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Big Moo Grazes


“You’re Big Moo, huh? You’re not so big.”

“But my moo is big. Moo! See?”

“You mock me and you kill my brother? I will kill you twice if I can.”

“We’re gladiators; we kill everybody’s brothers. Just worry about killing me the one time. No one’s figured out how to do it yet.”

Part of the appeal of the front-row seats at the Barbarum Colosseum was that the spectators could hear the exchanges of trash talk between competitors like Radenna of Armattia, the former dairy farmer also known as Big Moo, and Sigrod of Obrockia, the former viking whose face now contorted into hideous anger under her sun-bright blonde braids. It was rumored that Gotholus, the Dark Duke of Ulvurria, up in his gold-glass box above the sand, held some sort of sound-amplifying stone to his pointed ear to be able to hear the insults.

And that rumor was of absolutely no interest to Radenna and Sigrod, one of whom was moments from death.

Radenna snorted and fog poofed out of the nose holes of her helmet. Like all Armats in the ring, her gambeson was orange, though as she was still relatively an amateur she had to wear that lesser shade of orange called brown, and some of the crueler fans of the games called Armats “shit knights.” But Radenna was thankful for the jacket and the helmet, mostly because she had been given a much smaller weapon than Sigrod, and had been resorting to mockery in order to cope with this injustice.

While Radenna was a thick woman, Sigrod was both thick and tall, the consummate Obroc, a shimmering vision in sky blue— and it looked like she could cleave the sky herself with the axe in both her hands that was so representative of the force and berserk rage attributed to her people. The battle axe had a spike on top and a hammer head opposite the broad blade— Sigrod had threatened to kill Radenna more than once, and was equipped to do so a different way each time.

Radenna just had a dagger. Her body was shorter and her weapon was shorter; it was absolutely atrocious form to complain that one’s match was rigged. Victory was the only real option and she had achieved it in the past against greater numbers and bigger brutes, but the meat grinder of the nation-wide games in the aftermath of the Dark Dukes’ takeover more than proved that life was fragile and historical achievement meant nothing.

“Your name’s Sigrod, right?” Radenna said, trying to remember from the long schedule scroll Pettius had bene carrying. “I’m sorry I killed your brother. You’ll see him again soon.”

“Imperious wench!” Sigrod cried. “Your death will be slow and agonizing.”

“Then you don’t know how to use that axe,” Radenna said. “All the better for me.”

“You’ll learn better than anyone that I know how to use it,” Sigrod said. “And how the bond of blood actually means something to the Obrocs, unlike the careless Armats!”

“There’s no need to bring ethnicity to it,” Radenna muttered. “Having said that— sometimes you Obrocs are insufferable!”

She hadn’t meant that remark in particular to provoke Sigrod into bull-rushing her with the axe, but since it did, that was all right. Radenna had been racking her brain thinking about how to defeat an axe with a dagger in a straight fight and more meditation upon the subject was not going to get her anywhere.

Radenna obviously had managed not to die in several bouts in the Barbarum Colosseum so far since her abduction, and her mind was in a place that few human beings’ would ever go; it was crucial that she simultaneously often and never contemplate her mortality, and that death was never more than six days away. Now it was six seconds away.

Sigrod raised her axe for a blow that would split Radenna into a left half and a right half if she let it, and that would be an extremely humiliating way to end her career. Sigrod was massive, tough, and fast— a miserable combination. Radenna waited just a beat for Sigrod to lock herself into the downward swing and hopped out of the way. Then her dagger was out and if she could plunge it into the Obroc’s neck this would be done.

She could not. Sigrod was so strong that she could reverse the direction of her attacks in ways that Radenna had not thought possible. Sigrod heaved the axe sideways with the axe rotated to the hammer end and hit Radenna in the gut. The blow had just been to keep Radenna accountable but due to Sigrod’s strength and the awkward timing, Radenna fell over backward to the sound of a sharp crack that was probably her rib.

On the sand Radenna lay like firewood ready for chopping. She flung her body floppily out of the way of the killing blow, another dramatic swing from above, and predictably Sigrod’s axe thunked into the sand as the crowd gasped. With a herculean effort Radenna spun her body the other way now to roll on top of the axe and wrap her body around it. She lashed out blindly with her dagger and nicked Sigrod’s grabbing fingers, successful in her attempt to secure the axe. She squeezed it with the desperation of wrestling with livestock, as if the distinctly Obrockian weapon would actively resist her.

“Mine now,” Radenna said, and she even had time to sneak her dagger back into its sheath.

Sigrod answered by kicking Radenna hard in the face that would have knocked her head off without the helmet. Radenna maintained her fanatical grip on the axe and forced down vomit so it wouldn’t erupt into her own helmet. She clambered to her feet, using the axe as an improvised cane, and just before she stood upright Sigrod jump-kicked her; it was like getting pummeled by a damn horse. Radenna went flying, her body throbbing so hard it felt like her bruises were spewing fire into the crisp afternoon air, her hands clutching the battle axe like it was made of solid gold. She sprawled face down on the sand, depressed and radiating with pain but grateful to have landed on neither the axe blade nor her busted rib.

With twin thuds of finality, one hand closed around where her neck met her shoulder and another around her thigh. Radenna had not been lifted clear off the ground in a very long time and reacted as if she were as young as she had been the last time this had happened, flailing wildly and screeching in protest. Her own hands, the only parts of her body she was currently pleased with, still gripped the axe and she finagled a swing toward Sigrod’s midsection that bounced off her carapace mostly ineffectively. Sigrod was such an absurd physical specimen that she had underestimated Radenna’s own farm-grown strength and stumbled, dropping Radenna very awkwardly so she had to use the axe to stop from crumpling into an embarrassing heap.

Radenna swept outward with a savage, wind-splitting blow to keep Sigrod off her, then another one, caring nothing for expending energy, just wanting
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