
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Evil Men

by T.J. Land


Hi folks,

Patreon! I have one and I’d really appreciate any support you can give. 

https://www.patreon.com/tjland

In case you don’t know, I’m on tumblr. I mostly just reblog art and animal photos, but feel free to message me any time. 

https://nanoland.tumblr.com

Copyright 2023 T.J. Land

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. All characters, places, and events are from the author’s imagination and should not be confused with fact. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, events or places is purely coincidental.

Cover image taken from Gaspar de Crayer’s Felipe IV junto a dos servidores (1627/1632)

I did not use AI to create any part of this book or its cover and I will never, ever use AI to create anything as long as I live.

Content warnings: 

Violence, war crimes, ableism, racism, abuse, child abuse, animal death, rape.  

NOTE: A more detailed list of content warnings is available on the next page. That list contains spoilers; skip it if that’s a problem for you.

Content warnings with spoilers: 

Intense, recurring ableism directed at the main character, who has achondroplasia.

Racism and sexism directed at secondary characters. 

Implication of sexual abuse of a tertiary character who is a minor. 

Depictions of police brutality and public execution. 

Graphic description of war crimes and mass death. 

A rape scene told from the perspective of the rapist, who is a main character. 

For all the good men I’ve been lucky to know.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PART 1
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“...and I have eaten his people like a wolf among sheep, and where are his sons’ sons that dare approach me? I kill where I wish and none dare resist. I laid low the warriors of old and their like is not in the world today. Then I was but young and tender. Now I am old and strong, strong, strong, Thief in the Shadows!”

(J.R.R. Tolkien, ‘The Hobbit’)

Take me to the room where the red’s all red

Take me out of my head

S’ what I said

Yeah, ow

Hey, take me to the room where the green’s all green

And from what I’ve seen it’s hot, it’s mean

(Queen, ‘Dragon Attack’)
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Chapter 1
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He’d spotted seven snow-coated corpses on his way to the summit thus far and had paused only to spit on them for discouraging him. 

“Daisyhearts!” he rasped as he dragged his aching body over another infernal rocky ledge, his fingers throbbing inside the thick, expensive gloves he’d stolen along with the rest of his climbing gear. “Custardspines! May your widows laugh when they think of you! May your – nngh, ow, ow – may your bones roll downhill and land in a cowpat!” 

To give his mind something with which to occupy itself besides the biting cold, he wondered as to their identities. 

His research had revealed that seventy-two men and women were known for a fact to have died on the way to Evil Veronica’s icy pinnacle, and over two thousand according to legend and rumour. 

Most of the known casualties were idiots; highborn second sons with a chip on the shoulder, more money than sense, and everything to prove. They usually died before reaching the halfway mark, which he’d passed eighteen hours ago. 

“Could have gone to university, you rich twit,” he chided one reddish-grey lump that might have been a boulder as easily as a person with a click of his tongue. “Could have become a renowned scholar or... or one of those wanky artists who paints meadows. Made something of yourself. What a waste.” 

Which wasn’t entirely fair, he knew, given that many of the corpses had, in fact, been men of learning who’d made the climb in search of new plants, a better view of the stars, or, in one notable case that people were still chuckling over, to find out if angels could be charmed from the Heavens if you just got high enough and sang the right hymns. 

Over there, for example. 

Unless he was very much mistaken, that was the great bronze telescope of Lord Fabian, renowned astrologer and absolute loon, poking up from the pile of murderous white powder that had killed its erstwhile owner ten years ago. 

“Hey there, beautiful,” he crooned at it. “I’ll tell you what, eh, if I could get you down the slope and back to civilisation, you’d probably earn me enough to buy a nice little observatory of my own. And drugs! Oh, I’d buy so many drugs. Enough to bury a horse in.” 

Gods alive, he was cold. 
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Chapter 2
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His name was Skitter.

(For now.) 

He was a thief. 

He wasn’t, by nature or upbringing, a hunter, a navigator, a diplomat, a polyglot, or a murderer, though he’d been forced to achieve some competence in all those arts in the weeks since embarking on his journey to Evil Veronica, and when he’d told people where he was going and what he was doing, they’d all, without exception, thought he was joking. 

When they’d realized that he wasn’t, and that they needed to find a polite excuse for their laughter, they’d quickly directed their attention to his general lack of preparedness. 

“No bow? Not even a slingshot? Hah! How will you feed yourself along the way? Did you even consider that?” said the farmer at whose farm Skitter had stopped to ask for directions. 

“No, sir.” 

“Aah, you soft cityfolk are all the same. Think your meat and fruit miraculously twinkle into existence in the marketplace.” 

“Can’t argue with that, sir,” Skitter replied, and thanked him for his council, departed, then returned later that night to steal his bow and slingshot. 

“No horse? Eh? You plan to travel across the country on foot?” a merchant he’d met at an inn some nights later had exclaimed. “My dear, dear boy! It’ll take you two years! At least! You’ll certainly not make it before the weather turns ugly, I’ll tell you that.”

Nodding thoughtfully, Skitter had paid for the man’s beer before slipping out the back and making off with one of the two sturdy chestnut stallions pulling his wagon. 

Too big for him to ride, so he’d exchanged it in the next town for a more usefully-sized pony. 

“No map?” croaked the ancient hag in whose rickety cottage he’d spent the night in exchange for holding her huge horrible dog still while she yanked a thorn from its paw. “Here, take this one. Don’t mind the stain; just a dollop of stew.” 

Skitter had lingered an extra day to repair the hole in her roof. 

Before he’d left, she’d ventured, “Didn’t know your sort climbed mountains. Thought you mostly worked in circuses. Are you sure you know what you’re doing? Not that it’s any of my business. Still. Place you’re headed – it’s cursed, you know. Them slopes is rife with wicked spirits and suchlike. I’ve heard stories would curdle your blood, let me tell you.” 

Her shoulder wasn’t within reach so he’d patted her hand. “You’re a kind soul, Mags. I’ll take care, I promise.” 

What Mags didn’t know was that Skitter had certain advantages those who’d climbed Evil Veronica before him had generally lacked. 

Unlike the rich thrillseekers, he wasn’t a complete fool obsessed with comfort or making a name for himself. Lord Prush, he’d read, had carried with him eight changes of clothes and his three favourite novels. Lord Trystan, hopeful of meeting savages and bringing home their heads as trophies, had taken his sword, shield, and even his armour, the twit. And the Earl of Busby, famously, had tried to lug his violin to the summit. 

Skitter didn’t own eight changes of clothes. Or a sword. Certainly not a violin. 

And, unlike the noblemen who’d preceded him, Skitter had spent very few of his days sitting in a chair. 

Thievery was a demanding profession, doubly so for him. As the city watchmen all had longer legs and he couldn’t hope to outrun them, he’d learned to avail himself of whatever advantages his surroundings might bestow. Fences could be jumped; walls could be climbed; carts and market stalls could be ducked beneath; if worst came to absolute worst, he could burrow into some disgusting place, a sewer pipe or a pile of urine-soaked laundry, and hide there until the danger had passed. 

All this, he’d reasoned before setting off, should surely give him an edge over the many who’d failed, his height and inexperience notwithstanding. 

Cursed or not, Evil Veronica had been conquered before, dozens of times. She wasn’t nearly as high as Wrathful Beatrice to the east or as steep as Roaring Moira to the north, and it had, by all accounts, been at least three thousand years since her last eruption. 

Grit, wit, and forward-planning would surely see him through. 
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Chapter 3
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“Realistically,” he told the latest corpse, “I’m going to have to eat one of you.” 

Glassy eyes stared back at him in reproach.

“Don’t look at me like that. I’d take no pleasure in it.”

The wind had picked up again and he was huddled in the shelter of a rock that looked, he thought, not unlike a flaccid willy, nibbling the last of his squirrel jerky and wishing it was roast pork, or grilled fish, or even a lump of stale bread. 

He had enough whiskey left in his flask for three very modest sips. 

After that... well. 

He’d get there, or he wouldn’t. 

“Done it before,” he imparted. “That endless Winter a decade ago, after Grieving Eleanor erupted. Were you still alive then? Hmm. Can’t tell. People don’t rot properly up here, I’ve noticed. Well, if you missed it, the upshot was that we had nothing but grey skies for over a year. Crops failed. People starved, thousands of ‘em. Bad times. Hard times. Me and my Dad – I was twelve at the time, I think – we’d wander the streets every morning, looking to see if anyone had died of cold in the night, and pray for their souls, and close their eyes, and then – you know. Put ‘em to good use.” 

He took one of his three remaining sips and let the alcohol sit on his tongue for a full minute before swallowing. 

“We felt awful about it. Of course we did. And... and we never spoke about it when Winter was over and things were back to normal. Just moved on with our lives. Dad started teaching me how to make shoes, which was his trade. No, we never talked about it, not once. Maybe we should have.” 

The wind whistled up the slope. 

“Now, I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking: ‘Hang on. What sort of person is this before me, who, on the one hand, wants to stay alive so much that he’s willing to chop off a dead beggar’s fingers so his Mom can put them in a stew – who, on the other hand, gives so few fucks about staying alive that he’s here, by his own free will?’ That, my friend, is a very reasonable question. And all I can say is...”

For a moment, he let his eyes settle on the horizon. It was beautiful. 

Maybe that was enough, even if he did die up here. 

Instead of two more modest sips, he took one big gulp and then threw the flask as far as he could, watching it tumble down the mountainside. “All I can say is it’s been a really shit year.” 

***
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“I’m sorry. You’re what?” 

“I’m getting married.”

“Married.” 

“To Doris Bluewood!”

“Married. To...”

“Doris Bluewood? You know, the clockmaker’s widow. She’s no beauty, but she doesn’t have any children I’ll have to contend with, and when she sells the shop she’ll have a nice little pile of cash.” 

Skitter nodded slowly. “I know her. Nice woman. I’m just a touch confused, Mark. You say you’re marrying her.”

“What’s confusing about that?” asked Mark, smiling his bright, stupid smile.

“Nothing, I suppose. Except that, uh – well. I was rather under the impression you were already married. To me.” 

“Oh, Skits, don’t be silly,” Mark tutted, and continued packing. “Now, where are my boots?” 

***

[image: ]


Panting with exertion, he said to a lonesome skull, “I feel like I’m giving you all the impression that I’m a miserable asshole. Not so! I tell very good jokes. All my friends say so. The ones that are left. The ones fucking Mark didn’t fucking take with him, the fuck.” 

He was almost there. Almost at the top, at the lip of Evil Veronica’s colossal crater. 

The problem was that he wasn’t sure he could move another inch. 

Everything hurt. 

He could barely feel his fingers anymore. 

God, what a stupid idea this had been. 

“Motivation,” he mumbled, this time to himself. “Let’s think. Okay. If I get up there – in there – and it’s all as Professor Carruthers said, then in very short order I’ll be fed, warm, and very rich. Actually rich rich, not just ‘rich for a peasant’ rich. I’ll be so damned rich I’ll never want for anything ever again.”

Sucking down a deep, freezing breath, he took another step up the slope. 

“Never have to worry about Mom and Dad and the leak in their roof. Never worry where my next meal’s coming from. Never be cold, or lonely, or frightened. I’ll buy a tavern. Two taverns! One of ‘em just for us properly-sized people. Nobody else allowed in! Not even the damned queen! Fuck yes. I’ll have every piece of furniture built exactly to my specifications. No more dangling legs. No more having to climb up onto the nearest passed-out drunkard to reach my beer, oh no, not for me and all my new friends.” 

Another step. Another. Another. 

“There’ll be music. A fireplace. Cats! Ooh, yes, lots of cats. And none of them skinny. I’ll have the fattest, happiest cats in the country.” 

Another. 

“And there’ll be a big fucking sign on the door and it’ll say, ‘If your name’s ‘Mark’, you are BANNED from these premises for LIFE’.” 

Another. 

Skitter was so focused on his tavern, and on putting one foot in front of the other, that he almost didn’t notice when he reached the top and would have stubbornly marched straight into the volcano’s maw had he not caught himself at the last second. 

***
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The first person to reach Evil Veronica’s summit and make it back to civilisation was Dayledrick Carruthers. 

Skitter wasn’t one to admire toffs, but for Carruthers he made an exception. The man, now thirty years in his grave, had been a marvel. 

While the rest of his social circle were chasing foxes or marching off to war to kill a few foreigners and impress their fiancés, he’d dedicated his life to the study of philosophy, ethics, maths, and, above all, zoology. His book, Beasts of The Earth and Sky, was now regarded as necessary reading for all first-year university students. 

Skitter’s father and mother had never been taught letters, so they’d paid a whole copper coin every month to attend their local theatre’s Education and Edification Evening, where an elderly actor would read aloud Carruthers’ most popular chapters, typically those pertaining to dangerous exotic beasts that drew cries of horror and delight from the audience – lions, rhinos, crocodiles. 

(“How remarkably interesting tonight’s reading was!” said Mom, who always said things like that, clutching Skitter’s hand in hers as they made their way down the dingy street in which they rented their tiny flat. 

Dad, who liked to come away knowing five new facts about the animal under discussion every time, muttered, “Green-grey scales, up to sixty teeth, strong jaw, eats meat, spends most of its time lying still in the water or on the riverbank.”

“Who cares?” Skitter had complained, twelve years old and sullen. “It’s not like we’re ever going to see them. We’re never going anywhere.”

They’d both looked at him and they’d looked so sad he’d wanted to slit his own throat.) 

Last year, Skitter had stolen a copy of Beasts of The Earth and Sky. 

Not from a small local theatre. He didn’t steal from his own people. He’d snatched it up while snooping around a nobleman’s attic, on the hunt for trinkets that wouldn’t be missed. The sight of a pile of lovely, barely-opened books left to gather dust in a corner had struck rage into his heart and he’d made a point of pissing in the rose garden before leaving the premises with his prize. 

He’d read the whole thing, front to back. 

The chapter concerning Carruthers’ journey up Evil Veronica was the very last one, because what Carruthers had found in her crater had very, very quickly converted all his interest in ethics and zoology into a fevered fascination with physics, astronomy, and a dozen other esoteric fields the current scientific community didn’t hold in high regard. It had also inspired an overpowering addiction to various narcotics. 

***
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Stairs. 

Actual, real, God-be-praised stairs. 

They sprouted from the crater’s inner walls like a bizarre fungus, descending in a spiral. 

Skitter sat down, right there in the snow, and burst into maniacal laughter. “Yes! Yes! Fuck you! He was right! The old kook was right on the money! Ha-HA!” 

Then, turning around and raising both fists high in the air, he called out, “Hear that, dead-os?! Hear that, Mark?! I fucking win!” 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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Historically, stairs and Skitter hadn’t been on good terms. 

The flat he’d grown up in had been above a bakery, with a single external staircase leading to the street below. 

It had been built for normal people, just like everything else, and using it, especially in Winter when rain left the planks slippery, was a pain in the ass.

Father wanted to adjust it – though he was a shoemaker by trade, he also had some talent for woodwork – but the whole building legally belonged to the baker. 

“Be reasonable,” the baker had said. “You lot aren’t going to be in there forever. When you move on, or die, or whatever, my next tenants will be normal and I’ll have to pay to change the stairs again.” 

Incidentally, the first thing Skitter had ever stolen was one of the baker’s shoes. He’d put a dead rat in it before placing it back alongside its brother. 

The volcano stairs weren’t made for his folk either. On the other hand, they were, frankly, a tad too steep and wide for any human to comfortably traverse. 

Their builder, he who’d chiselled them out of the mountain’s throat – for, indeed, they seemed made from exactly the same dark, glistening rock as the rest of the crater – must have been at least eight feet tall with feet like boulders. 

Except, of course, for the fact that these stairs couldn’t possibly have been built. 

Imagine all the tools you’d need, Skitter thought, peering into the abyss. Imagine all the men you’d need. Now imagine getting all of them, along with enough food to keep them going until the job was done, up the side of a fucking mountain. It’s ridiculous. 

He was forced to conclude that the only way the stairs could have come into existence was via magic. 

Except no, piss on that. He was a damned adult. There was a reasonable explanation here, even if he didn’t currently have time to find it. 

Standing up and brushing snow off his pants, he resolved to contemplate the mystery again once he was at the bottom of the stairs and possessed of a full belly. 

***
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Just as Carruthers had written, Skitter was barely twenty steps down before the air abruptly grew ‘warmer, and scented with something unidentifiable, though not perilous to a human constitution’. 

“Thank God,” he sighed, and shed the heavy, filthy cloak he’d been wrapped in for the better part of four days. 

There was no easy way to safely proceed down the peculiar, perilous stairs with it bundled in his arms, so he just dropped it and left it. 

By the sixtieth step, it was warm enough for him to throw off his gloves, jacket, second jacket, woollen hat, and scarves, and by the one hundred and eightieth he’d peeled off two layers of pants and all but one pair of socks. Finally, by Stair Three Hundred, he was down to his everyday city attire – a nondescript grey shirt and matching trousers – and revelling in the relief of a butterfly emerging from the chrysalis.

“Still hungry as hell,” he mused, “but things are, on the whole, looking up. Round of applause for me, please.” 

He looked up. 

Evil Veronica’s mouth was a shrinking circle. 

He looked down. 

Approximately one hundred metres below, there were trees. 

He’d seen them already, of course, but he’d scarcely dared believe they were real. Now that they were close enough for him to make out individual branches, every one green and flourishing, he mentally tipped his hat to Carruthers once more. 

‘The forest that grows in Veronica’s throat defies all reason and sense,’ the ageing scholar had written. ‘It is far larger and more abundant than should be possible, given the amount of sunlight it receives and the inclement weather not far above. I ventured deep into it, to ensure I wasn’t hallucinating or falling prey to some strange illusion. In the course of my exploration, I found that many of the trees bore fruit, which I tried and found to be moist and flavourful.’ 

“Come on, old man,” Skitter muttered, his eyes scanning the bright, lively leaves. “You’ve been right about everything else so far. Just once more, that’s all I need.” 

Skitter smelt them before he saw them; figs. 

Figs!

His stomach rumbled and he hastened his descent, though not so much as to endanger himself further. Absently, he noticed other things – that now the crater’s inner walls were covered in moss and vines, and that he could hear birdsong, of all remarkable things – but food remained foremost in his mind. 

The stairs took him down into the shade of a colossal palm, and then ended. The ground below them was brown, rich, and spongy, and he spied a caterpillar squirming by. 

“Where are you, where are you... gotcha!” 

He ran over to the nearest fig tree and began looking for stones with which to bring down its bounty. 

***

[image: ]


When his belly was full and he’d extracted his aching feet from his by-now unholy boots, he decided it was time to take stock. 

“To make it this far without dying, losing a limb, losing one’s mind, or resorting to cannibalism is no small thing,” he mused to the fig tree, leaning back against its trunk and rejoicing in how warm it was down here. “I could turn back now and be content that my life had been marked by a splendid accomplishment. Maybe I should.” 

A finch, its coloration sunny and strange, regarded him from a slender twig. 

He sighed. “Greed is a terrible thing, my winged friend.” 

Then he stood, stretched, and went in search of treasure. 

‘Rubies,’ Carruthers had written, ‘the size of a bear’s foot. Emeralds like watermelons. Gold, gold everywhere, in incomprehensible quantities. Had I not been bound by the Oath of Science, sworn to leave the environments I study entirely unaltered, I’d have climbed down that mountain the wealthiest man alive.’ 

Don’t buy it. 

Nah. Not for a second.

He didn’t come home with a melon-sized emerald because he couldn’t figure out how to cart one down the slope. I’d bet my left leg he took something, even if it was small enough to fit in his pocket. He did mention smaller trinkets in a later passage, coins and whatnot.

The trees were so densely packed that he could no longer see Veronica’s mouth nor the sky beyond. In amongst figs and palms were species the likes of which he’d never seen before, bewitching monstrosities that he doubted even the queen’s own royal gardeners could identify. 

One had bark so pale it was nearly white. 

One had leaves whose veins were thick and lumpy like those of an old, old man and thorns that could have skewered a cat. 

One’s branches weaved, serpentine, deep into the personal space of its competitors, slithering in to wrap around their trunks like fingers curling around a throat.  

“You’re not from round here,” he said to them. “No, there’s nothing like you in these parts. I suspect the same is true for whoever built those stairs. Whatever tools and tricks they used are far beyond the wit of my countrymen. I wonder where your true homeland is? Do you ever long to go back?” 

After an hour – maybe two? – he came upon a grassy clearing. 

‘Picturesque’ is the word, I believe. 

Bees buzzed. Fat pheasants roamed contentedly alongside a dip in the terrain. 

He couldn’t see into the dip from where he was standing, but assumed it was a temporary lake that filled up when it rained heavily. 

Not for the first time since embarking on his quest to win the divorce all those months ago, he was struck by the simple loveliness of the natural world and envious of those who’d grown up surrounded by it rather than the bustle and stink of a quickly-growing town. 

Watching a dappled butterfly float by, he reflected, “Well, it’s not a mountain of jewels and gold. Even so... not bad. I’d build my tavern right here, if I didn’t mind not having any customers at all.” 

Then a huge clawed paw, covered in scales and the size of a house, burst up out of the dip, sending dirt and grass flying everywhere, and seized three pheasants who didn’t even have time to squawk in protest before they were yanked down into the depths. 

Unbothered, the butterfly landed on Skitter’s shoulder. The breeze ruffled through his red-brown hair. 

“What,” he rasped, “the fuck?” 
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Chapter 5
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It was a long time before he could force himself to cross the clearing. 

When he did, he found that what he’d thought a transient lake was, instead, a jagged gash in the ground leading into a lightless cavern below. 

He tried to suppress the thought. 

Alas, it surged forth regardless: That’s what I’ve been looking for. 

That’s the way in.

“No,” Skitter groaned, clutching his head. “Come on. This isn’t fair. He didn’t say the bastard would be that big.” 

Carruthers had, in fact, been annoyingly vague when it came to the dragon. 

‘It is not of this world,’ he’d written. ‘Of that, at least, I am certain. I have spent my life studying nature and have found it to be an immense tapestry – that is to say that in it, everything is, however distantly, connected to everything else. The elephant and the elephant shrew share ancestors. The wolf taught the deer how to run. But the beast that dwells atop its hoard in Evil Veronica’s guts stands entirely alone. It is no relation to any other living thing yet named by science.’ 

(Which pronouncement likely warranted a more substantial response than the one Skitter had supplied: “Ooooh, that is cool as balls!”) 

‘What evolutionary pressures compelled it to grow to such a size?’ Carruthers had wondered. ‘I know not. How does it sustain itself without prey of even remotely satisfactory weight? I know not. Can it die? Friends, I fear I cannot even tell you that. All I can say is that, in truth, I pity it. It has no place within our planet’s ecosystem or ecological history. Nothing to eat. Nothing that eats it. No victims, no enemies, no mate, no family. A miserable way to exist, I cannot help but feel.’ 

All very interesting. 

Skitter would still have preferred to know how many teeth it had.

And how long it was from head to tail, and how well it could see, and what its weak spots were. 

And now, in addition to all that crucial information Carruthers hadn’t thought to record – probably because he’d been too busy running in the opposite direction as fast as his legs could carry him – Skitter had to contend with the fact that at least some of what he had written down was wrong. The dragon did eat. It ate pheasants. 

Or maybe it ate whatever foolish meat happened to wander too close to its lair. 

Skitter took a decisive step backward. 

Enough. This panic – where is it getting me? 

He squeezed his eyes shut, reckoning, at last, with having been awake for the better part of three days now. 

Dad’s old advice; step away from the problem. Let yourself see its full shape. 

Night would fall within the hour and he had no lamp, nor any real means to defend himself from anything else that may lurk in this strange secret jungle. First order of business, then; finding himself a place to sleep. 

With no small measure of relief, he withdrew from the crevice and the clearing and into the darkening trees. 

***
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Mark had shared his bed for six years. 

Had Skitter loved him? 

Yes. Entirely. Miserably. 

Love was just love, though, and the more gnawing problem was that Skitter had been accustomed to him. His smell. His warmth. His beard. His annoying habits, like the way he’d hogged the blankets and snored and muttered nonsense words in his sleep. 

All the things you hated when someone was going to be a part of your life forever, and missed like hell when they suddenly weren’t anymore. 

If asked by God to explain why he’d embarked on his quest in the first place, with the caveat that any lie would be met with instant consignment to hellfire, Skitter would have said that there was no one straightforward reason. A dozen desires and hopes had pushed him forward day after day, as home receded in the distance and Evil Veronica grew ever larger on the horizon. 

Had God fixed him with a hard stare, he might then have admitted that perhaps one of the more central, more consistent of those desires was, very simply, not to sleep night after night in a bed that reminded him of his ex. 

Not that spending the night in a tree was all that much better, mind. 

“No, no,” he snarled, sitting up and rubbing his aching back. “To the devil’s toilet with this. Take my chances on the ground.” 

While he no doubt made a very appealing target for any prowling beasties, the grass and dirt were immeasurably more comfortable than the lumpy branch had been. 

If there were predators about, he told himself, other than, y’know, the obvious one, then I’d have seen their paw prints or shit by now. 

Clinging to that reassurance, he curled up and slept. 

***
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When he woke, it was just after dawn, judging by what little he could see of the sky beyond Veronica’s maw, and everything, including himself, was covered in dew. 

Not one to let a good thing go to waste, he sucked up all the moisture he could, pretending to himself that it was weak coffee. 

He returned to the fig tree and ate two more, then found a bush full of elderberries to supplement his breakfast. 

“Dear Lord and all His sisters, how I miss bread,” he groaned, and vowed that his tavern would be built right beside a bakery. Soft, crunchy rolls every morning – aah. 

He returned to the meadow to scheme. 

If I’m going to do this, I need more information. I need, at the very least, to know: 


	How intelligent the dragon is. 

	How hungry it is. 

	If it sleeps, and when. 

	How to get down into its lair without being noticed.

	And how to get out again. 

	While, and this is important, carrying a lot of treasure. 



Really, the questions weren’t that different from those that faced him every time he planned on breaking into a nobleman’s house. Being caught by a guard and then strung up by the neck in the town square, being bitten in half by a dragon – in the end, it all amounted to the same thing. 

And in fact, the dragon would grant him a far swifter, more merciful execution. 

All morning, Skitter watched the lair’s entrance.

No further scaled appendages emerged, nor any smoke or growling sounds. He inched closer to it slowly, emboldened when, on two occasions, he noticed a bird flying past the crack with seemingly no fear. 

Maybe the dragon only ate pheasants?

Or only groundbound creatures, such as he. 

A little closer. A little closer. A little closer... eeeh... 

When he was within a metre of the entrance and trembling with nerves, he dropped to all fours and crept the rest of the way, listening for the slightest warning, the slightest rustle or rush of air that might precede red-taloned death. It didn’t come. 

Do it. Come on. We’ve made it this far. Did your parents raise a coward? 

Skitter locked his jaw and peeked down into the dragon’s lair. 

“Huh. Wasn’t expecting that.” 

Instead of a pile of skeletons, a lake of lava with two menacing reptilian eyes peeking out of it, or merely a grimy hole full of spiders, he found himself looking into...

...a room. 

Not a very nice room. No furniture or ornaments to be seen. But very clearly a structure that had been built. Twenty or so metres below was a level, slightly dusty floor with neat if unimaginative brickwork. 

“Cool as balls,” he admitted to himself.  

***
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Fools rushed in. Skitter was no fool. 

He went back into the trees and made himself a test subject. 

Compared to heists gone by, his tools were extremely limited. As he’d climbed toward Evil Veronica’s summit and the pain in his legs and back had mounted and mounted, he’d cast aside daggers, medicines, his compass, his lantern, his lock picks, his smoke bombs and all the other clever tricks he whipped out in emergencies. 

What he had left, strapped to his person as he’d laboured down the stairs: 

Two ropes, one long and one short.

A single knife, his smallest. 

Seven matches. 

“Nothing wrong with going back to basics,” he grunted as he yanked down a palm frond and cut it loose. “Didn’t legendary Evarace the Cunning sneak into King Lum’s throne room and steal his crown with naught but his wits, a fake moustache, and balls the size of cantaloupes?” 

An hour later, it was complete. Sticks made up its torso and limbs, held together with twine and tree sap. Palm fronds clothed it. He’d tried to give it a fig for a head but it kept falling off, so he just balled up another palm frond and stuck that on instead. 

“Passable!” he deemed it, and tied the shorter of his two ropes around its middle. 

Then he returned to the clearing. 

“Oh, Mark. It’s for the best, my love,” he said, placing a tender kiss upon its featureless face before lowering it, inch by inch, into the dragon’s lair. 

Every ten inches, he’d stop and let it dangle. 

Waiting for a scaly snout to come into view, a-sniffing at it, or for colossal jaws to snap it in half. Waiting, waiting, waiting. 

When it was all the way to the floor and nothing had happened, he jiggled it a bit. Still nothing. 

Right, so we’ve established that our enemy doesn’t instantly destroy everything that ventures into its territory. Good news! Would be nice to know why. 

Is it asleep? Or is it not there? 

Perhaps its lair isn’t just this one room; perhaps there are multiple chambers in which it resides, or a whole labyrinth it has to patrol. 

“Or maybe it saw you,” he muttered to the Mark doll upon pulling it back up, “and simply didn’t care, because you don’t smell like meat. Hmm.” 

He set a trap, caught a pheasant, dripped her blood onto the doll, and sent it down again. When, once again, it returned to him unharmed, he went back to his campsite beside the tree he’d tried to sleep in and cooked the pheasant over a small fire. 

***
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While Skitter was having his dinner, three other things were happening. 

Nine miles away, heavy storm clouds were rolling in, prompting farmers to batten down the hatches and travellers to reconcile themselves to paying for another night at the inn. 

Hundreds of miles away, a piece of paper that had been nailed to one of the trees in the marketplace was being taken down. It was all but unreadable now, exposure to the elements leaving the letters smudged and faded, but a keen-eyed passer-by might have made out the words WANTED FOR BURGLARY, PICKPOCKETING, AND VANDALISM: SKITTER THE DWARF. REWARD: TEN SILVER COINS. It was replaced by an advertisement for chicken pies. 

And a short distance below Skitter’s feet, in a dark chamber littered with bones, a pair of golden eyes opened. 
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Chapter 6
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“Can’t be very nice,” Skitter grunted as he slithered down the rope, a bundle of dry sticks burning in his left hand. “Living down here. Seems unpleasant, to me. Gloomy. Odd smell. Wouldn’t be my first choice, if I was a dragon. Not that I’ve thought about being a dragon. Much. I’m not weird. I’m very normal and I only fantasise about being normal things, like a lawyer or a silk merchant.” 

When his feet touched the floor, he spent a moment standing very, very still.

Still alive. Good. 

The room was exactly as empty as it had seemed from above. It didn’t, to be honest, seem big enough to comfortably accommodate the creature whose paw had briefly emerged into the sunlight, unless said paw was radically disproportionate to the rest of its body. 

Maybe it’s like an octopus, he thought, recalling another fantastical beast documented by Carruthers. Squishy enough that it can slink in and out of almost anywhere, no matter how big it is. 

Aside from the crack in the ceiling through which he’d entered, there was only one other way out that he could see; an archway in the west-facing wall. 

Along the curve of the arch were fixed rubies, two dozen of them. 

“Pretty,” he cooed as he pried one off the wall with his knife. 

And... 

... and he could have stopped there. 

With the benefit of hindsight, he’d realize that he should have stopped there. Pried loose the other rubies and left at once, not with untold riches but certainly enough wealth to purchase his tavern and keep his parents in comfort for the rest of their days. No more risk to life and limb. It was the sane, sensible thing to do. 

He’d think: Why didn’t I? Am I so shamelessly avaricious that only a mountain of gold will satisfy me? 

He’d rather hope that was the case. 

Because the alternative – the truth, which he knew deep down – was embarrassing, and childish, and amounted to a little voice in the back of his head going: ‘Fuck me, I really, really want to see a dragon. God, that would be terrific, to see a real live dragon. Wow!” 

Skitter popped the ruby into his pocket and proceeded through the arch into a long, spacious corridor composed of the same greyish brick, a ruby embedded in the wall every ten metres or so. 

Before he’d taken twenty steps, he jumped back and shouted, “Yaagh! Merciful saints!” 

For there, right there in the corridor, without rhyme or reason, was a solid gold statue of a man, so remarkably well-crafted that for a second he’d been convinced it was alive. 

Skitter’s heart raced at the thought that the dragon may have heard him cry out, and he fled back to his rope. 

Ten minutes later, toothy death having failed to materialise, he crept back to the statue. 

The figure it depicted was some manner of barbarian or warrior god, at least eight feet tall, naked and broad-shouldered and burly, with long hair flowing down to his waist and a whopping great sword held aloft. Not to mention – 

“Nice cock,” Skitter commented. “But my friend, how in hell did you get here? I mean – the dragon’s got treasure, I get that. Fine. Carruthers posited that it goes around picking up shiny things, like a magpie, or that it used to when it was younger, seeing as how there’ve been no reports of giant lizards making off with peoples’ goods in recent centuries. Again, fine. Doesn’t explain you. How, for one thing, would it carry you here? In its claws, or between its teeth? Surely either would leave at least a few scratches and you, gorgeous, are entirely unblemished.” 

He circled the statue to make sure and found that he was correct. 

“What’s more, you’re upright. Why? How would it know to do that? If you’re just a bit of shiny as far as it’s concerned, why not let you roll off into a corner on your side?” 

The mystery deepened when Skitter found another statue around the next corner, and two more behind it, and then, a little distance further, five more. 

All depicted tall, handsome men wielding swords, spears, or battle axes, some clad in armour but mostly nude. Some were more carefully made than others, or perhaps simply made by a less-practiced sculptor. 

Certainly, the best-made works were those positioned closer to the lair’s entrance. 

A nasty thought occurred. 

Didn’t Carruthers mention a few mythical beasties who could turn people to stone with only a glance? What if the dragon could turn people to gold? 

No. He wasn’t going to entertain fantastical notions. Carruthers had always made a clear distinction between those animals that were exotic and bizarre, and those that were wholly imaginary. 

On the other hand, Skitter thought, gazing up at the latest statue (a caped man carrying a sword and shield), there was that sentence, the one that kept rattling around in his skull: 

‘It is not of this world.’ 

In all his rambling chapters on giraffes, whales, lemurs, and crocodiles, that was the closest Carruthers had ever come to admitting that there was something genuinely uncanny about a specimen. 

Skitter was debating whether or not it was time to go back, to stop pushing his luck, when the tip of his boot connected with a coin. 

It went ‘plink’. 

He stared at it. 

A coin. 

Breathless with delight, he snatched it up and scanned the floor. Was there... yes! There! Another one! 

“You’re from Wetland,” he whispered, studying the first. “I recognise that symbol. And you – goodness, you’re all the way from Tallybye. You stopped being worth anything years ago, by the way. Military coup.” 

More and more glinted in the torch light as he moved on, gold and silver and bronze circlets, the currencies of eighteen countries he could name and more still that he couldn’t. He put the first few into his pocket, then stopped, not wanting their weight to slow him down or their jingling to give him away. Slowly, searching the floor for them became unnecessary, for they began to form little piles, and then little mounds, like molehills. 

All the while, the corridor had gradually been leading him deeper into the earth’s bowels, the descent rarely steep but constant regardless. 

It was getting hotter. Wet patches formed at his armpits. 

Then, quite suddenly, the corridor ended, opening up into a colossal cave whose ceiling was so high his torch’s light couldn’t reach it. The coin molehills became sand dunes, towering three, four, five times his height. 

Enough wealth to do anything. Enough wealth to solve all the problems in the world. 

And Skitter didn’t care about any of it, because there was the dragon. 

Red-scaled and golden-eyed, it lounged atop the tallest dune, tail flicking gently from side to side, and it was staring directly at him. 

He’d have liked to be able to say that his first instinct was to scream and run back the way he’d came, and anyone watching would certainly have thought that it was, because it was very much what he did. 

They wouldn’t have known about that accursed, ever-present little voice in the back of Skitter’s head, one nanosecond before the alarm bells started ringing, crying out, Oh! Oh, how beautiful! How glorious! I want a closer look!
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Chapter 7
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Gloriosus waited until the scavenger had fled before allowing himself a chuckle. 

It warmed his chest for the first time in many years and made smoke dribble from his nostrils. 

“Ah, Gloriosus, old boy,” he rumbled. “You’ve still got it.” 

He stretched, dislodging coins, bejewelled daggers, and other fragments of his nest that had become wedged under his scales. 

“But what a meagre challenge! Ah, for the days when my enemies marched forth flying their banners high and singing the war songs of their forefathers! Days of honour! Alas. The world has withered like a cut flower.” 

The treasure that formed his nest’s base had long since been crushed beneath his considerable weight into a single gleaming lump, in which the imprints of his feet, belly, and claws were visible. 

Gazing at it, Gloriosus was forced to confront the possibility that he’d been lying here, listless and bored, departing only briefly and only to snag himself an easy, unnourishing meal, for longer than befitted a being so mighty. 

Snorting, he grumbled, “It’s not my fault that there’s nothing worth going outside for. Hmph. No, not my fault that everything now is tedious and predictable and...” 

A whiff of the intruder’s lingering stench made his tail twitch. 

Ugh. 

Revolting. 

Didn’t humans bathe anymore? Had that gone out of fashion, along with war, conquest, duels, pomp, camaraderie, and all else that gave existence meaning? 

“Little rat didn’t even bring a sword. Tsk. Did he think I was dead? Or – or too old and infirm to spot him? The cheek! Did he imagine he’d waltz right in and pilfer my property from under my very nose and face no repercussions from Gloriosus, Sword of the Sky and Terror of the Land?” 

Quickly working himself up into a state of vexation and outrage, he paced from one end of his lair to the other, which didn’t take long, although it did disrupt rather more cobwebs than he was prepared to admit had gathered over the years. 

Finally, he concluded, “It’s beneath my dignity to acknowledge him. Much less so to retaliate. That said... that said...”

His gigantic teeth ground together as he sought for a justification he could convince himself to swallow. 

“That said, if I don’t go forth and put him in his place, it might encourage more like him!” he declared, and nodded in satisfaction. “Yes, indeed. The last thing I want is for all his nasty, smelly little friends to copy him and start sullying my domain. I must make an example! Lay down the law! Show him who he’s dealing with!” 

An energised flap of his wings sent stalactites crashing to the ground and set off a dozen coin avalanches. 

Good. Tidying them up would be a useful way to pass the time later, when the intruder was punished and Gloriosus was, again, alone. 

As was right. And normal. 

***
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“Ho-ho-ho! I’d not have thought a fella with such short wee legs could skitter away so fast!” the captain of the city watch had chortled the first time Skitter had been caught, holding him up off the ground by the front of his shirt. 

It was, Skitter thought, deeply unfair that what most people had taken away from that incident was his nickname, which soon replaced his real name in the public consciousness – not such a bad thing, actually, as it decreased the chances of Mom and Dad finding out what he was up to – instead of the fact that he’d replied by headbutting the captain hard enough to break his nose. 

Still, the observation hadn’t been inaccurate. Skitter was, indeed, very fast. 

Probably not fast enough to outpace something with four legs that was also the size of a fucking castle, mind. 

So it was a relief to make it all the way back to the first chamber, up the rope, and out into the meadow, only to realize that the dragon wasn’t actually chasing him. 

He collapsed to his knees, breath coming in short sharp wheezes. 

It’s real. It’s real. It’s real. 

“It... it saw me,” he rasped, clutching the grass. 

A tiny, hysterical giggle escaped his lips. 

Thankfully, the fat raindrop that landed on his head brought him back to himself. Looking up, he found that dark storm clouds had gathered above Evil Veronica’s mouth. 

He sat there and allowed the ensuing downpour to wash away many weeks’ worth of sweat and filth from his travels. 

It felt, in that moment, incredibly good to be alive. 

The rain let up after twenty minutes, the clouds moving on, by which time the jungle was sodden and his clothes were soaked. He took them off, wrung them out, and hung them over a branch in the sun. All the while, his mind churned feverishly. 

A ladder. That’s what I need. Can’t keep relying on the rope to get in and out of there. Takes too long to climb. I need to make a ladder, ideally two – redundancy is any master thief’s greatest ally. Won’t take me long. I’ve got branches left over from the decoy and I spotted some nice thick vines earlier, they’ll help hold it all together. What else? A wheelbarrow, to load the loot into. A dozen or so pheasants, to keep the big beastie occupied. A-...

Hot air buffeted his bare back and a deep voice said, “You look even less impressive in daylight, little beetle.” 

Skitter turned around.

The dragon’s head was sticking out of the crevice, its red-scaled face regarding him with contempt. 

Slowly, its long neck emerged, then its torso and wings, and as it was squirming to free its hindquarters Skitter thought to himself: It is like an octopus. Nice to be right, even if I’m about to die.

“Hmph. I hoped,” the dragon continued, yanking its tail loose, “that you’d brought allies. A cohort of noble fighting men. Maybe some sort of new-fangled weapon, against which even I would have no defences. Pity.” 

It stretched, opening up its blood-coloured wings, which reached from one end of the meadow to the other. On their undersides, Skitter beheld a network of scars. 

Then it took a closer look at him, huge jaws coming near enough that he could see the pieces of gold still stuck to them, and it made a disgusted noise that sent smoke billowing over the grass. “Oh, of all the insulting... I thought maybe you were young. I’ve had brave young warriors challenge me in the past. But no. You’re not a heroic child, you’re a dwarf. How droll.” 

Awe and dread vanished. 

Suddenly, Skitter was no longer facing a fantastical monster of ages long gone.

He was just having to deal with yet another of those dickheads. 

“Actually, I did bring warriors with me. Hundreds of them, all armed and on horseback,” he replied, coldly. “Then they saw what a fat fucking worm you are and decided you weren’t worth their time. Now gimme your money.” 

Those golden eyes, while shaped like a cat’s, were otherwise remarkably human, and Skitter watched in delight as their pupils constricted. 

Yes, yes. Sure as anything, that’s a person. He’s a person. I might actually survive this after all. 

For Skitter was, at heart, a city boy, and had no real clue how to fend off a powerful, territorial animal. A person, though? A mean-spirited, easily-angered, bully of a person? 

Piece of cake.

“My money?” the dragon hissed. 

“The gold. The jewels. The trinkets. The loot, my friend. I want some, and it doesn’t look like you’re doing anything with it. Why not let me take it off your hands? Give you the room to put in a nice sofa.”

Skitter winked. 

The dragon growled. 

“My money. My hard-won, much-beloved, carefully-curated hoard,” he boomed, “that I earned with the sweat of my brow over the course of many, many hundreds of years, my own rightful money that I have saved and cared for so diligently – you want my money, do you, beetle?” 

Scorching breath – not smoke – presumably the dragon had separate tubes for that? – washed over Skitter, drying his hair and his hanging clothes. Without looking away from his new acquaintance, he tugged his pants down from the branch over which he’d draped them and put them back on. “Yep. In fact, I’d like to solicit your help in getting it out of here. Carrying extra weight up the stairs is going to be tricky. Maybe I could ride on your back?” 

Those teeth were very close now. “You insolent-...”

Turning his voice steely, Skitter went on: “Before you answer that, friend, take this into account: Right now, at this very moment, ten metres of iron are aimed directly at your heart.”

It was a gamble. For all he knew, dragons didn’t have hearts. 

“Lies,” the dragon hissed, but he’d stopped advancing. 

Bingo. 

“High above us,” said Skitter, “secured to the volcano’s mouth with hooks is a ballista. A new model. Commissioned by the queen herself. And ten of Her Majesty’s finest soldiers are manning it, including Eagle-Eyed Aurelius, who, as any child knows, once shot an elk from two miles away.” 
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