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For Eli 

Thanks for putting up with all my rough drafts and for letting 
me tag along to ComicCon. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

TO THE READER 
 
I wrote the seed for Iron Crow (a short titled Hard Times) in 

a class at Oregon State University.  I revisited it regularly over 
the years, but no matter what I did, the text struck me as 
terminally flawed.  Early this year, on a whim, I gave the story 
another look.  What I had learned through my own struggles 
and through the teachings of the likes of Jerry Cleaver, Jack 
Bickham, and the venerable Barnaby Conrad, I finally 
understood how to restart the story’s flat-lining heart.   

I set about with spackle and joists in the free time I had 
each day after working on Hammerhead Resurrection, and six 
months later, had something I felt worthy of offering.  It is 
fully 19 years in the making, so I sincerely hope you enjoy it. 

I do have one request.  Word of mouth is the main engine 
I must rely on to connect with readers.  In light of this, I 
humbly ask that, if you should find Iron Crow to your liking, 
please tell others about it.   

For my part, I will continue to strive to create the best 
stories I am capable of.  

 



 

 

 
His desire to kill the Iron Crow had woven into his bones, 

stitched deep and primal.  It had surpassed need… become 

necessity.  Now the generals and admirals had asked him to go 

beg for peace.  He could sooner still his heartbeat.  With his 

fighter sitting squared on the dark runway, he looked through 

the convex glass of the HUD to where the sky, deep with stars, 

met the silhouetted mountains.  They could still fight.   They 

should… to the last man, to the last breath, but the cowards 

had folded and wanted him to fold with them. 

With no more need for blackout, the runway lights began 

snapping on in series, stepping away from him one-by-one 

toward the dark peaks.  He felt exposed in the light, which 

glittered blue and green off his fighter’s canards.   

The faded-green Kevlar of his pressure suit felt heavy on his 

arm and shoulder as he tapped the center screen, bringing up 

his preflight.  The cockpit’s faint gun oil and ozone scent 

calmed him, creating a sense of ease despite what he had been 

tasked with.  This is where he had lived out the war… outlived 

it apparently.   

He keyed the radio.  “Reaper ready for preflight.” 

The earphones in his helmet crackled.  “Confirmed, Reaper.  

Proceed with preflight.” 

He tapped the display, bringing up a series of plutonium-

green bar graphs. 

“Fusion pressure nominal.” 

The tower responded, “Fusion pressure verified.   All go.” 

He moved his gloved fingertip to the next item.  “Laser 

compression of hydrogen cells online.” 

“Compression verified.  All go.” 
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He continued down the screen, the tower giving him the go-

ahead with each reading. 

When he had completed the preflight, he sat with the ship’s 

idling engines rumbling in his chest considering how strange it 

might be to have no more war.  He had no idea what he would 

do with that part of himself that had risen up after his brother’s 

death.  Christopher had been the hero, the fighter—the one 

resolute that peace could be won, that the Iron Crow could be 

stopped.  But they had all failed… even the Reaper.   

The Reaper… he turned the call sign over in his mind.  His 

own name, Isaac, felt distant to him, as if the war had burned 

away the better part of himself, leaving a skeleton psyche, 

which kept him eating, sleeping… and killing.  The desire for 

peace, which had been so strong in Christopher’s heart, had 

long been stripped from his.  His brother hadn’t found peace.  

He had found a horrific death.  After Isaac had learned of 

Christopher’s death, he had repeatedly dreamt of him.  Some 

nights the screams would wake him as if his brother was in the 

room with him, depressurizing, eyes swelling, neck veins 

bursting.   

Weary with sleeplessness and grief, he found himself one 

night sitting in his small kitchen with the flat of a white ceramic 

blade against his smooth forearm.  It would flay him open 

easily, and he could rest.  He pierced the blade’s tip into the 

soft flesh.  A bead of bright red blood swelled up, thick with 

life.  In that he felt a sudden, great potential.  He would die, of 

that he felt sure, but not in a kitchen.  He set the knife aside.  

He would use his blood to drown the Iron Crow.   

Despite throwing all his will into the war, that chance had 

never come.  Now an unwelcome peace lay at his feet.  In it he 

would lose that which had kept him alive and fighting, the thing 

Dante had imagined taken from those cast into Hell.  
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The voice from the tower came through.  “T-minus two 

minutes to launch.” 

He keyed the radio.  “Confirmed.  All go.  Request one 

minute mark, thirty second mark, and ten second countdown.”  

Releasing the switch, he looked up to the moon hanging high 

among the stars and felt his life’s purpose bleeding out.  He 

closed one eye, held his thumb over the moon and said, 

“Abandon all hope ye who enter here.” 

Attempting to flush out the smoldering failure, he closed his 

eyes, deepened his breathing, and envisioned Lake Tahoe in the 

evening, years before the war.  Childhood summers.  Days 

stretching into infinity.  He saw the lake in his mind’s eye now, 

its flawless surface reflecting the afterglow of the sun and the 

first stars.  He and his brother floated out on the quiet water, 

which shifted up and down as if molten glass.  Christopher held 

up a dry-fly, its hook twinkling in the fading light, and 

inspecting the line, told him that the surgeon’s knot was a good 

one.  It would hold.  He hadn’t burned the tippet.  In the gentle 

pressure of the fighter’s seatback, he could almost feel 

Christopher’s hand on his shoulder.    

The tower spoke again, causing his index finger to lightly 

twitch against the cannon trigger, “Mark T-minus one minute 

to launch.  All go.” 

With his gaze lost in the empty blackness of the mountains, 

he keyed the radio. “Confirmed. All go.” 

He brought himself back to the lake, floating under the 

starry sky, now alone in the aluminum hull.  He tried to bring 

his brother back into the memory, but often Christopher 

wouldn’t show.   

The tower said, “Mark T-minus thirty seconds to launch.  

All go.” 

“All go,” he replied and closed his eyes.   
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Time flicked.  

The tower returned.  “Ten… nine… eight…” 

The Reaper dropped into the machined state of mind that 

had kept him alive through the war. 

“Seven… six…” 

He pressed his boots into the tops of the control pedals, 

clamping down the ship’s brakes.    

“Three… two…” 

Sliding the throttle half-open, he felt the massive engines 

lean the ship toward the mountains; the seat thrummed. 

“One… ze—”  

He slid the throttle full on.  When the tires began to slide 

across the tarmac, he released the brakes.  The seat punched 

into his back, and breathing became difficult as the G’s shoved 

his spine toward his sternum.  The mountains began to grow, a 

little at first, and then faster and faster, the dark wall rising up.  

He pulled the stick back, but the stumpy wings didn’t lift.  

More speed rolled on.  The end of the runway rushed up.  The 

ship lifted a moment before the blood-red termination marker 

lights streaked below.   

Pulling the ship back onto its engines, he shot straight up 

out of the valley into the sparkling sky. 

 

… 

 

The men and women in the tower watched through dirty, 

bullet-proof glass as the ship flicked past the blade of the 

crescent moon and began arcing onto its back, chasing the sun.   

The field commander pressed his comm switch and said 

into a desk mounted microphone, “Launch successful.  Reaper, 

what is your condition?” 



IRON CROW 

9 

The Reaper’s voice, sparking in the solar wind, said, “Condi-

-on Gre-n.” 

 

… 

 

Moment by moment, the flat plane of the Earth dropped 

away and grew curved.  The sun rose over the planet’s edge, 

lifting out into space.  With the belly of his fighter toward the 

stars, he looked upward to watch Japan and Korea pass.  He 

rose over China.  In the twilight, a pencil thin river of fire 

stretched below Mongolia.  He passed an elevation of 100 

kilometers.  Tonight the Great Wall burned.  The Sioux had 

taken Beijing.   

As his ship rose away, the Earth curved into a sphere, huge, 

and then diminishing.  The Caspian Sea reflected the sun’s ball 

for a moment before Europe, in a summer afternoon, slipped 

behind his fusion engines.  The Atlantic lay in early morning 

shadow and North America burned as Asia had.  In the 

stretched shadows of the dawn terminus smoke drifted out 

from Boston where his childhood home, and most everything 

else, had been burned to nuclear ash a few days before. 

The moon now hung in solitude, it’s distance from the 

Earth amplified by his separation from both.  He keyed the 

radio.  “This is Reaper, ready for orbital exit.” 

The voice, shattered by the glaring sun, responded, “Con---

med.  G-d spe-d Reap--.  We’-- all count-ng -n -ou.” 

“Acknowledged.”   

 

… 

 

Hard patches of sunlight lay across his instrument panel.  

With few stars able to shine through its brightness, the moon, 
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pale as bleached bone, hung suspended against darkness.  

Everything surrounding the Reaper had gone a stark black and 

white.   

Two dull-gray ships with short nose cones, stout cannons, 

and burly engines, emerged out of the void and came alongside.   

He keyed his radio.  “This is Lieutenant Commander Isaac 

MacNair.  I am travelling under a white flag and ask, as 

planned, to meet with your commander.” 

A woman’s voice, hardened by the years of war, said, “Our 

scans indicate your ship is fully armed.  Explain.” 

The Reaper toggled the radio.  “Disarming would have 

taken too much time, more lives lost.  I will honor the 

ceasefire.” 

“If you do not comply immediately and fully to all 

directives, you will be fired upon.” 

“Understood.”  His fingertip brushed the cannon trigger.  “I 

will comply with all directives.”   

The escort ship on the Reaper’s right shifted closer.  Below 

the cockpit, he saw the detail in the charging white buffalo of 

the Sioux Nation, its head down, stubby horns aimed.  It 

hadn’t, however, been just the Lakota and Dakota.  The Sioux 

had risen up and absorbed all aboriginal tribes from around the 

globe that would join them.  The Iron Crow had been as 

compelling as he was ruthless.   

The woman in the cockpit, eyes covered by a dark visor, had 

red and white war paint smeared across the bridge of her nose.  

The thick braid of her long, raven hair lay over her shoulder. 

He looked back to the moon, now filling his forward field of 

vision.  Craters and mountains mottled the bright surface.   

The woman’s voice came over the radio again, “Follow me 

in.  I am the starboard ship.” 
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He slowed, falling into fingertip position on the woman’s 

fighter.   

It would be so easy to kill you from here... 

The fighter to his left fell in behind him. 

…but that could be suicide. 

The moon’s surface drew out into a plane as they closed in, 

the horizon sharp against the darkness.  As they flew over a 

ridge, the Sioux base, squat metal structures hauled up on old 

ballistic missiles, revealed itself to him.  The structures had flat 

roofs, which had been covered in dust and rock.  From above, 

this base would seem to be an empty crater.  So many years 

they had tried to find it, and here it was, tucked away beside the 

Sea of Tranquility.   

Hovering his ship among the structures, he set down as dust 

and rocks blew outward in the fast, dead way they will in a 

vacuum.   

The woman over the radio said, “Enter the airlock directly 

ahead of you.” 

“Confirmed.” 

He shut down the engines and bled the air out of the 

cockpit, his suit going tight with internal pressure.  The canopy 

slid backward out of his way, and as he shifted his far-reduced 

weight out of the cockpit, his hand touched the rectangle of 

gray paint that now covered his stenciled call sign.  He had 

been instructed to identify himself by name and rank only.  

They felt that if the Iron Crow learned he was the Reaper, it 

could impede the peace process.  He climbed down to the gray 

moon-dust.   

Loping in an angled kangaroo-hop, he crossed the twenty 

meters to the building.  As he approached, the airlock hatch 

handle spun, opened, and a figure in a pressure suit stepped out 

onto the grate.  The Reaper walked up the four metal steps, the 
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only sound the shifting of his suit, and the figure, a young man 

with thoughtful eyes, pointed into the airlock.  The Reaper 

walked in.  The young man entered behind him, closed the 

airlock, and turned a switch.   

Air hissed, and the gage on his left forearm showed half an 

atmosphere…  three quarters… now full.  The young man 

spun the interior hatch wheel, pushed the door inward, and 

pointed.   

The Reaper entered the room followed by the young man, 

who shut the airlock and, with a clack of latches at his neck, 

removed his own helmet.  He had short hair, a broad nose that 

had been broken at some time in his past, and stood a bit taller 

than the Reaper with broad shoulders made to appear even 

more powerful by the thickness of his pressure suit.  He 

removed his gloves and from his hip drew out a fighting blade, 

a spar of black metal with a silvered edge and serrated back.   

So if I get squirrely, you’re the one to sort me out.  

The Reaper took off his helmet, set it on the floor, and 

scanned the room.  Intense, blue-tinted lights shone down 

from above, leaving the ceiling in darkness.  The far wall held 

another hatch, the paint on its spoked wheel worn to bare 

metal on the outside edge.   

The air carried the mothball scent of poorly tuned 

scrubbers.  In that he sensed a state of critical lack and 

understood that even in victory the Sioux had been at their 

stops as well.  He felt history repeating itself, with him standing 

on the wrong side.  In World War II, the United States had 

dropped Little Man on Hiroshima and, only three days later, 

Fat Man on Nagasaki.  They had wanted Japan to think they 

had many more, that if the Emperor had not surrendered, 

Tokyo might be next.  But there had only been the two.  If 

Japan had kept fighting, the United States would have had to 
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go back to conventional warfare.  He felt sure that the Sioux 

had hit the same wall.  If the generals and admirals had fought 

one more day?  One more week?   

The spoked wheel spun, and the hatch pushed inward.  A 

man stepped into the room.  He wore a dark flight suit with no 

insignia or rank and, on his hip, a sheathed blade, its black 

rubber handle cracked and pitted.  

He squared his shoulders and walked around the Reaper, 

eyes weighing him.  His lined face had the appearance of old 

leather, and the downward arc of his mouth gave him a 

countenance of stern heartlessness.  The Reaper had seen 

photos of the Iron Crow, but with smooth skin and eyes as 

dark as his namesake.  This man had strands of white-gray 

running through his braided hair, and his eyes had the faded 

luster of a man worn thin by his obsessions.   

When the Iron Crow completed a full circle around him, he 

looked him over from the crown of his head to his boots 

before saying in a sonorous voice, clipped with the accent of 

the northern plains, “Your rank is too low to offer surrender.” 

“I am the highest ranking officer who can pilot a fighter 

here.” 

 “Why bring a fighter?”   

“You’ve destroyed all our transports.” 

At that a smile flickered at the corners of the Iron Crow’s 

dry lips.  “You have identified yourself as a Lieutenant 

Commander?” 

“I am the Reaper.” 

The Iron Crow’s eyes, which had been easy with relaxed 

authority, narrowed.  His jaw muscles flexed as if he were trying 

to hold a heavy weight with his teeth.  When he spoke, it came 

almost in a growl.  “You have caused me much… grief.” 
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The Reaper didn’t let his satisfaction at that show.  

“Apparently I am also to be the one to give you everything you 

have wanted.” 

“You cannot give me back my wife.  My sons.  Tell me 

Reaper, how many children have you killed?” 

“Fewer than you.” 

The Iron Crow drew the knife from his hip, a broad, dark 

blade similar to the one the younger man held.  “And if I kill 

you?” 

The Reaper felt a thrill at that.  “Then the war won’t end.” 

“This war will end whether you submit or not.” 

“Then I should submit.” 

The Iron Crow nodded at what he seemed to consider a 

maxim.  Looking at the blade in his hand, he appeared to weigh 

his own possibilities.  He slid it back into its sheath.  “I am the 

Iron Crow.  I speak for the Sioux Nation.”  He crossed his 

arms.  “Proceed.” 

The Reaper unzipped a chest pocket, drew out a smooth 

square of paper, unfolded it, and read, “By the Authority of the 

Speaker of the House, the remaining powers of N.A.T.O., the 

African Union, and the Allied Communist Nations—I, 

Lieutenant  Commander Isaac MacNair—offer the complete 

and unconditional surrender of all opposition to the Sioux 

Nation.”   

As if highly satisfied, the Iron Crow pursed his lips, 

intensifying their downward arc.  He held out his hand, and the 

Reaper extended the treaty, but not quite far enough.  The Iron 

Crow stepped forward, reaching for it.  As subtly as possible, 

the Reaper shifted the treaty away from the Iron Crow’s grasp 

causing the Iron Crow to reach too far, to become unbalanced 

and exposed.  Cobra quick, the Reaper struck, slamming a left 

cross into the exposed jaw and followed through with his 
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elbow, crashing it into the Iron Crow’s neck.  The clack of 

teeth resounded in the metal-walled room.   

The Reaper stomped into the Iron Crow’s knee.  The Iron 

Crow went down, knee pinned under the Reaper’s boot.   

The young man came at them, the honed edge of his blade 

reflecting the blue-white light, but the Iron Crow was between 

them.  In the split second that bought him, the Reaper tugged 

the Iron Crow’s blade free from its sheath, flipped it over so he 

held the metal between his fingers and thumb, and threw it.  

The young man had been moving to the side, looking for an 

opening.  His eyes went wide as the blade planted in his neck 

with a solid thock.  Dropping his own knife, he gripped the 

handle extending from his neck and yanked it out.  The wound 

left by the blade sagged open, edges clean for just a moment 

before blood gushed out in heavy pulses.  His eyes dulled as he 

fell to his knees and tipped forward, landing face first on the 

deck.  The sharp copper scent of blood tinged the air. 

The Reaper slid his arm around the Iron Crow’s neck.   

Coming out of his stupor, the Iron Crow gripped the 

Reaper’s arm, lowered his chin into the crook of the Reaper’s 

elbow, and bit into the fabric of the suit, catching the skin 

beneath.  The Reaper growled through his teeth as the 

clarifying pain accelerated his heart, now pulsing in his neck 

and behind his eyes.  With his free hand, the Reaper gripped 

the Iron Crow by the eye sockets, pulled his head back, and 

slipped his arm under the Iron Crow’s chin.  

The Iron Crow’s voice seethed, as he said, “My death will 

change nothing.  Gaia will be saved from your contagion.” 

The Reaper slid his free hand behind the Iron Crow’s neck, 

setting the blood choke.  He whispered into the Iron Crow’s 

ear.  “It was the wrong path to an admiral goal my friend.”       
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The Iron Crow yanked on the arm, shoved with his legs, but 

the Reaper bore down like a constrictor, tighter with every 

movement.  As the Iron Crow went still, the Reaper let the 

body fall to its back and picked up the young man’s blade.  As 

he set it against the Iron Crow’s throat, the Iron Crow drew a 

breath.  His eyes shifted.  The Reaper cut deep from ear to ear, 

feeling the blade drag across the front of the cervical vertebrae.   

Blood guttered from the Iron Crow’s mouth as his life 

pulsed away, spreading into a large bright-red slick on the 

decking.   Dazed, the Reaper stared at the blade.  The hand and 

arm holding it, now speckled with blood, felt as though they 

weren’t quite his, as if his existence was out of alignment with 

what should be.  He had lived.  He was not supposed to have 

lived.   

He dropped the blade and sat beside the Iron Crow, whose 

half-open eyes stared over his shoulder.  He had called the Iron 

Crow friend… it had been the last word the man had heard.  

While the hatred he bore the Iron Crow made that strange, in 

truth, he did feel a kindred spirit.  They were two sides of a 

bloody coin—only one able to land upright.  But now, in 

victory, the Reaper had exhausted his momentum, his purpose 

complete.   

He felt willing to let go then, to let peace finally descend, but 

footfalls clanging down the passageway brought him to a new 

truth.  Even with the Iron Crow dead, the war still had to be 

won and the world rebuilt.  His work would remain unfinished 

until either he died, or the Iron Crow’s cause had been stamped 

out. 

He went to his helmet, flipped it over, and pulled a flat disk 

from the interior foam. He tossed the disk through the open 

hatch.  The magnetized disk clicked onto the far wall and 

blasted a hole the size and shape of a football outward into the 



IRON CROW 

17 

vacuum.  Air howled, rushing out as fog materialized 

throughout the room.  Ears popping with the drop in pressure, 

he slipped his helmet on and sealed it.  He walked into the 

airlock, shut the inner door, and with no pressure left in the 

room, was able to open the outer door right away.   

As he stepped out onto the metal grating of the platform, he 

looked over the silent base.  His fighter sat on its stocky landing 

gear forty feet away.  His breath came in ragged gasps as a smile 

drew across his lips. 

He jumped off the platform and loped across the distance to 

his ship.  Hauling himself up the hand and footholds, he settled 

down into the seat and pressed the close cockpit switch.  As the 

cover slid home, he fired up his instruments and engines.  On 

the IFF radar he had two fighters coming in.  He launched, 

crushing himself with G’s.  He turned the nose of the fighter to 

face the IFF signature of the two ships and slammed his 

throttle forward, burying himself in the seat.   

He felt alive. 

He flew at them, head on, his finger tight to the trigger now, 

his heart joyful.  He began to turn right as if to run but, at the 

last moment, snapped left. As he crossed the starboard ship’s 

path, he fired, landing rounds into its nosecone and cockpit. 

Grunting with the fierce G’s, he missed the tumbling ship by 

mere feet and, coming around, watched it crash into the base’s 

antenna array and communications structure.  The roof ripped 

away, and a cloud of moist atmosphere fogged outward.   

The other fighter had begun to round on him and he cut the 

corner on it.  Fired.  The rounds hit the engine and the ship 

came apart in a magnificent magnesium white flare, snuffed out 

in the vacuum as quickly as it had formed.   

The Reaper, his heart pulsing heavily now, turned his fighter 

to the base and, with a sweep of the controls, loosed one 
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missile into each building.  The fogs of atmosphere blowing 

into space let him know he had made those shots count.  

Finally, he arced around to the grouped ships on the surface 

covered in gray camouflage nets, and dropped four cluster 

bombs.   The field of craft exploded into silent pieces, 

scattering wings and engines across the surface of the crater.   

Circling, the Reaper gave one last look to the wasteland he 

had created, structures with gaping holes, obliterated ships 

obscured in a haze of moon dust.  It had all been more than he 

had expected.  He should have died along with the Iron Crow, 

but they had slipped more than he could have hoped.   

He turned the nose of his fighter to the distant Earth, and as 

he launched out toward the beautiful blue sphere, he wondered 

what would become of him.  He had not expected to live, and 

yet here he was, heart rushing with the afterglow of the fight, 

face damp with sweat.   

Traitor or hero? 

 At first they would surely label him a traitor but might 

come to know him as a hero.  As he raced toward the Earth, he 

considered that perhaps, his beating heart held a message.  

They had been willing to give in.  If he had followed them, the 

Iron Crow would now hold the reigns of the world.  They were 

weak and would fail the people.  The world could only be 

rebuilt through strength.  The weak must be cast aside. 

His fingertip caressed the cannon trigger. 

 

 

 

THE END 
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