








  

  

  







Serene Grace



Serene Grace



Matthew Atkinson



Table of Contents



	
Inn Quell


	
The Treat


	
The Steep Angle


	
A Trim for the Flowers


	
This Fist


	
Nut


	
Cat Claws III


	
New Neon Eve


	
Bugfight


	
A Puffy Star





Front Matter


Serene Grace © 2026 Matthew Atkinson.

Cover photo by Valerie Elash on Unsplash.

This is a fictional short story collection about events that didn’t happen to people who aren’t real.

It is dedicated to Sarah.


Inn Quell


You know, I’m still undecided about the first thing I should have noticed about the Inkwell Inn. One candidate was the location. People who stay put in the same town for all three generations they’re alive think taverns pop up in the middle of long roads like drink-slinging milestones but of course no, they’re in towns— except this one, at a gloomy torchlit crossroads, which should have given it away right then. The other candidate was the absence of windows. There was not much to look at but purple-green trees but it would have been smart to let a draft through. I was dumb, dumb from hard use, at this point a rusty, blunted, dented, blood-stained sword. A sellsword. Miserable and meager like a spider with seven broken legs. This was never supposed to form a core memory; the plan was to drink, sleep, and head onward. One coin to win ten that the ale and the hard bed would each go over like tugging on a bull for milk. The other other dead giveaway was the fact that it was called an inn even though it was one story, although to be fair to me and my travels, if you go far back enough in the woods people use words to mean different things than you’d expect.

Barely held together like a castle made out of sand and water by an halfwit child, what finished me off as far as not noticing the wrongness of the place was that it was mere coppers for the drinks. That was on a sign posted outside in orange chalk; I barreled through the creakless door, dragging my big floppy ears closer to the siren song. I have to hand it to them: the ale was clean and cold. It sneaked through like an icicle’s drip between my skin and my bones. Bruises and sores went cold and expanded and stretched till the pockets of pain ripped themselves apart. I would have groaned for joy but I didn’t want to attract the wrong kind of attention; it wouldn’t have mattered anyway because the patrons were already paying a lot of attention.

“That’s Kiganeh, Maiden of the Murk,” I heard someone mumble. No, it was clear. Sound didn’t work right— it was someone in the corner but the voice carried right into my ear like an arrow’s shaft carries the head. Let these be lessons to any woman of action: trust your senses, distrust your distorted senses, and stay fed, watered, and rested so you know the difference! The nosy numpty went on, “With every piss, the haunting stench!”

Now at this point I knew that phrases that had popped into my own addled head over the past eight months should not be uttered by bumpkins by byroads and also you don’t point with a tankard of ale unless it’s empty and it should never be empty because leaving a little bit in there for too long is bad luck. So it was all wrong. What can I say? I was thirsty and just no hero. No song about me would ever qualify as an epic.

I sized up the bartender again and the clothes gave him away: long sleeves, conveniently bushy ink-black beard, and a shirt that went all the way up to the throat, showing no chest hair or muscles as was barkeeps’ typical sartorial wont. So the wooden joints of the elbows, neck, and jaw were all hidden for the low, low price of not looking like a real bartender. It wasn’t that I didn’t care, I just wanted some moments with the ale before I decided to. The conjured concoction was a prince’s kiss on the tongue and lips and the intention was to stupefy but alcohol had been a better friend to me than any drug or potion could be my enemy.

I turned around and the door was gone. Wall all sealed up. A tankard was a great accessory to appearing unruffled; I swung it around like a smith’s hammer and a child’s abandon. I wasn’t going to bother to say anything like, “You can come out now,” because it was a hoot for me to drag it out as long as possible and I wanted them to feel like I was enjoying the show. The real asp-sting was that I wasn’t sure yet who had done this.

“All right, now let’s pay up,” said the bartender. The voice synthesis was pretty good, I had to admit that; I’d shit on some pretty good tinkerers and conjurers.

“You’ve got your coppers,” I said, sighing.

“Nah. Nah! Dredge up the rest of your debt from the darkness of the murk and the mire!”

“I don’t have anything else to pay you with. I really don’t,” I said with a hiccup, twirling in a circle. The patrons, ah, they were something between wood and whatever wood becomes, besides ashes, when it burns— the part that goes into the air. My falchion wasn’t that far a cry from a lumber axe and the wedge-like blade hewing through these constructs just about gave me the shudder of pleasure that some other secluded tavern activities do— it was like the whole thing was meant to be.

“You can pay with your life,” a couple of the patrons said, getting up.

“I don’t think that will cover it, honestly,” I said, “but nonetheless you’re going to have to come and take it.”

The more I took in the space the more clues I saw. Good, strong, simple shapes: round tables, square tankards, triangular chairs. My falchion, its blade in the shape of a trapezoid— now there was a word worth more than my life— was jagged and out of place. People not of action think automata are skewed, jittery, and just plain weird, but that’s not the case— it’s the humans that are; nonetheless the difference is crucial to telling them apart. But that’s like saying the fur and legs are crucial to telling a human apart from a dog. The distinction’s never that important to make.

The candle flames were real but there were fake lights, too, and the shadow work was good. I still didn’t know who I was going to subject to more sleepless nights of unprocessed misery because of what happened in all that mud and murk— there were a lot of people there that night and anyone could have slipped in, which is part of how all this happened in the first place.

“We’ll swat you like a fly,” the bartender said. “After enough cosmic reflection on revenge, we’ve come to conclude that getting the genuine article served piping hot is best of all.”

I burped. “And you’re using the finest ingredients.” Then I burped and laughed at the same time. It wasn’t at what I said. It was because all the bar patrons at The Inkwell Inn had spears indoors, short spears that looked like the kind of dowels you put in chairs, tapered to points on one end; the scene was like a child inking a picture of stick figures in a big battle.

The person who considered me their nemesis, who was no doubt hiding in the space behind the bar that constituted the back room, had made a big mistake in using witchwood constructs for lackeys, at least to apprehend me, because I didn’t find them the slightest bit unnerving and they didn’t get my pulse up at all. I have always been if nothing else a reasonable person (following my reason has been another matter entirely) and it didn’t matter to me how human these things looked— and the illusion was really good— I didn’t give a rip, I might as well have been having fun chopping firewood. Real people would have kept me on all ten toes. I like to clarify that I have ten because I used to have eleven, but one got chopped off by an axe; good things disguised as bad often happen to me— the bastard would have missed outright if I hadn’t had the extra treasure sticking out. This tangent, which was on my mind at the time, should convey to you my absolute indifference to the plights of the future kindling, the wooden non-people.

I lashed out with my falchion with a little technique that I would be happy to call the chameleon tongue if it flowed more poetically; I like the way those things pop out their business like a cannon— the skull it hit split open and a wedge of bone and brain came out. A human! We were all just drunk! This was a lot of information to take in. You might be wondering how I was so drunk that I couldn’t tell the difference and the answer is that at my waist, on the other side of my sword, I always carry a sizable jug of an unspeakable tincture that is known as swill, similar to the, let us say, cosmopolitan stew of vagrants.

“Stab her! She’s plastered!” announced the bartender while mantling over the counter himself for an uncanny combined effect. “Then your debts will be paid!” So the bartender was the only automaton.

“Farghast!” I hooted in satisfaction, lunging in and chopping through the stomach of another one of his lumbering henchmen. It wasn’t him speaking through the bartender that gave him away, it was the hypocrisy. Whatever he had done to raise this little army, he’d put real people in harm’s way— I’m prone to being overestimated but also being underestimated; if you’re in my way, you’re in the way of some kind of harm no matter what. I didn’t know what they’d done to deserve it. Possibly they’d just been too trusting. But what he did probably wasn’t much better than what I’d done, and indeed was probably worse.

Faster than you could say “sanctimonious,” I pirouetted like a sugar plum fairy and caught one of the silly spearmen in the jaw, taking it right off its hinges with a syrupy-sweet backhand; the secret to a falchion is an axe cross-dressing as a sword, this also explains its obsession with private parts. I dove in and lopped off sticks and berries of upright victims I’d already stunned in order to produce a fog-cutting effect that spoke to the instincts of these hypnotized men. So Farghast had made a couple other mistakes. One was that he’d mesmerized too many men, which was a waste because it diluted his influence, though I was taking care that for him by hacking his lackeys apart. The other mistake became evident as a thrilling bolt jolted straight from my wrist to between my legs as I bashed an undersized man with my shield and set him reeling into one of the round tables, kicking up a spray of beer. Oh, a third mistake— Farghast should’ve slotted the tables to square and the tankards to triangle because now I could knock the tables over and roll them around like big old goofy improvised mantlets. So the second mistake: using real people. It’s not that I enjoy killing others, it’s that I love it, and the later on in the course of the grand scheme of things that I die, the better. It took me a while to admit it to myself but my talent for it won out in the end.

You’ll notice that I’d also accused Farghast of making a mistake back when I thought he was just using automata, too. We survivors of the murk are not known for making great choices, but you still have the right to wonder, well, what wouldn’t have been a mistake? If Farghast had really wanted to get my goose he should have just done nothing, but some people just can’t help themselves, and I’m one of those, too.

I got poked in my ass, way too close to the hole, as I was having a little too much fun and I have to admit that there might be something self-destructive about getting drunk enough for fights I might trip into at any given time to offer more challenge. I spun around in a vengeful whirlwind which is never the right thing to do because even these shit-faced poltroons could see it coming; it’s what a child in a rage would do. The falchion was put to better use bullying the spear points out of the way so I could create the space to whip up a little jadu-jadu. The trick is you have to stand up nice and straight; if you’re looking at a person facing to the right and you put a clock on them, the thunderclap channels down from twelve o’clock. So I got ahead of myself: the real trick is that you have to stand up nice and straight while appearing not to, while still moving in all the right ways to not get yourself killed, because in general your muscles still need to me limber and moving, tensing and lashing, or you have zero hope of smiting multiple foes as done in the sagas.

I sent the thunderclap toward the bartender and took his shin apart in an impact so smack-sudden that I winced as if it had happened to me. Automata can realize that they’re flat on their faces and act accordingly but there’s always this funny part where as they’re falling down they think they’re still intact and they swing and grope around in a way that makes them seem stunned even though they don’t feel the pain of dismemberment the way a person would. So I was safe to push toward the bartender and bump him toward the ground with my shoulder. I used my shield like a catapult’s spoon to fling tankards off the counter and I even got someone in the melon this move. Chipper as a squirrel with a mouthful of nuts I leaped onto the counter like a damn hero and started dispensing justice with the falchion. These guys had been experienced; they didn’t go for the obvious sweep toward the feet, and I wondered what the hell Farghast had given them to dope them up so bad. Probably some sort of fuck-leaf from those giant white radishes he was always munching on.

There had been only ten men. I jumped down just when they didn’t expect me to and slammed the head of the blade right down on someone’s foot to cut off all their toes, just like what almost happened to me in the toe story, just to see if I could do it. Because I did that, I got a toy spear in the side and that’s one of life’s great ironies, that you can’t really feel your organs until it’s your last few moments of owning them because someone’s run them through with a weapon. Luckily for me it was my hatred keeping me alive more than anything and it was going to take a weapon much more ingenious than a sharp stick to get to that. I flung my arm out of my own way like a mincing whoreboy to make room for a swing that cut the spear in half, and then I pulled off a little number that I call the giraffe headbutt to go with the chameleon tongue; it’s basically a sideways whipping headbutt in imitation of the painted monsters to the south that I’d seen during what’s now called the expedition of steel and glass, and one of the region’s great healers gave me permission to do so because he claimed that, get this, I had the thickest skull he’d ever seen on anyone. And this was a man wearing a bunch around his neck, mind you.

A man tackled me to the ground from behind there was a little swirl of red blood in midair like fingerpainting. I rolled with him and threw him into a table but he pried my shield away. I pulled a tankard off the ground and when I caught a spear thrust actually inside the cup like I was playing a game with some seven-year-old I started cackling from the ground as I heaved with the cup to throw my foe off balance. The sound of a falchion cleaving through foot, ankle, shin, or knee never gets old to me, and people without those body parts never seem to get old either, which is why you never see any of them.

I didn’t get called into the murk for no reason and the twitch of my armpit hair in the ambient air told me that Farghast’s little dick was getting hard from seeing me on the simulated floor just about dead and I hit the crowd with the sandstorm to show him that mine was bigger. The thing with the sandstorm as whipped up by me, anyway, is that for some reason it tastes like absolute shit. It burst out of my body and cut and slashed every which way and I was so desperate to not get any on my eyes or tongue that I threw myself headfirst back over the bar. I think it has something to do with the dipsomania. Now my head was beginning to pound but the trick had worked, which was why I’d figured out how to do it in the first place, and now the remaining boys were puking. I laughed and laughed and cut one of their heads clean off. The way people go, “No, no, no, no” in the same predictable musical notes just when you’re about to chop their lights out— I laughed.

“I can smell you, bitch!” the bartender said, all garbled, heaving its one-footed self across the floor, scrabbling with its hands, scraping its beard. I laughed harder.

“Farghast!” I shouted over the murmurs of imminent corpses, spinning around even though I knew he was in the so-called back room. “It’s a bad day for you, but I like this creature you have wrought. So now it is my hostage. I know it took you a lot of work. So how about you toss me another drink, put that door back on the wall for me, and we’ll both go back to the drawing board, hmm? You’ll never believe who I thought you were at first!”

I heard vomiting from “backstage.” It wasn’t from my sandstorm. Actually it was mean to call it vomiting, it was more like a retching. Like in a hammer-throwing contest a big square lump flew out of the void and landed perfectly on the counter without sliding, I laughed but I had to hiccup at the same time and the resulting combination was silent and smelly and kind of hurt. Then an arc of brownish-bronze liquid soared perfectly into the tankard and I was hooting like an owl wired on coffee from the itchy east.

I know you’re thinking that he probably poisoned it but there was no way he would have done that because he knew that if I had even three seconds of life left after sipping his ridiculous concoction I would have still smashed up his boy-toy, the bearded barkeep automaton, and he obviously loved that thing way more than he hated me, which was good for him. I should say he loved his ability to create that thing, a pride I understood. Somehow I also suddenly understood that I’d been so out of it in that back alley two years ago that, yes, it wasn’t the sandstorm I’d learned to bring, it was the shitstorm. I hadn’t believed it was real and I’d been laughing so hard I’d been drawing blue-black things to me that were bad ideas in little-mooned alleys.

“Thanks!” I said, raising the tankard to the black curtain of the void that concealed the lunatic toymaker. “Till I see you again, work on letting me off the hook. Hopefully you’ll have another year or so. Forgiveness lightens the load on the heart.” I grinned and stumbled. “I’ll just embarrass you again. Don’t get all caught up on a wretch like me!”

“I’ll sincerely think about it, Kiganeh!” came a reedy voice from the back. “The mirror… the mirror just always shows awful things.”

“Well, for that we’ll always have the murk!” I said, marveling at how I could simultaneously crack the smile and see the faces disappearing. I took out some gold— gold!— and put it on the counter with an audible clink. “Good drinking with you again. Generally you all say the debt cannot be paid but I’ll bet you can think of something this could get you. Maybe some different colors of chalk!

“You’d better hope I do,” said Farghast, straining to raise his voice; he coughed.

The door was back, a scarred heap of hateful wood. Hey, that was actually much better. If there was going to be a next time he’d have a lot more up his ample sleeves. I’d have to do the same thing to keep up. The pulsing wounds in my rear and side were giving me some ideas about how to do that.

It was good to have people that hated me. They pushed their creativity to the limits. I got to discover the beautiful messes they came up with. It kept me tethered to life.


The Treat


Everyone knew that on the gasping road at night there is one type of monster for each spot on the leopard but I, Farati, had no choice in the matter, as had always been the case with me. I had always been traipsing down a long, dark, winding road of which the gasping road itself was just a brief distracting section.

My overflowing gratitude went to the god Mr. Eyes, for his gift to humans of the sixth sense: to feel when someone is watching you. It was one thing to know that this is happening; in my mind it was clear, because no fact could be more obvious on the gasping road that seemed to yawn so widely that it was a wheezing wind tunnel through the material world that should not have been there. It was another thing to feel the gazes on my skin: the scent-seeking sniffs of the eyeless, the hunger of the ravenous on my thighs, the lust of the rapacious on my breasts, the covetousness of the vain on my long braided hair.

A masked nommahi came out to fight me. I was happy to see it because as far as monsters went it was quite normal. You may not be familiar with the masked variant. Only the valiant may wear a war mask. Actually only from our perspective is the fish-man’s hard-shelled face covering a mask. To them it reveals the truth. And this nommahi’s real face told a horrifying truth of a skilled warrior, one confident in traveling the gasping road alone. Even the nommahis had cause to fear it. You say you have fish-men? Well, ours were different. Space, air, time, and earth all yielded to its movements. Humans all have to walk in a certain way, of course: one foot in front of the other. But nommahis tumbled through reality. A foot, an arm, the bottom end of a magic staff, and most importantly the tail. It didn’t matter. If a nommahi wanted to get to you it would get to you even if it looked ugly, which it usually did. The mask obscured the great googling eyes. The mask was screaming and toothy.

I was unsure whether this was a man or a woman; doubtless it had the same thought about me as I was tall and armored. Nommahis boasted hard, shimmering scales and with their teeth as long as an adult’s thumb they were never unarmed— unless you could bash them right in their arrogant grin with a bludgeon or hammer, as I had managed to accomplish once before. This watcher, this wiggler, was as adept and agile outside of water as in it. It wielded a spear because they were hunters. The battle was the water spear versus the fire spear, a poetic match; what I was holding looked like a staff to mislead highwaymen into believing I was a sore-backed caster but I, Farati, for all my flaws, was one of the thrusters of the burning spear. The spear’s business end incandesced to searing life at my silent command and in shine, rain, or night looked spectacular— either it drew attention or it discouraged it, depending on who saw, and I had to accept both possibilities.

As trained, I moved the spear in lockstep with the invisible air columns that allowed it to be guided toward the enemy in ways that were improbably or taxing for regular humans holding sharpened sticks. Oh, how the nommahi wished it were in the lake— though to its credit it didn’t flinch when the spear ignited, maybe their bodies are not capable of that. I whirled the spear with showmanship so that the heat would create distance between my and my opponent and so that anyone watching would understand the peril of menacing me. The nommahi squelched and croaked some obscene prayer to Mr. Bubble. One purpose of the burning spear is to pierce that which is beyond comprehension. Its point lanced right through the prayer and into the side of the fish creature like a cattle brand. Now the creature more than flinched— it convulsed wetly, doubtless irritated with itself for experiencing so much pain from only a glancing blow. It honed its focus and in short order caught my spear in its trident and with its deep reservoir of fishy strength my weapon aside so that it lay half on the road, the deadly half off the path. Only a singer would have known the symbolism of that. For me it was just a sign that I had lost my touch and had arrogantly expected to navigate the gasping road without much trouble.

Angry mostly at myself for my cracking belief in my specialness, I rushed the nommahi and tackled it before it could swing its weapon back around. It squirmed away and I kicked it; it used its amazing self-righting panoply of limbs to remain creeping upright. I charged again to keep the spearhead away from me and two tines of fish smell went up my nose. In no mood for this, I hammered my elbow into the right spot on its arm to snap the bone, then grabbed its face by the mask and shook it like I was trying to give up on a baby. No one usually got this close to a masked nommahi it revealed one of the great weaknesses of the custom, which was that the ornate stone carving could be seized and manipulated. We fell off the road and kicked up a cloud of red dirt as mace-like rock formations jutted overhead. It did what must have been unthinkable for it just a moment ago, and took its own mask off just as I gave it a great tug to throw me off and unmask itself. I bashed it with its own mask like one might do with a stone tablet but it caught the blow and batted the disgraced artifact aside, so I slammed my fist into its gaping eye. The eye yielded sideways, not like that of other creatures where you can shred it into jelly, but I did get a handhold around the beast by the orbit of its eye and smacked its nose with my free hand, feeling cartilage between its nostrils crumple. When I thought I had impressed it enough I made my move, lunging off its body to get my spear back, and it did the same thing, but I was quicker, and there was a sickening sizzle noise and the brightest light in the area went out as the burning weapon transfixed the monster, and the spearfishing quest was complete.

Unfortunately we did not eat nommahi, but my burning spear did eat the trident, absorbing its glory as victors do. This episode on the gasping road was important for its mundanity. Mr. Eyes winked at me through the moon, letting me know there was more to come.

An hour passed and the stars fizzled away behind the milky clouds. This was the point of the road where to leave it would be to snap oneself painfully upon strange angles of reality; the geography’s geometry was broken here because of what fools did almost a thousand years ago. I saw the oafish omens of improvised clay monuments, bones arranged neatly into impotent spells, and overturned, rotting yam carts, and I ignored them.

The gasping road was of course the domain of Mr. Breath, who was no friend of Mr. Eyes… when the one touched the other, they recoiled in disgust. But I was still not sure that was who was watching. Just because something spoke on the wind, that doesn’t mean it was Mr. Breath.

“Farati…”

“Oh, is that my name, Mr. Breath?” I said, trudging onward. I had my staff set to a







































If it’s going to be another seventy until he finally sits down to feast, I may have to pass the time by exploring for myself the wide world of the gourmand.

The Steep Angle



































































A Trim for the Flowers
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Nut






























































































Cat Claws III








































Let the feast begin once more.

New Neon Eve
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A couple hours later, like it was soaring over the ocean like a manta ray, the heat of change began to sizzle in front of my heart.
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A Puffy Star
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