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PROLOGUE 
IN THE VALE OF THE KING 

“Their King is an Angel of the Abyss. His name is Abaddon, and he is the Destroyer.” 
  

Words of the Prophet 
Chapter 3, Verse 11 

THE dead men dug their graves with shovels and trowels and their bare hands. Under the watchful gaze 
of the Sheriff, they resigned to their fate and went about the last task of their lives. Most of their clothing 
had been removed and lay in a pile off to the side. It wasn’t as though they’d need it, and leathers fetched 
a fine price in any border town. Under the scorching sun, their backs turned red and blistered. It was a 



momentary discomfort, they knew. A bullet would cure their ills shortly.  
 “Eyes down, convict.” Deputy Crow lashed out with a polished boot, catching the elderly man 
between the shoulders. He grinned maliciously at his boss. 
 Sheriff Lionel Booker watched the prisoner collapse into the shallow hole with a wet thud. Some of 
his men laughed—mostly forced. Normally, the Sheriff would mark them for an education later, but he 
couldn’t spare the thought just now. Not here. Not while they were in the Badlands. He took a moment to 
stretch his tall, lean body.  
 Abaddon stood only a few hundred miles away. From the base of the mountain lay the Vale of the 
King, an endless stretch of glass and rock five hundred miles in any direction. Booker tried not to pace, 
but his feet wandered restlessly, his boots crunching with each step. They were too far in the desert; too 
close to the King. The choice had been his, but he already regretted it. He pulled off his duster and threw 
it onto the horse cart; it was far too hot for a coat. 
 “Still looking clear, boss.” 
 Booker nodded to his number two. Deputy Crow had the best eyes in the posse. Sonofabitch could 
hit a split-fly off a horse at two hundred paces. It was almost a waste to have dragged him into this dirty 
business, but Booker wasn’t about to wade into hell without a few friends to watch his back. Officers 
Killen and Rollick rounded out the small team. It wasn’t enough if things turned ugly, but any more 
would have attracted too much attention while leaving the city. The Governor had been explicit about 
drawing attention.  
 Not much longer. That old man need another half foot and we can put him down. The depth of the 
grave wasn’t important. Really, they could have left the bodies to rot in the sun for all he cared. Again, it 
was orders. These men had crossed the Governor in one way or another, and the man was very particular 
about punishment. It wasn’t enough to die; you had to die right.  
 Movement drew Booker’s gaze to the East, toward Abaddon. He shivered despite the blazing heat. 
Even this far away, the mountain seemed larger than life. He’d been closer once, when he was young and 
stupid and trying to impress a lady. Never again. Was that dust? Heat waves rippled above the desert, 
distorting anything more than a few hundred paces away.  
 “We’re leaving in five,” Booker said to no one in particular. “Crow, take the East. I thought I saw 
something.” 
 “Aye, boss.” Crow rose from his perch on a nearby boulder. The other officers liked to joke that 
Crow was part-cat, from the graceful and predatory way he moved around. Booker once thought those 
jokes were funny, but then he’d seen Crow take down five men in bar fight with nothing but a metal pick. 
Now he never joked about the man.  
 One of the prisoners stopped to catch his breath. Crow crossed over, his hand clenching into a fist. 
“What do you think you’re doing, inmate?” 
 The man—no, the boy—glared back defiantly. He was eighteen if he was a day, and seemed 
unaffected by the heat. “If I’m going to die today, I’d rather not die tired.” 
 Crow knelt down and gestured for the boy to come closer. His left hand snapped out, grabbing the 
inmate’s dirty brown hair. The fist came next, like a rocket, smashing the boy’s face again and again. He 
dropped like a bloody sack into his grave. Crow stood, wiping his knuckles against his trousers. “You stop 
digging when my bullet tells you.” 
 The cry came suddenly, echoing through the dry air. Everyone stopped moving and listened. Aside 
from the heavy pounding of his heart, Booker could hear nothing else. It was unmistakable.  
 “They’re here!” Rollick fired two shots before the words left his mouth. The officers turned toward 
the noise and paled.  
 Booker felt his bones turn to ice. How did they get so close? He didn’t even budge until Killen 
grabbed his arm.  
 “We’ve got to get moving, boss!” 
 The posse climbed back onto the cart, firing randomly in the direction of the oncoming attack. The 
ground rumbled with their approach; it must be an entire raiding party. Booker stood on top of the bench 
to get a better look and immediately regretted it. There were ten, all male, charging toward them. The 
Sheriff could just make out their blood red eyes. He couldn’t see the colors they wore, so he didn’t know 
which tribe was coming, but it didn’t matter. He had no intention of having his flesh turned into a war 
banner.  



 “Let’s go!” 
 “Wait,” the boy inmate cried out. “You can’t leave us to die.” 
 What did you think you were here for? For a moment, Booker considered putting each prisoner 
down. It would be a mercy; the tribes did not kill interlopers quickly. Then he looked back at the raiders. 
They were going to need every bullet. Crow was still firing off rounds as he climbed up to his spot in the 
rear of the car. Killen had the reins ready and was fighting to get the horses under control. Booker 
growled as he pulled out his backup pistol. He tossed it to the boy. 
 The young inmate caught the weapon and immediately pointed it at the Sheriff.  
 “It’s only has one round, son. You may want to save that for yourself.” He didn’t even bother 
maintaining eye contact. The cart lurched forward and they took off, leaving the prisoners to die. Booker 
pulled his revolver and checked the cylinder. Eight rounds. With the two reloads on his belt, plus his 
shotgun, they just might make it.  
 Killen put Abaddon behind them and urged the animals forward. It had been a mistake to take living 
horses for the trip, but automatons would have been noticed.  
 “They’re gaining,” Rollick hollered. “Speed it up, Killen.” 
 “The fuck you think I’m doing?” 
 Booker saw the fear in their eyes. He felt it, a vice around his chest. He’d seen the aftermath of an 
Angel attack. He fought down another chill and aimed his pistol. Most of the pack had stopped for the 
easy meal of the prisoners. Fifteen humans could feed a tribe for a week. Still, the Angels never let 
interlopers go without a fight. Three raiders turned from the group and came toward the posse.  
 “Fire when they’re close,” Booker shouted. “Don’t waste your ammo. If you can kill their mounts, 
that’s just as good. They’re fast, but the cart is faster.” 
 One Angel drew close. Whatever had once been human had melted away into a mass of mottled flesh 
and muscle. The creature howled, a haunting tenor, and leapt from its steed. Everyone fired at once. 
Bullets tore into the Angel’s torso, but it shrugged them off without so much as flinching.  
 Rollick dropped his empty rifle and pulled a knife. He barely started to move toward the attack 
before the Angel grab his head and tore it clean off. There was a moment when Rollick’s head wasn’t sure 
if he was still alive, it’s eyes and mouth still moving. Then the Angel tossed him over the cart and he 
disappeared. The other following raiders stopped to collect the meat, leaving the officers alone with their 
attacker. 
 Booker fired his shotgun from the hip, ripping into the monster. It roared as black blood sprayed 
across the back of the cart. The creature toppled backwards, rolling off the wooden cart and disappearing 
into the dust. Booker stood with his weapon pointed toward the rear for a few moments before settling 
back down on his bench. He felt Rollick’s blood soak into his pants.  
 “Did we make it?” Killen asked.  
 Booker looked to Crow, but the deputy still had his eye pressed into he sight of his rifle. In the 
distance, they could hear the screams of the prisoners and the howl of the raiders. They were thankfully 
too far away to see the limbs flying in the air.  
 “Rollick?” Killen shouted. “Hey, buddy. You doing okay?” 
 “He’s dead,” Booker said. He slumped down in his seat, reloading his revolver. “Head back to the 
city.” 
 Killen didn’t answer. The young officer’s face contorted into a mask of grief. He fell into his hands, 
weeping. 
 Booker put an arm over the officer’s shoulder and pulled him in. “Your brother was a brave man. He 
went after that Angel with a knife. He saved us, Killen. Your mother would be proud.”  
 That seemed to help. The young man wiped his snotty nose and tightened his grip on the reins. 
“Fuckin’ monsters.” 
 “I know.” Booker forced any emotion from his face. It wasn’t proper to show it now. Not while they 
were still in danger. Not while they were still in his shadow. He glanced over his shoulder toward 
Abaddon, sneering at the mountain. “Crow, are we clear?” 
 “No.” 
 Booker stood at once. “What do you see?” 
 “No body.” 
 “Then what are you looking at?” 



 Crow finally cocked his head to the side, his mouth twisting into a sick grin. “There was no body.” 
 It took Booker a few seconds to put together the thought. By then it was too late. He spun around just 
in time to see the thick, ichor-streaked arm of the Angel pop out from under the cart and drag Killen 
screaming from his seat. The Sheriff leapt forward, his hand reaching for his man, but it was like grasping 
at smoke. Killed still had the reins in his hand, and the horses jerked to the side from the suddenly pull. 
The cart skidded on two wheels, throwing Booker and Crow from the top but barely remaining upright.  
 Booker hit the ground hard, knocking his breath away. Stars danced in front of his eyes, flashing red 
and yellow. He tried to move, but his back screamed in sudden protest. His revolver lay a few hands of to 
the side. The Badlands grew silent as a grave. Then came a scream, bloodcurdling and wet. Then nothing. 
 “Crow,” Booker said, or tried to say. His throat wasn’t responding to his commands. He spat up  a 
thick wad of mucus and sand and tried again. “Crow.” This time the word came out. Booker lifted his 
neck, fighting the agony in his spine, and looked around.  
 The cart was still standing, and both horses hadn’t decided to leave yet. It was only a short walk 
away, maybe thirty paces. If he could get to his feet, he could make it easy. Booker tried to push off the 
ground, but the pain pushed him right back down. Shit, I can’t move. He trembled, hating himself for 
letting fear cloud his mind. He needed to think straight, to get a plan, to get home. The doc would fix him 
right up. He just needed to get home.  
 He smelled the Angel before it was on him. They all had the same stink: Bleach and rotted meat. 
Booker’s head rolled to the side and he came face-to-face with the creature. It didn’t seem as large as 
before. On the cart, he imagined it to be eight-feet-tall. Now it was almost his height. Both eyes were red, 
but just the pupils, not the iris. Its skin wasn’t green, just pale and sickly. It looked far more human than it 
ought to, even with gore spilling from its mouth.  
 “Go.” 
 The Angel lumbered forward on unsteady legs. One clawed hand pressed into its stomach, stanching 
the flow of blood. The other hand pointed back toward the city, toward civilization.  
 Did it speak, or did I imagine it? Booker felt along his hip for his spare pistol. The holster was 
empty. Right, your act of charity. Never did hear the shot. Don’t think the boy had it in him. He let his 
arms drop to the side. Just make it quick. 
 With a growl, the Angel lunged forward. It was close enough that Booker smelled its breath when the 
shot rang out. The creature made a strangled sound, then dropped into a heap beside the Sheriff, a hole in 
its enormous head.  
 Crow appeared, swaying on his spindly legs. His left arm hung in a sling on his chest, disconnected 
from his body. Booker had to look twice to confirm that the limb was completely detached. The man’s 
face was a nightmare: The Angel had bitten through his right cheek to the bone. Booker screamed as his 
deputy knelt down and pulled him to his feet. No agony he’d ever felt would compare to this. 
 They stumbled to the cart, both men bloodied and broken. The horses shrieked at the smell of them, 
but thankfully did not bolt. It took five agonizing minutes before they were safely aboard. Booker lay in 
the back, propped up by the clothes of the late prisoners. Crow sat in front with the reins in his hand, 
drinking heavily from a canteen of water.  
 Pain shot up and down Booker’s back with each bounce of the cart, like lightning strikes from head 
to toe. He finally, mercifully, lost consciousness as the sun started its slow descent to the sand. The last 
thing he heard was Crow’s voice, whistling a low and mournful tune.  



CHAPTER ONE 
THE BLACKSMITH, THE SALESMAN, AND THE POODLE 

“The First Woe is passed. Behold, two more Woes come after this.” 

Words of the Prophet 
Chapter 3, Verse 12 

THE man in the desert sat in his study and pored over a map. Light from the morning sun spilled into the 
open-floor room, catching swirls of dust floating in the air. The man’s pen scratched noisily against the 
treated papyrus. Bits of dried ink clotted the old quill, and every few lines the nib would fail, forcing the 
man too tap it against the wooden desk until black liquid spurted out.  
 His map wasn’t anything special. The hand-drawn lines were less accurate than the master 
cartographers from the north, and some of the detail work had bled together into an indecipherable mess. 
The man didn’t care. Maps were expensive, and this had been free. Well, free enough. It had been hard 
earned over the years, bought with blood and sweat rather than coin.  
 The world, or at least his small part, stretched from the frozen lakes in the far north all the way to the 



flooded pass in the south. There was more, of course, beyond the great oceans to the east and west. Only 
the bravest or most foolish merchants braved those journeys, and none could be bothered to share their 
knowledge with the map makers.  
 Using his forefinger, the man in the desert traced the borders of the different governances. First he 
ran around the jagged rectangle of the Vale, his home. Then the Singing Lands below, Judah’s Wood to 
the southeast, and Green Hill to the east. Finding a spot of open space, he marked down the County title: 
Powerton. A land of the corrupt, the destitute, and the dead. His ink-stained fingers danced around the 
other counties, north and south of the sandy land. He didn’t know the names of the individual towns or 
governances, only the lands under which they fell.  
 His eyes leapt to the large, untouched space to the west. A huge scar ran north to south, splitting the 
land mass in two. The Vale and all the other counties lay to the right. The unknown Sunset Kingdom 
controlled everything on the far side of Abaddon’s Wake. They never made their way over the ridge, and 
no one venturing their way ever returned.  
 The man in the desert adjusted the weights on the corners of the map and stood, stretching his stiff 
back. The day had broken and there were chores to be done. He took a lingering look at his work, 
focusing on a small collection of letters near the edge of the Vale. He read the word three times before 
finally walking away. He had to get to work before Queen caught him, otherwise there would be hell to 
pay. As he made his way down the stairs of the compound toward the smell of cooking food, he thought 
about the small mark on the map. To anyone else it was just another insignificant town. To the man in the 
desert, it was a place from another time. 
 Empton. 

* * * * * 

THEO adjusted the overhead light, shining a bright yellow beam on the wounded animal. His hands 
worked swiftly, swapping out instruments with practiced precision. Metal tools clinked against his work 
tray, breaking the silence of the operating room. 
 He wore a loose-fitting shirt that was already soaked through with sweat. His trousers were cinched 
tight with a leather belt and the legs were tucked into dark brown boots. Theo pushed his thumb against 
the soft flesh under his left eye until he felt the catch. He pushed the lever to the side and his optic 
switched to a magnifying lens. He blinked several times to wipe the lens before continuing.  
 “Is she gonna make it?” 
 “You need to stay quiet, Omar.” Theo wiped away sweat with his forearm. He glanced at his broken 
fan, irritated he hadn’t found the parts to fix it yet. It had to be over a hundred degrees and climbing, and 
the bright lights weren’t helping the matter. Theo paused to sip from a cup of warm water before 
continuing.  
 Poor Trudy lay on the table, oblivious to the work Theo was doing. It was for the best. She probably 
couldn’t handle the shock of seeing her innards spread out on the table. Omar had brought her in several 
times before, so she trusted Theo’s trained hands.  
 Omar sat on a bench in the corner, sweating buckets into the collar of his ruffled shirt. Despite the 
heat, he refused to take off his coat and scarf. His puffy red head, sitting on top of the garish blues and 
purple of his outfit, made him almost comical. His panicked, fatherly concern over Trudy removed any 
humor from the situation.  
 “It’s all my fault, Theodore. I knew the route was watched, I just thought I could get to town before 
anybody took interest.” He dabbed his double chin with a polkadot handkerchief. His twisted double 
mustached trembled as tears welled in his eyes. “She saw them coming and tried to protect me, Theo. She 
tried to protect her daddy.” His shoulders jumped with each squeaky sob. “You gotta make her better, 
Theo. You just gotta.” 
 “Almost there, Omar.” Theo stretched his fingers, reaching for the injured heart. He felt the vibration 
in his arm before finally gripping the frozen stone. With a grin, Theo pulled the animal’s crystal free and 
held it up to the light. “I told you, Omar. Her soul is fine. It got disconnected in the fight.” Theo took out a 
rag and wiped grease and dirt off the shimmering gem. Like most Soul Gems, it reflected a tight band of 
colors. Trudy’s soul was mostly purple, which was probably why Omar had bought her in the first place; 
the smithy saw the matching amethyst sitting in a necklace around the man’s collar. Theo took the clean 



stone and inserted it back into the animal. He had to use his second hand to bring the gears and copper 
lines back into contact. In minutes, he had Trudy closed up and connected to pumps to refill her fluids.  
 “Teddy, you did it!” Omar leapt from his stool and lifted the larger man in a big bear hug. Tears 
flowed from his eyes, soaking Theo’s shirt. Omar set him down and nearly fainted. “I don’t know what I 
would have done if she hadn’t made it. Gods, you have no idea what this means.” 
 Theo smiled. “It’s no trouble, Omar.” 
 “Take a look in my cart. Take anything you want. No charge.” Omar grabbed Theo’s arms and 
dragged him toward the door. “I insist. I’ve got some great stuff in there. Great stuff. Oh boy, Theo, you 
don’t know what you’ve done. The kind of friend you have in me, you’ll never need another.” 
 Theo laughed and gently pulled Omar’s hands away. “I appreciate that, Omar. And I do value your 
friendship. But you don’t need to give me anything. Trudy is family.” 
 That spawned a new torrent of tears. Omar dropped down on the shop bench and buried his face in 
his hands. “What did I do to deserve you?”  
 “It’s really not that big a deal, Omar.” Theo walked around the room, opening the shutters on the 
windows and unlocking the door. Immediately the temperature dropped down twenty degrees. A cool 
easterly breeze washed through the shop, rattling the tools hanging overhead. Light poured in as well, 
illuminating the smithy.  
 Omar blew his nose like a foghorn. He took a moment to compose himself before rising and walking 
to the front of the shop. His blue and gold stovepipe hat sat on the counter where he’d left it. His riding 
goggles lay nearby, coated in a thick layer of dust. He began cleaning them absently while Theo walked 
around to the register to retrieve the door key.  
 “Are you coming to Waterton for the festival?” Omar asked. 
 Theo shook his head and unlocked the front door. “And lose out on all that business?” He swung the 
door open and pointed to the empty streets. “My customers would kill me if I left for even a day.”  
 “I’ll never understand it,” Omar said. “How can you stay loyal to a town that doesn’t buy from you?” 
The salesman glanced at the vacant road with disdain. “Empton, the little village that couldn’t. I mean this 
is a sorry affair, even by the Vale’s standards. You’d have to take out a loan just to call it broke.” 
 “It’s not always about money, Omar.” 
 The salesman’s eyes bugged out. “Then what else is there?” 
 Theo leaned against the doorframe, his sweat cooling with the afternoon wind. “People. These are 
my people.” 
 “People don’t pay rent, Teddy. You need some coin in your pocket if your ever gonna get anywhere.” 
 “And where exactly am I trying to go?” 
 Omar shrugged. “Only you know that, son. But it sure as hell shouldn’t be here. With your talent, 
you could move to a city. A real city, not that cesspool by the hill.” 
 “They don’t need more smiths on the mount. I know. I checked.” Theo gazed at the orange and red 
horizon. He thought he could make out a small dust cloud forming to the west. “The Governor wants 
engineers, people who can make buildings, not junk.” 
 “If you think you make junk, then you aren’t as smart as I’ve thought.” Omar gestured to the shop. 
“Trudy would be pieces of scrap if it weren’t for you.” 
 “Making an automaton is one thing. And pets aren’t exactly hi-tech.”  
 “They do impress the ladies.” Omar nudged Theo with his elbow.  
 “Holster them eyebrows,” Theo said. He rubbed his optic. “They’re not biting much out here.” 
 “Why wouldn’t they? The boy with the golden eye? How you walk down the street without a throng 
of womenfolk following is beyond my reckoning.” 
 Theo turned away from the main strip and walked back to his shop. “They want someone whole.” He 
went to the table and reached behind Trudy’s ears, flipping her connection back on. He replaced the loose 
panel on her back a moment before the soul connected. 
 Trudy’s eyes opened with a mechanical whir, and she shot off the table toward Omar. She yipped and 
jumped around, nuzzling her owner affectionately. Theo beamed at the two, admiring his work. He pulled 
his loose suspenders up over his shoulders and started to clean up the table. 
 “Trudy! My Trudy, you’re all better!” 
 Trudy’s leather tongue whipped out, attacked Omar’s face. He giggled, rolling onto his back with the 
dog on top. 



 Theo laughed too, until he heard a clatter from behind. All three stopped at once, facing the source of 
the noise. Theo grabbed a screwdriver off his cart, then realized that the jeweler’s tool was a poor choice 
of weapon. He stepped toward the back of the shop, where the light never reached. Half-shells of 
automatons hung on racks like skeletons. His failures. He pushed them aside and looked at his piles of 
scrap. 
 “Hello?” 
 “Whoever it is, come out with your hands up!” Omar stood, pushing his chest out. His belly still won 
that battle. “We are officers of the law, and you are hereby bound!” 
 Theo looked over his shoulder, incredulous. “Let me handle this.” He had just turned around when 
something slammed into his chest. Theo flew back, smashing into Omar and knocking them both to the 
ground. He managed to catch a blur of colorful clothing, gold metal, and dark skin sprinting through the 
shop before disappearing out the door.  
 “Wait!” Theo scrambled to his feet and gave chase, ignoring the raw ache in his shoulder from the 
fall.  
 Omar stayed on the floor, where it was safe. “Teddy? What are you doing?” 
 “She stole my dad’s arm!” 

* * * * * 

DALIA held her breath, waiting for her pursuers to pass. She held her prize close to her chest, feeling it 
move in time with the beating of her heart. She didn’t have much space inside the supply closet—it was 
barely big enough for a child—but she managed to contort her body into the proper angles. Her legs 
cramped and ached, but she remained still. It wasn’t even the worse she’d felt that day.  
 Her morning started normal enough: Woke up in a pile of filth surrounded by dozens of unwashed 
girls; traded her last clean sock for a hunk of stale bread and a fistful of rat meat; stole a rifle from 
Queen’s office and hid in the buggy when the raiders started their runs. They hadn’t noticed her until they 
were almost to their recon point hours later, so they’d let her tag along. Jeck and Morder never seemed to 
mind her riding with them anyway. They’d probably have been fine if she’d just asked, but hiding was 
way more fun.  
 The first target hadn’t even put up a fight. Some dumb salesman with a mechanical dog. Jeck had 
been ready to off him easy, but Morder was older and a little smarter. He sent the man off with a broken 
toy and his pride. There hadn’t even been much to steal. An hour later, they saw another dust trail and got 
into position.  
 Dalia steadied the long rifle against the rocks and sand to steady her aim, just like Queen had taught 
her. Her gun was better than the usual wood and pipe numbers most raiders brought along. She’d nicked it 
off one of the Governor’s patrols, if the stories could be believed. It was a Col 7.62, with a revolving 
cylinder and a big scope. She cocked the hammer back and stared through the foggy lenses, squeezing the 
other eye shut.  
 The caravan appeared a minute later: A single crawler with three autos dragging it along. Even from 
this distance, she could see the polished brass of the horses. She didn’t have to wait for the word to go. 
This was a prime target, probably carrying enough water for ten raiders. She held her breath, applied 
gentle pressure to the trigger, and waited for the gun to— 
 BOOM! 
 The shot caught her off guard. By the time she got her head back in the scope, the crawler had 
skidded off the road and into the rocks on the other side.  
 “Goddamn idjit,” Jeck had said. “You better not’a ruined a good mark. Let’s go.” 
 Morder did the driving, keeping them low on each approaching hill so they wouldn’t be seen until 
the last minute. Dalia was confident she’d hit the driver, but you could never be too careful, especially 
with the rich folk from the city. They pulled up to the fancy crawler a few minutes later. 
 It was brand new, or at least polished to look it. The six wheels all glistened in the sunlight, even 
with a little sheen of dust over the hubs. The horses sat idle, without a command to tell them to go or stay. 
Those would fetch a mean price in Barrenton.  
 Dalia let Morder and Jeck rummage through the trunk, getting the first pick of the goods. She was 
still a squirt, too young to even be allowed out on patrol. Fifteen summers in the Badlands didn’t mean 



shit if you weren’t skinning and gunning the whole time, and she’d only recently learned to shoot. Dalia 
wandered to the front seat, wanting a look at her kill. My first.  
 She was surprised to find the driver still alive. She was more surprised to find him uninjured. And 
armed. And, understandably, upset. The sound of his hammer cocking back echoed in her brain and froze 
her blood.  
 “Would you kindly help a gentleman to his feet?” 
 She obliged without thinking, offering a hand and pulling the well-dressed man out of the crawler. 
He wore a fancy orange suit, with ruffles and laces and all sorts of neat designs. She’d never seen 
anything like it. His hands were pale white and soft as baby skin. His eyes were the kind of blue you hear 
in stupid bedtime stories. He smiled, and all of his teeth shone white as a bleached bone. Dalia was too 
impressed to be scared anymore.  
 “Excuse me,” the man called out. “Could you two rogues please stop pilfering my belongings?” 
 Jeck and Morder popped up in an instant, pistols out, checkerboard sneers exposed. The well-dressed 
man carried a newer model derringer, with a leather grip and a gilded slide. He pressed the cold barrel 
against Dalia’s neck. The two raiders pointed their one-shot scrap jobs at the man.  
 “Come now,” he said. “Let’s not resort to more violence. I have three shots, you have two. The odds 
are weighed against us all having a wonderful day.” 
 “Put it down, dirtless. We’ll make it clean and quick.” 
 “I doubt you two know anything about clean.” He laughed, and somehow even that was done in a 
proper way. “I’ll give you a count of five. Will you join me, or is that too high a number?” 
 Jeck shot first, because of course he would. Numb shit, couldn’t have had two rocks bouncing 
around in that dented skull of his. He went wide, hitting one of the horses. Well thats a half-weight in 
silver the raiders would never see. Morder held his fire, but that just made him the first target. The clean 
man’s arm snapped out and the pistol sang. Morder’s head whipped back in a spray of red mist and he fell 
into the soft sand.  
 Jeck ran, dropping his gun on the ground, as though that excused him. The gentleman took his time 
lining up the sights before putting another bullet in Jeck’s back. He released his grip on Dalia, his laughter 
twisting toward the sinister.  
 “Now, what to do about you.” He holstered his pistol and drew a long, thin knife from inside his 
sleeve. The silver blade caught the sun just right to show its perfect edge. “My god, you’re just a little 
girl, aren’t you? Barely a teenager, I’ll bet. How old are you?” 
 Dalia couldn’t speak. She shivered despite the intense heat of the day.  
 “It’s okay, young lass. I’m not going to kill you.” 
 “Fifteen summers,” she managed to stammer.  
 The man threw his head back and cackled again. “Counting summers like a raider? My, but you are 
an interesting creature. I can’t wait to get you home. Father will no doubt have so many questions about 
you and your family.” He pressed the point of the knife under her chin. “Of course, he doesn’t expect me 
to be back until sunset. That gives us so much time to chat alone. What do you say? Do you want to…chat 
with me?” His lips parted, revealing teeth that were a little too small and too white for a grown man. 
 Dalia knew what he meant by “chat.” You didn’t live long in the Badlands without hearing a few 
stories about what happens to pretty girls on their own. She put her hands behind her back and lowered 
her gaze. The blade pushed up, forcing her to meet the man’s eyes.  
 “You’ll look at me when I talk, little brat. I’ve left prettier, younger girls in shallow graves for 
disrespecting me. Just imagine what I’ll do to a sick thing like you.” 
 He pulled the knife back just an inch and checked his golden pocket watch, and Dalia saw her 
moment. She brought both hands around and punched into the man’s chest. Two brass plates covered her 
fists, resting over tightly coiled springs. When she made contact with the gentleman, the plates exploded 
out, knocking him off his feet and into the side of the crawler. He cracked his head hard against the 
vehicle.  
 She didn’t waste any time. She picked up the shiny knife and stabbed him in the stomach, driving the 
blade to the hilt, then pulling it back out. Then she cut loose the horses and smacked them until they 
bolted. Finally, she pulled his pocket watch free and tucked it into her coat. Minutes later, she was back in 
the raider buggy, speeding away from the scene as fast as she dared.  
 Dalia had never driven before, and she crashed almost immediately. The front left wheel shot out 



ahead of the car, rolling to a stop beside a sun-scorched boulder. She cursed, ditching the vehicle and 
heading out on foot. In the distance, she could make out the squat buildings of a shanty town. Good 
enough.  
 It took nearly two hours to make it to the village, as she stopped every hundred paces or so to hide 
behind a rock or shrub. She checked constantly to make sure she hadn’t been followed. Her chin bled 
little droplets from where the knife have pushed in, and her hands hurt something awful from the pop-
plates. Every breath brought new agony, and she finally slowed to a shuffle.  
 On the outskirts of town, she paused to get her lay of the land. Queen always chastised her for 
rushing into situations half-cocked. Yeah, that’s not what happened today at all. Angels take me, what a 
mess. Dalia took a step forward, then fell back to the ground. Big tears fell from her eyes and she found 
she couldn’t stop crying. She saw Jeck and Morder falling to the sand, blood spraying from the holes in 
their bodies. She looked down at her sticky hands and saw the dried gore reaching up to her wrists.  
 She hated herself for her tears, for being a little girl, for being weak. Queen wouldn’t cry. She 
wouldn’t have let her friends die neither. She would have stood up to that dirtless shit, made him eat that 
knife for even suggesting she was some working girl. She wouldn’t be sitting in a heap, not like Dalia. 
Like “little doll” Dalia. 
 The sound of laughter pulled her from the pity party. The door to the nearest building opened up and 
lean young man appeared. From this distance, Dalia couldn’t make out any details. Then she saw a 
familiar shape join him. The round, purple and blue salesman had to be the same one Jeck and Morder 
had let loose hours before.  
 We let him keep his cart…and his food! She set off immediately, pulling her scarf up to her eyeballs. 
Her tiny feet bounced from rock to rock, taking her down the hill toward the town swiftly. Her 
multicolored scarf—Queen’s actually—fluttered behind her like a tail as she scrambled toward the 
structure. In under a minute she climbed through the dusty window and found herself inside the small 
town’s smithy.  
 Exactly ten minutes after arriving in her hiding spot, Dalia found herself in another. This one was 
smaller, and smelled of piss. Recent piss. It annoyed her that she could make the distinction. She looked 
down at her sudden prize, not sure why she had lifted it in the first place. The golden arm couldn’t be 
worth much beside the beating she’d take if she were caught. It had all been blind panic.  
 Could have used the knife. She rolled her eyes. Stabbing the dirtless man had been self preservation. 
He would have been on her in a minute had she not given him incentive to stay put. The smithy and the 
salesman were no danger to her as long as she stayed out of reach. 
 Muffled voices drew closer, and for the second time today, Dalia started to cry. Silent tears streamed 
down her dusty cheeks, leaving trails toward her chin. She wanted nothing more than to curl up with the 
rest of the children at the Pang Station. The thought that she might never see any of them again broke her 
heart.  
 The thought that she might die this very day made it skip a beat. 

* * * * * 

“IT’S okay,” Theo called out. “We’re not going to hurt you. I just need that arm back.” Where the hell did 
they go? He wasn’t sure if it had been a boy or a girl; they’d been covered from head to toe in thick 
clothing. He thought it might be a young woman, based on the colorful scarf that had trailed her as she 
ran. Can never tell with raiders, though. 
 Omar had stayed behind “to guard the shop.” Theo didn’t blame him. One run in with bandits was 
enough for the day. Besides, what would he do in a fight? Panic? Scream? This time of day, most 
residents of Empton remained indoors unless their house was on fire. It was far too hot for socializing 
anyway, and whatever danger came by was certainly none of their business.  
 A sandstorm had swept through a few nights back, and the easterly winds had yet to move all the 
loose dirt away. Theo was able to follow the thief’s footprints from cover to cover as they moved away 
from his shop. The raider’s feet were very small, almost childlike.  
 What a rough life, Theo thought. Scavenging for whatever you can find to survive. And stealing, he 
didn’t add. He’d been mugged more often than he’d like. Anyone traveling to or from Empton risked 
exposure trying to get to the Governor’s roads.  



 The wind kicked up something fierce. At first, Theo thought it was just the backend of the storm 
from the week before. Then he noticed that the skies were clear in all directions. Then where the heck…
He glanced up and felt his stomach twist.  
 A shadow fell over the town as the airship descended from the clouds. It was a patrol boat, only 
thirty feet from bow to stern, but still seemed massive as it approached. The ballasts hung off the side of 
the gondola, unlike the larger ships, giving the craft a sleek military design. Each side boasted three five-
pound cannons, unmanned at the moment. Ropes fell from the sides and soldiers spilled down onto the 
street below.  
 Theo found himself surrounded by four armed men in the blue and red of the Vale Governance.  The 
soldiers wore shiny metal breastplates engraved with the sigil of the Governor’s house: a barking fox. 
Each man carried a short-barreled carbine with a twelve shot clip and mounted bayonet. The seven-inch 
blades were all pointed toward Theo’s chest at the moment, a fact that was not lost on the smithy. 
 “In the name of Governor Fox, you are hereby bound. Put your hands in the air or we will fire.”  
 Theo obliged immediately. He felt a boot behind each knee and collapsed onto the dirt. Rough hands 
shoved his face into the ground and searched him for weapons. Finding none, they delivered a few kicks 
for good measure and shackled his wrists before lifting him to his feet.  
 A fifth man descended from the airship, landing on the ground with the jangle of spurs. He wasn’t 
dressed like the other soldiers. He wore a faded black duster with fraying edges, dark trousers tucked into 
heavy boots, a dark hat with a wide brim, and bore the five-pointed star of a deputy. Theo couldn’t take 
his eyes off the man’s face. Along his right side, his cheek looked to have been bitten off and stitched 
together. He wore a strange harness over his torso. Theo followed the straps and gears until they 
disappeared at the left shoulder. Then the man pointed and Theo saw that he had a clockwork hand. The 
bronze skeletal finger didn’t straighten all the way, which was somehow worse. 
 “Who are you?” The deputy asked. His voice was low and gravelly, like stones rolling through sand.  
 Theo swallowed. “My name is Theodore. I’m the town’s smithy.” 
 “What town is this?” 
 Doesn’t he know? Why is he here if he doesn’t know? “This is Empton, part of Governor Fox’s land.” 
He shook uncontrollably, watching the officer pace in a circle like a hunting cat. “We’ve paid up through 
the season. Should be no cause for aggression here.” 
 “No cause.” It wasn’t a question. The deputy sauntered closer, then swung his metal hand back 
across Theo’s face.  
 The smith fell to the ground, blood spilling from his lips. He felt two teeth come loose and spat them 
out before could choke. 
 “No cause?” The deputy knelt. “There was a robbery attempt today, not far from the Governor’s 
road. Did you know that?” 
 “Yes,” Theo managed to spit out. “One of the traveling salesman was hit. Barely left him alive.” 
 “A salesman? You think I would come all the way out to this shit burg for a salesman?” He chuckled. 
“Some raider piece of shit cut up the Governor’s son, you ignorant fuck. Then they came here to hide.” 
He stood, stepping over Theo’s head. The deputy shouted, addressing the townsfolk cowering in their 
homes. “I know you’re here, raider. I know your hiding in this town. I’m going to make this easy for 
you.” He nodded to two of his men, who smashed down a nearby door and stormed into a house. They 
emerged seconds later, dragging an elderly couple. “I’m going to give you a chance to come clean, you 
own up to your sins. You do that for me, you show yourself right now, and all will be forgiven.” His face 
darkened. “Make me wait any longer than I have to, and I’ll spill every drop of blood in this town trying 
to find you.” 
 He finished the threat and smirked. Using his good hand, he pulled at his metal limb until it 
disconnected at the wrist. He tossed the brass palm over his shoulder to a waiting officer. The deputy 
whipped out a nine-inch bayonet, made of the same golden material, and clicked it into place on his 
prosthetic. He waved the blade around in front of the elderly couple.  
 “One.” 
 The old man remained defiant, as only the aged seem capable of doing. His wife was not so stone 
hearted, and wailed mournfully.  Theo watched, helpless to do anything. He searched the buildings he 
could see for someone, anyone, who could help. The thief is probably long gone by now. Can you blame 
her though? Whatever she’s done, it’ll be more than a few lashes in town square.  



 “Two.” Crow paced around the old couple, drumming his fingers on the handle of his pistol. The 
holster sat just to the left of his belt buckle and hung low on his hip. “Three.” 
 The old woman cried, her frail body shuddering with deep sobs. She’d been pulled from her bed and 
wore only a tattered nightgown. The hard ground tore at her knees, and they bled into the hot sand.  
 “Four.” Crow spat on the ground and scraped it with his boot. “Come on now. Putting a knife to ol’ 
Johnny Fox ain’t something I can pardon, but I surely understand. Man’s been known to make a 
preacher’s hair curl. Now, you come right out before I finish this here count, I’ll make sure you get a nice 
easy go of it. Probably only serve a few summers before you get picked up as a servant. Hell, I’ll bet you 
a roast pig that Johnny himself will take you in as a sign of penance.” He looked around, wearing that 
awful smile, waiting. When nothing happened, his face darkened. 
 The pistol flew out of his holster and into his hand, winding up pressed against the soft flesh of 
woman’s cheek. Her cries redoubled, rising over the churning engine of the airship.  
 “You think I’m playing a fucking game, little girl? I will end family lines today if you don’t get your 
ass out here and own up to your crimes!” He cocked the hammer back. 
 “Put away your limp dick, Crow.” 
 The deputy’s bright red face revolved until it found the old man. “You’ve got a wicked tongue, old 
timer. Might be your teeth ain’t keeping it warm enough.” 
 “You think you scare me? I knew your kin before you was born, ya little shit. I dug ore with your 
pappy while you was shittin’ ya breeches, dreaming of a better life. Now you’ve gone and rose up, high 
above your station, and you afraid that being amongst us little folk is gonna wash away some of your 
perfume.” 
 The barrel swung over and pressed into the old man’s eye. “Five.” 
 “Go ahead. You go ahead and pull the trigger, you sick son’bitch. I’ll be waiting for you in hell, 
along with your pappy. I’ll bet he’s turning in his grave, seeing you throw your own kind out for a few 
scraps from the table.” 
 Theo saw the deputy’s finger close on the trigger, but everything stopped when the girl screamed.  
 “WAIT!” 
 She appeared from nowhere, still dressed in too many layers of coats and scarves. Her hair was 
purple and green and tied back in a dark bandana. She cradled the golden arm like a child.  
 Crow grinned malevolently. He eased down the hammer with his thumb. “Well, well, well. You’re 
just a little runt, ain’t ya? Found yourself wandering the big ol’ world without a care in the world.” He 
crossed over to her in big steps, putting his face an inch from hers. “But you done stepped in it now, girl. 
The big bad world is about to catch up with you.” He pulled the golden arm from her grasp and held it out 
of reach. “Put her in iron and get her aboard. She’s going to the Brassworks.” 
 “No,” she screamed. Soldiers had her arms restrained before she could make it five steps. Tears 
flowed freely down her onyx cheeks. “Please, I’ll do anything.” 
 Crow licked his teeth. “I’ll bet you would, girl. I hear all kinds of stories about raiders.” He stepped 
away, addressing the crowd more than the prisoners. “But I’m a man spoken for, and I cannot allow your 
temptations to foul my piety. Get her out of my sight.” 
 The girl wailed. “No. Please, no. Don’t do this. Don’t do this to me. Help. HELP!” 
 Soldiers lashed her to ropes and suddenly she was airborne, pulled up to the airship by the crew. Her 
screams died under the roaring wind.  
 Crow sauntered over to Theo, his smile made all the more hideous by his face. “Now…Theo, was it? 
Why were you out and about on this fateful day? What stirred you from your home to give chase to our 
wanton criminal?” 
 Theo chewed his lip and tried to think. His brain was a mess of fear and confusion. He knew that the 
next few words out of his mouth were important, but he couldn’t string them together.  
 “Come on now, boy. Water ain’t cheap, and we’re burning steam.”  
 Theo let out a sour breath. “My friend got laid up by raiders, possibly her crew. And she stole that 
arm from my shop.” 
 “You have a shop?” Crow lifted the arm, admiring the craftsmanship. “Puny young thing like 
yourself. You ain’t but a babe in the world. How old are ya?” 
 “Nineteen. And it’s my dad’s shop. A family shop.” 
 “Where’s your family?” 



 Theo hesitated. “They’re gone. A while now.” 
 Crow turned the golden limb over with his good hand until he came to an intricate engraving by the 
tricep. Two open palms cradled a gazing eye. The deputy turned immediately, pointing an accusing finger 
at the smith. “Put him on the ship. He’s going straight to the forge.” 
 “What?” Theo struggled against his bonds. “I didn’t do nothing. What the hell are you charging me 
with?” 
 “Conspiracy,” Crow shouted. “You and your kin are nothing but rebels in sheep’s clothing. I said 
take him away.” Crow pointed to the old man, his face contorted with rage. “Next time I see you, old 
man, one of us is dead.” 
 Theo could barely breath. He drifted from his body, watching the scene unfold from above. He 
watched the soldiers tie him into a harness. Saw the ground disappear below his feet. Listened to the roar 
of the airship as it turned from the village. His last thought, before he succumbed to blissful darkness, was 
of Omar standing helpless on the sidelines. The patrol boat lifted up and headed off toward the desert. 
Toward the Badlands.  
 Toward the Brassworks. 


