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A Dirge





I

F reja stretched her face up at her momma 
strung up in the tree. The blackblood got 

a whole mess of mommas. So many that it took 
damn near all of us to carry and lift them up and 
strap their arms and legs to the branches of the 
twisted white trees with black leaves. The death 
trees. Wasn’t only Freja stretching her neck far 
as it could go to hear the Inal dead words falling 
from her dead momma’s mouth before we left 
them to the crows.

M was one of the lucky ones. Ny momma died 
before M ever knew her so M didn’t have to grow 
up with memories that M’d miss.

Mt’s  little  things  in life  that  make it  shine 
bright enough to keep kicking.

Budged ,ugg and pointed to Freja.
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,ugg leaned on his long sword“ nodded“ sni”ed“ 
spat. -She gonna have a bad time of it.C

-Will.C
,ugg shrugged“ turned to the crows crowded 

on the mushroom trees shading all of us from the 
burning purple sky“ then back to Freja. -She cryH
ing.C

M nodded. -Bot only her though.C
,ugg nodded“ sni”ed. —leared his throat with 

a clicking grunt. -Twenty bodies. xow many you 
think gonnaOC

-Sh“C M pointed to Freja’s momma. We had run 
out of cord so we shaved some of their heads and 
used that to lash them to the death trees. xer 
momma’s body thin and pale from all the blood 
she bled out every hole in her body but also rigid“ 
like she strained against her own hair binding her 
to the branches holding her up to the evil sky. 
With Freja’s cheek so close to her momma’s cheek“ 
Freja’s momma relaPed. xer body sagged slightly. 
That was it. The moment. Freja’s momma gave up 
her ghost in one Inal ePhale and Freja fell back 
hard to the dirt. 

,ugg  nodded.  -Lne.C  xis  own whisper  to 
match whatever fell from Freja’s momma’s mouth. 
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xe’d go on counting“ M knew“ but M lifted my 
sword to rest on my shoulder“ went down to 
Freja past the orchard of death trees and all the 
mommas hanging there waiting to let go and die 
for real so we could begin grieving.

—rying into her hands“ Freja knelt before her 
momma’s corpse when M got to her. Gut a hand 
on her back but she didn’t react. qike M wasn’t 
even there. qike none of us were there but her 
dead momma who had become empty meat. 
Turned up to the evil ugly sky where the crows 
cawed atop the huge mushrooms.

qike they were waiting for me to notice“  a 
handful of them Yapped their wings to enter 
the sky. Eliding down“ they landed on Freja’s 
momma’s corpse and started in on the Yesh.

Bothing but bones would remain in a bit. M 
sRuatted down beside Freja“ my hand still  on 
her back while she wept. —ould’ve told her there 
was nothing left to mourn. Ehost’s gone. 3our 
momma’s gone o” to the blackness down below 
where we’ll  all  be someday to churn in that 
maelstrom of black Ire while  we wait  to be 
reborn in a world that didn’t hate us so. 3our 
momma’s pain ended“ girl. 
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,ut didn’t say none of that. qet her cry. 4ven 
set my sword in the dirt“ put my arm around her“ 
pulled her close. xer head on my chest so she could 
hear my own heart beating. 5emind her that only 
the living hurt. Lnly we strain beneath the evil 
ugly sky.

We don’t cry about that“ though.
-M miss her“C Freja said“ her wet open mouth 

pressed against my bare chest. Figured she said that 
to keep from telling me how she’d spent the last 
week sopping up the blood that spurted and leaked 
out of her momma. xow she spooned her soup 
and washed her and changed her clothes when she 
messed herself“ when she bled everywhere. xow 
she spent every day watching her momma die right 
in front of her. xow she didn’t even have time 
to wonder if she’d catch this disease too and who 
would care for her while she bled out alone in her 
momma’s home.

M nodded. -Eonna miss her until you join her 
down below“ in the deep dark.C

She went on crying and M looked around at all 
the hanging mommas strung up and all the sons 
and daughters and brothers and daddies stretching 
to hear that Inal word from the ones they loved 
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the most in this hallowed life. qooked past them 
to ,ugg who somehow knew M was watching him. 

—hin leaned on his big narrow sword“ he lifted 
up one Inger on his left hand and four on his 
right. 

We’d give until nightfall or the Irst howls before 
we gave them up for lost. qost to never be spoken 
of again. Those ghosts trapped in meat who would 
become monsters to haunt us“ to hunt us. 





II

“S eventeen,” Hazzi said when we gathered 
all together beneath the mushroom cap, 

the bioluminescent walls glowing bright enough 
for us to see one another, to see Hazzi standing 
on the stage before us, his two swords hanging 
limp from his belt. Howls drowned out whatever 
came next and we all stared up into the mushroom 
dome above us. From up top, it looked like any 
mound, but from below we saw through it like 
a mist streaked with veins and folds. Some trick 
of the fungal gods that the long gone mommas 
—gured out before any of usAeven HazziAwas 
born. 

B wolf launched over the mushroom. Mig as shit 
and terrible to behold. Ty heart dropping to the 
-oor when it went by. B streak of grey silhouetted 
against the glow of the shattered moon. Rhen anO
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other wolf walked right on top of the mushO
room and stopped. Iaising its head, it snujed 
at the air so loud we heard it down below. 

Cr maybe that was the fear. B terror so bone 
deep that we knew the texture of every sound 
and sensation from generations dead and gone. 
’ts Daws parted slightly revealing teeth long as 
my forearm. Nould crawl inside that mouth and 
disappear. RhatLs how big the wolves were.

Nrowded all together beneath the mushroom 
cap that set the boundaries of our night lives, 
we watched the wolves and waited for them to 
leave. Ty hands held the hands of others. qidnLt 
matter who. Kot then. Kot in that moment 
with the wolves swarming through our village. 

B thousand held breaths. Cne great breath 
held by all of us until the wolves raced oj to play 
beneath their mother, the shattered moon and 
its glowing archipelago.

Hazzi  cleared his  throat.  “’  think itLs  safe 
now.”

Someone laughed and someone else whisO
pered shut the fuck up loud enough for everyO
one to hear. Waughter rippled out from there 
but Euickly fell away.
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“Seventeen.” Hazzi cleared his throat again. His 
voice high and whiny when he spoke. “Seventeen 
of us descended home to the great black heart 
beating at the center of the earth. Rhat churning 
cauldron where all souls dissolve and grow once 
more to —ll the wombs of us here above. Rhey 
sujered, as we all sujer, as we all will continue to 
sujer, but they are home now. Home to be reborn. 
Cur hope, as always, is that they retain their memO
ories of the deep dark when they are born again 
and share this knowledge with us.” He looked to 
the blood and mud witches, our shaman.

Five women old as the earth, their age carved 
as ravines through their faces. 4otu, eldest of the 
witches, looked asleep. Her head swaying gently 
from side to side, mouth slightly open. Meside her, 
Bya stared up at the wolf while HyacinthLs lips 
kept moving, muttering some incantation to keep 
us safe. Cr so ’ told myself. Cnly Bya seemed to 
be aware of the rest of us. Her permanent scowl 
passed from person to person while Hazzi spoke.

“Rhe blackblood was a heinous disease.” Hazzi 
shook  his  head.  “B  curse  from  those  delving 
through the detritus of the dead world abandoned 
by our ancestors who poisoned the waters and 
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skies and abandoned earth for stars beyond. Rhose 
who dig through that goneOaway world unearthed 
some great evil.  Rhey mutilate their -esh and call 
it progress. Rhey make playthings of the scraps of 
our apocalyptic ancestors and call that hope.” He 
spat. “Rwenty mothers dead. Cnly seventeen to 
ever return to us.

“5e diminish. 6very year, there are fewer of us.” 
His voice Euavered, lurched. “B cruelty, to target 
only women. So it is that ’ stand here before you 
in my wifeLs place.” He choked out the —nal words. 
Wowering his head, he snijed and wiped his face 
with both hands. “Forgive me,” his voice thickO
ened with pain, with loss. Iaising his eyes to us 
once moreAlike staring into an open wound.

’ looked down. Had to look away. Saw the hands 
still holding mine and turned to each of them in 
turn. Ty brothers and sisters, my cousins and unO
cles and aunts. 

Hazzi said, “5eLre all sisters and brothers. 5e 
rely on one another. 5e must hold one another 
up in the coming days and weeks.” He went on to 
talk of our responsibility to one another, to those 
left behind, to those children newly orphaned. He 
spoke of the others out there living in cities of 
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stone and metal, who steal our trees and mushO
rooms to build their cities of light and —re and 
death and chaos.

He  did  not  speak  of  the  monsters.  Cf  the 
wolves. For Hazzi, they were all the same thing. 
Rhose people living in cities, the monsters and 
wolves eating anyone too stupid to be caught alone 
outside beneath the moon.

Rhat night, we comforted those who needed 
comforting. 5e gave love to those who needed 
love, gave our bodies to those who could be healed 
that way, and we refused to leave anyone alone 
through that —rst horrible night.





III

N ot much remained in the morning. The 
wolves left nothing of the dead but cracked 

bones. Even one of the death trees was partly up-
rooted. A few people were over there building up 
the dirt to cover the exposed roots. 

I collected the bones. Had to tie my sword to 
one of the ripped cords that held a corpse in a 
tree, then make that into a belt. My old belt broke 
the way everything around here kept breaking. 
Reached for a snapped in half femur, imagining 
the massive jaws crunching these bones like they 
were crackers, but my hand met another. Looking 
up, Freja smiled. I let her take it.

“Might be my momma’s.” She held it in both 
hands, like it was sacred, like the prelude to a 
prayer. 

“Might be.”
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Together,  we  collected  the  bones.  Others 
joined us. When our arms were full, we brought 
them to the blood and mud witches. Dropped 
them into a pile before their home. One of the 
great spotted toadstools rising from the fungal 
network that became our home beneath the skin 
of the earth. 

Aya came out and scowled at all of us dropping 
broken bones into a pile right in front of her, but 
she didn’t say a word. Sat down and closed her 
eyes, arms stretched wide. The way the sunlight 
Kltered through the towering mushrooms gave 
her an uncanny glow, like the bioluminescent 
moss grew beneath the Krst layer of skin.

Hyacinth and Jotu came next. They nodded 
at the growing pile as we collected more and 
more. They sat on either side of Aya and mim-
icked her posture. When qacinta came out, she 
told me to make a Kre.

An unusual rezuest, but I collected moss and 
twigs to start the Kre. qacinta pulled out a lighter 
and lit the moss. The Kre leapt up and I dumped 
more moss on the Kre, which nearly smothered 
it. A purplish smoke rose like incense, wrapping 
round all of us gathered there before the witches. 
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Our Knal goodbye to the mommas now boiling 
in the depths of the earth.

Once the Kre got going, the witches began 
chanting in their secret sacred language. Jotu 
took out her knife of blackened glass and sliced 
her palm, letting the blood pour in the dirt 
between  her  and  the  Kre.  Smelled  that  too. 
The blood and the mossy smoke mixed with 
the stink of unwashed bodies swirled into my 
lungs. Freja beside me, I took her hand, and she 
szueeBed mine. Didn’t look at her. Didn’t have 
to. She was hurt. Would be hurting for a long 
time. Put I’d be there.

Aya began mixing the blood with the dirt to 
make mud for the ritual. A rite of puriKcation 
to keep all of us safe, to keep our people whole. 
A ritual that followed every death and birth.

We needed it.
A roar blasted open the sky. My hair on edge, 

my blood spiced by fear and fury. Culled my sword 
from its sheath along with everyone else.  Fre-
ja’s hand fell from mine as she gripped her own 
swords. No words passed between us, between 
anyone. The roar Klling the air overwhelmed any 
other sound. Even the Kre crackling close enough 
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to make me sweat silenced to nothing against that 
ripping roar.

Not an animal or a god but a mechanical roar. 
A combusting roar that came ever closer while we 
stood there, swords in hand, waiting for violence.

The roaring passed us by and I let my lungs 
empty, slumping as I relaxed. Then the roar twist-
ed back, began circling us. That single roar became 
two and then Kve and then a doBen. 

5losing my eyes for a moment, I focused solely 
on my breath. In and out. Slow. In through my 
nose. Out through my nose. Let the spice in my 
blood mellow. My consciousness expanding to the 
towering toadstools deKning the clearing where 
our village sprouted, the many immense domes 
housing all of us beneath the earth. 5ontract-
ing back to my own body, I became aware of the 
breeBe against my skin, the smoke and the Kre, the 
lungs breathing and hearts beating all around me. 
I imagined water dripping from a toadstool and 
pooling in the dirt in the moment before it became 
mud. 

Was Mudd who told me to be like water. Was 
Mudd who taught me to wield a blade before he 
took a bullet through the neck and returned to the 
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mud. Was me who stood waiting to hear Mudd’s 
Knal words before his ghost descended to be born 
again.

The roar of their machines fell from me as I fo-
cused on the water dropping o6 the toadstool and 
into the not-zuite mud. For a moment, there was 
nothing for me but the sound of water dropping 
into more water.

When I opened my eyes, the roar remained far 
from me even as they ripped through the clearing 
on their mechaniBed bikes spewing poison black 
smoke. One at a time, I heard Mudd’s voice in my 
skull. Turned to one of them bursting through 
the trees past the witches’ toadstool. Eyes made of 
glass and a face seamed by scars, her arm didn’t 
end in a hand but in a spinning blade held by two 
metal spires connected to her elbow. She drove 
straight for Freja so I launched myself in front of 
her, bouncing on the balls of my feet.

5loser and closer, the drop of water in the mud 
still the only sound in my skull. She pulled the 
blade-arm back like she was going to punch me 
with it, but that was when Freja leapt past me, 
a sword in each hand. With her right sword, she 
slapped the spinning blade wide while she stabbed 
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the left sword right through her face. Metal struck 
glass, and the drop of water became a shattering as 
the woman’s face erupted in blood and glass. Fre-
ja’s blade de7ected away, throwing her o6 balance 
while mid-air. Her body struck the woman’s and 
she spun wildly in the air while the bike twisted 
away from me, smashing through the pile of bones 
and collapsing uselessly to the ground.

Her shrieking pierced through the roar of the 
mechanical bikes. Walked past her and her bro-
ken body to help Freja up. The tip of her sword 
chipped o6, ruining the integrity of the blade. 
I helped her up and she limped past me to the 
woman trapped under her bike. Her shattered face 
revealed the cracked glass of her skull. Plood so 
red it looked fake 7owed from her mouth full of 
splintered teeth.

Freja shook her head, then slowly stuck her 
sword through the woman’s neck.

The  roaring  remained  all  around  us  and  I 
turned to see the village burning. One of the bikers 
grabbed Aya by her braid and dragged her across 
the clearing until another bike drove over her, 7at-
tened her chest. Pecause he held on tight, this 
ripped the man holding her o6 his bike, sending 
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it smashing through the grove of death trees. A 
handful of my people fell on him, hacking him to 
pieces.

They moved so zuickly and loudly that I found 
myself stuck in place. 5ouldn’t chase the bikes or 
intercept them unless they were already coming 
for me. And so I stood beside Freja and we watched 
the bikers burn and kill, their smiles wide, their 
bodies modiKed inhumanly. They came to abduct, 
as always. They came for our women and children 
and so we kept our blades sharp and close. 

A man with antlers like a monster held a child 
against his chest while he laughed and drove right 
for me. I took a breath and held it for a moment 
deep in my lungs, then let it out through my nose. 
He kept coming, even when I lifted my blade, fear-
ing nothing. 

The roaring swallowed the day.
I leapt towards the antlered man stealing one 

of the many cousins, my sword poised to hack his 
head in half, but a ripping shriek tore through 
my shoulder, spinning me away from the antlered 
man and into  the  dirt.  My shoulder  burning 
bright. Hot blood pouring into the dirt, becoming 
mud. Freja was there, pulling me back to my feet. 



E RATHKE22

Pehind her, another biker. I kicked her out 
of the way and threw my sword at the moth-
erfucker. It bounced stupidly o6 the front of 
the bike, but he twisted in panic, jackkniKng his 
bike to a dead stop right in front of me. Trapped 
beneath his bike, I stood over him. 

He  didn’t  plead  or  show  any  fear.  qust 
laughed. I reached down, grabbed the hatchet 
from his hip and brought it down in his face. 
Felt the wash of hot blood splashing over my 
own face. Spat out his diseased blood.

Turned to Freja whose mouth hung open, 
despair drenching her face. Then, her eyes nar-
rowed and she pushed me out of the way. The 
antlered man smashed a hammer against her 
sword held up in defense, shattering it as he 7ew 
past us. When he was Kfty feet away, he slowed 
and turned back towards us.  His bike roared 
louder, higher. A monstrous smile crossed his 
lips. He dropped the child in the dirt beside the 
bike and drove back towards us. 

Hatchet in my left hand, searing wound in my 
right shoulder. Freja held two swords, both broken 
in half. Didn’t give her a glance. Didn’t have to. 
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We would save our cousin lying unconscious in the 
dirt. We’d save everyone from this freak.

Like  a  dance,  we  rushed  forward  together. 
Launching into the air to strike down at him from 
above as he blurred past us, the way Mudd always 
taught us, I felt the immensity of peace that I of-
ten found deep in violence. My body relaxed. My 
breathing easy. My vision so clear.

I saw the antlered man’s death a doBen times in 
the heartbeat before I brought the hatchet down, 
before Freja shoved both broken swords into his 
chest. Put the antlered man looked up at us, eyes 
pale as the moon, skin dark as the night, mouth 
opening impossibly wide. 

“There are moments,” Mudd once told us, 
“that will return to you for the rest of your life.”

Even as I hung there above him, I understood 
that my life spun in that moment. Nothing that 
came after would be like what came before.

So close I could smell him. An animal stink 
mixed with human sweat and blood and smoke. 
His jaws opening wide enough to swallow my 
head, he vomited out a viscous black cloud that hit 
me like a solid even as my gasped breath pulled the 
poison into my lungs. 
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I remembered the burning. Then I remembered 
my body hitting the dirt. Lying there, unable to 
move, black vomit spilling out of my mouth, I 
watched the antlered man return to the child he 
left lying in the dirt. Lifting the child with one 
hand, he drove away. 

And then nothing.



IV

I  dreamt in light and only light as if the day’s 
tide  rolled  over  and  wrapped  round  me 

pulling me higher and higher into the evil poi-
soned sky. I kicked and screamed to escape the 
light and return to the black, to the blackheart’s 
echo that was creation and all existence. For we 
are all only a —gment of an echo deep beneath 
the skin of the earth, past muscle and bone, to 
that maelstrom churningMalways churning.

Far away. Ay body felt far away from myself. 
In a chamber of light. Featureless and bright. 
I sought edges but found none. I reached but 
touched nothing. Bnd then I turned inside, 
pulled  my  insides  out,  and  there  I  brushed 
against my body, against sensation, like butter-
jy wings japping playfully against my cheek.



E RATHKE26

I heard, as if from far away, as if buried below, 
in the deep and the dark, a wretched gasp, which 
pulled me out of the bright nothingness and I 
opened my eyes. Slinking slowly, ad“usting to the 
darkness and the smell of smoldering mushrooms, 
the thick humidity and heat of a sauna. ”omeone 
gasped beside me but I felt too far away to turn 
my head. ”taring up into the fungal dome of this 
roomMthe sweat lodge.

Fre“a’s voice came to me scraped raw and shal-
low. QI dreamt I died.P Tuiet as a whisper spoken 
to herself. Aaybe not even knowing I was in the 
room with her. Dossibly many more lay here with 
us, dying but trying not to.

Lears rolled down my face from the corners of 
my eyes. Hidn’t feel sad or in pain. Hidn’t feel 
much of anything. Lhough I’d found my body, I 
had not yet —lled it. Yike my ghost haunted only 
my head. I smacked my lips “ust to prove I could.

Fre“a sucked in a breath and then a sliding sound 
as she dragged herself to me. B clammy hand to my 
face, she pulled me towards hers.

Wollow and haggard, her eyes popping, the 
shape of her skull far too apparent in that faint bi-
oluminescence. Hried mud on her forehead in the 
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shape of the shattered moonMthe blood witch-
es were treating us, but I didn’t understand the 
symbol. Wad never seen it used before. Q?ou’re 
alive.P ”he exhaled, closed her eyes, and wept, 
pressing her forehead to mine. QOe’re alive.P

I reached for my —ngers. Ay toes. Lhey tin-
gled and then burned. ”corching my ghost but 
rather than recoil, I plunged in and took back 
my hands and feet. Yike a hand in a glove, my 
body conformed back to my ghost, or my ghost 
to my body. Flexing my hands, I  hugged her 
awkwardly with one hand. QOe’re not dead.P

Fre“a’s tears became laughter. QIs that good or 
badqP

QNnly is.P Husty. Ay throat raw and my eyes 
itched as if all water had been leached from me. 
QOe’re in the sweat lodge.P

Fre“a  nodded,  then  collapsed  beside  me. 
QFeels like I died.P ”he breathed deeply, then 
exhaled slowly. QWow did weMP

Lried to remember. Lried to reach back but the 
past was an open wound. B leaking wound. Bgain, 
rather than recoil, I dove in and held my breath as 
the black lizuid fog —lled my lungs, coated them, 
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and drowned me even as I watched the antlers 
roaring away with that limp child in his lap.

QOe did die.P
Fre“a’s hand found mine and held it. Q4ot yet.P
Wer breath hot on my neck. Lurning to her, my 

head swam and capsi5ed, the room blurring and 
slurring around me. Bll around me the vibrations 
of that heart in the deep dark. Ay body pulsing for 
and because of that black heart so far beneath me 
at the molten core of the earth surrounded by the 
bones of the earth like a ribcage. I closed my eyes 
and heard Fre“a’s voice far away calling my name 
over and over again as I fell through the joor.



V

K otu’s voice came like a lullaby from before 
memory drst stirren ih my .eanI - rememw

beren a momeht - ninh’t kho, - rememberenI 
Kotu’s ,arm bonyg .er arms .olnihS meI ptarihS 
uA at t.at creasen ahn ,rihklen face as s.e smilen 
no,h at meg sAoke to me ih hot.ihS ,ornsg t.e 
lahSuaSe of babies ahn c.ilnrehI Ohn t.eh s.e nin 
sihSg .er voice full ahn Ao,erfulI

“...shadows in my heart,
But I won’t let you forget me.
Forget me.
Forget me.
I cannot take back the love
That I gave you…”
FAehihS my eyesg Kotu sat bet,eeh jreHa ahn 

meI Mer eyes closeng .er ,.ite brains fallihS oh 
eit.er sine of .er faceI p.e breat.en ahn so - trien 
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to breat.e ,it. .erI Wy luhSs .urtg every breat. 
s.allo, ahn Aaihfulg but - Aersisten uhtil t.e ihw
cehse ahn breat.ihS ahn s,elterihS .umin .eat 
s,allo,en me ohce moreI

jlickers of nreams or memoriesI zatc.ihS myw
self as t.e c.iln - ohce ,as ruhhihS t.rouS. delns 
of Solneh Srass t.at to,eren over me ,.ile t.e suh 
s.ihen ahn t.e fuhSal trees s,ayen ih t.e breeDeg 
AullihS t.e Aoisoh out of t.e skyg dlterihS t.e ,aw
ter coursihS t.rouS. t.e eart.’s oAeh veihsI 

TaAAlen suhliS.t AlayihS over my closen eyew
linsg - oAehen t.em ohce more ahn staren uA ihto 
t.e uSly evil sky coaten AurAle but blus.ihS AihkI 
“.e Aoisoh our ahcestors releasen ihto t.e air 
,ouln hever fully be cleahI 

- blihken ahn Aus.en myself uA uhtil  - satI 
TiDDyg my o,h t.ouS.ts sliAAen t.rouS. my dhw
Sers like silk,orm t.reans before t.e ,eaveI Wy 
eyes fell oh jreHa lyihS haken ih t.e nirtI - rubben 
at my eyesg blihkeng ahn starenI O AurAlis. black 
ds. s,am beheat. .er skihI -t crossen .er stomac.g 
came to .er .iAg ahn t.eh coilen rouhn .er uAAer 
t.iS. like a terrible bruiseI - reac.en to touc. itg to 
touc. .erg but t.e AurAle black racen back uA over 
.er c.est ,.ere it settlen over ohe breastg turhihS 
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it fully blackI Fhly t.eh nin - see t.e same AurAle 
blackhess ,raAAen rouhn my o,h forearmI 

“akihS a breat.g - brouS.t my arm to my faceI
”O curseIJ Kotu’s voice startlen meI p.e stoon 

,it. all t.e villaSe at .er backI Myaciht. ahn 
xacihta oh eit.er sine of .er ahn all  of t.em 
nressen ih ceremohial SarbI “.eir silver bahns 
,raAAen rouhn t.eir ,ristsg t.e lumihous earw
rihSs nahSlihS no,h Aast t.eir c.ihsg ahn t.eir 
.air fallihS loosely from t.eir .eans or billo,ihS 
uA ahn outg ih t.e case of KotuI Mer hecklace of 
bohe staihen black cohfusen meg but .er ePAresw
sioh ,as clearI

- s,allo,eng ,aitihS for t.e ,orns t.at ,ouln 
follo,I - turhen back to jreHaI ”Yleaseg ,ait uhtil 
s.e ,akesIJ - Aus.en myself to my feetg let t.em 
observe my hakenhess ahn t.e AurAle blackhess 
s,immihS Hust beheat. my skihI ”p.e ,oh’t bew
lieve meIJ

Kotu honnenI ”?ou uhnerstahn t.ehIJ
- honnenI ”Ore ,e to .ave hot.ihSEJ
Myaciht. liften a buhnle from t.e Srouhn ahn 

tossen it to meI -t fell ,it. a null t.un bet,eeh 
usI “.e .atc.et -’n usen oh ohe of t.e rainers 
sAillen outI p.e saing ”zait uhtil ,e are SoheIJ
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ptarihS uA ihto t.e evil skyg t.e suh beheat. 
t.e toAs of t.e toanstools ahn treesI ”WorhihS or 
evehihSEJ

Kotu saing ”WorhihS of t.e dft. nayIJ
”Mo, mahy ,ere takehEJ
xacihta siS.enI ”“.at is ho cohcerh of yoursI 

?ou are ho lohSer ohe of usI ?ou So hameless ahn 
kihless ihto t.e ,orlnIJ

”Ohn if ,e dhn t.emEJ
”ze  ,ouln  aAAreciate  t.eir  returhgJ  Kotu 

smilen t.e ,ay s.e nin ,.eh - ,as at my most 
misc.ievousI purArisihS .er ih ,ays t.at ehnearen 
ahn ePasAeraten .erI 

p.e coulnh’t say but - .earn it ahy,ayI p.e 
,ouln miss meI —veh t.e t.ouS.t cracken oAeh 
my .eartI - clehc.en my dstg bit my liA to keeA 
from ,eeAihS t.ere before my brot.ers ahn sisw
ters ahn cousihsg my mommas ahn nanniesI “.e 
,itc.esI ”?ou saven meIJ Wy voice cracken ahn 
my liA tremblenI - staren no,h at jreHa to keeA 
from seeihS Kotu’s faceI “o keeA from collaAsihSI 
zeeAihSI 

Kotu s,allo,eng .er o,h voice Sro,h .uskyI 
”ze .oAenBJ Mer voice cratereng nissolvenI p.e 
clearen .er t.roat ahn - turhen to see .er SriAAihS 
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Myaciht. ahn xacihtaI ”ze lost muc.I qet,eeh t.e 
blackbloon ahn t.is raingJ s.e took a s.unnerihS 
breat.g let it fall .eavily from .erI ”ze .oAen to 
ePorciDe t.e nemoh ,it.ih youI zit.ih bot. of 
youIJ

”-t ,ill cohsume yougJ Myaciht. shiNenI “ears 
fallihS from .er eyesI 

”zaitg AleaseIJ - sCuatten besine jreHag liften .er 
.ean from t.e SrouhnI p.e .an beeh s.aveh cleahg 
like meI Ro, haken ahn aloheg ,it.out .air or 
clot.ihSI Rameless ahn kihlessI ”MeygJ - slaAAen 
Sehtly at .er c.eekI ”zake uA ho,IJ

plo,lyg s.e came toI Mer eyes focusihS oh me 
ahng ho noubtg  t.e s.ock of my s.aven .eanI 
”z.at .aAAehenEJ

”Lah you stahnEJ
p.e honnen but - .elAen .er ahy,ayI
”-t ,ill cohsume yougJ Kotu saing .er voice ho, 

comAosenI Ro tears remaihen oh t.eir facesI ”?ou 
.ave beeh cursen by t.e outsinersI qot. of youI 
“.e curse ,ill cohsume your .umahityI 8aAinly 
or slo,lyg ,e cahhot sayI ?ou leave us hameless ahn 
kihless to dS.t aSaihst your fateI ?ou ,ill become 
mohsters or you ,ill dhn a ,ay to remaih ,.ole 
ahn .umahIJ
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z.ile Kotu sAokeg - nisAlayen t.e AurAle black 
creature beheat. my skihI 9ike a s.ano,I O Aoisoh 
alive beheat. our skihI jreHa SasAen at it ahn s.ivw
eren ,.eh - Aoihten to,arns .ersI z.eh it s,am 
like a koi ih a Aohng s.e trien to brus. it a,ay to ho 
eNectI

- took .er .ahn drmly ahn .eln itI Fur dhSers 
,ove toSet.er ahn ,e facen all t.at ,e .an kho,hI

Myaciht. saing ”Ta,h fanesI “.e nay is lohS 
but hot too lohSI -f you are to surviveg you must 
SoIJ

8at.er t.ah ,ait for us to leaveg t.ey abahw
nohen usI Myaciht.g xacihtag ahn Kotu turhen 
a,ay  ahn  ,alken  back  t.rouS.  t.e  cro,nI 
“.rouS. everyohe ,e .an ever kho,hI pome of 
t.em ninh’t look at usI pome of t.em ,eAtI qut 
all of t.em follo,en t.e ,itc.es a,ayg uhtil jreHa 
ahn - stoon across t.e clearihS from quSSI

quSS staren at t.e Srouhn bet,eeh usg .olnihS 
.is lohS s,orn over .is s.oulnerI ”-t’s hot muc.gJ 
.e sAoke as if to ho oheg refusihS to meet our eyesg 
”but it may save your lifeIJ jrom ,it.ih .is cloakg 
.e Aullen out t,o s,orns t.at .an beeh brokeh ih 
.alfI Me let t.em fall at .is feetI

“.eh .e leftI



A Meeting





I

“S hadows on the moon.” We’d spent the 
rcst and seyond dajs ulst wakign, westf 

awaj vcom olc Tgkka,e. bhe rcst ng,htf we yoweced 
Jeneath mlshcoomsf veacgn, eTecjthgn, we dgdn’t 
inow. We ykln, to one anothec that rcst ng,htf 
Ngnyhgn, at eTecj solndf eTecj gma,gned shadow. 
Was the seyond ng,ht olt vcom olc home and she 
staced lp at the moon. “bhat’s whece the wokTes 
yome vcom.”

Shooi mj head. “Hlst a stocj.”
“-ahf” she pognted lp at the ,ceat aJsyess gn the 

moon han,gn, gn the eTgk sij. “Somethgn, tooi a 
Jgte ov the moon and spat gt down to eacth. bhat’s 
what ended eTecjthgn,. Llmangtj dged that daj 
Jlt the wokTes wece Jocn vcom the klnac oyean.”

We sat gn the dgct ov a ykeacgn, whece nothR
gn, seemed to ,cow. bhe tcayis ov the motocJgies 



E RATHKE38

ylt thcol,h the ykeacgn, keadgn, egthec awaj 
vcom oc towacds the Tgkka,e.  bhe mlshcoom 
tcees and toadstooks Je,an to maie spaye voc the 
wooden tcees as we ,ot vacthec vcom the Tgkka,e. 

Ieaned Jayi on hec ekJowsf she swgshed hec 
veet Jayi and vocth thcol,h the agc. Femgnded 
me ov Jegn, a yhgkd whece sgmpke moTement 
was akk  A  needed to Je yontent. bhe vocest ov 
toadstooks slccolnded ls Jlt o?eced no shektec 
vcom the monstecs pcowkgn, the eacth. Av the 
wokTes yamef we’d dge. Doc,otten. Ykone.

-amekess.
“What name wgkk jol taie nowE”
She vcowned Jlt iept stacgn, at the moon. 

“xon’t inow.”
“Vol yolkd ieep Jegn, Dceua.”
“-o.” Lec Togye Nat and yokd. “Dceua dged.” 

She can hec hand oTec hec shaTed syakpf whgyh 
,ot me dogn, the same thgn,. -o stlJJke jet. 
ShaTed me so ykean. Igie a JaJj. She sng?edf 
spat. xcessed gn the ykothes ov the dead cagdecsf 
voc nothgn, vcom home wolkd keaTe wgth ls. 
zByept voc the Jcoien swocds she iept at hec 
hgp. “What’s jolc vaTocgte nameE”



HOWL 39

A snocted. “Ykwajs kgied names that stact wgth 
—.”

Lec vaye cekaBed. She wgped at hec ejes. Yvtec 
two dajs ov tcaTek and gntecmgttent anBgols skeepf 
eBhalstgon yal,ht lp wgth ls. “What aJolt jolE”

“Who do we want to Je nowE” A stoodf igyied 
kaKgkj at a yklmp ov dgct. “We yolkd Je anjone.” 
bhe memocj ov that yhgkd skln, kgmp oTec the 
antkeced cagdec’s Jgie cetlcned kgie yokd watec 
spkashed gn mj vaye. “We yolkd saTe hgm. bhat 
Joj.”

She jawnedf stcetyhgn, hec acms wgde. OealtgR
vlk Jasign, gn moonkg,ht. “Yt keast we’ce to,ethR
ec.” She tlcned to me then. “Av A had to do thgs 
akone5”

A tooi hec hand and plkked hec lp to me. She 
smgked wgdef keapgn, gnto mj momentlm. Lan,R
gn, gn the agc voc a momentf A Jcol,ht hec Jodj 
ykose to mgne. She kooped hec acms acolnd mj 
neyi and staced cg,ht gnto mj vaye. She stcoied 
mj yheeif then ket hec hand vakk to mj hgp and A 
vokkowed hec kead. bhe sign ov hec neyi so smooth 
a,agnst mj pakm. bhgn and kon,. zke,ant was the 
onkj wocd that yame to mgnd. bhe onkj wocd that 
vekt cg,ht. 
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A opened mj molth to tekk hec what she akceadj 
inew. bhat A haTe akwajs koTed hec. We ,cew toR
,ethecf akwajs gn eayh othec’s yompanj. A inew 
hec vcom Jevoce memocj rcst spacied gnsgde mj 
silkk. 6new hec kgie A inew mjsekv. bhe two ov 
ls wece Jocn vcom the same Jlcstgn, stac mgkkenR
nga a,o. 7lc ,hosts Jocn to,ethec gnto the wockd 
oTec yolntkess kgvetgmes. We wece Jolnd to,ethec 
thcol,h the Jkayi heact’s maekstcom oTec and oTecf 
yjykgn, Jayi to the sign ov the eacth Jevoce dgsR
sokTgn, onye moce gn the mokten yoce ov etecngtj. 
bhat’s what A wanted to saj. bhat’s what A needed 
hec to inow.

Olt that’s when we heacd them.



II

S he pulled me behind a toadstool and slipped 
both broken swords silently into her hands. 

The heat of her body pressed against mine, press-
ing me into the toadstool’s trunk. My heart racing 
Erst from her touch and then from danger. vIen 
still, staring at her, A couldn’t focus on the ap-
proaching threat. My body thrumming with de-
sire and Iiolence. 

At raged in me, then. Fs if a Ere started in my 
chest that someone else stoked. My heart beat so 
fast that A put my palm against my skin. xelt the 
heat so hot that A pulled my hand away on reBeH. 

The purple blackness swelled there. A stared 
down at it and felt as if it stared back at me. Fs if 
it knew me enough to push and pull my emotions 
this way and that. F hunger in this curse. Fn all 
consuming desire for more. 
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An  the  two  days  since  leaIing  home,  A  had 
thought little of the curse. F strange and alien 
mark Bowing beneath my skin. jut there, between 
her and the towering toadstool while we waited for 
whateIer approached, A saw the danger. Saw how 
this curse could steal my humanity from me.

A grabbed my hatchet from my hip. OeaIier 
than my sword, A tried to End the balance. xelt fury 
building in me, coursing through me. A breathed 
to try to calm myself, but my body felt out of my 
control. F war happening beneath my skin that A 
didn’t know how to Eght.

So A breathed. A “ust breathed to keep from leap-
ing out and running straight for whoeIer came.

xootfalls approached. SeIeral people talking. 
Their words indistinct. A stared at her while she 
stared past me towards the clearing we abandoned 
out of fear. Gut of caution. 

An that moment, A was only glad she was with 
me.

The Ioices came graIelly and caustic.  ”The 
fucking walls, baby. Cotta pull the fucking walls 
down.?

”Wan’t pull them down, fuckhead.?
F loud, wet slap. ”The fuck was that forJ?
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”Shut the fuck up.?
She scowled as she stared at them standing there 

in the moonlight, her “aw clenched. A heard it. 
Snuzng at the air.

”UhatJ? Gne of the Ioices.
”That stink.?
”Mushrooms.?
”Qust so. Ouman.?
A swallowed. Cripped my hatchet tighter. jlood 

rushed through me, roaring in my ears, in my 
chest, in my lungs. Uishing A had a sword, A ran a 
thumb against the hatchet’s blade. vIen a broken 
sword seemed preferable in that moment. A’d neIer 
fought with anything but a sword. She brought 
her gaLe to me, eyes wide. A nodded. She closed her 
eyes and took a breath and A did too. Oeard them 
tasting the air, trying to catch our scent.

She opened her eyes, let out the breath she held, 
and nodded back. Rsing her eyes, she directed our 
attack. A crept along the outside of the trunk while 
she darted out. —uiet as possible, but they heard 
us. 

Shaggy like a feral dog but standing upright. 
5ong human arms hanging down past their knees 
and a short muLLle full of carniIore teeth and big 
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upright  ears  pointed  in  our  direction,  then 
falling backwards near Bat against their heads. 
SeIen of them. They fanned out into a semi-
circle to enclose us. Gne of them was missing 
an eye with great gouged scars running through 
its face. The others had similar wounds, but his 
one eye would make him an easy kill.

The  one-eyed  monster  hu6ed  and  then 
spoke. ”The night is ours.?

A fought the fury threatening to oIerpower 
me. Critting my teeth so hard A feared they’d 
snap, A couldn’t End words.

jut she did. ”Ue’ll leaIe you to it then.?
7hythmic barking was his response. 5augh-

ter. The laughter of a monster. 
The longer A stared at him, the more human 

he seemed. Gr like some cruel reBection of hu-
manity. ”Uhat are youJ? The words leapt from 
my mouth.

The curse. F rising power trapped within me 
that A could not control.

Oe narrowed his single eye. 7aising his hand 
with EIe Engers like any human, but for their 
length and the fur. Slowly, he eHtended his claws. 
5ong sickles stretching from the tips of his Engers. 
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”A’m going to eat your girl and make you watch. 
Then A’m going to eat you.?

5aughter burst from me then. Agniting fury in 
him and the rest of the pack. Their hooked claws 
and their long teeth Iisible in the moonlight, A saw 
my death moments ahead of me. F brutal, grisly 
death. My body mutilated and consumed by these 
mutants.

At thrilled me and A knew that was wrong, but A 
could not deny it. 

She said, ”Qust an ugly dog.? Then she whistled 
a high note that she held.

Their ears Edgeted on their heads and the leader 
growled. The one-eyed monster lunged forward a 
few steps and bellowed something between a roar 
and a howl and scream. A glanced her way, and she 
crept closer to me. A narrowed the gap. 

Time slowed for me the way it always did during 
Eghts. Fs if we moIed underwater or through air 
Iiscous as the gel inside an eye. A raised my hatchet 
and the Erst of the monsters leapt towards me. At 
slashed its freakishly long arms at me but A ducked 
underneath, coming in close to its body. The heat 
and the stink of it closed a Est in my throat, threat-
ening to knock me o6 balance. jut eIen as the reek 
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assaulted me and its knee came up to bash in my 
chest, the pulse of the world churned in me.

xelt it and knew it for what it was. The great 
blackheart churning all  of eHistence8a tether 
binding me to it. F tether that must haIe always 
been there, though A neIer knew. F tether bind-
ing all of us here aboIe to it below. The tether, A 
knew, burned in the purple blackness of the curse. 
Uhat that meant, that this curse connected me to 
the blackheart’s maelstrom, didn’t matter in that 
moment. 

jut the roiling inside me swam from my chest 
to my hand holding the hatchet, moIing it with 
a power not my own. Fll the power thrumming 
and roaring within me from the consuming curse 
swept into my arm as A swung the hatchet up into 
the beast. Though it twisted away from me, the 
hatchet tore through meat and bone. The seIered 
arm kept my momentum as it Bew into the air, 
the great rush of blood pouring out of the empty 
shoulder soaked me, but A followed my own mo-
mentum and brought the hatchet down through 
the monster’s skull. Splitting it in half.

She had taken care of her monster as well but 
rather than staring ahead at the battle yet to begin, 
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she stared at the Bowing purple blackness coIering 
her hands.

The one-eyed monster scowled. ”A will crack 
open your bones and drink your marrow, you 
fucking monkeys.?

jefore it could eIen take another step or growl 
out another threat, its head eHploded, like a bubble 
made of blood. The remaining monsters scattered 
in all directions, leaIing us alone in the clearing 
once more, waiting for some new danger, trying 
to understand what happened as we stared at the 
headless monster bleeding out into the mud.





III

P robably we should’ve hid or ran but we 
stood there  with our weapons in hand 

staring at the violence before us. I looked at her 
and she at me. Her eyes drifted to my hand, 
to the curse swimming beneath my skin. And 
I watched hers writhe up her wrist to hide be-
neath her shirt. 

“What’s happening to us?”
“The curse,” I said. 
She puFed her cheeks and blew out the air. 

“What even is  that? What even is  this?” She 
slapped her chest where the purple blackness 
burned the way mine burned. “Leels like,” she 
threw her swords down into the dirt but they 
bounced oF and away. “Luck,” she seethed the 
word.

“Mike it’s Nghting you.”
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Her eyes Oashed towards me, then away. “I 
want to remain me.”

Core footsteps but we didn’t bother to hide. 
With the curse raging inside us, we had no fear. 
We watched her come.

She  was  the  tallest  person  I’d  ever  seen. 
Year double my height wearing an ankle-length 
white coat buttoned from the waist up to her 
neck with the rest  hanging down over black 
boots reaching nearly to her crotch. jn her 
head,  a  large red hat  with a  brim so wide it 
Oopped as  she  walked.  Her  right  hand held 
some sort of weapon swinging at her side.

I laughed. Vouldn’t help it.  The fury and 
Nre went out like that. Such an absurd sight, 
this enormous woman dressed so wildly for this 
place we had always referred to as the waste.

She cocked her head at me, lifted her weapon 
to rest on her shoulder. It appeared large in her 
hand, which made it truly enormous. Probably 
the length of my leg. “Where are you from?”

We had decided to protect the village no mat-
ter what happened. “South,” I said. “Several 
days ago, raiders abducted some kids.”
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She held up a hand, then shook it. A signal of 
dismissal, I supposed. With that same hand, she 
gestured to the corpses at our feet. “zou two insane 
or Bust idiots?”

Cy friend who had been LreBa pointed at the 
headless one, “How’d you do that?”

The big woman cocked her head. “What’s your 
name?”

“What’s yours?”
She smiled, revealing glass teeth. jddly dis-

concerting. Seeing into her mouth even when she 
smiled. “Mady Agova.” She bowed, sweeping her 
big Ooppy hat from her head and swinging it out 
to the side with a Oourish. Her shaved scalp criss-
crossed by big scars like millipedes. Lelt on pur-
pose, to show us this. When she stood, hat back 
on her head, she gestured for us to introduce our-
selves. “Vome on, babies.”

“xera,” she said.
Mady Agova raised an eyebrow, the eye lighting 

up brieOy. Was the Nrst indication that she was not 
like any human we’d yet seen. Someone more made 
than grown. “Sounds fake.”

xera laughed, shrugged. “All names sound that 
way.”
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Mady Agova smiled, snorted. Her ga2e fell on 
me. “And you?”

“xirgil.”
3oth eyebrows shot up. “xera and xirgil? zou 

two twins?”
We looked at each other and laughed.
Mady Agova nodded,  her  e4pression bland. 

“Idiots.” She shrugged. “Vome on, babies.” She 
turned back to where she came from and started 
walking, motioning for us to follow. 

I turned to xera who said, “xirgil?”
“She put me on the spot.”
xera patted my shoulder, shaking her head. 

“This is who we are now.” She turned from me 
to the dead monsters. “3ut not who we’ll have to 
remain.”

Mady Agova snapped her Nngers and we turned 
to her. Arms akimbo, weapon dangling from her 
right hand still, she had the e4pression of a scolding 
momma. “3abies, come.”

We did.



IV

I ’ve often thought back on this moment that 
seemed so absurd, so silly, yet which sent us 

spiraling forward to a life that was, for a long 
time, not of our choosing. A life that I don’t 
think I’d have chosen, yet I cannot imagine my life 
now without Lady Agova’s steady hand guiding 
us through the nights, through the mountains of 
corpses we’d build.

I have often heard since my banishment that 
those living outside the cities, those who keep clear 
of the ruins of the past, are more like children than 
people. They cling to their bodies, to their identi-
ties, to a dream of humanity that never existed. Or, 
if it did exist, it never will again.

I have seen much since that day. I have seen 
civilization. I’ve lived with them in their vibrant 
electric cities full of freaks and mutants and con-
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structed men and women who deWne themselves 
in opposition to the monsters of the wastes and 
wilds yet drown themselves in a monstrous world 
of ugly chaos.

I have seen what they call progress. $hat they 
call civilization.

It is not civilized.
And yet it has become home to me. 
To look back on that day is to sink into a delicate 

memory. Like a love letter sent to myself, yet left to 
pulp in the rain.



V

W e followed Lady Agova down a well-worn 
path, her long strides making us jog to 

keep up. Every sound and shadow put me on edge. 
Gripping the hatchet tighter and tighter, my jaw 
clenched, I remained alert, my blood spiced with 
fear and tension.

“Where you taking us?” Vera held both her bro-
ken swords at the ready as well.

Lady Agova didn’t slow or turn to us. “Why do 
you Tght with swords?”

“Hradition,” Vera said.
Lady Agova laughed. “Hradition so old your 

swords broke? And what about Virgil?”
Vera glanced my way. “—e’s not fromP”
“Slease,” Lady Agova said, “I can hear in your 

voices that you grew up together. Where’s his 
sword?”
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Vera began some new lie, but it seemed useless 
so I interrupted her. “—ave you ever seen a man 
with antlers?”

qhe stopped and turned back to us. Eyebrows 
up, then falling heavily over her eyes, knitting her 
brow. “A man with antlers.” qhe inhaled through 
her nose and sCuinted up at the moon. “—ave you 
ever wondered where monsters come from?”

I looked up at the moon, the evil sky, hoping to 
see what she saw there. “Hhey’re humans trapped 
here on earth.”

xonfusion washed over her face. qhe looked 
at  me,  then away.  qcowling,  she turned back. 
“What?”

Vera cleared her throat, shifted. “When people 
die, their ghosts return to the source of all eOis-
tence. Bur ghost then returns in a new body to live 
again. qome are lost, though. When they die, their 
ghost remains andP”

“Mabies,” Lady Agova muttered. qhe sighed. 
“Donsters were once human. Hhat’s true. Mut 
it’s got nothing to do with samsara. qome peo-
ple make themselves monsters by trading parts of 
themselves away. I’ve seen people give up their 
arms for Yust and I’ve seen others eOchange their 
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Fesh for bionics and cybernetics. Hhere are those 
who long to be made rather  than born.”  qhe 
tapped the side of her head with two Tngers. “Got 
a head full of glass myself, but I’m still me. qome 
give too much away. Hhen you Tnd them out 
here.” qhe swung her big metal weapon, gesturing 
to the forest all around us. 

“Hhose  monsters,”  Vera  motioned  towards 
where we came from.

Lady Agova shrugged. “Daybe yes and maybe 
not. qomething about them was once human. !ou 
can see that easy enough, but weird shit happens 
out here. Hhere are those who love the wastes and 
wilds for the way that it does change them. Melieve 
me,” she looked from me to Vera and back, “it does 
change you.”

“Why are you out here?”
Lady Agova sighed. “Was gonna show you my 

shell Trst. —ad a whole thing I was planning as we 
walked.” qhe shook her head. “!ou idiots got no 
patience, you know that?” qhe stared at us waiting 
for a reaction but got nothing. “6ine7” qhe Fapped 
her empty hand, eOasperated. “I want you two id-
iots to work for me. Say’s great because Avalon 
needs us. Hheir walls work pretty good but some 
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things can’t be walled out, get me? Mut I saw how 
you two didn’t back down against those fucking 
beasts. Hhat’s either courage or stubborn idiocy. 
Yon’t matter to me because you handled it.

“Hhat’s what I need. Seople who won’t run 
from monsters but will instead hunt them down 
to their lairs. Murn out the whole coven. What you 
say?”

I looked to Vera but she stared with the intensity 
of the truly ignorant. As confused as I was. qhe 
said, “!ou hunt monsters?”

Lady Agova sighed, “Good fucking lord. !es, I 
hunt monsters. !ou two seem to have a talent for 
this. !ou in?”

A man with antlers who Tlled us with a curse. 
xouldn’t get more monstrous than that, or so I 
thought at the time.



A Reading





I

A fter washing ourselves clean of gore, Lady 
Agova didn’t lead us to one of the cities full 

of heathens and mutants but instead to what she 
called her shell. Didn’t even see it until she opened 
the door. Like a door opening in the air to a dark 
interior. Tried not to show the shock on my face 
but Vera and I stood there gaping like idiots.

Lady Agova cocked her head at us. “You lied to 
me.”

“No,” I said, still trying to make sense of what 
I saw. With the door open, it broke the spell. I 
stepped closer and reached out to the walls of her 
shell. They looked like glass. Translucent. I saw 
right through them and yet it felt like metal.

“Not telling me the truth is lying,” she said.
Vera ran a hand over the shell too. “Cold. Like 

glass.”
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“Idiots,” Lady Agova sighed. She clapped her 
hands to get our attention. “You’re from one of 
those anti-civilization communes out here in the 
wastes. Don’t even think about denying it now,” 
she raised a hand as if stopping the nothing we 
were doing. “This is my shell. At the push of a 
button, it will fold up to the size of a deck of cards, 
if you even know what that is. It’s camouxaged to 
keep dummies like you out but, more importantly, 
to keep me safe when I sleep. As you’ve eFperi-
enced, the wilds and wastes are dangerous. qreaks 
and mutants and monsters haunt these places.”

I understood little of what she said. 
Vera must’ve understood more. She said, “Like 

a home you carry with you.”
Lady Agova smiled and pointed at Vera. “Sure. 

Come inside.” Lady Agova ducked to get into the 
door. We followed her in. The interior was dark as 
night for a moment. The door shut silently behind 
me and the walls glowed gently, like the biolumi-
nescence of our fungal home beneath the earth. 
Nothing bioluminescent about this place though. 
Nothing living about it.

Smelled lifeless. Inert. The air had a stale Mual-
ity that gripped me with panic. I didn’t think so, 
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but my body believed we’d suHocate in this glass 
dome. qor it was a dome. Still crouched down even 
though I could have stood, which increased my 
fear. jy body trembled at the closeness of this life-
less place. !ad she wanted to, Lady Agova could 
have stretched her body from one side of the shell 
to another and nearly touched the perimeter in 
four places. Circular and lit up and featureless, I 
grew dizzy Pust being inside. I began wheezing, my 
throat tightening.

“quck,” Lady Agova breathed the word. !er big 
hand pressed against my chest, then pushed me 
down to the ground, knocking the air from my 
heaving lungs.

“What are you doing to himB” Vera screamed. 
So conKned was the space that this blasted out my 
hearing. Like her words echoed oH the walls over 
and over again, becoming a symphony of voices 
out of sync with one another.

Lady Agova ignored her though. With her other 
hand, she slammed something sharp into my chest. 
It made a gasping sound, like my chest emptied 
itself of air. ?anicking, I tried to slap the wound 
closed but Lady Agova grabbed my wrists in one 
of her huge hands and pinned them above my 
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head. “Greathe,” she hissed. Still holding my wrists 
down, she twisted her body to Vera, swinging my 
hatchet into the two broken swords Vera swung at 
her back. 6nocking Vera’ swords to the side, she 
thrust the head of the hatchet into Vera’ nose. The 
crunch audible as a shout in the shell. The blood 
came pouring out as Vera clapped her hands over 
her face. “Stop it,” Lady Agova snapped at her, like 
we were children.

A tingling sensation seeped out from my chest 
where Lady Agova stabbed me. jy heart raced and 
my lungs vibrated as the tingling road my blood-
stream to my limbs, my Kngers and toes. qlooded 
with power. With strength. jy eyes so wide, I 
clenched my Paw to keep my teeth from chattering, 
from shattering. “What did you do to me7” I near 
shouted the words through my teeth.

Lady Agova smiled down at me, her face so 
close I could smell her. !er scent bloomed in 
that inert dome, along with the comforting smell 
of Vera. Then the stink of her blood. jy own 
heart pounding furiously at that scent. At the echo 
and promise of violence. They swirled together 
and entered my lungs like music, binding to the 
magic she stabbed into my blood. She said, “You 
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were having a panic attack, or something.” She 
shrugged like the diHerence didn’t matter. “8ave 
you something to calm you back down.”

“qeels like my blood’s on Kre.”
Lady Agova nodded. “Not freaking out though, 

yeah7”
“You okay, Vera7”
Vera coughed. ?inching her nose and holding 

her head back to slow the blood, she seemed more 
frustrated than angry. “Yep.”

“You good7”
jy body pulsed. The blackheart deep in the 

earth pumped me full of power, of freak energy. 
qelt like I could rip the metal of this shell open, 
yet I couldn’t even pull my hands away from Lady 
Agova’s grip. “Are you a mutant7”

She cocked her head. “This a height thing7”
Vera said, “You’re freakish strong.”
“qreakish big too, yeah,” I said.
Lady Agova laughed then. A harrowing sound 

that I don’t think I’ll ever forget. !er head thrown 
back, mouth open wide, yet a small musical laugh 
came out of her. Like a little girl trapped in the 
body of a giant.





II
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III

S he pulled up a slat from the ,oorn the- u-i
hg-ked gts leks to mabe gt a tawle that she set 

wet.ee- us a-d herA z small tawle made for o-e 
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sbg- a-d the dead sbg- of her “ompa-go-sn so -e.i
lv deadA zll the “astio2 people of her lgfe -o. ,oati
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”?ou ‘rstnW yadv zkoMa sagd to 1eraA
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de“bA ”’Nm kog-k to tur- oMer the “ardsAW
”qhat gtTW
”qhatNs gtAW
1era kla-“ed at meA ’ trged to relaY wut ’ .as stgll 

wur-g-kA She sgkhed a-d satA ”0g-eAW
yadv zkoMa smgledA ”yetNs wekg-AW





IV

L ady Agova’s hand still  covered the deck. 
She brought her other hand up and then 

slowly lowered it, palm down, and the light in-
side the dome dimmed. With that same hand, 
she motioned for me to back away. 

I  did,  and  Vera  shimmied  over  to  sit 
cross-legged across the table from Lady Agova.

With nowhere to sit or stand, I leaned back 
into the shell’s wall. Lifeless and cold against my 
back. A light source without heat or life. Nei-
ther Tre nor bioluminescence but something 
alien. Something dead. I wondered if that was 
the magic of the cities, but the writhing pur-
plish black entity swimming beneath my skin 
felt alive. Fhe curse was in the meat of me, if it 
was anywhere. It would poison the ghost of me, 
though.
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“elt the throbbing pulse of the black heart 
deep beneath our feet at the molten core of the 
earth. Fhe churning maelstrom calling to me, 
steaming oC ghosts to Tll new bodies.

I  tried to feel  the ghosts in this shell.  Fhe 
ghosts of those that Lady Agova said died the 
night before but there was only this lifeless shel-
ter. At least they weren’t trapped. Fhey escaped 
back to the maelstrom. “reed from crawling 
over the earth’s skin beneath the evil, poisoned 
sky.

Lady Agova said, ”?lose your eyes and clear 
your mind.P

”WhatHP
Lady Agove Oicked Vera right in the center of 

the forehead. Fhe impact loud enough to shock 
me and make Vera clap her own hand over her 
forehead. 

”Fhe fuck was that forHP
Lady Agova said, ”xlease, shut up. ?lose your 

eyes. ?ome on. ?lose them. Now, imagine your-
self staring up into the night sky. xast the trees and 
toadstools to the sky. Fhat vast ocean of black-
ness and stars and the moon, the fragments of the 
moon still hanging up there beyond us. Let your-
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self live up there for a moment, amidst the stars 
and the moon and the great curtain of blackness.P

I hadn’t closed my eyes but I was up there in 
the evil sky, with the stars and the moon and all 
that black emptiness. Eer voice seeped into me. 
A resonance to her words, like they carried some-
thing with them. Like boats transporting more 
than only the words and their meaning. Some kind 
of power. 

In that moment, the evil sky transformed for 
me. 

Br  maybe  it  was  that  thrumming  power 
stabbed into my chest still burning through my 
veins.  A  beast  uncaged  inside  me  swallowing 
meaning and imbuing it with magic. It stirred the 
curse swimming within me. I felt it writhing with-
in, over my stomach. 

Fhe sky was not evil. Fhe sky was nothing. Bnly 
the sky. Bnly the vast vacancy eqpanding endless-
ly over us. No more poisoned than the earth or 
the waters that the fungal gods, the networks of 
mushrooms and toadstools, puriTed.

”Now, take the moon away,P Lady Agova con-
tinued. ”Rqtinguish the stars. Allow yourself to be 
up there in that vast blackness. And then let it 
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wash over and through you to dissolve your body 
leaving only the ghost of you behind. Me there in 
that empty blackness.P

Fhe Quiet inert dimness fell upon me then like 
a heavy blanket. Like a pile of bodies holding me 
down. ?utting me oC from the maelstrom, from 
the evil empty sky.

”Now open your eyes.P Lady Agova smiled. 
”zeadyHP

Vera only nodded but I wanted to say No. Not 
ready for this. —y body twisting into knots be-
neath my skin. Fhe intense need to shit but also 
to vomit but also to curl into a ball and weep. Fhe 
immensity of the absence. Fhe loss of the black 
heart’s beat. —y mouth dry. —y eyes itching. Skin 
clammy. I swallowed and it hurt my throat. 

Lady Agova Tnally lifted her hand from the 
deck of cards and Oipped over the Trst one. 

Vera whispered, as if we were in a sacred place, 
”What’s it meanHP

I craned my neck to see around her but the dim-
ness made it diUcult to make out. Bnly saw several 
hands all holding swords. 

”juiet.P Lady Agova Oipped the neqt card and 
raised an eyebrow.
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”WhatHP Vera caught it too.
”Nothing,P Lady Agova whispered, her voice 

falling to the same volume as Vera’s. 
And I sank back into that lifeless  wall,  un-

sure what demons she called down upon us from 
this absence of life. Fhis void in the earth where 
nothing grew. Where nothing could grow. A place 
without life or light.

Lady Agova Oipped another and the weight 
of all of this compressed my chest like a vice. I 
stretched my neck like I could raise my head above 
whatever magic swirled within the shell and catch 
my breath. Mreathing through my nose like I’d 
been trained all my life, I tried to calm myself but 
my body pumped and throbbed with the antlered 
man’s curse, with Lady Agova’s cure. 

She Oipped another card and then one more. 
Sucking in her breath, she raised her eyes from the 
table for the Trst time and studied Vera. zeevalu-
ating her.

”What’s it meanHP
Lady Agova looked back down at the cards, 

then to me. 
Like a beetle on a Tshhook, I sQuirmed. She 

cocked her head, furrowed her brow. xulling her 
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lip into her glass teeth, she bit down lightly and 
the ache within me shifted from one discomfort to 
another. Such a simple gesture, but I wanted her 
even more. Fhe way she bit her lip and stared at 
me like I was some unpleasant curiosity.

Fhen she pulled her gaDe away from me and 
returned it to Vera, to the cards. 

Like a Trst breath after drowning. I longed for 
the near oblivion, for the overwhelming proqimity 
of danger, of death.

”I think,P Lady Agova said, ”I need to pull 
the cards for him before I can tell you what this 
means.P She set her massive hand gently over the 
cards revealed on the table. ”Switch places, please.P

Vera sighed. Furning to me, she rolled her eyes 
but then seemed to take in the reaction I was hav-
ing to all this. ”VirgilGP

”It’s Tne,P my voice hoarse and breathy, like I 
couldn’t catch my breath. I couldn’t. —y lungs 
pumped and my heart raced and I burned. —y 
chest full of beetles and my stomach full of wrig-
gling maggots. —y head thick with fungal spores 
dampening even my thoughts. 

Sitting across from Lady Agova, her breasts 
right at my eye level, I tried not to stare and so I 
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looked down at the cards on the table. A pinwheel 
of arms stretching out from an empty center on 
the card closest to me. Rach hand held a sword. 
Fhe painting had a tactile look to it. Like running 
my Tnger over it, I’d feel the brushstrokes. zight 
above that, a beheaded body. A snake slithered out 
from between the shoulders. xainted in the same 
style with heavy brushstrokes and lots of paint. Br 
so they appeared, but it could have been the magic 
of them. If I ran my Tngers over them, they may 
have been smooth as the walls of the shell. Fo the 
left of that was the head of a massive snarling wolf. 
Fhe head connected to no body. Fhe severed head 
of a wolf oriented in such a way that even to my 
untrained eyes, there was a clear connection to the 
headless human body and this bodyless wolf head 
lined up as if they were once one creature. Fo the 
right of the beheading were two body entwined in 
love. Bne man. Bne woman. Fhe woman’s hand 
inside the man and the man thrusting into the 
woman. Mut as I stared at this seemingly erotic 
card, the Tgures of these two shivered through me. 
Eer teeth long and carnivorous while his back had 
a seam stitched closed. She invited him in to her 
but penetrated him as well. ?ounting the limbs, 
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she had four hands. Fwo of them Oesh and two of 
them a greyblack something-else. 9nable to make 
sense even of this image, let alone what it might 
mean, I looked at the Tnal card arranged :ust above 
the beheading. A black crow wearing a crown wo-
ven of thorns. In its beak, a black rose.

I raised my eyes to Lady Agova. ”What is thisHP
She took a deep breath through her nose, her 

breasts threatening to rip her corset. ”zeadyHP
”No,P I whispered.
She smiled. ”Same.P She Oipped the Trst card 

and placed it at the corner closest to my right 
hand. A tree took up most of the left  side of 
the card as it stretched up and oC the card. Bne 
branch stretched out across the card. “rom it, a 
man hanged by his neck from a rope.

“igured I knew what that meant.
She pulled the neqt card and placed it at the 

corner closest to my left hand. Almost the eqact 
same card eqcept the perspective was closer. Where 
the entirety of the man’s body could be seen in 
the Trst, this one was from the knees up. With this 
closer perspective, I saw the blood leaking from 
his eyes and the blackness of his swollen tongue in 
his open mouth. I blinked and narrowed my eyes. 
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Wiped at them to make sure I was seeing what I 
was seeing. I whispered, ”Fhat’s my face.P

”juiet,P Lady Agova’s voice came harsher. She 
pulled another card, her frown apparent even be-
fore she laid it down on the remaining corner 
across from this second card. Again, the hanged 
man. Fhis time the image was closer once more to 
the point that I couldn’t see the tree. Bnly the man 
from the chest up, the gruesomeness of his death 
even more apparent. Fhe faceGmy faceGmore 
bloated, like time had passed between the Trst and 
second. Fhe blood and Oesh rotting. Fhe lifeless 
eyes turned redblack.

?aught inside a cyclone. —y guts writhing, my 
curse thrashing, my blood on Tre, and my head 
swimming through oceans of blood and moun-
tains of corpses. ;iDDy, I gripped the table. Eeard 
the bellow of a wind from nowhere. “elt the lash of 
that whipping wind slicing through the tiny shell 
housing the three of us.

Lady Agova Oipped over the neqt card and 
placed it in the remaining corner. ”Fhe fuck,P she 
whispered like a hissed breath from clenched teeth. 
Again, the same hanged man, but this time only 
his bloated dead face visible. If it had once resem-
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bled my own face, it no longer did. It no longer 
looked like anyone, so rotted and distorted had it 
become, slowly caving in on itself.

—y heart and stomach lurched. Miting down 
bile, I wanted to ask, but Lady Agova ripped the 
last card from the deck and slapped it down at the 
center of the table. Fhe wind, whether from this 
or that other wind that only I felt, whipped me in 
the face and tears sprang to my eyes, blood drained 
from my nose.

Fhen, with the card settled there among all 
those other cards, all the swelling sensations and 
terrors deOated leaving me only a man in a lifeless 
room with two women. —y blood cold and my 
heartbeat lurching along laDily behind the black-
heart that no longer thrummed through me. Its 
absence sucked the energy from me, leaving me a 
husk of a person staring down at a card that was 
diUcult to make sense of.

Fhe edges of the Tnal card were faded black as if 
the card had been scorched all along the perime-
ter. Against that scorch, the black bled to a deep 
red. At the center of the card were two children 
dressed in black staring up at us. Mehind them 
loomed a hooded Tgure shrouded in black. Skele-
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tal hands eqtended from the shroud to grip each 
child on the shoulders. “rom the blackness of the 
hood stretched bonewhite antlers branching into 
the air. Around them, an empty Teld with some 
barren tree branches poking in from the top of the 
card. 

I  whispered,  ”What is  itHP I  asked to make 
someone else say it. Fo keep myself from seeing 
eqactly what I thought I was staring at.

”“uck,P Lady Agova’s booming voice splintered 
the Quiet of the room. <rabbing the deck, she 
threw it at the wall, where cards eqploded in all 
directions. Fhose that Oipped over revealed the 
same hanged man from diCerent perspectives. She 
swept a hand over the table, launching the cards 
that represented our past, present, or future into 
the wall beside Vera. Bnce again, those that Oipped 
over to reveal themselves now showed the same 
hanged man from diCerent perspectives. Always 
his bloated, dead face at the center.

Vera reached down and picked up the card of 
the children. She held it to me or Lady Agova but 
Lady Agova ignored her. 

Fhick muscled arms crossed over her enormous 
breasts, she scowled at the dim wall of her shell. She 
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seemed somehow even larger in her silent fury, as 
if she had stepped into a shelter meant for a child. 
As if Vera and I were only children to her.

Vera still held the card out and spoke to both 
or none of us. ”It’s from the perspective of the 
hanged man. Fhis is what he would see if he still 
lived. Br maybe it’s what he saw :ust before he 
died. Eis last vision.P



V

L ady Agova’s voice was so deep it rattled the 
bones at the base of my skull. “Shut the fuck 

up.”





VI

T he shell disappeared when she closed the 
door  on  us.  Once  more  in  the  forest, 

I breathed in the fecund humidity. Vera said, 
“Who were those kids?” When I didn’t respond, 
she said, “From the picture. The card, I mean. 
Who were they?”

“Maybe those are the kids they took. The 
raiders.”

Vera sniHed and wiped at her nose with the 
back of her hand, then wiped her hand on her 
trousers. “ger maBic didn’t work.”

SrouBht a smile to my face. TurninB to Vera, 
it was like seeinB her for the vrst time in days. 
The vre drained from my blood, my thouBhts 
no lonBer thumped and throbbed within me. 
“Or it worked too well.”



E RATHKE92

“What now?” Dhe looked around the forest. 
The trees and towerinB toadstools all around us 
with the spaces between them oHerinB paths to 
eLerywhere, to nowhere. “We can head back to the 
clearinB and follow the motorbike tracks.”

“Dhe wants our help,” I nodded towards where 
I knew the shell still stood. “We miBht need hers. 
We’Le neLer been to a city but she has. Dhe’ll know 
how to naLiBate it.”

Vera raised an eyebrow, then scowled it back 
down. “zon’t trust her.” Dhe folded her arms. 
“Dhe wants us to do somethinB for her. That’s 
what this is about. ger little maBic show in there 
turned on her. Deems pretty clear, at least. Pike a 
child, she’s throwinB a tantrum because her little 
trick didn’t Bo her way.”

“What do you think happened with the cards?”
Vera shruBBed, looked up at the sky. “Who 

cares? We haLe those kids to saLe.” ger BaRe fell 
back to me. “Only motiLation I need.” GullinB out 
her broken swords, she clanBed them toBether and 
looked at me.

Ceached for my hatchet but came up empty. 
“Peft it in the shell.”

“We’ll Bet you a new sword.”
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“gow many monsters are between where we are 
and where we’re BoinB?”

Vera shruBBed. “xot my swords. I’ll protect you, 
baby.” ger smile reminded me of the lifetime I’d 
come to know and loLe her. Eouldn’t help but 
smile alonB with her. “Sesides,” she swayed her 
hips e-traLaBantly as she approached, her broken 
swords spinninB slowly in her hands, “we don’t 
need her maBic. We haLe the whole forest of funBi 
to protect us.”

Dhe stopped riBht  in  front  of  me,  her  hips 
pushed forward to touch me. ger smile swallowed 
my Lision. —LerythinB else disappeared. My hands 
on her hips, I pulled her closer, my left hand risinB 
to her Nat stomach, to the bottom of her breast. 
Dhe looped her hands around my neck, the pomA
mels of her swords diBBinB into my back, the back 
of the blade restinB Bently aBainst the back of my 
head. Eold metal on my newly shaLed headYthe 
newness of the sensation sent shiLers down my 
spine all the way to my toes. 

—ye to eye, she kept smilinB at me. “We’re no one 
anymore. We don’t eLen haLe to be Vera and VirBil 
once we leaLe this Biant woman behind. We don’t 
haLe to do anythinB for anyone but each other.”
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“Those kidsY”
“Fuck those kids,” she whispered, still smilinB. 

“jot really, but we don’t haLe to seek them. —Len 
if we wanted to, could we eLer vnd them? —Len if 
we vnd them, could we saLe them?”

“The curse. We needY”
Dhe shook her head. “Dtupid boy. We don’t need 

to do anythinB.” !s she spoke, the purplish blackA
ness rose to her neck and coiled there, colorinB her 
entire neck black. “What’s a curse? Sanishment,” 
she hissed. “That’s a curse. The curse,” she Blanced 
down as if to acknowledBe the black mass beneath 
her skin, “don’t mean shit but that now we’re free. 
DeLered from who and what we were.”

“Kour motherY”
“Is dead.” ger Loice a slap. “I will neLer oHer 

sacrivce or pray at her BraLe. I’ll neLer sinB with 
my friends and family to recall her. Dhe’s with me 
whereLer I Bo, but I’ll neLer be with her aBain.” 
xlassy eyed, she did nothinB to hide her tears or 
the emotion in her Loice. “My mother will neLer 
know my children or Brandchildren. Dhe will neLer 
know me. !nd so I will no lonBer be that person I 
was. Dhe belonBs to my mother and our people.

“We’Le been banished, VirBil. We’re free.”
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Then her lips were on mine and any confuA
sion or lonBinB or disaBreement fell from me. ger 
swords dropped and her hands Bripped my hips. 
Dhe pulled me hard towards her and I unbuttoned 
her shirt 9ust enouBh to Bet a hand inside. Then 
struBBled to undue her trousers with one hand. 

“Sabies:”  Pady  !BoLa  clapped  her  hands 
twice. 

I opened my eyes and saw her dressed aBain in 
her lonB white coat, but Vera iBnored her. ;ept 
kissinB me, kept her hands on me, and so I folA
lowed her lead and iBnored Pady !BoLa.

“!re you serious riBht now?” Pady !BoLa’s 
disbelief Bot me lauBhinB, but I tried to hold it 
in, keep all my focus on Vera. “Deriously?” Dhe 
clapped two more times. “I haLe a 9ob for you two 
so listen up.”

Vera leaned her forehead aBainst  mine but 
spoke to Pady !BoLa. “Kour maBic didn’t work.”

“It  worked.  jot  the  way  I  wanted,  but  it 
worked. Worked better than it eLer has before. 
jow Bather round, babies. Momma’s BoinB to 
e-plain the world to you and then we’re BoinB to 
hunt a monster.”

“jo,” Vera said,
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Pady !BoLa lauBhed that sweet, hiBh lauBh. “I 
know how you die.”

Vera siBhed and turned away from me, back to 
Pady !BoLa. 

Pady !BoLa stood, arms akimbo, leBs apart, 
chin hiBh. “I haLe seen how you two die.”



A Hunting





I

L ady Agova didn’t like the looks of the sky 
so she invited us back inside. “Too deep in 

the night anyway. Just promise you won’t start 
fucking when I go to sleep.” She laughed before 
either of us could say anything then stepped aside 
and motioned for us to get back into her shell.

Vera went Erst. She had changed. -ven her posq
ture and the way she moved. There was always a 
stiBness to her back home. A ,uiet shyness. Fut 
hereM nameless and kinlessM she became graceful or 
careless. Almost animalistic as she moved into the 
shellM the bright glow engulEng her. Nollowing her 
inM nausea roiled within me. Yy curse hated it in 
the shell as much as I did. I pressed my hand to 
my chest and felt the heat of the curse beneath 
my skin. That black Ere bruising. A ghost trapped 
within my body.
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Lady Agove looked in on us and took a long 
inhale. zoddingM she saidM “WeahM that’s a storm.” 
She came inside and closed the door.

The shell was once more cleanM as if nothing had 
happened. The lifelessness of the shell made my 
head swim and my breath come shallow. Vera took 
my hand and s,ueeCed itM told me I’d be all right. 
It didn’t helpM but also it helped a lot.

Lady Agova yawned and took oB her big hat 
revealing the seams crossing over her shaved skull. 
She tapped rhythmically on the wall and a slat 
opened from the wall. It swung on a hinge until 
it made a table that crossed the entire shell. Lady 
Agova undid her long coat and tossed it on the 
ground beneath the new table. zearly naked beq
fore usM she unCipped her long boots slowly. 

Vera s,ueeCed my hand and I tried not to stare 
as Lady Agova got naked before us. Hith her boots 
oBM she undid the corset tooM and let it fall to the 
groundM releasing her breasts that she didn’t bothq
er covering. ?ompletely shaved from head to toeM 
it made her body seem even more inhuman. Der 
huge breasts hovered strangely on her chest as if 
they were bolted to her ribcage rather than grown 
there. zot meaning toM I looked from Lady Agoq
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va’s breasts to Vera beside me. Vera punched me 
in the arm and I laughed.

Lady  Agova  rolled  onto  the  tableM  then 
grabbed her coat and threw it over her body as a 
blanket.

Vera’s mouth hung open. “Wou’re going to 
sleep2” 

“Dm2 Weah.” She tapped on the ground and a 
slot opened up. Nrom it rose a doCen tiny tentaq
cles that stretched up towards Lady Agova’s head.

Fefore I could warn herM Vera leapt forward 
and grabbed them all in one handM unsheathing 
one of her broken swords with the other.

“Stop thatM” Lady Agova swatted Vera’ sword 
away. “Sit back downM idiot.” Der voice cold. She 
reached up to the back of her head and pressed 
her thumb behind her ear. Like a latch releasingM 
her skull popped open and the tentacles shot out 
of Vera’s grip and stabbed into the back of Lady 
Agova’s head.

Vera’s  face went slackM  her mouth hanging 
open. I couldn’t help it anymore. I pushed open 
the door and vomited in a sickly stream of bile. I 
spat and vomited and spat again. Hhatever curse 
was in usM Lady Agova had her own curse.
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?ouldn’t tell which one was worse. 3idn’t want 
to know.

Lady Agova sighed behind me. “?ome back in. 
Wou two babies need to learn a bit about the worldM 
I guessM before we move forward.”



II

“W hat are you?”

Lady Agova snorted.  “I’m what 
god and I made of me.” She bared her glass teeth 
more than smiled. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-,veV” Yera lied.
Lady Agova saidV “Liar. pou’re cubeskent. I kan 

smell it on you and Yirgil. That boy’s so horny he’s 
liNely to cass out from all the blood jowing away 
from his head. pou say you’re khasing a man with 
antlers? pou want to Nnow how fukNing stucid 
you sound when you say that?”

She waited for the nothing we had to say but let 
her waiting bekome the statement. BoddingV she 
kontinued. “The world is full of monsters. Some 
are made. Some maNe themselves. Some are born. 
Some are kreated. Some are dummies liNe youV nat-
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ural as the womb you kame from but so hideously 
freaNish in the —elly of your brain that you’re as 
liNely to eat a human as you are to fall in love with 
them. pou want to Nnow if I kan helc you ,nd 
this antlered idiot? pes. I kan. zut it won’t matter. 
He might be dead already or dead in a weeN or a 
month. Those Nids he stoleFyou may not want 
to save them when you ,nd them. zest thing for 
them might be that hatkhet and those swordsV you 
get me?

“The world is a kruelV dead clakeV babies. It’s 
a broNen clake full of broNen ceocle. zut we kan 
helc maNe it a little less bleaN. pou kan helc me 
taNe bakN the night from the monsters crowling 
beneath the stars and moon. 

“Yamcires.” She said the word slowly as if de-
manding we memoriCe it. “Oor kenturiesV they’ve 
taNen hold of the darNness. pou’ve crobably felt 
them if you were ever out alone at night. That 
tingling sensation at the bakN of your nekN. That 
whiscer of the wind that sounded liNe your nameV 
or maybe —ust any name. The toukh of kold on your 
sNin when you should have been sweating. That 
feeling of being watkhedV of the night embraking 
you.” She nodded slowly. “I Nnow where gods go 
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to die. I’ve seen them. I’ve ricced ocen their —aws 
and culled out their throats only to have that same 
freaN bite out the nekN of my friends and lovers. 

“Thought you were one of us from the way 
you’re all shaved. That’s on me. zut we all saw 
the kards. qan’t faNe that. qan’t evenF” She 
looNed awayV sighed. She fumbled with her koat 
and culled out the dekNV stretkhed it out towards 
us.

Yera tooN it. Dcened it. TaNing out kard after 
kardV none of them were the same. She jicced 
through them EuikNlyV lingering a moment on the 
cinwheel of swords that was drawn for her. She 
culled it out and set it aside and did the same for 
eakh of the kards Lady Agova culled for her. 

Bone of the kards showed a hanging manV let 
alone one who looNed liNe me.

“Where’s theF”
“There isn’t oneV” Lady Agova laughed a dead 

laugh. qaustikV the way it barNed out of her. “I’ve 
only seen the hanged man twike in my life.” She 
raised one ,nger. “The night my mother diedV she 
did a reading on herself. Midn’t even ,nish it. The 
moment the hanged man showed uc on her tableV 
she went and shot the toc of her head klean o4.” 
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She raised another ,nger. “The day my daughter 
was born.”

We waited for the end of that story but she Nect 
moving. “Truth isV I don’t Nnow what’s going to 
haccen to you.” Her eyes on mineV weighing meV 
studying me. 

And I felt so small and insigni,kant there be-
fore her. The siCe of her and the intensity of her 
attention threatened to overwhelm me again. 5ven 
without the ,re burning in my veinsV desire still 
swelled within me.

“When the kards khange the rules it  means 
anything’s cossible. Lukienne ate all four of my 
hunters last night. She would’ve had me too if IF” 
She broNe o4V EuirNed her mouth to the leftV then 
right. Sni4ed. “6y dead hunters were made of 
jesh and boneV —ust liNe all of us. pesV even the ones 
with metal bones liNe me. zut youV” Lady Agova 
cointed a big ,nger at meV “you’re not claying by 
the rules.”

“What about me?”
Lady Agova turned to Yera and I felt the absenke 

of her regard. “pou’ll die far from here as a di4erent 
cerson. pou’ll wear names the way you onke wore 
klothing. pou’ll be Nnown by names you never 
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tooN for yourself.” Lady Agova smiled. “pou’re a 
wolf dressed as a woman. pou may bekome the 
monster or every monster will fear youV as they fear 
me.

“BowV” Lady Agova yawnedV “we sleec.” She 
klacced her hands twike and the light left the 
roomV  shrouding  us  in  a  darNness  so  deec  I 
kouldn’t see my hands before my fake.

Then the thunder shooN the ground and the 
rain celted the shell.





III

V era and I curled up together, our bodies en-
twined to stay warm. Her head on my chest, 

my arms wrapped round her, the darkness so ab-
solute, her smell Tlled my lungs when I breathed. 
fhe touch ov her body on mine, in my hands. fhe 
barriers between us dissol“ing in that utter black-
ness. fhen her whispered “oice in my ear, tingling 
against my skin. 

W?hat should we do”G
WAo with her.G
W?hy”G
W?here else would we go”G
WBnywhere. ?e could go anywhere. ’e anyone. 

Bll that we—“e seen todayOthe world is not what 
we thought it was. It—s not like the witches said. 
Mr, maybe it is. qaybe this is all e“il. qaybe it—s 
all some terrible diseased magic, but maybe it—s 
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something else too. ?e—“e spent our whole li“es 
li“ing in a small, seLuestered world inside ov a large 
open world. I want to see what—s out there. ?ant to 
understand how someone like xady Bgo“a and the 
antlered man and those monsters we killed earlier 
all eDist together.G

W?e might die.G
W?e will die. ’ut Trst we can li“e.G
Wxost in the blue. fhat—s what qudd called it 

when I used to stare up in the sky. He knew I 
was imagining worlds beyond. ji…erent li“es. I 
velt ovtenOI velt that there was more to live than 
practicing the sword and culti“ating mushrooms 
and hiding each night in the belly ov those same 
vungi beneath the skin ov the earth. I Nust ne“er 
thoughtSG

WYo one lo“ed me like she did. qy momma, I 
mean. I ne“er imagined a live without her. I spent 
the last week ov her live watching her bleed to 
death. ’lood Nust pouring out ov e“ery hole in her 
body and e“en her Tngernails and toenails. Fhe 
begged meSnear the endSG

WCou don—t ha“e toOG
WFhe begged me to kill her. Fhe ga“e me her 

sword and put the edge right against her own neck. 
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Fhe looked me right in the eyes and begged me 
only to pull or push down. fen days she su…ered. 
fen days she Nust kept bleeding. ’led more blood 
than I thought someone had inside them. Fhe 
begged me and begged me and I Nust couldn—t.G

WCou lo“ed her.G
WI should ha“e killed her.G
WCou can—t take back the lo“e you ga“eOG
WIt—s because I lo“ed her that I should ha“e 

killed her. It—s because ov the lo“e she ga“e me 
that I should ha“e killed her.G

WFhe was your momma.G
WI still see her shadow e“en in this room. I see 

her there like a darker black against the black-
ness. Her ghost escaped but I still veel her with 
me. I can—t take back the choice I made or the 
lo“e that I ha“e vor her, but neither can I vorgi“e 
myselv vor not gi“ing her the release she begged 
vor. Fhe begged to die and I kept her ali“e and 
su…ering because I was avraid ov the way I—d hurt 
myselv. I veared that I—d always “iew myselv as the 
person who killed my own momma but instead 
all I can think about is the way I didn—t end her 
su…ering.G

WCou can—t change what you—“e done.G
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WYo, but I  can change who I become. ?e 
don—t ha“e to be who we were. ?e don—t need 
to belie“e what we were taught to belie“e. fhey 
took our names and our past.  ?e ha“e been 
burned vrom the memory ov our people and sent 
out here nameless and kinless to die or sur“i“e. 
?e ha“e been se“ered vrom their believs. Erom 
the black heart and its maelstrom and e“en vrom 
the e“il  skies.  I  choose live  vor  me.  I  choose 
live because I couldn—t allow myselv to choose 
death vor her. Bnd so now I see her always in 
the depths ov night like a shadow against the 
blackness. B darker shade ov black. qy mother—s 
ghost that didn—t escape. Fhe didn—t escape.G

WFo what do you want to do”G
WI want us to choose. fogether. 6hoose to 

li“e, e“en iv it—s hard. 7“en when it—s weird. Bnd 
iv the last day has told me anything, it—s  that 
e“erything is about to get a whole lot stranger 
in our li“es. Fhe—s lying to us, you know.G

WCeah. Bbout what”G
WFhe doesn—t know what the cards say. Yot 

about me and deTnitely not about you. ’ut I 
do.G

Wfell me.G
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WCou—“e lost e“erything. Cou—“e lost your name 
and your vamily and your live. Cou were an orphan. 
Cou—“e known loss since the day memory sparked 
in your skull. Cou—“e known death since you were 
a child. xosing yourselv in this banishment has 
turned your vace back to the child you were haunt-
ed by the death ov those who lo“ed you so much 
that they died to bring you into the world. Yow, 
you—ll lose your vace and e“erything else to become 
the person you were always meant to be.G

WBll that vrom the one card”G
Wjoubt me”G
WYe“er.G
W?asn—t Nust one card either. M“er and o“er. fhe 

deck or whate“er magic—s in it was telling you as 
loudly as it could that your live is about to change. 
Cou can cling to the past and die or you can reach 
vor the vuture and li“e.G

?hen the wol“es howled, she clung to me tight-
ly. qy own Tngers digging into her 8esh. 

Fleep did come. 7“entually.





IV

“S tand  back,  dummies.”  Lady  Agova 
tapped a rhythm into the shell and its 

walls became solid and black, no longer appear-
ing translucent. Another sequence of taps and 
the shell collapsed in on itself. Folding and fold-
ing and folding again, the structure slowly disap-
peared into itself. 

Lady Agova didn’t ask us if we were coming 
with her in the morning. She just treated the ques-
tion as already answered. And though we weren’t 
sure we were going with her, we found ourselves 
dragged along by the wake of her determination. 

When the shell stopped folding, it was about 
the size of her deck of cards. She picked it up and 
dropped it in her coat pocket. She turned to us 
and said, “Lucienne’s young. She’s powerful and 
vicious and more than a little rabid—that tempers 
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with age—but we can take her. She was heading 
north after she ate my friends.”

“Who’s Lucienne?”
Lady Agova looked me up and down. “Know 

what a vampire does to you?”
I turned to Vera but she stood there like the 

word meant less than nothing. Which it did.
“How about wendigo?”
“Like a cannibal.”
Lady Agova shrugged. “Sure. Except the vam-

pire doesn’t eat you. Not really. She drinks your 
blood. Drinks all of it, including your ghost.”

I sucked in a breath and Vera squared her 
shoulders and said, “Just another kind of mon-
ster.”

Lady Agova nodded. “Vampires are danger-
ous. Strong and fast and able to rip your throat 
out with their jaws. Worse, they can make more 
vampires. Some have been alive for hundreds of 
years and they only grow stronger as they age. If 
you think what I did yesterday was magic, wait 
until we Tnd the vampire who made Lucienne.” 
Her voice caught on the name. She sniCed and 
coughed like she needed to clear her throat.

Vera said, “Who was she?”
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“She’s a vampire now. 3hat’s all. She’ll lead us 
to the one who made her. All vampires come from 
a single source but we don’t know how to Tnd that 
source. A single monster who made a lineage of 
monsters who continue to create new vampires. If 
I can Tnd that source, I can end vampires com-
pletely. 3hat’s the idea, anyway. 4ut oC the head 
of the wolf and all that. Now, come on dummies.” 
She smiled, hefted her big metal weapon onto her 
shoulder, and started walking north.

Vera and I stared at one another for a while. Vera 
shrugged, sighed, followed. 

So I followed.





V

L ady Agova walked the whole day but we had 
to jog to keep up with her long strides. As 

morning became afternoon, we stopped and col-
lected mushrooms to eat. Lady Agova set down 
a black disk of metal, then dumped the foraged 
mushrooms onto it. They sizzled and began cook-
ing, “amelessly.

W?hat is that”Y
Lady Agova sighed, W’ou really are like babies.Y
WTeach us then, momma.Y
Lady Agova didnIt laugh like x eSpected her to. 

Ehe blinked rapidly, then wiped at her eyes. Ewal-
lowing, she sniVed and muttered that theyId be 
ready soon. Ehe stood and walked oV to the trees, 
leaving us to stare at the cooking mushrooms.

Fyes wide, Kera opened her mouth to say some-
thing, but nothing came to her.
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W’ou remember that wolf we saw a few years 
ago”Y

Kera looked at me like x was an idiot, like x 
couldnIt have said something less clear to her.

WThis was the ’ear of Balling Enow. A wolf 
limped into the village and we all  watched it 
from below the way we always do when the 
wolves come. xt had a great wound in its hind-
leg, from hip to paw. Like something had tried 
to  slice  through  it.  ?as  —otu  who  pointed 
out that it was pregnant. xts stomach bloated 
and distended, but when the other wolves ap-
proached to do whatever wolves do out of sym-
pathy, this momma wolf sneered and snapped 
her  jaws at  them. They kept  trying to com-
fort her through the night but eventually aban-
doned her.

Wxn the morning, the pregnant wolf was still 
there. The witches told everyone to stay inside 
but me and OuggCY

WHf course.Y
W’eah. Eo we sneak out because of course we 

do. x asked you to come with usCY
Wx remember now. x wasCY
W?e were kids.Y
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WxtIs all right. x was afraid. NanIt say x wonIt 
be afraid again the neSt time we see wolves or 
when we see this vampire.Y

WThatIs how the wolf was when Ougg and x 
found her. Ehe lashed out at the other wolves 
out of fear. Bear and desperation, x guess. ?hen 
we came upon her, she watched us poised like 
sheId swallow us whole, like she wasnIt dying 
right there in front of us. Out x could smell it. 
3er pups inside were stuck and she was dying 
from them. 4ever mind the gash in her leg that 
hobbled her. Ehe couldIve run down both of us 
even with only three legs. Ehe stared at us with 
such 5erce determination, though, that x nearly 
forgot that she was dying. Already dead, really. 
ThatIs why her pack abandoned her. ?hy she 
refused their help.Y

Kera gestured for me to get to the point.
x nodded towards Lady Agova. WThatIs what 

she reminds me of. EheIs hurting in ways she 
canIt  tell  us.  Fven if  she could,  we may not 
understand her.Y

Lady Agova returned after a while and we ate 
the mushrooms, then she gathered more, cooked 
them, and we ate more. —ept eating until we had 
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our 5ll. Birst time xId been full since the antlered 
man cursed me.



VI

A t night, we slept in the pitch-black shell. 
Lady Agova slept on her bed while Vera 

and I curled together in the dark where Vera 
told me of her momma. Told me the things only 
a daughter knows. Told me the things I never 
would have known because I never had a mom-
ma. 

Her body pressed against mine, I dissolved into 
her and her memories of her momma. The ghost 
haunting her. At times, I thought even I could see 
her as a darker shadow against the blackness.

The days ran together as Lady Agova told us 
about the world we lived beside but never knew. 
Most of it slid right o’ me because I had no 
reference for what she meant.

All this time later, Ixd thank her if I could for all 
that she tried to warn us and eWplain to us, but we 
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were like babies in those days. ze knew nothing 
about anything. 

ze tracked Lucienne through the forest fol-
lowing signs that only Lady Agova recogni&ed. ze 
knew we were getting close as the bodies began 
piling up.



VII

F our days out from where we met Lady Agova, 
we came across the prst cor.seb Lady Agova 

had neel foiiowIlg sIgls we lever saw, though k 
feit them iIxe a teTture agaIlst my sxIlb Feit them 
Il my curse swImmIlg neleath my Weshb Vhat 
thronnIlg thrum of the niacx heart neatIlg for 
the worid to xee. goIlgb A cadelce of IlplIte WuT 
nIrthIlg aii reaiItIesb -as iIxe my curse heid a siIver 
of thIs .ower or was collected to It Il a way that 
my ghost tra..ed Il the meat of my nody was 
ulawareb

Oera ald k lever s.oxe of the curse nut k wolS
dered If she feit It toob Vhe way thIs curse had 
grafted Itseif Ilto our nodIesb

Lady Agova heid u. her hald for us to sto.b 
“nedIelt chIidrel that we were, we dIdb ”he sIghed 
heavIiyb ’“h, LucIellebB ”he saId It iess iIxe a curse 
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ald more iIxe a dIsa..oIltmeltb As If the scui.S
ture LucIelle had made of thIs humal dIdlHt iIve 
u. to eT.ectatIolb

Cut It dIdb At ieast for meb zad k aly curIosIty 
anout the molstrousless of the vam.Ire we hultS
ed, the vomIt k ieft Il that ciearIlg washed away 
aly dountsb

At prst gialce, k leariy mIssed what was rIght 
nefore meb zIs head was at eye ievei wIth a .iacId 
eT.ressIol, iIxe we were IlvIted guests waixIlg Il 
ol hIs nreaxfastb Aimost k eT.ected a greetIlgb

Cut hIs head was sus.elded thereb qollected 
stIii to the rest of hIs nody, nut lot Il the way 
alyole wouid recoglIReb zIs lecx necame two 
se.arate s.Ildies twIriIlg away ald u.ward from 
hIs head, somehow xe.t Il .iace as If the s.Ildies 
were crafted from metai rather thal Weshb 

Vhese s.Ildies curved dowl ald away nefore 
curiIlg u.wards where they collected to hIs 
chest, xe.t whoieb Cioodiessb Vhe Wesh had a tIght 
nrIttieless that k lotIced evel from a huldred feet 
awayb LIxe It wouid cracx ald pssure rather thal 
neldb Vhere hulg hIs chest, a hoie scoo.ed out 
of the celter ieavIlg a reddIsh niacx anyss where 
a heart olce neatb -here the arms shouid have 
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neel were, olce agaIl, s.Ildies ioo.Ilg out ald 
away from the torsob Vhe Weshy s.Ildie thIl as 
my plger ald twIstIlg ald twIstIlg ald twIstIlg 
nefore the s.IraiIlg Wesh thIcxeled to halds anout 
pfteel feet from the torsob -here iegs shouid have 
neel was what a..eared iIxe a nialxet of Weshb 
Featureiess ald Wat ald wIde, It stretched from the 
waIst iIxe a curtaIl u. Ilto the trees where k saw lo 
more of Itb 

Lady Agova a..roached, ral a hald over the 
malHs caim faceb ”he shoox her head ald removed 
her hatb ’kHm sorrybB Vhe words came straIled ald 
juIetb /emovIlg her hald, she toid Oera ald me 
to cut hIm dowl from the tree

’Fucx lo,B Oera heid a hald over her loseb ’kt 
reexsbB

’Vhe nodyHs rottIlg,B Lady Agova stared u. at 
the .erverse scui.ture made of humal nole ald 
Weshb ’kt doeslHt ioox iIxe It nut It must ne rottIlg 
ol the IlsIdebB ”he .oIlted to the hoie Il the chestb 
’kt iooxs niacx Il thereb FesterIlg wIth maggots, k 
ImagIlebB ”he sIghed agaIlb ’qome olb qut hIm 
dowl, nanIesbB

-hel leIther Oera lor k dId a sIlgie thIlg nut 
stare ald try to xee. our food Il our stomachs, 
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Lady Agova iIfted her nIg metai wea.olb /ather 
thal smash It Ilto the nody, she iIfted It wIth ole 
hald, though It must have weIghed as much as k 
dId ald .oIlted It at the malHs chestb 

Vhe whIle of ra.Id vInratIol for a momeltb 
Vhel the chest shattered Ilto mIiiIols of fragS
melts iIxe shards of giass the coior of nioodiess 
Weshb Vhese shards raIled dowl ol Lady AgovaHs 
hat ald coat nut she Iglored the showerb 

’qome ol,B she saIdb ’-eHre ciosebB
Lady Agova xe.t waixIlgb Vhe day was youlg 

ald we had mIies to gob
Oera scoo.ed u. a haldfui of Weshy shards ald 

heid them Il her haldsb Vhe way she stared dowl 
at these fragmelts of a .ersol selt shIvers dowl 
my s.Ileb ”weat nroxe out ol my lecx, my foreS
headb

k gagged ald she smIied, saId, ’Feeis iIxe .otS
shardsb zere, feeibB

Vhe vomIt 0ust xe.t comIlgb



VIII

T he next day, after walking past a trail of 
dismembered bodies and grotesque sculp-

tures, we stared at a mountain of .eshF viLe .ayed 
heads lay before itF The muscle and tongue and 
eyes still attached but the bodies had been seLeredF 

Aady BgoLa was already lifting one of them 
in her handsF Kefore her, a mosaic of skin hues 
stitched together to form a large canLasF Krowns 
and pinks and some slightly reddishF The can-
Las stretched between two huge toadstools rising 
higher than the leafy canopyF Toadstools reaching 
for the skyF

jept my eyes up there for a while to keep from 
dry heaLingF The stink of the place oLerwhelmed 
meF Aike blood and eVaculate rotted together in a 
cauldronF 

“era said, H’ow?s she making these”I
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H’ow would you make them”I Aady BgoLa 
sounded far awayF The life and energy stolen from 
her LoiceF z brought my gaSe back down to herF 
Wlumped shoulders as she stared into the .ayed 
head in her handsF

HOouldn?tFI “era saidF
z said, Hjnow him”I
H’m”I Aady BgoLa turned to me, then back to 

the headF H…h, noFI Whe let it drop from her handsF 
B soft thud on the grassF Hz thought they may haLe 
been my companions, butEI Whe trailed oCF

H“ampires always do this shit”I
Aady BgoLa ignored “era? questionF HWhe al-

ways loLed to paintFI The words fell like stones 
from her mouth to land in still waterF The ripples 
spreading out until they touched my skinF The 
curse responded and a hunger grew in meF …nly 
then did z fully see the ghastly sculpture in front 
of meF 

B  mountain  of  .esh  stitched  together  and 
framed by the bones of many bodiesF …n the can-
Las written, z supposed, in blood were symbols 
that had no meaning for me, but Aady BgoLa was 
transQxed by themF —ars and lips Lisible on the 
canLas made it eLen more grotesqueF The seams of 
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skin freed from bodiesF z asked her what they 
said but she only shruggedF

H4ome on,I she saidF
HOhere?s the rest of them”I
z turned to “era who stared at the canLas with 

eyes open wide, like she was seeing the moon 
for the Qrst timeF Aike the way she sometimes 
looked  at  me  when we  were  growing  upF  zt 
chilled me, made my curse roil through my guts 
and chestF 

H4ome along, babiesFI
Oe followed her away but brought the reek of 

death with usF Bs we walked through the forest 
following the trail of bodies, we heard singingF 
5uiet and far away at QrstF B melody di6cult 
to placeF B rocking, swaying rhythm that seeped 
into my limbs and hipsF 

“era  bobbed  her  head  in  time  with  the 
melody as we walkedF

Aady BgoLa turned to us sharply and hissed 
at us to stop dancingF

HOe?re not7I
Aady BgoLa sliced her hand through the air, 

demanding our silenceF Whe gestured towards the 
swords at “era? hips and the hatchet at mineF 
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Wlowly, then, she crept forwardF The song growing 
louderF



IX

T he trees and toadstools grew closer together 
as we followed the music. Far more trees 

of wood than toadstools this far from our village. 
Every step taken tentatively, I held my breath, even, 
to keep from being heard. If I had known how, I 
would have slowed the beating of my heart. Figure 
a monster who drank blood could hear that kind 
of thing.

The song swirled around me and the curse 
blazed beneath my skin. It coiled round my right 
wrist and hand. Gripping the hatchet tighter and 
tighter, wondering if I could snap it with just the 
squeeze of my hand, the curse tasted violence in 
the air. Or wanted violence. 

Kotu’s words returned to me. The curse was 
xaying my humanity away. Indulging in violence 
would only speed this process. I tried rela-ing my 
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grip, but the curse swelled within my arm, gripV
ping it still harder, as if I could rip the hatchet 
from my own hands. I turned to Bera to see how 
she handled her curse, but the sight of her made 
me take a step back. Aoth swords in her hands, 
eyes wide and mouth slightly open. 

“ predator. “ demon in her skin. I gripped 
her shoulder but she didn’t look at me until I 
shook her slightly and hissed her name.

W?hat”S The snap of her whisper and the 
seething scowl caused me to recoil.

WThe curse.S
Bera thrust her head towards me. W?hat”S
WIt wants this.S
WGood. Ho do I.S Hhe kept walking. Lad to 

catch up with Mady “gova who had stopped 
behind a wide tree. The only one wide enough 
to hide her. Hhe motioned for us to come.

The song grew louder with every step, but also 
dug into me. The sounds and the melody plunged 
into my xesh and caught there, like hooks. The 
pressure in the air increased and my ears popped, 
my eyes dried. I blinked and rubbed at them. Ny 
cursed hand hot to the touch, still 3ercely holding 
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the hatchet. The hatchet stolen from one of those 
raiders and only left to me because of its taint.

The leaves rustled and blew from a wind comV
ing from the otherside of the tree Mady “gova hid 
behind. 

4othing about this felt good but the violet 
blackness beneath my skin thirsted for more. Mike 
a wolf in heat. Mike a hungry baby. 

I  swallowed  but  my  mouth  was  so  dry  my 
mouth just kind of clicked. 

I made it to Bera and Mady “gova. Mady “gova 
motioned with her head to the trees behind her. 
That big weapon in her hands made her seem alV
most small. Hhe cradled it on her chest and took 
slow, deep breaths.

Hlowly, I crept to the edge of the tree. Took a 
deep breath and looked.





X

S he was a child sitting in the center of what 
appeared to be a tiny tornado. Her mop of 

black hair twisted and tangled atop her head. Her 
face serene as she sang, staring down at the head 
she held in her hands. The song seemed to have 
no words, just a gentle melody rolling along on 
vowels that swelled and spread, the cyclone rising 
and falling in sync with the melody she sang.

A child. Ten years old. maybe less or more, 
but so small. Thin as a bird, her skin gripped her 
skeleton tightly like she had starved too long. I’d 
seen such children. Those who never grew up. 
Those who broke their mommas to pieces.

Dressed  in  bloody  rags,  had  I  not  scene 
her sculptures, I’d think she was some terribly 
abused girl. But she was the monster. Our mon-
ster.
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Stretching forth a Gnger with a nail long as a 
knife, she dug it into the head’s skin and sliced. 
Wripping the opening with her other hand, she 
sliced once more with the long nail. She tugged 
open this Cap, slicing along with her Gnger. The 
rough scrape of her nail on bone radiated down my 
spine and I ground my teeth to keep from scream-
ing. She worked the nail through the Cesh of the 
head until the bone was revealed an inch at a time.

Vas only then, as I began to look away, that I 
saw what she sat on. A throne of bone. So many 
bones. Didn’t know how it held together. Didn’t 
want to know. “ouldn’t look away though.

A shadow in the trees past the girl  and her 
throne of bone. The glint of metal. 

Nera.
I closed my eyes and took a breath, tried to settle 

myself. The curse pulsed in my hand, furiously 
hungry for the death of this child. This monster. 
This artist of horrors.

Vhen I opened my eyes, Nera sprinted towards 
the child from behind, a broken sword ready in 
each hand. She slashed down with both swords at 
the child before I even got out from around the 
tree. The child pulled her long nail from the head 
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she Cayed and without even turning to meet Nera 
head on, she slashed her nail against the sword in 
Nera’s right hand. A clang, like metal on metal, 
Nera’s right sword struck the left sword and, to-
gether, the two broken swords cut into the throne 
of bone. Vith her other hand, the girl smashed the 
Cayed head into Nera’s temple.

Nera crumpled like her bones dissolved.
!”oxL The word shouted out of me. I came 

straight at the child who turned to me with a 
bored eMpression. The curse pumped Gre through 
my blood and time dilated. The tiny tornado sur-
rounding the girl disappeared. Its sudden absence 
as much a shock to her as to me. The girl turned 
away from me and sneered at Fady Agova and 
whatever she’d done. I threw the momentum of 
my sprinting into the hatchet. Swinging from knee 
level up towards her head, I put all my weight and 
the power of my curse into it.

But the child only grabbed the blade of my 
hatchet between her Gngers. Fike hitting a wall, 
all the momentum stalled to a complete halt. The 
impact running up to my shoulder joint, vibrating 
violently, threatening to knock the joint out of 
socket. She tried to yank the hatchet from me but 
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my grip was so strong that she simply threw me 
into a towering toadstool a few feet from her.

zy breath eMploded out of me Grst when I hit 
the toadstool and hung there for what seemed 
a long time, then the long descent down to the 
ground constricted my chest further. Wasping for 
breath in shriveled lungs, I still held my hatchet 
and tried to rise. Both of her feet landed on my 
chest. ?elt as if the front of my ribcage hit the 
back of my ribcage. A whiteout to my vision and 
then the blurred face of the vampire staring down 
at me.

!”o,L I whee3ed, pitifully. zy curse swung 
the hatchet with no help from my body but she 
kicked it away from her, launching the back of my 
hand back to the dirt, still gripping the hatchet.

A raucous  vibration to  my right  and then 
the girl disappeared from my chest, followed by 
cracking wood o4 to my left.

Fady Agova’s powerful hand gripped me by 
the chest and pulled me back to my feet. I fol-
lowed her ga3e to where a tree snapped in half. 
Between us and the tree lay Nera. I hurried to her 
side and called to her repeatedly, slapping her face 
to wake her up. 
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Her eyes opened, the pupil sliding back and 
forth like she couldn’t see me. Alive, though. That 
was good enough. 

I turned back to Fady Agova. !The fuck is she5L
!Nampire,L Fady Agova raised her big weapon 

again, pointed right at Nera and me. A sharp whine 
and then that wild vibrating, I grabbed Nera and 
pulled her away. The vampire leapt back into view, 
eight of her Gngernails now long as my forearm. 
The vibration seemed to emit out of the weapon 
like a wave of noise that crashed midair into the 
vampire’s chest, launching her back crashing into 
the trees.

A low whine that rose in pitch until it became a 
word. !zommy.L

Fady Agova ran into the trees and I followed.





XI

L ady  Agova  chased  the  vampire  who 
lashed  kine  a  shadow  dartibg  fetweeb 

trees as she rab ,rom Lady Agovau her ka.ghter 
ribgibg o.t thro.gh the ,orestu echoibg ,rom akk 
directiobsu cob,.sibg meI Lady Agova was too 
,ast to neep .p withu f.t J persistedu my k.bgs 
heavibgu eveb as the ,og fkossomed aro.bd .sI 
T.st nept r.bbibg ib the same directiobu f.t the 
so.bds o, the ,orest pkayed tricns ob meI Vhe 
cacnkibg ka.ghter s.rro.bdedI

J skowed abd t.rbed facn to where J came 
,romI -era was stikk  thereI  Vhe ,og kighter ib 
that directiob abd thicnebibg with each step to“
wards the vampire abd Lady AgovaI Vhe c.rse 
p.ksed abd J ,ekt the swekkibg rage o, the fkacn 
heart febeath my ,eetI Vhat was reasob ebo.gh 
,or me to ret.rbI
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W?here are they”j -era keabed agaibst a tree 
catchibg her freath afo.t a h.bdred ,eet ,rom 
where J ke,t herI 

J gest.red fehibd meI
-era bodded abd fegab ’oggibgI J graffed 

her arm abd she stoppedI W?hat”j
W?e wobCt Sbd themI VheyCre too ,astI Voo 

m.ch ,ogIj
-eraC  frow  ,.rrowedI  WzabCt  yo.  smekk 

them”j Bhe t.rbed abd rabI
J ,okkowedI 
Akways ,okkowibg sibce my fabishmebtI 
-era  seemed to  nbow the  wayI  Vired  abd 

feateb as we wereu -era bever skowed eveb wheb 
the ,og thicnebed to the poibt o, fkibdbessI Vhe 
cacnkibg abd the ckabg o, metak ob metak s.r“
ro.bded meu manibg me diKKyI U.t J nept goibgI 
Nept ,okkowibg -eraI

Vhe so.bds grew ko.der abd more chaoticu 
swirkibg ib ,rom every directiob at obceu abd theb 
we were thro.gh the ,ogI -era d.cned abd J threw 
mysek, to the gro.bdu bot nbowibg whyI Lady 
Agova lew over o.r headsu her white coat spkashed 
red with fright fkoodI Bhe crashed ibto a toadstook 
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abd ,ekk kimp to the gro.bdI -era keapt towards 
the vampire f.t J webt to Lady AgovaI

Bhe spat fkood ibto the dirt as she rose abd 
p.shed me o.t o, the way fe,ore keapibg facn 
ibto the SghtI 

-era ,o.ght ,.rio.skyu skashibg foth swords 
so ,ast that it was diMc.kt to ,okkow her move“
mebtsu  f.t the vampire d.cned abd dodgedI 
xbto.chafke ,or a momebtu the vampireCs smike 
wide abd redI -era screamedu skashibg ,aster abd 
,asterI Vheb Lady Agova was ib there with her 
throwibg p.bches abd nicns at the kittke vam“
pireI 

Vhe smike fecame ’.fikabt ob the vampireCs 
,ace abd she ka.ghed as she nept dodgibgI Lady 
Agova abd -era worned ib .bisobu kine they had 
traibed together ,or yearsI -era skashed her fro“
neb swords .sekessky thro.gh the airI Vhe mo“
mebt she ke,t ab opebibgu Lady AgovaCs massive 
kegs nicned ibto that space to neep the vampire 
,rom gaibibg ab advabtageI

-era roared my bame abd J keapt ibto itI
Vhe vampireCs smike tightebed abd her ka.gh“

ter stoppedI —o kobger afke to dodge akk three o, 
.su she .sed her kobg fkadekine baiks to fkocn the 
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swords abd hatchetI xsed her ,eet abd nbees to 
fkocn Lady AgovaI

1ysti,yibg how s.ch a tiby creat.re had so 
m.ch poweru  f.t Lady AgovaCs  massive kegs 
swibgibg ibto this chikd sho.kd have nbocned 
her sprawkibg awayI Jbsteadu she nicned ibto 
Lady AgovaCs thighsu redirectibg her nicns or 
sh.ttibg them dowb fe,ore their momebt.m 
fecame abythibg to worry afo.tI

Vhe vampire webt ob the o2ebsive thebI Bhe 
fkocned my hatchet swibg with obe habdu theb 
fkocned -eraCs swords with the otherI Ue,ore 
-era co.kd rear  facn ,or  abother  strineu  the 
vampire vomited a stream o, fkood ibto my ,aceI

Jt f.rbedI U.rbed kine bothibg JCd ever e3pe“
riebcedI Line J p.shed my whoke head ibto a SreI 
J ,ekk facn abd awayu wipibg the fkood ,rom my 
,ace so J co.kd seeI Vhe heat o, it scorched my 
habd abd J heard the siKKkibg o, my owb lesh 
,rom akk directiobs feca.se it was ibside meI U.t 
the c.rse powered me obu nept me goibgI ?ith 
me o.t o, the Sght ,or a momebtu the ka.ghter 
ret.rbed abd fecame that same sibgibg we had 
,okkowed to Sbd herI
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1y memories o, the rest o, the Sght lash past 
me kine images scatteredI Line Lady AgovaCs cards 
promisibg to tekk my ,.t.reI Jmages witho.t cob“
te3t or meabibgI Vhe paib o, my mektibg ,ace at 
war with the c.rseCs desire ,or viokebce abd fkoodI 
A chaotic swirk withib me that bearky drowbed meI

J recreate it abd hope J get it rightI J, Lady Agova 
was stikk with meu JCd tekk it tr.eI J, -era4

J, obkyI Bo m.ch o, my ki,e feca.se o, choices J 
fareky rememferI

J saw Lady AgovaCs fig weapob abd picned it .pI 
Afs.rdky heavyu J hekd it with foth habdsu weighed 
dowb fy itI WLady Agovauj J gaspedI

Vhe vampire ka.bched ibto me with foth ,eetu 
nbocnibg me to the gro.bdI Vhere ob the gro.bdu 
my ,ace  f.rbed ever  hotterI  Vhe scebt  o,  my 
owb coonibg lesh Skked my mo.thI Lady AgovaCs 
weapob ,ekk ,rom my habds as J t.mfked facn“
wardsI 

Btabdibg ob top o, Lady AgovaCs h.ge weapobu 
the vampire t.rbed away ,rom meu spread her 
habdsu Sbgers spkayedu the fkadekine baiks ,ormibg 
a de,ebsive betI Vheb she sponeI





XII

“L ady Agova, so bright and fair. Lady Ago-
va, let down your hair.” Her voice was 

high and bright. Childlike. Looking at her from 
behind, she seemed even more like a little girl. A 
feral little girl. 

Lady Agova’s lower lip trembled. Vera prepared 
her stance to strike forward, but Lady Agova put 
a hand on her chest, stopping her. Vera raised an 
eyebrow but listened. Lady Agova said, “Luci-
enne…” The name came out husky and strained.

The vampire’s laughter followed, cutting like a 
knife through the air. “Do you know why he hasn’t 
killed you yet?”

Lady Agova wiped the blood from her mouth, 
wiped at the slow trickle of it spilling out her nose. 

“It’s funnier to torture you, Lady Agova.” She 
spoke the last two words with such sneering con-



E RATHKE150

tempt that I expected Lady Agova to react with 
fury. To react with anything. But she only stared 
at the vampire.

“I can heal you, Lucienne.” She shook her head, 
voice cracking. “I can save you.”

The vampire laughed.  A vicious laugh.  No 
longer high and bright but sharp like a sword. “I’m 
going to cut oW your arms and legs. Then I’ll make 
you watch as I drink your friends dry. Then, I’ll 
take you back to that fetid city where you can buy 
or grow some new limbs. Ehen you bring more 
hunters to me, I’ll make you watch me kill them 
too. I’ll rip your fucking heart out and return you 
to the city, have them make you one of silicon and 
pig and iron. I won’t let you die, Lady Agova, until 
you beg me and all your dead gods for release.”

Lady Agova shook her head. “Lucienne.” Her 
posture sagged, her hands limp at her side. “Lu-
cienne.” Her lip trembled and her eyes Mlled with 
tears.

The vampire screamed and my vision blurred. 
Fars ringing, I clapped my hands over them. Ehen 
the scream stopped and I pulled my hands away, 
they were slick with blood. jy blood. The vam-
pire, no longer on Lady Agova’s weapon, slashed 
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her claws against Vera’ sword. Behind Vera, Lady 
Agova wept as she stood there. 

Vera  moved like  lightning.  So fast  that  her 
swords blurred but the vampire worked her back-
wards, pressing in on her.

Oorgotten, I grabbed my hatchet and stood. 
Threw it as hard as I could at the vampire 2ust as 
Vera tried to shove the broken blade of her right 
sword into the vampire’s mouth. The vampire 
threw herself backwards, away from the swords, 
and the hatchet buried its blade to the left of her 
spine, knocking her face Mrst to the ground. Eith-
out hesitation, Vera brought both swords down 
on either wrist, severing the vampire’s hands.

The vampire screamed and I vomited a torrent 
of blood. Vera still stood over her, though. No 
blood 3owed from the vampire’s severed hands. 
The scream shattered the very air around me, 
but Vera raised her swords high once more and 
slammed them into the vampire’s back.

Lady Agova screamed with the vampire and 
when Vera raised her swords to plunge them once 
more into the vampire, Lady Agova grabbed both 
of  Vera’  wrists  with  one  hand.  Tossed  her  to 
the side like she was a child’s doll. Still crying, 
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she wiped her eyes like the tears would stop and 
scooped up the tiny vampire in her huge hands.

Cradling the vampire in her arms, she stroked 
the tangled mess of hair away from Lucienne’s 
face. Lucienne’s eyes 3uttered and her breathing 
slowed to shallow, wet gasps. Lady Agova rocked 
her in her arms. “It’s gonna be all right, baby.” 
Ehile the tears rained down, Lady Agova began 
singing. 

Singing a wordless melody. 4ne I’d come to 
know.

Ehen Vera turned to me, she gasped in horror, 
and I collapsed into a harsh burning blackness.



Never 
Coming 

Home





I

“Y our  face,”  Vera  said  when  I  woke.  I 
touched my face but felt only bandages. 

It burned. I winced at the evort to mope my liDs.
Vera shook her head. “’onWt. ’onWt do that.”
“?hat haDDenedS”
Lhe swallowed and looked to Aady Egopa who 

rocked her child back and forth, still singing. Tyes 
back to me, she said, “…he pamDireWs sDit melted 
all the skin ov your face. Aady Egopa thinks thatWs 
how sheMhow she made those sculDtures of bone. 
Lhe said lots of pamDires hape weird Dowers. jost 
of them dangerous.”

“I lost my face.”
Vera didnWt smile. “Aady Egopa said we can get 

you a new one. Lhe wraDDed you uD and smeared 
something all oper your head. Lhe said it should 
keeD the Dain away.” Vera lifted a -ar of something. 
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“Lhe said we need to Dut this on you again tonight, 
when we change your bandages.”

“Aost my face.” I stared uD into the blank epil 
sky Deering through the canoDy of leapes and toadF
stool caDs.

“Nirst  your  name  and  kin.  .ow  your  face. 
YouWre a dead man, Virgil.”



II

L ady Agova carried her dying daughter the 
rest of the day. Vera and I followed, our 

weapons still in our hands. We exchanged only a 
few words, for little needed to be understood.

Lucienne  was  Lady  Agova’s  daughter.  She 
didn’t have to tell us. We felt it. Knew it in our 
blood and bones. While still in her arms, we saw 
the echo of Lady Agova on Lucienne’s face. Her 
breathing had stopped but she was still a monster. 
Didn’t know if death meant the same thing to a 
vampire.

When night came, Lady Agova kept walking 
and we followed.

I whispered to Vera, “What about the wolves?”
Lady Agova said, “The wolves will fear me if 

they come anywhere near.” Didn’t even break 
stride. Just kept walking.
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Vera’ eyebrows rose and stayed up. She shrugged 
at me and followed. “She’s got it *gured.”



III

W e didn’t stop walking for two days. By 
then Lucienne stank. When we urged 

Lady Agova to stop, she fell to her knees and wept 
into Lucienne’s lifeless body.





IV

“I  found  out  how  to  save  her.  How  to 
turn her back into my little girl. There’s 

a  witch in the Necropolis  district of Avalon 
who said she can excise the vampiric parts and 
rebuild and replace those parts  to make her 
whole. Didn’t believe her at ?rst because why 
would anyone believe that shitF That’s how the 
witches get work. Beeding oS our anxieties and 
fear. ,ut I tested it. ,rought her a vampire and 
watched the whole time as she butchered that 
monster until the monster became whole again. 
,ecame someone’s husband. zomeone’s father. 
He had a new eye and heart” new lungs and had 
to have his intestines and stomach replaced” but 
he was still him.

“Nearly drove him craLy” though.W Vady Agova 
sniSed” wiped her mouth. “A few weeks after being 
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healed” he killed his wife and daughter. —hen I 
asked him why” you know what he saidFW

Cera and I didn’t say shit.
“He said that he couldn’t forgetOW zobs broke 

through” shaking her massive body. zhe sniSed” 
spat. —iped her nose. Her mouth. …oughed to 
clear it all away. ztroked Vucienne’s dead face. 
“zaid the memories of when he was a vampire were 
too much.W zhe shook her head” raised her gaLe to 
us. “He was only a vampire for a year. Mne year.W

“How long was1W 2y voice trailed oS.
“Bifteen years”W Vady Agova said. “Vonger than 

she was human.W …lamping her eyes shut” she 
opened her mouth in a silent wail before burying 
her face in Vucienne’s silent chest.



V

L ady Agova burned her daughter that night. 
We didn’t tell her that it was the right de-

cision. That she had to. That Lucienne, whoever 
she’d been, was fIteen years dead.

Pnstead, we sat on either side oI her. pressed 
close. We mut our ar!s around her huge body and 
held her as she wemt Ior her dead baby and we wemt 
Ior the versions oI us that died with our banish-
!ent.





VI

L ady  Agova  pointed  towards  the  shadow 
looming in the distance like thick tentacles 

rising into the sky. “There she is. Avalon.” We were 
uve days oft ’rom Lfcienne,s pyreb Lady Agova 
kept a hand’fl o’ her ashes in a vial strfng rofnd 
her neck that she seemed to always He tofching. 
“Some.” Mhe said the word like regret.

The toadstools and ’fngi were sparse as we came 
to the edge o’ the ’orest. Vostly trees o’ wood 
grew.

Vy cfrse viHrated at the word. “We can never go 
home.”

Cera took my handb Hft Lady Agova lafghedb 
clapped fs Hoth on the Hack with her massive 
hands.

“We,re always coming homeb HaHies. Fome onb 
momma,s gonna teach yof how to live.  Nirstb 
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thofghb we,re gonna get paid. Then we,re gonna 
get yof a new ’ace.”

“(ew nameb too.”
Lady Agova smiled. “Mfre.”
Mhe walked past fs. Ser giant,s gait carrying her 

rapidly away ’rom fs.
Cera shrfgged and we ’ollowed a’ter her.



Thank 
You

T his book honestly only exists because Kel-
by Losack and J David Osborne scheduled 

their own cyberpunk novels to be released on De-
cember 1st and when we were about six weeks out, 
I g'ured Ifd try to hit that date, too, because why 
not, because Ifve been sick in bed jor most oj the 
last month because havin' a baby in daycare means 
youfre Fust 'oin' to be sick all the time, because I 
was way too youn' when I watched Crancis Cord 
Goppolafs Dracula and jell in love with Vary Old-
manfs wild and romantic version oj Dracula, be-
cause I was still way too youn' when I watched In-
terview with a Hampire and that lonesome roman-
ticism oj eternity burrowed deep beneath my skin, 
because oj a lijetime oj chasin' vampires but bein' 
always disappointed by them, because oj Hampire 
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.unter Dfs obscene ridiculousness, because Ifve 
never jound a work oj cyberpunk that truly satis-
ged me in all the ways I hoped it would, because I 
was writin' this in a sprint ri'ht bejore publication 
I let the words roll over me and let all these stran'e 
ideas Fust come burstin' onto the pa'e, because 
writin' is jun and maybe the most jun I know how 
to have by myselj, because Ifve always loved the 
tension between hopes and reality, between utopia 
and dystopia, between love and jearA

,nd so this book is what it became wholly on 
accidentA

I hope you enFoyed itA
Thank youA
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Next

Kickstarter Campaign begins March 
16th!

An omnibus collection of Howl, Iron Wolf, and 
Broken Katana! Will include the fourth volume, 

https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/erathke/broken-katana
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Goblin Fire, which concludes the yrst arc of this 
stor.!

Follow erathke!com to ynd out more! 


