what? I couldn’t tell you, but it was something heavy.

“Now could you please leave?” He asked. “I prefer silence.”
I couldn’t live a day more like this and I wouldn’t live two

months like this. My body went hard. My stomach turned, but
my face hardened.

I felt my pocket - these were desperate times forme, so forgive
me J.P. But I looked for my knife. And I knew, as the dull edge
went across cold against my waist that if there was no spot for
me, I’d have to carve it out.

Two months of this shit? No way.
My heart felt like an explosion in the making. I entered the

campsite, my eyes scanning for the single man. Gabralto.
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You need to break a couple eggs to make an omelette,
right?

Feju 5, 1125 Dom.

I wandered into the camp, my head looking down. My hand
stuck underneath the band of my waist, with my thumb pressed
against the handle as I walked campfire to campfire. I didn’t
mind the stares or the glares, I didn’t mind my shabby rags or
the mismatched boots I wore or the droopy face I had. Didn’t
mind at all what anyone thought, not now.

I saw his face meters away, I saw his glowing - laughing -
huddled in between five different soldiers. On their shoulder
pads, the three was written with what looked to be decorative
lily flowers and vines draped along. Their heavy armor or chain
mail or leather chest pieces glistening against the fire.

I gulped. My throat was so dry. Just breathing I could feel
every crack open up. Worsening as I approached. I couldn’t
even sweat or breathe. But each time I thumbed the knife it
got easier or maybe gave me more power or something. So’s I
went at him until we stood face to face in front of the campfire.
Some of ‘em stood. The place was dead quiet.

144



CHAPTER 17

Coins dropped into a little cup and in the corner of my
eyes, I could see the tossing hands. Smiles all across, whispers.
Laughter.

Gabralto spat into the firepit.
“You.” I pointed at him. “Me.”
He looked around and laughed.
“What’s the problem?” He smiled.
“Did you name me.” I closed my eyes, swallowed my throat.

“Did you name me black cheeks?”
“And what if I did?” He asked.
“Is that why people laugh? Is that why they stare?” People

looked up from their huddled seats along the fallen tree trunks.
Their bodies laying long on the grass. Some stopped midway
their passing of food or water or wine.

“Is that a problem?” He asked.
“Yeah. It’s a problem.”
I knew my eyes were watering, but I didn’t care. Not now.

I’d be fucked if I let this prick handle me like this. Not again.
Never. It was like dad said; never to be a victim, never let things
just slide further and further away from you.

You can call it being vengeful, I call it fighting back.
I know it’s not right, I know it’s not good to be mean or make

enemies. But sometimes you just can’t. There’s always that one
guy, one guy who just can’t let you live a nice, peaceful life. As
if the thought someone else might be just a bit happier makes
them want to ruin it. It’s the type of man who was the type of
child to tear down sandcastles.

You always have one, you always get one and you always have
one chance to deal with them. And it sets the precedent, it
decides whether we live under their heel or if we don’t.

So’s let bygones be bygones… only after you get the last word.
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Live and let live… up until they threaten you Then you go hard
on the fuckers. You prove yourself. And here I was, in front of
this campfire with the sparks falling and the ash surrounding
us, here I was to prove to this man that I was going to fight.
That I had no other thing left in me but the fight.

“Coward.” I said. “Fight. Me.”
He understood those words. He understood ‘cause he kept

laughing, slapping other peoples arms and drawing them closer
with friendly headlocks.

“Well shit, he grew some big balls, huh.” He said.
I bent down just a bit at my knees. Felt a little thin and small,

but that’d just make me quicker.
“Coward.” I said.
“I’m not one the who pissed my pants that night.” He tipped

his chin forward. “…But that’s only what I heard, of course.”
My right eye twitched.
I’d be damned if I let it happen again. I don’t know why

but I thought of that cage, of that mother, of that son and that
monster. Rage and shame all washed over me like a wave of
hot water, a giant surf that pushed out of me and towards him.

I flung my fist. He dodged, kneed me right in my bruised
ribs. I spat then closed my mouth and grabbed onto his legs as
he was trying to return. I grabbed him and threw him a little
past the campfire, he went over it and crashed into the wooden
benches. Hitting one end of the benches up, the other end rose
like a teeter-saw. A shield at the opposite end flew out, into the
fire and the ash spat everywhere like a miniature volcano. The
men around us split.

Fuck fairness. I grabbed the shield a few meters off the
fireplace now. Burned my hands.

“Fuck!”
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I blew on them, then gripped it hard this time with my teeth
clenched. Spun. In one move, the shield flew at his head. He
covered his face and struck his forearm.

I ran at him. Lunged at him and I saw his elbow rise, like that
one night. As if I didn’t expect it or anything.

So’s I hooked his feet with my own and pressed against him
as he raised his elbow to strike me down and we both fell,
my weight on his. My pelvis mounted and controlling his
midsection.

“You motherfucker!”
I punched down on his face.
He was laughing the whole time, grabbing my arm, parrying,

blocking. I must have been a child to him. And the growing
thought and my growing misses just pushed me more and more.
Until. Well, until my breath collapsed and my arms made weak
thuds as they struck the grass behind his dodging head.

“You fight like a kid. Too much, too fast.” He said.
My eyes narrowed. That so? Did a child have the will to do

this then?
I reached into my pocket and grabbed the knife. I raised it

high above me.
His eyes went wide. That’s the look I wanted to see, you

fucker. Just the scared look and his arms desperate to get mine.
That was when the other men stepped in. Loads of them.

They grabbedmy arm, rippedmy fingers off the grip and pinned
me down. It took six men. Not that I’m proud or anything. It
wasn’t like I was actually going to stab him, I just needed to let
him know I had it in me to.

“It was a warning. Just a warning!” I said. My voice muffled
as my face was shoved into the grass.

There was a knee against my neck. My armswere held behind
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me. My feet were pinned down by feet. I shook, I struggled.
Not to brag, but just to remind you. It took six men to pin me.
Six.

And it didn’t take long for me to hear the familiar voice. Loud
and booming and dominant.

Vicentius. He looked at me and at Gabralto, both of us scuffed
and hotheaded and tight with the scowls on our faces (I saw his,
I felt mine own).

Vicentius walked up to us both, pushed the men off me and
raised my arm abruptly, with a grip that hurt my wrist.

“Both of you.” He said. “Back to your quarters. Now.”
His voice petered off into quiet, but the anger wasn’t lost in

it. It might have been scarier now that it was so low. It was the
type of anger where you’re not quite sure when it could break
into rage, that kind.

Gabralto and I looked at each other.
“Now.” Vicentius said. Andwe didn’t challenge him. Gabralto

spat. I raised my shoulders and kept my chin low. The other
men looked at me with the shame in their faces, no sneering
or laughter now, just bitter faces all around. At the edge of the
campsites, approaching the road I turned. Vicentius was knelt
and spinning my knife in his hand. He looked back at me, only
briefly because I couldn’t look long, and all I read on his face
was…disappointment.

It made my stomach drop.
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It was like being kicked out of the house, again.
Feju 6, 1125 Dom.

“We need to talk.” Vicentius said. I was in front of spatchcocked
cart with its four sides spread out and wheels removed and the
cart lowered onto the floor itself, the big ass pot set outside of
the wooden frame in between two large metal rods where a thin
chain held it all together above a fire. I reached into a turnip
bag and chucked them into the pot. I turned around and there
he was, the whiplash of silver coming into view first. I dropped
my foodstuff. Old Chet wheeled up and opened his mouth but
one glare from Vicentius had him shushed. He turned to me.

“Alright.” Talking was slow, finding the foreign words was
hard. “Where?”

“Here.” A second voice, it came from the rear. That old and tall
man I’d met at the village. Same as Vicentius, another platinum-
haired one.

“Who are you?”
“This is Soveros. My general.” Vicentius said. “Do you

understand? General?”
“Yes.” I paused. “Me understand what general means.”
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I’d been reading a lot about the wars of this land. Hundred -
thousand year long wars, apparently.

“Fantastic. You won’t feign stupidity this time around then.”
Soveros walked up, inches from me. “Then let me cut to the
marrow. You’re a nuisance.”

“What?” I asked. I didn’t quite catch most of it, but the
important bits sure rang some alarms. Stupid and nuisance.

“You’ve disruptedmembers of the Flock. You provide nothing
of value and are a liability. I’m of the right mind to leave you
here.” Soveros said.

“We agreed it wouldn’t be like this, Soveros.” Vicentius
grabbed him by the arm.

“The fact that the leader of the Flock is wasting his time with a
kitchen aid should be evidence enough for the shame he brings
upon us.” Soveros said.

“We agreed, Soveros. Agreed.” Vicentius said. “Remember?”
Soveros groaned and took a few steps back to give us both

space. I turned to Vicentius.
“So that’s how it is?” I asked. “Am I getting kicked out?”
“Not exactly.” He said.
I felt the tingles across my body. Cold, even in front of the

steaming pot.
“How close are we to the ocean?” I mumbled.
“What?”
“Ocean. How close?”
“The ocean?” Vicentius asked. “Two months of travel, on

horse at least. Assuming you knew your way and were good
with a sword.”

I’d horse ridden before. Dad had a farm when I was a kid
(kind of a cowboy fantasy we shared).

“I can’t leave.” I said. “Not yet.”
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“That’s great Virgil. That really is, and I believe you don’t
need to leave.” He said. “But I can’t dismiss the fact that you
tried to kill a Flock member.”

“Kill? I scared him.” My arms went everywhere with their
gestures. “Besides, he started it.”

“And you ended it.” Vicentius shook his head. “And ended
it badly. Half the camp hates you, they don’t take kindly to
strangers especially when the strangers attack.”

“So what do I do?”
“You try and find a group to take you in. Maybe get some

training in, join the ranks. Become apart of us proper. There
are twelve squads worth your time. Go and get accustomed,
make friends.” He said

“And who would train him?” Soveros craned in. “His
reputation has alienated most of the captains from taking him.
He’s weak. He’s disobedient, ungrateful. He doesn’t have the
stuff in him to be a warrior.”

“I picked him up for a reason, Soveros.” Vicentius said. “I saw
him at Carthius. He handled himself during the raid.”

“He got lucky is what he did.”
He wasn’t wrong, no matter how mean he was.
“Me.” My breathing went quick. I pointed at myself. “Me.

Me. I need to stay. Just a little. Just enough for ocean. Me get
to ocean.” I said. Both hands clasped, and that was a hard thing.
To beg. I’d never done it, never had to do it. But remembering
Carthius, remembering the monsters hovering over the city
and the women and children. The mother. All of it; memories
like fires that burned a hole through my stomach. I didn’t want
to relive them.

“You want to go to a coast?” Vicentius asked. I nodded. “We
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could carry him along, it’s only two months.”
“And how long would it be until he kills a man?” Soveros

asked. “The little shit doesn’t even have the courage to do it
with honor. He has to play trickster, hide his knives like a rat.”

“He wasn’t going to kill Gabralto.” Vicentius said. “Right?”
“No. I wouldn’t have.” Well, maybe. “He did it to me first. He

attacked me in my sleep.”
“As if I’d believe you over our men.” Soveros stood in between

us, his back to me and his arms out like a wingspan taking ready
to glide. “Vicentius, please oblige me for once. Cut him off and
leave him to dry here, he should be fortunate enough we don’t
take his head.”

“You’re being hyperbolic again, old man.” Vicentius pushed
him to the side. “Virgil, listen.”

“Yes.” My legs shook. Head cut off? Had he just said that?
“We’re reaching a city - it’s a midpoint to the port town. I

need you to find a group before then, okay? Join one of the
twelve. Would you?” Vicentius said.

“And if I don’t?”
“I’m not threatening you.”
“But you’re not answering either. If I don’t find any of the

twelve to take me in, what would happen?”
“I’ll tell you what’ll happen.” Soveros said. “You won’t be with

us any longer, that’s what will happen.”
“One of the twelve.” Vicentius said. “Ignore what he just said.

Just join one of the twelve, any of them.”
“Any?”
“Well, maybe not the third. Gabralto’s a part of that one.”
My head throbbed. A turnip rolled down to the side of my

feet. The wind blew harsh, and the horses neighed behind me.
Men stopped briefly, their armor clanking - shiny and clean.
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Whatever they were, however many more numbers there
were, I wanted no part of this group. I didn’t want to travel
with these fucks. I just wanted a boat and the unfortunate thing
about it was that this flock - these twelve- were still the best way
to get that, the boat that is. Through these carts and the narrow
roads threaded. Traveling with…monster hunters? And for me
to be made one, to be drafted into it? Fuck that. I’ve traded
stocks, crypto, did real estate for a bit. But hunting monsters?
That’s not a career, that’s a slow suicide.

I looked around me, snagged by branches, trying to peer
through the foliage. In broad daylight, in this dying midday.
The forest or the Flock. A village in between me and the coast
town. My head hurt bad now, it made me wince. Made me
clench my brown rags.

“Okay.” I gasped. “I’ll find someone.”
Vicentius got near to me, his chest against mine.
“I’m glad.” He put something in my hand, leathery. I looked

down, it was the knife. “Please don’t make me regret giving this
back to you.”

I couldn’t tell him what I wanted to say; that his group was
insane and that I’d leave the first chance I got. If I could just lie,
just maintain things for a bit longer then maybe I could inch
my way closer. That’s the Darko way. Learn, adapt, conquer.
Take as much as I could, thank ‘em by leaving and going off on
my own, that was the plan.

I bowed to Vicentius. Fuck Soveros though. I turned my back
on him, my head sunk a bit as I walked away. I turned my face,
just to look. Soveros had maintained his silent watch besides
Vicentius, him and his vulture-like face and his craned neck,
the tall brooding body with the little cape over his shoulder and
back.
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I had a feeling, just staring at that prick, that he’d be more
trouble than a hundred Gabraltos, because what I saw in
Soveros was not that youthful, gritty angst and hazing that
almost seems like play. What I saw in Soveros, in his blank face
and his drooping eyes and the saber hilt that he couldn’t let go
of, was silent malice. Trained. Honed. Malice.

* * *

It was dinner and I’d finished serving my last bowl hours ago.
I was by that forest again, away from camp with a little lamp
to my rear and a dying fire reflected in my eyes as I sat with
crossed arms beside a tree trunk. There was a sword to my rear,
my purple hands shook, enlarged and pained. A little trunk to
my rear was sliced up. There wasn’t anything deep, just shallow
scratches. My biceps felt spent. I stood and tried the sword
one more time for another set of ten, I grabbed the hilt but the
weight of the steel made me step forward and trip.

I was a mess It was a mess, even I could admit that.
I rubbed my head. The leaves rustled above me.
“Didn’t I tell you I liked things quiet?” Sylas asked.
He sat on a tree branch, one arm dangling and the other

smoking a pipe. The thick white steam rose past his face and
through the little gaps in the tree line between the leaves, white
smoke so thick it almost looked like rising snow.

“Monkey.” I said.
“Mun-khey? What’s that?” Sylas asked.
“Nevermind.” I sat in silence and poked the floor, making

designs and rings into the soft dirt. Like a primate discovering
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his intelligence for the first time, curious at the observation of
shapes and numbers that were at face value meaningless but
by virtue of having been formed first, assumed some deeper
meaning. Shapes of faces. Shapes of swords. Shapes of
nightmares, I’m sure I drew it all in that dirt.

“You know. They’re kicking me out. I’ll be gone soon.” I
picked up the sword and raised it above my head and swung
down against the midsection of a tree. “You were right. People
here…people here cruel.”

“They’re practical.” He said. “If you have one weak link in the
chain, the whole chain splits.”

“I’m not weak.” I said.
“You don’t have the look of a soldier, I can see why they’d

cut you off.” Sylas said. “Doesn’t help that you almost stabbed
Gabralto. Almost got him too.”

“I have discipline.” I said. “And I didn’t try to stab him. If I
tried to stab him, he’d be dead”

“Not with those slashes.” He pointed to the tree. I swung
hard, just to show him. The sword rattled, I rattled with it. And
I dropped it, my body still stuck in that little quake.

He laughed. I looked up to him.
“They want me to…join squad. But no one. No ones want of

me. ”
“Right. I believe it.” He took a drag. “You should have tried

making more friends than that old cook.”
“There are five hundred people and no one wants me.” I said.
“You’re too high strung. Too wild. You talk funny, you look

funny. It’s no wonder they don’t like you.”
High strung? I’m not high strung. I picked up the sword. I

swung hard against the wood. The blade rebounded and I felt
the rattle down to my arms. A rattle so intense I dropped it
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again.
“You should calm down. You’re not even swinging right.”

Sylas said.
“Easy you. Easy for…you.” I said.
He dropped a seedling the size of an acorn a top my head, it

looked like a perfect sphere with a spindly husk. It rolled down
my scalp, to the floor.

“Ow.”
“Don’t get snappy with me.” Sylas said. “I don’t have this

figured out either.”
“You’re from America too?”
“Ameri-what?” He asked. “No. I mean I don’t have a squad

either.”
“Then why do they let you stick around?” I asked.
“Because I’m good.” Sylas said. “Because once you earn a

certain pedigree, rules stopmattering. It’s not something people
want to admit, but privilege belongs to the strong.”

“Uh huh.” I said.
“That’s right.” Sylas jumped down. He walked in front of me

and stepped on the hilt of the sword, it jumped up to his face
where he caught it as it spun. And he did helicopter circles with
the blade, it shined in strobe lights of white. He tossed it, it got
stuck against a tree, catching a leaf at its mid point and pinning
it against the bark. My eyes were in circles just trying to keep
up.

“Hey. If you’re so good, then maybe you could-”
“No.” Sylas said. “I don’t teach. Especially to people like you.”
“What do you mean people like me-?”
“And I’d like it if you left.” He grabbed the knife from the

wood and spun it back so the hilt faced me. “I like it quiet.”
And I left it at that.

156



Chapter 19

The stone benches bit at my ass, sitting here in the dinner hall
with my broken arm laying flat on the corrugated table top. On
a leaf plate sat slop, dinner. It was fish - surprise! And it was
flayed, and I was working out the bones with my good hand,
or spitting them out or trying to peel them from in between
my teeth. The leaf plate was a cruciferous vegetable that grows
naturally on the coastline, something of a lilypad looking thing
called Surapina roundleaf, or Surapika as it was known amongst
all of us. And this plate of a leaf was fibrous, green with a giant
red stalk that ran center. Most people crushed it and rolled it
into a wrap and sandwiched the fish guts and bones and slimy
flesh inside. Delicious.

I ate amongst the prisoners. And someone’s name was
beginning to make the rounds of conversation. So naturally
they looked at me with odd glares and faulty smiling veneers,
teeth like daggers.

On this rectangular table, everyone parted. Immediately.
They all nodded at once and stood and the table rattled, my slop
shifted in place. They faced the doorway, two propped open
doors with guards on the sides and went through. I grabbed my
Surapika and lifted it as I too felt the need the move. Turning,
I saw him. The catlike gait, the wary high strung shoulders
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of a cautious man. It was the intense and nervous walk one
man does when he enters another man’s domain. Chaucer. He
plopped down and pushed his food onto the table.

“How’s it going Virgil?” He asked.
I grabbed the edges of my leaf and folded it to scarf it in my

mouth, then stood.
“Wait. Wait. Wait. Hold on.” He said.
“What do you want, Chaucer?” I asked.
“I just wanted to see how you were doing. You came at me

with your hand situation…and this whole Ritcher conversa-
tion…” He said. “I just want to know how things are coming
along.”

“With?”
“Seducing your new friend.” He smiled.
And now I really wanted to leave. There were a dozen tables,

some alcoves in the stone walls, and about half the amount
of guards as usual. Their swords hung from their sides low
and near the ground. But considering the size of the room - a
room that could only fit fifty men that now fit over a hundred -
there really wasn’t any worry for a riot. There wouldn’t be any
space to operate it from. Someone bumped shoulders with me,
another burped in my face, Chaucer was somewhere behind
me breathing (as if he needed to do anything more). Grumpy,
old, fat, disgusting men all imposed themselves in my space and
I just couldn’t.

“Hey, I hope you still don’t think I had anything to do with
what happened to you.” He said.

“I don’t know. And I don’t trust anyone.”
“Let me tell you, you can live with that philosophy in mind

but you won’t live long.” He said.
I tried to squeeze through. He followed. I made it to
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the far side of the room where the small food chutes were,
little channels that led to labyrinth-like sequences where the
excrements of the prison were shot out into the ocean. Food.
Shit. Piss. Very efficient.

“I won’t live long trusting you either.”
“Aye, don’t be so cruel.” He said. “You’re a good friend of

mine. I’d never want any badness to happen to you.”
“We’re not friends. You were never in want of a friend.” I

stopped. “You were just looking after an investment.”
“You’re half-wrong, friend.” He said. “I can invest in strangers

as much as I can invest in friends.”
“Alright.” I sighed. “What do you want?”
“We always have a choice,” He said and grabbed my arm and

led me to one of the alcoves in the walls where men slept or
lazed against the smooth concrete pouches with slouched backs,
a bit away from the guards. The candles were set about them
like some kind of idolatry, inebriated messiahs without spoken
wisdom but glazed eyes like crystals balls whose experience
held the secrets of the world.

These fools looked up. And smiled.
Ritcher pulled me from them, into some corner of the room.

A man ate with a stupid face, the gruel came off the corner of
his mouth.

“We all choose. You chose to speak to Ritcher, you chose to
speak with me. Now you have another choice, and it’s right in
front of you.”

“What is it?” I said.
“How would you like to break out.”
“Not this shit again.” I turned around immediately.
“Oh come on!” He pulled on my arm, again.
“I’ve known you long enough to know when you’re bullshit-
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ting. And you’re bullshitting right now.” I said.
“I mean it Virgil. Do you want to live the rest of your life

in this dump?” He asked. “Don’t you want to see what the
world turned into? I’ve spent five years in here, Virgil. Five
long years. Most of my youth wasted, with only six more years
before middle age claims me on my thirtieth.”

“You were slave trading since you were nineteen?”
“No. I got caught at nineteen.” He smiled.
I looked at him, the small frame of his, wondering where all

that cleverness and evilness hid.
“Just great then.” I stretched my forehead with my hands.

“The man who got caught wants me to hatch a plan with him.”
“We won’t get caught. I’ve got it all planned.”
“Chaucer, this isn’t a joke. I have assassins after me.”
“They’re not assassins. They were just there to scare you.” He

said.
“They said they’d do worse if I kept talking to Ritcher.”
“And?” He said. “As far as I can tell, you should have more of

a reason to escape now.”
“You-” I clenched my fist. It shot pain through me and I

winced again. “Nevermind. I’m listening, I’m here. What do
you need from me and say it quick so I can blow you off already.”

“You can stop pretending you’re not interested now.” He
leaned into me. “I’ve got a plan, Virgil. And I’m going to need
that Ritcher buddy of yours.”

“He isn’t my friend.”
“That’s not what everyone’s saying. They’re saying you two

talk all night. Tell each other stories and secrets.” He said.
“I tried to kill his king, what do you think he thinks of me?” I

asked.
“Ask him.” Chaucer said. “And while you’re at it, tell him
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about me too. Tell him to lend us one his big boat. That’s the
final piece, Virgil. The getting out is easy, the boat part is a little
hard, but with his help-”

“No.” My head started to hurt again, the cacophony rattling
around. Themastications, the feet stomping, the guards rattling
in their armor and shouting from across the room; Hey you.
Don’t talk. Hey you, eyes on the food. So on and so on.

And here was Chaucer, adding to that noise, the thought like
a screw tightening into the side of my skull.

“No. No. No.” I said.
“Virgil.” He grabbed my by the shoulder “You have to trust

me. Do you really want it all to end like this? In this dump?”
“Beats drowning.” I took a few steps back, men filled in

the space between us like the parsed sea was collapsing back
again. But within this sea of people, I felt the sudden grab.
Someone held my hand and shoved something in my loose grip.
I squeezed whatever it was tight.

“I have a map.” Chaucer whispered.
A map. I looked down on the parchment in my hand, no

different the pages in my diary. On it were the few stray letters
and cursive writings and lines and nautical pathways. A map
to sail home. A map to the mainland.
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I rubbed the piece of map between my fingers, hidden some-
where within the haystack I rested on, thumbing it gently. My
own egg of hope. And I hated myself for even buying into the
fantasy Chaucer offered. But I couldn’t help it.

“Are you paying attention?” Ritcher asked.
I let go. Raised both my hands and put them on my knees.
“I got your wine.” Ritcher offered a cup through the bars.
The scent of the cup went up my nose and sent the burn down

my throat. One sip is all it took for my face to contort and turn
to the side.

“Good, isn’t it?”
“If you want to die early.” I said. “Can I keep the cup?”
His eyes narrowed.
“No. You’re the last person allowed a weapon.”
I pushed the cup forward and he snatched it. Ritcher, wearing

what looked like a one piece beige tunic and me still in my rags,
with the water drips of a low-hung corrugated ceiling spilling
on me.

“Why’s that?”
He poured another bit of wine and handed it to me, my

reflection red in the glass.
“You became a general of the Flock for a reason. I don’t know
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the specifics of it, but apparently you were very good in battle.
Very, very good.”

“And now I can’t even wipe my ass with my hand.” I raised
my bandaged arm. “So much for reputation, huh?”

“They called you the wind of the west.” He said. “Sylas was
the wind of the east. You took his title.”

My lips touched the rim. My face went sour, I pushed the cup
away from me and stuck out my tongue.

“Anything else you can tell me?” I asked.
“Only rumors, which I’m not interested in. I need facts.”
I sat down in front of the bars with my body resting on my

hams andmy face focused on the scurrying centipedes that went
crack to crack. The blur of their small legs a bit mesmerizing,
and the colors less dead than usual. I took another sip. Then
another. The cold and fecund air went warm. I put the back of
my palm against my cheeks and smiled. Hot.

“I’ve got a question for you, Ritcher.” I said.
“What’s that?”
“You telling me the truth?”
“The truth about what?”
“The truth about you.” I sipped. “Ritcher Wolfe. Chasing

after some loose perpetrators. Prince of the…rose…what part
of the country is that?”

“I reside over the Southern continent.” He crossed his arms.
“What are you getting at?”

“Nothin’, nothin’. I’ve just been around a lot of people who
lie is all.” The wine spilled from my mouth. “Shit.”

“I knew bringing the wine was a mistake.” He shook his head.
I covered my mouth.
“This feels great.” I said.
“Stop blabbering inanities and get reading.” He offered the
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jug. As I neared it, he retracted and offered the book instead.
“Ah. The adventures of Vicentius.” I said. “And Sylas. And

Obrick.”
Ritcher’s face widened and held for a fewmoments, hismouth

opened but no words came out. He subsided and returned
hunched in his seat.

“Obrick?” He asked.
“Hmm.” I put a finger on my chin. “I forgot who that is.”
“Just read.” He said.
What was that all about? It made me laugh, that funny face

he did. I held the book with my both hands (it didn’t even feel
broken. God damn.)

My body contorted to the corner like a brown recluse setting
web, my head peering up from the edges of the cover just to
look at Ritcher and laugh.

“Stop acting stupid.” He said.
“Alright.” I said. “I hope it’s good today.”

My time in the farms;
Savara 2nd, 1125 Dom.

Reading the books Vicentius offered had done me wonders.
It’d been a good distraction from the meanness around me. I
don’t hold the delusion you’ll ever receive this anymore, J.P. So
I’ve stopped writing with you in mind. And yet these words yet
may go unheard, I speak anyway. To assure a proper chronicle
of my search for a boat.

I walked out of my cart carrying a bag of grains against my
chest with both arms clutched underneath like an infant. Down
the road, towards the kitchen, all round me the fleet of men and
their grimaces and their cough-cut laughter as they approached
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me. One of them, I couldn’t quite see his face, bumped into
my shoulder. My body spun, the grains flew, I struck a horse
next to me. I fell on my knees, the horse releasing a neigh
and extending its hood. The grains spilled, seeding the floor,
small little needles of flour to be ground still yet nestled, on the
brown dirt, looked like prickly brown weeds. Behind me the
men laughed. Some passed me with their glares. I wasn’t even
much of a laughing stock as I was diseased. That my condition
was not to be mocked, but pitied.

I heard the words behind me.
“Poisaru.”
Pussy in Sylian; their language, or at least what I’d named it.
Among other insults, Bisaru was also common especially in

the catering station where I’d spend most of my evenings.
Bisaru was another word for annoying and the closest thing

to “bitch” I’d found. Apparently named after a bird. A special
breed called the Bisa, who yelps for a mate. Thus the name for
“complainers” like me; Bisaru.

I struggled up with whatever was left of the bag.
Next to me the wheels ran steady and well-greased as we

went through the flat terrain of the thin road. The thin black
trees had lost their brooding limbs. We’d come to a place of
giant pines. And, to a stop. The horses huffed drivers wrapped
a firm grip around their leather handles. On my person was
half the bag of grain, and to my side to escort me half the way
to the kitchen was Old, crippled Chet. Men came running past
us over a hill that was about ten carts ahead of us. It was over a
small bend, where the sun had just come up to the canvas tops
of the tents. They ran fast, weapon clinging around their waist.

“What’s up there?” I asked. “They’re acting like they’ve
discovered America.”
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“A-me-ri-ka? What’sat?” Old Chet asked.
I put the flour against on his waist. He heaved at the sudden

drop.
“You son of a-” I grabbed the spine of his chair and dug my

heels deep into the dirt and pushed him all the way up the hill,
past the carts where the drivers stood raised high with their
hands over their eyes and their faces with the slight smile. We
came up, Old Chet’s chair sounding like a broken gear waiting
to collapse. Squeaky, aching. Over the grassy knoll, around
the line of men, our bodies dug into the group by the edge of a
wooden blockage that headed down slope.

My head stuck through underneath a man’s arm pit, a smell
that made my throat gag. I closed my eyes and shook my head
and when they re-opened there it was like a damn oasis in a
desert.

Canthus. The village in the heartland of Mervo (the quadrant
I had the displeasure of living in). A village intermediary
between Lao Lo and Carthius.

But to call it a village was a stretch. It wasmore a bastard birth
of old and new. Farmlands sparse outside the rich settlement
with its even-toned white brick roads and houses. It looked like
a drain, honest. Like every crown of vegetable and every caged
encampment of cows fed into the clean brick. Even from this
high distance I could tell it, I’d live a life like that. A beautiful
city growing center to the sprawl of base farmers and farm
lands. A clocktower skeleton stood at the epicenter, its giant
hands visible even from the miles away and above.

“Canthus?” I asked.
“Do I look like the driver? How would I know?” Old Chet’s

arms flexed underneath the weight of the bag. “And get this shit
off me.”
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“Right. Sorry.”
We’d made camp a hundred meters from the northern side of

the city, at a point where the cheap fencing and cheap chicken
coop string ran out and where the long wooden logs of a
tethered wooden wall matt met. They were pointy at their
ends interred deep into the floor (newly interred I might add).
Where they would remain flat for miles ahead. Behind the farm
and cheap fence were the dirt roads that led deep into the city.

We were practically in the boonies, with tall grass up to my
knees that itched and made me look shorter than I was. Five
seven is average damnit.

I pressed my heel down on the kitchen cart wheels, firm in
the dirt. Again, I shook. Not a budge. The horses were all
collected and fed and pushed into a little encampment of high
fence in one of the farms. From a distance I could spot them, if
I just narrowed my eyes and blocked the sun with my hand.

I looked past the kitchen to the propped set-pieces; archery
boards with fresh wounds on their red spots, benches and logs
and a growing pit with spit-roast mid construction. It’d be pig
tonight.

“Where you headin’ off, we gotta get dinner ready.” Old Chet
said.

“I need to talk to someone.”
I arrived near Vicentius’s camp. A large zero and crow on his

tent banner. A bronze colored man with black spots turned his
head around the corner behind a tent. He looked at me, struck
down with his hammer and missed the stake. He yelped. Threw
the hammer.

These were the idiots I’d traveled with.
No more with these fools. No more with the faces of pity

and contempt and curiosity. No more with the Flock. I saw
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Vicentius in the field, helping with a tent, rubbing the sweat
off his face with his pale arm. He held a wooden post, fit it in
a hole and kept still as another man filled the slot with sand.
The mounds still moist and dark underneath his black leather
shoes. Soveros stood behind him, wearing the same outfit he
always had, the dark cape and the puffed neckline and the wide
pouldrons of metal and the same scowl, without even a smidgen
of intent of helping. Both his hands were underneath his cowl.

“Vicentius.” I said.
“Commander Vicentius.” Soveros said.
I looked up to him, scowl matching scowl.
“General of War, leader of the Flock, master of all, Vicentius.

Please, god king. Could I speak to you?” I said.
“Is this your form of humor, worm?” Soveros asked.
Vicentius chuckled.
“What do you need, Virgil?” He said.
“Vicentius. Vincent. Can I call you Vincent?” I asked.
“Vincent?” He stood up. “Vincent. Vincent… I like that.”
“Vincent.” I took a side step away from Soveros. “Can I talk

to you alone?”
Two men working on cutting wood looked at us, their hand-

saws up in the air. Soveros turned to them. They jumped and
started sawing the table too. His neck slowly turned back to us,
Vincent and myself.

“Certainly. Leave us Soveros.” He said.
“You’re supposed to be giving order, not taking them.”

Soveros said.
“And yet you would command me, here and now?” He asked.
“No, commander. I advise, though.” Soveros bent his head.
“Advice taken. Now, give us some space.”
“As you say, Commander.” Soveros walked away. His
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shoulder bumping into mine. A few other men around us
looked at each other then to the fading silhouette of Soveros
and went his direction.

“He doesn’t like me.” I said.
“Does anyone?” Vincent said. “You haven’t made any progress

with the men.”
“It’s not like they’ve given me a chance.” I said.
“Most men don’t get chances, they have to make them.” He

said.
“They won’t even let me make one.”
Vincent grabbed a hammer and nailed in a rope tied stake.
“They don’t like the fact that yo don’t fight.” He said. “At least,

monsters. I mean.”
“What’s wrong with me being a cook?”
“Just how they feel.” Vincent said. “Doesn’t help that you

almost stabbed a man, remember?”
“Like I said. He’s the one who attacked me first-”
“With a knife, right?” He extended his palm “Can I borrow

it?”
Waiting. Studying him. I reached around my waist and haded

it to him. Hhe dug into the threads of rope, and snipped the
strays by the ends of a tied knot then handed it back.

“I don’t want to cause trouble and I haven’t for a month.” I
said. “I wanted to talk to you about that threat you gave me a
while ago.”

“It wasn’t a threat. More like a suggestion.”
“Yeah. Whatever you want to call it. The problem is I can’t

seem to find anyone to let me in. You know, into the ranks.”
“We have a hunt coming up, I’m sure I…can find you someone.

You just need to be willing-”
“I’m not. That’s the thing.” My hands drooped to my side. He
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turned around with his brows raised, that he lowered into calm
stoic face. His big red eyes went soft, the creases of his flesh
eased until he seemed almost cherub in appearance. Vincent
sucked in his lower lip, faced the ground and brought back his
face with a half-smile.

“That so?” He asked.
“Yeah. I won’t be sticking around. I’m leaving.”
“Where to?”
“Lao Lo. I need to find a boat. It’s the closest coast city, right?”
“Virgil, I don’t think you’re going to find the type of boat you

need.” He said. “These stories of your foreign land. America…
I just don’t think there’s anyway…I’m just not quite sure how
you’d go back. Or even if you came here the way you think you
came.”

I scratched my neck and felt my body tingle and my fingers
twitch.

“It would take an extra month assuming you allowed me to
stay.”

“You can stay, you just need to join proper-”
“I can’t stay.” I said. “A man’s gotta know his place and it’s

not here. It’s not even in this land, Vincent. My home is far, far
away and I don’t plan to wait any longer to get there.”

“That right?”
“Yeah…”
Vincent raised himself and shook my hand, clasping my arm

as he reached in and pulling me in tight.
“I believe that you believe you can find home, Virgil.” He said.

“Whether that be here or elsewhere. I won’t keep men who
don’t want to stay. Every man knows his place, I just hope you
know yours.”

“I do.” My home existed. It exists. It was in Los Angeles. A
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nice four story home in Beverly hills with as many long and
wide roads to drive myself and all the women I could fit in a two
seater. It was in my kitchen on drunk nights. It was alone in my
yacht. It was somewhere else, far away from wheel-cleaning
and potato-peeling. Far away from the tents.

Vincent put his hand on my shoulder and let go. I brushed
him off.

“I need to get out of this nightmare.” I said.
“You remind me a lot of myself.” Vincent said. “Maybe that’s

why I’m so lenient with you.”
“I just don’t see how we’re any way alike. You’re much more…

”
“Funny and handsome?” Vincent laughed.
“Disciplined.” I smiled.
“May I ask if you don’t mind. Do you have any supplies?

Weapons? A horse?” He asked.
“Old Chet gave me some money for helping him around. I

aim to buy a horse, he said they’re cheap here. Maybe I’ll work
for a couple days, make some money that way.” I said. “I’ll find
a way.”

“You’ll need to hire protection. We can-”
“I doubt anyone in this camp would protect me.” I laughed.

His face saddened.
He looked out the distance, at the horizon, out to a bundle of

trees and the thick forest where the spurs of animals shook the
green tops.

* * *
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“Is that how it is then.” His face eased and each long breath
mademy own growing pangs calm. It looked like he wasn’t even
staring into the forest, but rather past it to a horizon far away,
in a place not reachable by any stretch or any road. Vincent
put his hands on his hips, his chest bust stuck out and his back
straightened.

“I believe in good investment.” He said. “You have good
instincts, Virgil. You’re not as dumb as they say, you have a
good sense of awareness. These are things I value and things I
want.”

“Well, I’m sorry but-”
“I’m the type of person that gets what I want. The type of

man who gambles and compels and I’m willing to gamble on
you.”

“I just don’t see that-”
“Virgil. I will give you two hundred silver, right here right

now.”
The hairs behind my neck rose.
“What’s the deal?”
“You stick around for one week. That’s how long we’ll be

here. You stick through the attack.”
“What attack?”
He looked away, towards the city now.
“You don’t need to fight, I just need you there to see. Maybe

then you’ll understand.” He said. “Can you do that? For two
hundred silver? It’d get you exactly what you want.”

“Why are you going so far?”
“I don’t know.” He said. “Maybe I just like you and your crazy

stories. Maybe I just like having a lackey around to bully.”
I chewed the inside ofmymouth and bit my fingers and shook

in place, staring left and right to the many faces now sticking
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through gaps in the tents or around the corners or around the
high-stacked carpentry tables with the film of saw dust still raw
on their surfaces.

“Fine. Just a week? Just long enough for the attack?”
“Yes.” He said.
“Deal.”
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She came out of nowhere;
Savara 3rd, 1125 Dom.

I woke up the next day early in the cart with the coffee-like
brew still percolated with fury on a dimming fireplaces and
where looking out into the open field, the groggymenwith their
drooling faces wandered like zombies tent to tent. I ran walked
past the kitchen, where Old Chet sat in half-asleep watch, one
eye-slit open and the other closed. One second, his head falling
and in the other, the sudden jerk of it rising again. Old Chet,
sat and perched in between a sack of carrots rolling past his
feet and a nest of potatos around his wheels.

“Good bye, buddy.” I said.
Stay a week? In this place? Like hell I was going to stay a

week longer.
I came to town. Wandering thewooden-barred barns towards

the growing pale concrete roads. The morning rolling as
I rolled through. Flat topped homes, construction workers
still hammering out the dark-oak flooring and walling. Big
sectioned off land being built on old dirt field. Deeper in
the heart towered many-storied buildings with balconies and
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white spiral balustrades and where the soil was pliable, and the
conrete floors loud against the hooved horse clops. I wandered.
Trying hard to keep mental note of every street and every horse,
because in my pocket were the two hundred silver.

Yes. Two hundred. Given to me by Vincent, of course. Oh,
Soveros had made a scene of it all.

“You’re giving him how much?” And what scene he’d made
out of the tent, screams that were heard throughout the camp.

“We’ve got a hunt coming and you’re wasting time and money
on him?”

God bless Vincent. Or Gods bless him. However many
So’s here I was in and about the busy dirt road with the

horses trailing around me, trying to dodge the faces of all the
Flock members as I slipped and hid through alleys. There were
clothing lines running across the rooftops and long lines of
stores and homes and stables where the hay mounds were the
size of small huts. I kept my hand to my coin purse and kept it
close to my waist. Now, I didn’t know much of currency here
but I figured I had a good amount. Felt heavy, at least. Everyone
in front of the stalls, the ones with hanging fish or baskets of
fruit or piles of sheathed weapons bought with bronze. The
idea then. Something more. Bronze. Silver. It doesn’t take a
genius to know which one was worth more.

The road gave way to streets of wood, not quite the opulence
of brick but not quite as gauche as the black ground dirt.

A little wooden flap swung above me with a giant ham etched
into it. I turned into the shop to a man with rotting carcasses
behind him.

What was it Vincent said I needed? Defense. Horses. And
food supplies. Food.

My stomach grumbled.
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“Alright, what can you give me?” I dropped the sack in front
of him. His eyes widened. “How much can this buy me?”

The string atop the bag undid itself by the growing width of
the coins that leveled out and they flashed for a moment like
hundreds of small little gems. The reflection glistened off his
eyes and he smiled. He had one hand on the table that tapped
wildly. The place reeked of old meat and the woodsy herbs
like rosemary and thyme. When I turned my face away from
one scent, in came the rank smell of another. Cheese, foot and
maggot scented.

I kept my face forward, towards the smiling butcher.
“You’ll need food that won’t spoil. Sausage, cheese, fruit

leather will do ya.” He walked away and behind the counter, to
a little door out the back where boxes and metal things dropped
and where he screamed and cursed. The noise settled. He
stomped about and came out draped, smiling. The dried meat
hung around his neck and his arms. Cheese clung by a stringed
sack by his waist. Jerky in the husks of corn. (I’d seen it grown
from outside, near the camp and cows).

“Here’s some fine Gwai meat.” He said
“Gwai meat?” I asked. “What’s a gwai? Is it a cow?”
“Cow? No. Much better than cow. Never seen one, friend?

Massive four legged furred thing. Keeps to the edges of
Solvengrad a ways north from here. It’s peculiar to the berries
there. Eats them, sucks them in like little pellets.” He made
slurping noises. “Heavensberries is whats makes its meat so
sweet. But it’s lean. Dries out. So we make sausage, jerky. We
shoot in some tallow and marrow from-”

“Alright. Alright. I get it.” I said. “How much for all that?”
My fingers ran through the gallery. The cheese, the sausage,

the crumpled and crumbling sheets of fruit-candy.

179



A HUNT FOR CROWS

“Fifty silver.” He licked his lips, his wide jowls shaking as he
did. Then swallowed. My eyes narrowed, he set down his meat
and fixed his small round-lensed glasses on his nose.

“No.” I said.
“Is that too much?”
“It’s. It’s.” I forgot how to say bullshit. “It’s shit is what it is.”
He looked up like I’d just caught him, like the cage was rigged

prematurely and the rabbit done gone escaped.
“I’ll take twice what you’re offering for that much.” I said.
“I can give you two more extra pounds of each. That’s it.” He

said.
“Five pounds. Of sausage, of the jerky and of the cheese.” I

leaned closer, hands against the table. He leaned in too, so we
were facing each with our breaths contaminating the airspace
with an acidic smell.

“Fine.” He nodded his head. “Five more pounds then, that’s it.
You’re not getting anything else.”

“Want.” I picked up a bottle of red liquid in a vase shaped flask
with a bottle top with a small mound around the rim where
it so desperately wanted to pop out. I pulled the cork with a
thump and put the smell against my nose, that nose burning
nail-polish scent of sour berries. “This too.”

“It took me three years to age that bottle.” He said. “You can’t
be serious, you’ll kill my business.”

I looked around with my arms expanded to the loneliness of
the shop. Sheets of meat that dangled in silence, dried fruits
tangled on a wall like vines. No one here but us.

“Old man.” I drew my arms back. “I am your only business.”
He narrowed his eyes.
“Take it.” He shook his head. “Just rob me then.”
I dropped the forty silver and had two fat sacks with me now.
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One over my shoulders, bulging and smelly, the other dangling
by my waist.

I thought I was slick, I won’t lie. Like just walking I could feel
my swagger drag down my pants. I leaned my back and drew
my legs forward and put my hands in my pocket, smiling for
once and looking at all the horses and people that couldn’t keep
their curious eye from me. Me, walking center of the street.
Uncaring.

I turned a corner, a crossroads that separated four quadrants
of the city. The brick roads, the muddy roads, the wooden roads
and the dirt road. Each a different direction, each a different
section.

I turned towards the muddy road, I’d seen some stables there.
I took five steps and felt a thump against my stomach. I tripped.

A child’s head rose. A small girl with a pony tail and a lazy
eye.

I don’t know why but it made me a little sad. Like a hole was
in my stomach, and over the next few seconds of looking at her
something cold had come to fill in the vacuum.

I swallowed my spit and blinked, my eyes had gone dry.
“Sorry.” I said. Sorry, that’s right. Sorry.
This child blinked, right eye before the left and mumbled the

noise, mhm.
She flashed her teeth, not necessarily a smile, because there

weren’t enough teeth to form one. Her tongue stuck out from
the gap in between her front tooth, a girl who must have been
no older than fourteen.

She walked past me and away into a growing crowd where
the chaos of chimes sounded off. I saw her back, briefly, as she
squeezed in between an old woman with a basket of breads,
towards vendors with the bells in their hairy palms. Another
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child disappearing. My throat went dry.
The old woman walked past me. She stopped a little aways.

She looked down, then around her waist.
“Where’s my money?” She said.
It shocked me awake. I looked down
I moved my belt. No rattle. I looked around my waist, no

string or bag. My face went cold.
What the fuck? I went in circles looking as if it’d be there, the

silver, all scattered on the floor and waiting for me. No coins
on the floor. No fucking bag.

The girl.
“Shit. Shit. Shit.” I spun faster. My hands shook.
“Hey, punk.” I screamed in the direction of the vendors.
There wasn’t a word for punk in their lexicon. Paoga was

good enough.
Paoga. Paoga.
“Punk. Punk, get back here!” I ran towards where I’d seen

her in the group of wandering people.
So’s there I was looking for the poago, the girl with the blond

ponytail and bangs to her neckline and the toothless smile and,
as I remembered, the lazy eyes.

“Where’s that little bitch?” I ran now. No concrete, no wood,
no dirt even. The path past the vendors had given way to a
grass land. Just grass and pits full of water and mud. My boots
made splashes in the gross streets. Shit, puddles, it all kind of
blended into itself.

The people were too damn thick though, they just blurred in
and out of my vision. The horses, shitting as they went on with
their slow tread.

“Hey kid.” I shouted. Futile.
I ran and the people thinned. I dropped my food and breathed
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hard, descending into destitute lands.
The buildings were in half-ruin, old brick and wooden

capsized homes or shops with holes moldy or crumbling.
I spun. All day it felt like I’d been spinning.
The fringe of Canthus, where small eyes peered through the

shadows of the ruins of the city former. The poor left to rot in
this forgotten section of town - and rotten they were, but never
truly killed. Only worsened. Eyes blinked in the ruins.

I just wanted a horse, for fucks sake. Now I needed to find
the girl in this rotten place. Of all places.
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First things first, I asked the local bums where the hell I was.
Those who observed everything and wanted little to do with
it. Not like they had any stake in it, right? So if they knew
something, they wouldn’t keep it against me, right?

So’s I asked the first drab man I saw. He stood by a wooden
post with the flies drawn to him and spinning in circles. His
beard was to his chest, his left eye bulged out, almost popping
out of his skull. He put no effort to swat the insects, he just
stood there with his elbow against the post. Stiff, Gargoyle like
with his broken posture. Looked kind of dead.

“Hey, old man?” I raised my palm to my belly. “You seen a
girl about this tall with a pair of lazy eyes?”

“Hungry…”
God damn he was already making demands. I took a segment

of sausage and put it in my palms, right in front of him. He
sniffed it and leaned.

“The girl first.” I drew my hand back. “Lazy eyes. Pony tail.
Wore a blue onesie tied at the waist, probably carrying a big
bag.”

He looked at the meat then up to my face. Then he pointed in
a direction, somewhere deep to the right into a little alley way
into a ruined buildings.
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“Look for the shoe sign.” He said. “Now, food please.”
I dropped the food down on his hands and it was like an alert

to every other bum staring from inside the ruins, and gaping
broken windows to crawl out and begin harping for some piece.
They clawed out. Heads peering through dark spots.

“Alright, thanks.” I looked left and right and started on my
way back the direction he’d pointed.

(I thought)
It was a quick sprint through an alley. Which ended up

being an labyrinth of backroom doors through halls and broken
rooms whose walls crumbled slowly and shook. Through
patches of rotting planks. Ingrown grass that struggled up
from the floorboards. I came to another street, something that
wasn’t even connected to the city anymore, a bit like a cul de
sac. A primitive baby stroller laid on its side in a patch of yellow
flowers near the entrance of a shack. Three eyes looked through
dark holes in its shabby wooden walls. I walked quickly, fast
into the cul de sac towards the end where I could see the shoe
sign.

I came to the front porch, the planks broke and my foot sunk.
“Shit.” I pulled it out with both hands. And went off kilter,

back stepping until I hit the door frame and turned my head
inside. There was a rug, hardened dirt clung by its furry ends
like a matted sheen of clay-colored room. It was hard. Into
the back of the wall, past sideways laying stands and shelves
collapsed in the eastern-most, I saw the shoemaker. He smelled
of leather behind the high risen counter where all I could see
was his little round, bald-topped head bob up and down as he
stretched a black slab firm. A small head. Two giant arms. His
torso turned to me, he laid his hands on the table.

“What do you need?” He didn’t take off his glasses or change
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his demure or act, really, any stranger than when I hadn’t been
in the room. “Are you here for shoes? Imake clothes too, though
I’m better at the shoes.”

“I’m looking for a girl.” I said.
“Which one, there’s plenty of ‘em around town.”
“Ever seen a blondie with two lazy eyes? Young, about say,

this high?”
He observed me, lips twitching. Bingo.
“I was told someone saw her this way.” I said.
“Who told you?”
“So she is here?”
I clenched my fist. He put his hands below the table, with a

tightened face all of a sudden and his big arms flexed.
“What would you need her for?”
I approached. His arms moved. But I kept my eyes away

from his, maybe to sell it, maybe to ease him. My arms dragged
around the table towards an unfinished piece; a black boot
upside down with its oval sole facing me.

“She stole a lot of money.” I said, leaning in. Now he was
sweatin’ it because his hands were getting a bit more shaky that
they had before, even more than when he was working that
leather up and down and up and down.

“How much?” He asked.
“One hundred and sixty silver.” I said. “Stolen from the Flock

of Crows.”
The shoemaker sucked in his lips until they were thin, pink

and chapped slits. Then he blew out his cheeks and tossed his
palms face open onto the table. I swear I heard metal skate
below him, under the table.

“You’re lying.” He said. “You don’t have the make of a soldier.
You look like a tramp”
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“Tell that to Vicentius.”
He groaned. It goes without saying that the whole thing was

a lie. But he didn’t need to know that.
His throat moved up. His head turned left and right. His

mouth made off-beat hissing like a snake having an epileptic
attack.

“T-there are plenty of men that harm l-little girls around here.
In ways that would f-frighten the five gods.” He said. “How do
I know you’re not one of them?”

“One of what?”
“The type of men that hurt children.”
“I can be.” I said. “If justice demands it. If Vicentius demands

it. Understand?”
“Promise.” He was stiff, cold, colorless. “Promise you won’t

hurt her.”
“Well, I can promise you the Flock will consider it.”

* * *

We went down to some back alley through small entrances,
shadows across every corner. We came to an old brewery tavern,
with giant drums of wine still stacked on the sides of the room.
The hinges of the front entrance (or was it the back?) Dangled
by single nails. Just hinges. There were no doors. I squinted
my eyes. A sign.

“Saint Illyas Tavern.” He said.
I nodded.
“I knew her, of course.” He said. “This place used to be full,

ten years ago. It was an ore refinery town before the caves
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ran dry. Lotta jewelry and metal came through here. When
mines dried, so did the people. When the people left, so did the
business.”

“But now they’re back. The main city behind us is big.”
“It’s different.” He mumbled.
I walked towards the stacked barrels. My boot steps scattered

rodents every which way.
“Nevermind, where’s the girl?” I asked.
He waved his hand forward, I walked with him towards the

back past a bar half discombobulated. The whole bar had that
smell about it, like the floors and wood were rotten. Cobwebs
snapped against my face. To be honest, walking through this
place had my neck full of goose bumps. It was hard to imagine
anyone lived here. We walked down what seemed to be an
endless staircase room to a cellar.

I saw her, it wasn’t hard to see her bright blond hair amids the
dark brick. Among her, four others bright young faces. She was
the tallest by far. Two boys, two girls (excluding herself) jumped
around a bonfire. One chased dandelion pods floating midair,
a boy rolled my silver in between his knuckles and flicked it in
the air. I put my weight into my step as I walked in. The girl
snap-turned. Her eyes shrunk, her mouth shrunk. She couldn’t
stop glaring at me from the little mattress she sat on. The coin
bag rattled in her hands and when I looked at it, she pulled
it away and behind here and stood upright to hide it behind
her body. But she didn’t run, no - she kept on me like a cat in
observation with sharp and thin eyes.

“How are you here?” She asked.
“Did you think it’d be hard for me to track you? You a child,

not a ninja.”
“What’s a neen-jha?” One of the kids asked, one who had a
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loaf of bread sticking out of his mouth.
“Shut up, Edward.” The blonde turned to the shoemaker.

“Why’d you bring him here, Conroy?”
“You robbed from the wrong person,” Conroy said. “He’s

from the Flock.”
“A Crow?” She turned to him. “You?”
“You damn well better believe it.” I puffed my chest up.

“Where’s my damn money?”
So’s I walked up to her with my widest gait and my sword

rattling and she was too damn afraid, too damn concerned that
I’d break her in two that the minute I grabbed her arm she didn’t
even seem to budge. She just kind of froze, with the purse close
behind her. She grabbed it.

“That’s enough.” Conroy said. “Just give it to him.”
She looked at the man, her grip loosened. I yoinked it from

her.What’s that expression? Stealing candy from a baby? What
about one hundred and sixty silver from a child? Then I walked
over to the punk playing with the coin in his palm and I nabbed
it from him too. He stuck his tongue out and I gave him the
quickest smack against the back of his palm. He just looked
looked up, dumbfounded, with nothing on his face save for
surprise and teary eyes.

“Crying won’t get you far in this world, kid.” I told him.
“It’s gotten you this far though, hasn’t it?” The girl said. I

snapped my glare at her.
“You don’t get to talk you little shit.” I pointed my finger

square at her forehead. “You know what they’d do to you for
stealing, huh punk?

She stood upright, cotton ran out the mattress. She didn’t do
much of anything but keep still and with arms crossed against
her chest.
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“I could have you put in a scaffold.” I pushed my finger up
against her cheek and it moved her like a bobble head. “I could
have you put in a cage and stoned to death. You listening, you
little shit?”

She snapped her mouth at my finger. I pulled away. I wasn’t
afraid, just surprised.

“That’s enough,” Conrad said. “You got your money so I’d
recommend you leave now.”

“Yeah, yeah. You’re getting off easy today.” I wiped my hands
on my pants. “Don’t let me catch you again.”

This time I put the bag inside my pants, near my groin. No
one would touch me there.

So’s I started on back because the kids were giving me bad
vibes, like just looking at them made my stomach uneasy. To
see the lounging, grime covered kids.

“This is easy?” The girl said.
Conrad grabbed her and shook her.
“It’s over, let it go.” He said.
She pushed him aside and walked up to me.
“I said, what makes you think this is easy?”
“I’ve got no more problem with you unless you want to start,

little girl.” I turned and I thought why not scare her a bit, right?
So’s I grabbed my sword by the hilt. I didn’t release it lord
knows I could barely hold it.

I gripped it by the hilt and stuck my chest out and she didn’t
even budge, didn’t even move her face or contort into a frown
or anything.

“You think you’re scary?” She asked. “I’ve seen scary men,
murderers who could take you and break you in an instant
without thinking twice. You’re not one of them.”

“Watch your mouth.”
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“Or you’ll do what? Can you even hold a sword right?” She
pushed my foot apart. I slipped.

She pulled me back.
Then she grabbed my shoulders and pushed them in. I felt

like a damn mannequin.
“And that’s how you should look when you’re threatening

people with a sword.” She said.
“How would you know?
“Because I’m threatened by swords often.” She said. “And

yours don’t scare me one bit.”
I wasn’t miffed. But I sure as hell wasn’t happy about what

she’d just said so I grabbed her underneath the arm pits and
lifted her - because she was a small thing - and shook her in the
air.

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” I asked. “Huh?”
“I’m Barley.” She kicked. I dripped her. “Barley Mudd. Who

in the nine hells are you?”
“I’m Virgil. Virgil Darko.” My eyes narrowed and my face

leaned in.
She looked me up and down.
“I should have never given you your money back.” She said.

“I could kill you and it wouldn’t be hard. Just a quick stab to the
throat.”

A younger boy behind her, with his hands in air said. “Yeah,
right in the throat.”

His voice, nasally. A bit congested too, and he coughed and
spat mucus.

“I don’t know what’s got you mad. But…” I said.
“People like you. The kinds who don’t even pass us a glance,

who don’t even want us here. People ashamed to breath the
same air as me. Or him. Or her.” She went around the room
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with her pointer finger.
“Maybe life would be easier if you weren’t a bitch.” I

approached her. “You little thief.”
“You either step on the world or the world steps on you. Ain’t

no other way to it.”
“Well you stepped on the wrong guy.” I grabbed my blade

and raised it with the quick sound of friction, halfway out the
sheath.

“I don’t care who you are. Don’t you threaten her.” Conrad
said. I turned around and got a strong look of his face, the
eyes hellbent on me and his fists balled and his posture forward
as if he was about to sprint at me. I tucked my blade back in.
Breathing, staring at the quiet children.

“What the hell would you do with all this money anyway?” I
said. “Waste it. None of you could hold an investment to save
your life, because if you could you wouldn’t be here.”

Just like the other world, change the land, change the city,
change the country but you can’t change the people. Poor
attitudes make poor people.

“I hope that one day you know what it feels like to be truly
hungry.” She said. “Hungry for days. Hungry forweeks. Hungry
for months. I hope, I hope…”

My stomach dropped. The pain of just looking at her made
me turn my face, of seeing that crooked eye faded in color. The
children, coughing with the phlegm caught in their throats.
Children clinging by the sides of barrels or expired bags of
barley. The child with the red dress mismatch-sewn with a
black top, sitting with crossed legs, still catching dandelion
pedals. Looking around, shying her eyes away from me.

I walked back, towards Conrad and grabbed him by the
shoulder. We walked out.

192



CHAPTER 22

“What’s wrong with her?” I told Conrad.
“What do you mean what’s wrong with her?” He asked. “This

is a place for lost children. Don’t you understand?”
“I understand that she can work, get an honest living. I

understand that.” I squinted my eyes towards the little the
girl. “Beats stealing from strangers. Honest work would do you
well, if I do say so. Like my dad told me, oity the man who does
not accept blood and sweat as its own reward. Got that?”

I started out, my back to Conrad who stood with his potbelly
halfway towards the exit door. His shirt riding past his breeches,
where his belly button stuck out. Then I heard the boy cough
behind me, the girl, Barley who comforted him with her arms
around his neck. It’s just an act, don’t fall for it

I walked out, they started blaming each other almost imme-
diately. The boy, still coughing. The man heavy breathing. The
girl screaming, falling silent.

Another cough.
I stopped by the counter of the shoe shop, where the leather

laid in square patches across the wood, some seams stitched in.
I dragged my hands against my face and pulled down.

It’s a debt, isn’t it?
I reached over to my sack of foodstuff and plopped it down

on the table. It was getting too heavy for me anyway. Carrying
two bigs bags would have been two, too much.

193



Chapter 23

A conversation with a thief.
Savara 4th, 1125 Dom.

That next morning I went to the butcher again, past the cows
and all the traveling horsemen with their coats so long that they
draped around the ribs of the beasts and the women in front of
whore houses with their raised blouses and ripped fishnets. As
if there wasn’t going to be an attack, as if there was no danger
at all and the assignment of the Flock was nothing more than a
prank. Walking faster now. Past the steam from food vendors
cooking in large almost wok-like instruments, like oversized
CD discs and the mixture of green pods of peas and triangle cut
carrots glistening and oily. And definitely past the courthouse,
where Vicentius talked to the purple silk wearing folks.

I came to the butcher, a new empty bag on my back with
my eyes hell bent on those sausage links and that cheese (and
maybe another bottle of wine). So’s I went to the guy, a glean
forming in his eyes.

“I’ll take some more food.” I said. “About half of my last order.”
“That’ll be thirty silver.” He said.
“You charged me forty for double last time, this ought to be
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twenty.” I said.
“You were a first time customer.”
“And now I’m a second time customer. What’s the problem?”
His eyes rolled, he put his palms up. “Thirty silver. That’s the

price.”
Why’d I give that little shit my food?
I rubbed my forehead and counted the coins, letting them

roll and drop on the tabletop. I pressed down on the last coin,
one that swerved left and right.

“That’s thirty.” He smiled.
“Yeah.” I sighed.
The Butcher tallied his coins and smiled.
He took one step and pivoted and from the door frame I heard

the bell chime. The small steps moved forward, mouse-like.
“You’re thieving him.” Barley said.
I turned to look at her, my face all tensed in between a

moment of surprise and clarity and irritation. Surprise that the
girl followed me, irritation that she’d just stepped up on me,
and clarity that maybe she was right.

“You’ll drag the fleas with you, child.” The old man threw
what looked like chips of wood at her, what was really balled
and rolled up butcher paper. It struck her across the head. She
raised her arm forward and blocked them.

“I’m telling you, that isn’t even worth ten silver.” She said.
“You’re getting cheated, you idiot.”

So’s I looked back at the man. The coins shaking in his palm.
“You’re gonna listen to her?” He said. He grabbed a butcher’s

knife, wide and rectangular, stabbed into the frame somewhere
to his rear and brought it up into the air pointed straight at the
girl. “And you. You leave right now or I’ll call the guards.”

She took a few steps back. The butcher stood, walked past
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me and towards her.
“Mudd…” He said, creeping towards her with the knife. I

grabbed his hand as he came near, my thin fingers couldn’t
even wrap around his wrist. But they didn’t need to, my other
hand was halfway to drawing my sword.

“Is she telling the truth?” I asked.
The butcher lowered his blade, with caterpillar eye-brows so

thick his eyes were almost lost in the furry mess.
“Not even ten silver, she says.” I stepped up on him with the

too-heavy sword on my too-thin waist. I flexed my face in what
I hoped to be a disgruntled, bitter look. Now he was the one
taking steps back.

“You ripped me off yesterday, then?” I told him and circled
him and he started back behind the counter. “You cheated a
member of the flock of crows? The people sent to protect you?”

“I-I, I need to make a living too.”
“And what a life you’ve lived.” I said. “Threatening little girl,

cheating your protectors.”
I wasn’t really protecting anyone, but he didn’t know that.
“I see.” He didn’t look nervous, just annoyed. “I know how

this may look.”
“I don’t think you do.” I undid the hilt a bit, let the sheen of

the sword flash and strike his face. “Maybe I should talk with
the authorities, let them know that in the time of crisis you
tried to steal from the flock. From Vicentius.”

I sheathed it again, with a snap. “Or that perhaps we ought to
abandon this part of town, let it be rummaged through. Would
you prefer that?”

“No, no, no. No, sire. Unnecessary.” The butcher knife
plopped on the table. He rubbed his hands together. “Take
it. Take it, I’ll give you double. Just take it and take your trouble
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with you. Forget all this.”
I nodded my head and looked back to the girl, who was

smiling for a moment until she caught me looking. She turned
her head to the side and I chuckled.

* * *

“Alright, kid.” I bent over with my finger in front of her face.
She slapped it away, I brought it back. “Why’d you help?”

Silence.
“Why are you here today?”
Silence.
“You wanna talk?”
Her mouth twitched.
“Where’s my reward?” She said, bold-faced.
My tongue rolled in my mouth, I tried hard to suppress the

smile but couldn’t. She reminded me, of well, me. I reached
over to my back, my hand inside the bag as I ran my fingers
through the odd-shaped meats. I took out a link, ripped one
portion off and handed it to her.

“The food I left wasn’t good enough yesterday?” I asked.
“I shared it with everyone.” She said. “Not just the kids,

everyone-everyone.”
“All those bums? I gave you what must have been twenty

pounds of food and you gave it to all those bums?”
“We help our own.” She said. “Shouldn’t you understand that?

Ain’t that what you guys do?”
“The flock?”
“Yeah. The flock. Aren’t you all brothers or whatever.”
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“No. I grit my teeth.
She looked up to me and I couldn’t tell whether her eyes went

sullen or if they were always in that disposition.
“You’re not from around here, are you?” She asked.
“I rolled in with the flock only a couple months ago, so no.”
“No, no. You’re not used to everything here, even your accent

is strange.” She said. “You don’t carry yourself like anyone I’ve
know.”

“Carry myself? How do I carry myself?” I asked.
“Like an idiot.” She bit deep into the cured meat. Chewing.

“You’re not nearly as cautious as you should be.”
“I’m a tough guy.” I put my finger to my chest.
“No. No. Just very, very dumb.” She said.
“Me? Dumb? I went to Harvard you know.”
She took a wide mouthed chomp on the only side of her

mouth she still had teeth and the sounds of mastication mixed
with the sounds of laughter. She kept laughing, eating away. I
snatched the food from her finger tips.

“Now who’s the idiot?”
She stood. Oogled, black specks caught in her teeth.
“You are.” Barley raised a little bag of coins up in front of me,

on top of her head. When the hell did she taken that?
So’s I traded with her, meat for money and she went at

it again, eating and laughing while we walked through the
streets. Streets now filled with guards at every corner, pointed
blockades set up around certain blocks. Roads now covered,
lined with the armor wearing, chrome-domes. People moved
into safe houses, stayed into boarded homes and looked through
the gaps at us. Peasants and nobles all gave me shifty eyes
like they hadn’t before and the guards held tight grips around
their weapons when we passed by them. Though they weren’t
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looking at me, not at all. They looked at her. Spat in her
direction. Glared.

“Why’d you help me?”
“Because I don’t like owing people.” She said.
“You didn’t owe me a thing.” I said. “I didn’t give you anything

I wanted paid back”
“You needed the help.”
“Did I now.” I said. Slowing down. We went quiet for a

moment.
“So…you’re really part of the flock?” She asked. “They’re

monster hunters and you don’t look a bi-”
“No.” I bent and looked down at her. “I’m not. I’m leaving as

soon as I can.”
She stopped nibbling for a moment and stood with a kind

of empty stare about her as her eyes drifted from person to
person. The air felt strange and me even stranger, not like I’d
been relieved but that I’d been cast into something much worse.

“Why are you leaving? Why’d you even join up with them
then?”

“Those questions have very long answers. The short of it is, I
didn’t have a choice. But now I do, and my choice is to stay and
suffer or leave before the week ends.”

“What’s happening by the end of the week?”
“Something bad, kid.” I said. “And I recommend you get your

friends and scramble.”
“Oh. Oh…” She said. “We tried getting into the main city,

spent a day sleeping on the streets and it didn’t take long for
the guards to have us move. We went place to place, getting
shuffled by people who didn’t even stand the look of us. Ended
back where we started.”

“I’m sure they’d offer you a place before the attack.”
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“Do you know where I come from?” She said, long since done
eating. Wiping her mouth. “I come from Mudd road. Do you
understand?”

“I figure. Were you born there or something?”
“Yes. Yes I was.” She said. “I’ve known it all my life. I know

this city.”
“Then leave town. I don’t see the issue.”
“And go where? Another city that won’t take us in? We don’t

got much but we have a home. I’d rather die here than in the
woods or in some foreign city.”

“That ain’t something to joke about. You’ve got no idea what
you’re talking about.” I looked down at her. She went quiet.
“I’ve seen death. It ain’t honorable, kid.”

She leaned in.
“So have I.” She said. “And it can be.”
“So no ones come here to post up?” I asked.
“You saw it for yourself. Look outside. How many guards did

you see around this part of town?” Conrad asked.
“Two. I guess.” I said. “But this location doesn’t seem high

priority for the uh, monster attack. Right?”
“It doesn’t matter.” Conrad said. “A few would be enough

to ruin us. The buildings are already half-way demolished.
Those two guards ain’t doing nothing when that attack hits and
you know it. S’far as I’m concerned, the Maelisaurs are free
demolition. Maybe they’ll let ‘em run around, make sure we’re
gone for good so we can stop being a shame to the city.”

Maelisaurs. That’s what the monsters were named. A foreign
pest. But they were funny sounding for however destructive
they were supposed to be, like something out of a cartoon. The
kind of name you give to pastel colored, black-line drawn funny
picture dinosaurs.
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I scratched my head and looked around the cellar.
“I know I’m repeating myself and I hate repeating myself.” I

said. “But why don’t you just all move? ”
Back at it, I was inwhatwas it again? Mudd town,Mudd land,

Mudd road? the fringe of the city, with the children looking at
me with wide eyes, hiding behind each other as I stepped in the
room, Conrad sitting on a little round table that somehow kept
its stability beneath his weight.

“We can. Some probably will.” She said. “The rest? The rest
get back on the streets and die.”

“I mean, how bad can these - what were they called again?” I
asked.

“Maelisaurs.” Barley said. “Mae-li-saurs. You’re one of the
crows, aren’t you? You should know this.”

She set down a cup of water for Conrad.
“I’m a temp.” I said.
“What’s a temp?” One of the children said.
She breathed out, her cheeks collapsing into thin hollows.
“All I know about these Maelisaurs is that they eat everything.

That’s what they are, right? Big bulls. Big bulls who don’t care.”
I said. And remembered. And imagined. The Maelisaur. Which
- as I reflect - should have been a perfectly sound reason why I
should have left by then. And why sitting with these children in
their little collapsed backroom-bar room was about as stupid
as an idea as anything could be. A glass cup rolled down the
side of a table, right above what looked like half a mounted flag,
and half a dangling ripped piece of cloth. I grabbed it, blew out
all the dust on it and went to one of the barrels by the side of
the room. I popped the cork on one of them and looked at the
faucet shake and squeeze. Black sludge came out, debris and
insects had fallen in that looked fossilized in the liquid.
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“Jesus Christ.” I said.
Conrad crossed his legs.
“The money was going to be used for some mercenaries.” He

said. “There’s still a couple of them that come in and out of
the city, we thought we could scrounge two or three to at least
help. Maybe pay off some of your own men to aid us. A guard…
anything really. Anyone willing to swing a sword.”

“If it’s as bad as you say it is, I think you’d need a specialist.”
“I mean, you could help us with that then, right?”
“Hah.” I said. “I don’t think there’s a single person in that

camp that likes the look of me. Besides, why the hell do I need
to help anyway?”

“I don’t know. Why’d you help us yesterday?” Barley asked.
They all looked at me with those god awful faces of people

desperate and needy. The gross look of the weak. Faces that
made me twitch and take a few steps back, that put the guilt in
me. Open a door to my stomach, drop the hot coal in me and
watch the fire roar.

It was just uncomfortableness. A turning feeling that me
cringe as I paced back and forth.

“You can’t find help? Maybe another home to call your own?”
I asked.

“I already said no.” Barley said. One of the children coughed,
the young boy with a bandage wrapped around his head. The
flowerchaser grabbed the head of the sickly one, he was spilling
mucus and coughing wet heaves in my direction. She wiped
his face with a damp cloth.

“Fuck man.” I said. “I’m supposed to leave today, you know
that?”

“I would not begrudge ye.” Conrad said. “This is all the
children have left.”
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“What about you, why don’t you ditch?”
“I’ve lived here twenty five years and I will diet here.”
“Gotcha.” I said. “I get it. I get it. I get it.”
I put my hands against my face and I started to laugh beneath

them, a chuckling noise like a gobble almost.
“I mean. How many of them could there be, right?” I laughed.
At the end of the room the wall had been broken in some and

the brick lay in a pile. One of the children, neither deaf nor
mute but stupid in its innocence had climbed the little hill. He
chased after a mosquito, trying to clap it with a wide slap and
ran around jumping and chasing. The other child, the one with
what I assumed were lung-problems chased after him, breaking
his grip with the girl. So the boy chased the mosquito, and the
other chased the boy. And the girl ran too, with her cloth in her
hands trying to wipe him still.

Barley looked at them, as did I.
“I don’t know if I can help.” I said. Then I took a deep breath

because I needed all the help I could get to just get the words
out. “But if I could find someone, anyone. I’ll see if I can get
them to you tomorrow. From what I could tell, we still have a
few days left.”

“You’ll find someone?” The girl jumped. “Someone to protect
us.”

“Yeah. Because it sure as hell won’t be me.” I said.
And the girl ran up, clumsy with her arms in the air and

wrapped herself around my waist. You wouldn’t blame me for
holding onto my bag of money, right?

“That’s enough, alright. Alright.” I pushed her away, lightly.
But she wouldn’t budge.

“I knew you’d help. I just knew it.”
“Uh-huh.” I rolled my eyes. “Who said I was doing this for
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free?”
She looked up, a little flat with her expression. I turned to

Conrad.
“You work with leather right?”
“Yes.”
“Ever try at armor?
“Yes. I have.” He said.
“Then here’s the deal. You’ve got at least four days to make

me something…better looking.” I pried the girl away from my
body and looked down to my wear. “I’m tired of these rags. I’m
like a walking potato sack. For however long I’ll be here, I want
to at least look half-way decent.”

“That’s…That’s a quick order.” He said.
“Do you want my help or not?”
“Alright.” Conrad said. “You’ll find us help then?”
“I’ll try.” I left it at that. With the girl smiling and Conrad

smiling - though a bit nervous, getting his fingers all wiry and
unhinged. He nodded his head, put on his glasses and walked
back to his little workshop in the corner of the earth.
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It was midday. I was in camp. The men were preparing, some
weighing swords in their hands. Others scrutinizing armor and
arrows. I was a bit desperate myself. I pushed side a couple
men on my way to Vincent. That was, until the personal guards
stopped me.

“I need to have a talk with him.” I said.
Through the flaps I saw their heads huddled together and

facing down on what I could only see segments of, but figured
was a map. And of this group and of this map, I saw Vincent
only briefly. A small snapshot between a gallery of wrinkled
old men.

“Just please, let me in.” I said.
But the two guards in front of the pointy-hatted camp looked

down at me, their eyes dark and the bags growing larger and
larger the more they spoke to me.

“No one’s allowed in.”
“I need to find someone to help the southern front. That’s it.

Just a couple guys. A team.”
“Not now.” They said with a voice so horrible, so damn

petrifying and fatal that I was taken aback.
I tried poking, tried putting my hand but they pushed me

back. The wind drifted and moved the flaps. There he was;
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Vincent and in there, Soveros.
The guard closed the gap, the other pickedme up by the elbow

and shoved me back.
“Leave.” He said.
So’s I did just that. I went back to my cart where the random-

stuffs (loose armor pieces, random grains, arrow shafts) sat
scattered on the floor and I went over to my corner of the cart
and kicked a mountain of books down. Loose papers scattered,
yellow colored notes drifted in the air like feathers.

Why go through all the trouble?
I could have just left.
Fuck. I threw a bucket across the small room and it struck

the wall with a pompf, scraping down and laying flat.
Day turned to dusk, twilight set fast. Time was leaving me

behind.
My heart paced. I went against the wall and slid down until

my ass touched the floor and my knees touched my chest. It’s
always been like this, ever since I was young. The mess of
thoughts of what-if’s. The mess of thoughts of what-has-been.
My breathing hastened, I closed my eyes and shook my head.

Maelisaurs. The kids. A destroyed home. The old man.
Vincent. The old man. Soveros. Sylas.

I cradled myself and went up and down. It’s always been my
bad habit.

Another burned village. Another child. Another mother. I
should have tried to save her.

I stood. Paced. Sat. Stood. My heart rushing still. My hands
at my face, pulling my skin. I slapped my face. I must have
seemed insane. I stopped center the room looking down at my
child’s tantrum I’d left around the cart. Scattered food. A pallet
in disarray. Junk and papers sprawled out.
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I needed to beg, didn’t I?
I left the flaps of my camp open, I left my sword there. All I

had was my silver. That’s all I’ve ever been, just a wallet.
So’s I went around the camp, running across with my used-

to-be-straight hair in a mess of split-ends so much so that it
looked like I was a damn scarecrow with glued on hay that just
went every direction hair shouldn’t have gone.

I went to some man, a member of no importance with a scar
across his neck. Walked up to him, my legs shaking. I took out
some silver and grabbed his hand trying to put a silver in his
palm. “I’d like to hire your services.”

He reeled away;”Bugger off, black cheeks.”
The silver fell, I kneeled over and plucked the coins from the

floor.
So’s I sucked in my lip and tried again. With another person.

In another tent, some paces away. Nothing. Just a spit on the
floor.

Went to another. A group of lined archers taking their arrows
out of the red-centers of target boards. “I have a job for you
and I’ve got silver.”

They turned to me - the four - with sleeve-less right arms
and the number three sown into their left breast.

“Sorry, Captain already gave us orders.” One said.
“To what?”
“To not talk to you.” One of them said. The bow string pulled

back. He fired an arrow past me and into the board.
So’s as you could imagine, I was running out of options. Felt

like I did circles around the camp. Every soldier I spoke to
looked with disgust, every soldier with a kind of contempt.
Some, maybe wanted to help, but obligations to their units had
them think otherwise and my pride being dragged across didn’t
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make me feel so hot either. It was like dying, in a way. At least
a part of you, each time having to ask, each time bending my
head and offering my hand and my full bag of money.

Each time a decline, each time a disappointment.
So’s there was nothing left but to ask that fucker - the who’d

called me a jackass, who had insulted me in front of my face.
Gabralto.

I went up to him. Eye twitching. A falling feeling, like bowling
balls dropped from my throat to my stomach and each one
hitting the other, and me feeling the reverberation. I paused
as I walked, stuttering each few feet I got closer. I was ten feet
away, maybe, when the drop in my stomach became too great.
My foot pivoted. Fuck this.

I turned to leave.
That’s how it was last time right? When I saw them, eaten. I

just…I just ran.
So’s that’s what I should have done here, right?
I stopped. Breathed heavy. Walked. My throat closed, it felt

like concrete down my esophagus. I should have left.
“Hey.” I said.
Gabralto spat some nut shells from his mouth. “Your balls

finally drop or something?”
My face went hot. I clenched my bag of coins.
“I’d like to buy your services.” I brought the bag of coins to

my chest-level. “There’s one hundred and sixty silver in here.
Split amongst all of you, that’d be twenty each.”

“Look who’s come around?” The middle one said to the rear
of Gabralto who had a bastard sword by his waist.

“I heard you’ve been going around like a starving dog?”
Gabralto said. “Asking for help, are you?”

“I need men in the southern front.” I said. “It’s not that well
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guarded so’s I was just thinking-”
“You’d hire your own little militia then?” He said. “He wants

us to defend the slums. Thieves and whores.”
They laughed.
“And orphans.” I said. They paused and looked at me. “There

are children there too.”
“Ah yes. The Mudd people, they’re called. Nameless, family-

less wretches.” Gabralto said. “What’d we lose by ignoring
them?”

“You don’t understand. We can’t -” It’s like I couldn’t stop
my brain from thinking, from forming images gruesome. Not
again. “I just need help, alright? And if I’m paying who cares?”

“Alright.” Gabralto nodded up and down. “You want my
help?”

He stepped closer.
“Lick my shoes then.”
Oh no, god damnit. Now my eye was really twitching and my

fingers clenched into a fist. My lips shut tight. I didn’t want to.
Who the hell would? I shouldn’t have. By all manners of reason
I should have let it and the kids go and gone far away from this
carnival-show.

“What’s wrong? Do you need my help or not?” He said and
shook his foot.

My neck went hot, a heat stretching to my lower back and
covering me whole with a membrane of anger. Heat so hot it
was almost cold, numbing.

Gabralto licked the back of his hand. “Do it like that, like a
cat.”

I shook as I bent down. Sweating, but the sun wasn’t out and
the wind was cool.

“Almost there.” Gabralto said.
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It felt like I was going to vomit, though there was no particular
disgust to the sight or smell. Just the thought.

I reared my head down.
“Stop.” Someone said. To my rear. “I’ll help you instead.”
This someone who sat by a tree holding a long leather strap

that ran down his long blade.
Gabralto’s face went flat.
“Really? What a farce.” He said.
I raised my head, then my knees and took a few steps back.
“Did’ya see black cheeks though?” The goon on the left

laughed. “He was gonna do it. He was really gonna do it.”
“Yeah, he was.” Gabralto laughed.
The other started hollering too.
“Not even an ounce of pride in you, is there?” Gabralto said.

My shoulders hiked, defensive.
Gabralto leaned into me and whispered in my ear. “You’ll

never be anything. Just shit underneath my heel.”

* * *

“Come on, let’s go.” Gabralto said. He turned around and waved
his hand. Him and his little posse, all loud and dragging their
steps and laughing. Laughter growing further within the camp
like wild fire. The worlds greatest joke, us.

I rubbed my elbow and my whole body tightened up close.
My eyes almost afraid to meet the stranger. I turned to him.
This massive of a man. Of dark complexion, with hair in a
ponytail behind him and as strange an accent as I had. The left
side of his face dotted with moles and there was a star shaped
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scar on his left shoulder of lighter tone than the rest of his
mahogany colored skin. Uniquely though, for such a massive
man, he had small features. A little nose, little lips and little ears
that seemed odd considering his squared head.

He ran his giant arms down a long blade. A blade that I
couldn’t quite measure at the angle it was at, but I guess was the
size of me. He held a leather wrap and tightened it against the
edge of his blade and ran it across again. The blade sharpened
with each stroke.

I walked towards him into the edge of a forest, around this
man sat an ax stuck in a tree. Around that ax, what looked like
five logs and two dozen spikes and other traps.

I looked up to him. He put his eyes on me. Green colored,
with what looked like kohl rubbed beneath his eyes but in the
growing darkness, it could have just been his natural skin.

“Why are you helping me?” I asked him. “Are you stupid?”
“I can take it back if you’d like.” He said.
“I’m not pissed, just curious to know why.”
“I helped you because you looked so pathetic. That’s it.” He

said.
“What’s your name?”
“Kal.” He said.
“I’ll pay you.”
“Keep it. You look like you need it more.” He said. “Consider

this a gift.”
“A gift?”
“The gift to be your champion, no?” He said.
“Right. Right…” I said. “Do you belong to any of the squads

here?”
“No. None have taken me in.” He said.
“So that’s why you’re helping me, you ain’t got much else to
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do.” I said.
“Whether or not any of them take me in does not change my

duty as a crow.” He said. “I am obliged to protect the weak, as
are you.”

“Sure.” I said.
He dragged his sword up a little higher and nestled it over

his shoulder. A jagged edged, two handed hilt with a bandage
wrapped around the handle that stretched all the way down his
back behind him. It looked orange in the evening sun.

“You’ll be in the southern front.” I said.
“Southern front,” He said. “We don’t have many traps there,

do we? Or men stationed. Or anything, really.”
“None.” I said. “I’ve only seen two guards there too. How’s

that for prep?”
Kal rubbed his chin and looked about, talking in a mumbling

low voice.
“I don’t know what we’ll be able to do then. Say a dozen bulls

run around. I’d only be able to handle two. Maybe three. And
you? Shit, I don’t even think you can handle half of one.” His
giant steel leaned over. “I always find a way to get myself in
trouble, don’t I?”

“Sorry.” I muttered the words. We both sat in that silence,
something in between anger and disappointment. We looked
onward to the camp and the shuffle ofmen that went in between
the tents, the movement of arrows and of swords and of rolled
and bagged supplies hefted over the bulky shoulders of all the
squads and all the people. Us two, and I don’t want to speak for
him, but us two kind of pariahs to this little tribe. Or assortment
of tribes. I even saw Gabralto in the mess of movement, made
me squirm.

“I think I got one person left who might want to help.” I said.
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“Someone who’s kind of like us, in a way.”
“You better fetch him quick because I’m starting to regret my

decision.”
“Right…”

* * *

“Sylas!” I said. “Hey, come out, would ya?”
We rustled through the bushes.
“Ow.”
My legs scratched against thorns and wide leafed vines that

made me itch. Poison Ivy.
“Sylas? The wind of the east? You’re going to ask him for

help?” Kal asked.
“Yeah. I’ve spoken to him before.”
“He doesn’t help anyone, let alone us.” Kal said.
“Never say never. There’s always a deal to be struck.” I smiled

and winked and then fell flat as my legs started to throb. Shit.
Shit. Shit. I bent over and hopped back a little bit until I struck
a tree and scratched along my two legs (that had gotten oh, so,
hairy over the months!) and went at it like a post for cats.

Twigs snapped. The leaves made clatter. I thought it was
the three bullies again, I thought I was going to have to fight
or hope for the fellow with the large sword to protect me. We
both turned to face the direction of the rustling, both necks
exposed and flexed in that direction. Then something gripped
my firm, calloused hands. A blade drew to my neck. Two hands
behind the tree I was stood adjacent to like the branches had
grown limbs to kill me in revenge for all those damn books I’d
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consumed.
I didn’t even want to turn or breath. The hands let go of my

throat. I fell and crawled back. Kal had both hands behind his
back, on the blade.

The man - the one with two daggers, it was Sylas. He came
from outside the shadow of the tree. We both eased.

“What’re you two doing here? You’re far off camp.” He said.
“We came looking for you.” I massaged my throat.
“How’d you do that? That noise trick?” Kal asked. “The trees

shook behind us but you came from there, in front.”
“I don’t know what you mean.” Sylas cleaned his blade off of

his bandaged arms. “I just wanted to take a good look at the
boy who almost kissed a boot.”

“I didn’t kiss shit. What he told me to do was lick his shoe.”
I shook my head. “W-which doesn’t matter. I didn’t kiss that
either.”

“Had a rough time of it, did you?” He said. “All of that trouble
just to start a militia.”

“That’s right. And I’ve come here to ask you for help.”
“Not that I mind helping you. But why should I?” Sylas asked.
“’Cause I can pay you.” He said.
“Oh?” Sylas asked. “How much?”
“Sixty silver.” I said.
“That’s what we make a hunt. You’re paying me my normal

salary. Why would I help you over Vicentius?” He asked.
I grit my teeth.
“Eighty.” I said.
“Is it just the three of us?” He asked. “Well two, considering

your talents.”
“Yes.” I stood. “Just the two - three of us, in the southern

front.”
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“Then that’s too much work for too little pay.”
He turned, put his hand against the tree and started his way

back. My lips fumbled. I felt my eyes water. Call it the Darko
curse but in my family runs this strange habit, I guess, or
condition where losing money makes us break into strange…
humors, let’s call them. And I was breaking out into one right
now as I reached to my side for my coins. My legs itched. My
face reddened and my eyes were just about ready to cry.

But I’d be damned to feel what I felt back then. I’d be damned
to let it fall through my hands again.

“One hundred and sixty coins. It’s all I have.”
“One hundred and sixty.” Sylas turned around, smiling. “Then

let’s talk.”
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I’m a mule.
Savara 7th, 1125 Dom.

The cows and the horses and the chickens slept and the sun
was still submerged somewhere in the western front, so that
all across, around all farm instruments and fauna and people
all I could see was the thin blue-colored outline of morning
dark. Instruments; axes and hoes and watering cans leaned over
the edge of worn shelves, stuffed in sheds or out in the open
on overgrown grass lands. A barn outdated and abandoned,
hospitable only to stray andwild animals too skinny to be raised
and too sickly to be eaten. A barn and half an acre of land (I
guessed) between us and the forest line and beyond that, them -
the Maelisaurs.

Which honestly was a pretty stupid name for a damn bunch
of bulls.

“You sure they’ll come from this angle?” I asked Kal, hand
pointed out towards the row of trees past the barn.

“That’s the direction they’ll all be coming from, straight down
that tree line. We won’t get a lot, most of them are heading
north.” He said.
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“So we’ll get the stragglers.” I scratched my head.
I rubbed my hands together and started out, jumping over a

fence with chicken string and jagged knotted metal fragments
lining every few feet. Something ripped when I landed.

“You’ve got a hole in the back.” Kal said with his dull face.
“Thank you, I know that.” I said and turned my shirt the other

way around so instead of having a hole on my back I had it on
my belly. Oh, boy. It was like everything was going bad already
and it was just starting. And why was I here? I asked myself that
the whole time because as far as I was concerned, I’d already
done my job. I gave these poor and homeless the warriors they
wanted so’s why was I still in the game? Why wasn’t I miles far
into the forest heading towards Lao Lo?

Because I had no money.
Because I had to see it through.
Soft foosteps on grass behind me.
“You actually woke up.” Sylas said.
“How do you do that?” Turning, stepping a bit away from

Sylas. “That sneaking trick.”
“I don’t know what you mean.” He said. “But I’ve got to say,

I’m impressed you’re up this early.”
I rested my palm on my chest and my heart settled. One deep

breath after another.
“Dad always told me to get the job early.” At least, he told

me that when I wasn’t getting wasted or hung up on women.
“Punctuality is up there with holiness.”

“Your father sounds like a bore.” He said.
My eye twitched.
“How about we talk about the relevant stuff? What do I do?”

I said.
“Go get that ax.” Sylas pointed towards the red shed to the
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side of the barn, one with a low hung wind chime drooping
from one side. A piece of wood off the top fell to the side as
we looked. A little ways off from that, close to the wall, where
brittle kindling wood lay lumped in a clutter was the ax buried
somewhere beneath. “You too Kal. There’s one in the shed. I
want you both to cut logs. Say…” He widened his arms until
they were almost completely horizontal. “About yay tall.” God
damn. It looked like four, maybe five feet long.

“Strip the barn if you want to.” Sylas said. “Planks. Logs.
Wood. Whatever, just give me big pieces.

“Alright.” My shoulders slumped. Alrighty…
We went to work around the barn. My body struggling to

get the ax up my shoulder and down on the barn pieces. I
grabbed one such piece - a wooden horse - or what looked to
be unfinished kindling and started measuring it with my hands.
The ax went up. My arms wobbled. Down. The ax impaled
itself into the wood, hands letting go almost immediately and
my body losing balance, immediately. I tripped. I stood myself
up, rubbing my wrists.

This is the shit you pay other people to do. The shit that
costs about minimum wage and has people running in line to
do. It wasn’t for people like me, the Harvard type. So what if I
dropped out? I still got accepted.

To my side the thumping noise came with machine gun pace.
Kal with piston arms just tearing wood into pieces. One by one,
clean cuts across the dark wooden boards. They fell behind his
cutting board. Show off. Just looking at him made me sore. I
got near - not too near - the shavings were flying left and right.

“Uh. Uh huh. So’s…How long you been here for? Ya know,
with the Flock?”

“Few months before you.”
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“So’s why haven’t you gotten in with one of the uh, squads or
whatever.”

He stopped and looked at me.
“You know why.”
“No. I don’t. I’m pretty new to everything, ya know.” I said.

“Barely got a hold of the language, honest.”
His tongue rolled in his mouth, his eyes looked away to their

corners.
“Sometimes people don’t like you for things you can’t even

control.” Kal said.
“Oh. I’ve got you, I understand. You’re kinda like me,” I said.

“People just love starting fights with me and I don’t get it. I have
such a friendly personality, too.”

“No. You don’t get it. And I don’t think we’re anything alike.”
He turned his shoulder to me, reached down and picked up a
flat plank and laid it across two uneven stumps of wood. Kal
raised his ax and chopped. So’s I was left there standing in the
cold, looking down at him work.

“What’re you doing nothing for? Get on to it!” Sylas screamed
said behind the fence line. I sighed, arms already ached. Behind
the little barn I heard the small cluck of a critter, a wobbling
white chicken that reared it’s head around the corner. One
of its sides was overgrown, so it leaned to it’s left and walked
clumsy like across the graveled dirt. It traveled, a little beyond
me, pecking away at the floor.

* * *

I came back to Mudd road with both hands slumped forward
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and my face drooping, drained and melting away. Going inside
the cover of the tavern, where small holes in the ceiling had
allowed some of the sun to wander in as small bright pillars.

“Did as much as I could.” I said.
“Which isn’t much.” Sylas sat on top of a barrel of wine, a

little ways inside the back room of the ruined tavern. He had
his set of knives on a table in front of him, small ones that he
polished and sharpened against a leather band.

“More than you.” I stepped to the side a bit, onto a chair and
almost fell over when I put my weight on its left side. The
children looked at me googly eyed, then went back to running
around and smiling and playing.

“We’re just going to wait here then? That it?”
“Yes.” Sylas slicked his small throwing knife downward,

against the white-marked leather.
“We’re going to spend the night here, aren’t we? In this

dump?”
Hey! I heard a child scream out, in the far back of the room.
“Yes. The attack can and will happen at random.”
“Alright, but why am I here?” I leaned against the wall. “I can

barely hold a sword.”
“I’ve seen that. Yes.” Sylas said. “But someone needs to keep

cutting wood and making traps.”
Conrad moved in between halls, smiling brief as he lugged

around giant sheets of leather and threading that roped down
his crossed arms. His belly held all his stuff like an inflatable
raft. Barley kept the children playing in the open floor, making
them run circles and tag each other and throw flower pedals
into the air or whatever the hell children did to play here. My
arm slumped over the broken spine of a chair, my neck leaned
back into the cool shade with eyes closed.
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“I didn’t think things would turn out this way, honest.” I said.
“I just want to go home.”

“You could have left.”
“Should have.” I said. “Now I’ve got no money and I’m not

shameless enough to ask. Or-?”
“You’re not getting a discount.” Sylas smiled.
“Right.”
Shlick. Shlick. Footsteps peeling away from the hot and cold,

shaded or lighted, wood floor. My body fell into the deep slump
of languor. A hard day of work. Like I was falling with the sun,
the air, cooled too. I closed my eyes and time pass and every
now and then I’d see Conrad or Kal. But Sylas remained there,
in the corner of the room, working his knives with gentle and
careful patience.

“Can I ask you something?” I wiped the drool off the side of
my mouth.

“You can. Might not answer though.”
“What are you doing with the flock? How is it that you get to

stick with ‘em without joining a squad?”
“That’s two questions.” He put down a knife and looked at

me. “I think I answered one of them before, too. I remain with
the flock because they’re a steady source of income.”

“Alright? But why do they tolerate you? I’m guessing that
Vicentius isn’t too happy about a free agent coming and going.”

“It’s his reputation.” Kal said, coming through the door frame
with some wood underneath his armpit, walking in between
us and towards the children where another, even bigger pile of
wood was.

“There you go.” Sylas pointed at Kal with his knife. “They
allow me to stay because of my reputation.”

“So you’re not just an old prick?” I asked.
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Sylas laughed and the scars and creases on his flesh stretched
out wide and white against his brown complexion, like a dirty
zebra flexing itself.

“How about a question for you, youngblood.”
Youngblood, that me?
“Shoot.”
“If home was so important to you, why didn’t you go on an

giddy? You had two hundred silver, didn’t you?”
“I lost some of it.”
“You had a hundred sixty, that was still good enough.” Sylas

said. “Everyone knows you had the money, lord knows that
Soveros couldn’t shut up about it.”

The children looked at me, Conrad peeked his head over he
counter. Kal turned.

“Why are you helping?”
“I don’t know.” I looked away.
“You’re really bad about talking about yourself when the stuff

matters, ain’t ya?” He said.
I felt my blood heat up. Like he didn’t know how hard it was,

to want something so badly and have it right there, right then
and…to have something else. Another pull, not necessarily a
want but a need. A need to wash myself. Yeah.

I looked at the kids.
“I just needed to see this through. Next question.” I said.
“We all had bets, you know? Those who thought you’d git up

and leave the first day.” He raised his face and his thick throat
expanded with each booming laugh. “I reckon a lot of people
lost money in your being here.”

“Good.” I said. “They already hate me anyway. Let ‘em hate
me more, I like that.”

“They definite hate you. That they do, youngblood. That they
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do.” He wiggled the blade as he pointed at me.
The smell of a fresh loaf off in the corner and the smell

of apple-wood burning lifted me from the chair and had me
wandering towards the backroom. The children all sat on their
hams, staring at the fire Kal stoked and a strange pot that he
put bread and vegetables into.

“How’s this for a question.” I said. “What are you famous for
exactly?”

He stopped his blade midway on the leather, his head slowly
coming out. Two thin eyes, made thinner as he narrowed them.
But he wasn’t looking at me, nor the wall, nor the barrels of
sludge-wine behind me. He stared beyond; it reminded me of
Vicentius. The old, far-off stare. Places you might never step
into, places you might never return to.

Or worse, places that are always there. Waiting.
“Go eat, youngblood.” His voice low, rattled almost.
I didn’t want to stop. But boy he looked pissed, and I was too

tired and hungry to fight with this old man. I stepped out of the
shadows, my body coming in and out light from the holes in the
roof, colors of warm red and and orange, towards the delicious
smelling bread and now bubbling stew. Children came, poor
stragglers entered the openings in the walls and all around the
group; old and young, poor and less-poor all convened at the
make-shift oven that had been cooking food for the last half-
hour. All of us, tired to some capacity. We sat huddled, me next
to some toothless-smiling old woman with half her white hair
shaved to the sides. I smiled back. She seemed impress at the
full set of teeth.

Behind me, Sylas remained, licking his blade against the
leather in the cover of darkness. His form barely visible, but
the noise there and very real. The noise of sharpening steel.
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My first (sort of) kill.
Savara 9th, 1125 Dom.

Dawn came too early and night lasted too short and in between
this day, and all you could hear this morning were the wild
noises of animals foreign. I did not get much sleep. Not in these
circumstances, laying down on the backroom tavern on top of
fidgety hard wood. Rough concrete. I laid my back on stone
pretending like it was some kind of Tempurpedic mattress.

So’s we awoke long before the attack was going to come
because Sylas told me so. He grabbed me, mid daze of my
wakefulness and put a hot cup of something in my hands. “If
you want to beat your enemies, you need to be awake long
before they are.”

The homebrew liquid was sour for one, and second, a little
bitter. Not like coffee, more like tea with a hint of cinnamon
and lemon. It wasn’t bad. It wasn’t good, I think I would have
liked it with sugar.

“Drink up and get ready.” Sylas said behind the broken frame
of a door, on top of a bar counter. His hand latched on the
edge and his whole body propped up. Conrad stood behind,
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drinking, making breakfast. I smelled eggs but I wasn’t hungry.
The children were. I stood blowing the steam off my cup and
taking burning sips, my shoulders high strung.

“You should get out.” I looked at Conrad. “There isn’t much
here left for you.”

“I’ve lived all my life here and I’d say I’m about ready to die
here.” He stirred some eggs in a cast iron skillet.

The white embers of last nights fire burned quiet, not even a
hiss of sparks.

“You’re crazy.” I said.
“I’m just old.” He smiled.
I sipped and burned my tongue, my face tightened and a little

flower-chasing girl laughed at me.
Conrad smiled. “Go bring him his stuff, Barley.”
She looked up, her face glowing from a fire on the far side of

the room. The rest of the children gawked at a skillet of sizzling
eggs. She turned, ran past me and up the stairs.

“Got it.” Barley yelled from above. She stomped all the way
back down, holding a package tight against her frame.

“It’s leather and cotton. Lot’s of layer too, it can stop a sword
believe me. And it’s light.” He grabbed it from her and handed it
to me. “Presentable too, if I do say so myself. But it ain’t ready.”

“I can’t wear it yet?”
“It’d fall to pieces.”
“I’m sure some armor is better than none.” I said.
“No armor is gonna stop a bull, kid.”
Right.
I didn’t open the bag, didn’t look at it. It’s always bad luck

to open a present before the day. As if, if I opened this bag
and revealed it’s contents that I’d be breaking an oath. Not
that I cared for oaths. That’s knight stuff and I’m just a guy
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from LA. But maybe I thought, it’d motivate me some, calm
my nerves some, to work towards the thing. And lord knew I
neededmotivation. My arms couldn’t stop shaking. Reminded
me of that first village.

“Alright, thank you. Now get along.” I said. The man nodded
his head and left, the children in a single file line behind him
like ducklings. The girl, Barley at it’s end going with her face
tilted at me. She smiled but as she walked out of the room with
the rest, I saw it morph and melt into.

And my hands couldn’t stop shaking.

* * *

I stepped out. Went my way to the fields. Worked up towards a
hill. All three of us stood a top a hill, looking down at the miles
of pasture and the fields in front where smoke stacks rose high
and the clash and screaming of men could be heard, even miles
away. A blast. Explosions.

“It sounds like war.” I said.
“It is war.” Kal spat out to the side.
“They’ve already started the fun.” Sylas ate a little bread from

a piece of tied parchment paper.
I couldn’t see much, my mind kept fluttering between

thoughts of everything. The city, Mudd Road, home in LA.
Mom. Dad. I leaned down and felt the grass, plucking handfuls
of it and rubbing my fingers against the dirt and worms. I
glanced up, periodically, to where Kal and Sylas watched with
arms crossed.

Then I stood, and walked some distance further up. My eyes

226



CHAPTER 26

widened.
The images came in clips or at least I remember it as such,

little slides of film.
The image - slow-moving - like a portrait come to life. It was

an image of two forces, one on horses and the other a stampede
in and of itself, clashing. Walls of wood rising from the floor.
People removed from their steeds, slammed to the floor. Fires.
A lot of fires like the portrait had been burned at it’s edges and
smoldered, with sporadic stacks of smoke across the vista. In
between these smokes and fires and giant holes of exploded
dirt, the glean of pikemens weapons. The men rushing. Then
death. Lots of it. Red, red everywhere, like an ocean of it over
the floor. The glowing sword. Then stillness in the smoke.

“Done already?” I asked.
“Vicentius works fast.” Sylas narrowed his eyes.
“So we’re done then? They didn’t even come over here, right?”
“No.” Kal said, he put his ear to the ground. I felt it in my

stomach, then and there, the same drop I’d felt when I stared at
the man eaters, when I ran through the burning city. The same
growing nausea. The same weight on my shoulders. I slouched
and grabbed the hilt of my blade. “They’re coming.”

“How can you tell?” I asked.
“Don’t you feel it?”
“A bit.” The floor shook.
“Ah, now our fun begins.” Sylas said. Next to us were the

horses, hooves high in the air, sniffling and snarling. The two
went on without me on the backs of the horses and galloped
forward, shooting dirt and grass - well, my way.

“We’re going on ahead.” Sylas said. “If they break through us,
trigger the traps. You know how, right?”

Yeah I knew how, I wasn’t stupid. I nodded.
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“You cut the rope, right?” I just wanted to make sure.
“Yes.” Sylas smiled.
“May the three fathers be with you.” Kal said. “Good luck.”
“I should be telling you that!” And they ran off. To be honest

I think they both knew that of the three of us, I was the one
who needed it the most, the good luck I mean.

* * *

I didn’t know what they saw as they started running off towards
the creatures. I didn’t see anything myself beyond woods and a
bush or two moving here and there, but they must have noticed
something before they ran in. Because they went at full gallop
across logs and jagged rocks with an aimless abandon, their
bodies leaned into their horses spines. I couldn’t quite find
them at first, not until I heard their scream of thrills; not fear,
not death or dying. Thrill. So’s that for a good ten minutes I
was standing there in the open sun, drying, sometime in the
morning with grass still slick with dew. And I waited there,
my nose kind of buckled and my eyes squinted as I combed
over the forest. I guess that’s what made them monster hunters
though, what they saw that other people couldn’t. What they
could kill that other people wouldn’t even challenge.

‘Cause I didn’t notice much for those ten minutes. Not until
the two of them came out, a long cut on Kal’s forehead that
dripped down to his horse and steel; held by one hand to his
right and so tall that it cut a line across the field as the horse
came forward.

“First blood, long-iron!” Sylas screamed and I had to read his
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lips because the sound of the hooves was too loud and a growing
frenzy in the air was too distracting. His face straightened out
as he nearedme. “Go on yonder, this ain’t no place for a civilian.”
I ran. I’d never been trained to fight so how could I fight, right?

I ran down the hill, holding my shirt and pants ‘cause they
were falling off with how fast I booked it. So’s I ran past the
damn trenches and wood trap stocks that I’d built by the way
there were eight and they weren’t that big because we didn’t
have a lot of time.

I turned around.
The stampede grew behind Sylas and he kept laughing and

Kal kept grunting. They both ran past me, circled and ran
back up the hill. Sylas laughed. Kal screamed. Steel clashed.
Animals…creatures…cried out. Their sound, the sound the
creatures made. It was like a car crash, a deep gut-wrenching
sound. The siren of a nuclear launch, the bombastic body slam.
Terrible.

There I was, at the bottom of the hill with the farms behind
me and the tavern and shoemaker’s home somewhere beyond
too. What a place to defend yourself, right? In front of ruins,
huh?

The sounds all blended in and my ears rung loud. Sylas
galloped past me, not even sweat on his face. Kal came a little
delayed, still leaking at the face and looking more disappointed
than afraid.

“I expected more.” He took a deep breath. “Just five so far,
can you believe it? Ain’t that right, long-iron?”

“I’m trying to focus.” Kal wiped the blood from his face. “Gods
get me a rag.”

I reached into my pocket and tried to hand him one, but our
hands didn’t reach.
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“Ah, I think you let some get away, long-iron.” Sylas’ eyes
grew. “Heads up, youngblood!”

Youngblood? Thatmeantme, right? I knew it wasme, I knew
it was coming for me. Not the buildings, not the streets, me
- just me. Because the thing ran down-slope and it’s red eyes
were poised at me. Three of them.

Sylas ran for the one on the left, Kal for the one on the right.
So’s now I had to deal with one. A thing, a brown-furred red-
eyed thing. A bulky mass like a fucking truck with horns as big
as its body, horns it dug into the floor so that as it ran it tilled
the soil into fine sand.

The Maelisaur. The unholy frankenstein between bull and
freight train.

“The traps kid!” Sylas kept shouting. I saw his figure, the sun
behind him, with a bloody dagger raised. I turned my body
away from him immediately, eyes focused on the creature. My
body froze as I stared at the creature full gait, it’s horns dragging
into the earth. It ran forward, its drills for horns aimed at me.
It broke three traps. And STUPID ME I was too focused on
staring than doing.

I snapped out of it for a brief moment, I ran to one of the
rope-draws and cut it and here I was thinking it’d do something.
The rope whipped the floor, skated along and did nothing. The
trap wasn’t rigged properly. My fault.

It was supposed to raise wooden spikes, it was supposed to
stop this thing.

The monster came at me. I jumped to the side and it stormed
through the wooden contraption, destroying the trench and
almost sending my ass flying. My legs buckled. I stood, shaking
with my head thumping. The monster made a circle; it was
coming again.
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So’s I ran to another rope and I noticed each time I ran the
thing would change direction to adjust to me. It swerved, I
swerved. It dug up one trap, I had to run to another. The eight
we had? Within minutes, it was only four traps. I was trying to
outrun a walking earthquake.

The fuming, running monster. Steam came off the sides of
it’s mouth.

I ran fast, slided across the dewed grass and dove into a trench
that was about knee deep. The monster came fast. His feet
tumbling loud. I could smell it, feel it. The earth trembled.

I grabbed a rope, I got my sword and cut it against the edge.
One thread cut slowly after another. “Come on you fucker.”
My heart pounded. My eyes dilated. I swear, I saw flashes
of history imposed on me. My first blowjob with the house
mistress. Firecrackers in my school dumpster. Dad screaming
at me when I interrupted his meeting with the secretary of war.
Get out, Virgil. Jezebel! Jezebel, get him out! My head looked
up and down, back at the rope. The knife worked on the threads,
the earth shook. It slipped out of my hand. Fucking dull blade!
Fuck. Fuck.

Vibrations. The sword jumping and slipping and falling into
patches of dirt. I jumped for the sword. The creature was here,
the deafening noise left me with a high-pitch shrill. I raised my
knife and slammed it down. Up and down, cutting - not even
aiming. Hitting the rope.

“Cut!” Straight down it went, going through the rope. It
snapped, the mechanisms worked their way up. Rope burned
and ran clockwise around the log it was attached to. Every
piece of the mechanism, working to launch stakes upwards and
out of the little ditch.

I looked behind me, to the creature staring down to me. The
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wind shifted around my face, a spike shot out from behind. It
went straight through the Maelisaur, into the jugular and out
halfway. I proned flat on my belly, the creature jumped over
me and landed clumsy. There was no more stomping, just the
sound of rolling and the broken-screeching of a creature with
too little throat to yell with.

I looked out from the ditch. I thought I’d died. The maelisaur
fell to the floor, rolling and pivoting with a stake down its throat.

It rolled once on its side and shook its head, shooting its horns
at imaginary figures in the wind.

“Are you kidding m-” The creature struggled. Straightened.
Stood up and shook its head, turned to me. Heavy-set. Mean.
Like five layers of fur and fat moved with it, long curtains set
on closing me out.

It wasn’t far, must have been ten feet from me and it started
to run. Fast. My face tightened.

My eyes kept still, my body leaned down.
“That’s it, youngblood!” Sylas said from the rear. “Get the

other rope now. You’ve got it.”
I took deep breaths, my heart slowed. I held my shaking knife

with two hands and kept it tucked. Still, be still.
It’s fuming nose exhausted. The snot hit my cheeks. I jumped

for the rope, a smooth cut.
Then the logs rose. The monster stood on its hind legs, two

feet ready to stomp on me. I sat on my back, still. A second log
shot up and this one hit it dead center in the belly.

It was like I’d pinned the poor fucker, because the thing just
stood up paralyzed with its hind legs raised, and the log kept it
up like a propped up cardboard cut out.

It took minutes before I could breath. I wasn’t comfortable
enough until I saw the blood drip down, until I felt it warm
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against my face. But I didn’t move, not even then.
It snarled. It gargled. Blood released from its flat face.
I laid their in its shadow. Cradled in dirt and blood, listening

to the noises of the pinned creature. It was the only noise now,
it was the last of its kind here on the western front.

Five minutes later Kal came around. He looked at me with
blackened eyes, down at my figure in the dirt which I’m sure
looked pathetic considering how much he squinted.

He raised his blade.
Kal came down with a wide arc and slit the Maelisaur’s throat.

Its head hung by its weak spine, like a swollen fruit on a dead
tree branch.

Then he turned to me, like it was any other day. Because
maybe it was like any other day.

“Finish it off next time.” He said. And left.
Just like that.
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The Maelisaur bobbed it’s head and spun at the end of the spit.
It went in circles, a face in perpetual agony and anger, with the
driving end of a sharp rod coming right out its ass and towards
me. I leaned back until I felt the cool wall and lowered my head
beneath an ancient banner, my cup out to a steady stream of
wine Sylas poured. Across from me the stars shone through
the patch holes in the tavern ceiling. A fire set at the center, the
furniture parted to the sides. In a row of heads and in order;
the dog, the loose-toothed beggars and the children drooled in
mesmerized hunger at the rolling spit.

“This is going to be good eats.” He topped the wine up to my
rim. “How’s it taste?”

I put the cup against my tongue. My nostrils burned.
“Good.” I said.
“You know, I’m shocked youngblood.” Sylas said. “I thought

you were going to die today. Or run away. Or both.”
“I’m surprised myself.” I leaned over. The children stared

down the charring slab of ribs by the fire, the fat dripping down
and stoking the fire to a high rise. Barley looked at me once,
saw me, and smiled her wide grin. Kal was pit master, spinning
the meat and cutting slices into a bowl as they charred. Said
the meat crisped perfectly like this.
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I wasn’t hungry though.
“Was that your first time hunting?” Sylas asked.
“I survived before, you know that.”
“Yes, you survived. This time, you fought.”
“I cut a rope.” I put the cup to my lips again. He lowered it

away.
“You fought. Did pretty well for a first timer. Most people

freeze, you acted. That’s good.”
“I pissed my pants.” I drank, a big gulp. The cup returned

to my lap with shaky reflection, like a picture of me had been
thrown into a wind tunnel. “Almost couldn’t cut a rope with
damn sword.”

Sylas slapped me across the back. The wine spilled out to my
folded thighs.

“Yes. You were stupid. Yes, you were clumsy.” He pointed his
finger into the air. “But it was thrilling, wasn’t it?”

What a clever face he made, something that looked mis-
chievous and happy. I turned away and towards the crowd,
Conrad was putting plates in the hands of every child and man
who came around - a whole line of homeless, and poor. But not
desperate. Not hungry. Not sad.

They formed a ring around the fire, where the meat hissed.
The children smiled and ran with food in their mouths. The
conversations were loud, the gestures animated and excited.
Theater broke out in one corner. Laughter in another.

“Go on. We’ll go back to camp tomorrow. Lord knows Old
Chet ain’t cooking like this.” Sylas raised his wine bottle and
his head disappeared behind the hourglass-figure as he leaned
back with giant gulps.

I put my arms to my side and set my cup down and walked
into the crowd of people. They’d left a spot for me. I stood over
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the meat, and Barley tugged at my sleeve. I looked down, she
had a plate of food. She raised it, smiling.

I felt warm.
I slogged to camp the next day dragging my body through

every ache and pain. And even though I was walking on grass
it felt like I was knee deep in tar. The sun had just risen and
people were already running around screaming, carrying white
stretchers every which way, their figures dashing and blurry in
between the tents.

“Send three that way,” Vincent stood center of the camp, next
to a table punctured with pins and a map colored red all across.
He was in circles, pointing and screaming. Sylas put his hand
on my shoulder and pulled me back to push himself forward.

He still had wine on him.
“Anyone die?”
Vincent turned, blood shot eyes facing us.
“Did anyone die?” He spoke low, swallowing his throat. “Did

anyone die, he says. No. No one died. Not from our side at
least.”

“Well, that’s great. Everything worked out.” Sylas raised his
swishing urn. Vincent walked up and took it by its leather
straps, pouring it out onto the field, where ash smothered grass.

“You should be court Marshalled for what you did.” Vincent
said. He looked out towards the wall of the city. “I ordered
you to command the east front. You were never there, Sylas.
Never.”

“I had to cover the western front.”
“The western what?” Vincent asked. “They attacked us from

the east. From the east!”
“There were some stragglers.” I stepped in between them.

“He was helping me out.”
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Vincent turned his head, eye brows furrowed.
“Wha-what happened? Explain yourselves.”
“I’d need more wine for that.” Sylas said.
“I…I’ve got it.” I said. It was a long, long conversation. It

lasted what felt like hours and we were taken in and out of
Vincent’s tent, each to be screamed at. Each to be lectured, and
sometimes to be praised.

“When I told you to stay, Virgil. I didn’t expect you to raise a
militia and go about saving who you saved. I thought you’d at
least listen to me, you know?”

“I’m sorry.”
“I don’t know what I’m going to do with you two.” Vincent

said. “But I sure as the nine hells know you both owe me. I’ll
settle your punishments later. Dismissed.”

We walked out, I lifted the tarp up to my head. Behind me,
Vincent whistled and I turned.

“Good job defending the western front.” He said. “Very well
done.”

Two days from that. After a lot of manual repair (a lot of
sawing and carrying and nailing wood) I was in my cart, with
my feet dangling at the edge of the cart. Once again, following
the army line down the road and to another city - another
trouble - another place.

My body slumped, my eye lids like they were under spring
loaded coils as they fell and jumped. I wasn’t hungry. I wasn’t
weak. I was just tired. Two sleepless nights, a bunch of yelling.
My heart still racing, what felt like both days after the event
had transpired. Behind me all my belongings were wrapped
in a bag in the corner of the cart. Inside, it bustled with pots
and pans and floating pickled vegetables and flour and shafts.
A miscellaneous cart for a miscellaneous person. We were
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heading out, just about crossing the tree line and about to lose
sight of the town. I leaned and planked on my side with my
arm holding my chin. The cart jumped. The soldiers around
me laughed and spoke, the driver smacked the floor and the
horses sped. The sun glared in between the coverage of leaves.
So’s it was just another normal morning.

I thought.
I heard someone running, racing after the slow moving horse.

With foot steps small and faint. Screaming. The girl came up
the bend of the hill, her blond hair in split ends and jumping
everywhere as she came to me - my cart. Barley.

“You forgot something. Idiot!” She lunged forward, stepped
deep into the dirt and pivoted her whole body. Her arm flung
forward.

A bag came shooting out into the air. It struck me across
the face and knocked me back. I rubbed my face and came up,
groaning and tight around my nose with my sinuses so pressed
against that I was smelling mucus for minutes after.

“Thanks!” She waved. “Thank you for everything!”
And even with the pain in my face and the aches across my

body and the dragging feeling of tiredness about my face. I
smiled and waved back. She stood there in the road, waving.
The other children came around (slower) behind her, Conrad
too. All of them, waving and smiling. Tired. Happy.

Down at my lap, the bag was unbundled and sprawled. A
letter poked out, above the boots or chest piece - whatever it
was.

I cut it open. It read.
“It’s all we had. But thank you.”
A little silver coin came out from inside the envelop, it rolled

onto my palm.
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One silver for my first job as a Crow. And it was a job well
done.

* * *

“It’s time for lunch.” I said. My head hurt. Sylas. Kal. They
flashed in my head, particular faces. Particular men.

“Is it?” Ritcher asked.
I didn’t know. But it was damn well time for me to stop.

My heart raced. Head throbbed. The piece of map was there,
somewhere in the hay. I could feel it, like an egg underneath
my ass growing and throbbing and ready to come out.

“Yeah. It is.” I said. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”
So it was I came into the mess hall later that day. Old bits of

food were strewn along the indentations along the floor and the
people ate with pecking like roosters at the feed, I was looking
for Chaucer. I scanned the room, it didn’t take long. He was
always the man with the small group around him. Even in the
chaos. Always.

He had his legs up and set on two small little boxes propped
tall. To his rear was a young man, probably younger than me,
with a bowl-cut and his face down and set on the tabletop. To
his rear was a sultry looking fellow with a scar that ran across
his neck. There were more anonymous faces, but they were
so devoid of character and life that it was hard to call them
memorable. Those two are whom I remember. Those two and
Chaucer.

“Why’d you give me this?” I handed him the piece of map.
“I just thought it’d excite you.” He said.
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“Paper doesn’t excite me.” I said. “What is it?”
“It’s your room.” He poked it, pinned it onto the floor with

his finger.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean I gave you a map, is what I mean.”
“I can see that.” I looked to my side at men with their high

raised shoulders, funneling food down their throats. Their
very own eyes shooting back with sideline glares, their hands
slamming the table and the noise of wooden plates hitting and
rattling ubiquitous across the room. It was like a race to eat.

Hurry it up! A guard said.
“What am I supposed to do with this?” I asked.
“It brought you to me, didn’t it? I figure it did its job.” He said.

I shook my head.
“I don’t think he has it in him.” The scarred man said.
“Of course he does. He’s here, isn’t he?” Chaucer said.
“What does being here mean?” I asked.
“Do you want to know how to escape?”
“Here we go again.” Across the table the small red fins of

Lalos were raised high, the people plucked meat around the
soft bones. The clear juice ran down their hands.

“They’re keeping us alive, Virgil, because we’re political
prisoners.” He said. “Because they need something from us.
In my case, it’s reformation. In your case, its information.”

“And?”
“What happens when they’re done?” He asked. “When it’s

realized I will never change. When it’s realized that you have
nothing left to give. What happens then?”

“I don’t know.” The words came out sharp beneath my breath.
“Fuck, I don’t know!”

“You do.” He leaned in.
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“They’ll kill us.” I said My face fell and I peeked one eye at my
broken palm. How swollen, how purple it’d become. I turned
it over.

“That’s right, they’ll kill us.” He said.
I lowered my head and looked for the guards to pass. They

were all staring, they were staring even when I caught them. I
kept my voice low.

“Are these guys safe? Are they good at keeping secrets?” I
asked.

“They’re part of the plan, they have to be.” He said.
“Ritcher’s keeping me alive. He wants me to locate some of

my friends - well, he says they’re my friends. The point is, I’m a
walking compass to him.”

“How close are you to letting it spill?”
“I don’t know anything. So I’d say we’re pretty far from that.”
He leaned back and grabbed his shirt, raised it and kept

flapping it to exhaust the heat growing (presumably) in his
body.

“They want you to sell out your comrades, then?”
“Yes.” I said. “I wouldn’t call them comrades, not anymore.”
“Not anymore.” Chaucer smiled. “You’re going to die the

minute you tell him.”
“I’m going to die.” My eyes went wide. The words echoed in

my head, I looked down, then up. It seemed obvious, it seemed
stupid and simple. It was written in the walls, it was there when
he first appeared. Hannibal knew it. Gunther knew it! We all
knew it but me. Or maybe I did. Maybe I hoped?

I clenched my fist and struck the table.
“Shh. Shh. Shh. Don’t be so loud.” Chaucer said. “Relax.”
I looked down at the piece of the map, the inscribed lettering

and the black lines, the squares that meant nothing to me, not
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yet. Hieroglyphics of a hope that seemed so far and foreign. A
guide to a remote paradise - which was anything off this island,
really.

“You said you had a plan?” My face rose. “Are you bullshitting
me, Chaucer? Is this another lie?

“My friend.” Chaucer extended his arms like wings. “I’d never
lie. It’s happening, and it’s happening soon. Now that we have
your help, at least.”

My eyes narrowed. I grabbed the paper and squeezed it with
my grip.

“Just tell me what you need.” I said.
“I thought you’d never ask.” He smiled.
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Chaucer held out the small file - it wasn’t even bigger than my
palm - and pulled me in when I got my fingers on its free end.
His hand maintained its clench, pointed out. He nodded and I
shoved the file into my pants.

Around us the ocean splashed against smooth stone. A metal
line ran down the boardwalk. Each line attached to a trap in the
floor. Our shoulders bumped into each other, we all moaned
and groaned and raised the lacy cages up to our chests where
the lobsters inside snipped, and where we all (me in particular)
dropped the box and pushed my hands away.

There were no guards in the immediate vicinity, most were
higher up on another ledge of rocks. Chaucer probably paid
them off. He could do anything with money. That’s what he
said at least. Chaucer, who stood behind me.

“This isn’t a promise, Virgil. This ain’t that.” Chaucer said.
“It’s just a way out.”

“Yeah, I heard you the first time.”
“Do you have any idea what you’re getting yourself into?”
“I’ve been making a lot of stupid decisions lately. What’s one

more?” I touched the file through my clothes.
“That’s right.” He nodded. “What’s one more?”
“Just tell me you’ve got more planned than just shaving down
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some bars.”
“Oh. You ready to hear the plan?” His eyes looked around.

“Me and the other guys - we’ve been doin’ it for a while.”
“Doing what?”
He smiled.
The plan was so stupid it might have even worked. This is

how it went, or at least how I experienced it.

* * *

I kept the file tied to my body as I went through the halls of
Shrieker’s Veil. A satchel was attached to the hump of my ass.
A satchel that dripped something cold and made my whole
body shiver every now and then. And it was a long walk to be
shivering the whole time. Though not aimless, I was heading
towards the bathroom. And it had to be the bathroom. Through
halls and the thousand yard stares of guards posted along cells,
their pale eyes following me. I came to a long hall with an
unusually large and oval entrance frame, where the cobblestone
was well-kept. Pristine almost. Two guards looked me up and
down. Looks that pierced me, that made my heart thump with
each subtle nod or blink.

“What are you waiting for?” One of them said.
I nodded my head, chuckled a bit to myself as I always do in

nervousness and went through the open door frame. Down
the aisle, stalls were formed and segmented with dark oak. The
same elevated stone bench ran between them all, high enough
for a man to put his ass to it. I went down, my fingers clicking
against each wooden door that creaked open until I stopped.
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Number four. Empty. The whole bathroom was empty.
I walked inside, in front of me the gaping hole no bigger than

a small plate of food and above this little gap where (if I was
shitting, I’d shit) was the corrugation in the wall. You couldn’t
tell. It was impossible to the naked eye, and if it weren’t for the
little carving of a sword fish etched on the stone I wouldn’t have
noticed it. But that was part of the deceit, no? I took out my
file and stabbed through and around the brick. It cut through.
Clean. So around the brick I went, pressing my file and shaving
off even more and more of the plaster off. You see; this was the
plan.

They’d been filing the bricks out in the bathroom for weeks
now. Each chipping away bit by bit. Four bricks were done by
the time I’d gotten there, and I was just here to finish a fifth.
I put them down carefully and looked behind me to a locked
wooden door. But the feeling of the guards dry face was in my
imagination, I jumped. Every time I filed, every time I made
that stupid csh csh noise of a man working his way to freedom
I couldn’t help but look back.

No one ever came. After tenminutes there were five bricks on
a stack to my rear. I took out the satchel from my ass and shook
off the dripping that’d gone down. The satchel held a mixture
of paper, mud, water and alabaster stone and sap and cheap glue
formed into some concoction to mimic stone. I don’t know
how Chaucer invented it or got it, I didn’t ask. I took one whiff
of the stuff and turned my face, with the cheap satchel (little
more than a rag with tied rope) I worked the plaster around
the torn down bricks and fit them back into place. Leveling
and sculpting the weak wall into position. Sweating. Aligning
everything, then misaligning because it looked too good. With
my file I tapped along the last brick and put my little X on the
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mark. Something small, a white streak against the gray surface.
My anonymous signature.

Five bricks today. Six next week. Seven the week after?
Then…

* * *

It was the next day, I scratched my ass. The plaster really hadn’t
come off my crack yet.

“Alright. I did it.” I said.
“I told you, right? We’ll get the whole wall done in soon with

the four of us working.” He said.
“Why the bathroom? Whole thing smelled like shit.” I said.
Wewere lifting rocksman toman, stacking them and creating

new walls along the southern front of the island. Apparently
they’d be new quarters for the wardens, which meant we were
getting more wardens. The palm trees were cleared out, the
swollen earth marked their graves. A few meters from us was
the shoreline, as well as the posted light houses around the
island with giant dead fires smoldering still. The sun had barely
come up, the waters were easy going. Below our feet was the
warm sand and dirt mixture, not quite a beach but not quite
firm jungle either.

A black boulder came to me from the man behind, it was that
scarred person.

“What’s your name again?” I asked.
“Louis.” He threw the boulder at me. My arms drooped, I

passed it to Chaucer.
“Virgil, we’ve been at this for weeks now. And in one month,
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maybe two, we’ll be done.” He said. “Once we break through
that wall its home free.”

He wasn’t even looking at me when he said it, he stared at the
ground with his stupid smile.

“My question, Chaucer. Why the bathroom? Why the wall?
I looked behind it…it just leads to. Well, shit.” I looked to my
side for the guards.

“What better plan, Virgil?” He said. “This whole prison used
to be a Colosseum. With the trapping of a Colosseum’s design.
This is a place made to entertain people, not to keep them in.
And part of entertaining is to have amenities.”

My head turned sideways.
“I don’t follow.” I said. He sighed.
“This place has an interesting plumbing system. You might

even call it a canal, or channel with how deep and complicated
it goes. There’s sewers and toilets and bath houses.”

“There’s a bath house here?”
“Not that we’d ever see it. But yes.”
“Have you been in it? You’ve been in it, haven’t you.” I looked

up to the hazed orange sky. “God, I want a bath.”
“That’s not the point, Virgil. The point is that there is an

interesting skeleton at work here that keeps it all together.
That’s what the map is for. Where do you think our shit and
trash goes when we’re done with it, Virgil?”

“I don’t know. The ocean?”
He snapped his fingers.
“That’s right.” Chaucer leaned in with his gold teethed smile,

red hair falling down one eye. Always hated that. I passed him
a rock and his back gave out. He looked at me, a little bitter. I
smiled.

“So you’re saying our trash shoots out, that there’s a maze
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of these kinds of holes all around the prison…like…” My eyes
narrowed. “Like where we throw our fish…right?”

“Oh, you’re very smart. Aren’t you?”
In front of us a man was pulled from line. A brown robed

fellow with long hair who was yanked by the hair, thrown onto
the floor and beaten with sheathed swords. He had his hands to
his face, his body curled up. Our heads turned and a guard came
to smack us back to work. One by one, like hitting dominoes,
they whacked us against the back of the head until we were
back with our backs hunched, carrying these rocks.

“Alright, so we’re to use one of these tunnels. We go through
the shit and come out the side of the Colosseum into ocean
water, then what?” I asked.

“That’s where you come in, ain’t it?” Chaucer put his finger,
again, on my face. It was close, almost poking my eye.

“I can get us a little skiff.” He said. “But we’ll need to sneak
off a cargo boat if we want to make it past the light houses.”

“Oh no.”
“And there’s only one way we could get a cargo ship from the

outside, inside. Get me?”
And here was the rub.
“I get the idea, yes.” I closed my eyes slowly. “What am I

supposed to tell him? That I want man sized boxes for us to
co-pilot? What’re we supposed to do when the guards notice
us out, how will we get that ship driven? They’ll just ancho-”

He put his finger against my lips.
“Don’t worry about that. Just get us the ship.”
“Oh right. Just like that, I’ll just go ahead and ask him for a

ship. What am I supposed to say?” I said.
“Ask for a favor. That’s it. That’s all you’ve been doing, right

Virgil? Just asking for favors. Simple. Innocent. Favors.” He
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said and smiled.
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“I’d like to eat a Maelisaur.” I said. “Could you bring me one?”
Ritcher scratched his head.
It’d been a week and a half since we’d last met. There

were complications, allegedly, with the Prince’s stomach. And
complications with Gunther (and Hannibal, I’m sure) that had
missed out on too many sessions of my behavioral transforma-
tional therapy (torture).

I’d missed some lashings. And I was due. So I went and got
done in.

Torture comes like a chore, at least the way I’ve started
thinking about it now. And coming out of each session has
become easier and easier, as it was today. A week and a half
later, when I was due to meet Ritcher in my cell.

I rubbedmy back where the skin was soft and bleeding, where
just looking over my shoulder I could see the purple and red
and sometimes yellow swollen flesh. Across from me Ritcher
wandered in and out of the darkness beyond the glow of the
torch, a little hunched over. He put the hands on the chair spine,
twitched in my direction. Sat. Slacked. Now leaning back, with
his eyes narrowed.

“You’d like to what?” Ritched asked.
“I’d like to eat one of those bulls.”

252



CHAPTER 29

“They’re massive.”
“Is it impossible?” I asked.
“I don’t mind…but. It’d take a while.” He said. “They’re hard

to capture. Even harder to butcher.”
“I want it whole when it comes here. We’ll butcher it here.”
He threw his hands in the air.
“Would you like an acting company too? A thespian show

with your dinner?”
“I’m serious.” I said. “I want to eat a Maelisaur. Bring a couple

of them.” I said. “’Sides… It might help me remember. What if -
by eating one, by experiencing that which I’ve done, I begin to
recall. That’s the whole point of this, no?”

“I think you just want to get fat.” He said. “Whatever. Fine.
It’ll take a while though.”

“Believe me, I’ve got time.”
“You know the deal then.” He reached into his bag. His hand

extended. We went at it again.

The Emerald City - Lao Lo
Julis 3rd, 1125 Dom.

So long as I live, I think I’ll be writing. So long as I have strength
in me, I must record. All I do is read and write and endure, and
the least I could do is try to do better at it all. Consider this a
declaration of intent; if I am to make a home out of these pages,
let me make it a beautiful place. A sanctuary, at least in the
poetry.

God, that sounds so stupid. Doesn’t it? I don’t think poets
would write this shit. Fucking fuck.

It was two months before we reached Lao Lo. Two, very, very,
very long months. And the middle of the year as I was told,
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where the weather was at it’s best. Apparently, humid sticky
air was best. That and the mosquitoes - oh, the mosquitoes.

It had taken forty-nine days, leading up to the fiftieth. I’d
honestly lost hope by the thirtieth, but here were were, coming
up to the city. The carriage jumped, I dropped the book in my
hand and stepped out. We were rounding a curve as we rode up
the trail up the side of a mountain, past some wooden bridge set
under a waterfall. The water struck my face as we went under.

The trees cleared to palms a while back, the faint smell of
ocean a mile back grew. The air tasted of salt. We stopped next
to a stretch of wooden fence. All of us. Every cart and man
walked over to the edge. I jumped out of the cart, pushed people
aside and found my place against the wooden rail guard.

It was green all wide across, turning my face I couldn’t see the
end of it. Green waters broken like glass, each fragment shining
out. There was a light murmur, mild mannered splashing of the
waves. A breeze pushed along us all, the salt-scent strong and
almost burning to the nostrils. Horses lifted off their hind legs,
the men sniffed and coughed. The buildings were pale, small
and clustered with little red crows painted along their tops. I
hadn’t scene anything like it since my trip to Cancun back in…
how far back was it now? Since home?

I leaned over the edge, chin down to my forearms and looked
out to the falling scope of the city. A city that went downslope
and ended at its harbor. The wooden, red-octopus painted sails
and the small little brown figurines of ships that set sail like I
was staring at toys in a green-soapy bath.

We came down the mountain and led our carts through the
city. Sylas, Vincent, Khal and myself. Inside, the people wore
their blouses loose, clothes wispy and and thin. Feet in sandals.
So much so I was afraid they’d fall off with each breeze. We
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were at the top of the city and here there was calm in the streets.
Smiling folks with children held by weak grips and the baskets
of fruit and meat in their other. Purse-clutched, looking at us
gruff and dirty soldiers with narrow glares.

“It’s like a war isn’t even going on for them.” I said.
“We’re in the LaBleux district.” Sylas said. “It’s very wealthy

here.”
“Wealth makes you weak.” Vincent said. “That’s why they

hire people like us.”
“People like you.” I said.
The sidewalk emptied out to our presence, the four us

walking center. I made my hand flat and put it up on my
forehead to visor my eyes. Green water. Ships.

“You’re really that excited for boats?” Sylas asked.
“I’m excited for home.” I said.
“Home? What is that to you?” Vincent asked.
“It’s a private chef and a pool and as much champagne as you

can stomach.” I said.
“That right?” Vincent blinked slowly.
“That’s damn right.”
“Virgil. What’s ambition to you? Do you have any?”
“Ambition is for suckers. Never needed it.” I said. “I can have

ten girls spread their legs at a drop. I’ve got more friends on
my phone list than there are people in this city. Than people in
this flock-”

I turned to Vincent. He stared.
“Not to say I’m not grateful or anything. I’ll be paying up

what I owe, of course.”
“So you’re going back to the shadow of your father?” Vincent

asked. “Is that all you’re able to?”
“I’m going back to what I know. I’m not fit for this place.
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Whatever it is.” I said. We came close to the harbor, the
carts stopped some blocks back. Boat sails lifted up, the rope
outstretched tight. Looking at it from the narrow street, it was
like watching a film with how slow-moving the mast came up
and across my field.

“That’s a big boat.” Sylas said.
“You’re damn right.” I smiled.
“This is where I part.” Kal said.
“What’s wrong?”
“I get sea-sick.” His feet wobbled, two giant black trunks. He

put a palm against the shadowed-wall in the alley. “I can’t even
look at it.”

“Don’t worry, this’ll be quick.” I said.
We came to the old man on the ship with nothing but

questions. Vincent was first to line up, around us must have
been half a dozen bandanna-wearing, olive-skinned sailors
throwing ropes and barrels and all kinds of boxes up on a little
trolley that they strolled onto the ship. They all stopped to look
up to Vincent who walked up soft-footed across the bridge
from land to boat. We followed. How those two kept their
balance across the crooked moving floor is beyond me. I leaned
against the edge of the rails. A man came to greet us with a blue
bandanna with carved skin that was more scar than flesh. One
big callous. Zebra-like with how his skin went pale to dark to
darker.

“I’m Vicentius of the Flock of Crows.” Vincent extended his
hand.

“Aye.” The Captain extended his prosthetic. Ivory fingers,
marble colored. “Have ye come to talk about thee basilisks?”

“Yes.” Vincent said. Both of them folded into each other,
getting closer and then away from the two of us. Theywandered

256



CHAPTER 29

a bit, off to talk by themselves.
I walked forward. Sylas put a hand on my shoulder.
I shook his hand away and stepped up to the Captain Zebra

over here.
“Hello. Can I talk for a second?”
“An’ who’s this?” He asked.
“He’s Virgil, he’s traveling with us.” Vincent said. “Virgil, I

don’t think now’s the time. We should wait a bit.”
“There ain’t no better time than now.” I said. “I’ve waited four

months to leave. If I have to wait another day I might just tie
an anchor on my feet and dip.”

They both looked at each other, the Captain with raised
shoulders and his gesture of confusion.

“What is it ye want?” The Captain asked.
“I want to know how much it would cost to leave.” I said.
“Leave what?” He asked.
“Leave this country. Leave Xyra. Go off in the ocean to a

place called America, right, you do know where that is?”
“Who in the hell is Umerika?” He asked. “Where’d that be?”
My hands shook, like my body knew an answer I didn’t want

to accept. Like I’d known it for a while but had to finally hear
the words spoken.

“You’re the captain, you should know the seven seas better
than me.” I said.

“Seven seas? Are ye mad, child?” He asked.
“Where do you go to? What’s with the boat? Where do you

leave out? What coastline do you follow? What countries are
you sanctioned in?” I asked.

“Virgil.” Vincent walked over and put both hands on my
shoulder. I didn’t take a step back, didn’t even look back at the
other two crows who most certainly staring or the half dozen
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seamen who were definitely staring.
“No. No.” I said. “What are your routes? How far deep out

do you go?”
“This is Xyra, son. There ain’t anything out there.” He said.

“There are no boats that travel outside these lands. None.”
“What do you mean?” And I pressed forward, Vincent

grabbed a hold of me by the arm.
“Let go. I need to get out!” My body lunged forward. “Tell

him to get me out!”
Sylas held me now, by the other arm. Two men who almost

lifted me off my feet and held me by the arms. And me,
struggling with my tensed body where the veins bulged from
every inch of flesh.

“Oi, is he mad?” The Captain asked.
“Please. I need to leave.” I said.
“Doesn’t he know of Charon, the ferryman?” The Captain

looked at Vincent.
His ivory hand pointed at me. He looked to Vincent who’d let

go. Sylas dragged me away, back towards the bridge. Vincent.
He was talking and apologizing. For what? Consoling, for
what? I just wanted out.

“Tell him Sylas. Tell him to get me out! Tell him I don’t
belong.” I didn’t even realize how hot my face was, or the wet
in my eyes. I just felt the warmth.

Sylas put his arm around my neck. He gripped tight and
dragged me down the steps, his own face rubbed against mine.

“It’s alright youngblood. You can talk about it later. Not now.”
“I just want out.” My arms went limp. I went down, my

dragging steps hitting every crack in the wooden bridge.
“You’ll be fine. It’s alright.” He said. “You’ll make it home.”
But I didn’t believe him. Not a word.
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A drunk after-after noon
Julis 4th, 1125 Dom.

“I heard you made a scene.” Kal pushed a cup towards me. We
sat at the table side, the thin bronze arms of women high in
the air. Dancing. With the tilted frames of paintings sprayed
with wine and the fireplace in some corner being kicked in by
a drunkard who swore it stole his silver. Here in this inn, the
candle wicks in the chandeliers snuffing every ten minutes, and
the poor old fool behind the counter who had to travel up the
ladders to relight them. Having to suffer the wave and wash of
fools.

There in that inn, there was no silence to think.
Kal sat next to me. The both of us sat isolated in a twelve

man bench table. Everyone smiled until they looked at either
of us. Gabralto stared across the room behind a steaming roast
chicken. He couldn’t look more than five seconds before giving
me the middle finger.

I looked down, my plate was empty. To my rear, Kal had a
collection of bones. I wasn’t hungry anyway.

“What the fuck is a Charon anyway? Ferryman? What
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bullshit.” I hiccuped. “You’ve got that big ass ocean out there
and no one wants to go out?”

“It’s not that they don’t. It’s that they can’t.” Kal said. “In
the last twenty years there have been a hundred and four
expeditions out to deep sea. No vessel has come back. And
they never will. They’re cursed waters that surround Xyra.
So we all maintain ourselves, stay within the confines of the
continent.”

“You serious?” I looked down at the cup. The water in its
golden broken waves. “I’m stuck here?”

“It’s a big continent.” He said. “I’m sure you’ll find your own
home inland.”

“I don’t want a home here.” Mumberry wine fell down the
sides and onto my hand.

“Drink. Please. Before you make another scene out of
nothing.” Kal tipped the cup into my mouth.

I put it up tomy lip, downed half. It didn’t even burn anymore.
“Vincent lied to me. All of you did. You knew but you didn’t

tell me.” I said.
“Vicentius let you continue with us, even though he knew. He

could have let you find out on your own, alone. Even offered
it.” Kal said. “Some things are hard to say. How were any of
us supposed to break it to you? You, who are so desperate and
sad?”

“I’m not desperate and sad!” I slammed the cup down.
Kal put his finger on the bottom of the mug and raised it to

my lips. I drank the rest.
“We’re all lost children here. All dismayed. You’re not any

different.” He said.
The room spun in my eyes and the mug splashed a thin circle

at the bottom of the cup, the white tusk and wooden handle
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that lay on its side in front of me. Sitting, I went crooked back
and forth and stared across at me from the other unwanteds,
the other lost children who kept their arms high in strong and
loud toast. I saw Gabralto. I saw the huddled groups of black
masses like mountains lines in a shadow. I saw a pony tailed
man rise from one of the benches, he raised himself to fight and
fight he did. Grabbing another fellow, slamming him onto the
table. Some cheering, others stopping the fight.

They took them out screaming. Would it always be like this?
“I was adopted by a gang of psychopaths.” I said. “I don’t have

anywhere to go. I don’t know any way out of here.”
Another mug came, or maybe a refill. I couldn’t tell, every-

thing was double images and the women and the mugs and the
drinks came too, in two.

“You complain too much. It’s why no one likes you.” Kal
looked out to the brawl outside, eyes like stone with darkened
flesh.

“Why do you think I want to go back? I know no one likes
me.” I ran my finger across the top of the mug. Bone tusk. “I
miss being around people who liked my company.”

“You said you were wealthy, right?” Kal said.
“Yes.”
“And you said you flaunted it?” He asked.
“Yes.”
He took a big swig out of his mug, it spilled out the corner of

his mouth. “You talk about Los Angeles and yachts and New
Yorks and all this with such second-hand enthusiasm. Like
all you can mention are the boats you own or the people who
entertained you.”

“So?”
“Maybe no one liked you.” Kal said. “Maybe they just tolerated
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you for the things you owned.”
“You don’t think I know that? So what?” I clenched my fist.

“What’s the difference anyway?”
If he wasn’t twice my size I would have taken him, honest.
“What pride is there in a man owned by objects? To be a

walking vault for others, always at the ready to open. But
absolutely empty inside.”

I took a drink. I saw two of Kal’s. Two of his smug smiles.
Four pairs of breasts on the waitress and about two hundred
eyes looking back as I stood and laid out my palm against the
table top and it slid across and knocked down the candle wick
sticks.

“You can think you’re so wise and smart, but just remember.
You’re likeme. Another freak outcast unwanted and unclaimed.”
I hiccuped. My body jumped. Kal put a hand on my shoulder.

* * *

“Relax.” He said.
“Don’t touch me.” I said.
Mug in my hand I stood and walked past the voyeurs.

Swerving in and out of furniture and women and hitting the
walls - the pictures falling all around me.

“Ishmalla guide you.” Kal said, somewhere behind me.
“Fuck.” My body jumped, I felt something up my throat. “F-

fuck Ishmalla.”
Cold and salty air went away the more I drank from the

mug. Half-constellations guided me, what must have been a
new set of spoons and bows and divine lyres, that to me were
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halved from the swell of clouds eastbound. To my side below
the slope beyond the deckline the waters crashed, dark with
the broken gleam of the moon shattered into foam against the
shores. I tripped and held onto a marble statue to my rear.
Something planted in intervals around the fence of an orange
roofed building. This statued man looked like a knight and was
missing an arm, the figure cast in stone, in front of the church
building with the moon and star and other strange symbols. I
sat at the base of this statue, wedged between the feet.

I jutted my head a little out towards the sandstone road. Both
ways. Empty. A breeze, wooden window panels swayed. I
drank faster. I looked up to the statue and down the street and
further into the gated building where more statues bulwarked
with gray-eyed vigilance. Some surrounding with full fountain
pools and from them, where the bubbly water fell into little
grates. Ocean breezes, waves and small streams and all manner
of peaceful noises followed me here.

And what a beautiful town I thought Lao Lo was, and what a
strange thing to be so bitter. To think of anchored boats and
sailors. To not go back and entertain one of the tavern girls.
To not toast, even if it was just Kal. What a strange thing to be
here. My shoulders rounded. My head slumped. I lowered my
leg for footing.

A noise. Light footsteps, micelike. They were down the street.
Intuitively, my spine broke into a chill. Intuitively, I drank.

“I hate this.” I looked up the statue, my mug hung by two
weak fingers. Footsteps - again - from behind.

Somewhere in the dizzied dark the figure of a man formed,
what seemed to be, out of nothing. A man who held a knife
and whose coat was too big for him, like the swollen fat of an
animal in hibernation. His beady eyes were somewhere tucked
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in there, something darker than the shadow he was dressed in.
I dropped the drink, it splattered across the floor.
“Shit.” If I was going to die, I wanted to be a little more drunk

at least.
“Give me your money, boy.” He stuck out his hand. “Every-

thing you have.”
“I’ve got nothing for you.” I said, fist out.
He flashed his knife. I undid my trouser pockets, a silver coin

came out. It rolled in between us and toppled flat.
He took a step forward. So did I.
“That don’t belong to you.” I said.
“You’re ready to die for a silver coin?” He asked.
“I’ve been willing to die for a lot less for a long time.” I said.

My hands went for my waist. I patted myself down, not a single
knife. I hadn’t prepared a single knife.

“You think you’re tough?” He said.
I stood and walked flat footed though I wasn’t. I grunted in

slurs and in half-words with a mouth that could not decide
what language it wanted to stick to. Half-english, half-xyrian.
A little spanish thrown in there, just for kicks.

“I’ve fought bats the size of men. I’ve fought bulls who could
rip you to shreds.” I said, I felt something up my throat and
my eyes bulged. The man looked, face tilted. But at least he
stopped. Which was a courtesy.

“Like I said.” I swallowed. “I’ve fought monsters scarier than
you. You’re nothing.”

I looked at this man, this thug and made my way with crossed
feet to the left. One hand held to the fence for balance in my
puddle of wine, splashing with heavy foot steps underneath
me. I stopped with my foot over the cracked tusk. Squeezing.
Pinching. It shot out from under my foot.
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The man ran.
He came two feet away from me.
His knife was right there. In my face. My foot was in the air,

the other tried to balance myself. Where was I going to fall?
Back? Left? Right? Into the knife?

A thump. Something flew, struck the man’s head. He
dropped.

It was a bottle, one still full, one that did not break rather
rolled on the floor towards me. I stopped it with my foot and
looked at where it’d been thrown. It was the blond fellow. He
was down the street, a little ways from me. He came up. Swollen
faced, one half purple and the other red. One eye overcome
with a giant mass, the other drooping like it’d just been ripped
out and reattached. A man who looked like he’d just come from
war. The man in the bar fight. The man who handed me the
bucket when I was first here.

“I-I had it.” I said.
He walked silently. He came up, past the thief and picked

up his bottle. Somewhere behind that swelling, I could see the
white in his eyes moving at me. This square jaw’d, blonde pony
tailed man.

He picked up the bottle, uncorked it with his loose front teeth
and puckered his mouth. I don’t know how full it was, but it
was empty in seconds. He looked at me all the while. Burped.
And like a shambling zombie, walked on by. Perhaps to chase
after more sober minds.

Like I wasn’t even important, just another passing forgotten
moment in his life. Just trash on the streets, no different than
the thief.

“T-thank you.” I screamed it down the way he walked.
He paused. Turned his head to look, with his good eye, and
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raised his hand.
At least he waved back.
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Drunken Nights
Julis 5th-11th, 1125 Dom.

All of nextweek Iwas drunk. I did it alone inmy tavern room on
the second floor. Every so often I’d come out yellow-eyed and
stand by the balustradeswatching a swinging chandelier and the
merry people below tapping their mugs together. Disgusting.

Then after a while, I was the only one drinking. It was just
me and my ale, watching the soldiers and builders fix the city.
The attack was coming soon. Each man bulwarking the streets
and houses. I walked outside, past spinning doors.

“What are you doing?” I put the bottle-end to my mouth and
suckled on it, my eyes watching Kal’s arm raise high up and
back down on a nail. He stood on a small ladder, putting one
board after another on a window front.

“Are you just going to watch?” He asked.
“Yeah.” I burped.
“I’m busy. Why don’t you bother someone else?”
Down the street it was all the same, the flock members

working at their stations, closing and boarding and sealing
doorways, rooms, entire alleys. Sharpened logs rolled together
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into wooden spikes set across the intersections of roads. It
wasn’t just here, near the tavern and the rows of whore houses
and the rows of bars. It was everywhere. The city bells rang
every hour with a deep tone, and every hour the people would
look up with their dirty hands and go down a row. A man next
to me picked up his box, tools and all falling and spilling from
the sides of his open container, he ran across to the other side
spilling and falling. Desperate to collect himself. Then he went
back to work. On more houses.

It was like this everywhere. But I stopped at the church.
Working at the front of the church on the twin-doors, behind

the bent fence and its crooked spear ends, I saw the blond man.
His face was fixed. There wasn’t much of injuries save for
a swelling on his ear and a little bruise underneath his eye.
Children ran on the fields in the front, near a fountain that
went dry and cracked along its marble surface. A priest looked
from a bent bench, eyeing me as I walked across. He was doing
service or was supposed to be. There was a line at his feet of
prostrated people; gaudy looking people, sad looking people.

The hammer slipped from the blonde man’s hands. I reached
down and beat him to it.

“Thanks.” I handed it to him.
“It’s supposed to be other way around, right?”
“I’m talking about that night and the guy with the knife.”
“Oh.” He grabbed it from my palms, his hands were scarred

across all his little fingers. “Don’t worry about that.”
He went to one of the painted glass windows and put a canvas

over it, pinning it with a nail. I stood, shoulders slumped and
my bottle a little light.

“Are you going to help?” He didn’t even look at me.
“No. I’ve got nothing to give anymore.” I said.
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“Aye, that’s alright. You never gave much anyway.” He said.
I looked down at the bottle and stared at the red inside for a

while, people went around me with wood on their shoulders
and buckets of nails. Across. In front. Above. The sound of
hammering.

“What are you all building this for?” I asked.
“Basilisks.” He said.
I took a swig.
“What’re those?”
“Thing that should have you running out of town as fast as

possible.”
“That right?” I asked.
“Yeah, that’s right.” He said.
“Are they worse than Gabralto?” I sipped.
He hammered and struck his hand. The hammer fell, he

grabbed his arm and put it close against his chest. And
somewhere in the noises, he muffled his yelp. It sounded like
the exhaust of a locomotive.

I drank, one big gulp.
“Want some?” I asked.
“No, I don’t want some.” He blew on his red hand. “I’ve got

to keep working.”
“The whole city is working, what’s wrong with a little break?”
He grabbed his hammer and raised it.
“It doesn’t matter. We’re the flock, we help when we can.”

His eyes narrowed, he lined one long nail onto a corner of the
canvas and struck. “The strong have an obligation to the weak.”

“That right?” Another sip.
“That’s right.” His voice went melancholy, a little cold. His

gaze focused on the building.
“What do I do then?”
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“Depends. Are you strong or weak?”
“Well, uh. Weak…? I don’t think you get it. I mean, I’ve got

no idea where to go. Where do I run?” I said. “I got no boat.
No home. Where do I go?”

“Anywhere. Away. Far. Live in the woods if you want, just
stay away from this place.”

“That right?” My head spun back and forth.
He turned, one mechanical movement of his upper torso. His

feet didn’t even move. He pointed the hammer to me. I could
tell he wanted to say go away, I could tell he wanted to throw
that thing at me. His eye twitched though.

“Step aside.” He said. “You’re blocking the way.”
Turning, I saw the phalanx of misery before me; a dozen

huddled shoulders, the wide eyes of children and women and
men who all turned their heads to face me, who waited with
clutched things (necklaces and picture frames and candles)
underneath a big shawl. Imoved a little ways. They immediately
ran into the church with their heads low.

A child went in a stuffed animal in hand. A little ripped, a
little cotton-pussed at one of its swollen limb-ends. Then they
were gone into the darkness of the cathedral.

“Can I ask you for your name?” I said. People moved between
us, they whispered. Never loud though.

“Obrick.”
“What?” I put my ear towards him.
“Obrick.” He smacked a nail into the wall and came down the

ladder two steps.
“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” I threw the bottle

some ways, into a patch of flowers and dirt. It shattered. The
priest across stood up, some people in the line turned their
heads. Obrick nodded his.
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“How about not bothering people, for one?” He asked.
“I’m fucked.” I stutter stepped, held myself off one of the

columns at the front of the church. Obrick grabbed me by the
arm.

“No one likes amanwho pities himself. There’s plenty enough
of that.” He said. “If you’re looking for counsel, go away. I’ve
got nothing for you.”

My eyes looked down.
“I just-” I said. “I didn’t mean to bother.”
His face softened.
“Look at you man, you’re drunk in the morning. You’re

impeding. You’re slurring. What are you doing?”
“I just want to know what to do.” I said. My cheeks felt

swollen. “I just need to know how to get home.”
“Figure it out yourself. Do you really want people to do

everything for you?” He let get of my arm. The words
mouthed but not spoken from his mouth. Damn drunk. The
crowd behind me wandered in like a flood gate, growing and
increasing until the number of bobbing heads between us made
me lose sight of him. Obrick, who worked only a feet away
from me against a window. These people with children in their
arms and their sagged faces and darkened eyes. Mothers who
nudged their infants against their chest, who tapped at their
backs while they weeped. Old men, poor and desolate dragging
empty bottles of wine in wooden carts, lowering their hats
against their faces and casting shadows across sullen eyes.

Andme. Black coated, leather drabbed, with the red trimming
like some kind of opulent clown. I looked to my side at the
broken bottle.

My face went red. I walked through the crowd, they bumped
me as I made my way to Obrick. I slipped.
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Obrick shook his head. I put my pointer finger up to him, my
body swerved.

“There’s more to me than this.” I stumbled over, he looked
at me with one stray eye. Dismissive. “There is more to me. I
know it. And I will find home. I will.”

“Whatever.” He hammered, eyes forward at the canvas.
And I went on through the flow of people, my body against

the current that kept coming through the church. Shoulders
bumping, body stumbling now and then as I pushed and shoved
my arms through the bodies.
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the sky runs green giant streaks that make small things of those
clouds one two three they came in quiet anger three evil eyes to dance
across the sky singing of that place far beyond the ocean front beyond
the curve and beyond man dance around my three little imps dance
and sing me that song of home for when the ocean front is cold and
when the women and men share me their wicked faces and for when
the cool and smooth sandstone grinds against my flesh I will have
your sweet song and your sweet green lights

the hunters speak of a strange paradise where the hellspawn wander
freely. i yell but seldom do they hear my plead of better times and
better placestheir own green eyes looking strangely with envy of a
world beyond

envy and spite

i plead to the green stars

fly me
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Goodbye Horses
Julis 12th, 1125 Dom.

There was a comfort in being hungover. The familiar throb of a
night’s chaos come to dying simmer, the waking and half-sleep;
fractured dreams lucid, hazy like reality put under smudged
mirror. My own colored glass to tell my own gospel and
primordial genesis. I am, was, will always be lost. I am, was,
will always be a drunkard. I am, was, will always be a sinner.
Father told me that, all of it on a summer afternoon after three
nights of loud clubbing. With my body behind the covers and
his shadow over me, hand pulling blanket. Wake up, Virgil. You
reprobate, wake up.

“You gonna eat that?” Kal asked across the table. He spun his
dining knife with two fingers, it glistened with fat. My eyes
were stuck in a memory, my face seeming like a black canvas.
I was thinking of father and of the past and of myself. Deep
reflections in this early morning.

“No.” I said.
“Thanks.” He plucked a mushroom the size of my fist and ate

it in two bites.
“The sky exploded last night.” My sluggish arm dragged

across the table and towards some flat bread at the center. Head
throbbing. Forks and knives tinkered against plates around me.
Each time someone smacked a mug, my eyes closed and my
shoulders rose.

Loud.
“The skry eshploded?” Kal had steaming steak in his mouth,

it came out of his nose. Runny egg yolk dripped from the edge
of his mouth, and in his fork he had the layered stack - egg,
steak, vegetable hash. It wasn’t quite potato. It was close, just
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as crunchy as a hash, at leash. I think I’d enjoyed it more if my
stomach wasn’t at the brink of ejection (at either end)

“Yeah. I think I was dreaming? But I saw a light in the sky.
Bright as hell.”

“It must have been the mages.” Kal swallowed. “They had
some posted in some light houses miles out. They probably
shot up their wild spells. Mages are strange people, aren’t they?”

“Magic.” I said.
“Yes…luminous effervescent. That’s the spell name? I think?

It’s a flare.”
“I know what a flare is. What’s this about magic?”
“It’s very rare. Very few people study it, it’s not as…destruc-

tive as a canon or blackfyre. But there’s still a few, I’ve heard
of alchemists to turn bronze to gold. My people are known for
that.” His face looked down at the plate. “The things people do
for gold, I swear to Kishnu.”

“Mages of all kind? Where?”
“The capitol funds them most.” He said. “But they’re a

mysterious bunch. I don’t really know much about mages
myself. Magic is forbidden where I come from.”

“Mysterious, huh.” I stabbed the flank and brought it up and
munched along the gelatinous cap of fat riding the end ridges.
Meat and fat and gristle, all melted or stuck in between my teeth.
I looked up, a strip of steak stuck out of my lips like a second
tongue and I slurped it up. Not even chewing, just swallowed
it whole like a parasite going down my throat. “What kind of
magic could they do?”

“Who knows?” His eyes went to the corners of the room.
“Anything, maybe?”

Now, I wasn’t one to believe in magic. At least not in the
normal world. And it is by then and by now that I’ve come, as

275



A HUNT FOR CROWS

I did at that moment in that table, to accept that the world I
live in was one of strange origins and strange creations. That
perhaps, if I did not enter this world by normal means then it
stands to reason I would not be able to return by normal means.
So I think - as I thought then - that strange happenings would
lead me home.

And of those strange happenings, magic seemed strangest of
all.

I rose from my table. Kal followed me with his eyes as I
walked down the hall, I could feel his simple stare.

“You gonna finish that?” He asked.
I went out the door and left it like that.

* * *

The city was strange a day after the green flare. The people
had begun their mass gatherings, off on the western end where
a large brick wall seperated the lower caste villages of cheap
stone-hash and mud from the bright-orange-tiled roofs of the
center of Lao Lo, a flood of people begun. I only came about it
in my travels out the city. And I only bothered to look because
I saw Vincent in there, somewhere on top of a scaffold stand
looking down at the rag wearing peasants with infants on their
bosoms, with all their sad belongings in little weaves riding
their backs. I saw them coming out of two large wooden doors,
and the disgusted faces of guards as they looked from above
their posts on an arch overlooking the wall. The whole west
wing was to be closed off, that was easy to tell. And Vincent
was there, watching the migration with his arms extended out
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and clenching guard rails, and his whole body leaned over tired
against the wood.

He had four people by his side. Soveros and two tall purple-
gown wearing fucks with pointing fingers and large mouths
that just wouldn’t stop.

Looking at Vincent leaned over, eyes dragged and darkened,
I couldn’t help but feel sad. And I couldn’t help but realize it
would not have been right of me to ask for another favor. For
more silver, more anything really.

I left thewest wing andmademyway outside the city, towards
the stables by the front of the city. Shabby constructions that
were almost empty, not a single bite of hay even remained inside
the wooden constructions. The water went dry in their troughs,
the hooves were stamped hard and fresh into the floor. Behind
the stables, the road was filled with the moving troves of people.
I walked further along, looking for the Crow Banner and having
found it, tip-toed (why did I even tip-toe?) my way towards
our own stables, our cart of horses. And it wasn’t like anyone
thought I was necessarily out of place. Me with my red jacket
and my fresh little bird embroidery along my neckline. I went
along, flap after flap looking for the wooden cells and having
found it, came up inside and searched for a horse. Any. It was
a big room, more of a shelter than an actual building, but one
that stretched far.

Dead lanterns swerved at the ends of ropes along every two
dozen feet. Barrels with fire symbols painted on their bellies
laid stacked on top of each other. I knelt and read. Blackfyre.
The words gave me a chill and I stepped out of that cart, which
was a sort of makeshift armory and into the next; which was a
combination of the armory and the stables. I walked in, looking
both sides withmy arms and legs shivering and slipped. I caught
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myself on a square bale. Pikes rolled down along hay stacks and
on to the floor. Archery boards swerved up and down and flat,
they were perforated like swiss cheese. My foot stepped over an
arrow shaft, it was stuck in a cotton man’s throat. The horses
sniffed the air, I passed my hand along the ends of the cages
they were maintained. A black steed, with still and unblinking
eyes. I narrowed into his face. He huffed into the air a wide
puff of steam. Then he lowered his head. My hand ran along
the inside of the wooden cage, finding the latch by the door and
slipped the rusted metal up. It creaked. The door opened an
inch.

The arrow shaft broke behind me. I turned left, but Sylas was
to my right.

“What are you doing?” He asked.
“I should be asking you that.” I said.
“I came to check up on you. You were curiously sober sober

today.”
“How’s that curious?”
He shrugged and extended his hands out to his sides.
“The timing.” He said. “Vicentius asked me how you were

doing. I told him I didn’t know, he gave me a nasty look and
here I am now. And you? What are you doing at the stables?”

My throat went dry.
“Checking the health…of the horses.”
“That right?” He stepped back some and leaned himself

against a wall, arms crossed and eyes piercing into me.
“That’s right.” I said.
“How healthy is that one, then?” He asked.
The black steed was chewing on my canvas bag roped along

my shoulders. I pulled the rags out of its teeth like floss. It was
ruined, my fingers went through the holes. Meats, dried fruits

278



CHAPTER 32

came out from underneath and landed by my feet or by the
horse, close enough that the creature reached its large head and
licked my provisions off the floor.

“God damnit.” I stomped my foot.
“If you were going to steal a horse, you should have done it

at night.”
“I’m not stealing. I’m borrowing.”
“So you were going to take the horse then?”
“Borrow it.” I said. “Yeah, I was.”
“And go where?”
“The Capitol. Kavaria.”
“Do you know where it is?”
“I’ll find a way.” I said. “I always do.”
“And what way would that be? Amuse me.”
I looked to the corners of the stables, to the other horses as

if they’d offer me some kind of answer to the questions. But it
was just me alone with Sylas, perhaps a few soldiers out there
carrying weapons and moving about in a frenzy. But here, there
was no escape and certainly no lie to hide behind. It was me
and Sylas and the horses.

“I’m going to go find the mages.” I said. “They’ll get me a way
out of this world, I’m sure.”

“That right?” He asked. “So that’s why you’re stealing? To
escape?”

“Are you going to stop me?”
“No. I don’t care about no company horse” He said. “Truth

is, it’s every mans job to figure out his role in the world and
I guess you’re in the middle of doing that. Who am I to stop
you?”

I looked at the horse and put my hands around its neck, it
shook them off. I look for the reigns but they kept slipping
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from my grip.
“I’ve got no place here.”
“I thought you were starting to get along.” He said.
“I’m alone.” I said.
“Out of your own volition.” He said. “Not that I think you

were ever any different. I have this strange intuition that tells
me you were always alone.”

“Maybe, but at least I was used to the loneliness of the other
world. Here it’s different.”

“Not enough destractions? Not enough gluttony?”
“You’re bad at conversation. Know that?” I said.
“So are you. So are you leaving?”
“Yeah, old man; I can’t shake the stares you all make at me. I

can’t fight. I can’t cook. I’m not good for anything. I know that.
I know it and I’m sick of it.”

My chest went empty, all of me did. Like weight had just been
expunged, chipped away from the marble statue that I was and
the shards kept falling from me. Namely in my belly, where the
sinking feeling ran deepest.

“I’m not useful at all to all of you. I hold you all back.” I looked
down. “I was never good for anyone. I know that. Dad told me
so as far back as I remember.”

The horse reared its head forward, but my hands were limp
and slumped over the wood.

* * *

“I’ve never been happy but at least I was accustomed to my
misery. I had that at least…” I turned back to him. Sylas sat on
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a hay bale. His feet weren’t dangling, they went stiff. “I think
man can endure any kind of sadness, as long as he knows what
he’s getting into. I think that…”

“So you run.” Sylas said. “You and I aren’t different. Our
origins are stranger, our experience in battle might be different
- but we’re both runners, you and I.”

“I’m not here to be sold anything. I won’t buy it.”
“I’m telling you the truth.” He looked away from me, out to

one end of the stable where the day was just starting to die and
the orange hue came in with long strokes of red. Like small
slivers of hot steel across the blackened canvas of the sky.

“I’ve ran all my life.” Sylas said. “It’s left me miserable. And
I tell you this out of a sense of compassion that perhaps you
should stop running too.”

“I don’t have anything here.”
“Then make something.” He said. “Become something. Settle

for something and do it quick. Don’t become a vagabond, don’t
be the wanderer. It’s not a good life.”

His lips quivered for a moment, just one slight second when
his eyes dimmed and eased and his features softened and face
fell sullen towards the floor.

“Don’t do that.” He said in a voice too quiet
“I’m leaving. I’m looking for those mages and by god, I’ll go

across the damn ocean if I have to. I’ll do anything for home.
Anything.”

Sylas nodded.
“You’ll never find it.” He said. “Never.”
“Are you going to tell Vincent I stole this horse?” I asked. He

wasn’t even looking at me.
“No.”
“And if I get some rations?”
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“Eat the kitchen for all I care.”
“You aren’t too half bad, Sylas. A little annoying, but not half

bad. Tell Kal I said bye.”
“Uh huh.” He jumped off the bay of hay.
“I’ll keep everything you said in mind.”
He put his hand on my shoulder.
“I get it kid, you’re school taught. But boy are you acting

dumb right now.” He said. “Too dumb to see the truth before
you.”

I peeled his hand from me. Stared at him. Waiting for his wit,
for his speech, for his flamboyant dance with his hands. But
he didn’t respond. Sylas hiked his shoulders and started off,
bringing the flaps of canvas on the door frames and walking
out until his footsteps disappeared, or perhaps blended with
the potpourri of noise beyond the stable. And I remained in
that space, with the dust floating in the air so thick that you
could see the waves of brown. With the dust and ash and the
taste of my mouth of bitter steel. Beyond the stables the men
wheel barrowed gun powder. The horses huffed. The hay flew
and the straw poked my ankles. I looked at my broken bag.
It dangled from my arm. I looked at the horse. I sighed and
walked towards the two reigns and grabbed them.

“No hesitation.” I said. “You’ve come this far, Virgil.”
None of it mattered now. Not the feelings, not the pain, not

the fear. I just wanted out, I just wanted to leave before it all
went to hell.

And I was starting to realize how much of a broken record I
sounded like.
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The summer night the city of Lao-lo burned. Let an-
other man and his other history write his falsehood
of this tragedy and let him call it glory. Let him
conjure lies; I will not. This was the burning of the
emerald.

Julius 15
Fourteen hours into the night. Firefight. 1125

Dom.

That night I got everything ready. My foodstuff and my bags
and weapons I’d never use. They were all wrapped around me
or in bags somewhere on my horse. I came out of my tent,
which was still just the kitchen re-purposed. Came out and saw
Old Chet in a rocking chair underneath a flap he’d hitched up
on a pole during midday. Now he slept under hidden stars, on
a night so dire.

The man could sleep through anything. I thought.
I walked out, the horse waited for me near one of the palm

trees on the outside walls of Lao Lo. Somewhere hidden behind
shrubbery and the corrugated hedge line of unkempt fauna
where people couldn’t see it (I thought), where I was still close
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enough to run to it if I had to. I took two steps outside and Old
Chet grabbed my wrist. The bag, the food, everything stopped.

“You’re leaving?” He rustled in his seat, didn’t open an eye
though. He lowered his head and his creases folded in more
sharply, then he let go. Both hands sat above his red blanket on
his waistline.

“Yeah. I’m leaving.” I said.
“You’ll be back.” He sniffed the air, then dozed off again. One

snore leading to another until he was whispering and whistling
and snorting in his sleep.

I walked to the horse. Carriages of men and women and
soldiers and nobles and all manners of people trotted down the
road a bit further down. The horse drivers whipped the floors,
rocks shot up. Some people were slower than others, but they
were all fast jetting out of the city, I think I saw a half a dozen
speedsters rush out with the dust up in the air. The bells of
the city rang. The women screamed outside. People ran with
their belongings falling from underneath their armpits. Hurry.
Hurry.

I didn’t want to even look, didn’t want to admit to the feeling
in my stomach as I heard the city die. The long running current
that ran from my stomach to my neck, the cold feeling like a
scythe of ice had cut me open. I brought my shoulders up and
stepped onto the saddle.

Then I heard a mother speak with her broken voice a kind
of inanity in the background of discord. A voice going up and
down but still muted and yet I heard it still, as a shriek and then
a tired moan. Then the child wept. The two of them, right there,
right next to me. Somewhere in between the gates and my little
hiding spot, wandering the bushes and foliage that lined vine
seized white sandstone.
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“Oh no.” I didn’t want to look. I fumbled and lost my grip of
the saddle and stomped on the floor. My hands rested around
the horses body, and the horse sniffed and ate grass like it was
a damn show to him. A theater snack. Not again. Not the cries
or the chaos, not the feeling of fire in me. None of that. Please,
not again.

But the boy kept crying and the mother consoled him as well
as anyone under duress could. She shushed him and rubbed his
face and lied to him. In some way, lied to herself too.

“Please, Henry.” She said. “We’ll be there soon.”
Days of travel aren’t soon, especially when those days as

predicated upon having a horse, which as I looked at the sacks
of gray these two wore, was most definitely out of their budget.

My head slunk. The horse coughed up grass from in between
its teeth.

Not again. I tried putting my foot down on the saddle. It
slipped. The boy’s loud shriek pierced my ears. I looked around,
that maybe there would have been another horse. Another
carriage.

“Tell that kid to shut up.” I said. The woman turned to me,
hunched over her son by the gates. Onlookers with their own
horses, men with silky wispy clothes, soldiers all looked at us
with enmity. At least, that’s what I registered. It might have
been apathy, which in this circumstance would have been the
same thing.

“Huh?” She looked around.
“Tell him to shut up.” I screamed again. She looked at me, her

eyes going down to the patched crow on my vests neckline. I
covered it with my hand. I wasn’t a crow. She put her hand over
her boys mouth and tried to lift him. But the little thirteen year
old shit didn’t budge, just planted himself with two fat trunk
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legs and sprouted the roots with his tears. The woman tried
again, grabbing him by the armpit. But it’s not like she’d be able
to do that the whole way there.

Where were they going to run, anyway?
So’s here I was again reliving old memories once again.
“Fuck.” I said. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”
I rubbed my forehead, my hands shook.
“Lady-” I said.
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” She repeated and tried grabbing her

son.
I walked over. Put my arm on her own.
“We’re sorry. We’re sorry. We’re just waiting for my husband.”

She said. Like she’d said it before. Like she’d felt another man’s
grip on her in moments of chaos. Or maybe it was just her own
intuition in how to deal with the circumstances, the desperation
of others.

“You don’t have a husband. Do you?” I asked.
Her face went teary eyed.
“I’ll scream.” She said. She held her son by the shoulders, the

child so stupid in his misery that he couldn’t even worry. He
kept himself curled up, down and near his mothers feet. They
wouldn’t survive a walk, not like this.

“Lady.” I drew her in some. “Take the horse.”
She struggled a bit as it came to her, the slow revelation. Wide

mouthed shock, then the pacing looking back and forth. Then
calm. Ease.

“Hurry up.” I said. “Before I change my mind.”
“What?” She asked. I let go and ran for the stallion, I brought

it over, this horse still chewing grass.
“Take him and go. Semo-La is off the road, take her there as

fast as you can. You understand?” I slapped the horses hind leg.
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She stared wide-eyed. “Do you understand?”
“Yes. I do.” She jumped on the horse as slow winded as

she could, grabbing her skirt and lifting her bruised feet and
hugging the neck of the creature while one hand extended down
towards the child. I gripped the little shit and plucked him from
the floor and though he squirmed and shivered and hit, I didn’t
let go this time. I handed him to her, he sat in front with his
hands in his eyes rubbing away at long-due sadness, and when
he started to cry. He didn’t stop.

“I need to know.” I said. “Where are you coming from? How’d
it take you this long to leave?”

She hesitated.
“I come from the west burrows. Home. It’s burned and dead.”

Her eyes didn’t even look at me.
“Everyones dead?”
“You don’t understand-” She looked left and right. “They

closed it off.”
The image appeared, a large gate perhaps. The men along the

edge, the fires that raged within. A burning city.
“No, no.” I sighed. “I do understand. Is there anyone still

alive?”
“I wouldn’t know.” She said. “I don’t think - Maybe.”
Her eyes widened, then dimmed, then went to normalcy in

a rhythm of maddening sadness. She could not stop talking.
Speaking of the burning roofs and the men eaten midstreet and
the red marrow that dripped from the jagged teeth of reptilian
hellspawn, like she was describing a dream. All of it a blur
and a foreign memory that she’d just woken to and still felt the
sluggish pull of. Spittle stopped halfway down her chin. Her
posture fixed up on the horse with the child, still a bit stubborn
underneath her arms.

287



A HUNT FOR CROWS

“Thank you so much. Thank you. May Belial bless you, thank
you.”

She left me a red, five pedal flower. What looked like the
hatching opening of some kind of alien egg, with little yellow
prongs that stuck out from its bulb. A gory Lily.

Just like that, my horse was gone and its backside, the
pony-tail jumping up and down as it went down the road
and reconvened with the other carts and carriages. My gear
dropped below to my feet. All that remained were the knives
around my waist, the sword I couldn’t even lift.

“I’m so fucking stupid.” I said. I picked at grass at the floor
and flung it out, the onlookers kept their eyes of curiosity on
me.

“I could steal another horse.” I shrugged. “Wouldn’t be hard.”
The columns of smoke had begun, somewhere far on the

shores of the city. Giant black lines, painting the already dark
city even darker. Entering the gates that everyone left from, I
could see the lights. Small candles, big fires, smoke. I put my
hand on my knife.

I wondered - as I wonder now - what compels me forward. I
wouldn’t call it anything reasonable, I don’t think any feeling
is reasonable. I only know that what pushed me worked in a
level of consciousness deeper than any sane thought, to willfully
enter hell when the pearly gates were available after a quick
trip to the stables. To walk forward, my hand brushed against
the little tops of statues and benches set on the sides of streets.

I was never a soldier. I went to Harvard, for fucks sake. For
business. At least that’s what I told my father.

It was for philosophy, and I feel so strange writing that now,
thinking it then. My father and school and that yacht. Now all
that I looked forward to was the fires of the city, now all that I
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needed to ease were the cries of help.
I don’t think - and I didn’t know this then, that I was driven by

any holy platitude. That I wanted to help out of some goodness.
I think I wanted to help, to ease the screaming in my heart. That
if I could, if only for a moment, quiet that little boy and that
mother, that maybe I could be at rest just once. Even if just for
a minute.

Just a second.
You’d think you’d get better at dealing with chaos after being

in it two times. But you don’t, like the fires or the screaming
men or the cries of beasts would become something of a custom
to me. But they weren’t. Not the canon fire, or the explosions
off at the distance. Or the arrows flying, and the spikes too.
Large black rods that embedded themselves into the roofs or
wall, of which, as I think I was told in a big meeting by Vincent,
belonged to the basilisks we? don’t say we, you idiot the flock
was to deal with. And the loud, three beat scream of the basilisk
like a submarine sonar device had broken.

The whole scene. The closing doors and running people, all
of it reminded me of that village.

The city hadn’t collapsed like that though, not yet at least. Yes,
there was rising smoke from the distance and yes, there were
running peasants. But it hadn’t reached those levels, not the
degrees of hopelessness that leads men to stab themselves on
their swords. There was just that parcel of hope left. It’s what
kept me running in.

My knife out on my right hand, my head scoping around. I
ducked. Something flew past me, shot somewhere over several
rooftops past me. A canon exploded. Gunpowder erupted a
building into splinters somewhere near the shore. Which was
quickly getting closer and closer as I ran in. And the people
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disappeared more and more.
“Jesus Christ.” I put my back against a wall. “Why’d I give her

the fucking horse?”
Why’d I even come back? To a people and a group and a

continent that were nothing to me.
My hand gripped on the knife.
Fuck.
The goal was west side burrows, and the plan was to get

someone to help deal with it. Maybe…maybe save some people,
redeem myself some.

That if I could find Sylas, perhaps, and have him rout the
enemy like he did that one time then things wouldn’t be that
bad. And then if I could find every living sod and get them
out of the burning sectioned city - then maybe I could forget.
Like that mother and child would forgive me. That I could at
least say I did some good, that I wasn’t so selfish. That’s what I
thought, at least.

I ran down the street, a signpost read West Lao-Lo Commons.
That was the place, I think? and that’s where most of the smoke
was. As well as that large fucking gate.

I didn’tmake it far. I came about tenminutes off target. Target
being those big ass doors and I leaned back against a wall. A
barber shop that had binders at the front and a little canvas
top that was full of fine filaments and wooden shavings from a
rooftop that had been blown out with black spikes.

I leaned over, one foot against the wall. The needles in my
lungs pushing out in stinging pain with each breath.

“I need to find Sylas.” I wheezed.
In that barber shop, there was rustling. I turned my head

over through the window and stared with my blank, sideways
expression. More noise. Shuffling, furniture scraping against
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the floor.
A scream.
A spike shot out the side of one such shack, embedded itself

into the wall. A woman came running out, her child in her
hand.

A hand flew out, a man stumbled over, bleeding, looking at
the red fleshy nub on him.

Then I saw it. It crawled on all fours, with webbed legs and
feet and a long, sleek tail. This tail, rattling at every movement,
with long spikes protruded out. The size of a wolf, with a
body low to the ground and spine I could only call, gelatinous.
A basilisk. This Basilisk, turned it’s head and sniffed about,
unhinging its mouth with jagged teeth. This scaleless thing with
slippery flesh, whose long nose extended towards the bleeding
man who kept kicking at the floor.

I guess I could have ran but the idea came into my head.
Is this going to happen again? No. It couldn’t. Wouldn’t. I

knelt and pick up a cast iron pan that had been shot out one
of the houses. Jars of preserved foods, too. I lifted all of these
objects and flung it at the thing. And how the minute I hit this
creature over the head, it jumped and turned to me and faced
me with the blood lust in its eyes.

The man crawled away, to some aisle of shacks. I remained,
facing this creature and dropping almost everything nestled in
my chest so all I had to me was my knife that I held with two
shaking hands.

“G-get away.” I said. As if it understood. It’s tail slicked
against the floor, then he raised it.

It shot whipped it in the air, and snapped. The sudden jerk
fired a spear, I ducked. One that took out the roof of the house
behind me.

291



A HUNT FOR CROWS

“Ah fuck.” I said. And ran down, being chased by the greased
monster; the basilisk.
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I wasn’t even sure I lost the monster in the chase, but I had to
stop, there were needles in my chest.

I breathed in heavy.
My back against the wall. The smell of ash in the air, a familiar

taint. The cacophony in the air, one blurted scream of war;
canons and screams. The blur of the monster, it waved by. In
and out of houses. I shimmied my body around the the building
to a small alley-gap, in the corner of my eyes, it broke glass and
slipped into the house opposite. Here in this neighborhood, if
there was such a thing remaining. This crowded sect of homes.
Something next to me dripped. I hadn’t even realized it, not in
the thrill of it all, that the house I had entered was occupied.

I turned my head to the door entrance, the dripping sound
like a faucet. Next tome, a two story house, with the wooden set
of stairs half destroyed, so near to the Westside Wall. Here, on
the brink of the poor - here where it should have been domicile
to those half-way wealthy people. Even here the danger was
palpable.

A man was impaled on the wall adjacent, a top the destroyed
steps of the stairway inside. The wound in his chest congealed,
blackened. Raw. I stood still, staring.

I bit down on my hand to stop myself from screaming. For,
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by seeing this body, all those terrible sensations of death had
finally become present in me. The sound of gurgling blood.
The vision of fine, pale flesh. The scent.

Jesus Christ, the scent.
I slipped out, started running and the minute I did a wall

exploded behind me. Maybe I went too hard in my step; maybe
I was too sloppy. The thing shot at me. Black spikes that flew
past my face, cutting my cheeks. I rolled and ducked and ran.
The knife still in my hand, I was proud of that.

Around a corner. In a building. Slipped behind a back alley
stand, the tarp enveloped me like a curtain.

It was there. I could hear it. It’s slick slapping noises as it’s
wet webbed limbs suckled the floor.

And how it’s tail whipped and scraped against the glass and
brick and wood laying scattered on the floor. A heavy wind
blew past me. The tarp flew past me. It revealed the creature
under it.

We looked at each other. No fear in him, only the empty
yellow eyes of innocent violence. Almost empty.

I ran, pivoting, pushing myself off the walls. The wind
broke behind me. Running far past crying babies and men
shielding their family as this thing followed me down crazed
and slobbering. Up and down the street, looking around at the
patchwork of planks lining each window and door frame. And
the tools; the hammers and the nails and all that laying about
on top of scaffolds.

Scaffolds. Maybe that’s how I got the plan in the first
place. I came to an open street, having ran further away
from the West Side Wall, having come to a section of the
city where the construction work for barricades had been
in mid production before the attack. I ran for the scaffolds
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on the sides of the multi-storied buildings. Taverns, housing
complexes, churches, those types of things. I saw one such
thing, a wooden construct wobbling and crooked, with the
multi-layered wooden paltforms. I ran to it, threw my body
right on top and slid across one of the wood steps. My leg
thrashed against a bucket of nails, the pain shot up my body but
it didn’t matter. Surviving mattered, and this was the only way.

I remained still, bent over and on my knees behind the
scaffold. My foot hooked against one of the wobbling leg-
stands, my palm gripped tight on it. So I waited, looking down
at this sleek black blur, a nightmare, this darker than black
formless creature rushing at me. It came; slick, slick, slick.

It reared its head forward, its tail ready to shoot or stab or
whatever torture it’d devised in its simple mind. And it’s head
came up, above the scaffold. It climbed. The wooden stand bent
under it’s weight. I snapped. I kicked the leg off, pushed my
shoulder into it. The three layered scaffold collapsed. It burst
inward, then out. The creature screeched, trapped underneath
wood, flailing its body belly up. My hands shook, I could barely
raise my knife.

I had to, though. I ran, both hands on the knife handle
and the point aimed at the black creatures chest, to a layer
of jelly-like bones that wiggled at the insertion. The basilisk,
breathing heavy into its thin body, the flesh widening out so
much that light showed through, like putting a candle behind a
thin balloon. All the veins, the ligaments, deformities in black
and blue and green.

The knife twisted. Slipped further in.
I stopped, my feet placed in between the creature. My arms

shook.
Blood struck my face. I heard the thump of it’s limp body
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fall. A knife was stuck in it’s body, embedded into it’s head like
Excalibur.

Above me, more foot steps. I stumbled for my knife.
“What are you doing here?” Sylas asked. “I thought you left.”
“What are you doing here?” I was trying to speak low, it all

came out like a shout though.
“I’m cleaning up what came through.”
“Came through?” I hunched over, my hand against my

stomach as I sucked in air.
When I looked up, he was already stepping down from a

building, jumping off balconies and the combusted sides of a
roof top. Shingled peeling and spilling to the floor, cracking
open.

I opened my mouth. Something exploded. Canon? Building?
Was it even near? Was danger really close? Some, sure. But not
the real danger.

The wall blew up behind Sylas. He didn’t flinch, didn’t even
blink. Even as the shrapnel jumped on the floor besides him.

“They need better aim.” Sylas shook his head. “But ‘sides that.
What in the nine hells are you doing here, Virgil?” He asked.

“Saving people.” I breathed. “Mother. Horse. Needed it.” I
said.

“What?”
“I gave. The horse. Away.” The words exhausted me more

than the running.
“You could have found another.”
He was right. I stayed quiet, my lips tucked inside my mouth

like how I’d done it as a child when I was caught. Whimper.
Play fool. Breath heavy. Breath.

Yes, I could have found another. Yet I didn’t. Or rather, didn’t
even waste my time looking.
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Maybe he figured I was an idiot. Sylas shook his head and
looked both ways.

“I don’t know what you’re doing here and I don’t know where
you can go. There are more basilisks than we thought, they all
broke out.” He said. “Climbed the cliffs to the rear.”

“Behind the big wall?” I said.
“Yes. They went around it, who would have figured?” He

spat.
“So they’re in the West side burrows?”
“Inside? That’s where they’re coming from, youngblood.

Didn’t I just say that?”
Cold traveled up my neck, a death grip.
“We need to go over that wall.” I said.
“You’re damn right. Those cliffs are a problem.”
“No. No. I mean, I need to get over that wall.” I said.
He looked at me, eyes narrowed and arms to his hips.
“Explain yourself.” He said.
I breathed in heavy and looked down slope at the shore,

wiping the sweat from my brow and removing my hand to see
the blood in my palms. Canons roared and small men the size
of ants spun and ran and played in circles, black dots speckled
against pale sand growing redder and redder.

“We need to save whoever survived.” I said. “We have to.”
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A thousand arrows and canons and wave crashes could not
muffle the sound of the men and women and children that
nested themselves in the camp of the flock, some around
fireplaces, some around tents. The children cried, the mothers
cradled them, the men hunched over and sat on their hams
with their fingers on their chins thinking and contemplating
on some solution far beyond their reckoning. As if thinking
could solve their problems. As if worry was any good in times
of crisis. As if you could do anything else but worry.

“This place will be sieged in a few hours and the only people
to live will be those fighting and those running.” Sylas crossed
his arms.

“There’s only three of us.” I kicked the floor.
Kal sat, bleeding from his cheek with his body sweat-greased

from fighting. A slick light-brown tone about him made darker
against the leveled light of the flame. His eyes looked straight
into the fire. We’d found him at camp, he’d already been in the
struggle for a while and getting as many people as he could.
Hence the group acquired.

“Those cliffs will kill us.” Sylas kicked a toy horse away.
“Ishvala save us.”

“You and I could go there, kill as many as we can as they come
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up.” Kal pointed to Sylas. “We could sneak in through the side
of the wall, climb the top and run in. We won’t need the guards
to open the doors for us.”

“That also means you wouldn’t be getting out.” I said.
“I don’t think either of us intend to get out, youngblood.”

Sylas said.
“Before we get suicidal. B-before we do something stupid,

let’s identify the problems here.” I said. “Problem one. We don’t
have enough people to man a siege. Problem two, we can’t get
through the gates to get to the cliffs because there are guards
keeping them shut. Problem three…”

“A whole army of lizards is scaling those cliffs unimpeded.”
“T-that.” I said.
“We might be able to get to the beach and round some men

up.” Kal wiped the blood off his face.
“Or lead the lizards away. Strap some meat to the horses and

let them run opposite into the forest.”
They were speaking just to themselves, as I’d slowly dissolved

into the background darkness into the solitude of a very
unquiet mind. And though the people around me had reserved
themselves to the quiet sniffling and moaning, and though I
too was still and silent in my study, my mind couldn’t help but
think. Of the licking fires and the people. Of that mom and
that kid. Of that time.

Of that time. I must admit, I thought of that time. Inescapable,
now even on reflection. How could anyone escape their failure?
To not admit that perhaps what kept me here and what stopped
me from robbing another horse was that very thing; that
memory. My shoulders lowered, I walked back and forth some.

I wish I could locate the feeling in my body where the pain
of guilt comes from, I wish I could rip it out. Then and even
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now. That if I could, I could stop myself from making stupid
decisions. Of being driven by stupid desires. To free myself
of guilt and the need for glory. Up above beyond giant walls
I looked from the small circle of fire, beyond smaller ashen
faces nubile and old. Up to the giant sand stone walls and the
scaffolds that ran to the sides of burning or destroyed patch
holes on the face of thatwall, up to the nowmultiple skyscrapers
of smoke that rose up funnel-like to the sky.

I wanted to stay because I wanted glory, to prove to myself
that I was more than the yacht-troving Harvard boy I thought
I was. To say that I was here, that I’d done something before
I left. That home maybe, was just secondary now. And that
home seemed more like a reward, that I’d earned it if I could
just redeem myself some.

“We can blow it up.” My face was flat and still as smoky air
brushed against me, the ash collected on my chin. I did not
wipe it off. “We’ll blow up the cliff.”

Both turned to me.
“Blackfyre. I saw it in the pens. We’ll line the cliff with it and

blow it. That’s what it is, right? Gunpowder.”
“Youngblood. I wish that’s what it was.” Sylas said, his voice

low. “But you’re right. We could use it to blow the ridge. Won’t
even need more than a barrel, honest.”

“How are we getting through those walls though? We’re just
footmen to them.” Kal said.

“I’ve got an idea for that too.” My eyes went to the road. To
the shrinking number of carts going down the gravel path. To
the shadows inside with their scented candles. Men inside
that swaggered with the slow trot of the horses. These moving
lodges curtained with wispy purple cloth, with the nobles who
smoking out of long thin phallus cigarillos. Not that many
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guards, not that hard.
“Ever hear the expression, fake it till you make it?” I walked

towards the road and to the noblemen, knife in my grip. Sylas
followed.

* * *

We left the nobleman tied up. He never saw it coming, just
knocked him out him and his two guards (well, Sylas did that)
and left them by the side of the road a little in-land. No one
saw a thing, and if they did they would have just noticed three
cloaked and hidden highway men. And in a panic, who would
even care? Justice is secondary in times of war. So we left them
there to be picked up by another group of travelers (maybe?
Who cares.) and went along back to the city and through the
burning wood and the holed buildings where spikes and canon-
sized gaps shaped the design of the crooked roofs. Orange tiled
tops that now slid from their uneven perches, window sills
blown out and the glass crumbling from the blow out exhaust.
Black spikes lined the tops, making markers of the expanse of
growing violence. We counted a third; a third of the city was
attacked so far.

We (Me, Sylas and Kal) fought our way through towards the
gates. In front, a whole circle of soldiers had formed a tight
shielded path towards the mechanisms controlling the gate.
The lever. There was another group still there yet, peasants
pleading with clasped hands who ducked at every sound and
the shawls worn half-covering black dusted faces.

Among them, Obrick who had his sword up and who, tensed
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and gasping approached the grunts. This man in armor, stained
at every inch of his body and bleeding from above his eyelid
so intensely, so deep, that the flap meat covered half his upper
eye. Obrick walked up with a shield half his size, wide as a tree
trunk. A guard aimed his spear towards him. Obrick lowered
his stance and bent his knees forward.

They twitched at the sound of our hooves.
All of them turned. Peasants, guards, Obrick.
Something whistled above, what looked like a shooting star

and that burned bright red before striking a building yonder. I
didn’t flinch.

A soldier broke through formation, coming with a light gait
towards us. We stepped down from our horses, I slipped. Just
to sell the act, of course.

“What are you all doing here?” He asked.
“We need to go through-” Kal said. My horse driver.
I slapped him in the back of the head.
“Don’t speak for me, imbecile.”
Kal’s face tightened, he grit his teeth. I stepped forward.
“My name is…” I breathed heavy. “Virgilius Delarius.”
“Virgilius…what are you doing here…?” The guard started.
I slapped him across the face and kept my face stone-simple.
“Sire to you, officer.” And in that darkness, with the two

single torchfires I hoped they wouldn’t see the failing features
on me.

He stood straight.
“Of course, sire. I apologize.”
Bingo.
“You let us through those gates, peasant.” I said. “My wife is

on the other side.”
His eye twitched.
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“And what was your wife doing there before the attack?”
“Buying herbs.” I said. The sweat was on my underlip. I

looked to Sylas and Kal, who both looked with widened eyes.
I pressed my open palms against the silk and drained them of
sweat.

“Buying herbs?”
“There’s a layman who lives here who forages the fields

yonder out, who looks for a particular genus. This character,
this lonely character is the only one who does this job for this
particular flower. And as it happens, this is the herb necessary
for my child’s medicine-”

“And you couldn’t forage this yourself? Or hire someone
else?”

“Don’t speak ahead of me.” I said. It came out like a hiss, sharp.
“It’s a hard to find plant that demands a particular eye for the
stuff. An expert, who can distinguish the flower.”

“May I see it?”
“I only have a wilted one. Hence the drama.” I said
“One is fine.”
I took out that red flower, which was wrapped in cloth, the

five pointed flower. He put it up above. He turned it and a pedal
ripped.

“You rip one limb off that and I’ll take an arm, soldier.” I got
off my horse and walked towards him. Up to his face, I took
the flower from him and put it in a satchel behind me. “I’ve got
to find my wife and you best open those doors.”

He turned his face to the formation, to the door, to me.
“I can’t, sire. They’d breach.”
“They’ve already breached.” I said.
The walls around us were etched with the scaly hands and

feet. A trail that expanded out towards the city. A city that was
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half on fire.
“I-I” He said.
I grabbed him by the neck cuff and brought him in down to

my height, his armor rustling and squeaking.
“If you survive this war I will have you executed on behalf of

my wife, do you understand?” Close to his ear, a whisper. Sylas
smiled. “I will hire any man or mercenary to do unto you what
you are doing unto my family. All the nine hells would seem a
pleasure compared to the imaginations of your torture. Get it?”

I let go, one finger after another until the handwas completely
peeled. He stared wide-eyed with his hands stiff to his side.
Then he turned, he started waving his arm in circles.

“Open the gates!” He ran back. “Open! The! Gates!”
“All the nine hells, huh?” Sylas stiffened a laugh.
“You didn’t have to slap me.” Kal rubbed his cheek.
“Sorry.”
Obrick came from the corner of my eye, looking up at us

from our horses.
“I don’t know how you did it.”
“It’s called acting.” I said.
“Whatever, thespian. But are you all headed for West Side?”
“We’re headed to stop thismess from spreading further.” Sylas

said.
“Then let me join you.” Obrick brought his shield up.
“What squad are you from?” Kal asked.
“I have none. They kicked me out.”
“Are you willing to die anonymously?” Sylas faced forward,

towards the budging and cracking wooden doors.
“Those who die for the people live immortally through them.”

Obrick said. “That is a legacy beyond what any glory can
promise.”

304



CHAPTER 35

“Another one with pretty words.” Sylas rolled his eyes. “Get
on.”

Obrick paused. He looked down on the floor, then back to
the horse and jumped up with a high mount. I could see the
front of his shield now, the giant rose etched on its surface.
The torches cleared out around us. It was like having dirt piled
onto you, handful by handful onto my vision. I saw Kal, but the
two were difficult to discern. Obrick’s form compressing onto
Sylas until they were both just one blob of black in the growing
darkness. The torches cleared out around us.

Further beyond the peasants cried, rushing into the open
gates. No doubt looking for their kin, lost ones, whatever.

There were screams too, not here in the vicinity but some-
where deeper.

“You ready, youngblood?” Sylas slapped his barrel. I couldn’t
see it, but I heard the wooden tinge of a full bellied keg.
Blackfyre.

“Yeah.” I said. Down below my knife shook with gladness,
with fear, with thrill. For in all the chaos and in all the violence
I could not lie and will not lie - there was a thrill to it all.
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“Keep a grip on your reigns, Virgil!” Sylas said. By then it was
too late.

The horse came up with its tall neck and I came down, rolling
on soft ground sloping up. The others looked at me, I waved at
them.

“Go on without me, I’ll be there!”
Somewhere here in the western burrows where the houses

burned and the straw roofs smoked and the simple wooden
houses collapsed. I stood with my whole body aching, fatigue
catching up to me like a shadow grabbing my ankles. Every
step up the slope and towards the cliff and forest edge drove
pins of pain into my shins. My horse ran fast behind me and
pushed air against my face. The three crows turned to me. A
giant timbre of a three story complex; a poor house, collapsed
between us and hid my form.

It was fast past any midnight on any planet in any world with
a sky so dark I might as well have been blind, as if the sun never
existed on this wretched second-earth - look across the cosmos
and find me a place darker, so devoid of not even life but hope.
I understood then and there why they’d sealed the space. I
understood then and there how the random fires like embers
could remind someone of a hell, how things could be burning
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and still be so dark. The torch fire in my hand lit my face but
only barely. And overhead the smoke I could see the canvas
huts in the alleys burning in the air, small patchworks of some
poor mans roof up and gone. Traveling merchant shops with
the oxen lifting it half decapitated in dried wells, gut trails going
down the hole like a rope with a stomach at its end. Filled with
water, if there was any.

Churches composed in abandoned saloons and inns were
silent, I saw legs and blood and the silhouttes of people in them.
Rosaries, clasped hands. But they were not moving, and they
were not here.

And I reflect only now - then, in that moment, I felt nothing
but fear. Against all reason I was throwing myself back into it.
Eager. Willfully. Ask me a few months ago if I’d ever go back
and I would have called you a ‘shit-face-liar’. But I understood
then (and now) that there are things more important than my
life. Dignities to be earned. Redemptions to be found.

That perhaps the cowardice that had birthed my pain of. The
little boy and his little mother had also given way to this second-
hand courage. Because this was not mine - this belonged to the
boy and it inched me through the quagmire, it pushed along
my feet and shins through slogs of piled up ruin - this was their
courage, or their punishment.

The wind broke up above, my hair parted. I ran into a narrow
space where one roof had collapsed onto another, a thin sheet
of metal that was held by the side of a building, creating a small
tunnel. Shoulder first, I pushed through the tiles and beams
that now resembled driftwood.

Coming out, I leaned towards the corner, the knife tight in my
hand. Some paces from me, munching. Bone crunching. Flesh
tearing. I lowered the torch and narrowed my eyes, my vision
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barely adapting to dark. A man and woman pinned against the
walls were being torn, piecemeal. Basilisks dined in a huddled
group, pushing each other from the morsels that fell.

I turned the other way.
Not yet. Not this fight.
It was many buildings of thin metal and crosshatched woven

bark panels and fractured glass and perforated stone, many
bodies between the houses and the cliffs and many pauses in
betweens where I paused to look for survivors, to no avail. I
came to the shore, a corner in the district (and near the cliff).
A beach house made of shabby sheets, which was more a hut.
A crooked, tent-looking building. There were multiple ones,
my particular bounty was red. Dried fish up the front laid on
their flat sides with the beads of wet sand sunk deep into dead
gills, brown and fly-attracting. Each fish looked mummified,
purple and brown-tinted. I brought the torch up, there seemed
no basilisk in these sands. I came forward, my leg hit a bucket
and netting.

Someone yelped inside. I untied the net from my feet.
“Is there someone alive?” I asked.
A softened sigh.
“I’m here with the flock.” I waved the torch outside the tent.

A scarred hand parted the flap. One eye, bloodshot, looked
through the crack of dark.

“Hello?” I asked. “Who are you?”
“Kabara. And you?” His voice broke.
“Virgil. Not that it matters. You need to leave.”
“There is no leaving for me, kid.” The man said.
He undid the whole flap that was his front door, his moled

forehead looked blocky against my torchlight.
“I can’t.” He said.
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“It’s not a hard travel, we canwalk to the front gate it ourselves.
I was scared too-”

“I can’t. You don’t understand.” He said. And with both arms,
dragged himself forward, wincing at every bit of ground he got.
The sand parted and rattled as seashells rolled down the mound
he made with his moving body.

He came out of the tent, only halfway, but enough for me to
see. There was a spike lodged into his shin, which had broken
in his leg.

“I can’t move.” He said. “I’m stuck.”
And I wanted to say I could carry him, and even tried as I

lowered my shoulder down for him to mount.
“No. No.” He said.
And I knew I couldn’t carry him. That he was too big a man

and the travel back to the gate and through the city too great.
That my horse had ran and I was stuck.

“I don’t know what to do.” I said.
“I’m sorry. You’ve come for a dead man.” His eye looked to

the corner, to the lopsided skiff with a crack through its belly.
I looked to the leg and then to him. My heart felt like it

stopped, like all life had frozen on me. That same misery, the
stiff kind. The mental self-cradle that although I did not roll
into a ball and rocked myself forward, I wanted to. The waters
crashed next to me, against my bent figure. The bells ran behind
me, somewhere beyond thewall and further down the sectioned
beaches, where Vincent fought his war. Tomy left, another kind
of war up on the cliffs.

It was a feeling so dreadful I couldn’t even sweat anymore.
“Are you bleeding heavily?” I looked up.
“Enough to know I’ll be dead.”
“Your leg is gone…” I mumbled.
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“Yes.”
“But perhaps you could survive the night.”
“I won’t survive these things.” He said. “There ain’t much for

me left.”
“There’s got to be something. A little hope, right? You’ve

hidden this long, right?” I walked up to him, and took a piece
of blanket hanging from a clothes line.

“Hope doesn’t exist for people like me.” He said. “It never has.
Never will.”

But I didn’t hear him. I set the torch down and wrapped
the cloth around his busted leg and he winced and though he
pushed me off, I went back to it and tied the knot.

“Just shut up and let me finish.”
He started laughing, his eyes drifted off.
“You ever been to the forest of Jova? The mandarins are sweet

and sour and plump and you can spend a whole day with your
lover there, grazing and laying on the grass. It’s soft there.” He
said. “It’s warm…”

“Shut up.” I said. “You’re still here. And I’m part of the Flock
and we’re going to save you. That’s what we do, right? Right?”

I looked up. There was no color in his eyes. His hands rested
limp across the stump that spilled blood onto soft sand. It made
clumps of red that stuck to my boots, like weights on my ankles.

I stood up and looked up to the cliffside. It had to be stopped,
had to.
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Counter Attack
Julius 15
Eighteen hours into the fight. 1125 Do

My legs hurt having come up to the even plane of grass. I put
my palm against my knee and breathed heavy. A noise in the
grass. I dove deep and laid still.

In front of me only the dark creatures and their darker forms.
Walking black sleek figureswith trunk-shaped bent legs shaking
and wobbling in their mad run. The layered scales shook like
curtains, like flap meat. A myriad yellow eyes looked back,
heads bobbing like lanterns, as they swayed about in the field
above the west burrows. A field so close I could still see the pale
faces and blackened blood below, roof tops that I could jump
on top if I were to run at the edge of this cliff. It all sloped up
and here I was at the tippy top of the grass fields. The cliffside.
A cliff side and thin brushy trees to the side overrun by the
basilisks. The tracks were all over the floor, grass and dirt piled
underneath their footsteps.

I laid there. Eyes following the spiked tails as a dozen basilisks
ran past me. The grass scratched my belly through the clothes,
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I inched with my elbows forward. The torch long since snuffed,
I threw the smoking stick out and it rolled on the floor.

Which caused a noise. Which caused other noises, the more
dangerous kinds, to notice in the darkness.

I rememberedmy own advice, keep quiet and fake death. Fool
death. I put my palms down and held my breath.

Something touched my back. My neck hairs rose. I turned,
knife out.

* * *

“What the hell are you doing?” Kal looked down at me, his foot
in the air.

Up I went. The three behind, Kal’s heavy footsteps making
loud thumps in the dirt as he lifted his blackfyre keg. Obrick
unsheathing his sword, Sylas with his cloak drifting in the wind
- almost soundless and in that darkness, invisible, were it not
for the faint green at the end of his cape. He ran wild to my
right, further into the plains.

“You made it. Thought we lost you back there.” Kal offered
me his hand. I took it. Something screamed out in the darkness,
I turned wide eyed. Sylas came back into vision, blue blood on
his face.

I straighted out with my hand at the bulge of my knife.
“You should have ran when you lost your horse.” Sylas said.
“I’m here to help.”
“Oh. You’ve come to fight and die then.” He said. A spike

darted past our faces, we all twitched save for Sylas who rubbed
the ends of his hair. He was shaved, only slightly. “There won’t
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be anyone to save you if you get caught, you understand?”
“I can outrun ‘em.” I said.
“You better.”
Kal brushed to my side, nodding up and down and clasping

his hands together on his sword handle, half of it interred in
the dirt. The other half dripping beads of blue blood.

“You’ve got some fight then. Maybe it’s not true what they
say.” Obrick slapped me in the back.

“What they say…?” I sighed.
Sylas dashed, his hood falling on his face like a curtain of

green.
The other two started their own paced run with footsteps so

deep into the ground that the roots of patched grass shot up
and past my face.

What was I doing here? What’d father told me about danger?
That fighting was for the poor, that above all else preserve
yourself. Think only of number one, numero uno. To live a
solipsist, to act it out, to deter yourself from the fires below the
high rise towers.

I lived a life of yachting, a mariners interested in the sopho-
moric pleasures of an idiot. A rich boy who then. And here I
was, staring at Kal raise his blade high and bring it down into
purple mush, basilisk intestines jettisoned out and wrangled
against his wrists, a rich boy who understood that this should
have been out of his jurisdiction. This moment, this place, this
glory.

Would you call me a fool? To replace shallow pleasure with
shallow violence?

I didn’t think so. I still don’t.
I stepped up into the field, knife in hand. My cloak behind

me, wrapped around my leg. Each step it flowed out, gracing

313



A HUNT FOR CROWS

itself against the ground.
To throw myself into danger for the dead. Was there any

greater dignity?
They came rushing. Not walking. Not crawling. Rushing.

Most on their angled knees like infants learning to walk, and
others with the crazed four-legged gaits that shook the earth
and rose so much dirt into the air that looked like a traveling
dust bowl. I dashed, strafing and with no more help to me but
the cover of darkness. The earth broke behind me, spikes struck
ground as I ran out and towards the woods.

I braced against bark. Took a breath, tookmy hand off the tree
and went deaf in one ear. Closing my eyes, pushed to another
tree. A spike struck the tree, exploded it to splinters. A spike
that ripped through two more trees and made half a dozen
decapitated trunks in a line. I looked down to where I was
standing only seconds ago, where I would have died seconds
ago. The roots were raised and unearthed and the rest of the
tree collapsed opposite. All it was to me was a muted thump.
The ringing did not stop that night. And my own scream went
unheard for the few minutes after. I ran.

I looked back. One of them, stuck and crawling underneath
the fallen tree, hissed (or at least shaking its tongue at me) with
its arms caught in the woods. Small, tender hands. It cancerous
tail bigger than its own body.

My hearing bettered. I could hear their growls in the thorns.
They hated the bushes, the trappings and the woods. They

hated them so much I’d lost half the group as they remained
in the perimeter, with their tall bodies posted up against the
moonlight. Striking the floor, rattling onyx-colored spiked
maces. It made me smile. For a while.

A spike came past me. My body jerked. A finger against my
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cheek, the blood ran down my face and hand. Down to my
neck. And the monster screeched as if in frustration if I could
imagine frustration in such a primitive lizard. Good.

It moved forward, this creature in this forest, with every vine
and splintered thorn bush caught in its stubby bent legs. It
screamed, the cuts sunk deep into its flesh. There were more
past it but this singular, almost blue colored lizard, was the only
one to have confronted me this close so far. And it was this
singular basilisk who had hit every single thorn bush on the
way to me.

“I’m over here!” I hit a bent tree next to me with my fist.
Yellow eyes turned to me in the darkness. I counted six. Yellow
eyes on these serpents in these destroyed woods that coughed
up clouds of dirt from their stampede. A spike flew past my
shoulder.

My low-prone body moved itself to the right. It was like I
wasn’t even operator to my maddened machine body, it was all
just instinct. Programming. Again, to the left. Zig zag. A sword
in my hand (still too heavy for me to swing right) and the knife
in the other.

A spike knicked my sword out my grip (there went that). It
dropped to the floor and I kept running.

I turned against a tree, my leg snagged against a bush. A
basilisk rattled its tail. I dropped and rolled to my rear, the
spike landing where I was. They were getting more accurate.
Or maybe I was getting slower.

I stood on the balls of my foot, my heel ached. Blood seeped
into my boots and every step they squished with wet leather.
To my peripheral, I saw the cliff and my comrade in the middle
of their fight, their bodies flailing and flexed and bent. Of all
the three, Kal was most prominent. The one with that big steel
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of which the myriad yellow eyes reflected, the keg wrapped
around his back like an infant in a napsack.

Obrick kept his shield high up against Kal’s rear, his shoulder
pressed against the steel and the steel pressed against half a
dozen basilisk as he held their bodies down. Sylas worked in
between them, dashing enemy to enemy and by far he’d killed
the most of them. But it wouldn’t stop the onslaught.

And me? With a small group of amassed creatures? Dwarf
basilisks? And here were these guys fighting not only the
basilisks already up here but the ones crawling.

I jumped. Ran to my left, a spike whistled in the air.
Of the group of basilisk, out had come the first. The one with

the bleeding limbs, the one with branches and vines entwined
along its webbed feet.

All had gone to shit. I looked forward and back, to the
basilisks attacking them and those attacking me. My eyes went
wide. The sweat now drained out of me, all I felt was cold. Cold
with the fast coming death that whistled in the air. Elongated
sharp poles, scaled and a firm-fleshed. Protrusions of these
basilisks, their spiky exhausts.

And I wondered - as I looked to this ragged basilisk ap-
proaching me from the woods, and back to the army beyond. I
wondered. Why weren’t they flinging spikes at Kal? Or Obrick?
Or Sylas?

Why was I the only one having to dodge arrows?
And it struck me, as I looked at this creature and the topaz

colored eyes. The fish glare it had, the way it turned its head in
delayed response to my own back and forth movement. The
way his faced lagged behind as I moved.

Basilisk. They couldn’t see well, could they?
I threw a rock. It took the creature two seconds to register it,
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to turn his head in preparation to it. I stayed low and still and
watched the basilisk. It turned its head like a broken automaton,
then sniffed the air. Then and only then had it turned to me.

They distinguished by scent? Was that how they avoided
attacking each other?

Of course, I thought then. That explained why they attacked
en mass, in giant schools.

Which explained why they’d chased me down in a group of a
dozen basilisks before I’d lost them in the forest.

So I got the idea then and there, staring down at this bleeding
fatigued creature. It’s breaths so heavy I could see the smoke of
desperation come out of its pinhole sized nostrils, the way it
rattled its tail with the single loose spike left of its arsenal.

I stepped forward, knife hard in my hand.
The creature couldn’t have been more than five meters away,

we were so close in fact it didn’t try shooting its tail out. Not
anymore. We both primed our legs to jump at each other.

What do they call this in the Westerns? The draw?
The bleeding basilisk’s legs twitched. My legs twitched. It

shot forward. I shot forward.
My body turned in ward, one of the basilisk’s sharp teeth

ripped away at me. The skin on my left arm peeled, its teeth
flashed and were on their express way to my neck line.

No hesitation.
I ducked. Blood jetted out my arm. A wide ocean wave. My

own blood on this creatures mouth, the red skid mark staining
the basilisks yellowed teeth. It bit me alright. Drove its fangs
in me, alright.

But it hadn’t gotten my head. Not my neck. Not my heart. I
breathed heavy underneath the belly of the basilisk, looking up
and past my bloodied limb. Skin hung and flapped on my fore
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arm. I stepped back and bent a knee and watched the creature
spit blue, it’s beige-colored belly bloomed blood. Slowly at first.
I grabbed the knife out of it and stuck it again, up its jaw now.

Straight up, as fast and strong as my injured arm could.
Steel shining in the dark, like a bolt of lightning shot back
up to Zeus. Take that ye God, I will not surrender here to you.
Heavensworn. In the shadowed skies of God I scream back.

It’s skull bobbed once. I stabbed again. Again. Bone breaking,
sinews loosening and weakening like fibers of cut rope. The
basilisk wrapped an arm around my own, as if it could take out
the blade. I felt its nails dig - not deep, but dig. But I didn’t stop,
I didn’t let go.

Until it’s last jerk and the exhaustive sigh from the creature
left it, when it’s tail went limp below my feet and it’s body went
stiff with rigor mortis or perhaps paralysis, and it’s eyes dilated
into a copper colored ring; when the ocean colored skin lost
color into ashy-blue and the struggle of it’s small brain had
finally come to it’s mechanical stop. Only then did I let go.

I wiped my face. Thick viscous liquid strings pulling and
breaking off my chin and hand.

“Fuck you.” I said. It’s wound bloomed with blue blood.
Out in the forest I could hear themonsters approach, opposite

I could see my squad mates struggling. Somewhere beyond the
cliffs I’m sure my other company members fought and died.
Yet I was alive today? Why? Because my will was stronger than
theirs? Because I was lucky.

The air was clean. Each heavy breath was its own reward.
I pulled and settled my chest piece in place. Too loose. The
lantern flicked left and right on my waist, my body was in tact.
I tightened the straps and my armor went snug.

My eyes narrowed to Kal and the blackfyre keg on his back.
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Then back down to the corpse of the creature.
Next was the plan;
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Conclusion
Julius 16th, First Hour of the New Day

I darted across the grass. My back heavy andmy legs so strained
that each inch forward I could hear my knees pop with some
ligament or bone misaligned. It felt like I was carrying plates,
like some horseshoes were anchored into my boots. But I kept
going, because I could see them still fighting in the distance.
Killing ten, just for twenty more to appear. So’s I had to be
quick about it even with my soaked shirt and this thing tied to
my chest. Because it wasn’t enough that I was tired, or hopeless,
that would not suffice to the city and for myself. I knew that.

‘Cause it wasn’t going to last long, I could already feel the
make-shift rope of vines and stalks cutting away with each jerk
of my movement. That’s what I’d done. I had snagged some
foliage and wrapped a half-gutted Basilisk around my body. Yes,
I wore it’s skin. My knees were bent low, my shoulders were
bumped into intestines I’d had too much difficulty removing.
Everything inside of this thing was still hot and moist, which
was the worst part. That or the smell.

I came across the first creature, gasping and wondering. My
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body adjacent to a running critter, my posture forward. I saw
it move its head towards me, and it made my heart skip a beat.
It took one long, yellow look.

Then it dipped, opposite direction.
My heart started its mad roaring again. I ran faster.
Because you see, to them, I was just another stupid, stocky

basilisk running towards the big sword swinging angry men.
It was so good a disguise, Kal raised his blade against me and

struck down towards me. I jumped to my side. If I weren’t so
wired and quick, I would have died.

The blade rested next to my thigh, half dug into the ground,
the dirt rose up past my face. My lantern, tucked underneath
the corpse of the monster lit his face.

“Virgil?” He asked.
“Yeah.” The basilisk corpse ruffled above me as I spoke. A

monster hissed. Kal ejected his blade forward. It pierced a
basilisk behind me. I felt the blood run down. Then I looked
back from below his sword.

“The barrel, quick.” I said. He looked at me for a while.
“What?”

“The barrel. Give it here.” He faced me again and nodded.
He looked around, the cliff seemed so far. For him, at least.

He put the blade against his rope and made two slits, the rope
fell off. The barrel dropped. As if my legs weren’t killing me
enough, I lifted the damn thing to my belly and chest, losing
my balance and swerving left and right. Kal steadied me with
his arm on my shoulder.

“You sure you can do it?” He asked.
“It doesn’t matter if I’m sure. I have to do it.”
He nodded and slapped my back. “That’s for earlier.”
I smiled. And then I ran.
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I ran forward, the cliff was so god damn close and so damn
far at the same time. I could hear the waves crashing against
stone and the basilisks - even closer - smelled of fresh salt. I
slipped in between them, shoulders rubbing. The The way their
flesh rubbed against mine, like the firmest jell-o you’d ever felt
in your life. It was like I was running through silicon balloons
as they dashed past me with their slick matted skin.

I bumped too hard into one. My body slumped and the barrel
tipped over, most of it slipping out of my grip. With that big
step, I tried to leverage the weight. And with a big step, the
basilisk corpse over my body came undone and pushed me over.

Ah shit.
“Ah, shit!”
The corpse slipped back and slid off me like a peel, hanging

over the rope tied to my waist. My eyes went wide, but the
shore was so close. I kicked the costume off and ran straight
forward.

“Cover him!” I’d heard Obrick scream. Which was a miracle I
even heard it, there must have been twenty basilisks screeching
behind me. A few coming up the ocean side too.

One of them caught my leg, gripped it with one of its legs and
tried to bite down, I kicked its face. It clung. The barrel slipped
out. I was there, on the cliff, my head leaned down, towards the
rocks below. It was like last time, I swear, when I stood on the
walls and thought of jumping.

It would have been the easier thing. For sure.
But I took out my knife, the basilisk opened its maw. I stuck

him straight in between the fucker’s teeth. Impaled, crying.
My arm was stuck in its hot mouth, holding the blade. To my
rear, the barrel top opened its small slit and the feint smell
of petroleum filled the air. Petrol. Gas. Noxious fumes that
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burned my eyes and made them wet.
There was no going back.
I kicked the keg. It rolled down the side of the cliff, spilling

the liquid off the side to the mountain, splattering it everywhere
until it covered the lip. Then it went down slope, smashing onto
the rocks.

My foot ached. Some teeth were sunk in there. I had about
two dozen basilisks coming after me.

“Light it!” Sylas shouted.
With a stone grip I lifted my lantern and with a throw that

popped my shoulder out of place, I slammed it against the head
of the basilisk. The one with my knife, the one with its teeth
on my leg. The basilisk who writhed and shook its head in the
air. The basilisk whose body ignited.

I pried my knife out of its mouth and with a leg that could not
stop hurting, that made me wince whenever the ankle turned
even slightly - I kicked this creature. Shouting, half in glory
and half in pain.

The monster fell back, onto the trail of blackfyre.
“Watch out, Virgil!” Obrick said. The trail of fire rushed

on forward, towards the giant splash down on the cliffside. I
looked, my head lazily standing. Turning, just barely trying to
get out the way.

The mountain exploded. My body flew a few feet back, my
chest bones collapsed into themselves. I rolled onto the floor
and landed face up, everything muted and censored. Breathing
hurt. I gasped. Dust screened my vision and behind it, black
tongues of fire faintly tinted red so as that even in this darkness,
you could see their outline. I looked up. A basilisk head rolled
next to me, combusted.

Sylas came over me, looking down, screaming;
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“Virgil! Virgil! Virgil!”
That’s all I remember.
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I rubbed my leg and felt the bulged scars on my thigh, small
divots and patches and raised flesh tender across my calf. If the
book was true then there were teeth here once interred deep.
Now it was only man-leather. I ran my fingers on my arm, to
my broken (now fractured) hand, where raising the sleeve of my
white prisoner gown, across my arm were the burned sections
across my forearm. Patches and patches of bald skin and of
scars and of history written.

If the stories were true.
“Where did you all go after Lao-lo?” Ritcher asked.
“I don’t know.”
It sank deeper into me like a capsized ship, each memory

landing at the floor of my consciousness.
“Then keep reading, Virgil. I didn’t tell you to stop.”
There was a child once who dreamed of being a hero. A child

from another land who believed that there was more than the
inanities of gluttony, who maybe could not voice it or even
think it then but could feel it in him. A boy named Virgil who
could not admit to being a crow but wanted, above all else, to
be accepted as one.

“Are you listening?”
That boy was dead now and I was his replacement.
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Rain poured against stone, filling every little gap. It dripped
from the cave top, rained walls made sticky with the grime and
sweat and blood of all seven floors above in Shrieker’s Veil. It
went down my face like tar, viscous and with running threads
as I squished the water between my finger tips.

“Virgil?”
“Yeah. I’m listening.” I said. The book laid on my side, my

arms wrapped around raised knees.
A past Virgil with secrets I’d lost, who knew more in his base

and sad upraising than me in this seemingly permanent cell.
What did Virgil know? What did I come to learn all these times?
Memories of the past; further beyond the journal.

That I’d gone to Australia after being kicked out of the house
by my father. That I’d used my savings in some stow away
bank before he could deplete them, that he wasn’t all too happy
with my decision to quit business school. That I’d offered him
an alternative, philosophy or perhaps literature and that he’d
screamed at me with profanities. Father always wanted me to
be like him. The business adept from Harvard.

So (or rather, So’s) at the time I left. Went to Australia for
winter, meaning to forget. Held a few parties on the yacht, had
done what I’d always done and wasted away in the company of
strangers with diminutive worries in the back of my head. At
least, I thought they were.

Then one day my boat was abducted and it sounds ridiculous,
even now.

“Keep reading Virgil.” Ritcher slapped his chair.
“I think I’m done for now.” My eyes went to the corner of

the cell. A rat raised its small snout up and looked at me with a
sidelong glare. It scurried back in its hole.

What’d happened at the yacht? I rubbed my head like a genie
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beckoning wisdom from what little working gray matter I had.
Well…I remembered, in the yacht, many years ago before Xyra…
I remembered…I was shot in the head trying to escape pirates.
What a stupid way to die, and I had died and now I was here.

It was all coincidence, wasn’t it? My death? My run with the
flock? Ritcher?

Maybe. Or a kind of atomic fate so complex and invisible
that I could not be aware of it, like every other man forced to
walk earth, bound here to some thread unaware of its death
grip, a thread swallowing all.

“Times not up yet, Virgil.”
“It is for me.” I said. “I know enough for one day. It’s starting

to give me a headache.”
“I don’t care about your headache.”
“You will when I start losing my mind.” I threw a rock in

between a crack in the cell, it danced across and echoed. “Do
you think it comes like gentle sowing, one needle turn at a time?
One image on the quilt stitched slowly? No. It comes all at once.
It’s a sudden drape, a throwing into deep end. All my memories
are flooding me right now. And I don’t know how to handle
it, I don’t even think I should handle it. I just want some rest,
that’s it.”

His tongue rolled inside his mouth. I saw the veins on his
neck, in his hand, work themselves back into his flesh.

“Alright.” He said. “Have it your way. But we’re talking
tomorrow.”

And hopefully it would be the last time we spoke. If Chaucer
was right, at least.

“Tell them I’m not working tomorrow.” I said.
Ritcher’s eyes narrowed. His brow furred. He looked down

and nodded.

327



A HUNT FOR CROWS

* * *

Out on the range, pressed up against the waves and crash of
water the shadowy figures work with relentless strain. None
of them with half the courage to turn the picks around at their
whip bearers. None of them courageous enough to jump. They
mine the stones and sift the salt and volcanic glass and look
for the shine of saphire somewhere in the rubble. Their black
fingers working, dragging across the screen for gems.

It wasn’t as if these were even valuable, I’d like to believe
they weren’t. That it was all just work to keep the prisoners
preoccupied. Something to ease the boredom of the guards,
because I’m sure even torture becomes a bore if you do it long
enough.

I stood afar, someways past palm trees and low fields of dry
grass. Not inside the Veil, though I was supposed to be. I stood
outside in what was the tool shed and the shifty guard at the
door counted his coins and whistled. He went some paces away
from the shed. I walked back some and sat on an anvil. I put my
feet up against the funnel of a furnace. Chaucer held a lizard
with a pinched finger. The old tall brute of a companion stood
by his side, his own black lizard in his hand. They both let it go.
Chaucer won. Claps and moans were heard across; it sounded
more than the four that were actually here.

We sat around some and after a while took to drinking. I
didn’t even have to smuggle the bottles. Chaucer had them all
here.

“Why’d you ask me to ask Ritcher for wine if you had some?”
I asked.

“What’s wrong with more?” He popped the cork with his
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mouth.
I sighed.
“You should go through the plan again.” I rested my head on

my palm. The tall man, the dwarf and Chaucer looked out the
window.

“Why? You gonna forget that too?” He asked.
“I might.”
“You know the plan. I don’t want to repeat it, it might hex it.”

He said. “All you need to know is that we’ll all be out as soon as
those ships roll on by.”

“Is that right?” Their figures were dark in the shadows of the
shed, long stilted hammers and rakes and hoes and pick axes
lined the walls. There was no need for us to take them, these
weapons. There was no point to any of it now. I watched their
faces hidden behind the row of shadows, the blackened cells
that cut their visage in quarters.

It reminded me of old friends.
“What are you going to do when you get out?” I looked down

at my cup. Hope had come for me, I hated that. Vulnerability.
“I’m going to go to the shores of Loshka. I’m going to the

whore house and rounding up as many mates as I can.” He
poured heavenberry wine down into the wooden cup. “Then
I’m going to go kill my father.”

No words were spoken between us. I saw nothing but his
face staring down the purple gleam, a waterfall of royal blood
that came down into the cracked rimmed wood cup.

“What about you?” He asked.
“I’ll probably read a little.” I said. “See who got me here.”
“Then?”
“Then I’ll deal with it.” I said.
“Are you going to kill the man who sent you here?” He asked.
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“Who got you trapped?”
“Sometimes.” I breathed heavy. “Sometimes I wonder if I

actually deserved to be here. If I tried to kill the king, if any of
that is true.”

“And what if you did?”
“Maybe I’d subject myself to rot then. Maybe I wouldn’t be

able to tolerate being a bad person. Not that I think I’m bad.”
“So, then, do you think you’re a good person?” Chaucer

smiled.
I looked down at my wrapped hand, the bones barely back

in place and still aching and bruised behind the white stained
threads.

“I think there are limits to evil and I’d like to think I’m behind
that limit rather than over it, is all.” I said. “I’ve wasted enough
life on guilt, I just want some peace is all. Maybe find a shack
somewhere in the corners of Xyra.”

“Go to Shalos.” He said. “There’s beautiful beaches and
beautiful women.”

“I think I’ve had enough of the ocean.” I drank. “And the
beaches. Fuck the beaches.”

Chaucer raised his cup. “Fuck the beaches.”
We all did and tapped away at ourmugs. No other words were

spoken that day, we maintained our silence in the darkness, our
eyes unsteady under the effects of the wine.

Tomorrow it’d all go through. Tomorrow.
I wish I wasn’t hoping, but if I had to admit to something, then

it was that there was a fire in me that could not be extinguished.
I could not stomp it out, I felt it in my chest.

I wanted to walk on the mainland. I wanted to take a free
step out.

I hated wanting and hoping and expectation.
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The whip cracked against my back. Scarring my skin. Bleeding,
I winced.

Chaucer’s plan went to shit, but that story comes later.
It was the thirty fifth lashing and my flesh was open wide and

stinging against the cold humid air, here in my small room in
this very large torturer’s block of cells where up and down and
left and right you could hear the screams of others. Familiar
voices, strange voices. A wiggle of my arms, the chains rustled
and the rattle kept me preoccupied like it does with infants.
The balls of my foot rested on smooth pavement, I stood on my
toes.

“This could end sooner if you’d allow it to, Virgil.” Gunther
brought the whip up. It dragged across the floor and cracked
on my left thigh.

My feet went weak, I fell. The cuffs dug deeper into my flesh,
wedged in between the joints of my wrists with a pain so great
it made me shuffle to stand again.

Gunther came around the metal tray to my rear, where a
wax candle came down to glow with layered light the sharp
and jagged and thick cast-iron tools. Pliers reddened on their
teeth, saws rusted with old gore. A thin coating of lacquered
coagulated blood was half way down a thick slicing scalpel. It
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looked like a red egg growing out the hilt with the giant giblet
pooled down.

“There is no sadism to me.” Gunther grabbed me by he hair.
“No pleasure, only a tired arm now. I’d like you to admit it,
Virgil.”

“Admit what?”
“To the attempted escape. I’d like you to admit it, to end this

and to finally send you up the floors where you belong. Where
you should have been from the start.”

“I didn’t do anything.” I said.
“We know what you were planning with Chaucer and the

others.”
“I just went to the bathroom and I came out. You didn’t catch

me in anything.”
Gunther sighed.
“If it weren’t for the laws of this land, if it weren’t for those

civilities that keep order then I would have you executed here
and now.” He said. “But I am to give you trial.”

“This is a trial?”
“It’s the very slow start of one.” Gunther said, eyes still and

beady. The reflection in his pupils flickered, a swaying red.
“You’re here to get an admission to guilt. But you have no

evidence for it.”
“We know you tried. We’ve known for a while.”6
“I know what you do in the upper floors. I know what you

put those men up to. Why the hell would I allow myself to go
there?” I asked.

“Because you’d still be alive.” Gunther said.
He lowered the chain enough to allow me to fall to my knees.

And with one hand grabbed the candle to my rear from its
small saucer plate, the wax dribbling down the side. Above
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the chains drifted like cobwebs, small little swaying ropes of
steel left to swerve at random across the ceiling. I turned away
from Gunther, from his still and unmoving face, to the furnace
instead with the cold iron grate. A chimney that rose up and
disappeared into the stone walls.

I was afraid when they’d turn it on. Gunther brought my face
back, dragging the candle light as he did until it sat in between
us.

“If Chaucer admits to your conspiracy youwill be put to death.
If you admit it, we will allow to live in the upper floors. Those
are the rules.”

“And I’d be stuck there.”
“Those are the rules, yes.” Gunther said. “You’d be stuck there,

but you’d be alive.”
“And what kind of life would that be? With the few liberties I

have yet-”
“I’m not here to argue what constitutes an existence. And I

doubt a parasite like you would need much for one.” He came
closer, chest jutted out. “Truth is, trash like you doesn’t need
much. Not sunlight. Not shelter. Not love. Parasites like you
endure regardless, in the cracks of the earth with the rainwater
and the gutter that seeps in.”

“That supposed to be a compliment?”
He held the whip tighter.
Gunther was cruel, the type of that is almost animal like. Not

in it’s ferocity but in its impartiality. There was no lie to his
words, no heat, no love, no cold. He spoke still and tepid truth.
One that only emotionless men could speak.

I would live. I would never be seen again. I would not be
killed until I broke or until time broke me. My existence would
sink and I would be forgotten, so that even the king I claimed

335



A HUNT FOR CROWS

to have tried to kill would never even have the memory of
contempt in him left to warrant my death.

I would be a rat in the wall. Here in Hannibal’s prison,
mandated by Gunther’s will.

“Could I talk to Ritcher?” I asked.
“No.” He said. “And if you go up there, you never will.”
I looked down. My knees were so sharp and bony that they

dug out of my thin pale flesh.
“You know the rules Virgil. You’d go up three floors and they

would never see or hear of you again. There will be no Ritcher,
only Hannibal. But you’d be alive.” He said. “Or you can keep
quiet and wait for Chaucer to settle and for you to be put on
the block.”

“Why would he?”
“Because the offer I’m giving you is the same offer they’ve

given him, Virgil.” He put the candle down. “And he has more
than endurance, he has hope and ambition. Of which you lack,
Virgil. So no doubt he’s scheming, thinking that if he can just
rat you out that he’d be sent up. That if he’s sent up, he could at
least live and try again. Which is erroneous. But it’s what he
believes.”

“That’s mad. You’re pitting us together-”
“I don’t make the rules.” Gunther looked away. “I just enforce

them.”
“So it’s a game then? Who breaks first? What if he doesn’t.

What if I don’t?”
“Chaucer is sentenced to death. He won’t accept it, he’ll sell

you out. I promise you that.” He said.
“But what if he doesn’t.” My breathing paced. “You have no

evidence! I didn’t do anything. If he doesn’t- I’m innocent.”
I couldn’t control it, each breath came out rapid fire.
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“I’m innocent. He won’t blame me. I’m innocent-!”
“It’s Chaucer.” Gunther said. “Why in the nine hells would he

care about you?”
My face sunk.
“Now you get it.”
My mouth drooped. My cheeks went hollow as my breath

left me.
“Will you speak?” Gunther asked.
My eyes would not blink and my face would not turn and it

seemed like every organ in me and every cell in my body had
come to creaking stop as the candle flickered and off in the
diminishing darkness the foreign whip hit foreign men, here
in this gallery of suffering in my own small framed article I sat
knelt upon the torturer’s pew. To yield. To beg. To live again, a
rat in the wall.

No.
“You have nothing.” I said. “No evidence. Nothing. You did

not catch me, you did not find a thing on me.”
“Virgil. We’ll kill you.” He said.
“Not yet you won’t. You’ll hold trial.” The sweat went down

my face. “Yes. Yes. You’ll hold trial. Because the shred
of nobility Hannibal has demands it, because the world that
abandoned you demands it. Though it is a nuisance to you,
though you hate it.” I rose to my feet, my ankles wobbled. “I
will not speak. Not to you.”

“Not to me.” He laughed and though I could not read his mind,
the impression I got was that he to some degree respected me.
So he looked at me, mouth ajar. His face tightened and his
eye twitched and the hand that gripped his whip shook and
one singular vein rose and ran from forearm to thumb and he
brought his man-beater behind his back like a serpent left to
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rest inclined on his shoulder. He brought it back, further, all
the way his arm would stretch. One quick flex, one of respect.
One more painful because of that respect.

It snapped against my back.
But I would not fall, I would not bend. Not again.
I stood and took it.
Where? Where’d it all go so wrong? It was a lot of things,

small things perhaps. A thousand flaws that had came back to
us at the final hour and it all started in that bathroom. One
brick.

It went like this;
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I woke up good and well rested on the day I was caught. Not a
pain in my body as I came up from the hay, the straw still to my
face. Looking out to the whistling guard who was particularly
easy with his baton against the steel bars. Ritcher hadn’t visited
which was a kind of blessing. Rain had given up to a nice warm
sun, that was hot and white in the puddles across Dead Man’s
walk or the outside cobblestone passes and bridges. I hadn’t
been whipped or bashed against or pushed. Lunch was smooth,
no troubles.

I ate slow. A big portion thanks to Chaucer. We laughed and
otherwise acted the same with no obvious suspicion (I thought)
amongst the guards. After lunch, around evening when things
were winding down and the torches were being lit I finally
mustered the courage.

In my hay was the satchel with the puddy to fill false-bricks,
and the chisel and the make shift scalpel done out of the broken
trowels we often throw into guard sacks at work. So I bundled
them all together and tied them to my thigh. I stuck my face
out and waited for the guard. To pass.

“I need to go to the piss room.” I said.
He looked at me and nodded. And I should have known by

how little friction there was that something was wrong. But I
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went to the restroom. Down two fleets of stairs, past several
torches, led by the guard in front of me whose armor gleaned
as we went around the fires in the camps. Stopping by a sort
of lounge for the guards where the banners were set high and
gloomy against the leveled light of a lit chandelier. A giant elk,
decapitated almost across the flag. Hannibal’s house sigil, I
believe.

I came to the restroom and closed the door behind me. There
two guards at the front, the one who had escorted me and the
one waiting at front like a statue. I looked back as the door
closed behind me, then went up the aisle where all the wooden
doors creaked and swayed in want. Each begging with their
swiveled doors, hinges crying out.

And again I stopped at my door. Number four. Stepping in,
one shy foot after another like I was testing water, I slipped my
body inside the gap and fitted the door gentle in its latch to
close it behind me. I looked around - though there were only
two walls to my rear and then in front, to the toilet hole and
the bulge of concrete. Freedom waiting behind me, just one
removal of brick at a time. My heart raced and the imaginations
were sprawled across the dark oak walls of the stalls like a
projector in mad frenzy. Love and food and castle sky lines.
Roast chickens. Tavern women dancing and laughing.

I put my hand on the stone and felt the rough almost paper-
mache tactility on the surface and wait.

Why was it bulging?
My face fell flat. Why was the brick out? The plan was for

Chaucer to be here first, certainly. But it was also for him to
put it all back to place, to make it seem like no one had gone
through the wall at all. So why was one brick bulging?

Why?
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I put a finger against the stone and pressed it forward. It sunk.
I looked closer to the wall, to the cracking in the stone. It was
all ruined. All shoddy.

My face went cold. I’m sure you’ve felt that way, haven’t you?
When particular, insignificant things seem off, where they hint
to some greater wronging or tragedy. That’s how it was today.
The hint was in front of my face. I threw my instruments into
the toilet.

I backed away and pushed the stall open with a kick of my
door as I faced the broken wall.

And there they were, both guards surprised as I was. Looking
at me as if I shouldn’t have been there at all.

“What’s going on?” They asked.
I should have been the one asking. It’s like they didn’t expect

me or or this whole scenario to quite play out like they hoped.
I’m sure.

I stepped back though there was no exit. And out from the
fourth stall, I heard the wall break. Crumble. Paste and rubble
falling and rolling out of the stall like vomit. I saw the gauntlet
grip the edges of the stall. Then it came, like a flood. The
splashing foot steps of four other men, wet with grime and dark
across their eyes. Six of them now. And Gunther leading them
with bitter, disappointed faces.

“Why didn’t you go inside?” He asked.
And I didn’t and hadn’t and will not speak of it hence forth.
As far as they know and knew, I was just taking a piss. And

that’s as far as they’ll know.
Still? How did we get caught? I ask myself that now.

* * *
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My neck jutted out andmy arms bit into the chains as Imoved to
the side, tip-toed below a metal grate where rain water dripped
down the patina surfaces, carrying with it the taste of old blood
and steel. The drops went down to my tongue where my face
soured and I brought it back, only to drink again a few seconds
later. A rat walked along one thin line of steel on the grate,
looked down atme and sounded small squeaks before skittering
off outside.

The door opened. The draft shook the hanging chains, they
all shook like nuns at a church with the devil cometh through
the doors. The branding stick sunk into unlit coals, the tray of
bloody utensils rolling in their metal tray.

“What have you gotten yourself into here?” Ritcher asked. He
stepped forward, nodding his head.

“Nothing I’d like to talk to you about.” I breathed and blew
up my bangs. “What are you doing here?”

“What am I doing here? Did you forget I needed you?”
“Yes.”
“Imaginemy surprisewhen I arrived at your cell to be told that

you’d tried to escape.” He grabbed a steel chair from a corner
desk and made skid marks against the floors as he scratched it
across and set it in front of me.

“They say you’re going to die.” He said.
“That right? Well, it was going to happen one day.”
“I can’t have that, Virgil.”
“If I could have it my way, I’d live forever.” I laughed. He

didn’t.
“This isn’t good, Virgil. There’s nothing I can do while you’re

here in this state.”
“How about getting me down.”
“I’m not even supposed to be here.” He set the book on his
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lap. Every scar fresh and old on me went hot.
“You have a week before the conclusion of your sentence. The

other guy…Chancey or whatever-”
“Chaucer.”
“One week before Chaucer sells you out. That’s what they

told me too.”
“That’s what they’ve been telling me. I know.” I said. “But I

can’t, I won’t.”
“Then we need to hurry along.” He said. “Because if you’re

going to die, I’m going to need my answers faster.”
“Why should I help you now that I know I’m dying?”
“You don’t have to help. I just hope that you’ll keep your word

like you said you would before.” He said. “That neither trial
nor torture would kill the promises past. I would hope that you
have your honor.”

“The minute I help you with those names you’ll want nothing
to do with me and I’ll die, guaranteed.” All my weight was to
my arms and I went in circles, tied to those chains.

“That’s the plan, yes. To get as far a6way from you the minute
I know what I need to know.” He said. “The locations of your
friends, Virgil. That’s all I need.”

“And you say honor ought to compel me?”
“That’s right.”
I smirked. Scoffed. Turned to the side and spat.
“Could I at least-”
“No.” Ritcher folded his legs. “There’s nothing I could give

you or do for you now. You either read or you don’t. That’s it.
Will you honor your deal? Are you not a man of your word?”

I took a deep breath and my head sunk.
It’s not that I was honorable. Or that I had any hope he’d

rectify things. But…I mean. What else did I have to do?
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And maybe - just a little bit - I wanted to know about myself,
as if by knowing, at least I could say I died half-aware of my
existence.
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Luma Li, where I learned to kill.
Julis 35th, 1125 Dom.

The bandages tied tightly against my arm, underneath the sting
of burns and cuts still aches. A slimy panacea for pain rubbed
all over underneath, dripping and staining the bandages green.
The boat rocked around me, my head turned out to sea and to
where we approached the shoreline. I stood from the edge of
the boat and wobbled and stood myself with the aid of railways,
making my way to the top of the ship where a black-phlegm
spitting sailor eyedmewith his only good eye. Sylas stood, arms
crossed, near the spear of the ship. He reached underneath his
arm and took a bite of a pear-shaped red fruit. Nibbling pieces
with his front teeth.

I came up behind him, rubbing my arm.
“You’re lucky to still have your arm. The blackflyre explosion

almost killed you.”
“I wouldn’t call anything about me lucky.”
“Well, you are.”
“Did you want something?” He turned slightly, head planted

in his palm. The pear coming up slow with his other.
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“I know you said that before I shouldn’t or couldn’t or that
you wouldn’t-” I took a deep breath. “I know I have no talent.
T-That this world isn’t for me. That I don’t have it in me. I
know you don’t teach people like me but-”

“Okay.” Sylas nibbled at his fruit.
“What?” I asked.
“You’ve come to ask me to teach you how to fight, no?” Sylas

said.
“Y-yes.”
“We’ll be staying in Luma Li for a month or two. I can teach

you while we idle.”
“Really? I thought you said you didn’t like teaching. That it

wasn’t goo-”
“I’d like to think that maybe with a bit of my knowledge, you’d

stop making so many stupid damn decisions.” He took a big
bite of his fruit.

“Really? You’ll teach me?”
“Really.” It was all mumbled behind his chewing. He

swallowed. “I wouldn’t get that excited if I were you though.”
And I’d ended that conversation smiling, with the line coming

up on and the small figures and square buildings coming to
closer view. The wind brisk and salty and fair against my skin,
the smell of clean air exhausting from the world as if this whole
earth was taking relief at one good turn of luck.

That’s what I thought at least.

* * *

The blade came up high and I saw the sheen run across my face.
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I swear I was blind for five minutes. Right before he brought
the handle down and bopped me across the top of my head.

“Training hasn’t even started!” I rubbed my scalp.
“First rule. Always be prepared.” Sylas threw a backpack to

my feet.
And I picked it up because I didn’t want to get hit again, and

slung it across to my back and rubbed the pain away from the
top of my head.

“It wasn’t even that hard.” Sylas said. “I barely tapped you.”
“Yeah, yeah. You barely tapped me.” I said. Behind us, the

port town bustled with the noise of people coming in and out,
waves and boats that couldn’t stop erecting their sails. A life
that’d make the Lao Li denizens envious and for good reason.

Most of the flock was in town, resting. Their pale forms were
obvious against the plenty tanned citizens. The crows walked
into taverns, or markets, with heavy purses full of fresh minted
coin whose shaking and rattling seduced the fat vendors to
rear their heads from wooden stand posts. It was hard not to
miss the Crows. And Sylas and I weren’t any different. We
walked down the street towards the main gate. Obrick and Kal
approaching from some shaded alley market way with giant
weaved baskets of green spiked fruits.

“Off? We barely got here.” Obrick said.
“Training as quick as we can is reason enough.” Sylas said.
“The disciplined life will be good for you, young Keffur.” Kal

slapped my back.
“What does Keffur even mean?” I asked.
“Young lamb.” Obrick said. We all looked at him. Obrick

smiled. “I learned it from a Kavenian.”
“How’d a brick head like you learn to speak another lan-

guage?”
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He leaned his head closer, eyes narrowed. I did the same.
We’ve…had civil disagreements since he (Obrick) started to
hang out (refused to leave) with us.

Sylas pulled us apart and laughed. It was a laugh that attracted
the rest of the flock, we were all coming up on a tavern and by
sheer chance or by virtue of it being the largest of the taverns,
a particularly special guest came out from the wobbling front
doors.

“I don’t even know why you’re teaching him, Sylas.” Vincent
said. “He’s already made a name for himself.”

“Name? I’ve got another one? What’re they calling me now?”
I extended my hand out, smiling. Vincent grabbed it and reeled
me in for a side-hug.

“Fire starter. What do you think?” Vincent said.
“It’s nice. I guess6.” I didn’t even realize it but my face was

stuck in a perpetual smile and my dimples hurt. “You here to
see us off?”

“I’m here to congratulate you. I’m guessing you’re officially
joining the Flock?”

“M-Maybe.” I looked to Sylas. “I’m a mercenary. And I’m
offering my services to the Flock.”

“Oh, is that right?” Vincent chuckled. “A mercenary with all
the superlatives of a hero, taught and reared by Sylas, one of
the greatest warriors ever born. What prestige. I’m envious.”

“Envious? Should the best swordsmen be envious of anyone?”
Sylas said. But there was no love in his voice, not in Vincent’s
too as they looked at each other.

“We don’t quite know if I’m the best yet, do we?” Vincent
smiled at Sylas. There was no likability to it. Just an even,
soft-spoken tone of casual resentment.

“I’m not a young man.” Sylas said. “Duels aren’t quite thrilling
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enough for me anymore.”
“Maybe I should start wagering then.” Vincent said.
“There’s only one thing worth wagering.”
“That right?” Vincent laughed. “What’s that?”
“What do you think?”
“Is that the disgraceful tone you should be speaking with,

Sylas?” Soveros came up behind Vincent in such a quick
movement that all I could see was the cloak shake as he found
his footing, leering and hovering over all of us. There he stood,
tall, like the father crow come to protect his child. His long
fuligin reeling.

Sylas turned away from them.
“Aye.” Sylas said. “My apologies, Commander. Please excuse

us, we need to head on.”
“When will you be back?” Vincent didn’t move. But he

followed us with his eyes as we took a few steps past him.
“Who knows.” Sylas mumbled.
“W-we’ll be back soon.” I said. “For sure.”
“For sure.” Vincent extended his hand. This time Iwas the one

who pulled him into a hug. Him and Obrick (who I barely got
to know, but who now that I’ve fought with meant something
a little more than a stranger and a little less than a friend) and
Kal. Kal, who was saddest and proudest of all.

Kal brought me in with his large arms and rubbed my head.
It was uncomfortable, but I didn’t hate it necessarily. I made
my way out, Sylas already taking the lead and outside the gate.
I approached him near the front and as I came to the first post-
sign near amigrations officewhere all the LumaLi soldierswere
lined up, someone grabbed my arm. No. Someone bumped
into my arm. I turned my body. Soveros. He’d run up? Just to
grab me?
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“Virgil.” He said.
I pulled my elbow away from him.
“You came to see me off too?” I said. “I’m honored.”
He didn’t show any emotion in his eyes or lips or cheeks.

Stone-faced, he talked.
“It is by Vicentius’s grace that you still walk among us.” He

said. “Were it bymy design, I’d have beaten you for disobedience
months ago. And killed you for insolence weeks ago. So here’s
some advice and you take it with you and that degenerate you
call master; you’d do best to leave and never return.”

“That right, old man?”
“It’s general, to you. General Soveros.” He said.
“What do you have against me, General?” I asked. “Is it ‘cause

Vincent likes me a little more than you?”
“What shouldn’t I dislike about someone who disrupts my

men? You’re a parasite to the flock, one who has leeched
enough honest blood. And worse, your sensibilities seem to be
contagious.” He said.

“Are you mad that people are coming around? They call me
fire starter, you know that?” I raisedmy neck up his face, though
he was much taller than me. But there I was, chest puffed and
face up and smiling.

His eyes narrowed.
“You will be the death of our league. You lazy, sleepy fool.”

He said. “Your disobedience will kill the ranks. And ranks and
order are the stuff armies live by.”

“Yeah? Well this lazy, disobedient, sleepy fool is the man who
sent the basilisks back. Don’t you forget that, no one else ever
will.”

“Whatever title or honor you’ve gained falls short of what
you stand to take from all of us.” He said.
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“And what’s that?”
“Integrity.” Soveros said. “The men who fight with us fight for

a dream. But you? You fight for yourself. Tell me, if I askedwhat
you ambition rears you, would you be able to answer me? Do
you have that in you? To imagine a future and to summon that
strength of will required to reach it? I’ve seen your ilk before.
The kind with false bravado; roadless and undisciplined. I’ve
seen your ilk die by scores and it is by good grace in your favor
that you haven’t gotten yourself killed. But you will and when
you do, what I fear most is that you’ll take us all with you.”

I felt the blood up tomy face. I could hear the footsteps behind
me approaching but I didn’t want to see who was coming. I
didn’t need them to save me, not from the old fuck.

“What do you want, General Soveros?”
“I want you to fall into ranks, proper.” His face lowered, we

were inches away and I could smell his odor-less breath and
body. This phantom figure, pale and white haired with wide
eyes. “But preferably, I’d like you to leave. You vain boy.”

“Will that be it, General?” I asked. “Am I dismissed?”
“Yes.” He tightened his face. “Go on.”
I walked past him, circumventing his body like he was a

plague-carrier. Sylas still waited at the front, folded arms and
beyond him the tropics themselves, waited. I didn’t look back.
Couldn’t. Forward I went, Sylas by my side as we lost ourselves
into leaves and shrubbery and palm trees, with my boots sunk
into sand.

I knew it was strange to think, even now strange to say, but
training felt like it’d be a vacation. My burned armed ached
for it. My whole body shook at the thought of it. To be out, to
become something else of myself. They say the past never dies,
but it bleeds. And scabs. And often fuels some greater image,
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some greater body.
I shook for it. I trembled for it. Glory and hope and anger, I

couldn’t tell which but they all took hold of me, so fast and so
often they might as well have been the same thing.

“Don’t let him get to you.” Sylas said. We swerved out of the
busy streets and into the vines, where he grabbed one of the
green whips and pushed it aside, over my head.

“He didn’t.”
“Uh-huh.” Sylas chuckled. “I’ve got to make you tough. Tough

enough to deal with that prick.”
We walked through the tropics, down some slopes, towards

the seashorewhere dimples of sandswaited for us, each a pocket
to plant ourselves in. A few miles off the city. It must have been
a two hour walk. To be honest, it wasn’t nearly long enough to
clear my head.

What’d he mean? I didn’t fight for a dream? I’d been fighting
all my damn life.
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Mevekia’s Hook - Also known as Luma Li’s Gulf
Shores

Julis 36th, 1125 Dom.

“You’re shooting out your elbows too much.” Sylas said. “Don’t
telegraph. Be unpredictable.”

He slapped me down onto the floor with the palm of his hand.
I fell face first into sand, the sweat so heavy on me that when
my face rose, I could feel clumped sand fall in bits. It was a
whole layer of it, caked on me. On my hair, in my nose, in my
ears. I spat; more sand.

“How the hell am I supposed to swing then?” I asked.
Sylas grabbed me by the elbows. He moved them around like

a mechanical toy.
“It’s not about not using your elbows, it’s about being quick

about it. About not over exaggerating. Tucking in.” He said.
“You fight like a bull, always going in a straight line.”

He jumped back. I ran for him, knife pulled back and shoulder
forward. Sylas stepped to the side and put his foot in the way.
Down again. The knife spun in the air as I fell. It came down, I
closed my eyes. Then plopped onto the floor adjacent to me,
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my hair split and cut on the spot where it almost impaled me.
“See?” He asked. “You’re a walking exaggeration, Virgil.

Everything from your words to your body language to your
fighting speaks of some kind of outrage. Be patient in your
opportunity to strike, and quick in your strikes.”

“I’m a passionate guy!” My arms shook as I stood up, but I
fell again. My black hair bundled all over me like a curtain fall.
The sand in my mouth grainy between my teeth.

He rolled his eyes and went over to a palm tree placing a hand
against the trunk and slowly laying himself against it. I knelt
and looked for my own spot in the sand, among the trash and
wood and shavings of fruit. My hand sunk in, and I tripped and
plopped down. I think I landed on animal droppings.

My elbow sunk deeper, I think half my body was in sand.
Sylas plucked some hairy fruit above, red and white streaked of
which he cracked to the side of a tree and threw at me. It rolled,
broken, on the floor with liquid pooled and spilling underneath.
I grabbed it quick. Puckered my lips and tipped it over.

It wasn’t a coconut. It was too oval and bright to be one. And
it didn’t taste like coconut. But it tasted good, like mango and
raspberry and a thick texture with spongy pulp that was fun to
chew. Not quite disgusting, not slippery. Just pleasant in this
weather that’d tanned my body into human jerky.

“I gatta say. I’m amazed you managed to do this much on the
first day youngblood.”

“Of course I did. You know I went to Harvard, right?” I said.
He rolled his eyes.
“That’s one of your few good qualities; tenacity. Not many

noble sons are tenacious, I must say.” Sylas said.
I smacked the fruit against the tree until it opened to reveal

its purple flesh and scraped along the inner walls for more of
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the actual fruit. More pulp.
“Your legs buckled an hour ago. You’ve managed to fight this

long though.”
“I don’t feel impressive.” I said. “I feel tired.”
“I didn’t say youwere impressive. I said you had an impressive

quality. You’re too clumsy. Too weak. Too slow.”
“Oh. Thank you.” My smirk fell to a quick neutral face and I

rolled my eyes. Leaning back, into the bed of sand belly up. To
my rear, a little ways off towards the ocean, old camp embers
drifted into the wind. The waves rolled down the shore. I laid
here, suckling this fruit, pressing my fingers into the hole and
eating away at the interior flesh. Above me, giant blue leaves
webbed with light green stems with the shade wide and cool
underneath.

Sylas was still on his first fruit, he cracked another and rolled
it over and I scrambled to pick it up. The husks were starting
to pile around me. Little fruit corpses on my little battlefield,
where the graves were marked by my sweat and blood and
organic waste.

“Where did you learn how to fight?” I asked.
“It doesn’t matter.”
“How long have you been with the flock?” I asked.
“Years.”
“Why? You don’t seem to like the company and you don’t

seem to like money. Most of the time you’re just sleeping,
drinking or eating.” I said.

“Sleeping, drinking and eating need money.”
“Not that much. Why’d you need my silver?”
“I didn’t know you tracked my expenses.” He tossed a half of

mangonut to me. That’s what I called it. Sue me.
“I’m just curious.”
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“Don’t be. Don’t worry what I do with my money and what I
do with the flock.”

“You really know how to carry a conversation, don’t you?” I
turned over with the sun hot against my belly, with my tongue
out as I drank from another fruit and as most of it ran down
the side of my face.

“Alright. How about this then. Why’d you take me up to
become your student. Why now?”

He sighed and set his hands on his thighs.
“I pitied you, maybe.” He looked down, finger scraping into

the fruit though nothing particularly eaten. “You chased after
boats for so long and when you finally found one it left you
stranded here on Xyra. I found it very sad.”

“Don’t lie to me.” I said. “Why are you teaching me?”
He chuckled.
“Back there in the cliffs. You running, barrel in your hands -

I saw someone who would not quit, who could not quit. I saw
an extreme stubbornness in you.”

“That right?”
“Yes. It looked noble.”
“Like Vincent.” My eyes looked up to him.
He tipped his head.
“Except Vicentius knows how to fight. Very well. You on

the other would die if we let you out for more than an hour
unwatched. You’re an infant.” He kicked another fruit. I caught
it. “A baby bird who needs to be fed.”

“That’s not funny.”
“But it’s true. You’ve managed on the sensibilities of others.

But now you’ll learn how to fend yourself. You have a lot to
catch up on too. Most of the men in the flock have been fighting
since they were children.”

356



CHAPTER 43

“It’s not like I’ve ever needed to fight.” I said. “You think I
wanna get chased around having my ass nipped by fish and
bulls and birds and shit? There are no choices in life, you know
that? People are reared a certain way under certain conditions
with potentials and capacities imbued into their blood, long
before they have any say in it. Environment. Genetic heritage,
those things define man.”

“For someone so stubborn, you sure have a nasty way to view
the world.”

“Outrage and stubbornness is how I cope.” I laughed.
“So you’ve never had choices? And you’ve always followed

your nature? Then what does your nature say about you, Virgil?
You decided to isolate yourself in a yacht around charlatans who
cared little for you. You disobeyed your father and his advice.
You fought against your abductors and were killed, at least as
you describe it.” Sylas said. “And now you train. I’m starting to
think you like the suffering. That you’re a masochist.”

Quietude filled the space like heavy leaded water, pushing me
into the suffocation of deep dark truth. Sinking. Drowning.

I rubbed the crack of a fruit husk to my rear, digging my
fingers underneath the hairs on its surface.

“I’m just a passenger trying to get hold of the voyage. That’s
it.” I mumbled.

“Is that how far your ambition goes?” Sylas slunk, his body
sinking deeper into the soft bark of the palm tree.

“I don’t even know what to want.” I said. Sylas smiled.
“Maybe you’re not too stupid after all.” He said. “At least some

of the education sunk into you. Circumstance certainly makes
the man, doesn’t it? What kind of man are you then? What do
you want to be?”

“Circumstance is the man. Man is circumstance.” I said. “So
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great circumstances create great men. And great men affect
everyone around them. And that’s how it is.”

The ocean waves crashed and dragged sand and shells and
rubble down. Lines of seaweed, elongated arms fighting to
stand hold on the darkened shores lifted off from their grip and
disappeared into the foam of ocean.

“I used to think I was a great man.” I rolled and rolled in the
sand. “The illusion of wealth and status. Remove them and look
at me now. I’m just a regular nobody, with nothing to my life
and no goal anymore. Looking for a home that probably doesn’t
exist. Looking for a home I probably never had, honestly.”

“Do you think you’re worthless?” He asked.
I stopped and breathed and had my back turned to him, with

my face staring at the tree and their slow moving scalps. The
sky above draining of blood and settling to that lifeless dark,
heading towards the deeper dark and the deeper death.

“Yes. I mean. Aren’t I?”
“You were a great man for that little girl, weren’t you?” The

knife spun in his hand. “And you were a great man for the
Burrows, weren’t you?”6

“I was just…I just wanted to help.”
“That’s good. That might be the start of your ambition, then.”

Sylas said. “As it was for Vicentius.”
“Was?”
Sylas looked with a sidelong stare to the deeper jungle to our

rear. To deeper lands and the dark angled shadows the trees hid
terrors above mans reckoning. To groans and shrilled shouts
and the flutter of trees that dispersed strange creatures into the
air. Things so far and yet so near. He went closer, to one of
the trees, half his body in the darkness. I lifted off, the aches
returning. Or perhaps having never left, and only having been
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forgotten for a moment. As all pain is.
“We’ve talked enough. Pick up your knife.” He said.
Underneath my feet a crustacean worked his way through

the dirt. His head, digging in and out of his shell in cautious
curiosity. I stomped forward and pushed the hermit down the
mound of dirt made.

“I’ll get you this time.” I said and ran for Sylas.
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More training. Fuck the day.

The fist struck me across the face. My hands floundered up. My
thighs got kicked in wards, my knees bent. I leaned forward,
into a knee.

Then the boot came, strong and heavy on my stomach.
I rolled onto the dirt, my body going down the slope leading

towards the ocean waters. They crashed over me, one after
another, dragging me further into the white foamed water.
Effervescent ocean drool seeped into my shoes as I stood and
walked back to shore with the knife pinched in my limp hand.
All of me, limp.

“What was your life before this?” Sylas asked.
I spat seaweed from my mouth.
“Why do we keep talking about myself?” I asked. “How about

you, huh? What’s your deal? Why are you so secretive?”
“Every man makes mistakes and therefore every man is

secretive.”
“Then you must have made plenty of mistakes.” I wiped my

face of sweat.
“And you’d be right, youngblood.” He said. “Tell me about
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your other life - what was it, earth? The Oo-knighted steaks?”
I shook my head.
“The united States. It was an easier life.” I removed a boot and

dangled it. Seaweed came out of the soles and jumped out like
a snake caught in its hole. A hog tie from the ocean drawing
me closer to the waters. “I had women. Money. Fame. I was
dating actresses, you know? Ever heard of Scarlett Johanson?
Yeah, we talked.”

“What a great life that must have been.” He twirled his knife.
“Amazing. The best food, the best sex, the best everything.” I

laughed. “That’s what other people said at least.”
“Were you loved? Did you have family and friends?” He asked.
“What do you think? Everyone has a mom.” I said.
“Were you loved?” He said.
“Mom loved me. Pops liked me.” I said. “I had some friends.

Jacob, met him in middle school. Joffrey…high school. I had
people all around me, ever heard of Skrillex? Huh? Janet
Jackson? Those are the types of people who kept me company.”

“And were they friends? Did you ever have any friends?” He
asked. Like my answer had just slipped past him, wrapped
around his slick skin but never could quite stick.

It was midday. The ocean crashed behind me.
“I-I had friends, of course.” I said.
“You must miss them a lot.” Sylas said. “Along with your

parents.”
“Of course.”
He lowered his stance, put both blades in front of himself and

ran at me. I couldn’t even react, the sand left behind his feet
looked like a damn smoke screen as he rushed towards me. Our
blades clashed, one for one. But his second one - the hidden
one - came from underneath and the metal was cold against my
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neck. If this was a fight I would have died ten times by now.
“Do you just miss comfort?” Sylas said.
“I miss everything.”
His leg hooked my own, then he moved and I tripped. Before

I knew it, both blades were on top of me and Sylas stood there,
over my body.

“Don’t lie to me.” He said. “You can lie to yourself but not to
me.”

He walked away. Some paces, before he was back near the
treeline and me again alone on the shore. The water struck my
scalp.

“You’re not my fucking shrink.” I said. “Now I’d agree that
I was worthless then and am worthless now, but at least I was
comfortable before. That’s something that was lost. You don’t
have the least idea of that, of having wealth and losing it.”

“No. I don’t know what it feels like to lose wealth. But I know
what it feels like to be lonely.” He said.

“Lonely? I’m not fucking lonely.” I stood. “What’s all this got
to do with fighting, anyway? Ever since yesterday. All you’ve
done is cut me up a little and knock me down a whole lot and
not a single word has been spoken on how to fight. Not a single
word on how to move or on how to cut correctly. Just criticism
left and right with you, but no actual teaching. It’s just…talking.”

“I am teaching you as I was taught.” Sylas said.
“What’d they teach you, how to run your mouth until some-

one kills themselves?” I laughed. He didn’t. I straighted myself
upright, he sat. The water struck my calves, it made me trip
over and my knife slipped and fell and dragged into the ocean. I
jumped for it and me-myself got dragged into the ocean. What
a sight it was, my third-running and third-leaping and third-
swimming as I looked for the knife in the ocean vomit.
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I swear, each time I found it, it slipped from me. By the time I
finally grabbed it, I was wasted. I slapped the knife on the band
of my waist and crawled to shore. It’d been a whole another
day of talking-fighting. Never quite getting far in either, too.

My legs hurt like no other, you see. The type of pain that
begins at your soles and ends at your jaw, where moving your
shoulders up or flexing your butt sends the prickling shock
through you. Pain so deep that you can’t quite tell which
muscles ache more; because all of them do. The pain that lasts
weeks.

I came to slow crawl towards Sylas. I slumped - fell knees
first into the sand. A fire waited for me there, the night had
come again and another day felt wasted. My body huddled
around the camp, the embers snapped and cracked. Sylas stuck
his hands and moved lit embers and I’m not quite sure whether
he just didn’t feel in his hands or he just didn’t care, but he dug
out some blacked sticks and replaced them. Then he tossed a
shelled critter and moved another. It was quick, a few minutes
only, before he reached in again and took out one of the bugs.

It was burned to a crisp, blacked across its shell.
He passed it to me. I cupped it.
“Fuck!” I dropped it fast, the steam came off the shell fast up

to my face. “Warn me before you do that.”
“Oh. It’s hot.” He said with that smug nonchalant voice that

made me wish I was just good enough to punch him in the face.
“Don’t get any sand onto the meat. It’ll ruin it.”

I looked at the crab in front of me in the sand. Each time
prodding to see where it was at. Each time, picking a little at its
white flesh. It was sweet, flaky. It reminded me more of briny
fish than crab but I wouldn’t say it was bad.

“What are you teaching me?” I asked. “It feels like I’m just
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stuttering like an idiot.”
“You are. But that’s part of learning.” He said.
“Alright…so what am I learning?”
“Fao Si Wan.” He said.
“What the fuck is that?”
“The art of the fourwinds.” He said. “It’s not really a particular

martial arts but rather a combination of it all. Grappling, blade-
work, boxing.”

He looked deep into the fire.
“Stealth and assassination, too.”
“Did you learn to be fast with this uh Fa shin wa stuff?” I

asked.
“Fao Si Wan. Fa-c-one.” He looked at me deadpan like. “What

makes Fao Si Wan so dangerous is how often it adapts. It’s a
never ending art. Whatever new form emerges in the nations
across gets incorporated, and thus it keeps itself thriving.
Adaptation is the only way you survive, after all.”

“Is that right?” I stuck my fingers deeper into the shell. I hit
something slimy. “Doesn’t seem like this Fao Sin Wok is so
great if it’s just copying everything else.”

“It copies the best. But yes.” Sylas smiled. “What would be a
martial arts if it didn’t have it’s own secret techniques?”

* * *

“That’s more like it!” I said. “So’s what do you guys have? A tiger
palm strike? A five point exploding heart technique? What’s
there to For Si Won?”

“Fao. Si. Wan.” Sylas said.
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“Fao Si Wan.” I aped.
“There is no point in teaching you yet6. You wouldn’t learn

them in a month. The basics are more important, we can grow
from there. A strong foundation will help you build.”

“Oh come on.” I blew out air. My shoulders rounded and fell
back. I stuck my fingers out of the crab again. There was slime
in there and taking my hands out, it was green and stuck to my
fingers. I wiped against my pants.

“What we’ll focus on is breathing. Efficient movement.
Footwork. Getting your punches and your cuts just right.
Submissions and a bit of wrestling too.” He said.

“How am I supposed to be a student of Fao Si Wang if I’m just
learning the beginner stuff?” I asked.

“The beginner stuff is also the intermediary stuff as well as
the advanced stuff.” He said. “You never stop perfecting your
fundamentals.”

“So…I won’t be blowing up peoples hearts?”
“Virgil, what makes you think you’re even a student of Fao Si

Wan? I’m just teaching you how to hold your own so Gabralto
doesn’t pop you in the face by surprise again.”

My cheeks flushed.
“So how are you useful then? What’s the difference between

you and any other swordsman teacher?” I asked.
“I don’t charge.” He said.
“And it shows.”
“You really are a prick, you know that?”
“I’m special.” I smiled.
“Yes. Yes you are a special child, aren’t you?” And he smiled.

“I hope you’re ready for grappling tomorrow. Have you ever
landed on your spine?”

And I frowned.
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The chains rustled and rose and my body rustled and rose.
Ritcher lifted me back to my place, held by the cuffs upside like
a hog in the slaughterhouse.

“You don’t have to be as rough as the other prick, you know
that, right?” I said.

“There is no other way. It either goes up or down and it’s as
rough-” He slammed the lever in place. The chain went taut,
feet dangling against the cold floor. “It’s as rough as it’s going
to be. There’s no in between.”

“We didn’t get through a lot today.”
“Do you remember anything about Obrick?”
“No.” Again, that name. My eyes shifted. “I don’t remember

much but the sand on my feet at the end of each tired day. I
think training then was rougher than being in here. I think.”

“Think. Any names or locations? Anything at all?”
“You’re desperate.” I said.
He stayed quiet and rubbed the neckline of his shirt, out-

stretching it and venting air out. He looked away, through
the interstices of iron bars on the top-front of the metal door.
Where the centipedes crawled out of, where in the outside
halls rats found little gaps to escape the blackened stone of the
torturer’s hall.
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“We won’t get through anything before your time comes.”
Ritcher bit his nails. “You’ve got to tell Gunther what he needs
to hear.”

“He’ll send me up. They’ll send me to the top floor and
nothing lives up there.” I said. “Not in the way that you and I
would consider living.”

“So long as you have a beating heart there’s still a chance
for me to get to you. That’s all there is to it. Tell them you
collaborated with Chaucer. That you tried to escape, that he
was the leader.” He said. “That’s what Gunther is asking for. It’s
what Hannibal wants.”

“If Hannibal wants it he can come down from his high tower
and get it himself.”

Ritcher turned to me and leaned into my face. The crevices
across his face that much deeper, darker, large.

“I don’t think you want Hannibal down here. No one does.”
He said. “Gods damn him and damn you for doing so stupid as
to try and escape.”

“I didn’t mean to be here.”
“Oh, you didn’t mean to? You didn’t mean to orchestrate an

escape?”
“If I orchestrated an escape, I wouldn’t be here.” I smiled.

“Because I’d gotten out.”
“How you can be laughing at a time like this is beyond me.”
“I laugh when I’m panicked.”
“Just beg them, Virgil. Do anything.” He shot his arms up and

down like a man signaling a freight train. The looming doom,
steaming and hot engined that came on its shaky tracks down
the tunnel and straight towards me. Hannibal, that train. Me,
the track-tied fool.

“I can’t do that.” My chains rustled.

367



A HUNT FOR CROWS

“Say ‘I was involved. I was stupid and I did it with Chaucer.
He planned it.’ Just say that.”

“I can’t do that either.”
“Why not?” Ritcher asked.
“’Cause I just can’t. That’s why.”
“Virgil, I don’t think you realize how deep into it you are.” He

rubbed his forehead. “I can’t help you in the situation you’re in
right now.”

“And how have you been helping me exactly? How have you
stopped me from getting my hand broken? How have you saved
me from the beatings or the lashings? How have you helped me
to get out of here?”

“I’ve fed you.” He said. “Gifts. Accomodations… I’ve done a
lot.”

“Fuck accommodation. Fuck gifts. Fuck you!”
He slapped me across the face and grabbed me by the hair,

putting a finger somewhere in my temple.
“It is only by 6the virtue of what you stand to remember that

I don’t kill you here and now.”
I breathed heavy.
“I want you to get me out. I want things to go back to normal.”

I said, spittle coming out of my lips. He let go.
“I definitely can’t do that.” He said. “This is too severe and

even if I did have the power. I wouldn’t. You’re prisoners here
for a reason.”

“You keep saying for a reason and now I’ve got the right mind
to ask, what reason? Regicide? Murder?”

“That’s right-”
“I didn’t try to kill anyone. I just know it.” It all came blurted

out. The air exhausted from my lungs. My cheeks flushed and
the word escape me like a loud cannon shooting out of my
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mouth, with the same intensity and explosion of one too.
“I don’t have evidence. I don’t even remember, but I know. I

feel it now, somewhere deep in me. Deeper than intuition. It’s
like I’m so close to remembering it, but I know. I know it!” I
said. I closed my eyes tight and released a loud gasp of air, my
lungs exhausted. My heart racing, settling, racing again.

“I’ve lived all of my conscious life here and what a brief one
it’s been.” I said. “But I know I’m not a king murderer. I know
I’m not the monster you’ve all fashioned me for.”

Monster - that title that vindicates their brutality. And me,
the year long fool who believed it as well as thewardens it. What
a strange thing it is, isn’t it? But we do it all they time, don’t we?
Accept titles whether at work or at family or in the anonymous
eye of the public. Assume the role because it was given, never
questioning it. Every day - we accept it in the minutia. When I
went home and let my father call me fool. When we work and
become servile, accepting the subservience to a boss. When our
priests author and judge our lives by some higher power and
call us sinner.

So I was. Fool son. Lazy wall-street man. Rich sinner. And
here I was, the new title to supersede all. Monster. Trash. And
we would all think ourselves deviant. Or perhaps dismissive.
And each of us would like to pretend we are not some kind
of prisoner to a fate given (not one made, certainly not one
chosen), but we all succumb to our role in the end.

You are a doctor. You are a teacher. You were beaten as a
child. You were spoiled as one. American. Xyrian. Chinese.
Spanish. Foreign, native. You are smart. No, you are stupid.

We are what the world tells us, we are the racked and set
billiards to bounce and move to the shake of the table and the
pound of the stick, the great prod of God or Gods or apathetic
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traversal of simple particles. Bounce here, bounce there. Never
set your course.

Not without a cost, at least.
I leaned in to Ritcher. My hair coiled in front of my eyes;

vision blurred, mouth dried, quick breathing, ached in spots
around my abdomen, numbed in the rest.

“I did not kill the king.” My eyes widened. “But I will kill the
man who put me here.”

Ritcher looked at me, mouth twitching. His eyes closed and
his face turned like an animal in pain, so that all I saw was the
dried flaking flesh at the edge of his lips. He returned, flat faced
and neutral. Composed.

“If you are innocent, we can only know that by reading. But
for that to continue, you’re going to have to get out of this room.
Do you understand, Virgil? I am on your side.” He put his palm
on his heart. His voice went warm, low. “Even if you had any
evidence - and perhaps could convince me - you still need to get
out of this trial. You need to tell Hannibal the truth about your
collaboration with Chaucer. We can work if you’re convicted.
We can’t if you’re missing a head. Which is what will happen if
you continue your defiance. Because if you don’t speak again
Chaucer, Chaucer will certainly speak against you.”

“Hannibal. Always Hannibal.” I said. “That prick’s had it out
for me since day one.”

Ritcher stayed quiet, his eyes looking away.
“Maybe there’s a reason for that.” He said.
Something in my stomach roused. It twirled.
“What’d you say?” I asked.
“Nevermind.” He tucked his lips in. “The important part is

that you get out, Virgil. Under any circumstances, even if you
have to go up the levels for the moment-”
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“No.” I said.
“Just tell them about Chaucer.”
“No.”
“Did you find pride all of a sudden? Is it that important to

you?”
“I’ve compromised enough. I can have myself broken. I can

throw myself at any grinder. I can suffer any pain.” I said. “But
I will not sell out a friend. Never.”

“Don’t think you haven’t been selling out your friends ever
since you started reading that book.” Ritcher said, voice quiet.
Quieter than the rats or the drip-drop of sludge that seeped
down like long curtains on cobblestone. Somewhere far off a
man screamed.

In another corner, in another room a whip snapped. Which
was Chaucer? Did it matter?

The rusted wheels of the cart turned a bit to its side and
creaked. The tools shook on top of their platter. The coals
collapsed in their furnace.

My heart hammered loud and slow.
“If I had friends then I’m sure they’re innocent too.”
“Do you know it for a fact?”
“I’m not a holy man. But I have faith in who I was, faith

enough to know how to pick out good friends.” I leaned into
him now. “We are all innocent men. Obrick. Kal. Sylas. All of
us were. Perhaps not innocent in the moral sense, but certainly
in what you’ve accused me of. That’s all you need to know,
and all you’ll get by the end of that book. That - only that - I
promise.”

“If you get to the end of that book.” Tight faced, he turned.
“We’ll read tomorrow.”

In that quick stride like a man in spear-charge, he went to
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the exit. The hinges cracked, the metal slammed against the
cobblestone. It closed on its own, in that scratchy screech. Half
the candles near the door, set along an oak shelf on the wall,
hissed and snuffed into silence. And I was made to stand and
weep and stutter self-made criticisms and doubts.

The whos and the whats and the whys I’d said and screamed
and told. Here I was left to feel a fool.

The chains went still, my body went limp. And each time my
eyes got tired and I went to sleep, somewhere in the remote
corners of the torturer’s block a man’s cry woke me.
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Mevekia’s Hook - Final Week of Training
Gusla 25th, 1125 Dom.

Three and a half long weeks were spent here. Weeks, which
were nine days long. Days on this beach that had fifteen hours of
blazing sun. Nights that were as cold as a blizzard. Here in this
hot-cold hell, my body worked beyond a point of exhaustion.
Running and dodging and lifting and striking, working so hard
to point that being rested felt strange in some way. As if every
moment by the campfire without a crank, every moment sitting
in the sand without an ache was an oddity and in some capacity
sacrilegious.

The ocean was listless today, the waves murmured and the
sand rolled down in silence.

“You know. You’re actually a quick learner. I’m impressed.”
Sylas said. My head hung low. The knife jumped between
hands, I spun it. It kept my reflexes up and my body jittery,
which I’d learned was a secret. Keeping your body excited, but
your muscles relaxed seemed like a contradiction. That your
attacks ought to be snappy. Quick. That your eyes ought to
be wide open, your exhalations brief and cut short. That you
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never scream - because that’s for barbarians who don’t know
how to fight.

You keep your eyes focused. Knees bent. Your posture
uncompromised, your center of gravity as close to the ground
without actually being on the ground and keep your weight
shifted between front leg to back leg because you never knew
which one you’d need - or lose.

Shoulders up. Hands to your cheek bones, elbows tucked in
to your body.

Going to get punched? Blow out so your belly and chest
expand to meet it halfway.

Don’t just dodge - cut angles. Counter. I massaged my bicep.
“You’re starting to look like a proper warrior.” Sylas said. “Are

you just going to stand there or are you going to attack?”
My feet shifted the sand into a small mounded donut as I went

around him. Sylas, who kept facing me in whatever direction I
turned or whatever angle.

“I want more.” I said.
“More what? Pain?”
“I want you to teach me more. More than just this.”
“You haven’t even mastered the fundamentals, you haven’t

even gotten close.” Sylas said. I kept quiet, my feet dragging
sand. The water lulled behind me, the sun high above me and
burning a spot on the top of my head.

“You’ve been asking that a lot lately.”
“I’ve gotten curious.” And more than that, I’ve taken a sample.

A sample of violence. Somewhere in all that falling and slapping
and punching and grabbing. Somewhere in the bloody nose and
popped shoulders and the screams and the anger. Somewhere
in that orchestra of violence I’d found my favorite note. I was
starting to enjoy it.
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I’d found pleasure. When the knife barely skims your skin,
when the air shifts as a dodged punch rolls past you. When you
sprawl and lay yourself on a man who tried his hardest to grab
your legs. When you jog and jump and hop past wide slashes
that could take your arm, somewhere in all that I’d learned to
love it. And even at this moment, I hadn’t noticed I was smiling.

I had to wipe the blood off my cheek (we’d just finished
sparring) and in doing so wiped the smirk off my face.

“You’re not ready for anything more.”
“I thought teachers were supposed to push their students.”
“I don’t want to feed the little monster you’re turning into.

The world will do that just fine.”
“Little monster?” I asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I mean to say you’re having fun now, aren’t you?” He said.

“It feels good to clash steel. To strike and dodge. Doesn’t it?”
“It’s something”
“I haven’t heard you complain about your family name or

your noble life for a week now.” He said. “I’m guessing you
must be having enough fun to forget the glory days.”

“These are the glory days.” I said.
His yellow teeth shined opposite tome. I rushed at him. Knife

close to my chest, a quick stab forward. He tried grabbing me, I
kicked his chest with my heel. He let go, blocked with shoulder.
Him on the shore line, and me underneath the shade of trees.
His feet making streaks in the sand where he’d been backed
into.

“Getting a little cheeky, aren’t you?”
“I’ve always been cheeky.” I said.
He made a face I could only describe as glad. I think that was

the first time I’d ever seen Sylas truly happy. Not smiling, but
happy. To see something more than pity or shame or anger
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or drunken gladness. It was something I don’t think anyones
given me save for Vincent, maybe, and not this close and this
warm. Sylas smiled. He switched knives, his serrated blade now
on his left and his straight main knife on his right.

“Teach me more.” I said.
“I’ll think about it.” Sylas said. He came at me. Both knives at

wide angles, my eyes opened wide and we went at it.
I think he cut a little bit of my hair off.

* * *

“Are you spent already?” He asked. I rolled onto the dry
sand underneath a bed of smooth sea shells, the knife thrown
somewhere a little off from me. Wheezing, I grabbed myself. I
stood. Slipped. Held onto my ribs. My forehead dug into the
dirt as I coughed.

“It was just a knee. Didn’t you breath out like I taught you
to?” He asked.

“Yeah.” I coughed. “I breathed out alright.”
“Three and a half weeks. We’re leaving soon and you haven’t

gotten a single cut on me. Not a bruise, not a submission hold.
Nothing.” He said. “You expect me to teach you the secrets of
Fao Si Wan like this?”

“I’ve gotten close.”
“I noticed. But close isn’t enough on the battlefield.” He said.

“At least you’ve got a little bit more confidence.”
“What does that even mean.” I rolled on my back. “What the

hell is confidence, really?”
“Grace under pressure.” He said. “You’ve got a long way to
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go though.”
“I won’t be getting anywhere just knowing this, just learning

this.” I looked at my knife somewhere further dug into the sand.
“I need you to teach me more.”

“I will, as we travel, as we fight.” He said.
“No. More than that. This Fao Si Wan shit. I need more.” I

said. “I can’t be better than the competition like this.”
“Better than the competition?” He stood. A wide prickly palm

leaf fell to the floor some paces from us, onto the ground where
it plopped into the sand.

“Yeah. You know the guys, everyone. They all laugh at me,
hate me. I’ve got to be better, I’ve got to make sure that when
they look at me that they ought to be afraid.”

“Some of those men have more experience hunting monsters
than you have years in your life.” He said.

“Yeah? Well, I’ve got talent.” I said. “You said it yourself,
right?”

“You have aptitude. That gets stunted by this big ego of yours.”
He said. “Why does it matter if they laugh at you? Why do you
concern yourself with their opinions?”

“Because that’s the only thing worth concerning yourself.
Who cares what I think about myself. It’s what the world thinks
of me, it’s what the world sees that defines who I am.” I said.
“Right now I’m some black cheek shit-head who got lucky. I
aim to fix that.”

“You’re not going to fix anything.” He said. “Not with your
attitude, certainly not with your goals.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.
“I mean that you are empty, Virgil.” Sylas said. My shoulders

went numb, I thought it was because I pulled a muscle. “You are
vapid. Without definition. You have no dreams worth fighting
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for. No hopes. You see yourself unto the reflection of others
and know not why you act, only that by acting you are that
more impressionable unto the other.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked. “Of course
I have dreams. I dream of home!”

“You dream of a place you and I both know you can’t return
to. To a time that is lost. To a people who never liked you in the
first place.” He shook his head. “And with these burdens and
weights upon you, you expect to learn anything?”

“Is this some kind of test? How am I supposed to be better
than those pricks?”

“Who cares about being better against others? Of being the
best? Who cares for your petty ambitions?” He asked. “Do you
have any reason to learn to fight besides the fact that you desire
to preserve yourself? You could easily do that by holding out
in the main city. You don’t need to learn to fight to make your
own sanctuary. You can find plenty of strongholds out there,
make a living, become a craftsman of sorts.”

“That’s not-” I gasped. “It’s not enough.”
My shoulders slumped. I stood with the ocean below my feet,

dragging sand beneath my toes. But my planted weight was too
great for it to do much but massage, I was too heavy and too
tired and too weighted to fall into that ocean. Sylas turned his
back.

“I think we should go back, it’s almost time to leave. You can
have Kal or Obrick teach you to hunt.” He said.

“No.” I said.
“What’d you say?” Sylas asked.
“No. I can’t leave. I can’t do this again. Live like this again.” I

said.
Sylas turned around. The ocean grew louder.
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“Do you know what it feels like to live in shadows? Any
shadow. It doesn’t matter because it makes you feel small no
matter who’s. I live in your shadow. I live in the Flock’s shadow.”
I clenched my fist. “I lived in my father’s. For so long, always
the accessory. I will not ever again.”

My arms felt weak.
“Did you know I wanted to be a philosopher? A wise man? I

wanted more…” I didn’t even look at him anymore. The sun
was so hot and my head spun and the beads of sweat rolled
down my lips and chin. “He always called me fool. A foolish
young man turning into a foolish old man. Always. Always.”

My breathing raced.
“Always calling me stupid.”
“Relax Virgil.”
“Always a walking shadow.”
“Calm down.”
“I want to be more! I’m trying.” I said. “You don’t think it bugs

me that I’m useless? Back in Lao-Lo when the basilisks attacked
and all I could do was carry a barrel.” I laughed like asylum-men
do. “Or when the Maelisaurs attacked and I couldn’t do much
but cut some rope and strike some deals. Do you know how
pissed that made me feel? How pissed it makes me feel? Just
the memory makes me go red. Just the memory.” I slapped my
forehead.

Sylas stood, quiet. My cheeks like two inflated red balloons.
My eyes watered. My whole body felt light, like every organ
had been vacuumed out and the skin and bones were collapsing
onto the empty space. I fell to my knees.

“I wanted to save that boy’s mother so much. But I was just
too afraid.” The tear went downmy neck. “I wish I was someone
else. Someone who could have helped. But I’ve always been
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useless. Always.”
Sylas walked up to me and bent down. He held me.
“It should have been me. She was more important than me. I

should have died.” I said.
The tears came down my cheeks.
“I’m so sorry.”
Somewhere in the murmur of waves I’m sure the ghosts of

past sins and failures linger like mist above the water surface
and they do so with such listless stares because all proper
judgment is done without the heat of emotion so if these vacant
ghosts with their quiet gavels could accept my pittance of words
and if the stenographer were ready to take upon speech let it
be so; To the mother of that child in that burning city, please
forgive me.

I failed you.
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I stared into the torch light. The fire raised high to the ceiling. It
was morning and I knew that because they’d just been reignited
with fresh tar. It leaked down the wooden handle. I had to
count torches. One, two, three, four, five.

I had to count the seconds of rain. Thirty. Sixty. One-
thousand forty-five. I had to count and keep track to tell the
time because the place was so dark and well-lined that not
a single draft or line of light existed from the outside world.
Gunther came in. Black armor off, he wore what I could only
describe as ‘peasant’s clothes’ which I knew to still be better
than whatever the peasant’s actually wore. The quality was so
fine, pearly white too. Everything was white or beige or gray
about him, save for his stained ankles and his rugged boots that
plopped down onto the puddles below.

He walked over to the table and the surgeon’s apron that
draped down the side. I looked up. Three of my nails were gone.
He started with my mutilated hand last night, and stopped early
because I didn’t have that many to start with.

And there Ritcher was, swift footed through the door before
the iron closed in on him.

Gunther stood proud.
“Tell ‘im. Tell ‘im what have you been doing, maggot” Gunther
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said.
“Remembering.” I said.
“That’s good. See, Ritcher?” Gunther said. “I told you I’d

make him talk.”
His eyes darted between Ritcher and myself. They both sat,

Gunther closest who kept his hands on the spine of a chair and
his glance at me.

“What’d you remember? Hmm?”
“The ocean waters were clear. It was a hot day. I was

confidant.” I said. “Obrick was there, so was Kal and they
both cheered for me.”

“Obrick.” Ritcher asked.
“Nevermind your dreams, fool. Tell me about Chaucer.” He

said.
I looked at Ritcher, then to the tools, then to Gunther.
“Chaucer? What would I know?” I asked.
Gunther rose. The chair knocked back, he put his hand on my

chin and squeezed. I turned away, to Ritcher who only nodded
and put his head down.

“You’ve been playing stupid for a week now. Now I need you
to come up with something so we can get that rotten rat.” He
said. “Do you understand Virgil? You are going to die. For a
rat. For someone who cares little for you, for a schemer who
was too preoccupied with his own vanity6.”

My eyes fell. My body was limp, both arms were held by the
long chains above.

“Then I die.” I said.
“What?” Gunther asked.
“Then I will die.” I said. I looked him straight in the face, eyes

glaring. And for the first time I saw Gunther take a step back.
His grip removed from the chair. His hand gripped a hammer,
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he raised it high. Ritcher grabbed his arm.
“He will be prosecuted and executed by law, not by you.”

Ritcher said. Gunther shoved him off. He pointed his hammer
at him.

“You’re not royalty in here, boy.” He said. They faced each
other, one crazed and the other narrow-eyed and taking a hard
look at that hammer-wielding hand. Their bodies straightened.
There was a door knock.

“Ser Gunther.” The knocking continued. “Ser Gunther! Sire!”
“What is it Pip!” Hannibal threw the hammer past the metal

table, onto the floor.
A man came in, skiddish looking with a helmet too big for

his head, with hair that came down his brow, hair that hid two
big blue eyes without an ounce of violence or an ounce of need
of violence. A child. Bony. With shoulder-pads that rivaled
the size of his heads so he looked like the friendliest Cerberus
you’d ever seen. A Cerberus pup more like it.

He fixed his helmet, his hands fumbled for the paper tied to
his side.

“Chaucer has confessed.” He said.
Gunther looked back. “I told you, fool.”
Pip worked for the paper tied to his waist. Gunther ripped

it from him and pushed him back, he unwound it; read it.
Subvocalized. Processed. His eyes widened.

“Chaucer has confessed. The transcript flopped by his week
hand. “He’s confessed to being a lone conspirer. Lone.”

Gunther looked atme. His face tight, not quite uncomfortably
so but certainly miffed.

“Shit.” He slapped my face with the paper and rubbed it into
my cheeks.

The relief I felt was like a swollen balloon popped, the warm
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water running over me. A pure sigh escaped me. I looked to
Ritcher who seemed…glad? To Gunther who scratched his
head.

“He’s to be executed tomorrow.” Gunther said.
My stomach dropped. My feet dragged. Oh, it was relief I felt.

Relief that gave way to that deeper sadness. The cruel sadness -
the kind only weak men feel when the futility of their strength
becomes a revelation. Chaucer confessed? For me? And he’d
die, for me?

Oh, I was glad to be alive - at least I told myself. And as they
dragged me out, the sadness in me deepened until I wasn’t quite
sure anymore. My head drooped. My body went slack and two
guards lifted me up. The fires felt cold, the light dim. My face
turned away from the sun that slipped through cracks. Away
from the rats who looked up on their hind legs. Away from the
other prisoners.

Why me? Why was it always me to live and others to die?
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The Fourteenth
Gusla 27th, 1125 Dom.

The giant palm leaves curled next to the dead fire. Driftwood
and pale in curls next to it. The empty shells of crab still
smoking with burnt flecks and flaky flesh. I woke up yawning,
staring up at a blue skyline with the intuition that the morning
sun was just about to set and warm me. A small pale and furry
creature with deep red eyes looked up to me with stolen fruit
pulp in itsmouth. It nudged its nose and sniffed and ran out into
the underbelly of a fallen tree. It looked like Vincent. Standing,
fern fell from my body and onto the mound in the sand. My
bag was gone. Clothes too. All that remained in the deep patch
was my knife.

A naked crustacean ran to a new home, away from the fire.
I looked at his empty cracked shell and the jagged edges at its
end and picked it up, eying it.

I kicked sand into what remained of the fire. It fizzled, smoke
came off. I lifted the knife and went a little away, closer to the
city but still very much on the coastline edge. Sylas sat like a
dark green patch on the fringe of muddy sand. The water close
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to his form. Behind him, two figures running. Approaching.
Obrick and Kal.

Kal turned forward, hands on his knees breathing hard.
“He doesn’t run often.” Obrick said.
“Why are you two here?” I put the shell inside my tunic and

tightened my waistband.
“Vicentius wanted us to get you two before we leave.” Kal

said.
“We’ll be there in a couple hours. You two can go on ahead.”
I hadn’t even been looking at them, my eyes were set on the

slouched figure with the cold demure whose eyes were fixated
on the deep sea. And I was fixated upon him. What remote
imaginary lands he must have seen in that great nothingness
out in shore, an expanse so wide that even the ships disappeared
into blue.

“What’s wrong with you two?” Obrick asked.
“We’re going to fight.” I said. “That’s what.”
“You’ve had all this time to spar. What’s one less fight? We’ve

got to come back with you, you know that right?”
“It won’t last long.” I walked past Obrick.
“Moody.” Obrick mumbled.
“Water. Water, please.” Kal gasped.

* * *

Sylas stood and walked over to me, his head lowered so that
all I could see were the gray hairs of his at the top of his scalp.
He wore his tunic, his little cape that covered all of his form. I
had my drab on and somewhere beyond, my red leather armor
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lay in a bundle next to Sylas. My trophy, as it was. Bare feet
touched cold sand, I widened my stance as I walked forward.
Left foot forward.

“What is this?” Obrick asked. “This isn’t a spar, is it?”
I took my knife out. Sylas took his knives out. The wind

pushed sand to the side. It blew my hair.
“What do you want?” Sylas asked.
“I want to learn more.”
“Why?”
“Because I never want to feel useless, ever again.”
“Is that it?” He asked.
“No. It’s not.”
“What more do you want?”
“To be better than the rest of the Flock.” I said. “To be

better despite the contempt they show. Precisely because of the
contempt they show.”

“Petty.”
“Yes, I am.” I said.
“If you get a drop of blood, I’ll teach you more then.” He said.

“If you don’t. You quit.”
“That’s i-”
“You leave the flock forever and find somewhere comfortable

to live.” He said. “You forget everything. It would be my gift to
you.”

My eye twitched. He smiled. We raised our blades.
The wind blew fast. Sylas sidestepped. It was so fast I lost

vision of him for the moment, only knew that he existed in my
periphery and by the time my face turned to look, the knife was
coming to my eyes. I ducked. The blade flew past me, and I
backed away.

“This is not a spar.” Obrick stepped forward. Kal gripped him
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by the shoulder.
“Let them at it.” He said.
“They’re going to kill each other.”
The knife attacks did not stop, did not hesitate, came from

every angle and all I could do was block and dodge. And every
second I stuttered at the quick shifting of my weight, deep into
the sand and mud. Sweating. Bleeding. Like a blind dancer,
every wrong move possible, done. Every dodge a surprise. I
kept spinning and flipping and there was no stopping, because
the flurry came. Blade strikes so fierce so fast so strong so close
that the air whistled and my skin bled without my knowledge.

It was only in the few breaks. The few seconds of pause where
I noticed the blood dripping from my cheeks. I’d forgotten to
breath, I was starting to see black spots. One gulp of air. Sylas’s
knife came forward straight for my forehead.

I slipped into his left. My knife aimed for his kidney. And
below his cape, it appeared. A knife, coming up for my jaw.

I jumped out and rubbed the blood coming off my chin.
“Did you forget my other hand?” He asked.
Shit like that was what made me believe he had more than

two arms. Like he was Sheva or something. A man so fast and
strong that you couldn’t even believe he was human, or that we
were the same species and to be honest, maybe we weren’t.

We circled each other, my head low and every wound on me
smudged in streaks as I cut sharp angles. Sand was already
on my cuts, stinging them. The sweat poured off me. Sylas
opposite of me, was wooden. Still. Wrinkled, hard and rough.
He wasn’t even moving back and forth. He wasn’t even pacing
his legs. Something about that made me blow out the bangs
from my face and groan.

“Is that it?” He asked.
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I smiled. His eyes narrowed.
I kicked sand up to his face. Under the smoke screen I dashed

through, a straight line.
I came in close, he had his hands to parry and throw me, or

cut me, or kill me. But I stopped. The fraction of a fraction of
a second before my body was to be thrown into his. I planted
my feet and it was like all that running momentum was there,
extended out. I raised my foot and kicked him. Right in the
chest. Like I wanted to put a hole in him.

Sylas fell back. Both his blades knocked out of his hands, I
saw his feet wobble and at that instant I turned my body, again.
I flipped my knife in my hand and raised it above and with all I
had, threw it.

It came spinning at him. Right for his chest.
His feet straightened. His posture, fixed. Sylas looked in

front of him. He clapped both hands and sandwiched the blade.
Caught it. With his palms. Even as I write, it sounds ridiculous.
But he was a ridiculous man and this is a true account as far as
I remember it.

And if you can imagine my awe in recollection, imagine my
awe in the moment.

There I was. More wide mouthed. Stupefied. Silent and small
with the ocean expanse raging behind me. The sun, just about
coming up and highlighting with bright yellow my surprised
face.

I jerked myself to alertness.
I turned my head, a knife reflected out in the sand. One of the

two he’d just dropped. I blitzed for it. Slid. Dove. I grabbed the
handle started to lift my arm up. Sylas planted his foot down
on my wrist. I fell.

“You lost.” He said.
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“What in the Four’s name was that?” Obrick asked.
“He caught it.” Kal said, slow and simple-like.
I looked up. My arm crushed beneath his feet, Sylas reached

down and pulled his blade back. Now he had two knives. His
own and my own and I had nothing, pinned to the floor.

“Clever move. If you were faster, it might have worked.” He
bent down. The sweat fell from the side of my head. “You threw
everything at me, quite literally.”

He stepped down on my arm. I winced. But I did not fight it.
I stuck my hand in my pocket and waited.

“Hey, Sylas. Let go already.” Obrick said.
“This arm belongs to me, I’ll do what I want to it.” He said.

He knelt down, which made all his weight on top of me that
much worse. He put his knife against my shoulder and dug. I
bled.

“Do you think you had it in you to be a warrior? A killer?”
He said.

I looked up. My face tightened.
“Maybe. Maybe not.” I said.
He looked down, his tired eyes staring into mine.
I brought my hand up, jagged shell shard in hand. Straight

upwards, a slash aimed at his face. He pulled away and took his
foot off me. I rolled down the sand.

I remained huddled over my shell, like I was guarding an
infant. My body bunched and rounded. The water pulling at
me.

Sylas looked up finally, the blood on his under chin coming
down his neck in one small trickle. He looked at me and I
don’t know what he saw. I don’t know what I felt myself, my
crumpled over this stupid jagged shell like it was the only thing
keeping me alive. So when he saw this diminutive, desperate
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figure, did he pity me?
Or was he afraid?
My face tightened.
“Do you see it in me now? Huh?” I said.
Obrick and Kal stood silent on the sideline.
All the smiles left Sylas. Arrogance. Pity too. He went flat

faced.
“Yes.” He said. “Yes, I see it.”
My body went weak with relief. I slumped down, face in the

dirt. The ocean waves hit me, I’m sure Kal and Obrick tried to
lift me. But I stayed there like a stone. Just let me rest, just a
moment. I think I earned it.

* * *

We both came to the Flock, into a tavern where the men were
half-drunk and packing. Apparently, I was tan. Apparently, I
was changed(?). Not taller. Not thinner or fatter. Just changed.

Vincent came to greet us at the front of the Tavern which, as
I looked up to the square and flapping sign, was named Rosa
Beu. Blue rose, if it wasn’t obvious.

He tightened a harness on a horse which was one amongst
many in a caravan line that stretched down the whole white-
stone street.

“My, my. You’ve both come back like used leather.” Vincent
walked up to me and grabbed my arm. “It’s a good look.”

“Thanks.” I said. “I’m sorry we’re late.”
“Forgiven. Tell me everything.”
So we talked and talked and talked until morning turned to
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midday. Lounging around a stone bench and round table where
my cheeks went swollen with fresh breads and fruits and meats.
Telling the episode of every bruise and cut with sausage links
skewered on my dagger.

“And I cut him on the chin.” I said. “Now he’s going to teach
me everything.”

“Sylas? The Eastern Wind is going to make you the appren-
tice?” Vincent said, tipping a glass of wine into his mouth.

“Yes. He’s going to teach me Fao Si Wan.” I smiled, thumb
pointed at my own chest.

Vincent choked on wine and coughed to the side.
“This isn’t a joke?” He asked.
“No. Why?”
“Never mind. Never mind, you should be happy.” His head

rose smiling. “You know, I could always teach you too.”
“No, no, I’m fi-”
And I saw the immediate displeasure across his face, the small

anger or resentment behind his red eyes. The one he hid as he
looked away from me and rubbed the curls of his white hair.

“I understand.”
“I mean…! Not that I wouldn’t learn or anything, but it’s hard

mastering two things at once. Right?”
“Right.” Vincent said. “Right. Right.”
What a terrible comeback impression I’d made. It still makes

me cringe now.
“S-so. Anything new happen around the flock?”
Vincent - still recovering - picked at small pieces of bread

like a bird.
“Yes.” He nodded. And gettingmore jovial, smiling again. “Yes.

Yes. Remember when I told you months ago, about joining a
group?
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“Yeah. I almost got kicked out.” I said.
“Well, it seems like a few captains have taken an interest in

you. Virgil. Do you know what they call you?”
“No. What?”
“Fire starter.” He stuffed a small red, grape looking fruit in

his mouth. “Word came fast about your stint in Lao Lo. I think
I’ve heard Bards begin to sing your songs.”

“I have songs?”
“Songs and requests.” He chewed. “The seventh. The third

and the twelfth have taken an interest in you.
“That’s great.” I nibbled on sausage. “Real great.”
“It doesn’t look like you think it’s great.”
“I must decline.” I said.
“You can’t. If you don’t join, with your tenure, I won’t be able

to convince Soveros to not run you out of the company.”
“Oh no, I am joining a squad.” I said.
“Which?”
“The fourteenth.”
“We don’t have a fourteenth,” Vincent said.
“We will. And you’ll make it because of who will it lead it.” I

said. “And Soveros will allow it too, because it’ll finally put a
leash on someone who you can’t seem to control.”

“Who?” Vincent asked.
And somewhere off in the distance, I pointed. Vincent looked

out in that direction, hand shading his eyes. Feeling and looking
stupid at first, until he finally started to smile.

“He’ll never agree to it.” Vincent laughed.
“Trust me. He will.” I said.
Off, laying sideways on the edge of a balcony with a fruit in

his hand, Sylas rested rubbing the cut on his chin.
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* * *

“That’s enough for today.” Ritcher said.
“We can’t stop now.” I said.
“It’s already late. I can’t argue with the guards anymore.”
“I need to know what happens next.”
“Give me the book, Virgil.”
“I need to know.”
“Give me the book.”
“You’re not going to lose sleep over this.”
“No, not over that.” My voice went quiet.
“It’s tomorrow, isn’t it?” Ritcher asked.
“Yes. Yes it is.” The ceiling spilled on my forehead. It went

down and divided my face in two. “I don’t want to go.”
“You’re his only friend.”
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We stood in a crowded portion at the center of the prison, a
top Dead Man’s Walk. Long beams of wood were set up over
the hole, the prison slaves hammered away at chains and spikes
on the floor. One by one we went a top the platform, below
the sounds of watery death crashing against stone. Smooth and
fresh cut wood damp with our footsteps as we all came in to
fill the giant space.

As I’ve said before, this was a Colosseum once. Sunk. By
what natural disaster, if any. Was it just time?

The white albatrosses were perched along the rim at the
top of the Colosseum, somewhere beyond the machinery and
cogs. Prisoners in cages overlooked the platform. Faces peered
through barred and arched gaps along the higher floors. Here
we lined up, against one stone wall, filling half the platform
and watching and muttering amongst each other as podiums
and tables were propped up. A man carried an iron maiden
up. Another a guillotine. And if it was just decoration than it’d
done it’s job.

“Silence!” Gunther screamed from a top the podium. His
voice echoed. We all went stiff. Beads of sweat rolled down a
bald man’s head in front of me. I swallowed my spit.

Gunther went off and off in a voice that made me nauseous,
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about things I’d already known. Crimes committed. Attempted
escape. Abuse of power. So on and so on. And all the while
my body cringed with fear that moved my stomach to a slow
grinding. Cogs above chambered and locked and rattled and
creaked with the unsettled excitement of prisoners in their cage
- hands and feet out like monkeys - to look down at the show, to
make some fun of their boring lives because it was just a show
Remember Virgil. What’s that Vincent? Remember men live
for games and fun and only games and fun and I raised my hand
with my finger out because I wanted to yell at those demons
above. The men next to me screamed.

“Where is the prick?”
“Yeah. Where is he?
I retracted my head.
“Now, to present the deceased.” Gunther extended his right.

Two wardens pulled at chains, a door opened up.
“Here comes Chaucer.” Some toothless fool said, smiling in

anticipation.
A guard held his hands and walked him down the parting

sides of the mob.
“Pay your way out of this one, boy.” Someone threw reeking

gills at his face.
“A rat dies a rats death.” Another threw rice at him gloopy

with tallow.
They all reached in their pockets, all these men with hate

in them for Chaucer. He was a tattle, as I was told. He was
untrustworthy. Cowardly. Such and such. And the men hurled
at him because of it. Someone grabbed his collar, a guard pulled
the arm away. I squeezed in between the crowd and went to
one edge of the line.

I saw him, closer now, with the red hair down over the gap
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where his left eye should have been and the crooked nose now
almost sideways, so that as he walked and breathed unsteadily,
I could hear the high-pitched broken whistle. He looked up,
chapped lips parting.

“Tell me you have a plan, Chaucer. Please.” I pushed a man
down to take his spot. And kept pushing them down as I walked
with Chaucer. A guard kicked me away, I fell back on the fat
belly of someone and kept walking down.

“Please Chaucer, tell me you’ve thought of something.”
And Chaucer smiled. And he turned his head. And him, “It’s

just a show, Virgil. Trust me. I have it.”
“Get back in ‘er.” Someone yanked my collar into the depths

of the mob. I did not resist, only stood amongst the many.
Chaucer climbed up the stairs and stood.

“What would you like to say?” Gunther asked.
“Would I be allowed, one final plea?”
“If that is your final say, let it be so.”
I’ve never heard Chaucer speak with such calm. Such

reservation.
“I am Chaucer Berethal of Craston’s Creek. Son and heir

to Lyndon Berethal, Second General of Vicentius Solarus,
Nightwater’s Crown.” He gestured. “I believe these superlatives
should allow me some kind of leniency. You are speaking to
the son of the general of the next King of Xyra.”

It all came to me like daggers in my chest, names and places
and curiosities spurring. Vicentius was a leader? What kind?
King of Xyra? Nightwater’s Crown? Next to…Alder’s Passing.
And. And. And.

I breathed fast and grabbed a pouch and held it to my mouth,
trying to slow it down, trying not to scream or make a scene.

“You were never going to kill me Gunther, we both know it.”

397



A HUNT FOR CROWS

he said. “Although my father has allowed for my imprisonment,
he would never allow for my death. So let me make a bargain
for my life.”

“What?” Gunther asked. Groaning almost.
“Let me move up. Let me live out my punishment, the

remaining tenure of five years. Allow my father to fund
Shrieker’s Veil.”

“You’d have us hold you ransom?”
“I’d have you think for a minute.” Chaucer said. “You are

prisoners here as much as us, lesser nobles of lesser crimes.
Should you not be allowed luxuries? I know how the wardens
and guards eat, I know how you sleep and how you live. Only a
step above us. Exiles for petty thefts or court dramas, meant
to live far away from the glory days you used to belong to.
Wouldn’t you all like a taste of your past lives? Allow my father
to fund Shrieker’s Veil. Send me up the ways; spare me of death
and have me suffer torture. Blood for money.”

Gunther looked around at guards who were nodding up and
down. At a crowd almost dismayed and confused. The guards
rounded in small groups and started chattering and I heard
utterances of it, things like, “Well, he hasn’t had a trial yet…”
or “Wouldn’t his father retaliate if we killed him?” and so the
bargain worked to seed in their minds. Every one of them was
in argument or conversation. I looked to Chaucer who smiled
atop the higher leveled podium. The chains around his wrist.

My breathing eased.
Then the door cracked open.
The wooden door to the right, two giant gates that shook the

cobblestone walls of which debris fell in small gray powdered
streaks. They creaked and they creaked and spilled open. Inside,
nothing but darkness for a moment. As if supernatural forces

398



CHAPTER 49

drove the doors open, and what strong forces they must have
been.

A light. A single torch in the darkness. The men closest to
the door reeled away. One screamed and ran opposite, past me,
where a guard punched him in the face and collapsed him to
the floor. He laid on his side in mumbles.

“Hannibal. It’s Hannibal.”
The floor scratched in the darkness. The light bobbed up and

down. A man without shape, covered with the dark feathery
fuligin hood. Darkness manifest; animated night coming
forward the straight and narrow path. The people parting
further away like a force field surrounded him. His bastard
sword scratched against the floor. A giant of seven feet, cleft
lipped.

He turned and I saw his face. I’d never felt my heart stop
before like it did then.

“Hannibal.” I whispered. Iron boots stomped along the floor
as he slow stepped up the stairs and up to the podium. The
silence crushed me, my legs shook. He looked at all of us and
then to Chaucer, who was not smiling anymore, who lowered
himself next to Hannibal.

“I have listened to your bargain and haveweighted yourwords
on the scale. So you may not say that no man divined your
judgment, that there was no fair trial.” He said. “No doubt the
guards are interested in what you have to say. No doubt the
daily struggle fatigues them.”

He walked circles. Leaned down and spoke into Chaucer’s
ear. Though we all heard it.

“But we are Warden of the Veil. And we live for rules, you
degenerate.” He said. “6Rules are what allow men to live in
civility, rules are what makes men. And you have broken that
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sanctity. There will be no bargain.”
The crowd yelled.
“There will be no collusion amongst my men.”
The guards straightened out.
“There will be no mercy.”
I heard Gunther mouth the words. Are you sure? The guards

looked around, all of them as shook as me.
“My sword, Gunther.” Hannibal extended his arm. Gunther

stood still, looking around.
“My sword, Gunther!”
Gunther jerked and ran for the sheath, pulling with both

hands. It fell with the loud thump, rolling some ways away.
He raised it above his head. The cages rattled. The men

screamed. The fires licked. The water dripped. The guards
shouted…The sword glared. Chaucer prayed! The Albatross
screeched! The gods cried!

The sword fell. And Chaucer’s head plopped on the floor.
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Chapter 50

I should have known that I wouldn’t have been able to push
past ten push ups. I stopped at about eight, which was really
seven and a half, with my arms shaking and my face collapsing
into a puddle of sweat. They hay lay scattered, my leg bruised
from striking the wall when I’d gone and gotten all frustrated.
And I’d spent the next hour thinking of Chaucer, seeing in my
head nothing but his body. Seeing in my head nothing but his
bloody stump neck.

I laid on my back. My chest and arms swollen. Moving,
turning, my bones cracked.

“How’d I even do it back then?” I said, to no one in particular.
I looked at the ceiling. A water drop fell on my face and I started
on sit ups. Which as I found out were much, much worse.

* * *

“They killed him.” Ritcher said. He came, chair and all. Though
the guardsweren’t here anymore, it was just him and the hallway
and the shushing prisoners to our rear.

“I’m glad to know you’re not blind.” I said. “Yeah, they killed
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him.”
“You didn’t stay afterwords? They dumped his body in the

ocean.” He said.
“They do that to everyone.”
“Oh? Is that right?”
“Do you have anything you want? I’m busy.” I said.
“Can you sit up up properly? Why do you keep moving like

that?” He asked. “You alright.”
I stood up halfway through a situp, staring at the wall.
“No. I’m not alright.” Back down I went.
Each time I went up, I’d get sweatier and redder on the face

and each time I’d see his apathetic non-face looking at me, two
dead blue eyes that couldn’t take themselves away from me.

“I need you to read again. We’re not even close to what I
need.” He said.

“What you need. Always what you need.” I said. “Names,
locations. Numbers, names!”

“If we’re lucky, yes.” He said.
“You know what? I think I’ve got all I want from you. I think

I know my score now, so you can go fuck off.” I said.
“I can’t do that. You must read this.” He said.
I walked up to the bars.
“I don’t need you anymore. I know who I am. I am Virgil

Darko. I am, at this time, twenty seven years old. I was someone
who loved my companions, and some who now lost them.”

“This isn’t about what you need-”
“Yes. Yes it is.” I said. “I haven’t lived my whole life to this

point to sit my ass and read you stories, I haven’t lived to fill
your quota. I don’t need you in my life, Ritcher. I don’t want
you in it. I’ll get by.”

“I could have you executed for talking back.” He said.

404



CHAPTER 50

“As if a bitch like you could.”
He tried to slap my through the bars, I backed away.
“My mistake was ever thinking you had power.” I walked

back, until I touched the wall. “You know Chaucer hoped for
that too, right? He hoped you’d get us out with your big boat.
Thought it right up until the point he was decapitated, I’m sure.”

“I can send you to him so you can tell him my regards, if you’d
like.” He said.

“No, you wont. For whatever reason, Hannibal of all people
wants me alive. At least for now. I recognize that. Do you?” I
said. “Why do you think Gunther was so interested in having
my admit to the crime? Why do you think he wanted to send
me to the upper levels? Hannibal wants me. I know it.”

He stayed quiet.
“I know why. I could tell yo-”
“It doesn’t matter.” I said. “I could figure it out on my own

eventually. My life comes back to me every now and then, did
you know that? I get images. Words. Feelings. They come in
dreams or at random, when I’m eating or when I’m shitting.
Fragments of my past like odd jigsaw pieces, waiting to be put
in place. Some I have to wait more than others, but I’m starting
to connect them all. By myself, Ritcher.”

“So that’s it then, you’re done?”
“I’ve barely started. But I’m done with you.”
“I can’t have that.” His head got closer and for the first time I

saw his face morph. “I can’t have you quitting on me.”
“Give me one good reason why I should help you?” I asked.
His lips twitched. He looked around and leaned in.
“I could get you out.” His voice, so low I could barely hear it.

I stepped closer.
“What?”
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“I said I could get you out. On the boat.”
“No. No. I don’t believe you.” I said.
“You don’t have to, you just have to believe that I need these

names.”
“No, you don’t need these names.” I said. “Why would

someone sent by the king of Xyra, allegedly, be looking to free
the man who almost killed that very king? Some of this isn’t
adding up. You wanna know what I know?”

Ritcher stepped back, he bumped into the wall.
“I think you took advantage of my foolishness. I think your

story is the fake one.”
“If you promise to stay quiet I could find you some land to

disappear in.” He said.
“Tell me the fucking truth. What do you want?” I asked. “Who

do you want?”
He sucked in his lips and put his head down. I felt a pain in

my head something sharp like a chisel, something inscribing
slowly into my bone.

“What’s your last name, Ritcher?” I said.
“Virgil. Just listen to me-”
“What’s your fucking last name? Prince of the roses. Such

and such…Ritcher…Ritcher. I heard it in the mess halls.”
“Ritcher Wolfe.” He said.
My head burst - all qualia coming to me all at once.
“Shit. Shit.” I snapped my fingers. “W…w…Wolfe. Ritcher

Wolfe. Wolfe, where have I heard that before?”
His head rose to. It was like both of us were feeling the same

pain, the same eye widening epiphany. The same dread.
“Obrick Wolfe.” My lips trembled. “Obrick. Obrick’s last

name was Wolfe, that’s right. I remember.”
He looked at me, a little pale. We maintained that same glare,
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that same awe. But his face softened. His head looked away, he
breathed a sigh of relief or perhaps, a sigh to new struggles and
his face came back up.

“I know you don’t trust me.” I said. “But you have to trust
what I want.”

I walked up to him. He already had the book out.
“I’m looking for my older brother, Obrick Wolfe. I must find

him.” He said. “I need you to help me.”
Thousands of questions struck me. I snatched the book. My

head rolled around like a newborn. I sat. I breathed. My body
ached.

“You came all this way for a location on your brother?
Chaucer died for your stupid map quest?”

“Yes.” Ritcher said.
“Does Vicentius know you’re here? The true king?” I asked.

“Was he the one I tried to kill? What about the rest of my
comrades? How long have they been missing? What do you
know about Hannibal?”

“You have your leverage. I have mine.” He said. “Now I told
you what I’d do. And you know the lengths I’ll go to. Do you
want me to help you get out?”

I looked at the book then to Ritcher.
“You really do look like him…”
“Do you want me to help you get out or not?”
“You want your brother that badly?”
“I’d set a thousand murderers loose to reclaim my brother to

the throne.” Ritcher said.
“Is it that bad back home?”
“That’s not your concern.”
I took a deep breath. A sharp inhale that hurt my ribs. For

a minute, I could imagine it, not Chaucer’s body but my own.
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Not Chaucer’s head, but my own. All there, on the slab and in
Hannibal’s hands. My body, cut up and thrown into the ocean,
back to where it came from. And to be honest, it shook me to
the core.

“Yes.” I said. “Now, that’s a deal.”
“Then fucking read.” He said.
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Grandfather Reminder
Mevela 23rd, 1125 Dom.

“Fire starter!” Someone said to my rear.
“Hello.” I waved.
It was nice to not have toworry if thewhisperedwords ofmen

behind my back were humors or insults, it was nice knowing
that some (not all, lord knows I couldn’t change everyonesmind)
people were getting a new opinion of me. A better one.

“Fire starter, have you thought about it some?” Captain
Kinsley said. Who, I believe, belonged to the fifth. A burly
man with a handle-bar mustache and a fetish for bulbous big,
bulky armor.

“I’m still thinking.”
“Well don’t think too long.” He said and went off his way

down the path towards another cart. Near me the horse trotted
slowly, a half-asleep drive bobbed his head up and down.

“Don’t let it get to your head, kid.” Old Chet came around
from behind one of the whiny wheels, his hands full of a basket
of carrots.

“What’s wrong with a little love?”
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“Nothing.” He smiled. “Are you too famous to help me out
now?”

“No. Never.” I lifted the carrots to my chest which were
surprisingly light. I walked, he rolled.

“You’ve done good, kid. Things are going well for you, ain’t
they?” He asked.

“Yeah. They are.”
“You even learned to speak, finally.” He said. “You’re as good

as any of the mainlanders now.” He said.
“Yeah. I guess that’s true.” I said.
To my rear, horses ran with men carrying packages. Letters

mostly. On some of their hinds, the attached decapitated skulls
of monsters macabre and pale. I saw about a dozen messengers
going forward, and carts being whipped faster past us. Us -
walking casually along this path, on this flat road of half-brick
and half-dirt. We’d be going to Windhelm soon, Sylas told me.
Vicentius confirmed.

“Why are they in a hurry?” I asked. The jockeys lowered their
heads below depressed and lanky black branches.

“We’re getting closer to the capitol. Me thinks Vicentius
wants something. I don’t know what, but knowing that boy it’s
something big.”

“We’re heading there after Windhelm?” I asked.
“That’s the plan, they say.”
“What do you think Vincent wants?” I asked.
“Some people think it’s a big job. A dragon. Or a Hydra far

off from the capitol. Me thinks it’s something bigger though,
the boy always dreamed big.” He said.

“Like?”
“Well…” His eyes went shift. “I don’t think Vicentius is

hunting monsters at all. I think he’s hunting a chair.”
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“A chair?”
“In the senate.” Old Chet’s crooked smile came to its full.
Three people approached me. Three people that stopped Old

Chet and myself, that almost made the basket of carrots fall
from my chest.

“Are you Virgil?” One of them asked.
Two of them looked alike, with green cloaks and long

brunette pony tails. One of them had bangs (the taller one),
the other kept his sides shaved and hair neat (the younger). The
shortest person, however, didn’t seem even closely related to
the two. He was young. Fifteen years young, if I had to guess.
With red frizzled hair and a soft, rounded face, two big black
eyes and freckles down from his cheeks to his neck, to his arms
that when he extended them made him look like he was covered
in a pox.

I put the basket on Old Chet’s lap. He heaved.
“Tell me ‘fore you do that, punk.” Chet said.
“Hello.” I shook their hands one by one.
“You’re black cheeks?” The younger of the green cloaks said.

“You don’t look that black.”
“No. No. He’s the fire starter!” The red haired one said.
“I’m Edwin Silverfang.” The tallest one said with the messy

pony tail.
“I’m Lowell Silverfang.” The younger one said. Edwin

grabbed his head and made him do a little bow.
“And you are?” I asked the red haired one.
“Oh. Oh me?” He shook a bit. “I’m not related.” He pointed

to his hair. “No. No. No. I’m Justinian, Justinian Gustavius.”
“You have two first names. Huh.” I said.
“Is it…i-is it weird?” He looked down but gave periodic stares

back up to me. A boy looking for affirmation, I could read that
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face well. The face I gave Vicentius, I’m sure.
He clasped his hands and put his head down.
“No?” I said.
“Oh. Thank the gods.”
Edwin stepped up. “Hello, Virgil. We’ve come here specif-

ically for you. Well, not you, but your company. You’re the
underhand of Sylas, correct?”

“Yeah. Why?”
“We’re here to join the fourteenth then.”
“This all too fast. W-what do you want again? The uh…

silverfurs…silverhands?”
“Silverfangs. We’re authors.” Edwin smiled. “My brother

catalogs every creature we come across and I write stories, to
hope the present survives the future. Yes, I am a story teller.”

His arms were open wide as if to clasp into hug - not an
amorous one, some perverted kind.

“Right. So you thought you’d join a monster hunter company
for more material, then?”

“Precisely!” Edwin said. “And what better squad to join if
not Sylas’? Sylas, the wind of the west. Sylas who conquered
Klysonia with fifty cubics of blackfyre! Sylas who danced with
the spear chuckers of Isholia. Sylas who-”

“Yeah. I get it.” I said. “But shouldn’t you be asking him then?
He’s the captain.”

“That’s the problem…” Lowell stepped forward, head hung
low and standing close to his brothers arm. “We didn’t see him
and when we didn’t see him, Vicentius sent us to you. Yeah.”

“You’re making a nasty face Virgil, like you just ate some
rotten mutton again.” Chet laughed in the background of
treading horses and rising canvas tops.

“You here for the same thing?” I looked to Justinian.
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“I-well. I came for you. I r-really am a fan of you, fire starter.
I’ve heard your stories.” He grinned, front teeth chipped. “Is it
true you blew up the mountain side by Lao Lo with a flick of
your hand?”

“Jesus Christ.” I said.
“Who’s Jesus?” Old Chet asked.
“And. And. And-” Justinian said. His voice broken and

blurted and loud. “You’re friends with Sylas the quick! And Kal
the Mountain. And Obrick the Bulwark. And you, you’re Virgil
the firestarter. That’s four! Four heroes.”

“I-is that so?” I said.
This was a first. This kind of admiration, you know? It was

new tome, even. All the famous people I’d known inmy past life,
and all the things I’d done. All the partying and the spending,
it’d never gotten me…admiration. It’d gotten me worship and
maybe they were so close you might call them the same, but I
wouldn’t. ‘Cause seeing this kids glowing eyes was something
else. It was the type of thing money or clout or title ship could
not earn you, this look of absolute surrender Justinian gave
me. It was something I was even afraid of owning. It felt like
responsibility just looking at this kid.

“Are you sure you want to join us?” I asked.
“No one else would take us-” Lowell said. Edwin elbowed his

sides.
“Yes. I’m sure!” Justinian said.
Old Chet grabbed my pants and tugged. When I turned to

look, he smiled.
“Take ‘em kid, you can do it. Lord knows that bum Sylas

won’t.”
“Alright.” I breathed in heavy. “You’re in.”
“Just like that?” Edwin asked.
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“Just like that.” I walked past them.
Justinian stayed there, a little open mouthed. The other

two nodded their heads. And I walked up, in front of the
wagon where the sleeping driver shook his head up against
the morning light, a multi-colored bloom that flared and
exaggerated the tall, scaly building tops of Windhelm. The
bloom subsided. The shadows of the dead trees expanded,
leered over and around me. Hanging dead rags of vines and
foliage like nooses. I pushed them away with the back of my
hand and came to the edge of a rounded mountain side the carts
traveled down to.

Down center the city a clocktower rung mornings come; the
rotary of life at it’s natural end and start, black and white, and
me at the elbows pressing wood, hanging over the ledge and
looking down a grotto of death and the messengers behind me
and the horses behind me and the bellring behind me now too,
running fast each to put their stuff the hazard against each, to
see who prevails against who.

And who am I? I was am and will be the man measuring all.
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The bell tolls for all.
Mevela 25th, 1125 Dom.

The lute strings rattled and the harpist stopped and the wash-
drum player ceased mid swing. Women with jars of wine above
their head turned back and walked into the shadows of the
mounted skulls of monsters looming overhead a wooden beam.

“You think you have it in you to be part of the fourteenth?”
Obrick leaned into Edwin.

“We’re the best archers you’ll ever meet. Of course we will.”
“How good are you?”
“Five silver we can shoot the bone out of big iron’s mouth.”
Kal sat wide eyed with the femur half-chewed in his mouth,

gristle hung from his front teeth. The plate of meat juices and
mawed bones lay in a patch underneath him.

“Alright Kal, go stand by the wall.” He pointed to the winery
to the far of the corner of the room, far from the stairs and close
to the back door to the kitchen. A cobblestone and wooden
antiquated wall, just setting his foot on the floor stirred the
film of dust on the barrels closest to the floor. A drunk looked
up, stream of wine coming down to his cup. Cherub cheeks,
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half-toothed smile.
“Keep the bone in your mouth.” Obrick folded his arms.

Edwin put a foot up on the table, his arm wound the string.
“You sure about this?” I asked, fork in the air. Kal nodded.
The string gave a harsh note. Rattled. Fired. The arrow went

past Kal’s face, striking the barrel behind. Wine leaked onto the
floor. The bone was still in his mouth.

“You missed.” Obrick said.
“Wait. Wait. Wait. I’ve got it.” Edwin looked for another

arrow, down near the table.
Kal was running. Edwin was winding. I shook my head.
I walked up to Obrick standing still near our dinner table.

His hand next to the steaming hog head.
“He’s going to score this whole tavern with arrows.” I said.
“It’s out of his paycheck, not mine.” Obrick said. “’Sides,

you’re the one who let him in.”
“What else was I supposed to do? Sylas isn’t here to deal with

him.” I put the fork down. “Do you know where he is?”
“Sylas? You don’t know?” Obrick said. “Vicentius has him on

reconnaissance.”
“Reconnaissance?” I asked. “Vicentius didn’t ask me. Sylas

didn’t tell me.”
“They didn’t? Vicentius doesn’t want anyone jumping the

gun this time around. We’re taking this mission slow.”
“No. He didn’t.” I said.
The fireplace spat out sparks and chutes of black smoke.

The musicians covered their bodies with their instruments.
Everyone ducked. Edwin fired. And Kal ran

* * *
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Vincent stood in front of a manor, his hands waving every
which direction, speaking loud to the group he was with. Of
which, the only notable person was Soveros. It was a few blocks
off the tavern and somewhere where the houses were gated
and large and the ledges were contained within wide bodied
balustrades, rushing water fountains at the front, cleaned and
trimmed hedges tall and covering the windows across the
face of mansions. Lanterns moved within these gothic, wide
draconian concrete buildings. Lanterns like eyes that followed
me through the mist and towards Vincent.

“Where’s Sylas?” I asked.
“Sylas?” His red eyes big and almost glowing against his pale

skin. There must have been a dozen men here, every single one
wore a lantern on their waist and all of them seemed invisible
save for Soveros and Vincent, who with their red eyes may have
needed no lantern at all.

“I sent him on a mission.”
“You sent him and you didn’t tell me? I’m his second in

command.”
“You’re a squad leader.” Soveros said. “A glorified assistant.”
“He’s the only one I sent off. Not many other people know

about it either. We’re surveying the city before we amass our
attack.”

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked. “What’s the enemy?
What’s the trouble?”

“That’s part of the problem.” Vincent said. “The enemy is
somewhat…inapproachable.”

I entered the circle, the men looked at me. All of them,
captains. Soveros especially kept his glare at me, with narrow
eyes the same way I assume a falcon does as he’s scanning the
floor for food. And here I was, underneath this bird of prey
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expecting to be snatched into quick death. It was an unusually
uncomfortable long time, but everything with Soveros was
always unusually uncomfortable. That was his talent.

Vincent begun to wave at the other men and at Soveros.
Giving each a personal dismissal. Good bye to you, mayor.
Good bye to you, city guard. So on, with a smile and with the
flick of his feathered coat.

“Come, walk with me.” He grabbed me by the elbow.
We went through the cobblestone city, past the pointed tops

of fences and rusted hinges of iron gates. Alleys and alleys, all
with their own locks that Vicentius opened with a heavy ring
of keys. We stopped underneath the battered flag that waved in
misty air, a giant red cross. In front, a group of men around a
barrel. A cloth covered it.

“It’s called a nightstalker.” Vincent said.
“And should I be asking why they call it a nightstalker?”
Vincent waved the men away. He lifted the tarp and undid it

in a bundle around the barrel. The creature. The nightstalker,
bare. It’s flesh worse than the outline and imagination in my
head. It wasn’t humanoid, though had hind legs, a little angled
near the shins. But what was peculiar was not it’s leg or its boils
or the small hairs along its body or the bulbous head with the
myriad eyes like two white raspberries put along his face.

It was the carapace. The shield all along it’s back and its front,
like a cockroach.

There was a blade stuck to it’s abdomen, it had multiple cuts
but that one by far was the one that’d done the most damage. It
was a side cut that went all the way down its body, across what
looked like a white skull. I turned away almost vomiting.

“Who killed it?” I asked.
“Bunch of guards. They didn’t quite go scratch-less though.”
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Vincent said. “It seems as though it was a double hit. The
monster cut one of them, the group cut the monster.”

“Is he alive?” I asked.
“Again, that’s a tough one to answer.” Vincent put his hands

against the mouth of the creature. The mouth, which was
somewhere hidden under the assortment of eyes. He lifted
its jaw open. It wasn’t quite a fang in the creatures mouth,
rather, something worse. Something that resembled a little
flute or a mosquito’s blood-sucking shoot.

“He was poisoned by this.” Vincent closed the mouth.
The nightstalkers head bobbled and slanted down. The

mouth snapped shut.
I composed myself straight.
“Shot out poison under bodily duress.” I said.
“Maybe.” Vincent turned to me. “There’s a whole colony of

these things. Living somewhere.”
“Living somewhere?” I asked.
“Yes, somewhere here.” He said. “We don’t know where or

how but they’ve managed to dodge any attempts made by the
city. Though we suspect it’s underground.”

“That’s the last thing I want to hear, Vincent.” I said. “Little
monsters living underground, coming up to the ground to
kidnap and eat people. You can’t make this shit up.”

“And every little bit of that statement is true.” He said.
“It wasn’t a problem before. Perhaps one or two occasional
Nightstalkers here and there, but the uptick ever since two
weeks ago has increased tremendously.”

“Did someone bring them in?”
Vincent turned his head and blinked.
“N-no. Maybe they’ve just eaten so much, had so much, that

they’ve bred out of control.” Vincent said. “Windhelm is a
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great benefactor for the war. Half the male population was
conscripted these last five years. The defenses are weak, the
people are few so the nightstalkers have come to feed.”

“I didn’t realize animals could be this smart.” I said.
“They’re not smart, just opportunistic.”
“What is Sylas the only one going out if the problem is this

big?”
“It’s precicely because the problem is big that I don’t want

there to be any trouble.” Vincent said. “We’ll scare and scatter
them off if we all invade the tunnels and sewers and dungeons
blind. Nightstalkers relocate, fast.”

“So you have Sylas going ahead, doing it on his own. I
understand…but isn’t it dangerous, just him?”

“I don’t think Sylas cares how dangerous it is. I don’t think
he’s ever cared how dangerous any mission is.” Vincent pulled
the tarp over the creature and looked up to a headless, pointing
statue. A nameless hero I’ve heard the city had brought upon to
be their mascot. D’oreal or something or another it was called.

“That’s not a virtue.” I said. “It’s not good to not care.”
“I know. But he’s the best we have.” Vincent said.
“So we’re to do nothing then?” I threw my hand out, which

pushed my red cape.
“I expect you to follow orders. If not mine, then Sylas’. He’s

specifically told me to tell you not to follow suit.”
“I didn’t suffer these last few months to do nothing. Give

us something more, give me something to work for. You can’t
build a reputation by standing by the sidelines.” I said.

“No, but you could learn how to be patient.” He said.
“But-”
“Are you disobeying?” He threw his sharp gaze at me and I

didn’t even need to see it to get the idea - it was like staring into
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a fire.
“Alright. I said. We’ll stand by then.” I said.
“You’re not happy?” He asked. “I thought you’d enjoy doing

nothing.”
“There’s no glory in standing still.” I said.
“There’s glory dying in the battlefield, either.” Vincent said.
“Is that it? At least dead soldiers get remembered.” I said.

The voice made Vincent’s face break a little, like his smile
snuffed into apathy and his red eyes looked away to the shuffling
nervous, purse-clutching women and children and homeless
men.

“Just…just get drunk and eat plenty and be happy for once,
Virgil.” He said. “You have a reputation. You have some money.
You have friends. What else more could you want?”

“Just your trust.” I said.
Vincent’s eyes narrowed. He shook his head - smiled once -

then turned and frowned.
“You want me to trust you?” Vincent turned and walked away.

“Then follow orders, please.”
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Remember, I went to Harvard.
Mevela 26th, 1125 Dom.

“What in the god damn have you been drinking?” I waved my
hand in front of Justinian and they followed on one side, then
went passive for seconds before trailing the next side.

“Jus’ a lil’ heavenberry w-w-wine.” He said. “I jus’ wanted to
know what you loved so much about this - this stuff.”

Each word he risked vomiting and each word, I went a little
further back away from him in the expectation he would.

“You need to go back to the inn and rest.” I said.
“I jus’ wan help.” Justinian said and knocked over a stack of

books. Scrolls, candles that struck the floor and almost ignited.
I stomped out the fire. The book keeper looked at me from the
corner of his eyes. He raised his head, the giant corset around
his waist raising his neck just a bit.

“Why don’t you two take care of him?” I asked.
The Silverfangs looked at each other.
“Why’a we gotta take care of him?” Edwin said.
“Because I said so.”
“You’re not the captain.” He said.
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“I am now.” I narrowed the eyes the same way I remembered
it from Vincent, with a cold, dispassionate sideways glare and
my own face blank of all expression. Because the eyes were all
I needed and to be fair; I knew my eyes weren’t red but they
were mighty scary. Scary enough to get the Silverfangs moving.

“I already don’t like him.” Lowerll said with a sniff. He
grabbed Justinian by the shoulders, who kept stomping on the
floor, and carried him out. Not quite to his room, but outside
where they set him down after he’d gone and fought his way
through the grip. So there I was, with Obrick and Kal, looking
out the window to the three wrestling each other on the floor
and Justinian honest to God winning.

“This is what we’re working with.” I said.
“I told you from the beginning not to let them in and if

you weren’t so desperate we could have spared ourselves their
trouble.” Obrick ate from a little pouch of seeds and dropped
the shells beneath his feet. Amongst us the towers of books
stood, long lines of them that ran up halfway to the ceiling and
whose underneath-table top almost snapped from the tension
of the giant stacks. Books on top of books, of all sizes and with
giant lettering and small letterings, with book marks with wine
colored ropes to the floor.

“What’re we here for again?” Kal asked, shifting through
pages and each page contorting his face harder and harder. He
squinted his eyes and leaned into a small brown book.

Behind us, rows of books and a few shaking chandeliers.
“Learning about the Nightstalkers, it’s about all we can do.” I

said.
“Why don’t we just listen to the Commander and stay put.”

He said.
“Where I come from, you don’t really get to the top by

423



A HUNT FOR CROWS

standing still, alright?” I said. “You show strength of will,
character, ambition…”

“That’s great. But why are we here, we could be at the inn.
Enjoying food. Sleep. Wine.” Obrick bit into a shell and spat it
out. “I don’t like reading.”

“But you two know how to read, which is more than what
ninety percent of the people here know.” I said. “So you’re
going to help me read.”

“That isn’t answering my question, why should we help?” He
asked.

“Because it’ll help the hunt.”
“So?”
“Because it’ll make us look good.” I said.
“So?”
“Because we’ll stop the murders from nightstalkers.” I flipped

through the pages, dust came up to my face and wet my eyes.
Obrick chewed. Kal sighed.
He nibbled, he spat, he looked with deadpan expression at

me and the dust in the air.
“I guess.” He said.
From the middle of the stack, like a fool unafraid of a jenga,

Obrick ripped a book out. He plopped it right in front of it and
all the bits of dust from the table and the book pushed to the
side. He opened it, midway, and flipped through the pages.

* * *

“I didn’t learn much.” Obrick said.
I snapped my pen down on the paper.
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“Ceventrius Nogales. That’s their science-y name.” I said.
“They like cold environments. Which is here in Sonhelm. They
hate fire which is nice to know. And they have hives.”

“But if they have hives.” Kal said, in that same monotone
deep-voice that made it hard to tell if his heart had stopped
halfway or if he was just getting in another years worth of air.
“How are they moving around so often? And how haven’t they
been found?”

“Maybe they’re nested somewhere outside, a cave maybe?”
Obrick said.

“Maybe they’re in the sewer?” I asked.
“Maybe.”
“I mean, they don’t travel far which is where they nest. Far

from people. So how far could they have settled outside and
where?”

Obrick closed to be book.
“Looks like we’ll just have to let Vicentius investigate, right?”

He stood from his chair so fast that it pushed back and screeched
against the floor. “I’m going back to the inn. You coming, Kal?”

“Yes.” He took a breath and stood. “I’m hungry.”
“We haven’t found anything out yet, though.” I said.
“We eliminated possibilities.” Obrick said. “Things everyone

else probably knew, but we did anyway.”
“We’re going to go home like this? Empty handed?” I asked.
“Virgil.” Obrick said. “All we did was light a barrel on fire.

We’re not special. We just got lucky.”
“Then let’s get lucky again.” I said. “Don’t you want more

than this?”
“No. I really don’t. Glory, fame. I never wanted that in my

life.” Obrick said. “Give it a rest, these books and you.”
They stood and walked out and the door hit the frame behind
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them but it wasn’t a sound I was exactly unused to and this
wasn’t a strange feeling, to be alone in this room with this book
keeper with magnified eyes behind the counter looking at me
and all these books in front of me. As if I wasn’t like this months
ago, alone in the wagon reading day in day out just to get a
handle of the place. Or as if I wasn’t used to the loneliness, the
months of it.

“We’re closing soon.” The book keeper came up, his hands
behind his back.

“Keep it open another hour.” I said.
It was obvious he wanted to say no, his crooked smile couldn’t

maintain its shape and he broke into a frown now and then.
The sweat came down his face and from his pockets (he had so
many on his green vest) he grabbed one giant handkerchief and
dried his bald head.

“Okay.” He said, walking back. His fingers fiddling. Com-
plaints muttered underneath his breath.

I looked down at the book, it had a picture of a Nightstalker.
Or at least, the artists recreation of one in cross-hatch, enlarged
on the page.

It looked disgusting.
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They don’t teach you this at school.
Mevela 26th, 1125 Dom.

I awoke to the sound of the door opening. Rather, the key
turning inside the knob and the door hitting the back of the wall
where it shook the front wall and the books and the curtains
into ruffling. I raised my head off the table, off the book. The
ugly face of a bug-spider-thing wet with drool, and my own
chin wet with my drool and my face red with the indentation.

“What is it?” I rubbed my face.
“You fell asleep, ser.” The book keeper said. “I let you stay in.”
More like he didn’t want to deal with kicking me out.
“Will you be reading today too, ser?” He asked.
“No.” I closed the book and stretched my arms.
“Good, ser.” He said. “Someone came looking for you.”
“Obrick? Tell him I don’t him anymore.” I said.
“No. No, ser. A blonde, short boy.”
And from the corner of the door I saw his face peeking. Two

little blue eyes that peered around to the front window inside
to the bookstore.

“Hi.” He waved his hand.
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I sighed and rubbed my eyes.
“You came to get me?” We walked outside, through the

streets that in this sun seemed foreign to me. A city foreign
somehow; not that the cornices or the statues or the flags was
any stranger…just different. And all the towns people (which
as I suspected, were mostly women) were out in the day, the
stalls were lined and stretched far on the street and already at
the center-most there was a bustling of the merchants and the
people.

“Yes. You never showed up yesterday.” He said. “I thought I’d
buy you some wine as a welcoming gift.”

“Shouldn’t it be the other way around?” I asked.
“Oh. Oh…I’m sorry.”
“No. You’re fine.” I said. “You apologize a lot, you know that?”
“I’m sorry.” Justinian sucked in his lips.
“Do you even know what kind of wine I like?”
“Well, that’s why I came around. To ask.”
Some children ran past us, the mother screaming behind

them ‘not too far, not too far’. Passing me every now and then
were the side ways glares of parents, and the way they turned
their child away. Or stranger yet were the ways people walked
fast past alleys and dark places. Not even the beggars waited
there, they shacked up on the streets with blankets. I guess
that was the nature of the city. Not that I was surprised by
the way everyone clutched themselves or the people around
them, not that it was insulting. That even in the middle of the
bustle with all the click-clatter of boots and shoes around me
and the screaming voices of vendors that in this confluence, in
the bedlam of the shopping district that even people could be
afraid. Nightstalkers lived in their heads and the nightmares
never really wore away.
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I stopped at a meat vendor and seeing all the hanging beef
and links, I checked my pockets and looked around for small
little girl thieves and smiled. Justinian looked up.

“Sorry.” I said. “I remember things strangely.”
“No, no. I think that’s the first I’ve seen you smile or laugh.”

He stared. “Was that the knife?”
“Huh?” I touched my waist and sheath.
“Was that the knife you used to hunt down the basilisks?”
“Oh. This. Yeah.”
“Can I…?” His eyes gleaned. “Can I see it?”
“Uh…sure.” I handed it to him and he walked spinning my

rusted, broken blade. As if the brown was a kind of gold to
him. He bumped into every little thing as we walked through
the plaza. The men with horses and sabers and funny looking
hats. Plaques and statues of ‘Saint Luvicinia’. Other children
and midwives. So on.

“These are some big markets.” I said. Justinian snapped back
to attention and handed me the knife.

“Yes they are, it’s always been hard to navigate especially in
the morning.”

“You come from this city?” I asked.
“Not quite, I was born a city over in Lavonia but I was raised

here. Yes.” He said. “It’s a little sad, what’s happening and all.”
“We’ll solve it. Vincent always solves it.” I said. “How’d you

hear about me anyway? What made you enlist?”
“It’s like I said.” Justinian looked around. “I heard your

stories.”
“I don’t believe that.”
I came by a fruit stand, there was something odd in there.

Theywere called deadman’s fingers. Red banana looking things
all roped together to look like a hand. And opening it, it was like

429



A HUNT FOR CROWS

I was staring at a phallus shaped hatch of pomegranate seeds. I
ate a couple, sour. Sweet. Delicious.

“Captain Vicentius came into town a few weeks before you
and the minute he stepped foot it was like the whole city lit up
with the news and stories of the Flock. About the man they
called fire starter who ignited ocean itself. Or Vicentius of the
holy sword who melted through maneaters.

“Do you believe them, the stories?” I asked. He lowered his
head, his blonde hair falling over his eyes.

“Is it better not to believe in them?” He asked.
“If I told you they were false, would you leave the flock?”
“N-no.” He said.
We took a few steps out.
“Are they false?” He asked.
“A little. The truth is even stranger.”
We stopped by a store. A mask vendor who what I believe

had the creepiest looking things hanging from his little canvas
roof. Masks, faces with grossly tall fangs and opened mouth
with bright tongues.

“What are these?” I asked. “These tasteless things.”
“They’re called Yustoff masks. They’re supposed to scare

away nightmares. Kids buy them and hang them on their bed
posts.” He said.

“Are they selling them because of the nightstalkers?” I asked.
“No. No, these have existed as long as the city has. There’s

always been a fear associated with this city, like the fog and the
cold nights. People say it’s because we were built on top of a
catacomb.” He said. “So we have an association the macabre, so
to speak.

“Death as a fetish.” I turned the mask over. “Wait. This city
was built on top of catacombs?”
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“The catacombs of Joustef the wi-”
I shook him.
“The catacombs.” My eyes went wide. “What’d you say about

the catacombs?”
“We were built on top of a catacomb?” He said.
“Is that true?” I asked.
“It’s just a rumor.”
And it was a rumor that could change everything.
“Where could I find official documents about the city? Infras-

tructure, certainly you have writs or blueprints or anything?”
“The mayor’s building?” His head rattled. “Could you please

stop?”
“Who has all the records of the city?” I turned him even faster.

“Take me there, now.”
“For?” He asked.
“Just take me there.” I said. Everyone turned to face me.
The poor kid just gawked, nodding his head up and down.

“Alright. Alright. Alright.”

431



Chapter 55

The city of nightmares, Windhelm.
Mevela 26th, 1125 Dom.

“What are you asking for again?” The man in glasses said with
the wide jowls and sunken eyes set on a big red book. The table
was twice my size, this man was twice my size and about him
carried the municipal stench of false-authority. The kind that
isn’t earned by vote or violence, the one that is granted through
nepotism or tenure.

“I’ll say this again.” Both my hands were in front of me,
pressing on the pages. “I want any blueprints you may have
regarding the sewer system.”

“Mmm. The blueprints.” He licked his finger and went
forward and back across the pages, his nail running through
writing. He walked behind him to an assortment of shelves
with rolled up papers. The candle lights on the walls flickered,
the stale stench in the wooden office filled me. I felt tired,
nauseas, annoyed all at once. “Mmm. I have nothing regarding
the blueprints, unfortunately.”

“What do you mean you don’t have anything?” I asked. “Is
this about authority. You do realize I’m part of the flock, right?”
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“Mmm. No. It seems as though we have no blueprints at all.”
He said. “They’ve already been taken out. Borrowed.”

“By who?”
“It doesn’t say.” His eyes narrowed on the book. “Anonymous.”
“How the fuck is it anonymous?”
“I don’t know sir.” He said.
I looked around, people passed me with their rounded

shoulders and black suits and small glasses. They entered the
office, went up stairs, down stairs.

“Well that’s great.” I walked back. I couldn’t look at the
bulldog looking son of a bitch any longer. Or his his heavy
breathing, or the monocle piece hanging by his front pocket. I
walked back the door and into a round main walkway where
a fountain fluttered water from a low raised ledge, wooden
benches decorated the edges of the circle. The officials, the
royalty all stared at us and our leather armor and the swords
around our waists.

I fluttered my cape about me, almost covering my mouth.
“What’s wrong?” Justinian asked.
“Everything.” I said.
“What’s the big deal about the blueprints?” He asked.
“The catacombs. The ones you told me about.” I looked

around and drew him in closer. “I suspect the nightstalkers are
hiding in the catacombs. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“The catacombs? They’re like an urban myth. I don’t think
they’re real…”

“But what if they were?” I asked. “Not that we’ll ever know.
“I mean…” He looked around to, making sure the people

passed us with enough distance for him to whisper in safety.
Which really wasn’t a whisper given how excited he was. “What
if we didn’t need a blueprint?”
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“It’d take a long time searching the sewers. It’s a big city.”
“I thought all we had was time?” He said.

* * *

“You’re absolutely stupid if you think I’m going down there.”
Obrick chomped down on a crunchy loaf, taking giant chunks
too big for his small mouth. “Well, you were already stupid.
Now you’re just insane.”

“That’s where the nightstalkers are at, I guarantee it.”
“The catacombs? This imaginary city below the ground? How

are you guaranteeing this, exactly?” He spilled crumbs across
the table. The drunkards to our rear were face down on the
wooden tables, the barkeepers wiped a tabletop with a wet rag.
The tavern was lifeless, to call it anything.

“Even if they were there, that’s more of a reason not to go. We
don’t have any god damn back up.” He said. “And they probably
know the terrain better. If they’re there, which is a big if.”

“If the nightstalkers were there, we’d have the perfect envi-
ronment to wipe them out.” I said.

“How?” Kal got off the wall he stood by.
“Two words for you, Kal.” I raised my hands and waved.

“Black fyre.”
“No. No. No.” Kal shook his head. “This time it’ll take your

life. For sure.”
“I’ll be more careful second time around.”
“This is stupid.” Obrick said. “One of your dumbest ideas

yet.”
“It wasmy dumb idea that saved your life.” I pointed toObrick.
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Then Kal. “All your lives. It was by my hand that you both stand
here today.”

“It’s one thing to show gratitude, it’s another to go on a chase
that may or may not end up with a whole swarm of monsters
out to kill us.” Obrick mopped tallow off a shallow plate.

“So we find them, then what? Bomb them?” Kal asked.
“That’s one thing. We could inform Vincentius too.” I said.

“Do you know how much reputation we’d gain? They’d never
let it down, we’d be titled for life.”

“So there it is. The real reason behind all this.” Obrick said.
“You see that? Justinian, Kal? You see that. That’s greed in his
eyes. He doesn’t want the monsters, he wants the glory they
carry.”

“I want to do right by the city.”
“Bull. Fucking. Shit.” Obrick said. “You’re full of it, Virgil.

And quite honestly, I don’t take for it.”
He raised his face snooty-like.
“I’ve been around people who want nothing but reputation.

It’s a bad attitude, Virgil.”
“I don’t think you have a choice, Obrick. I think everyone

kicked you out because you can’t stop having arguments like
this.” I said. “I don’t think people like you’re antagonizing
attitude.”

“That right?” Obrick raised his steak knife to me.
“Settle down.” Kal put his hands on both our shoulders.
“Listen Obrick. You owe me one for the basilisks.” I said.

“So it’s either I let you pay me back or I force my rank on you.
Remember that?”

“You’re a son of a bitch, you know that Virgil?” Obrick took
his plate and stood.

“Is that a yes?”
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“It’s a yes.” He raised his middle finger at me.
“I guess I’m paying?” I looked around to Kal. He nodded and

drank from a mug, something foamy. Justinian sat in the corner
with his shoulders compressed, stuff between Kal and the wall.
And he was smiling.

* * *

“This place reeks of shit.” Obrick said.
My leg struggled to rise above the water level, if I could even

call it water. It resembled sludge, septic brown sludge that dug
into my clothes and made my body coil when it rose up to my
groin.

“I think you smell better now than you usually do, Obrick.”
“Real fucking clever, Virgil.” He said.
“Where are we heading?” Kal raised the lantern in front of

his face. The light went across two paths, from which I swear I
could see flickering shadows. I brought up my map.

“That depends, where are we?” I asked.
Justinian came up behind me, his finger pointed up through

grates where moonlight shone through. A small corner sign
read Havenbrook “That’s where we need to go. It’s one of the
oldest streets, I think. So my guess is if we’re going to find a
catacomb, we’ll find it here.”

“Is that your guess?” Obrick asked. “And what’s it based on?
A hunch?”

Justinian slunk behind me. The Silverfangs walked above the
grates, slender and green clothed like small imps, their thin legs
outstretched past the metal grates like a catwalk.
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“How much farther do we have to go?” Edwin screamed from
above.

“You didn’t even have to come. You’re barely members yet.”
Obrick turned around, the light against his face. “None of us
had to come if we’re being honest. This is a waste of time.”

“We’re here though, and we’re stuck with it. So get used to
it.” I said. “Edwin, when any of us tells you to, we’ll have you
deliver a message to Vincent.”

“Vincent? Vicentius you mean? What kind of message.”
“That depends on what happens, right?” I said. It could have

been a letter. A bug-body. A corpse.
We moved across the sewers. Me leading the way now, the

passages narrowing with each corner and the bustle of people
above quieting.

“It’s been an hour.” Obrick said. “One whole hour of walking.”
“Shut up.” I said.
“Don’t tell me to-” I pushed him against the wall, my hand on

his mouth. My eyes peeked around the corner to that cockroach
noise, the squeaky voice of some rodent squirming. The sound
of a bug. Of a thing. A noise so awful and high pitched you
could have confused it for some pesky rodent. But I looked, my
eyes adjusted to the darkness, their forms obvious even though
their particulars weren’t.

A nightstalker. It ran across the floor.
I turned to the four behind me, all of whom waited behind

the wall next to me.
“We’re following.” I said. They didn’t say much of anything,

but their eyes spoke of some horrified agreement. Wide eyed
we went, our bodies low against the ceiling and the form of the
creatures in front of us drifting into darkness.

“Put out the lantern.” I turned to Kal.
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“Are you insane?” Obrick said. “Wait, of course you are.
Listen, for everyone else here, we need that light to see.”

“It’ll give us away. Let me guide you. You can turn it on once
we fight.”

“Once we fight?” Obrick turned around, expecting agreement
amongst them. Seeing nothing but wide eyed excitement, fear.
He grabbed me by the shoulder. “I thought this was recon.”

I shrugged his grip off and walked forward, walked towards
a crumbled wall where the end was. The water long since dried
up. At least, I believed.

The rocks rolled down the crumbled path.
“What now?” Obrick asked.
I looked above, to a small hole, like a sort of ventilation shaft.

I grabbed one of the stones and threw it. The space it made
gave off a wind, a draft behind the new hole.

Kal started working on the rocks, his big barrel of blackfyre
jumping up and down by the straps it clung to.

“I tell you what.” I said. “How about I get in there and see if
there’s another entrance?”

Kal rubbed his chin going mmm. Mmm. Mmm.
“I know I’ve been insulting you this whole time.” Obrick said.

“But I can’t agree one bit with what you just said. We know
those things come through here, that should be good enough.”

“It’s not. We need to make sure.”
“Do you know what you’re asking, Virgil?” Obrick asked.
I grabbed one brick and then another and worked my body

up the wall.
“Virgil.” Obrick looked around. Then pleaded to Kal. “Grab

him Kal, please.”
No one did. They all watched, worry on their faces.
“Why are you never happy with the simple solutions?” Obrick
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asked. “Why is it always a risk with you?”
But it wasn’t like I was even there anymore. My body went

through the hole, where loose stone fell behind me into an
echoing chamber.

“If I don’t come back. Tell Vincent where we were.” I said.
“Map this whole place.”

“Virgil.” Obrick said through the hole. “Virgil. Come back!”
“Virgil. Virgil. Virgil!”
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The city of nightmares, Windhelm. Part 2
Mevela 26th, 1125 Dom.

I came to the end of the tunnel, where the soil turned rotten
and green and slimy and where touching the sides of the walls I
could feel the indentation of scratch marks and whatever other
scars. It was here that I found it, I guess. I say guess because
there was nothing defining the catacombs anymore. No title, no
plaques, nothing but the growing walls and the strangemarks of
traveling nightstalkers etched into the walls like hieroglyphics.

Squish. I retracted my palm and looked at the thin lines
of slime breaking from my finger tips to the walls. The thin
membrane acted quick to fill the space my hand had taken.

I turned on my lantern. The passage was narrow and a
straight way to downward stairs. Walking; something tumbled
beneath me.

A skull. I flinched back, the shadow spread across the horizon,
a shadow puppet elongated and screened against the tall ceiling.

“Jesus Christ.” I held my chest with my hand. There was a
whole wall of skulls on little stone platforms leading down the
stairs, some of them collapsed so that at a decline the skulls
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rolled down a bit and to my feet. It was like this, the narrow
passage, all the way down. The broken ground turned to stairs
leading up and behind me - a noise.

What? I turned. A noise of foot steps approached in heavy
gait.

I grabbedmy knife. Flung around. The lantern almost slipped
from its metal handle.

I lowered my body to the incoming stranger and in the glow
of the light…Justinian.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I asked. “Why’d they let
you through?”

“They didn’t. I slipped them.” He said. “Brought the blackfyre
too.”

He flashed his barrel underneath his small cloak. It stuck out
his sides, hanging by a small rope around his shoulders.

“What?”
“I th-th-thought you needed help.”
“I don’t need help.” I said. “Go back with them, this isn’t a

place for people like you.”
“What’ya mean? I can fight you know? I’m trained.” He said.
“This isn’t something for you to protest. You understand?”
“A-a-and how are you going to make me go back?” He asked.
It was about the only time I’d seen him make a stern pose,

with his hands by his side and his whole body quivering. But
he was right. I wasn’t going to carry him back or push him
through the hole or make him walk. To be honest, he reminded
me a lot of…well - me. I shook my head and turned around, my
hand against the oozing wall.

“You stick close and if I tell you to run, you run. Alright?” I
asked.

“Y-yes.”
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“You don’t disobey, you understand?”
“I understand.”
“And we are not fighting. Period.”
“Ditto.” He said.
“Repeat what I just said.”
“I run if you tell me to run. I stay close if you tell me to stay

close. No fighting. No disobeying..” He said, nodding his head
all exaggerated-like.

“God damn is this a mess.” I said. I carried on, both of us did
I mean, through the expanding walls. Stairs that led to rooms
with vaulted ceilings and old tattered banners eaten through
and fluttering against the small drafts that escaped from cracks
in the walls. Rooms so big that the glow of my lantern didn’t
reach and I lowered it just because it was becoming a liability.
Piles of skulls, tablets, vases, rusted knives broken at the hilt
rested in the undulating dirt floor. The tiles were eaten through,
moss and dungeon-blooming fauna sprouted with eagerness
through loose fitting concrete.

“Mark the walls.” I said. Justinian squirmed for his blade
and patted himself. I took the knife from his front pocket and
handed it to him.

“Here.” I said. He smiled and etched a big x on the wall near
me, a book case sat dilapidated and in pieces next to him. The
papyrus was ripped and tattered on the floor.

Room by room he marked the X’s. And after ten minutes I’d
already lost track. An oppressive space that made me forget,
or maybe my eyes were too drawn to the deathly decorations
across the walls. Coffins and tombs dug into walls. My hand
knocked something, I looked down. A bony hand fell to the
floor, a turned skull looked to me inside one of the catacombs.

I had to slap myself to focus on the mission; onwards.
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This place wasn’t meant for the living or for the able. It
was a dead city born for the underground, for the creatures
underground. I stepped over a curlicue of cobwebs growing
door frame to door frame like barb wire. The rooms narrowed.
The corpses lined across the walls were disappearing. The
buildings were losing their definition and the tombs were
collapsing.

A stutter of noise like small fly buzzing. I backed myself to a
wall, a corpse behind me pressing against my shoulder.

I clung to the wall, Justinian clung to me. I extinguished the
fire of my lantern. The noises grew louder and louder down a
spiral staircase. We inched forward, down steps, into a hall.

“You get ready to run if I say so, alright?” I said. Justinian
kept staring at the wall, at an eye-less skeleton staring back at
him. His face looked white even in the darkness.

I shook him. “Are you listening?”
He looked at me but I wasn’t sure if he was even there

anymore.
I went through the hall, following the noise. Justinian walked

close enough for me to hear his breathing. We went down
the steps, held the door frame, which was pulverized and full
of scratch marks. And for a moment in this room I thought
everything was natural, everything normal. Until my eyes
adjusted. Until I saw, all around the room, strange moving
objects. And I realized the whole room was full.

I stopped breathing. My sinuses cleared. My whole body was
still.

The room moved. They were all around the room.
Justinian took a heavy step back. It echoed.
“Run!” I grabbed his hand. He almost slipped, but came

through.
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I turned on the lantern, pointed it back. It was like staring at
a flood of black.

Through one door, out the other, my eyes on the X’s across
the walls.

I pushed Justinian in front of me, kept myself in the backline.
“Follow the X’s!” I screamed. He kept running, didn’t even

listen. I looked back and forward. They scattered across the
walls, they crawled on all six of their legs, eating the very floor
as they came through. The giant white skulls across their
carapaces made that much worse by the rising smoke and glare
of the light.

We went through the halls. Through the narrow halls, where
corpses were eaten and crumbled and stomped over by the
stampede. The sounds of squeeks and of trampled bone in the
air like mice and elephants both decided to make a festival of
the place.

Then they flooded from the holes in the walls, then they came
around and I ducked - holy shit - one of them flew over my
head, with such speed that it struck the wall across and knocked
its own head. It didn’t stop. None of them did. The corpses
around us exploded, the creature went through the weak dirt,
tunneling out like sharks in mud. Flying almost, out of one
hollow and into another. Into the ceremonial room - I noticed
a vase in the corner, ran to it. We were almost there, Justinian
stopped.

“L-let me help!” He screamed, fumbling his keg. His hands
shaking. He rolled it down.

“Run!” I said.
But he wasn’t listening, just looking back and forth.
“What’re you doing, run!” I said.
But the dumbass didn’t listen. He just kept looking back and
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forward with his shivering sword out.
“Run, Justinian, run!”
It came from the side. He didn’t see it. My eyes widened,

because I knew before him.
Two scythe like arms struck his abdomen.
I bolted for him, grabbing papyrus on scattered book shelves.

Lantern on my waist, knife in my other hand. I grabbed the
monster by Justinian and turned it over, stabbing at its neck in
between its carapace. My blade squished inside its soft flesh, it
screamed and buzzed and squirmed on the floor. Then I turned
over the creature and rolled it down the hall, like a barrel.

“Justinian?” I looked down. Pulled at him by the shoulders.
He looked at me, blood pooling in his mouth, hand grabbing

onto my own.
He wasn’t dead yet.
Not yet not yet not yet
I looked behind me, the flood approached.
And I knew then and there, looking at the wound across his

abdomen and his spilling guts that I had to carry him. I put
him over my shoulder and tossed the papyrus at last down the
narrow passage. They fluttered in the air, I tossed my lantern
over them. Corpses inside the walls, cobwebs, paper; all of it lit
up and smoked the area. Black columns that burned my eyes. I
pulled Justinian up, holding him by his shoulders as he held his
stomach.

“Come on, you’ll make it.” I pushed him into the hole, the first
hole I’d taken to get here. Behind me the squirming increases.
The buzzing. Screeching almost. Through the fire I could hear
them like the trot of death’s horse coming towards me. And
behind me Justinian worked with bloody hands to push over
brick and rock.
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I followed suit, working at the hole to close. The last image,
before the final brick came down, was one of a nightstalker
against the backdrop of flames with his giant white skull
glowing, enduring.

Death always endures.
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The city of nightmares, Windhelm. Part 3
Mevela 26th, 1125 Dom.

The soldiers came fleeting through the narrow alleys, flooding
them with bobbing heads and pikes pointed heavensward. I
stood by the side of a horse trough, my arm leaning me into the
murked waters. A grate laid on its side with the bolts cut and
bent. Slime fell from my person. A white vested nurse grabbed
my arm and ran her finger down the broken joint.

The men looked at me, then into the mansized grate and
started going in single file. Torches jumped, rose and disap-
peared into the darkness. Silence. Minutes of it, so dense I
could hear my heart. And patter of viscous discharge against
the soft ground.

Men ran out, bloody, screaming. And the heavy words of a
commander followed them out, screaming, “Second line up!
First line back!”

So the second line came and they repeated.
Kal found me. Then Obrick. None of them said much to

me. And behind them, Sylas with his green hood lowered and
flattened.
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“What you did was stupid.” Sylas said. Like I didn’t know.
“Yeah.” My head looked down and my neck felt heavy and

my left shoulder was pained and apparently dislocated. I don’t
know what’d done it. The rock or Justinians weight.

“He’s in the medical tent.” Sylas said.
My head rose.
“He’s still alive?” I asked.
“I can’t say that for certain.”
“What’re we going to do with him?” I asked.
“You’d have to take it up with Vincent.” He said.
I walked past them, shoulder pain be damned. The nurse to

my side fixing a sling jerked back with her hands up and gasping
and outstretching herself to get me back but I was already in
my steady, fast gait. Already going towards the main street
of Windhelm. Already running past the sickly yellow hue of
lantern lights the Flock carried with them.

“It’s the fire starter.” They’d say, as I paused.
I came to the inn, one who’s doors were stuck open and from

where soldiers were posted.
“Vincent!” I said. A man came from behind to grab me, a

guard.
“Sorry sir, we’ll restrain him.” He said.
Vincent, inside, looked to me.
“Let him through.” He said.
Both guards loosened their and scratched their heads and

I walked up to the front desk re-purposed with a map and
schematics.

“You disobeyed.” He said.
“What’re we going to do with Justinian.” I said.
“Did you not listen? Who do you think outranks you here?

Who do you take orders from? Virgil.”

448



CHAPTER 57

I swallowed spit and straightened myself. My broken arm
dangled.

“Commander Solarus.” I said. “Vicentius, I’m sorry for
charging in. But where is Justinian?”

“Justinian?” He asked. “Who’s that?”
“He’s a new guy. The one who joined my squad. The…kid.”
“Oh.” Vincent lowered his head. “Oh. Yes. Him. We’re giving

him the best medical attention the city has to offer.”
I came up front to the table, my body hovering a top the map

and my body leaned forward.
“Why don’t you step away.” Sovaros said. “We’re dealing with

a bigger problem here.”
Vincent couldn’t have looked any worse, like a goblin who’d

just come out of a storybook; face grimed and tired and tight.
“While you were you sitting on your ass, I was out there

getting the job done.” Going around the table, I pointed my
finger at his chest. My good hand, of course. The scarred one.

“It doesn’t matter how much job you got done.” Vincent said.
“You disobeyed. We’re slower than we should have, all because
you couldn’t wait Virgil.”

“I’m sorry.” I stepped away. “How much longer?”
“In a few more rounds. Two days, maybe?” He said. “Then

we’ll rest and leave.”
“And Justinian. He’ll be coming with us?” I asked.
“Why should we care for a no name rookie?” Sovaros asked.

“We have veterans injured as it is.”
“I expect you to be hospitable to every soldier who put their

faith in us.” I said. “Like Justinian did with me. I expect us to
take him to the capitol and for him to get some treatment.”

Soveros stepped up and his heavy boot stomped on the floor
and the air around me went cold as his eyes widened and it
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seemed at last that he’d take that rapier and try it against my
face, his coat slid off the table and fell without any grace, dirty
and pleated on his feet. Vincent cut between us, facing me
mostly.

“We’ll take him. Okay? We’ll take him to the capitol and pay
for any treatment.” Vincent grabbed me and had me step away
so that I was away from everyone.

“I just want to help him…” I said.
“I understand that.” Vincent said. “But you need to under-

stand your rank, soldier. Now you did a great job that we won’t
forget, but you are just a vice captain. Okay? And there are
limits to what you can say or do and talking back to Soveros is
one of them. I’ve let it slide up until now -”

“But he. But Justinian -”
Vincent closed his eyes and raised his hand and I knew to be

quiet.
“I’ve let it slide up until now. But not anymore. You need

to relax and go back and rest. We’ll treat your friend. We’ll
do everything we can, take him wherever we can but at this
moment you need to leave. We need to do our jobs, Virgil.” He
said. “We need to honor your efforts by killing all these things.
Do you understand?”

I saw it in his eyes. The once porcelain, nubile face a little
sagged and the flesh around his eyes more resembling boiled
and plucked chicken skin, and the cracks around his face from
the days without rest like dried channels. His tired hand around
my shoulder. His colorless lips and frazzled white hair. A
ruined looking man, drop him into Justinian’s bedside and he’d
look like another victim in descent to death.

“Alright.” I said. “I’ll let you to it.”
“Thank you.” Vincent said. “We’ll get it done.”
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“I’m sorry.”
“I understand Virgil.”
“I’m sorry…”
He grabbed my hand. It was smooth and warm.
“Thank you for everything. Okay?” He said. Tired, as he was.
I nodded. I left for the tavern-camp, for my own nights of

sleeplessness.
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“So that’s how it went down? I heard about Windhelm.” Ritcher
said. “Apperantly the sewers were restless and the streets were
filled for days with the muffled sounds of fighting. They called
them the tremors of the Flock. It was a big deal. Windhelm is a
strong city for the empire.”

“Yes.” I said. “And I failed Justinian that day. Not my only
failure of course, what kind of history would I have. Where
would I be if he was my only one?”

“Do you still feel bad about your friend’s death?” Ritcher
asked.

“I feel bad that I was the one who got lucky.” I said. “That it
was not me. As many things usually aren’t. You know - you
know.” I started laughing, I don’t know why. “It almost feels
unfair how lucky I get.”

He looked at me with the torch behind his head and the low
moans of men beyond in the halls, not necessarily wretching at
me but wretching for something.

“Are you saying you would have preferred dying with him?”
I asked.

“I’m saying anything else would have been better.” I looked up.
“Even a quicker death for him. But it doesn’t matter. We’re here
now and I’m stuck mourning would be too late for Justinian,
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especially when Chaucer needs it more.”
“You won’t mourn long. I’m devising a way to get you out,

perhaps packing you in a box.” Ritcher said.
“That’s an ideal.” I said. “All these plans, all these schemes.

Questions answered. Have you ever put a thought of consider-
ation into the idea that maybe nothing will work out? Maybe
you’ll hear things you should have never heard. Or seen things
that can’t be unseen?”

“Do you think my brother is dead?” He asked.
“No.”
“Then that’s all thatmatters.” Ritcher said. “Hope is important.

Hope is everything.”
“Is it?” I asked. “And where could I find hope?”
“In me.” Ritcher said.
I smiled and lowered my head. He extended his hand out for

the book and I looked at it, at the pages. I scrolled through them
all, the wind of which blew against my face like a fan and right
at the end, with just a half second of looking I spotted it.

The map. Dug in there, in one of the pages. Exactly where
I’d put it.

I grabbed it and crumpled it in my hand and gave him the
book.

We shared some words and he left and I waited in my cell for
hours, for the guards to leave.

I studied the map that Chaucer had left. Because I always
held it thought told myself I’d get rid of it. Because there was a
time I wish I’d never seen it and here I was now, huddled in my
cell over the map. Studying every little nook and cranny.

Hope for the hopeless, only snake oil salesmen sell that.
There’s a practicality to life, a certain way it moves and you
either bend or break. I had no hope of escaping, not yet at least.
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And even if I did I wouldn’t want to. There was a place, a certain
work to be done in the prison.

I turned my once broken arm and bent my fingers, the fidelity
was there. I turned my other arm, three fingers remained and
of the two lopped off, I still had some tall stump remaining.
I Grabbed hay and pinched it. Strong grip, still. The map
unfolded at my lap.

I spent all night studying.
There were forty six holes in all, forty six entrances in the

broken underground of Shrieker’s Veil. Miles of channelswhere
the shit flooded and the water poured and the food-slop sat
fermenting. A drop ofwater landed onmy forehead. I looked up
to the sleek ceiling. Then put my ear against the wall, listening
to the torrent bash against stone like an intruder. Let me in.
Let me in.

It was the cry of Shrieker’s Veil. And it cried for Gunther’s
blood.
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The glint off the edge of their pikes rose and all down the line
the men flagged, stepping away in awkward keel and collapsing.
Soldiers on horse back whipped us and some lay there taking
lashings as they curled on the hard rock. The rest of us went
down on the obsidian stone, raking rocks and gravels and
plopping them into collection bins. They were expanding
Shrieker’s Veil.

“You’re going fast, Virgil.” A prisoner said, face muddied
black. Maybe I was, I couldn’t notice. The shimmering figure of
the men disappeared in my eyeline, losing form and vanishing
in the glare of the midday sun. Water splashed against my
legs. The stray lashings licked and went numb against my flesh.
Sense went diminutive, my eyes kept up to the spiral towers
in Shrieker’s Veil attached with patch-work bridges swerving,
wooden and roped. Giant obsidian, cone-toppedmasses gorged
at their base with swells of ocean water and the very stone we
spent all dawn breaking. A slam. A chunk of sharp rock fell to
my feet, blade-like and black, like a dragon’s tooth. It could fit
in my sleeve, against my waistband…

The albatrosses scattered, a trumpet sound across the plain
had us turning our heads. A guard had his pursed lips against a
conch shaped to a horn.

457



A HUNT FOR CROWS

“Break for lunch!” I dropped my pike and it teetered and lay
flat, raising brown clouds in the wet pool it fell from. Around
me, the ring of black stone like I’d been digging underground.
The men looked, eyes straining and visored, looking at my ring
of destruction.

“I guess he hates them rocks.” One said.
I came into line and skipped men when the guards weren’t

looking, slipping in and out as we came onto the bridges
and many caverns and many tunnels leading to the cafeteria.
Disappearing in corners of darkness, reappearing against the
torch. Waiting for the sunlight from cracks in the walls to blink
from some flag or creature or cloud, then showing up once
again. Further up the line. Further up. Up.

I came behind him at last, weweremidway through Shrieker’s
Veil. The man with the scar on his face who Chaucer had
entrusted. One of the two, the bigger one. There was a guard
near us, in front of us. He was seven men’s length away.

“Psst.” I said “I need to talk to you.”
He turned his shoulder, but not his face.
“What’s there to talk about?”
“It’s about Chaucer.”
“He’s dead. We’re done. There’s nothing to talk about.”
“Oh buddy, I think there’s plenty still left on the table.” I said.

“Come speak with me.”
“I’m busy.” He smiled.
“Just a few minutes, that’s all.”
“Sure.” He said, almost laughing now. “If you manage to get

us a few minutes, I’ll talk to you.”
I turned around and looked at a man with hollow eyes and

darkened flesh, shambling, making a whole demand of his body
just to take his steps up. His shirt darkened around his chest
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and armpits, the beads of sweat rolling down his face.
“Sorry about this.” I punched him right in the neckline. He

straightened a bit. Eyes went wide. Then collapsed.
“Someone fell!” I screamed to the guard in front of me. “Heat

stroke, someones fallen!”
It wasn’t long for the circle to form. And I pulled the scarred

‘friend’ out with me until we were in the gawking perimeter,
then further until we disappeared into a nearby hall. A hall with
empty slotted prison cells, some with doors ajar and hinges
retarded and slacking off their brown-iron nails and rusted
to squeaking decay. Spots of hay darkened with the shapes of
penitent people.

“What’ya want?” He crossed his arm.
I smiled and moved my head, repeating the words, ‘What do

I want?’. A rhetorical question. A stupid one, really. What do I
want of this massive nearly two feet taller than me?

I punched him across the chin. He fell to his knees. His mouth
opened, I shot a knee at him like Sylas had taught me. Hips out,
breathing fast. The mans head crashed against the back of the
wall. He slid down, teeth shattered and I covered his mouth
and put the sharp stone against his neck.

“Scream and I’ll kill you.” I said. “Say the wrong thing and I’ll
kill you.”

And in slow trepidation, I moved one finger after another
until my palm was out and away. His eyes shook, his body was
still. Mouth frowning, nose bleeding. His burst lip bleeding
wild.

“Were you the one who sold Chaucer out?” I asked.
“No. No. No. Never.” He extended both palms and shook his

hands. “They came to me Virgil looking for answers and I gave
them nothing, I promise you.”
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“Why weren’t you caught then?”
“I-I figured if they were asking questions that they already

knew! I told Chaucer, I warned him. I saids to him, if you
continue you hazard not only your life but our own. But he
said no, no. The plan must go on. He just…he just wanted to
be free so badly.”

“So you didn’t go through with it? You didn’t warn me?”
“I. I.” His eyes slipped away. “I thought you knew. I thought

all of us did.”
“You thought wrong. You didn’t tell me, I could have

convinced Chaucer. Which makes you culpable.” I said.
“But I didn’t squeal. I promise you that at least, it was not me.”

He pushed away with his feet and went straight-backed against
the stone tunnel.

“Then who did?”
“Well? Who else was at that table!”
I put my finger on my chin, to the small bristles taking shape

on my chin, rubbing some hairs between my fingers. Off my
hams, I stood and my knees cracked.

“You’re not going to tell anyone about this.” I put the sharp
steel on my waist. “And you’re going to speak to me next chance
I get.”

“For what?”
“We’re escaping, that’s what.”
“Still? After all this?” He went mad with his hands. “Are you

insane?”
“Not yet.” I said. “There’s work to be done here first, but once

that’s handled. Yes. We’ll escape.”
“You’re crazy Virgil. You’ve got Chaucer’s madness in you.”
It’s what I inherited, surely. I walked away, into line. A few

moments later, so did the scarred man. I tapped him on the
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shoulder. He jumped up and shrieked like a mouse.
“What’s your name again?” I asked.
“B-Balder.”
“Be smart, Balder and put your money on the winning horse.”

I said.
“What the fuck does that mean?!”

* * *

“Hello. Virgil? Are you there?” Ritcher asked.
“Sorry. I was thinking.”
“Of what?”
“Everything.” I sighed. “Justinian. Chaucer. Life.”
“That’s too much to think about.” Ritcher drank from a gourd.

“The universe wasn’t meant to fit in one man’s small head.”
“Not the universe. Just my universe. The more I read

about myself the more I realize how miserable it might have
always been.” I said. “Whatever happy moments; dinners,
conversations, jokes, daily happenings, all pale to the misery.
The sheer awfulness of it all.”

“I’m sure you remember something good about the Flock.”
“Chet once told me a joke. How many Ishvallan’s can a

maneater eat.” I looked down at my knees, my legs flattened
out against strewn hay. “I forgot how it went.”

“Virgil.” Ritcher said. “Virgil.” He snapped his fingers.
“Virgil.”

“I was thinking.” I said. “You told me you’d help me escape,
right?”

“Once I know where my brother is at.”
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“I know, but who’s team are you on?” I asked.
“What’s that mean?”
“I mean how far are you willing to go to help me?” My head

looked up.
“I don’t like that look on your face.” He said.
“You will get your answers, Ritcher.” My knee hitched up

against my chest, I put my arm down on it and laid my head on
top of that. “But not now, not today. Or tomorrow. There is
something else that supersedes your vanity.”

“You gone insane or something?”
“I’ve been asleep in this dream of death. My whole conscious

life, five months of it and here I am just waking up and it took
a gallon of blood to splash me from the slumber.”

“You’re not making any sense.” He said. “Why don’t you open
that book and read a little?”

“How far are you willing to go?”
The gourd went up to his lips. He kept it suspended with his

hand, eyes focused on me. A lashing outside, further down the
hall. A shout. Ritcher drank, then set it down.

“I’ll go to hell and back for my brother.” Ritcher said.
“Good.” I said. “We’re on the same page.”
I opened the book.
“I’ll read. We need to wait for midnight, anyway.”
“What’s happening at midnight?” He asked.
“I’ll tell you all about it…in time. In time…”
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A pilgrim’s final crossing
Septiem 7th, 1125 Dom.

It was a day so hot I lost the water to sweat. It was all just
numbing. My fingers reached out to the flaps of canvas and I
peeled them to slits. The horses and cart trodded along a road,
past scorched brushes and the still scarred corpses of bluejays
and doves. The horse jumped up, I looked down. In the road
an elk with the mark of our wheels upon it. Red beetles poured
out of the opening. Tree stumps littered the surrounding field
like acne. Dead, chopped up, acne. Trees ruined or used, the
ditches of old campsites upon the floor. A few foosteps, most
of them heading east.

I looked down at Justinian, his stitched up stomach looking
deflated and a hole in his shoulder looking inflated. One where
he’d been disemboweled, one where he’d been infected by what,
from what the nurses told me was, nightstalker venom. An
infection that had cut and scarred and cut and scarred and
left upon his flesh the boisterous pigment, blotches of purple
and red and an almost egg-like arrangement on his shoulder.
Bursting at his weak flesh seams. Jaundiced, oily, yellow sacs.
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Poke it and I was afraid I’d pop Justinian and all that he was
would pour out.

His eyes opened. I swallowed. Then his face drifted away to
the side.

He’d come in and out of it. It was already midday and he’d
passed out four times.

“Virgil?” He asked. Like he’d forgotten, or like he’d been
forgetting. I clenched his hand. A bump. Justinian’s head
bobbed.

I opened the flaps.
“Watch where you’re fucking driving!”
“There’s no road, sir.” He said.
“Then drive where it’s flat, fucker!”
And then we’d hit another bump and the driver cursed and

said sorry and I’d screamed anyway, thinking he could somehow
flatten the wartorn ways.

I squeezed a towel and cold water spilled onto the floor.
Bundled, I put the towel onto Justinian’s head (the one with
the brain in it, not the infection) and sat on the loose ends of
his blankets, pinning them with my shins, my knees pointed
towards him him as if in prayer. He gasped twice. I hated it
when he gasped. It was like I had to guess whether he’d wake
up with each breath or not. But he did it anyway, gasp and
sometimes scream in his dreams or grab his wound when it
started bleeding or look away from whatever boil across his
chest popped with puss.

“Do you need anything?” I asked.
“Water.” He said.
“Water!” I screamed out to the flaps, a man ran up and I

couldn’t quite see his face because I just got the bucket from
him - nothing else.
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“Food.” Justinian said some indeterminate time later. Again,
I’d scream and again a bucket, this time with berries it seemed.
Berries turned to pulp to spoon into Justinian’s lips.

“Pain.” He said. But I had nothing to scream. I sucked on
my teeth and laid there, prostrate-like. The sun having gone
its course in all the hysteria. I lit up a candle and watched the
flicker and chased the beads of sweat with my eyes that rolled
down the sides of Justinian’s face. Every now and then I would
dab him. He was otherwise still and otherwise, lifeless.

A howl. I turned. Justinian’s hand rose then fell.
A fucking wolf? My hand shook. It howled again. Justinian

turned. The wolf screamed again.
I took a peek outside the wagon and finding darkness I

reached for my lantern. Not clothes or a weapon, just lantern.
As if the light would be enough to stop a wolf almost a mile (as
far as I figured based on the faraway sound) away.

Plopping down, the lantern fell and the flame scattered.
“Shit. Shit. Shit!” I scrambled for it. The wolf howled.

Justinian groaned.
“Shut that fucking mutt up!” My palms cut open against the

sharp metal and glass. “Fuck, where is it!”
Clothes heavy with sweat, shirt peeling off me at the chest.

Someone grabbed my shoulder and turned me around.
“What? What?!”
“Virgil. Are you alright?” Obrick asked.
My body turned before I put the lantern to his face and

scrutinized the details with narrowed eyes.
“Yeah. I’m alright. Why?” I asked.
“You’re screaming like a mad man.” He said. “Look around

you.”
A few soldiers, a few drivers; all with that same ugly expres-
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sion of sad pity on them. They looked with tightened faces,
with their heads leaned back and closing their eyes whenever
they faced me.

“So?” I asked. “I’m trying to shut up this wolf. Have you heard
it out there?”

“What are you talking about?” He asked.
“The wolf. The crying wolf, did you hear it?”
“No.” He said. “I came here to talk about Justinian.”
“Yeah?” I finally lowered the lantern.
“It’s going to be about four weeks before we hit the capitol.”
“Four weeks? We were supposed to get there in two.” I said.
“Things are different. If you couldn’t tell, the place is fucked.”

Obrick said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” My hands outstretched,

I looked around. “What does it mean for something to be
fucked?”

“It means that we have a war going on and there’s a battle not
too far and we’ll have to go around it. We’ll be going a ways off
track, around the battlefield. You understand?”

“I understand that there’s a dyingman here andwe’ll be taking
twice as long. Yeah, I understand that.” I said.

“Don’t get mad with me. I didn’t make this decision, I’m just
telling you is all.” He said.

“What about Justinian…” And I started with the way you
typically do to bargain, I told him all the good and honorable
and kind things about him. I told him he needed a doctor and
how far we were wasn’t good for his health. I told him but he
wasn’t listening, not to one word or bit of what I said. Like the
words glazed over him and I was spinning myself in some kind
of cocoon of reasons as to why my underling shouldn’t die and
he didn’t have a second of it.
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“Virgil.” He said.
“What?” I flinched.
He lowered his head as if my name should have meant more

than it did.
“Virgil.”
“What?”
“Why don’t you get some sleep?” He said. “For me? For

everyone. You’re scaring them.”
I looked around. They were all there, lanterns close to their

faces, silent as monks. I scowled, at least it felt like I did.
“Don’t tell me what the fuck to do.” I said. And left it at that.
I just wanted some silence. For me. For Justinian.
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A pilgrim’s final crossing 2
Septiem 7th, 1125 Dom.

Justinian reared his head up from the covers, eyes bulging. His
face tightened. He jerked and vomited blue phlegm to the side
of his pillow.

He looked at it gaunt eyed and laid back to his pillow, the
outline of his head soaked into a silhouette on his covers.

I scratched my head and turned. The wolf howled, always at
sun-down.

“I’m going to get that fucker.” I started to stand but Justinian
put his hand on my knee.

“Don’t worry about it.”
He smiled. My heart broke.
Old Chet had left us a portion of food on account of us not

going out, it was a cast iron skillet filled with the glisten of
tallow-fried carrots and potatoes. Chive, garlic coming to my
nose first and subtle. Peas dolloped in little crevices between the
sizzling and still-roasting bone-in rib meat, golden brown and
glossy, small bits of fat jumped against the glassy caramelized
surface. It was the rib meat of an animal called the Jilb, that was
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the local breed of elk-like specimen here. Stupid name. Next to
the skillet, past the white steam that rose up to the near-vaulted
roof of canvas, a little boat of sauce. Gravy, red and brown and
dotted with pepper.

I was hungry. Justinian couldn’t eat even if he was.
I cut against the grain and took a ribbon of meat, biting,

nodding as I did so. “This is really good.”
The wolf howled. I swallowed.
Justinian looked up in his half-awake state, looking through

a ripped and poorly sewn patch. Starlight in the giant swollen
wound, a false-andromeda and false-virgo and false-capricorn
coming in and out of intervals, eyes dragging behind lazy lids.

“I wanted to be a banker.” Justinian said. I sat, fork of potato
halfway to my mouth. “I liked numbers. I was good with them.
Then my parents died. Mother of fever, father was conscripted,
and he came back in a box and with a bag of silver. Apologies
from King Xanthus.” He smiled, half-crazed.

I took a wood bowl for him and spooned some vegetables in
the corner of his mouth. A carrot dripped down the side of his
face. I wiped him clean.

“When I die, so will the family and it would be like none of us
were ever here.” He said. Not a tear, not remorse, just a blank
expression as he kept his eyes up.

“Don’t talk like that, you’re going to be alright.” I said. “We’ll
get to the capitol and you’ll be treated.”

He nodded but I could tell he didn’t believe a word of it.
“Can I get some more water?” He asked.
“Of course.” I fumbled for the clay urn and picked it up,

nothing swished or wavered about the inside and looking
through the lipped top, there was nothing inside. Nothing,
no water, inedible food. There was nothing here but fucking
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books. And not a single drop of water.
“Give me a moment.” I ran out, empty bucket in hand.

The wolf (That fucking wolf!) crying into cold air. With
the shackling crawl of the horses as the woke un-rested and
frightened and sniffing the air as I went on towards the kitchen
(or Chet’s dwellings) and walking towards him, I saw Vincent
coming closer and removing his gloves as he approached with
his crimson eyes downcast.

“Virgil.” He said. “We need to talk.”
“Yeah. In a bit,” I walked past him. He put his hand on my

own wrist.
“It’s about Justinian.” Vincent said.
“What is it about him then?”
“First. How do you feel?”
“I’m okay. What do you want?”
“What do you think is happening? Where do you think you’re

going?
“The capitol.” I said.
“No, that’s not the place I was talking about. I wanted to ask

you where you think this is all heading. You. Justinian. The
fourteenth.”

“What’s this got to do with anything?”
“It’s everything.”
“I don’t follow.” I broke his grip.
“Virgil,” He sighed. “We’re a long ways to the capitol. Too

long.”
I felt sweat crawl down my back, climbing down the ridges

of my spine to some cold place where I shivered all over.
“I need to go get some water.” I said.
“It’ll take three more weeks. Do you know what that means?”

He screamed behind me. “No one can make this call but you.
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No one.”

* * *

I came to the kitchen where Old Chet stationed himself and
where he sat in his wheeled chair, watching with narrowed eyes
at me and presumably, my shaking shadow behind.

Around him on shelves were the acidic and strong scented
alcohols with vegetables and spices and fruits rolling in clouded
amniotic vials and jars.

“Where’s the good water? The clean water?” I asked.
His eyes looked to the side of the shelf where a moleskin sack

sat slouched with its bulging paunch. I put it over my shoulder
and ran the the mouth of the sack down to the bucket where it
started to fill.

“Is that for the boy?” Old Chet asked.
“Yeah. I’ve gotta be quick.”
“I bet you do.” Old Chet coughed. “I ain’t too far off mi’self.”
“That’s not funny.”
“It’s not a joke.”
“Did you want anything?” I turned, the sack shimmied down

my body, I raised the bucket.
“You should have stayed in this kitchen.” He said. “Would’a

saved yourself a lot.”
“Lot of what?”
“Would have saved you from everything.” He took a pipe from

underneath his brown blanket, fumbling it into his mouth. I
aligned it between his lips. The blue smoke came out of his
nose and he brought his chin up to me.
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“You couldn’t help it, could you?” He asked. “You got a taste
of glory and it was sweet. Wasn’t it?”

His sagging fleshed handwent up the shelves, lanky and quick.
A spider crawling up.

“I just wanted to be respected.” I said.
“I should have seen it in you.” I said. “You’ve got that same

look Vicentius has. That far looking stare. But his vision is
sharper, he’s a Crow. You’re still just a little peep. But there’s
room for more mistakes yet.”

“I need to go old man. Justinian needs me.” I turned.
He threw something at me. A bag, a bottle. That very same

green bottle of orange, citrus-smelling alcohol.
“He can’t drink this.” I said.
“It’s not for him, it’s for you.”
“Thanks. I guess.”
“I’ll be here.” He coughed. “Don’t know how long, but I’ll be

here.”
I left before I could say anything stupid. I left with the heat

still, into arid air cold and without breeze. The white smoke
escaping from pursed lips a line of caravans nurturing strange
dreams and their even stranger dreamers. Horses sleeping
standing. Men crumpled and fallen and tired to the sides of
wheels. Camp fires long smoldered, red glowing off into the
war torn plains. Every spot a campsite. I looked to the bottle,
the white smoke of my breath fogging the green bottle. I walked
through carts. I walked through fallen oaks and a maze of tents.
Past a small stream, scattering chirping grasshoppers that leapt
from grass blade to grass blade.

That fucking wolf cried again.
I stopped outside Justinian’s cart. The wolf still crying,

Justinian still stirring. I dropped the bucket inside the tent
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and to the corner, slouched in a bag, I reached for my armor
and knife.

The wolf screaming now. Barking, howling loud beyond
where the trees still stood. I turned fast, dropping the bottle.

It rolled and tapped with loud tinge against the wheel of the
cart. Lifting it, I pressed it against my lips and took a swig. The
wolf’s cry louder, almost screeching. I tipped the bottle again,
another gulp.

I grabbed my knife, walking my way to the noise.
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Home beyond the pines.
Septiem 7th, 1125 Dom. Midnight.

I came to the riverbend where across from me I could spot doe
sipping and dabbing their narrow heads into the water surface.
Water rushing and broken and gleaming against moonlight
like glass, foaming the edges where polished stones rolled
downslope as I walked across. The creatures raised their heads
and scampered away from me, my horse shuffled as I tethered
it to a tree.

To one side, the ruined tree trunks dilapidating with rot and
to the other side of the river massive grown trees the size of ten
men in width harboring in their green ferns nosy life. I stopped
in front of the river. A stream of blood like a ribbon ran down,
I followed it with my eyes and saw the wolf, limp and weak by
the riverbed. It stopped howling and its eyes looked to mine,
neither of us breaking eyeline. It’s neck stooped, it’s body low.
An arm hung limp off the rock it rested on.

A black wolf with red fur running down it’s spine. With eyes
invisible, completely pitch dark against the outer dark of the
perimeter. The river murmured. I stepped along its shallow
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waters, knife unsheathing and smiling with curved bright joy.
“I just wanted silence.” As if the thing could understand me. It

raised its head and limped to the side. A weak gallop, it tripped
and stumbled and rose again as we circled each other. “I just
needed you to be quiet.”

It growled, white teeth seemingly floating in absolute dark-
ness.

I raised my arms. Breaths of smoke came out from this
walking shadow. Water splashed. Elks trampled. Birds
scattered.

It lunged. I ducked, it struck me, teeth ripping into my armor.
I spun in the air and struck the floor hard, the wolf rolling
behind me, with shaky legs standing. My arms shook lifting
myself, the wolf tipped over and lost its balance. I tried to raise
my left hand and found it limp and aching, I looked to it. It
dangled off kilter frommy shoulder blade, spinning and turning
like a loose rope.

I picked up my knife with my right hand. One mistake.
Another would have me killed.

It growled. I growled too, both our sinews matching in their
deep ferocity. The wolf’s legs bent and it stepped in, then leapt
off the rock towards me like a canon shot, black and red. I
sidestepped, behind me the wolf landed shooting rocks at the
back of my head as its weight landed and dragged across the
sleek floor. Pebbles and glossy pretty stones shooting up like
glitter. I breathed hard and steadied myself as the creature
stood.

I raised the knife forward. I had nothing in my head anymore.
Not Justinian, not the flock, not my father. Not a thing but my
want burning, churning in me, inching me forward. A group
of men inside my soul pulling at the chains and working my
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machined constitution.
I just wanted silence.
It came forward. I shot my knee up and struck it flat in the

nose, both of us fell into collapse and scrambled on the floor. I
came up first, raised blade with my stiff hand. The wolf stood
on its hinds and raised its torso. Eyes open. Aim true at its
round belly.

I struck and dragged my blade into crimson smile, curved.
And it’s belly opened with crimson crescent mooned glory, an
infants giant eye opening for its first and final time.

The wolf was gutted.
Whimpering, it spun and shook its head in pain and fell flat.

The pool of blood spread into the riverbed, I walked towards the
massive thing laying on the floor. It’s head shaking up towards
me, legs twitching. Eye blinking. I knelt to it and braced my
hand against its fur, feeling it between my fingers. The blade
hung by a grip of my mouth and it tasted of hot iron.

It’s head reared up and I grabbed my knife and lifted it high
up. Strained and scarred black eye staring into my own. It
wanted it as much as me. I sunk the blade deep and twisted.

* * *

They found me like that, stooped and demure above the wolf.
That was what Kal told me after the fact. Both of them - Obrick
and Kal - coming out of the noisy bristles, out of the truncated
forest, lanterns swerving in their hands high above their heads.

“Virgil?” Obrick asked. “That you?”
Kal stepped down and rushed to me, he pulled me to one side
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to another, looking for an injury.
“His shoulder.” Kal said.
Obrick ran afterwards. He stood over me, checking my

backside with his cold scarred hands and then looked down to
the wolf.

I hadn’t moved.
They inspected the animal, running their curious hands

through the wounds and tracing along the ropes of viscera,
holding their breaths as they did. Waving away flies collected
at the lifeless eyes on the wolf.

“It’s over.” I said. “Isn’t it?”
Obrick looked at me and I could tell by that broken look

on his face that something in him was hurt. More than me.
Kal closed his eyes. In the corner of their lips I could see the
quivering frown. They both had their hands on my shoulder
as they walked me to camp, a group of scouts on horse racing
beyond us towards the noise. H56esitating only to oogle at my
face.

And all the way there I could hear the drip of blood coming
down from my finger tips, a prattle and trail of red foot steps.

I would later be told that I looked changed. That it was by
unholy baptism that I had resigned my past life, and here in the
ruined forest I had been reborn in the belly of the wolf. Which
all of course was just horse shit. Myth. A song for the lute
players and choir boys to sing.

It was just a fight, like any other. And I was just tired, but
perhaps in a deeper and different way than before.
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The straight and narrow.
Septiem 8th, 1125 Dom. Midnight.

They said I might as well have been comatose laying by the
bedside of the medical tent, having plopped down from the
stretcher and on the floor with the arm sling tight around my
neck and arm. Kal came in and stayed longest, peeling apples
and trying to wedge them in between my lips. Obrick knelt
down on me around evening, coming in a rush through the flap
doors. He yelled a lot, pointed his finger some. Hugged me
once, then left. The Silverfang’s didn’t know me well enough to
try anything but peek through small slits in themedical carriage,
and when I caught them looking they scampered off.

By the time Vincent had come to take a look, I was gone.
Sometime around dusk, I drifted into the neighboring forest
which to me was surprisingly untouched by war. Giant trees
brooded with leafscant arms. I came to a hill top overlooking a
thin waterfall and found some roots to nest myself, the bloom of
honeysuckle bright and yellow around me. Their scent carried
fast by gusts of wind.

“I’ve been looking for ya’.” It came from behind. I didn’t turn.
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“What for?”
“You left Vicentius, he wanted to talk.”
“We can always talk later.” I said.
“You know, I told him you ran off to fight another wolf.” Sylas

came into full view, walking slowly to my front. “He didn’t
think it was a funny joke.”

“You’ve never told a funny joke.” I threw a rock at the decline.
“I wanted to give you something.” He knelt and reached to

his back.
“Why weren’t you there?” My face twitched. “Why’d you let

it happen?”
He turned, eyes narrowed.
“Why wasn’t I where?”
“Why’d you leave us for so long?” I asked. “Why weren’t you

there to help Justinian.”
“I don’t even know that kid.” He said. “And to be frank, neither

do you.”
“He’s hurt.” I threw rocks faster into the water. They sunk.

“He’s dying.”
“He’s dead.” Sylas stood. “Don’t get mad at me for that. I had

my mission.”
“Yeah. You had your squad too.”
“Virgil, was I the one who wanted to form a squad? The

one who wanted our own little company?” He asked. “All I’ve
done was accept what was demanded of me by a very needy
student.6”

My head lowered.
“Wasn’t it by your hand that the fourteenth exists? By your

hand that you went down underground and got yourself into
this mess? Was it not?”

“You could have helped.” I lowered my head. “You could have
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been there at least.”
“But I wasn’t. Was I?” He said. “There’s no one here at fault

but you and everyone else will-”
“You could have been there!”
“And everyone else has protected you from the truth! But

here it is, you’re the reason Justinian is dead.”
“He’s not dead.” I rose, leg almost bending. My head light

from the blood rush. “He’s not dead at all.”
“He’s dead Virgil. And you killed him.”
I ran for him. He turned and put his foot in the way and I fell

to the floor, face flat against a bulge of root. Scraping along,
feeling the ache in my shoulder grow and grow. Sylas turned
me over and I looked with the blood running down my nose.

“He’s dead, Virgil.” Sylas said.
“You don’t-” I looked him straight in the face. To hope, to wish

for something to shift, something alluding to another answer
or another way or another hope. “He could-”

“He’s dead.” Sylas said. I went cold inside.
“I never wanted this.”
“No one ever does.”
“I could have saved him.”
“You couldn’t have.”
“It’s not fair.”
“It never is.”
I turned upright, hair disheveled and flopped over my eyes.

Face bleeding, mouth open with a string of saliva blending
where my silent crying had ran down my cheeks.

“This happens all the time. It just does especially in war. And
there’s nothing we can do about it but roll over for the next
day.” He said.

“I didn’t even know him.” I said. “He hung around me so
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much this last week but I didn’t know a damn thing about him.
I still don’t. It’s like - It’s like I know his memory is going to
leave, it’s like I have to hold on to it for as long as I can. And I
wish I didn’t. I wish I never met him. Seeing him is like feeding
poison into me. Am I fucked up? Is this wrong?”

“It’s how it always is. Life is fucked.” He said. “And the time
you wish for worse things is yet to come, but it will. Then you’ll
forget, and that will be it’s own suffering too.”

“It never stops. Does it?”
“How could it?” Sylas turned towards the water fall, palm

against a tree. “We’re human. What else do you think there is
to this?”

We didn’t share a word afterward. Sylas threw what was in
his pocket, which was a tied and wrapped obsidian knife. I
didn’t have the energy to pick it up, I just let it sit interred in
the stucco bark of the tree roots, sat upright as we watched and
listened to the forest. A history here, a countless number of
graves as well. What old and dried blood must have fed these
large trees. What years of violence transpired here - long before
man, in an age where heavens broke and fought. Where atoms
parceled galaxies and where star dust had collapsed defeated,
settled here for me to feel and suffer it’s own death once again.

The moon came up high. A giant wink in the sky.
I rubbed my nose with my sleeve.
“They’re waiting for me, aren’t they?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry for hitting you.”
“You never hit a thing.” He smiled.6
“Is this how it was for you too?”
“It’s how it is for every soldier.” He swallowed and rubbed

the dirt with his boot. “I’m very proud of you Virgil. As stupid
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as you are.”
I sniffled. “Thanks.”
“Go on. Get on and do your duty then, Crow.”
I nodded and lifted the knife and went my way back into the

dark forest, where the straight road had been forgotten.
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Meditations on Death
The eternal have no obituaries.

Lantern light found me entering the room, my face gaunt and
shadowed. Moths danced lazily on the counter top light source
where the fire in its cage backed and hid from the flutter. The
smell of taint in the air, humid, almost moist. Hot weather
fermenting shit and blood and vomit, lifted and trapped within
the tent. I bent next to Justinian and waved my hand. He turned,
eyes spinning. The moths fluttered off his body, the blood
popped from his swollen wound came down into the cracks of
wood. Some dried, some still fresh.

“I don’t want to work the horses today, father.” His head spun,
voice broken and coarse. “I’m so tired. Let me sleep in.”

I grabbed him by the cheek and faced him gentle-like towards
me. Veins black and rising up the side of his neck towards
his face, one eye yellow and drunkard looking. Lymph nodes
pressing out of jaundiced flesh. Oh how the heavens had fallen
on him.

My arm shriveled back like a dead spider, back into my back
pocket. I plopped on the floor and extended my legs out, head
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fallen towards my shins and knees.
“Is the breakfast ready?” His head spun. The steak had gone

cold in the corner of the room.
“I’ll get the fire wood. Tell Jeoffrey to not play with the toy

box.” He laughed. “I paid an allowance on a clown.”
Eyes trailing off - coming and going. What memories he

found in that jumbled head of his, filled to popping brim of
stories past. Story and history; all the same in the end. What
we fashion is what we believe, so let Justinian fashion that
childhood of his.

“Virgil?” He blinked at me. “Virgil. Could you tell me. I’m
sorry if you don’t want to - could you tell me?”

“Yeah?”
“Tell me how you killed the basilisks.” He smiled. “I want to

hear it again.”
I felt in my pocket for the knife and rested my hand on it. I

looked up to the moths and the macabre dance of red and white,
of yellow skulls appeared in and out of the outer glow of the
night light.

“Well. It started a few days before…in a bar…we were all
drunk.” I said.

He laughed and I spoke and spoke and I felt for the knife and
I

* * *

“It’s time.” I closed the book, dust shot out like a knife straight
to the center line of my face. The water falling like the tips of
glaciers in summer, out little holes in the wall where rusted
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hooks or notched nails rusted. Ritcher leaned back and sigh.
“What happened?”
“Doesn’t matter.” I slid the book under the cells. It landed still

in front of Ritcher’s feet. “It’s got nothing to do with Obrick.
Or you for that matter.”

“It matters65 to you. I can see it in your face.”
“What I say doesn’t matter. What I do does.” I stood and

stretched.
“And what does that mean?”
“It means it’s about midnight. That’s the second time they’ve

changed that torch right behind your head.”
“You can tell time by the torch change?” He almost laughed,

impressed, I guessed. “People usually track the sun. You track
the fire.”

“I track routines. I track men.” I said. “I was a good hunter. A
good general.”

Ritcher folded his arms.
“Well then, General. What do you want so desperately that

you stopped the dialog?”
“I’m going to kill Gunther.” I said. His mouth opened. He

shook his head and almost broke into a laugh.
“How do you expect to do that?”
“With your help.”
“I told you I’d help you escape.” He leaned in and whispered.

“Killing a head warden is not helping you escape.”
“Of course it is. How else do you think we’re going to get

out?” I said. “Hiding? Stow away?”
“Y-” He looked around, at knights beyond dark, at other

prisoners unconscious on hay floors. Searching and searching.
“You’re damn right. Yes. We’re hiding you.”

He flinched and lowered his head again.
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“I’m hiding you…” Ritcher said. Silent, like a mouse.
“That’s not how we’re leaving and what I say is what we do.

Because it won’t be any other way.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean they’ll search your ship and kill you and your men

without any kind of pity or consideration to your royal blood.
Because Hannibal doesn’t care for anything but his prison rules.
You saw him, you know this.” I said. “He already suspects you.
He definitely has it out on me, so why not give it to him.”

“Excuse me?”
“I said why not give him what he wants - me.” I said. “I’m

going to kill Gunther. I’m going to go up the levels and I’m
going to kill Hannibal. And when all their heads are dropped
on the ocean waters, I’ll cross that sea and kill whoever put me
here. That’s the list.”

“The list?” Ritcher said. “Have you gone mental? Who cares
about your list? I never agreed to that. What matters is that
you live.”

“What matters is that I tell you where Obrick is.” I said. “What
matters to me is that they all pay.”

“So it’s revenge and this little kill list of yours is the bounty
log.”

“Something like that.” I shrugged. “It’s a start.”
Ritcher bit his nails and shook his head.
“You’re going to get me in trouble too.” He said.
“I’ll make sure I leave all the evidence behind. Hannibal will

be suspicious, but he won’t break his oath.”
“And what’s this evidence that you’ll have available to lose?

What is it that I need to hazard? How much of me more do you
need. I swear on the gods, a fucking soothsayer would have
been cheaper and easier for the name and address you can’t
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seem to remember.”
“Then go look for crystal balls on the shore.” I gripped the

metal bars. “But when you deal with me you deal with death.”
Ritcher got close. His brows furrowed, eyes sharp.
“What is it you need?” He said. “What more than a knife?”
I smiled.
“How about some armor too?”

* * *

The sound of my metal boots clanked through the halls, helmet
strapped tight on my chin, loose metal armor low around my
shoulders. Behind me and Ritcher and the rest of the patrol
of Rose knights was the poor lackey who had the unfortunate
quality of looking like me. I didn’t even remember his name,
only that he sulked and laid on his sides facing the wall - like
I told him to. Waterlogged dirt swelled around concrete slabs
on the low ceiling tunnels leading up and out of the prisoners
hall. Ritcher shook his head, nodding all the way there.

“It’s almost up ahead. We’ll split on the fork.”
“This is so stupid.” Ritcher said. “If you get caught, kill

yourself before you have time to indict me.”
“You won’t have to worry about that buddy.” I said. “Still. I’m

impressed. All this for a name and address. Obrick that good
of a brother to you?”

“To me? No.” Ritcher’s eyes narrowed. “To my people? He’s
everything. I figure helping one fool kill himself is a fair gamble
when the weight of a country lies on my shoulder.”

“Is that all hyperbole or do you mean it?”
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He looked back. Tight faced, lips thin. I sighed.
“I’m sure Obrick’s alive.” I said.
We came to the split where to one end were the neat

cobblestones up to the guest beds, where the chandeliers rolled
and spun with giant balls of light. And to the other, the fecund
air and wet dribbling of the serpentine turf. Dark. Muddy.

“What do you mean by maybe?” He asked.
“Who knows.” I said. “I’m sure we’ll find out later, in another

time. In another place.”
Somewhere outside the walls the air turned the flags upside,

as they ran wild and flashed and slapped against gaps in the
sides. Somewhere outside the guards dance and play and sleep
with drink in hand, telling of perversions of the mainland. Of
perversions in Shrieker’s veil. Sadists with deadly fetishes prone
to the sweet deep sleep of their comfortable dry walls. I pressed
my half-hand to the wall and gripped a handful of concrete and
stone.

Out there in warmth, evil men as evil as we were. Guilty men
who’s only difference on the scale was the side or color of their
tribe. Lesser criminals from victorious lands, exiled nobles
with no stake in the claim but the pleasures they incurred.

It would be a shame for Chaucer to drown alone, I thought
then as I do now. A mighty shame for Gunther to live.

I opened a wooden door and almost jumped out the other
end, balancing myself on the balls of my feet as I came to a ledge.
Backing up. Grounded. A narrow path lead the way down but
all I could see, or perhaps focus on, were the spires and spires
and the stars in the sky they tried to hide. The wind pushed the
stuffing of my chest piece, it bit cold into my throat. It felt like
freedom.
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If my memory was a failure for months, then at least for this
brief stint it had succeeded me some because that map was
ingrained into my head like no other. After all, I’d been studying
it each time I read through that book.

Down the steps I went, arm braced against the wind on this
open stairway on the edge of the castle. The army of guards
on towers passed me no mind in my armor, and it was all for
this brief moment - to go to the Warden’s chamber. Which was
the hardest thing given how separated and watched over it was.
Yet I walked without fear. No one suspected anything, not yet
at least. Through small ledges, shoulders backed to the corners
as I heard the muffled steps of steel walk past me.

“And I spread her legs and I went like this.” A guard stuck
his tongue out. They both laughed, walking past me as I hid
in the shadow of a dying torch. The door behind them slightly
open, I ran and caught it before it shut. Back in the towers, into
the Colosseum. I must have been near the south side, the worn
quarry stones were beneath me on the edge as I looked over
an open window. Which meant I was near the bathroom. And
as it was, I looked over the corner and the guard stood there
plain and yawning behind the swiveling wooden door leading
into the cobblestone shit-houses. I looked to my side. A flag
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and a torch. Dragged shadows. You lived a good life Justinian,
alright? It doesn’t matter how long, for what. It was good. I took off
my armor and dumped it through a window in the wall, into
a fall so steep the clanking metal went silently down the cliff
side. Now in leather, with a mask over my head and two knives
secured behind my back, crossed over each other. I grabbed
the torch and lit the flag. The fires rose fast up to the ceiling,
licking them and scorching the stone black. I dumped the torch
and hid in an indent of a wall.

The guard screamed. Rushed over. He patted the fire down
at its stem and I rushed past him as he stood leaned over the
burning flag. I entered the bathroom, and found the loose
hole in the wall. Barely pasted over with fresh insulator, what
seemed like a weak mesh of gravel and paste. Picking at it, it
crumbled.

I caved it in with the heel of my foot and jumped in. It smelled
like shit. I landed on shit.

That was one way of getting into the sewers, at least. Above
me the evidence was obvious, a half collapse toilet wall. Who
cared if I got caught anyway? Why did it matter now? Into the
septic tanks I went, feet water logged with piss or sea water.
Mostly rain. It slipped beneath my feet, out into exit holes
lining the small little tunnel. I went down ten minutes before
I went to an exit down the sewer and stood at it’s edge over
a small waterfall that bled into the ocean. I held a grip of the
cliff rock with my bad hand, rubble fell down my side into deaf
destruction at the bottom. Jagged rocks pointed up to me, in
want You were a Crow like everyone else. There’s nothing to be
ashamed of. You fought well, because fighting at all is well enough
I gripped the rock and started my climb. Shimmying my body
in between gaps in the cliff, inching up6. A rock broke. I hung
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by one arm. My heart raced.
And I got a hold of thewall withmy foot and pushedmyself up.

Up towards the spires. The waves clashed against water. I felt
their breeze up, and felt their strength against the Colosseum. I
came to a ledge and grabbed the window sill. Inside, the waft of
meats. A kitchen. The only kitchen that served Wardens, and I
knew it served the wardens by the smell of grease and roasted
beef. We never get beef.

A yip yapping young man sung and whistled to himself, going
around wiping and cleaning the tables. I came up a little higher
and peaked. He would not leave. He had pauldrons gleaming
against the moonlight. A juvenile, young man. No older than
nineteen, I’m sure. I grabbed the sill by the edge. It was the
kitchen. He approached. This Shrieker’s Veil guard.

Everyone dies Virgil, you don’t have to cry for me. I knew what I
got myself into.

“Wha-?” I reached over and pulled myself up against his body
using his whole torso as leverage. I came up. He went down,
screaming down towards the cliff rocks. His body popped
when they struck the wall, but the noise didn’t make it far. All I
saw was the red blotch on the ground. My hands pulsed, my
stomach turned. I winced and kept my way forward.

Slipping in and out of it all the many halls, climbing the sides
of walls to avoid traveling guards You can do it now, Virgil. I’m
ready.

I walked through each aisle now with that calm I’d always
imagined, without the bated breath or the sighs or the dread. I
walked with calm past faces I’d seen before but who had never
paid attention to me - because being a ghost had its advantages,
and being unremarkable was a talent.

Past my vision I saw the many rooms; torture rooms, armory
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rooms, wine rooms. I saw men in baths with bubbles up to their
faces, men drunk out of their minds. Some in dance, locked
arms on tabletops. Some masturbating. Some screaming. Some
fighting. Here in these warden halls.

And I came to a stop at last, an ornate dark oak door with
the metal ring for a handle. Looking both sides; no one. Light
shone underneath the door frame, I pressed my palm against it
and -

It opened.
I walked in. He turned his head, mouth wide open, then it

fell. A room wider than any court yard, that made such a king
sized bed look so small. The tesselated moonlight fragmented
against the iron curtain behind the windows. They divided
Gunther’s face into diamonds.

His eyes returned to slits, he threw his head back and laughed.
“So you’ve come.” Gunther reached for the knife on a counter

top. I closed the door behind me. Curtains blew. A warden
laughed in the distance. Close your eyes Justinian. No I won’t I
want to see it coming, I must. Then I should at least be able to bare
it.

“Gunther.” I unsheathed my knives. “I’ve come to kill you.”
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I walked two feet towards him and bumped into the wooden
chair, where it hobbled and scratched against the floor. I
gripped it, sat. Palms on my knees.

“This is the first time I’ve sat in a chair in months.” I said. “It’s
always stone and neckless benches. Do you know what that
feels like, Gunther?”

“No. I don’t.” He laid on his back, his arm extended out for
his blade. He gripped it, held it close and sat up at the edge of
the bed. Nothing but his brown gown and the laces at their
ends that were caught on his feet. His eyes harbored still that
deep, almost purple ring of exhaustion.

I folded my legs and put a knife on my lap, and with the free
hand perched my chin.

“You have no idea what is down there, do you?” I asked. “I
mean. You do it every day, see it every day. The chains and the
whips and all the sweat and blood. But you really don’t know,
do you?”

“Do you want food? A boat out? Money?”
“No more fucking boats.” I said.
“Women? Hannibal? I don’t mind if you kill him. I can take

you to him.”
“He’ll die. Don’t worry about that. Worry about what you
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stand to leave behind, Gunther. Are you going to bargain at the
death bed? Would you like your family to remember you last
as a beggar? Have some dignity.”

“As if I believe you’d tell my family a thing.”
I smiled. “Who knows what the Crows will send? A message

for kin; Gunther is dead.”
“You’re awfully confident considering I’m holding a knife.”

He said.
“And what could you do against me, Gunther? You fat oaf.” I

leaned back in my chair. “I climbed a cliff to get to you. I killed
a young kitchen aid. I went through your men like the idiots
they are. I did it even without knowing, Gunther. Funny how
the body works, it remembers things the mind has long since
let slip. With a fidelity that would surprise you.”

He did not take his eyes off me for a second. He did not
blink. He breathed heavy, his head coming up briefly then
falling with a small gasp. The candles underneath a portrait of
two gladiators flared. Wind outside dragged the curtains and
turned his hair from one side to another. He finally released
the tension and rubbed his face.

“We should have killed you at the docks, right as you were
coming out. That’s what my gut told me and I tried to convince
Hannibal.” Gunther said. “But he believed in the rules then
as he does now. That you were sent here and that it would be
a disservice to us and the main land for you not to live your
sentence out. Rules and regulations and law and order is all
that man believes in. Look where it’s brought him. That fool.”

“Yes, he is a fool. Two opportunities to kill me. One, months
ago. Another, weeks ago.”

“Be honest with me. Were you faking it? This whole amnesia
thing? Good act if it was.”
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“It was real.” I said. “Ritcher snapped me out of it, I suppose.
Ignorance is like a heavy veil. Sometimes you need someone
else’s help.”

“The rumors were he was telling you stories. Funny. They
were just stories, Hannibal said.”

“They were just stories. But stories are what shape reality. All
memory is a story to tell yourself over and over, each year after
year. Forgetting here and there, changing this and that until
the portrait of your past is paint-blocked mural. No longer
authentic, if it ever was. Picture muddied. Color blurred into
each other.” I stood. “I know my story now. And your end will
be just another object in the lithograph. Congratulations.”

“All for that little prick.” Gunther stood.
“He was my friend. He had a name. He was Chaucer and

he is dead now.” I raised both blades up to my neck line and
pointed them forward. Gunther gripped his knife. It shook,
two handed gripped in front of Gunther whose pointed knees
went crossed. He took small, awkward steps over that pivoted
him from one side or another. He cut an angle, I circled him.
Like crabs, claws out and around us. He stabbed his dagger in
the air, I dodged it with head movement and lead him in circles.

“Come on, fucker. Come on.” Gunther said.
He leaned forward, blade point at my neck. I slipped into

his range, slashed up. The back of his hand bled out, the blood
stuck my face mask. It was warm.

“Fuck.” He brought it back and shook it. Still, stepping
forward. Trying to push me towards the window. “I won’t
scream, fucker. Your big mistake was giving me a chance.
Should’ve slit my throa-”

I threw one knife at him. It struck him in the thigh,
straight through his flesh where it peeled the muscle out
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of its membrane-held grip on bone. His mouth opened. His
sword dropped, he gripped the knife by his handle, about to
scream. I stepped forward and stabbed him through the mouth,
out the back of his head.

His body quaked, I could feel his tongue shaking like a snake,
stabbed length wise. Eyes wide. Then small. I grabbed him
under the chin and pulled his head off the knife.

“The Crows have come for you.” I said.
Where did that come from? What place? What memory?
A shuffle of feet formed behind the door. A knock at the

door, it shook the walls and a bottle of wine dropped on the
floor and broke and rolled down, blending purple with red on
the textured black slab tiles. I ran towards the window and
pressed my foot against the metal, gripping the ledge as I did so
and pushed out. The bolts bent slowly, cracking stone as they
released one by one.

“Are you alright. Warden Gunther? Gunther?” More knocks.
I ran back to the door. Put a chair against it. Tackled the
window. It dented it.

I kicked.
“What’s that noise?” The wedge snapped, cracked.
And at last, fuck it all, I put both feet and pushed out and felt

the blood almost pop on the veins in my neck. The window
bars broke and fell to the cliff side with me close behind. I
gripped the ledge and looked down and to the side. The curtains
brushed against my face, I jumped to a ledge of rocks to my
right and climbed. And climbed. And climbed.

And behind me the guards screamed out and gasped, they
shuffled and some even looked outside. I hid in the shadows of
the cliffs, beneath a small arc of stone, my body bent and my
legs locked and body firm pressed against the corrugation of
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stone. The wind, harsh as it was, snuffed the candle and pushed
the guard away from the gap.

And I was gone, just like that.
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I woke up to the trumpet noise of morning call, a guard turned
his head with the blare of the bronze in front of the metal cell.
I hadn’t slept at all. And so I watched him do his little stupid
waltz down the hall, going in front of other cells and blowing
into the gaps. Down and down, the noise diminishing. After
a while, the guards started opening gates. People ran out and
sprawled on the floor. Lifted, shoved into single file. A guard
narrowed his eyes at me, key ring shaking in his hand.

He passed my cell and went to the one over. I walked over to
the bars and in the corner of my eyes spotted him wandering
down. Another guard, another set of rings. He looked at me,
spat and passed. I knew this would happen, I knew I had it
coming. I leaned back into the wall and watched the world
wander. Prisoners ran down the hall only to be punched in the
face. Others were dragged. Some crawled. Some submitted and
walked and even gripped the arms and legs of passing guards
with infantile necessity.

Only I remained in the cells. Only me and the centipedes and
rats. In the silence of solitude, two footsteps came from one far
end of the hall. It approached. From my right, as I snapped to
reality.

Hannibal stood in front of me with his fuligin flowing where
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no wind blew. Bastard sword held by a rope in his left hand,
face disfigured as all hell. Raven hair down and beyond his
neckline.

“What have you done?” He asked.
“What do you mean? I’ve been here all night.”
“Is that right?”
“Did your guards see anything suspicious? Was I out of place?”

I asked.
“If you’re going to act stupid, you need to act well.” He said.

“Gunther is dead. Stabbed through the head. Did you know
that?”

“How unfortunate. Who got him?”
“A cookboy is missing. A fire broke out in the Warden’s halls.”
“Good thing we live on an island, right?”
He opened the door. It snapped and he walked straight

towards me, shoving his boot into my chest and pushing me
against the wall. I laid there, almost lifeless.

“What have you done?” He asked.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve just been

sleeping.”
He grabbed my face and stretched my eyelids and looked

with doubtful, hateful gazes into the flushed and swollen skin
hanging around my baggy eyes.

“A collaboration, I see it now.” He said.
“What do you see, Hannibal?” I asked.
“How much do you remember, Virgil?”
“Remember who? Remember what?”
“You had an easy life here. You could have lived in the simple

discipline of the lower floors.” Hannibal let go. “It would have
been a gentle fate for such a violent man as you.”

“You call this gentle?”
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“No. You will remember it as gentle. And you will be the one
to regret.” Hannibal said.

“You can’t accuse me of killing Gunther.”
“I know. I also know Ritcher helped you, I know that you’re

not half as stupid as when you came in. I know all of this.”
“That right?” I wiped spittle from my mouth with my sleeve.
“I can’t accuse of murder quite yet. But I have…what you’d

call…conditional orders.” He knelt, the leather armor and metal
chest pieces on him stretching at the seams. The noise like a
noose tightened around my neck. “You remember. Which is
now a problem. Because you are now a dangerous inmate, and
dangerous inmates can not live here. Virgil.”

“You won’t kill me.” I said.
“You’ll wish I had.”

* * *

We came to Dead Man’s walk, standing center of a bridge
that overlooked the watery drop. Ritcher was there, in one
of the arches, overlooking the communion. Passing guards and
prisoners gawked with wide mouths. My feet slipped against
the wooden floorboards, I gripped the ropes to the side and
stood overhead. Hannibal whistled. A man nodded up. Then
another up, up and up. A dreadful game of telephone ending at
the rattle of chains above. It descended with slow, stuttering
decline, stopping in front of the bridge. I looked behind me, to
Hannibal.

“Congratulations Virgil. Welcome to the top.” He waved
towards the door. “Step in, please.”
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My feet were numb and my arms were crossed against my
chest. I stepped in. The cage buckled. I gripped the frame and
lowered myself into it, feet locking in a patch with two gaps.
They dangled in the air. Hannibal waved off to the guards again.

The wheels turned. The chains rattled. I rose.
I looked at them from high above, staring like the albatross

does. With eyes lazy and mouth curled in slight smile, Ritcher
to the side waving and turning and reducing himself in the
shadow of the Colosseum. Somewhere in the prison it rained
still, for in the rising center I could hear it all. Every voice.
Every noise. Every scream, every laugh.

Past metal and wooden turning bridges like tangled netting.
Hannibal’s web.

Up and above to the final floor. I sat in my rising cell. Rising
and feeling the fear up to my spine.

And I was happy. Happy I had done it. To hell with Gunther.
To hell with Hannibal. To hell with Shrieker’s Veil.
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The Dove amongst the Crows.
Septiem 10th, 1125 Dom.

We sat around the oak bench, the horn of wine in front of
me fizzing and bubbling with small seeds of fruit. Raisins of
heavenberry bobbing up on the purple surface. A mustached
man dropped a bundle of firewood deep into the yellow
stomach of the pit, fires rose high above on the matchstick
stack of logs. The people in the camp sites and tables rose their
heads to the sudden flare up. Then laughed. Some locked in
arms and going to fast dance with the nurses and handmaidens.
Men andwomen came in and out of my vision with hot plates of
food, ducking and dodging strings of shiny metal belts attached
at the cornices of tents and pole tops. To my rear, behind what
looked like a black smiths anvil, a man vomited into the dried
grass.

“He doesn’t talk. He doesn’t drink. He doesn’t do anything
but stare. I think he’s a statue.” Obrick prodded my cheek with
his finger.

“Knock it off.” Kal said.
“Whatever.” Obrick grabbed the mug and finished it in one
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gulp, purple dripping from the sides of his mouth. He burped.
Sylas looked up from his plate and sucked his teeth, he

lowered and nibbled at some leg of meat, chewing it like cobbed
corn.

“What’s wrong with you today?” Obrick asked.
“I’ll tell you later.” My hands on my lap, I fiddled with the

long shirt, picking at small threads.
“Why can’t you tell me now?” Obrick leaned into me.
“Knock it off.” Kal grabbed Obrick and they both put each

others arms against each others necks, vying for leverage on
the wooden bench.

“Fight. Fight.” The Silverfangs said in synchronized, eerie
speech. “Fight. Fight. Fight.”

Sylas sipped on his wine. I sighed and stood. The two fell to
the floor, still gripping each other in almost lover-like embrace.

Vincent hit the side of a cup with his spoon. We all turned.
He stood in front of the fire and from my vantage looked to be
within it, cradling the yellow in his stomach. He wore his armor,
the white cape and chest piece and the long furred neckline.
Eyes piercing red in the darkness of deep evening. Around us
the dried and empty leaved branches of sprawling trees. Like
Joshuas, long branched and praying out to the sky, barren.

“I’m glad we could all celebrate today.” He said. “And I’m sure
you’re wondering what we’re celebrating.”

“It’s a funeral, ain’t it?” Some toothless fool said in the crowd.
“No.” Vincent said. “We will spend the rest of our lives in

mourning and remembering, today is not for that. Today is to
celebrate the fourteenth’s accomplishments. A cheer for them.”

A mild whooping came across the crowd. Some clapping,
smiles. Somewhere in the muddied faces, Gabralto spat.

“And we’re here to celebrate all our accomplishments.” Vin-
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cent nodded. Men clapped louder, yelled louder. Their hands
went high in sky.

“And today we are here to celebrate where we’ll be going next.
Our next destination will be our last, hopefully.”

The clapping stopped. People turned their heads and mut-
tered about themselves. Vincent looked around, smiling and
coy.

“Yes. That’s right. We’re done traveling.”
“So is the…Flock over?
“No. Far from it.” Vincent raised his clap. “I’m here to

celebrate our new service. There are plans with King Xanthus.
As a mercenary company.”

“A mercenary company?” They all whispered it. Thought it.
The strange feeling of death coming across all of us like a cold
chill, rising from the cool dirt up to our brains.

“That’s right. We’ve talked. And I am leveraging a deal for
more. Yes, more. How would you all like to be paid a gold a job,
hmm?”

“A gold. How much is that in silver?” Lowell asked. His
brother nudged him.

“Could I even spend one gold coin?” Kal asked.
“You just aren’t trying hard enough. I know a couple places

we could put that gold to use.” Obrick laughed. I elbowed him
in the gut.

“Now I know the transition will be…difficult.” Vincent said.
“So I’ve elected that if you are uncomfortable with the new
positions that you be allowed to leave. With severance.”

“With severance?” Sylas forked a carrot.
“If you don’t feel like I feel, if the idea of greatness seems to

appalling or gaudy or terrible. Then leave. I won’t force you to
mold yourself to greatness, I can only encourage it. Believe in
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it. No, no, gentleman. What becomes of the flock from here on
out will be nothing short of legendary.”

“You’re asking us to go to war.” I stood, palms on the bench.
“Am I wrong in that, Vincent?”

The crowd turned to me.
“I’m asking you to fight for the country. The Kavilians come

from the east. The north is dissolving from Xanthus. And the
country is eaten alive all the same. I mean - look at us? Look at
how many desperate places we’ve helped, small things that the
nation state should and could have handled. But won’t. And
they wont-” He looked to me and nodded. “And Xanthus can’t
help his people because he can’t even help himself. What future
is that for us, for all of Xyra? Hmm? Or would you deny that?”

He leaned forward, almost small in the group. The fire burned
on. Everyone stood, atop their benches or atop the flat of tree
trunks6.

“Were you all not orphaned? Were you all not turned
revenged men? Grifters of the poor looking for some small
pittance of coin? Are you all not the very miserable everyone
will soon become?” Vincent, palms out, made a wide gesture. “I
too am an orphan and I too understand the pain of loss, the pain
of traveling and the wear on the feet of your soul. Would you
not rest with me travelers? To plant yourselves into a dream.”

“What dream?” I asked.
Vincent smiled.
“I would like us to become knighted. And I would like to be

king.” The fires fell, his face lit from beneath his chin with a red
hue. “I will be king. With your help, all of your help.”

We stood quiet. Not a laugh. Not a comment or whisper.
Someone coughed some spit into the floor.
“You’re crazy, Vicentius.” Someone said in the crowd.. “But
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I’ll go wherever you go. Alls that matter is that you lead me. I
mean, you haven’t done us wrong yet, right?”

“That’s right. Trust in Vicentius is trust in success. When has
he failed us?”

“When have we lost?”
“Who cares as long as the money is fine?”
“If he’s king will that make us royalty?”
“Think I could get a castle…?”
And so it began amongst them. The drunk smiles and

imaginations big and small that grew from these drunken
conversations, people turning with each other and nodding up
and down. The excitement growing. The fire growing. They
raised their cups in singular joy, the wine spilled like rain from
these dancing, singing people.

“For Vicentius, the world!” One man chanted.
“For Vicentius, the world!” Another said.
The Silverfangs grabbed their cups and ran into the crowd.

Obrick and Kal scratched their heads and shrugged. Sylas stood
and walked out of the dinner, into the outer dark. And I…

I grabbed a cup of wine and drank. What consolidation that
meant is something elusive to me too. But I nodded when
Vincent looked at me, and I sipped and raised the horn. The
wine tasted sour.

* * *

I believe that was the last night of what I would consider my
vagabond life in Xyra. The memories are long past of America,
of mother and father. Of yachts. Of Fucking Harvard.
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The plane was beautiful the morning after the party, some-
where in barely-dawn with the blue skyline taking shape on
the leveled landscape of the dry grasslands. I drifted from
the caravan, just a moment to breath without the company
of others, to not suffer a single foreign thought or voice. I
wandered into the plains where yellow eased itself into a light
green, somewhere in the desert amongst a small pond where
the bracken had formed and the ground was slippery with mud
and where the air buzzed with the life of small red-thumbed
specimens, here amongst so much life. My hands sunk deep
into a wet puddle, my body laid and flat and my eyes wandering
out far to a country so tiny in scope that with the small grip of
my palm, I could feel the world shrunk in me.

Hands of a murderer. Hands of the merciful.
I laid my head down on the grass and eased my eyes to rest.
What a gift it was to feel the boundaries of my body disperse

on the prickle of grass, to feel the universe in me expanded to
the limits of my width and yet to be as small as anything else.

What dreams exist in that encroaching gentle-dark?
Not a dream of boats. Not a dream of father. Not a dream of

the lost life.
I dream of Crows. Of the home here, and the home waiting

in remote lands only arms length away. Waiting to be seized.
It was a good dream.
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