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I had forgotten about the man in the living armor; I’ll freely admit that. It took a bit of reminding to convince me that I’d come up with him sometime in the late 1990’s. Once the memory had been jogged loose it took on a life of its own. 
After I had written down the first installment of this story it began to grow, a bit like a fungus really, until it was a strapping little novella. I serialized it in my fantasy anthology ‘Exterus’ and thought to leave it at that. No such luck. You see, very few people buy anthologies these days. This was a hard lesson learned over several years of investing in books that yielded very small returns. If I want to make any money off of my creations I ought to do the popular thing and release them as novels. After I began work on the first collected edition of ‘The Pellucid Witch’, I discovered that I was thoroughly dissatisfied with it. I therefore took it upon myself to rewrite the whole thing. I had not intended to spend so much time on this story, but it needed shoring up. Ultimately, I’m glad I did. I’m also glad that the man in the fungoid armor was knocked loose from my memory, even if he did demand more attention than was perhaps prudent. Being able to bring him back into the world and to share him with readers decades after his inception has been rather rewarding. 
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The wind dipped and eddied, swirling about the declivity where Krýl sat hunched, his arms propped on his knees. The sun on his face was hot, the wind drying the sweat that stood out on his bald scalp. Around him the shadows had begun to lengthen, stretching out long and lean as the sun dipped towards the red smudge that covered the western horizon.

Krýl watched the rock face before him, watched as a wind-spider the size of his hand moved from right to left. Its impossibly thin legs trailing in the breeze, it drifted closer, tumbling silently as the wind moved it. The fibers that sprouted from the center of its body gently prodded the surface ahead, mapping its course. Sensing the nearness of the wind-spider, Krýl’s armor twitched. Slowly he eased himself back, away from the arachnid.

With a sudden jerk, the notched and pitted surface of the armor extruded a tendril as fine and as sharp as the edge of a razor. It impaled the wind-spider, pinning it to the rock. The delicate creature’s sensory fibers flailed as the tendril was withdrawn. A heartbeat later the armor closed around the wind-spider. Krýl could feel the eukaryotic shell begin to break down its prize, absorbing the scant nutrients. It did little to ease the hunger of the parasitic fungus that wrapped him like a second skin. Tugging at the base of his brain Krýl could feel it demanding to be fed. He pushed the urge away. It came back stronger, more insistent.

Krýl sighed, brushed aside his tattered cloak. Vents set vertically along his torso opened exposing sensory filaments. He felt the intake of air as the armor tasted the wind, scenting it like an aýr’s hound. It took in pollen, dust, and pheromones. Through the fungoid shell Krýl could taste, smell, feel, and hear the little valley around him and the desert beyond. The copse of trees to his right were on the verge of bloom, their leaves having grown a reddish-purple. The predatory worms that slithered through their branches had raided a bird’s nest and were gorging themselves. The armor urged Krýl to break his cover and to let it eat the worms. He held it in place, forcing the armor to remain stationary. If he exposed himself now, the girl was lost.

Krýl looked to the sky and took deep, slow breaths. Overhead, the clouds moved west to east, fleeing before the dark red smudge on the western horizon. The smudge sent up tendrils that seemed to grasp at the low hanging sun. It moved slowly, inexorably, towards the valley, towards Krýl and the others down below. He closed the cloak, tucked himself back behind the boulder.

To every side were splintered hunks of sand colored stone, their jagged edges jutting from the maroon and gold succulents scattered about the valley floor. The leafy, bulbous growths bent towards the west following the progress of the sun. Scattered about the defile stood clumps of stunted and bent trees, their leaves quaking in the breeze.

From the cluster of figures below there came a series of shouts and a peal of laughter that lasted far too long. Krýl felt his chest tighten.

Another braying laugh drifted up from the bowl of the valley, rebounding from the boulders. Krýl squinted against the glare of the sun, trying to count the number of bodies in the encampment. It was no good; he could see very little from this vantage. He should have circled to the north or the south before hunkering down. On his approach he had been over eager, the armor gnawing at the back of his mind, urging him to feed it. His judgment had been clouded and now he couldn’t see how many men were clustered around that guttering little fire.  

The laughter came again. Krýl knew it, hated it. He had laughed like that several times himself. It was the howl of a man in the throes of an ergoline induced hallucination. 

The armor squirmed and Krýl cursed.

If the men below had taken it upon themselves to go for a trip then his job had just become exponentially more difficult. For that matter, what had they been taking and for how long? If he was lucky it would simply be bitterroot or blightfoot. If it was something more potent, say scarab or wormrot...

That decided it. He could not afford to wait any longer. The girl could not afford to wait any longer.

Krýl rose from his crouch and slunk around an out-cropping of rock that jutted to his left. The camp below was well situated, guarded on two sides by boulders. This, however, did not account for an assault from above.

Pausing, his back to the rock spur, Krýl drew a deep breath. He concentrated, prodded at the armor. The chitinous plating that covered his right wrist began to stir. Then, abruptly, the pitted and gilled surface stretched and elongated, forming the rough semblance of a curved and serrated blade.

Krýl bent double, his breath coming in quick little gasps. He could feel the armor gnawing at him, siphoning off proteins, calcium, and amino acids. His already gaunt features contorted, the hollows around his eyes and cheeks growing darker. 

Running his free hand over his bald scalp Krýl wiped away sweat. He cracked his neck, shook out his arms, then turned and slipped silently into the valley.  
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It was not bitterroot or blightfoot the men had taken, nor was it scarab. Even without the aid of the armor Krýl could smell the wormrot from a dozen yards away. It stung his eyes and nose, made his stomach turn on its side. He wondered how the men had managed to grab the child with their minds fraying at the edges and their bodies reeking of death. Surely their approach would have been noticed, surely someone in the caravan would have raised the alarm. Yet here he was.

The mad laughter that had dogged Krýl’s descent into the valley began to taper off. As he moved around the cluster of boulders, their surfaces still warm from the sun, the guffaws degenerated into miasmic sniggering. Krýl hoped that whatever it was the men found so amusing continued to keep them occupied.

A few more steps, his footfalls nearly inaudible on the carpet of succulents, and Krýl stood behind the stones that bordered the southern end of the camp.

Raising his arms to shoulder height he again nudged the armor. The carapaced gauntlets that grew around his hands were rough and grooved, the fingers tapering to points. Krýl balled his hands into fists, shook off the pain of the armor consuming his body to fuel its own growth.

He was up the face of the boulder and bounding across its peak in the space of a single heartbeat. By the second he was over the side, his ragged cloak tailing in his wake. He caught a glimpse of six pairs of eyes all gone wide the instant before he struck. By the third heartbeat all was bloodshed and screaming.

Heedless of the fire he kicked and scattered, Krýl hacked his way into the circle of wormrotters. Sparks burst around his ankles, coruscating like fallen droplets of sunlight. His blade bit into the throat of the nearest man; another caught the curved length of chitin in the belly. The wet sound of viscera splashing across stone followed Krýl as he drove towards the third. 

The laughter that had plagued him during his descent came again, this time relentless and deafening. Krýl could not tell from which direction it came; he simply turned upon the nearest wormrotter hoping he was the culprit. 

The man was small, his wasted frame covered in scaly and cankerous growths. The noxious stench of the wormrot seeped from his pores, the blighting narcotic having eaten its way through the man’s flesh. Krýl split his face from forehead to teeth. The wormrotter fell grinning, seemingly nonplussed.

More laughter.

Krýl turned towards the sound and was struck from behind. He staggered, blade upraised, and received a second blow, this time to the knee. Krýl fell hard on his left side. There was another burst of sparks as he rolled and crashed through the fire. The smoke that billowed from the oily wood choked him as he tried to draw a breath, the coals eating at the surface of the armor. He coughed and was struck in the side.

Peering through the smoke and flames, Krýl finally located the source of the laughter. Standing over him, his face and nose a ruin of hanging flesh, was one of the largest men Krýl had ever seen. Clutched in his hands was a log half as long as he was tall. A rictus grin split the man’s face, stretching his cheeks grotesquely out of true. What remained of his teeth could be seen all the way to the molars. In his eyes Krýl could see a need for stimulus. To this man Krýl’s intrusion, the violence he had brought with him, was a delight.

Down came the log.

Krýl rolled to one side, trading the campfire for a heap of intestines. The man they belonged to lay where he had fallen, his face drawn up in a smile not unlike the one worn by the man with the log. Far from dead, the wormrotter was slowly, deliberately, feeding himself the coils of viscera.

“Tripe,” gurgled the man. “Like the kind mother used to make.”

Krýl pushed himself into a crouch as the giant’s log careened towards his unarmored head. Obliged to again move, lest he be batter to death, Krýl threw himself forward. As he did he lashed out at the hands that clutched the log. Three fingers fell away and the trunk slipped from the wormrotter’s suddenly diminished grasp. Now within his guard, Krýl rammed his blade into the giant’s abdomen. 

The giant grinned all the wider and wrapped his arms around Krýl. Crushing him to his chest, the wormrotter hissed, the man’s corpse-breath rushing through rotted teeth and the ruin of his nose.

Krýl made a gagging noise.

With the giant’s exhalation came a slick of blood that dribbled down his bearded chin. Krýl jammed his blade further into the man’s abdomen. The giant’s eyes glazed and his grip faltered. Krýl pushed himself free and the giant slumped to the ground, curling into a ball with his face in the dirt.

Krýl heaved a sigh, staggered to his feet, then froze.

How many had that been? Krýl counted backwards in his head. He had killed four of the six. The two remaining wormrotters made their presence known by hissing at Krýl like a pair of pit vipers

One to his right, the other to his left. Krýl did his best to watch them both at the same time. The wormrotters gawked at him, their faces awash with a mixture of euphoria and cruel purpose. Hands that had been atrophied and bent into claws twitched. Flesh, loose and beginning to slough from the bone, quivered in anticipation of relief from the excess of energy brought on by the narcotic salts.

Krýl braced himself. If the two wormrotters had any sense of how to conduct themselves in a fight they would attack simultaneously. With their lack of regard for their own wellbeing they might be able to break past Krýl’s guard. He decided not to give them the chance. Moving to his left, he swung low.

As he passed, the right leg of the first wormrotter came off at the knee. The man toppled. Krýl turned about and drove towards the remaining wormrotter. His swing went wide as the man tackled him about the middle.

Driven backwards, his feet going out from under him, Krýl hit the carpet of succulents with a grunt. He pushed at the wormrotter, cursed, tried to knee him in the groin. The man atop him mimicked his exclamation then sniggered. 

Hooting and gibbering, the wormrotter grabbed at Krýl’s chest. With his bare hands he tried to tear away the fungoid armor. All he received for his efforts were bloodied fingers and the loss of several nails.

Krýl reached up to the man’s neck, dug in his claws, and squeezed. The wormrotter left off tearing at the armor and clutched his throat. Blood ran between his fingers, his mouth working soundlessly. Krýl heaved the man to one side.

Brushing soot and grime from chest and thighs, Krýl did a recount of the casualties. Four of the wormrotters were dead, two lay wounded. One of the wounded was crawling towards him, the same manic grin he had worn through the whole of their exchange pulling at his face. As he moved, the stump of his leg left a trail of crimson in the dirt.

“The eyes...” said the wormrotter in a voice like broken glass. “One blue, one green...plucked them out...”

Krýl rammed his blade through the back of the man’s skull. His gibbering stopped.

Krýl tugged at the serrated length of chitin. It remained where it was.

“Fuck.”

Krýl set his foot on the wormrotter’s neck and pulled. Grating along bone, the blade came free with a wet sucking noise.

Trying his best to ignore the smell that still lingered in the air, Krýl scanned the campsite. The girl was nowhere to be seen. There were the corpses of the wormrotters, a scattering of baggage, the remains of the fire; nothing more. Krýl’s heart sank. If they had dumped her somewhere between the caravan and here he would have to follow their backtrail until―

A sound like the roar of a bonfire drew Krýl’s attention up and away from the campsite. He raised his eyes to what remained of the horizon.

As Krýl watched, the swirling mass of red that had hung low in the western sky rose higher. It grasped at the last of the daylight, tendrils turning like dervishes. By Krýl’s reckoning he had an hour, perhaps less.

“No,” said a strangled voice from opposite the scattered remains of the fire. Krýl turned from the oncoming storm. “No,” said the voice again. “Not like mother’s at all.”

Krýl stepped around first one body then another. He squatted beside the man whose guts he had strewn across the campsite. The grin had vanished from the wormrotter’s face. In its place was a frown smeared brown and red. The length of intestine he held in his blood-slick fingers oozed and stank.

“Not like mother’s at all.”

Krýl turned his head to one side. “Mother’s...?”

“Tripe,” said the wormrotter. “Mother always made it best. Not like this swill.”

Krýl suppressed his urge to vomit or flee. He raised his hand and flicked the wormrotter in the forehead. “Hey. Where is she?”

“Can’t get anything good to eat in this country,” said the wormrotter. He spat to one side.

“The girl you took,” said Krýl, “tell me where she is.”

“Worm-salts, yes,” said the wormrotter, “you can find those. But a good supper? Never.”

Krýl hit the man hard in the side of the head. The glazed eyes of the wormrotter became suddenly fierce and he made as though to rise. The wound in his abdomen thwarted his attempt at violence and he fell to his side.

“Where is she?” 

“No food,” said the man. His idiot stare returned, passed through the armored man hovering over him. “Not in this country.”

Krýl drew back his fist for a second blow then stopped. He followed the man’s line of sight, his arm sinking slowly to his side.

Leaving the wormrotter where he lay, Krýl stepped over the collection of corpses and approached the heap of luggage that stood off to one side. When he reached the pile of torn and rotting kit he raised one carapaced hand, then stopped. His heart sank. With the tip of the bladed extrusion Krýl lifted aside the folds of the blanket that had been tossed over the pile.  

The armor, its nagging having grown silent during the long minutes of bloodshed, again began to mutter. It yammered to be fed, the thing under the blanket causing it to seethe. Krýl shoved it aside and gathered the little bundle into his arms. He tucked a stray lock of blonde hair back into place, then took several steps to the east.

The nagging urge came again, the armor prodding him, filling the back of his mind with promises of chemical rewards. Krýl snorted and moved towards one of the dead men. At the stench of the wormrotter the armor balked. With a grunt Krýl turned back towards the east and away from the camp.

A tinkling sound, like glass chimes in a breeze, made him raise his head. Krýl saw the first lucent fingers of the storm begin to swallow the sun. Shards of airborne crystal danced around the boulders that loomed over the campsite, filling every crevice and hollow. They scurried along the ground, catching the dying light as they fled before the wind. Soon the shards would cover the valley, stripping it bare, killing everything they touched.

Krýl clenched his jaw and waited for the eukaryotic shell’s inevitable response.

As the armor closed around his face and head, Krýl tried to suppress a scream. He could feel the eukaryotic shell digging into him, yet again siphoning off the raw material needed to fuel its growth. He cursed the approaching storm and his need for the helmet and faceplate. But were he to forgo the carapace the oncoming squall would strip the flesh from his bones. 

The armor continued cry out for the contents of the bundle; for base components, the raw materials it needed. Again Krýl refused. Putting his back to the onrushing wall of crystal, he made his way from the camp and towards the rim of the valley.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Three


[image: ]


The man with the silver tongue smiled showing silver gums and silver teeth. He turned his head to the left, to the right, the sun reflecting from his incisors. Krýl waited for the man to speak. At last he cleared his throat and said, “Haven’t got a problem with deviants, have you?” 

Krýl said that he did not.

“Good.” The man with the silver tongue continued to grin. “You’ll be riding with several of them.”

Krýl nodded.

In the distance a locust began to drone. The dry clatter was taken up by another locust, then another.

The man with the silver tongue gave him a sordid little look. “Nothing to say? No questions?”

Krýl shook his head, scratched at one cheek, and looked off to the side. He did not care if he rode with men or with deviants. It may have been understandable that the man with the silver tongue needed to ask; that was part of his job. But Krýl did not care one way or the other. In his experience it did not matter what species one was dealing with. In every group there were vermin. The number of limbs or eyes had nothing to do with how they conducted themselves.

“Come,” said the man with the silver tongue, turning from the market square.

Krýl followed a few paces behind, his kit slung over one shoulder, his hood up. The man with the silver tongue walked with a scampering
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