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From	the	Editor	
 

ADRIAN COLLINS 
 

 
 
Grimdark just keeps growing. It’s fantastic to see big 
publishers using the term in their marketing, such as 
most recently for Anna Smith-Spark’s The Court of 
Broken Knives. To me, this seems like a bit of a tipping 
point and we’ll be seeing the term more and more 
frequently as the bigger publishers see the value in its 
use as a marketing term. 

This issue, we have some sensational fiction for 
you, including a short story from one of fantasy’s 
biggest upcoming names, Deborah A. Wolf. We also 
continue our writing workshops (from people who 
actually know what they’re doing), and interview some 
of SFF’s best dark fantasy authors. 

Grab your socks, fellow grimdark lovers, this is one 
hell of an issue! 
 
Adrian Collins 
Founder 
 
Connect with the Grimdark Magazine team at: 
 
facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine 
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twitter.com/AdrianGdMag  
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Devouring	the	Dead	
LAURA DAVY 

 
 

 
‘The flesh needs to be at least two inches wide and an 
inch long. With hair.’ The Soulless crouched down on 
desert floor and rolled up the corpse's sleeve stained 
with sand and blood before he continued. ‘And when 
you ingest it make sure not to chew.’ 

I pressed my fingernails into my palms, leaving 
painful crescent marks as I smiled down at the old 
man. He wasn't even looking at me, instead running 
his hand up and down the dead man's forearm. He 
ignored the sun’s blistering heat and the stench of 
death, and happily continued his unwelcome lesson. 

‘The hair has to be visible. These desert heathens 
may believe shaving their heads and faces protects 
them from me, but hair covers the entire human body.’ 
He turned and grinned at me. ‘I mean, we are animals.’ 

The sound of a horse interrupted my lack of 
response. Captain Knyat rode up to us, sword 
strapped to her back. Frowning, she glanced at me 
before nodding at the Soulless. He was supposedly 
her superior officer, but I had never heard him give an 
order. 

‘Esteemed Sire,’ she said without bothering to get 
off her horse. ‘The battle has concluded with the loss 
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of one soldier and three Dear Ones. I shall have the 
enemy dead brought to your tent.’ She looked at the 
corpse. ‘And may I ask where you got that?’ 

‘I think he was an enemy scout, found a mile 
outside the settlement. Brought to me by your people 
just a moment ago.’ 

‘You should finish up here.’ She turned back 
towards the village. ‘We're about to burn the settlement 
and you don't want to get caught in the smoke.’ 

He nodded, then looked back at the dead man's 
arm. Captain Knyat cleared her throat and waited until 
he looked back at her before she continued. 

‘Also, may I humbly remind you that you cannot 
teach your pet any rituals. No matter how cute a dog 
is, a bitch should know her place.’ 

I pressed my fingernails harder into my palms. The 
throbbing pain of my nails piercing my skin was too 
familiar. I wouldn't be surprised if I drew blood. After 
these massacres I was often left with bloody hands.  

Captain Knyat rode away and I looked up. The 
Soulless was studying me. 

‘Don't worry Tiye, she'll grow to like you.’ 
I didn't correct him. If he wanted to call me by his 

dead daughter's name then maybe they'd continue to 
let me live.  

He pulled out a curved knife and with quick cuts 
removed a strip of forearm skin from the body. I felt the 
sting of bile rise up in my throat as he brought the 
bloody flesh to his mouth, tipped his head back, and 
swallowed it. 

‘Do you need me, Esteemed Sire?’ I asked. 
‘Get one of the hoods. I'll have this one finished 

soon.’ 
I hurried away but lingered near the camels as I got 

the black hoods. I wanted to take my time without 
looking like I was taking my time.  

A lock of the corpse's hair would be woven into that 
mocking spectacle that the soldiers called a ‘hat’—
htgair dipped in blood creating a tapestry of 
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blasphemy. The Soulless always wore it on his head 
and laughingly called it his ‘second hair.’  

By the time I returned the body had been 
transformed into a Dear One. I stared at the milky white 
film over its eyes as it stood up. I shuddered and 
passed the Soulless the hood. Without ceremony he 
covered the Dear One's head. I had long ago guessed 
that dead eyes wouldn't be good for army morale. 

We returned to where the army had set up a 
temporary camp and we traveled around the outskirts 
to avoid the tents and equipment. The Soulless' tent 
was hundreds of feet away and downwind from the 
camp. Like Captain Knyat had promised, there were 
fresh corpses already waiting for us.  

The Soulless got to work and I stood beside him, 
watching. 

That night the soldiers were loud in their victory. 
They sang hymns and drinking songs but no matter 
how much alcohol they consumed, they all avoided the 
Soulless' tent.  

In the morning we rode on to find the next killing 
ground. 
 

* * * 
 
The Soulless' tent was spacious by army standards 
with enough room for several rugs, a cot, chairs, and a 
table. The Soulless cluttered the table with everything 
from books to toys. During long periods of 
encampment Captain Knyat visited at least once a day, 
but otherwise we were left alone. On travel days we 
rode camels at the back of the army with the Dear 
Ones following after. The dead were slower than the 
living, but they followed tirelessly. Whenever we would 
stop for the night and they were still miles behind they 
would be waiting hooded outside our tent in the 
morning. 

Their hoods were removed before battle for what 
the Soulless gleefully described as a mental attack 
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along with a real attack. The Dear Ones were slow but 
strong, and would only stop if they were completely 
destroyed, usually by fire. Though once I saw one so 
hacked up it couldn't move and just twitched in a 
puddle of its own blood and guts.  

The Dear Ones were the soldiers’ best weapon and 
most profane act, forcing the army to travel sluggishly 
to keep the pace with the dead. They never attacked 
without them. By the time the soldiers reached villages, 
most were abandoned or contained only those who 
chose to fight.  

Over a week ago we had made camp outside a 
town and the army was slowly preparing for battle. The 
Soulless and I stayed in his tent, sitting in our usual 
chairs. I played cards alone. I knew only one solitary 
card game when I was first captured, but I created 
more. 

‘Dear,’ the Soulless said to me. ‘Would you mind 
fetching me some breakfast?’ 

I nodded, pulled my scarf up to cover my mouth 
against the windblown sand, and left. I looked out onto 
what seemed like an endless desert, wondering how 
long I could survive without water, but noticed a soldier 
watching me from the shade of one of the tents. There 
were always soldiers watching me. I continued with my 
task. 

I looked inside the cook's tent. Sergeant Ankhef 
was taking a nap on his cot. I hesitated. Ankhef hadn't 
been kind to me, but he hadn't been cruel either and 
these people might turn on me for less than disturbing 
their sleep. But he was the one who told me that I 
looked like the Soulless' dead daughter, which was 
why I wasn't killed when they invaded my village. I 
straightened my back and walked into the tent. The 
only one that could protect me was the Soulless, and 
he wanted food. 

‘Sergeant Ankhef?’ He didn't move. I spoke louder. 
‘Sergeant Ankhef?’ 
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He shook his head and frowned, blinking himself 
awake. ‘What do you want, girl?’ 

‘Esteemed Sire has requested food.’ 
He sighed but sat up. ‘I'll make you a platter and 

send someone down with it.’ 
‘Thank you.’ 
I left before he could say anything else and returned 

to the Soulless' tent. The Soulless looked up from a 
book he was reading and smiled when he saw me. I 
returned to my chair and continued my game.  

‘May I enter?’ Captain Knyat called from outside the 
tent. 

‘Please,’ the Soulless answered. 
Captain Knyat carried a covered platter filled with 

bread, cheese, and dried camel meat. There was no 
knife to cut the cheese. She spoke as I started to clear 
the cluttered table. 

‘Esteemed Sire, we believe the settlement holds 
enemy combatants. They might try assassins, so I 
insist you stay in our encampment.’ 

I hurried, hoping to finish making room on the table 
before the Captain noticed me. When I moved a stack 
of books onto one of the chairs, the back of my wrist 
accidentally knocked a small wooden jewelry box off 
the table. The lid opened and a melancholy tune 
started to play. I quickly picked it up and shut it. 

‘What?’ The Soulless asked as he cocked his head, 
listening to the music. He looked over at the jewelry 
box in my hand. I quickly turned and put it back on the 
table. He stared at me. ‘You?’ 

He approached me and backhanded me. I fell, my 
knees scraping against the rug, and my eyes watered. 
The tingling in my cheek felt less painful than my 
surprise. He had never hit me before. 

‘What did you do?’ he demanded. 
‘What?’ 
His face was contorted into a mask of rage, lips 

drawn back revealing bared teeth. ‘I said, what did you 
do?’  



	 12	

‘I'm sorry,’ I said, shaking my head, and spoke 
without thinking, ‘I didn't mean to, there was just so 
much on the table. I didn't know it was important.’ 

‘Not important?’ His voice shook with anger and his 
dark eyes bore down on me. He raised his arm again 
as if to strike me and then lowered it and smiled. ‘You 
stay there. You stay there until I get someone to help 
you up.’ 

He smiled again, but didn't move. The pain in my 
cheek burned, but I kept my hands on the rug. I thought 
of apologizing again but I didn't like how he showed his 
teeth in what I had mistaken for a smile. This wasn't a 
smile. This was a display of aggression like a snake 
coiled for a strike.  

‘I didn't mean to,’ I said. I risked looking over at 
Captain Knyat. She smirked. 

The tent door opened and a male Dear One 
shuffled inside. A black hood covered its head and its 
clothing was so dirty and ripped the cloth was 
indistinguishable from rags. Its skin hadn't 
decomposed and it looked the same as before it 
became a Dear One, except a long strip of skin from 
its chest had been peeled off. 

‘So, you like destroying other people's belongings, 
do you?’ The Soulless asked. ‘You know what your 
problem is—you have no fucking respect. You think 
you're the princess of this fucking unit and we're all 
here to serve you. Well, if you need a servant I’ve got 
one here for you.’ 

With a flourish, the Soulless removed the hood over 
the Dear One's head and revealed my dead brother.   

My hands went numb. I whispered, ‘Raherk?’ 
‘Oh, you don't like this one?’ The Soulless asked. 

Captain Knyat barked out a laugh. He continued, ‘Do 
you want a different one? I'm not sure if I know which 
one was your mother or father, but I have your whole 
village here and we can keep looking until we find 
them.’ 
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I stared at the damnation that was once my brother 
until my eyesight blurred. I lowered my head down onto 
the rug and sobbed. 
 

* * * 
 
That evening I sequestered myself amongst the herd 
of camels, huddling against them to combat the night's 
chill. Three soldiers watched me, prepared to attack if 
I tried to steal an animal to escape these demons 
disguised as men. 

Sergeant Ankhef brought me food and water. 
‘I heard what happened,’ he said quietly. ‘That 

wasn't right. We're not like that. We just, we have to 
win this war. And the leaders and the priests, they both 
agree that people won't be damned if they used those 
powers this time.’ He looked up at the moon before 
looking back at me. ‘But it wasn't right. I want you to 
understand that I know that.’ 

‘Thank you for your words.’ 
He nodded briskly and started to walk away, then 

turned back around. ‘Let me know if you need 
anything.’ 

He left me alone with my thoughts. I had believed 
that surviving would be enough, that my memories 
would allow my people to live on. But I was wrong. As 
long as the Soulless was around, a vulgar and damned 
version of my people would exist. 

It wasn't until the moon was well overhead that a 
soldier gestured for me to follow her to the Soulless' 
tent. She didn't say anything as she held the tent door 
open. I went inside. 

The Soulless was alone with his back to me. My 
chair had been knocked over but everything else 
remained as it was. 

‘Esteemed Sire,’ I said in as flat and emotionless 
tone as I could manage. ‘You called for me?’ 

He stood hunched over, looking like nothing more 
than a tired old man. He turned around and stared at 
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the ground, then straightened his shoulders and 
looked into my eyes. 

‘I'm sorry.’ He paused and I wondered if he was 
trying to think of my name instead of using his 
daughter's name. He wouldn't be able to. I had never 
told any of these people my real name. He continued, 
‘I'm sorry, but you have to understand, I can't have you 
touching any of my possessions. Especially that 
jewelry box.’ 

He went to the table and picked up the box, held it 
in his hands and smiled at it. ‘I was a sergeant, before, 
and since the army was always on the move I wasn't 
always around for Tiye's birthday. But I was there for 
this one. She was an adult then, you know? No dolls 
for her. But this was perfect and she loved it. After 
she—’ he paused and gently stroked the lid of the box. 
‘After I volunteered for my new position, I sold most of 
my belongings, but I kept this and I don't want it to get 
ruined. You understand, don't you?’ 

I nodded. 
‘About that Dear One. I know you were clinging to 

him when I found you at that village. Even though I 
saved you that doesn't mean I could let a good corpse 
go to waste, right? Though I do apologize for showing 
him to you in such a manner. I let my anger get the 
best of me. Just don't touch my belongings unless I 
give you permission, deal?’ 

I nodded. He carefully placed the box on the table. 
‘Good.’ He nodded and clapped his hands together. 

‘Good. Good. Want a hug?’ 
I let myself be hugged, smelling the dried blood on 

the corpses' woven hair that he always wore. I didn't 
look up to see if I could find Raherk's lock of hair 
among the rest. 
 

* * * 
 
The first batch of corpses from the latest battle had 
arrived behind our tent. I had gotten used to intestine 
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hanging limply from torn open stomachs and how the 
flies would congregate on their unblinking eyes, but I 
hadn’t gotten used to the smell of the dead. They stank 
of piss, shit, blood, and that almost sweet, putrid scent 
that followed death. 

The Soulless and I stood alone looking down at 
them. He didn’t respond to the stench or the gruesome 
sight. If anything he looked excited. 

‘Ready to get to work?’ The Soulless asked with a 
smile. ‘By now you should know what to look for. I can't 
give you a knife but you can help me find where to 
slice.’ 

‘Yes,’ I said eagerly. He wanted me willing and it 
was time to play my part. 

‘Great!’ He clapped his hands together. ‘Let's get 
started, Tiye.’ 

‘Esteemed Father,’ I said. I waited a second for the 
Soulless to notice the incorrect word. ‘I mean, 
Esteemed Sire?’ 

He grinned at me. ‘Yes?’ 
‘You've talked about these rituals before. If the 

rituals are so easy to do, why doesn't everyone create 
Dear Ones?’ 

He frowned. I felt my stomach tighten and realized 
I might have pushed him too far too soon. But when he 
nodded, I knew I had him. 

‘Because of the cost. It's not just the cost of your 
soul like the priests once said, no. No one has come 
demanding my soul.’ He patted his chest as if his soul 
was still there. ‘No. The cost is your life. With the 
creation of your first Dear One you're life just got a lot 
shorter. And then there's your mind. You lose it, slowly. 
The Captain is always there, sword in hand, waiting for 
me to become fully mad so she can kill me and tell the 
General to send someone else with a new batch of 
Dear Ones.’ 

‘You mean another person couldn't use your 
collection of hair to control them?’ 
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‘No. Once bonded a Dear One can never be given 
to someone else. They collapse and go back to being 
the boring dead again if their master dies.’ 

‘But then what happens if someone steals your . . .’ 
I risked a glance at the top of his head to the collection 
of corpse hair woven together. ‘What happens if 
someone steals your hat?’ 

‘No one can steal it, silly. It's woven onto my head.’ 
He leaned toward me and in an exaggerated whisper 
said, ‘The last part of the ritual, the part I really can't 
talk about, is that you use your own hair to tie the 
corpses’ hair to. Some do it haphazard, but I like it all 
on the top. Stylish, you know? But the real secret is you 
have to bleed while you tie. You cut, you eat, you cut, 
you tie, you bleed. And now you've got yourself a Dear 
One. Well, that and you only live another one to three 
years with the end reserved to madness. But you've 
got yourself a Dear One. Make them fight, make them 
follow, make them stand around with ridiculous hoods 
on their heads. It's not like they can complain 
anymore.’ 

He laughed at his own joke. I nodded, not trusting 
what tone of voice I'd use if I spoke. 

‘We should get to work,’ he said as he crouched 
down at the first corpse. 

‘Yes,’ I said thinking about my family. ‘We should.’ 
 

* * * 
 
It was the fifth day of battle and the army appeared to 
be losing despite the Dear Ones untiring efforts. Unlike 
most settlements this town had been reinforced with 
barricades, traps, and experienced fighters.  

I sat in the tent in my usual chair playing solitaire, 
hiding from the unrelenting desert sun and the angry 
soldiers experiencing defeat for the first time since the 
war began.  

‘Tiye?’ The Soulless called out. 
‘Yes, Esteemed Father?’ I replied. 
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‘Are you hungry?’ 
‘Yes, Esteemed Father.’ 
‘Could you be a sweetheart and get us something 

to eat?’ 
‘Yes, Esteemed Father.’ 
The camp was busy, soldiers running to and fro and 

not bothering to notice me. I passed a tent filled with 
wounded soldiers that smelled of medicine and blood. 
The sounds of their moans lingered in the air as I 
strolled to the cooking tent where I hoped to find 
Sergeant Ankhef. 

He was busy slicing bread and staring out the rear 
entrance at a stream of newly arrived casualties. A 
hunk of camel leg sat on a table with a large sturdy 
knife next to it. I had never had an opportunity like this 
before. I risked another glance at Ankhef, then I slipped 
the knife into my hand and held it against my body. I 
turned and left. 

I tried to keep my stride loose and normal, but I felt 
the weight of the blade against my thigh. My hands 
began to sweat.  

No one stopped me. 
I was about to enter the Soulless' tent when I heard 

Captain Knyat yelling. I ducked around the side of the 
tent, but stayed close so I could hear. 

‘—losing it. I can't protect you anymore. Maybe if 
you got rid of that bitch—’ 

‘Don't call Tiye a bitch,’ The Soulless shouted.  
‘She's nothing like Tiye,’ Captain Knyat cried. ‘Tiye 

was my friend and calling that heathen by her name, 
let alone parading her around the army, is an insult to 
Tiye's memory.’ 

The Soulless said something too softly for me to 
hear. 

‘You're not the man I used to know,’ Captain Knyat 
responded. 

I heard the flap of the tent's door and Knyat 
stomped away. I waited another minute for my heart to 
stop racing. Finally, I entered. 
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The Soulless was alone. He held the jewelry box 
and gazed down at it. I stepped inside. The tent was 
cool, but I was sweating. The Soulless looked up and 
grinned. ‘Tiye, you're here.’ He held up the little box. 
‘Do you remember when I gave you this?’ 

‘Remind me,’ I said as I slowly took step after step 
towards him, watching as he studied that damned box. 

‘I was in town. I gave you that big gift, oh what was 
it? You know, in that big box or something. But then 
afterwards I gave you this.’ He trailed his fingers slowly 
across the lid, a careful touch as if it were too precious 
to handle. ‘It's cheap, yet you loved it so.’ 

I was close enough to touch him. I stopped. The 
knife felt heavy in my hand. It cried out to be used, but 
my fingers refused beyond tightening them around the 
handle. I thought of Raherk's dead face, but I couldn't 
stop staring at this old man who softly smiled at the 
thought of his daughter. 

‘You even brought it with you when you joined the 
army.’ His smile curled into a frown and he looked 
upward as if confused and the answers were above 
him. ‘You had it with you when you were sent to that 
skirmish on the border. Right before those heathens 
killed you. They sent it back to me with your body.’ 

He looked at me, his mouth trembling and his eyes 
wide. ‘Tiye?’ 

I raised my arm and stabbed him in the neck with 
all my strength. My arms trembled as I twisted the 
knife, sending a spray of warm blood across the room. 
He stumbled backwards and I let go of the knife jutting 
from his throat. He gasped, letting go of the music box 
and clutching at the blood-slick handle of the knife. The 
box rolled towards my feel and the lid fell open. A 
melody began to play. I listened to its sweet song 
harmonizing with the Soulless falling to the ground, 
convulsing. 

I heard the sound of footsteps. Dear Ones 
appeared at the entrance, hooded heads turned 
towards me. I put my foot on the handle of the knife 
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and looked down at this man who had spared only my 
life while condemning everyone else’s.  

Lying sprawled on the rug in a puddle of blood, the 
Soulless uttered a short sound. I wasn't sure if it was 
‘Tiye’ or ‘why.’ I heard the corpses getting closer and 
stepped down on the knife lodged in his throat as the 
music continued. 

The Dear Ones collapsed, their bodies thudding to 
the ground as if they were puppets whose strings have 
been cut. They had returned to true death. Maybe later 
I would have time to unmask them and give my people 
a proper burial. But later.  

I sat next to the man I killed and shut his eyes. I 
bent over and righted the jewelry box and shut the lid. 
Silence.  

It took me three tries to pull the knife out.  
I moved my fingertips, sticky with blood, across the 

rug, feeling comforting fabric underneath the stray grit 
of sand on top. I didn’t let go of the knife as I pressed 
my hands into the rug. It was here, it was real. I was 
here, I was real. I had killed.  

With a deep breath, I examined the body.  
He was hairy. His arms, his legs, his chest. I cut the 

skin from his thigh. It tasted of blood and I felt the 
bristle of hair against my tongue. Like he taught me, I 
swallowed without chewing. It didn't work the first time, 
but I kept swallowing. Swallowing back my vomit and 
the skin until finally everything stayed down.  

I looked up for a moment, willing myself not to throw 
up. 

‘What the fuck?!’  
Captain Knyat stood inside the tent and looked at 

me, eyes wide, mouth gaping. She hesitated before 
reaching for the sword strapped on her back. I didn't 
hesitate. 

I ran at her screaming. She held up her free hand 
as if to stop me. It didn’t work. My knife scrapped 
against her collarbone as she cried out, but it was easy 
enough to pull it out and plunge it even deeper into her 
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torso. My hands were wet with sweat and blood, but I 
didn’t stop. I stabbed her again and again. 

She made a sound, a liquid gurgling and broken 
words, and dropped to the ground. I sat on top of her 
and continued my work.  

I didn't stop stabbing even after she stopped 
moving. 

I waited to see if more soldiers would come, but the 
tent was far enough away from the rest of the camp 
that it seemed like no one had heard the noise. They 
had been looking outside for an enemy and had 
forgotten about me. But they would remember soon—
the soldiers would eventually notice that there were no 
more Dear Ones. I had to finish. 

I returned to the Souless’ corpse and cut off a lock 
of long hair by the base of his neck. I wiped the hair in 
the blood still welled at his throat, then placed it 
carefully down so I could hold the knife with two hands. 
I cut open my scalp near the top my head. I sharply 
inhaled at the pain, but it was no worse than my self-
inflicted wounds during battles. I picked the corpse's 
hair up and let it soak in my blood. Then I wove his hair 
and my hair together, knotting it in a tangle at the end. 

I looked over at his face and watched as the Dear 
One opened its beautiful, milky white eyes. 

I could feel my control over it, like gaining a new 
limb. It would walk for me. It would kill for me. 

I repeated the process on Captain Knyat. There 
was plenty of blood still seeping from her chest. 

When Ankhef arrived, I was ready. My Dear Ones 
were ready too. 

‘What have you done?’ He asked softly staring at 
my bloody hands. 

‘Don't worry,’ I said with a smile as my Dear Ones 
held him down and I slit his throat. ‘You told me your 
priests and leaders said I wouldn't be damned if I used 
this power. So I will go and visit them too. After I visit 
every soldier in this army.’ 
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I laughed in delight as I cut a piece of skin from 
Ankhef's chest.[GdM] 
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The	Odd	Hopefulness	of	
Grimdark	

 
MATTHEW CROPLEY 

 
 

 
In today’s social-media-saturated world, a lot of what 
we see are the highlights of people’s lives, and it’s easy 
to feel inadequate when confronted with the reality of 
one’s own life in comparison to such apparent 
happiness. Grimdark fiction, on the other hand, tells us 
that the world can be an awful pile of shit, but that’s 
okay, because people can come through the hard 
times stronger for it. Grimdark isn’t a celebration of the 
darkness in life, but of humanity’s ability to endure it. 
Take, for example, a character like Glokta from Joe 
Abercrombie’s First Law trilogy. He’s former hero 
who’s been broken by years of horrible torture, to the 
point where even walking down stairs is a painful, 
herculean task. Despite this, he’s a hilarious, clever, 
and extremely powerful man. A person going through 
similar hardship who read this would be far more 
reassured about their own life than by reading about, 
for example, a shining hero for whom violence never 
has any real consequence. Life can be a struggle and 
sometimes we fail, sometimes we do the wrong thing, 
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sometimes people die, and sometimes we’re hurt. 
Reading about characters who experience hurts and 
self-doubts is therapeutic. Grimdark stories, despite 
the grimness and darkness, are oddly hopeful. If 
someone like Glokta can go on to live a full life despite 
his disabilities, then one’s own excuses for giving up 
seem less reasonable. 

Grimdark fiction also hammers home the point that 
good things don’t just come to you because you’re 
entitled to them. Young people just reaching adulthood 
are often accused of feeling entitled, and expecting a 
good job, a loving, attractive partner, and material 
wealth. People expect their lives to be like stories, and 
since everyone is the main character of their own life, 
they expect everything to work out okay. They’re 
special. They’re the chosen one. It’s easy to become 
depressed, disillusioned and dejected after making the 
jarring discovery that life isn’t a story, or if it is, it’s more 
like a grimdark one, where bad things happen to good 
people for no reason at all and the important things in 
life are earned by blood and tears. This is perhaps an 
exaggeration, and life for most people with enough 
money to be reading e-magazines isn’t going to be as 
gritty or violent as a grimdark novel, but the point is still 
valid. 

Perhaps we need more of a grimdark flavour in the 
stories we tell children, to prepare them for the way the 
world is. After all, the first stories we tell children are 
often fairy tales, where the prince always gets the 
princess and slays the dragon just because he’s the 
prince. Maybe we should tell children fairy tales in 
which the princess rejects the prince’s advances 
because she’s just not that into him, and the prince has 
his arm bitten of by the dragon because he didn’t 
practice enough with his sword. 

Depression is more prevalent than ever in our 
modern world, and perhaps this is due to people 
assuming that when their life doesn’t work out, it’s 
because they’re simply not good enough, that they’re 
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not the hero they thought they were. If more people 
read grimdark then perhaps they’d know that it’s okay 
not to be a hero, and that the world just isn’t fair. But 
grimdark also teaches us that even in such a world, 
there is still heroism, and there is still fairness. It’s just 
not a constant, and that’s okay. Grimdark teaches us 
that when the world screws you over, it’s not because 
you’re a bad person. For example, in Last Argument of 
Kings, Collem West, the only competent leader in the 
Union Army, dies an awful, pointless death after 
playing a crucial role in saving the Union. In a way, that 
makes his efforts all the more selfless and admirable 
than if he’d been rewarded with a position of prestige 
after the completion of his tasks. This contrasts starkly 
to, for example, characters in The Lord of the Rings, 
who return to places of prestige among their 
communities. West’s fate teaches us that we should 
make our choices for our own reasons, not for external 
rewards.  

Despite the large amount of violence in grimdark, 
it’s actually far more anti-violence than heroic fantasy 
if one thinks about it. Heroic fantasy often shows 
violence without consequence, for example Garion, 
the plucky farm boy gifted with a magical destiny in 
David Eddings’s The Belgariad and The Mallorean can 
make it through ten books of constant combat without 
any significant damage. This, while providing quality 
escapist fun, suggests that violence has no price. 
Contrast this to, say, Matthew Woodring Stover’s Acts 
of Caine series, in which (spoilers) the protagonist 
suffers horrible injuries and pain from his long life of 
fighting, and even becomes a paraplegic early on in 
the series. Despite this, he learns to cope with his 
disability, and accepts it as a consequence of his 
violence. There are three more books after he 
becomes a paraplegic, and every detail of his struggle, 
from getting out of bed, to going to the toilet, to 
somehow surviving a prison riot and even coming out 
on top, is vividly conveyed to the reader. Not only is it 
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demonstrated in this series that violence isn’t bright or 
heroic, but brutal, bloody and not without permanent 
consequences, but it’s also proven that those 
consequences are never so great that someone with a 
strong will can’t overcome them and even flourish. 
Examples of this are present in the works of 
Abercrombie, Lawrence, Weeks, and many, many 
more. To be fair, while stories of this nature are, 
thankfully, now common in grimdark books, that’s not 
to say that they’re completely absent from works 
predating the grimdark movement. A shining example 
is Ursula K. Le Guin’s A Wizard of Earthsea (1968). I 
read that book as a child, and remember being deeply 
affected by the story of Gedd’s inexperienced dabbling 
with magic. He spends a lifetime dealing with the 
consequences of one mistake he makes as a child, 
and reading this as a child myself, it forced me to 
consider the consequences of my own actions, which, 
as a child, I rarely did. 

A character like Jorg Ancrath, from Mark 
Lawrence’s Broken Empire series, although he is 
inarguably a deplorable person who should not be 
idolised, has an inspiring determination and 
indomitable spirit in the face of brutal adversity, 
horrible childhood trauma, and personal tragedy. 
Grimdark is filled with these odd little gems, hidden in 
the mud. Although Jorg is an extreme example, it can 
be a huge relief to read about characters that are 
deeply flawed, since we are all, ourselves, deeply 
flawed. It’s just part of being human. By finding the 
good hidden in ‘evil’ characters like Jorg, it’s easier to 
extend compassion to ourselves and think about the 
fact that yes, we do have flaws, but that’s alright, 
because we have good qualities as well. Reading 
about ‘good’ characters in fantasy and sci-fi novels can 
make one feel inadequate. Unlike those characters, we 
don’t always choose the right thing, or live up to our 
duty, or come out on top. It’s a relief that grimdark 
characters can fuck up in such a spectacular fashion. 
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When we’re sad, it’s just nice to be sad and not be 
alone. When reading grimdark, the characters are sad 
with you, and a lot of the time, they’re going through 
the same things you are in your life: loss, pain, grief, 
rejection, feelings of inadequacy. These things are 
ever-present in grimdark fiction, and it’s comforting to 
see its characters endure, whether they emerge 
victorious or not. For example, reading about the plight 
of the world-weary Sergeant Whiskeyjack and his 
seemingly doomed Bridgeburners in Steven Erikson’s 
Gardens of the Moon as they’re batted between an 
Empress who wants them dead and warring gods 
makes one feel better about their dick of a boss. 
Beyond that, the author who wrote those characters 
probably endured some aspect of that same pain 
themselves, or else they wouldn’t be able to write 
about it. Despite the fact that the characters aren’t real, 
it’s still a real person’s pain that you’re feeling, and hey, 
they got through it and wrote a book. There’s a 
cathartic satisfaction in reading these books. 

Darkness in fiction is important. An exploration of 
the worst aspects of life is important, since to ignore 
those aspects is to be unprepared to face them. A 
character like Vaelin Al Sorna from Blood Song only 
succeeds because of his preparedness to face the 
worst aspects of life head-on. Life’s bad sometimes, 
but if grimdark teaches us anything, it’s that we can be 
badder. In the words of Jorg Ancrath in King of Thorns. 
‘A dark time comes. My time. If it offends you. Stop 
me.’ There’s an odd hopefulness in grimdark fiction, a 
light all the more radiant for being surrounded by 
darkness.[GdM] 
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Matthew Cropley lives in the grim darkness of a 
basement in Adelaide, Australia, venturing forth only 
very rarely for food to sustain him through long nights 
reading. Prince of Thorns introduced him to grimdark 
several years ago and he hasn’t looked back since. His 
short fiction has been published 
in Dimension6 and Sword and Sorcery 
Magazine. He’s also recently received an Honourable 
Mention in the Writers of the Future Contest, and has 
a Bachelor of Creative Arts - Screen from Flinders 
University. 
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An	Interview	with	Anna	
Smith-Spark	

 
ADRIAN COLLINS 

 
 

 
We're very excited to chat to Anna Smith-Spark, whose 
debut The Court of Broken Knives is slated to hit the 
shelves in June 2017 from HarperVoyager (UK/world) 
and August 2017 from Orbit (US/Can). 
 
[AC] Thanks for joining us, Anna. 
 
The Court of Broken Knives is a book we think our 
readers are going to get a kick out of. Can you tell our 
readers a bit about what they can expect behind that 
gorgeous cover? 
 
[AS-S] 'The Court of Broken Knives' is... argh, this is 
the bit I hate the most, trying to sell the damn thing. 
‘The Court of Broken Knives’ is the first volume in the 
‘Empires of Dust’ trilogy. It's grimdark high fantasy: 
multiple invented languages, kings, dragons, loving 
descriptions of swords, the whole wonderful fantasy 
works. One of the key lines in the book is 'Night comes. 
We survive.' It's about hope, and desire, and the 
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consequences of both. It's about trying to understand 
why we are willing to fight and die, why we will kill and 
die at another's word. Beauty and violence. Joy and 
sorrow. That’s basically what I write. 

Rubbish introductory synopsis: In the last fading 
vestiges of the Sekemleth Empire, Lord Orhan 
Emmereth is trying to save his city from decay. Like 
many leaders, he is forced to conclude that violence is 
necessary to effect real change. Purge the rot, find a 
way to start again. So Orhan hires a troop of 
mercenaries to do the purging. But the shadows are 
gathering. There are things out there that feed on 
bloodshed. Violence has a way of getting out of 
control.... 

Broken Knives has been described as lyrical, even 
poetic: my father is a poet and I grew up with poetry. 
And I’ve referenced a lot of classical and dark age 
history and literature (the Iliad, Beowulf, the Gododdin) 
and folk tradition. There’s a strong mythic element in 
the book. But there’s also a lot of dark humour: I’m a 
huge fan of Terry Pratchett and Asterix and 
Blackadder, the cynical, irreverent view of history and 
myth they share. There are some filthy jokes I'm very 
proud of, and I have a bit of a rivalry going with Mike 
Fletcher as to which of us can be more disgusting 
when we really try. 

I've joked (actually, not joked, somebody put it in a 
review, please, please) that I want to be reviewed as 
‘Joe Abercrombie meets Leonard Cohen in a 
particularly filthy public toilet’. That’s everything you 
need to know, right there. 
 
[AC] Your writing style is bold and different to much of 
what I've seen, shoving you through the story at 
breakneck speed. What inspired this style and how did 
you use it as apart of your pitch to your agent and 
publishers? 
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[AS-S] I grew up surrounded by poetry and by 
mythology and folklore, both of which had a huge 
influence on my style. Then in my teens I binge-read 
authors like William Burroughs, Jeff Vandermeer, 
James Ellroy, and that had a huge impact on me as 
well. Trying to go beyond language, beyond meaning, 
using words not so much to tell ‘a story’ as to tear you 
open and rip you apart from the inside. Some bits of 
Ellroy’s writings, you literary have no idea what’s 
happening, it’s just words, emotions, pummelling you. 
It’s the literary equivalent of extreme industrial music. 
Genuinely hurting you. (My dad was also in an 
experimental industrial band when I was a child. I had 
a very, very privileged upbringing like that.) 

For a long time I was actually scared of writing the 
fight scenes because I thought I’d be no good at them. 
I’ve never been in a mass to-the-death sword fight in 
my life, oddly enough. Then one evening I forced 
myself to write a fight scene. It was one of the most 
amazing nights of my life. 

There are also some very reflective, quiet passages 
in Broken Knives. Walking in the hills, standing on a 
beach staring out to sea, watching the sunlight dance 
through beech leaves… I’m a landscape poet deep 
down somewhere in my heart. 

I didn't pitch myself as writing 'differently' in my 
agent query, but I think it was clear to agents and 
editors from page one that either they liked the way I 
write or they didn’t. Some of them loved it. I gather 
some of them really didn’t… Which is much the best 
way. 
 
[AC] You have a list of tertiary education qualifications 
seemingly purpose built for fantasy writing—a BA in 
Classics, an MA in history and a PhD in English 
Literature—did you start out looking to do something 
completely different in your career, or was this always 
the goal? 
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[AS-S] The million basically useless for anything other 
than being a fantasy novelist qualifications were 
entirely an accident. As indeed was the book. Or, 
rather, the only things I have any interest in in life are 
history, literature and world building, and I was lucky 
enough to get funding to study all three of them at 
university. I always wanted to be a writer, but for a very 
long time it seemed like an impossible dream, I had a 
terrible fear that I was simply not capable of writing a 
novel, that ‘being an author’ was up there with 
‘marrying royalty’ or ‘flying to the Moon’ as an 
achievable career aim. So I had no idea what I wanted 
to do. So I stayed on at university studying different 
things until I ran out of qualifications to study for, then 
ended up getting an office job to pay the bills. For years 
all the study felt totally wasted and I was very 
depressed. Finally I started writing and Broken Knives 
emerged as the consummation of everything I’ve 
studied. So now it does feel almost like there was some 
master plan I didn’t know about. 

Even the office job: I work in the Civil Service; I think 
I know something about political intrigue and the 
machinations of power. There are a couple of scenes 
in Broken Knives that may reflect memories of the way 
the UK Government works. 
 
[AC] R. Scott Bakker, Steve Erikson, M. John 
Harrison, Ursula Le Guin, Mary Stewart and Mary 
Renault are your biggest influences. What about their 
work connected with you the most, and what themes 
from your own work do you hope will hit it off with your 
readers? 
 
[AS-S] What I love about all these authors is the way 
they’re writing about the complexities of a world, really 
deep profound issues of morality, philosophy, history, 
the very nature of reality, but yet at the same writing so 
completely about real people and the minutiae of real 
human lives. Mary Stewart and Mary Renault take the 
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great myths and heroes and somehow their characters 
are both entirely mythic, heroic, tragic, impossibly vast, 
and at the same time totally real as human beings. 
Bakker, Erikson, Harrison, Le Guin all create 
secondary worlds that are just so rich, so dazzlingly 
complex, and similarly the characters who inhabit them 
are both so powerful, so mythic, and so painfully 
human. There’s Akka in the Second Apocalypse, 
dreaming the destruction of the world, the only man 
who knows what’s coming, tortured by this burden… 
and then we have his relationship with Esme, and the 
complexity of that, and his feelings for her and for 
Kelhus—it’s just mind blowing, what Bakker does with 
that. That’s what I want to do. That’s what I want to 
write. 

And the prose! Renault’s prose! Harrison’s prose! 
My god, it’s so beautiful it hurts. I owe Harrison’s 
Viriconium a huge debt. It’s fantasy so beautifully 
written it makes you weep with joy and terror. That’s 
what I want to do, too. 

The Court of Broken Knives itself is very much 
about the complex relationship society has always had 
with violence—If you read the Greek myths, or the 
Arthur stories, the glory of war and the horror of war 
are inexplicably bound up together, people relish and 
glorify violence even as they condemn it, and the novel 
is trying to explore that. I suppose the central question 
I want readers to reflect on is about power and desire—
why do people happily follow someone into battle, 
even knowing what they will have to do and what it 
might cost? Someone tells you ‘charge the line of 
blokes with swords who want to kill you’—what the fuck 
possibly possesses you to do anything other than run 
the other way shouting ‘fuck that’? But throughout 
human history people have done that. Done far worse 
than that. And celebrated it. 

‘Night comes. We survive’. We’re all monsters. But 
we have to go on as if we’re not. 
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[AC] It's interesting to see more and more books being 
advertised as grimdark fantasy by both authors and 
their publishers—did you set out to write grimdark 
fantasy based on your influences or was the term part 
of a suggested marketing plan? 
 
[AS-S] I’m an ex-goth. I’ve been on several 
documentaries about goths. I’ve been on national 
television discussing being a goth while being laced 
into a pvc corset. I love labels! Label me! Label me! 

To be serious: There are very few women writing 
violent epic fantasy. And when people see me, a 
woman in heavy eyeliner, saying I write fantasy, they 
tend to assume either Harry fucking Potter or fucking 
vampires (sic) or unicorns. So I’ve always been clear 
that I write grimdark epic to make the point. I write quite 
a lot about love and friendship and even occasionally 
about shoes and dresses. Those are pretty key bits of 
human life too. But I’m writing grimdark epic. It’s still 
the case that a lot of ‘best of’ lists for epic and grimdark 
fantasy are very male dominated, people in some 
places <cough r/fantasy cough> can be dismissive of 
‘female authors’ as ‘too much about feelings’, like 
Bakker and Mark Lawrence and GRRM aren’t. There’s 
a group of us now coming up to kick the crap out of 
that. 

And there is a real community of us grimdark writers 
and readers, on-line and through this here magazine, 
that I feel completely a part of. I’ve honestly never felt 
as at home anywhere as I do in the community GdM 
helped to build. I was part of that community before the 
book deal, I got a lot of support from the people there. 
It’s where I came from. It’s important to me that I 
acknowledge that. Some of the people in the group 
may even find themselves in the series if they look 
carefully enough, as a thank you. (You die horribly, 
guys. I didn’t think you’d want it any other way). 

And, yes, I strongly suspect ‘ex-fetish model who 
writes grimdark’ sells well in certain circles (and, yes, 
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that does mean you, certain dear internet friends, you 
know who you are). Publishing’s a cynical game. 
 
[AC] Have you received any duels / challenges / death 
match requests from Joe Abercrombie regarding your 
Twitter handle (@QueenofGrimdark to Joe's 
@LordGrimdark)? 
 
[AS-S] The twitter handle was Mike Fletcher’s idea. 
And Joe has biceps bigger than my waist. So if anyone 
asks, it’s Mike he needs to fight. 

I did actually tell Joe Abercrombie that I have been 
described as ‘Joe Abercrombie meets Kierkegaard’. 
He looked a bit surprised. 
 
[AC] What's on the work desk for you at the moment 
and when can we expect to see it out in the wild? 
 
[AS-S] I finished book two of Empires of Dust at the 
end of 2016, that should be coming up for the first 
editing round soon, to be published June 2018. I’m 
currently deeply stuck into book three, due out 2019. I 
confidently said book three would be an easy sprint 
down to the finish line as I know exactly where it’s 
going. It’s not. But I can also already feel further books 
set in the same world beginning to form inside my 
mind. 

I have a short story set in my series world out in 
GdM issue 12, I believe. Though you’d know better 
than me. 

Outside of my own series, I’m involved in the 
Omnicide Publishing project that GdM and Dirge 
Publishing are rolling out. I can’t say much about it yet, 
and it’s at an early stage, but it involves me, Mike 
Fletcher, Jesse Bullington/Alex Marshall and the word 
‘omnicide’, so I think it’s safe to say it should be both 
very grim and a whole lot of fun. We’ll be co-writing—
and I think our styles will get on like a house on fire. 
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Possibly with some cute baby animals in the house as 
it burns. 
 
[AC] Thank you for joining us, Anna. 
 
Readers, keep your eyes out for the June 29 release 
of The Court of Broken Knives.[GdM]  
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The	First	Kill	
An Agent G Short Story 

 
C.T. PHIPPS 

 
 

 
‘Murder is a trade,’ I said, steering the 2010 Mercedes 
Benz S-Klasse with one hand as we moved down the 
streets of Paris. 

‘What?’ Nameless said, sitting beside me, looking 
out the window. She was young for a potential Letter, 
early twenties at best, with bowl-cut black hair and 
Eurasian ancestry. Her almond eyes were bright blue 
but her cheekbones were sharp like knives. 

Nameless wore a gray tracksuit and a vacant 
expression which I would have taken for drugs if not for 
the fact her implants were the same as mine and 
prevented any decent high from lasting more than a 
few minutes. No, I expected her problem ran much 
deeper. She had a conscience. 

‘Pretentious assholes like A or M talk about it as an 
art form,’ I said, sighing. ‘They try to make it like it's 
some sort of poetic expression of art. It's not. Murder 
is a cultivated skill. Like singing, everyone can do it but 
only a few people can do it well. That's what my 
mentor, R, taught me before I got my Letter.’ 
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My first kill had been a wry little NSA contractor who 
had thought he could blow the whistle on a massive 
computer monitoring network. The poor bastard had 
been dead in his Hong Kong hotel room before he'd 
known what hit him. I’d also recovered his stolen files 
for a hefty bonus. Somedays I wondered if his whistle-
blowing could have made a difference but it wasn't my 
job to question orders. The Society hadn't made me a 
cyborg to make moral decisions. No, I was a gun that 
they pointed at people. 

Nothing more, nothing less. 
‘What if you don't want to kill people?’ Nameless 

said, frowning. ‘What if you find this whole business to 
be complete bullshit?’ 

I rolled my eyes. ‘Then welcome to the rest of the 
world where things aren't fair.’ 

Nameless looked over for perhaps the first time with 
interest. ‘You don't resent what was done to us? What 
they've taken from us?’ 

I took a deep breath then spoke like I was 
addressing a very small child. ‘Of course, I resent it. 
Don't you think I wake up every day wondering who the 
fuck I was? That's part and parcel of what it means to 
be a Letter. We have no memories of who we were, 
how we got here, or why we're working for the Society. 
We do it, though, because we don't have a choice.’ 

‘We always have a choice.’ 
‘Let me rephrase then: we do it, though, because 

we have a choice between doing it and getting two 
bullets to the back of the skull.’ 

‘And that's enough?’ 
‘The drugs, money, and prostitutes help.’ 
Nameless frowned. ‘All I know is I woke up, filled to 

the rim with cybernetics and was put through an 
agonizing amount of training before they said I was 
ready to graduate to killing people. I'm not like you, I've 
never actually killed anyone.’ 

‘That you know of.’ 
‘I would know,’ Nameless insisted. 
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‘The International Refugee Society doesn't recruit 
saints,’ I said, making a turn down the Rue de 
Belleville. ‘Each of us had something to bring to the 
table before we began. If you're worried about doing 
this for the rest of your life, I suggest you focus on the 
ten year barrier. Finish out your term and you get to 
enjoy retirement with your memories restored plus a 
luxury package that even Saudi Princes would envy.’ 

‘You really think they're going to let us go?’ 
I stared forward. ‘I've seen the survivors. None of 

us are fools. We wouldn't believe the deal if it wasn't 
true.’ 

Honestly, it genuinely surprised me the Society 
honored its ten-year contracts. Murder-for-hire 
organizations, no matter how well connected or 
funded, didn't tend to be on the trustworthy side. 
Indeed, the very fact that it looked on the level was one 
of the most suspicious things about it. I didn't want to 
kill people forever, though, so I believed against my 
better judgement. 

Nameless stared at me. ‘Why don't we just focus on 
my target, G.’ 

‘As you wish.’ 
I opened a small compartment on the dashboard 

and typed in the code for our mission files. Holographic 
feeds of our intended target projected onto the interior 
windshield even as the exterior looked like that of any 
other vehicle.  

The International Refugee Society had access to 
technology thirty years in advance of even the most 
cutting edge companies. Our sponsors had decided, 
perhaps with some wisdom, that it was better to use 
our tech advantage to guarantee global “peace” as well 
as a healthy profit than give the masses a better 
iPhone. I still had a clear view of the streets in front of 
me but the car was set on automatic now and would 
drive itself while we reviewed our mission parameters. 
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‘The target is Emile Durand, age 57, a dealer in 
black market Black Technology,’ I said, pointing to the 
image on our windshield. 

Emile was a white-haired man currently leaving 
Saint-Jean-Baptiste de Belleville church with a much 
younger blonde woman in a short dress and a white 
mink stole. He was dressed well in an expensive 
leather coat, gloves, and a gray scarf. 

Nameless sat up, suddenly paying attention. ‘Who 
is the girl?’ 

I pretended disinterest in her reaction. ‘Ana Dalan, 
age 24, an immigrant of Romanian descent. She's 
Durand's slave.’ 

Nameless looked over at me, shocked. ‘You act so 
causal about it.’ 

‘Why shouldn't I?’ I said, leaning back in my seat. 
‘I've seen much worse and men like Emile almost 
always own their companions. They've just moved 
beyond addiction to drugs and threats of intimidation to 
more sophisticated methods like sub-dermal tracking 
devices and mnemonic conditioning.’ 

‘Is she brainwashed?’ Nameless asked. 
I pretended to check the file. I already knew its 

complete contents as well as which parts which had 
been altered or redacted. ‘The dossier says no. She 
was just taken from a group of girls who were 
kidnapped by the Red Tide and eventually found their 
way into his possession.’ 

‘So we kill him and she goes free?’ Nameless 
asked. 

‘As free as a woman intimidated into nightly 
degradation in a country she doesn't speak the 
language of can be.’ 

Nameless snorted. ‘You're a real charmer, you 
know that.’ 

‘I try,’ I said. ‘But if she's smart she'll steal whatever 
she can from their hotel room and get far away. It's got 
to better than what she's currently undergoing.’ 

‘From one slaver to another.’ 
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‘Cute,’ I said, not at all happy with the comparison. 
‘Listen, we're almost there. Are you prepared to kill him 
or not?’ 

Nameless looked to the glove compartment, which 
contained the Desert Eagle XIX that she'd looked at 
several times during our conversation in the car. I knew 
she'd considered taking it out and using it on me but it 
wasn't in her nature to kill someone in order to free 
herself. In a very real way, that was the problem. 

‘I don't know,’ Nameless said, admitting her 
problem to herself. ‘Do you ever really know if you're 
ready to kill?’ 

‘Yes.’ 
She looked over at me again. ‘When?’ 
‘When you've pulled the trigger.’ 

 
* * * 

 
We arrived in front of Le Café Aux Folies where our 
target was sitting at a table with his female companion 
despite the chill. It wasn't crowded today and 
arrangements had been made to make sure our 
actions wouldn't be interfered with. 

A less public avenue might have been better for the 
assassination but the Society had its reasons for 
wanting it done here. Reasons Nameless couldn’t 
guess in her focus on the girl. A clear-thinking Letter 
would see the trap but, of course, she wasn’t a Letter 
yet. 

Pulling the car to a stop in an open parking spot 
down the block, I looked to Nameless. ‘This is going to 
be an extraordinarily easy op. All you have to do is take 
the gun, conceal it until you're up close, and then shoot 
him in the back of the head, right above the scarf. 
There's a motorcycle next to the restaurant that has the 
keys hidden under the seat.’ 

‘What's the catch?’ Nameless said, looking down 
the street at Emile and Ana. 

‘Catch?’ 
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‘There's always a catch with the Society.’ 
She had me there. 
‘The catch is this is a mission to test your 

willingness to kill on command,’ I said, shrugging. 
‘They could not make it easier for you unless they tied 
up Emile and put a black bag over his head. Shoot him, 
take the motorcycle, and drive to the rendezvous point 
then it'll all go smoothly.’ 

That part was true. 
The Society didn't expect it to go smoothly, though. 

Which was the trap Nameless was going to fall into. 
Bastards. 
Why did I agree to this? 
Ah, yes, I had a shitty choice. 
Same as she has. 
‘And if I just run away on the bike?’ Nameless 

asked. 
‘That would be ill-advised.’ 
‘You'd track me down?’ 
‘Eventually.’ 
‘Have you done this before?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘What happened?’ 
I blinked, slowly. ‘Nothing you need to know about.’ 
My orders were to give indecisive answers. I'd 

bonded with Nameless but the simple fact was this was 
a test, a test to see if she would take the bait laid out 
before her, and she was failing miserably.  

‘What would you do if you ever saw someone from 
your past?’ Nameless asked, her hands trembling. 
‘Someone you remembered.’ 

I thought about the occasional flashes of imagery I 
had of my wife and child. Images I couldn't trust due to 
these sorts of tests. 

‘I'd stay as far away from them as humanly 
possible,’ I said, lying. 

Nameless didn't answer. She took the gun and 
stepped out of the vehicle. She proceeded to hide it in 
the folds of her tracksuit's front pocket and walked 
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down the street, ignoring the pedestrians around her. 
If she was smart, she’d follow the plan to the letter. 
Nameless wasn’t smart though and the next minute 
consisted of her shooting Emile in the chest then firing 
a couple of times at my vehicle. They were wild shots, 
meant to intimidate me into staying put. Then she 
pointed the gun at a terrified, screaming Ana and 
ordered her to get on the bike. Nameless pulled off 
down the Rue Denoyez with her rescuee, driving off to 
freedom. Nameless thought she was getting away with 
someone who held the key to her past. 

I sighed. ‘Stupid, stupid, stupid.’ 
 

* * * 
 
Stepping out of the car, I walked past screaming and 
running Parisians until I came to the spot where 
Nameless had struck her target. I looked over at the 
corpse of Emile Durand. He had been under the 
impression the hit would take place later in the day and 
be faked with a bullet-proof vest and squibs provided. 
Unfortunately, he hadn't been aware the Society had 
grown tired of his predilections and had lined up a 
replacement for him in the Black Market. 

Pulling out my modified iPhone, I tapped it to 
replace the local CCTV footage, command my car to 
depart from the location, and divert the calls 
bystanders were sending to the police. I walked across 
the street into an alley and behind a dumpster before 
sending my confirmation code that events had 
proceeded as planned. 

Seconds later, a six-inch-tall hologram of the 
Society's director, codenamed Persephone, appeared 
above the screen. She was an elderly white-haired 
woman in her sixties wearing a business dress. She 
was also the one who'd predicted this outcome to the 
moment. 

‘This is sadistic, you realize this, right?’ I asked, 
looking down at the hologram. 
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Persephone smirked. ‘I take it Subject-210 has 
taken the bait?’ 

‘Of course she has,’ I said, disgusted with myself. 
‘You planted images of that girl in her brain. She thinks 
Ms. Dalan knows her from before.’ 

‘We had to know if she was loyal.’ 
I closed my eyes. ‘We knew she wasn't.’ 
Who could be loyal to the Society? It wasn't an 

organization that inspired much in the way of trust. 
Why not simply accept it rather than expect blind 
obedience from those you bribed and intimidated into 
compliance? 

Oh right, it was more efficient this way. I personally 
suspected it was simply a way for those in charge to 
get their sadistic rocks off. 

‘Correction, we believed she was disloyal,’ 
Persephone said. ‘You used to be one of our most 
disobedient and disagreeable Letters but when put in 
a shooting situation, you performed with flying colors.’ 

‘Your approval fills me with shame,’ I said, trying not 
to think about what was going to come next. ‘So what 
happens now?’ 

‘I assume the tracking devices in her are still 
working?’ 

‘They're installed inside her. She doesn't even know 
they exist or how many there are. We can find her 
anywhere on the planet.’ 

‘Excellent.’ 
It was yet another layer of control since none of us 

knew, exactly, where our control chips were. I'd looked 
for mine on numerous occasions but could never be 
entirely sure I'd found them all or if they'd not added 
more during my frequent check-ups. I didn't mind being 
an assassin, had come to love it even, but this was 
cruel even by our standards. 

Pointless too.  
‘So, what's going to happen to her now?’ I asked. 
‘Obviously, we can't promote her to full Letter 

status.’ 
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‘Obviously.’ 
I was hoping they were going to order me to do a 

quick assassination. I wasn't a great believer in the 
concept that some things were worse than death but I 
understood Nameless was never going to bend. Not as 
she was. Whatever drugs and training they'd given her 
hadn't erased her basic core of humanity. She would 
always rebel against the strictures imposed upon her 
and would probably consider them a small price to pay 
to remain herself. 

I envied and pitied her in equal measure. 
Unfortunately, my orders weren't so merciful. ‘We 

need you to grab her and deliver her to the safe house. 
She'll have her memories of the past few months 
erased and her mind set back to Factory Zero.’ 

‘Factory Zero?’ 
‘A figure of speech,’ Persephone said, not missing 

a beat. ‘The Society has a substantial investment in her 
cyberware. Several million Euros equivalent in fact and 
it's cheaper to start over than extract it from her corpse 
for reinsertion elsewhere.’ 

‘Always about the bottom line, eh?’ 
‘What else is there?’ 
She had a point. ‘And if she resists?’ 
‘Do what you have to do, G, but I expect results.’ 
‘Of course.’ 

 
* * * 

 
It required a few hours for me to track down Nameless 
at the Hotel Saint Remigus, a cheap dump on the edge 
of Paris, mostly used by working class locals for the 
sale of drugs and causal prostitution. The owner was 
an unpleasant man who suspected something terrible 
had happened in Nameless' room but was too scared 
to call the police. 

Up the stairs, I found a cheaply furnished room with 
ugly red carpet and pulled drapes. Ana Dalan was lying 
face down on the bed, dead with severe damage to her 
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neck. I'd seen and caused enough death over the 
years to know it was from a single cyber-enhanced 
slap across the face. Regular humans were easily 
breakable when confronted with the causal rage of a 
Letter. The only light in the room came from a single 
lamp surrounded by several empty cheap liquor 
bottles. The smell of narcotics was in the air, a sure 
sign of a cyborg trying to overcome its enhancements 
and blot away the pain.  

Sitting on the floor, her arms around her legs, 
makeup ruined by tears was Nameless. The gun she'd 
used on Emile was lying on the carpet next to her leg. 
She grabbed it and pointed it up at my face. Then she 
climbed to her feet, her movements sluggish despite 
her extravagant hardware. 

‘Hello,’ I said, wishing I had something to call her 
other than Nameless. 

‘You did this!’ Nameless shouted, her voice 
cracking. 

‘No,’ I said. ‘You did.’ 
It didn't take a genius to figure out what had 

happened here. After unwittingly kidnapping the 
woman she thought she was rescuing, Nameless had 
tried to get her to reveal details about their shared past. 
A past which didn't exist. 

Ana Dalan had tried to play off the events but, 
probably scared out of her mind, unwittingly said 
something that set off the already agitated Nameless. 
Letter candidates were designed to have killing 
instincts and that didn't always translate well to dealing 
with civilians. What had happened was so predictable, 
I wouldn't have been surprised if Persephone hadn’t 
seen this coming as well. Either way, we were all party 
to Ana's murder now. 

It was a brute force but effective way of making 
Nameless come to terms with being a murderer of 
innocents. It had worked on several other Letters less 
manageable than me. This was the first time I'd ever 
been a part of a First Kill mission, though. 
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Nameless lowered the gun to her side. ‘She didn't 
know who I was.’ 

‘No, she didn’t.’ 
Nameless raised her gun again, her hand shaking. 

‘You knew about this, didn't you?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘It was a test, wasn't it?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘I failed.’ 
‘Yes.’ 
Nameless looked down at the gun. ‘Are you going 

to kill me?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Are you going to let me go?’ 
‘No.’ 
Nameless took three breaths in rapid succession. ‘I 

won't let them erase my memory again. I won't let them 
make me a killer.’ 

‘You already are.’ 
She growled and aimed the gun at me but I grabbed 

it from her hands in one easy motion and then 
presented it back to her. The act was so swift it caught 
her off guard and caused her to take a step back. 

‘Your body is Society property. Your mind is your 
own but only within certain choices.’ I empathized with 
her defiance but she had to face facts. ‘There's only 
two ways this ends.’ 

‘Submit or you kill me?’ I could see Nameless finally 
realising how hopeless her situation was. 

‘I said I wasn't going to kill you,’ I said. 
‘Your choice.’ I turned around and walked out the 

door. I expected her to make her decision in the next 
few minutes. 

It only took one before the gunshot rang out. 
Persephone was disappointed but we harvested 
Nameless’ cybernetics and implanted them in a more 
promising candidate a few days later. One who 
performed flawlessly on her test. [GdM] 
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Review:	Red	Sister	
 

BY MARK LAWRENCE 
REVIEW BY MALRUBIUS 

 
 

 
Red Sister is the new novel by Mark Lawrence, the first 
in his Books of the Ancestor series. It tells the story of 
Nona, an orphan from a small, poor village, who is sold 
by a child-seller to a fighting school, runs into trouble 
there that puts her one step from the gallows, and is 
saved by the abbess of a strange convent where young 
girls are trained to follow the magic of the Path to 
enhance the magical instincts they have inherited, 
presumably from their ancestors. If this sounds like a 
huge departure from Lawrence’s previous works, that’s 
because it is. It is a story about young girls, not broken 
or horny young men; it is told in third-person, not first; 
it takes place in the Corridor, not the Broken Empire; 
and it is, at least in the opinion of this reviewer, 
decidedly YA fiction. Lawrence once again shows his 
ability to build tense, compelling conflicts, and 
interesting, diverse characters. If you’ve read my 
reviews of Road Brothers and Wheel of Osheim (and 
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who hasn’t, right?), you know I’m a huge Lawrence 
fanboy, but although I enjoyed Red Sister, I wasn’t 
entirely thrilled like I expected to be. 

Nona is an engaging and kickass little girl with a 
secret. This first Book of the Ancestor follows her from 
when she is about nine years old to when she enters 
her early teens. She is tough, resilient, smart, honest, 
and wicked fast. At the start of the story we don’t know 
why her family gave her up, but this enticing, grim, and 
powerful mystery is revealed near the climax of the 
story. Her secret gets her into trouble with Raymel 
Tacsis, a powerful, nine-foot royal douchebag and 
Nona’s enemy throughout the book, forming one main 
thread of the novel. The other main thread involves 
Yisht, an assassin who is trying to steal the ship-heart 
from the Convent of Sweet Mercy and use its magical 
power for no good. This latter thread starts about two-
thirds of the way through the story and adds some 
much needed time pressure to the overall plot. 

Unlike Lawrence’s previous novels, Red Sister 
contains an elaborately organized magical system of 
the type most associated with epic fantasy. There are 
four strains of magical power that characters inherit, 
and some inherit more than one strain. The nuns of 
Convent of Sweet Mercy are looking for a prophesied 
girl with all four strains to become their new champion. 
Through intense study at the convent, the girls attempt 
to walk or touch the Path, which takes extreme will and 
concentration and can enhance their inherent powers 
to maximum strength. It is a well-planned magical 
system and an integral part of the story’s plot. Readers 
of Brandon Sanderson, Patrick Rothfuss, J.K. Rowling, 
and other authors of complex fantasies including 
schools of magic should enjoy this new twist to 
Lawrence’s storytelling. 

Another great new invention in Red Sister is its 
setting. Although broadly classifiable as a “Dying 
Earth” novel in which the sun is dying and the end of 
life is foreseeable, Red Sister is set in a brilliantly vivid 
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world called the Corridor. It is a place presumably near 
the equator where the layers of ice that are covering 
the world from its poles have yet to freeze over thanks 
to a seemingly man-made Focus Moon that 
concentrates what little heat it can generate from the 
dying sun onto one broad corridor of the spinning 
world. It is a cold, grim place where the icy Corridor 
wind blows, endlessly chilling the girls of Sweet Mercy, 
and where more ambitious and possibly ancient 
peoples live in tunnels within the encroaching ice crust. 
Reading Red Sister, you cannot help but feel this chill 
creeping into your bones as the girls make their way 
from the baths to their rooms and from one classroom 
to another. The Corridor is an inventive creation and is 
beautifully explained by the study of a globe in one of 
Nona’s classes. 

Like the well-planned magic world-building and 
setting, another departure (or evolution, Lawrence 
might call it) is the third-person point of view Lawrence 
employs throughout Red Sister. More curious than this 
change, however, is his choice to use a single, third-
person close POV throughout the book’s 480 pages, 
no jumping around here. The third-person perspective 
is always that of Nona, even when she is seeing 
through the eyes of her friend, Hessa. This choice 
seems to be anomalous to contemporary fantasy 
(other than Harry Potter?) and seems to be more like 
a Henry James novel than Prince of Thorns or Game 
of Thrones. However, it is a choice that makes sense, 
given the characters and the story. It avoids having a 
preteen narrator (or a narrator looking back at her 
preteen years like Scout from To Kill a Mockingbird) 
while keeping the main focus on a single, compelling 
main character, which seems to be a signature of 
Lawrence’s fiction, and a style I enjoy immensely. 

If you’ve read this far in this review (and if you’re 
reading this, you have), I hope you’re saying to 
yourself, ‘This sounds great. I can’t wait to read it.’ And 
you should. Lawrence has a way with words that is 
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fluent and compelling, and that has not changed here, 
despite the change in POV. He recounts action with a 
distinctive aplomb that grips the reader and doesn’t let 
go. He writes with what Donald Maass (Writing 21st 
Century Fiction) calls “micro-tension.” Every scene has 
at least some kind of minor, nagging conflict that keeps 
the pressure on the characters. Every interaction has 
a sharpened edge. Every description is vivid without 
being wordy. He knows what he’s doing and he does it 
well. So, why, you might ask, was I not absolutely 
thrilled with Red Sister? Well, several reasons, all 
having to do with my own taste and expectations. 

First of all, there are children. Lots of children. I 
never read books about children if I can possibly avoid 
it. I work at a public elementary school in the US, and 
I am surrounded by children of the exact same age as 
the characters in Red Sister. Despite whatever might 
be the intention or the marketing of Red Sister, it is a 
book about children. The characters, emotions, and 
interactions are emotionally and intellectually at a 
preteen/early teen level. The main theme throughout 
the novel is about making friends—who is real friend? 
who is fake friend? who will betray your friendship for 
the very simplest and tritest of reasons? I did not find 
this theme or the characters’ interactions emotionally 
or intellectually compelling. I’m a surly old man, and I’m 
damn proud of it. 

Because the girls are young, their dialogue is also 
young. They tell each other to “shut up” and argue in 
appropriately childish ways. There is virtually none of 
the witty banter that is such an integral part of the 
brilliance of Lawrence’s previous novels. There is just 
lots of children and lots and lots of narration about what 
they do. At some points it almost reads like a Nancy 
Drew mystery. The novel is divided into two parts—
Red Class and Grey Class. Red Class is for girls nine 
to twelve years old, and Grey Class is for those who 
are thirteen and fourteen. I expect the next volume will 
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show the girls moving into their mid-to-late teens, 
which I am currently ambivalent about. 

Similarly, the conflicts in Red Sister are YA. There 
are good guys and bad guys with very little shades of 
grey in between. Raymel Tacsis, whom Nona must 
eventually confront, is a cartoon bad guy. He has no 
redeeming qualities. He is a giant mustachioed villain. 
Similarly, Yisht, the brutally strong assassin who aims 
to steal the ship-heart has little complexity about her. 
She is just a villain used to advance the conflict and 
plot. This is fine for a YA audience, but it is not really 
what we grimdarkers expect from the best of our 
subgenre. 

What I expected from Red Sister was a female 
heroine—a smart, tough, badarse woman—jumping 
into some fast and fascinating action with compellingly 
adult emotional and intellectual content, conflict and a 
touch of dark humour and without having to go through 
the traditional fantasy training school to get there. It is 
simply not here. Red Sister deals with little girls with 
YA conflicts and emotions and contains very little that 
I found intellectually or emotionally challenging. 

It bears repeating, Red Sister is an exceptionally 
well written, compelling, grim, cold fantasy novel. I 
expect a near consensus of Grimdark Magazine 
readers will really enjoy it. But those of us who go out 
of our way to avoid YA fantasy (I couldn’t even finish 
Half a War after dutifully slogging through Half the 
World with its cloying puppy love between Thorn and 
Brand) might find it lacking emotional and intellectual 
intensity and complexity. So…before our Editor-in-
Chief fires me, allow me to recommend Red Sister very 
highly to those of you who enjoy gritty YA fantasy and 
to the many of you who enjoy the traditional fantasy 
structure of the orphan who goes to school (Name of 
the Wind, Blood Song, Harry Potter). However, for 
those of us who prefer more mature reading, like the 
hilarious attempt at romance between Jezal dan Luthar 
and a thoroughly drunk Ardee West or Sand Dan 
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Glokta’s inability to sleep through the night without 
shitting himself or Jalan Kendeth’s frequent memories 
of Lisa DeVeer wearing only the shadows thrown by 
the window blinds, well, read it anyway. It’s Mark 
Lawrence.[GdM] 
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The	Survivor’s	Guide	to	
Collaborating		

(Introvert Edition) 
 

MATTHEW WARD 
 
 

 
The traditional—maybe even stereotypical—image of 
writers, artists or the like (hereafter lumped lazily 
together as 'creators') is of driven individuals, working 
in feverish solitude. It's not inaccurate. Creation is 
often a solitary course, sprung from ideas, concepts 
and dreams honed over months, years—or 
occasionally, fuelled by caffeine and oncoming 
deadlines. 

Collaboration between creators can and does 
happen—especially in this age of franchises and 
Intellectual Properties (IPs) that are too vast for any 
one woman or man to ride herd on. But if there's one 
thing I've learned over years of paddling in the likes of 
Games Workshops' Warhammer and Warhammer 
40,000 worlds (and a bunch of others besides) 
collaboration brings its own challenges and rewards. 
This holds true whether the work in question is a quirky 
little apocalyptic tale of angels and antichrists that you 
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and your mate have been working on, the next entry in 
World-Spanning Epic XIII: The Search for More 
Money, or a vast, unfolding setting that will shape a 
hundred tales to come. 

Make no mistake: if you're not used to it (and even 
if you are) collaboration will test you as never before, 
but it's also a hotbed of self-improvement, if you're 
open to it.  

 
Why Collaboration is Hard... 
Plenty of creators find it difficult making the transition 
from a solo effort to a collaborative one. Why? Well, 
most creators are control freaks. You kind of have to 
be if you're steering your vision through the rocky fields 
of submission and rejection (a topic worthy of 
discussion all by itself). Details matter and, even if you 
don't start out obsessed with minutiae, you'll end up 
there in short order. Sharing those details with another 
means ceding a little of that control—maybe even 
acknowledging that some of those details are wrong. 
That can be more than a little bruising at first (and I'm 
not sure it ever really stops being so, not really). 

Also, a great many creators are introverts (or at 
least develop introvert traits after years and years 
sitting in the synthetic glow of a monitor screen, with 
nothing but a cat for company). For us, prolonged 
human contact—and even worse, scheduled human 
contact—Is something to be regarded with anything 
from distaste to outright fear. Cats? Yes. Loved ones? 
Maybe. Other creators? Creators who might hold 
differing visions, and no qualms about expressing 
them? That's a challenge. 

At this point, you might be thinking that the above 
doesn't apply to you. I'm not a control freak, you might 
say. For that matter, I'm at my best surrounded by 
other opinions. If that's true, great. I'm happy for you. 
Honest. You're not a freak of nature at all. 

That said, you'd be surprised how many otherwise-
extroverted individuals embrace their secret introvert 
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once art begins flowing. It's not unfair to make a Jekyll 
& Hyde comparison, except here the magical elixir is 
invariably coffee (possibly with distilled essence of 
deadline), and the transformation isn't into some loud, 
attention-seeking party animal, but a reversion to a 
quieter, more focused individual. Snarky aspersions 
about extroverts aside, you may find that the 'creative 
you' isn't quite as extroverted as you might think. Ideas, 
concepts, and dreams are all deeply personal, after all. 
 
...but Worthwhile 
Enough with the negatives. We know that creators can 
work together. If the famously irascible Sir Terry 
Pratchett could team up with the whimsical Neil 
Gaiman to bring us the genius that is Good Omens, 
then you can make it work, should you choose to.  

So, assuming you can remember how to interact 
with other (possibly extroverted) human beings, what 
makes the game worth the candle? 

The truth is a simple one: a good collaboration 
improves not only the end result, but it makes you 
better. 

Above all, you're exposing yourself to new ideas 
and new ways of working. We all get stuck in a creative 
rut from time to time—although if you're successful, 
you can probably pass this off as a 'recurring theme'—
and there's no better way to jar your brain loose than 
by immersing yourself in someone else's perspective. 
Maybe there's a way forward that doesn't look 
suspiciously like an army of rampaging 
Scandinavians? Maybe this time the denouement isn't 
played out at a walled city? Do you always have to 
include a character with a split personality or 
doppelganger? 

...I may be guilty of one of these...  
Sure, agents and editors can help with this (if you're 

lucky enough to have them), but by the nature of those 
relationships, their advice probably won't come until 
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your vision's solidified—a collaborator is right in there 
with you from the start. 

How do you go about researching your work? You 
can bet your collaborator does it slightly differently, and 
maybe that'll pay dividends for you. Does your 
collaborator use techniques that you can learn from, 
and fold into your ever-evolving style? Can you learn 
from how they research, draft, brain-storm, and so on? 
What about dealing with deadzones in your output, or 
the dreaded writer's block? Ask your collaborator(s) 
how they deal with it. It's not just the content of your 
project that can benefit from a change of perspective. 

Most of all, collaboration means that there's always 
someone you can bounce ideas off, who's every bit as 
hip-deep in the project as you are. We most of us have 
friends, long-suffering spouses and the like who we 
turn to when we can't quite work out how Elleni the 
Tuneless, Queen-in-Exile, undoes Crazy Steve's 
decades of political scheming. It's invaluable, bouncing 
scenarios off a captive (and sometimes even willing) 
audience, isn't it? How much faster and more powerful 
could the results be if the audience has been with you 
every step of the way? 

 
The Survival Guide 
But I promised a survival guide, and a survival guide 
there shall be. Well, maybe I'm overselling it. Let's 
instead agree to call it three helpful tips for getting the 
most out of your collaboration while staying sane and 
avoiding arguments. Actually, that's a bit long, so let's 
stick with 'Survival Guide'. 

Ask any writer or editor for advice, and they'll tell 
you the things they got wrong, not the facets of their 
work for which they had an instant, flawless knack. 
What's the Oscar Wilde quote? Something about 
experience merely being the name men give to their 
mistakes? The following bits of guidance are grounded 
in the mistakes I've made, and those I've witnessed 
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from others. Hopefully it'll save a little pain along the 
way. 
 
1) Be Clear on Expectations 
All collaborations come with a shared workload. That's 
just the way it is. That doesn't mean the actual 
donkeywork comes in the same form for all those 
involved (more on this later) but it's a good idea to be 
absolutely clear about what's expected from everyone 
involved. Nothing breeds a rift faster than the 
perception that one person on the team isn't pulling 
their weight. 

Not everyone has the same time to invest in a 
shared project. Not everyone has the same working 
process, or output. Beyond that, not all contributions 
appear equal at first glance. If your collaboration is 
likely to have your colleague doing the lion's share of 
the writing, while you chip in with world-building and 
editorial feedback, make sure that's clear from the 
start, and that everyone's happy with that. 

How long do you see the project taking? How much 
time will everyone contribute? What are the themes 
and restrictions? If everyone else is crafting a gritty, 
Dark Age world, they'll probably not be pleased if you 
fill it with giant robots. Or maybe they will. Better ask 
them first. You know all those click-bait headlines you 
see about directors moving on from movies at 
inopportune moments? You don't want that to happen 
on your project, and clarity is how you avoid it. 

If there's a Tough CallTM to be made, who makes it? 
(By all that's good and sweet in Odin's beard, you want 
this established before there's a Tough CallTM.) This is 
vital if you're working in a licensed property. There, a 
wrong decision can get your licence pulled, or worse... 

My advice is to discuss these questions right at the 
outset, and make sure everyone involved has the 
same expectations. When the situation changes—and 
it will, because life's like that—be honest about it. 
Revise your plans and workloads accordingly as a 
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team, making sure that everyone can live with the new 
course. 

 
2) Respect Expertise but Ask Questions 
Quite possibly the most productive relationship I've 
ever witnessed was between a writer and a sculptor. 
Individually, they were good—together, they were 
incredible, elevating each other's work to new heights. 
Now, it'd be easy to pass this off as compatible 
personalities, and that's certainly part of it. But it's also 
an oversimplification. Each was aware that their 
colleague's strengths complemented their own and, 
more to the point, knew where their own expertise was 
outshone. This isn't to say that the sculptor had no flair 
for writing, or the writer for visual arts—nothing could 
be further from the truth—but they each respected the 
other's experience, and knew when to defer to it. 

Want another example? Take a look at practically 
any critically-acclaimed or commercially successful 
comic (the one not always translating into the other). In 
almost every case, you'll find it's a project where the 
writer and artist are working hand-in-hand, as equals. 
In DC's '52' series, no page had fewer than three 
creators involved: the writer (providing the words) an 
artist (providing the pictures) and a breakdown artist 
helping refine the layout of the page and the flow of the 
story. That's three very specialised—but overlapping—
disciplines, all working to the same end. 

(As it happens, 52's also a great example of 
collaboration between different writers. If you're 
interested in how the dynamic and process for 
collaborative writing can work, it's worth checking out 
the collected editions and their designers' notes.) 

None of the above is to say that you shouldn't 
challenge your collaborator's choices if you're 
commenting outside your area of expertise. Of course 
you should—especially if you're not clear on the 
reason for their decision. Likewise, never dismiss 
feedback from others simply because your experience 
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is greater in a particular discipline. But if you want your 
collaborator to respect your expertise, the best way to 
do that is to respect theirs. It builds trust, if nothing 
else. 

In other words: don't be passive, but don't be a Dick. 
This is harder if you and your collaborator share the 

same discipline—It's tricky to give way when you're in 
your element. To make it easier, find the elements 
within the discipline that separate you from your 
partner: dialogue, plotting—a particular type of scene 
(fight, romantic, dream sequence, etc.), even. This can 
be hard, but if you pull it off, the results speak for 
themselves.  

Glaring though the differences might seem to you, 
folk will spend hours of fruitless conversation 
untangling your contributions. It's true of the 
aforementioned Good Omens, and of many other joint 
works—Blackadder, to name but one. I hazily recall an 
interview with Blackadder-scribe Richard Curtis, in 
which he confessed that—contrary to popular 
opinion—most of the crude jokes were his, not co-
writer Ben Elton's (he went on to say that he wrote 
them specifically to impress Elton). By the same token, 
most of the historical detail was Elton's, not Curtis'. 

Same discipline, different focuses, one product for 
the ages. 

 
3) Living with the Tough Call 
If you're lucky, everything in your collaboration will go 
smoothly. Strangers have become friends. Friends 
have grown even closer. And all through the magical 
forest, elves and pixies sing merrily and toast your 
success. The witch who looks like a television set? 
There's no pleasing her. 

(No, I haven't gone mad. Google 'Willo the Wisp'.) 
Truth is, if you've not had at least one moment when 

you've felt the stirrings of anger at your collaborator(s), 
they've not pushed you enough. But that's okay, 
because in my experience this never happens. 
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Whether your partner is a lifelong friend or a relatively 
recent acquaintance, you're going to have 
disagreements about direction. Most disagreements, 
you'll settle swiftly to mutual accord. Some will linger 
for days or weeks, going back and forth as you try to 
win each other around. And then there'll be that one 
sticking point that one side or the other accedes to only 
because the person identified as the One To Make the 
Tough CallTM (which you of course did, right at the start, 
as I suggested) has made said Tough CallTM. 

If the Tough CallTM went against you, this is your 
cue to be graceful and accept the direction. Don't 
chase the topic like a terrier. Don't consider this merely 
the opening salvo in a campaign of open warfare (or 
more likely psychological warfare and spycraft, 
because introvert). All you'll do is wind yourself up like 
a cheap watch, irritate those you're working with and 
undermine your case next time there's a disagreement.  

If you're still certain of the righteousness of your 
cause, be patient. Should you be correct, there'll come 
a time (generally once the home stretch is in sight) 
when your collaborators feel the first gentle rays of 
revelation. If they don't see the light, you may have to 
accept the distinct possibility that what you took as a 
sign from the God of Creative Rectitude was actually a 
mischievous genie having a laugh, and you are indeed 
wrong.  

Different isn't the same as wrong, and it can be hard 
to tell the two apart when you're neck deep in verbs, 
Photoshop, putty or gouache. Giving yourself a little 
time and distance will only help. 

 
Onward? 
So that's it. Hopefully the above will help you navigate 
the dangerous—but rewarding—waters of 
collaboration. I hope so. Whether you're a 
professional, an aspiring amateur or just a dabbler, 
working in a shared universe is something you should 
try at least once in your creative life. You'll learn from 
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it. You may discover a new calling along the way. I 
can't promise it'll pay the bills or make you famous, but 
that's always the case, isn't it? 

And if you decide that collaboration's not for you? 
That's okay too. Your cat will be glad to see you. 
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After more than a decade of collaborative effort 
shaping Games Workshop's Warhammer and 
Warhammer 40,000 universes, Matthew Ward now 
crafts stories in interconnected worlds of his own 
design. He firmly believes that there's not enough 
magic in the world, and writes for anyone else who 
feels the same way, as seen in the fantasy realm of 
Aradane (The Tribute, a Matter of Belief, Shadow of 
the Raven & Light of the Radiant) and intrusions into 
'our' world from the land of Eventide (Queen of 
Eventide, & Edges of the World). 

Matthew lives near Nottingham with his extremely 
patient wife and three attention-seeking cats. You can 
follow him on Twitter @thetowerofstars and find his 
creaking website at www.thetowerofstars.com. 

Just don't get him talking about the hidden reaches 
of the London Underground. Life's too short. (Check 
out @ColdharbourFeed on Twitter instead). 
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For	Honour,	For	Waste	
 

SETSU UZUME 
 
 

 
Malajine would have been a jewel of a city, were it not 
the colour of bone.  

The white houses were carved from the breast of 
the coastal cliffs, layered and tiered like the ridges of 
sand left by an ebbing tide. The sunlight glittered in the 
water, and glowed on the rooftops. For the people of 
Malajine, every sculpted roof, every coloured glass 
dish—every morsel of food—was a source of pride and 
lingering fear. Fear that Manaph the Divine would 
claim your art, or your talent to make it, or your very 
life, as payment for her blessings. 

Rohnaq pushed through a collapsed wicker 
archway, tangled in its own flowers and banners. 
Reckless children must have knocked it over. She 
squinted into the light, and scratched the dust and 
sweat from her scalp. There had been no time to shave 
her grey hair during the past few weeks. The influx of 
hundreds of citizens from the surrounding countryside 
kept her and her soldiers busy. Every forty-eight years 
Manaph came, and every forty-eight years people filled 



	 66	

the streets, the inns, the banks, and the halls of 
government to finish their deals and start afresh for the 
new cycle. 

Keeping order had been a nightmare.  
Rohnaq heard shouting. She found a knot of people 

in a too narrow street, arguing over the price of cakes. 
She glimpsed one customer bump the seller’s cart, and 
a length of sugar lace—a beautifully intricate 
confection—toppled into a basin of water, dissolving 
instantly. 

Rohnaq barked orders for them to clear the street 
and make way for other foot traffic. They recognized 
her armour and backed down. Her segmented plate 
had been dented and repaired so much that the deep 
violet enamel had worn away to a dusky black. She 
was no foot soldier. 

Seeing the sugar lace made her pause. Two cycles 
ago, Manaph took a baker’s ability to make sugar lace, 
his prize invention; she blessed the city with surplus 
food so they could create new works of culinary art. 
Officially he was a hero; but when he lost his talent, he 
lost his living, and then his life.  

Safer to be one of many. 
Rohnaq tried to rejoin her unit; but only shoved 

forward by inches, crushed by the crowd. They walked 
upward en masse, tier by tier, to the palace. One 
woman slipped a brown hand over her children’s 
shoulders to pull them out of Rohnaq’s way. Sweat-
scent, sea salt, sour incense, and camphor dogged her 
all the way to the plaza. Wheat barons and merchant 
ship captains, cobblers, and beggars. All hoping to 
conclude old business and hear whether or not their 
prayers would be answered, and at what cost. Last 
cycle, Manaph ignored the new siege engine offered to 
her, and took the engineer’s life. Malajine’s army 
conquered three of their neighbours in exchange. 
Rohnaq had been proud of those campaigns, once. 
Now, they only reminded her of dear friends, lost in the 
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name of service. Rohnaq didn’t dare to ask for a 
blessing.  

A city blessed, every cycle. One life destroyed, 
every cycle.  

She couldn’t see her unit anywhere. They were 
supposed to be part of the procession for the priests. 
A hand from the crowd grabbed her arm and pulled.  

Rohnaq whirled, but it was only an usher. He 
squeezed her arm, not wanting to lose her in the 
throng.  

‘Where is my unit?’ she shouted over the din. 
The usher looked terrified for a moment, gesturing 

that he couldn’t hear. He beckoned and she followed. 
The usher’s red robes flashed amidst the bright blues, 
yellows, and oranges of precious tunics only worn on 
festival days; but Rohnaq couldn’t see the violet 
armour of her soldiers anywhere. The usher dragged 
her away from the crowd to a smaller doorway, painted 
with the circle of day. The nacre-bead stars glowed 
white against the black stone lintel, and the blue fresco 
of the ocean’s depths cascaded down over the doors, 
where tiny nuggets of white quartz gleamed. It told a 
children’s story, where the one offered to Manaph 
would transform into light, scatter across the waves, 
and keep the stars from going out while they slept 
beneath the sea. 

Maybe it had really happened once. Maybe it would 
again. 

Rohnaq wasn’t sure why the usher had brought her 
here, after days of rehearsing the ceremony and 
procession. She tried to keep the panic from her voice 
before the star-door. ‘My unit, I’m supposed to meet 
with them. Where are they?’ 

‘Your pardon, commander. The Zoya requested 
your presence here, along with Marklord Nouli and 
Brigadier Kejra.’ 

The slurred accent from four provinces away, 
conquered while Rohnaq herself was still in training. 
‘Zoh-EE-yah,’ she corrected him. 
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Rohnaq heard a click-drag, click-drag behind her, 
and turned. 

‘Manaph’s tits, boy, I can walk up a few steps on my 
own,’ Kejra said to the red-robed usher beside her. 

Ushers flanked two old soldiers as they 
approached. Kejra, short and broad, wore a silver-
tipped fur cloak that made her look like a hunched troll 
with fine taste. Grey roots peeked through her 
blackened hair, further hidden by a slash of blue dye 
that tinted her scalp, matching the dusky blue of her 
Armor. Each pained step she took drew Rohnaq’s 
gaze like a scab she couldn’t stop picking at. Kejra’s 
right boot, for all its plating, was a brace. Her spear, for 
all her strength throwing it, was a cane; and that was 
Rohnaq’s doing. 

Nouli was Kejra’s opposite, tall and slender; her 
grey braids started at her brow and ended in a long 
sweep down her back. Nouli’s immaculate 
presentation and stiff bearing spoke more to her 
breeding and Marklord rank than words ever would. 
Her uniform, like all archers, was tinged with green. 
She looked the same as she had a decade ago. 

Any words of reunion died in Rohnaq’s mouth. 
Thirty years of military campaigns, and another ten of 
silence, had atrophied the friendship they’d had during 
training.  

Nouli spoke instead, gesturing to Rohnaq. ‘What is 
she doing here?’ 

In the shadows of the star door’s foyer, each 
uniform was as black as wet sand.  

‘Where are your guards?’ asked Rohnaq. 
Nouli’s soft response was almost a threat. ‘Where 

are yours?’ 
The end of the cycle. The goddess’s demands. 
‘Us?’ Rohnaq whispered. 
The doors opened, the ushers signalled, and they 

marched through the gate. That rhythm had been in 
their bones for forty years. Within it they hid their fear, 
their panic, and their old wounds. 
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The gathered bureaucrats on either side of the 
council hall trilled applause as Rohnaq, Kejra and 
Nouli entered under the gold-veined stone arches. 
Each officer received a wreath of flowers—the only 
spray of colour on against their dark uniforms, sun-
browned complexions, and greying hair. 

Manaph’s intercessors, Zoeeya, beckoned them to 
approach. They looked less human every year. The 
tincture that brought divine visions had long since 
yellowed their albino skin. Parts of their bodies had 
hardened into shell-like plates, mottled with colour, as 
proof of their connection to Manaph. Each sat on a 
throne that had been formed by forty-eight years of 
stalactite and stalagmite growth. Once the offering had 
been accepted, the thrones would be destroyed to 
make way for the new formation. 

Rohnaq found the tall steps between the Zoeeya 
and the rest of the hall mesmerizing, even though the 
city’s security matters had brought her here many 
times. Between her and the intercessors were three 
raised terraces. The first terrace flowed with salt water, 
the next with lush, aromatic herbs, and the third level 
just below the thrones was a row of tiny flames that 
hovered just above the herbs without wax nor wick—a 
gift from Manaph centuries ago when a new smelting 
technique had been offered. A marble spike with inlaid 
gold notches stood on the ground just to the right of 
these terraces, measuring the progression of the day. 
Manaph had gathered that inventor to her centuries 
ago, leaving no blessing but her notes and charts 
intact. 

Rohnaq and Nouli dropped to one knee before the 
Zoeeya, and Kejra leaned on her spear. 

The foremost spoke in a high, tinny voice. 
‘Marklord, Commander, Brigadier. You have served 
Malajine with efficiency, excellence, and honour. It is 
our wish to reward Malajine’s finest children.’ 

‘Malajine’s finest cuts of meat,’ Kejra muttered. 
Rohnaq shared the sentiment. 
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Dust motes flickered around Kejra. In this light, 
Rohnaq saw her companions’ old nicks and scars, and 
their age. They had been called out and separated, to 
be culled. 

‘It is Manaph’s wish to provide succour in this 
difficult time of strife and expansion, as Malajine’s 
children spread across the land,’ said the leftmost, who 
might have been male many years ago. 

‘Manaph wishes to bless our warriors, our soldiers, 
and our strength as a people,’ said the rightmost. ‘It is 
this prayer she will answer. Manaph demands all three 
of you.’ 

One. Manaph only ever asked for one offering. 
Something was wrong. Rohnaq searched the crowd for 
their commanding officer, General Vesher. She was 
nowhere to be seen. It had to have been her who 
petitioned for this blessing.  

The centremost albino stood and spread his arms. 
A shaft of sunlight slashed across his features, making 
him blinding to behold. ‘You have all shaped Malajine’s 
destiny through victories nurtured by Manaph. Now, 
you may shape your own. Present the finest and best 
of yourselves—then Manaph shall select the greatest 
among you to become one with her. This is Manaph’s 
blessing, and our offering to her.’ 

Everyone cheered. For Manaph, for war, for relief it 
would not be them. 

The centremost raised a pale hand and continued, 
‘For your sacrifice—marklord, brigadier—your families 
shall be honoured and elevated. For you, commander, 
who have foresworn family as the highest protector of 
our city, a statue shall be erected in your honour.’ 

Nouli inclined her head slightly. Whether she 
accepted her fate, or was too shocked to do more, 
Rohnaq couldn’t tell. 

The foremost albino raised his chin, and gestured 
to the marble spike. ‘Go and make your ascent. Two 
notches before sundown, on the highest cliffs above 
our city, the three of you will demonstrate your finest 
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craft. Manaph will choose the gift we offer as her loyal 
and loving children.’ 

The three of them stood, bowed, and walked out, 
the roaring applause still humming in their ears.  

Outside, Rohnaq squinted into the sunlight. The 
whitewashed houses and sparkling ocean left nowhere 
to look that didn’t hurt her eyes. Music and cheers 
deafened them. She wondered if the confectioner, the 
engineer, the inventor, or any of the others had gone 
to the offering ground feeling betrayed. Standing at the 
edge of the plaza, she glanced back at her once-
friends. They were just as hurt and scared as she was. 
Angry, too. This wouldn’t stand. Manaph only ever 
asked for one, yet all three were walking into their 
doom. What they worked hardest for their whole lives 
condemned them to death; at Manaph’s hands, or 
each other’s. Rohnaq could just pick out their names 
and titles being shouted. Occasionally, their provinces. 
Perhaps the betting had already begun. 

Rohnaq opened her mouth to speak, but Nouli cut 
her off before she began. ‘I cannot imagine what is left 
to discuss.’ 

‘Did you know?’ Rohnaq demanded. 
‘I knew it would be me this year,’ said Kejra. ‘I had 

planned to present one of my wines. Not a bad death, 
to dissolve into starlight. I didn’t know you two would 
be involved.’ 

‘The only craft soldiers have is killing other soldiers,’ 
Nouli spat. ‘That’s all we have to demonstrate. In a few 
hours, two of us will be dead, and the third joined with 
Manaph as their body turns to starlight—or however 
the intercessors describe sacrifice to children these 
days.’ 

‘You knew, but not me,’ said Rohnaq, shaking her 
head, thinking of the old general, the only one who 
outranked the three of them. ‘I’m in the city, I could 
have stopped it.’ 

‘Your conscience comes and goes with the tide,’ 
Kejra spat. ‘And you, Nouli, you spent so much money 
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solidifying your position. Do you plan to shoot us now 
or wait until we’re up the hill?’ 

Nouli glanced sidelong at Kejra. ‘Don’t cheapen 
this.’ 

‘This shouldn’t have happened,’ Rohnaq said. 
‘This is the way it must be, you said, when you 

maimed Kejra,’ said Nouli. ‘You spoke the same words, 
slaughtering thousands of rebels in my province, after 
they had surrendered. In the midst of overwhelming 
destruction, you just go about the business of the day. 
You lost your humanity when you swore yourself to the 
city. True excellence, Rohnaq. You deserve to be 
kinless.’ 

Kejra pushed past the two of them and spread her 
arms to addressed the crowd, fearless and bold. ‘Bring 
me my carriage!’ Kejra cried. ‘I will meet Manaph my 
way!’ 

Kejra hobbled down the steps and then hoisted 
herself inside, shaking her spear one final time to more 
cheering. Before Kejra could close the door, Rohnaq 
darted up to her. ‘I will do you no harm,’ Rohnaq 
whispered. ‘Let Nouli and me ride with you, if it is to be 
my final day. The three of us were close, once. The 
cycle is ending, and so with it the old feuds. Let us 
close this book before we face Manaph. Please.’ 

Ushers rolled out four other carts for the priests and 
official witnesses to follow. The Zoeeya would not be 
in attendance. 

Kejra narrowed her eyes, then made way. Rohnaq 
beckoned Nouli who shot her a suspicious look before 
hopping into the carriage as well. 

‘What indolence,’ Nouli sneered. ‘It’s a mere two 
hours to the top of the cliffs.’ 

Kejra pulled one of her wines out from under the 
seat, and pushed the stopper from the bottle with a 
thumb, and took a swig. ‘Well then, officer’s table. You 
have the finest here, commander. The highest ranking 
soldiers at your disposal, before we dispose of each 
other.’ 
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‘It doesn’t have to be this way,’ said Rohnaq. 
‘It’s been announced,’ said Nouli. Kejra offered her 

the bottle and she shook her head to refuse it. ‘If we 
are not to fight each other for this honour, what shall it 
be instead? Poetry?’ 

‘Oh we’ll fight,’ said Rohnaq. ‘But... not each other.’ 
Kejra arched a brow at her. ‘If we don't fight, our 

provinces will be fined into ruin. Our families will lose 
their holdings.’ 

Rohnaq’s hands balled into fists. ‘Do you really 
think Manaph wants all three of us? She only ever 
takes one skill, one treasure, one life. Think. The three 
of us run the military. General Vesher had her day 
when she united the peninsula fifteen years ago. The 
Zoeeya still pay her prettily but she's left the day-to-day 
running of the city in my hands. It's the same with you 
and the archers, isn't it, Nouli? And you, Kejra? When 
was the last time you received more than perfunctory 
orders regarding the infantry? Problem in Lejine, take 
care of Tarjine, rebels in Affojine. That's not leadership. 
We haven’t been chosen by Manaph, we’ve been 
offered up by a threatened general.’ 

‘Blasphemy,’ said Nouli. The word came quickly, 
automatically; but she folded her arms and looked out 
through the window slat with a look Rohnaq 
recognized. A questioning look. 

Kejra held out the bottle to Rohnaq. ‘You’ll damn 
the city, you fool. You want them to drown? To starve?’  

Rohnaq ripped the bottle from Kejra’s hand and 
threw it out the carriage door. It shattered against the 
jagged stones and bled over the cliffs. Kejra pursed her 
lips and fished under her seat for another. 

‘Listen to me. The Zoeeya were bribed by Vesher. 
Even if Manaph truly wants one of us, what she wants 
is our excellence. The three of us, together, could drive 
her back.’ 

Kejra's barking laugh caused the other two to 
wince. ‘As death approaches, I find it easier to forgive 
your idiocy.’ 
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Rohnaq's eyes slid to Nouli's. ‘Surely you are not 
eager to die. Not when you could best fulfil your duty 
by remaining where you are.’ 

‘Sacrifice is—’ 
‘Wasteful,’ Rohnaq said. 
‘We can't abide waste in the service, can we?’ Kejra 

snorted. 
The carriage bumped along the road, and they 

shifted to balance themselves. This high up, the path 
wasn’t regularly maintained, because the offered were 
usually expected to walk. The priests in the carts 
behind them raised their voices in sonorous prayer. 

‘All war is waste,’ said Nouli. ‘Wasted lives, wasted 
lands, wasted silver in poorly managed supply chains.’ 

‘Then stop the waste!’ said Rohnaq. 
‘I will not have my husband and children threatened 

because you are afraid to die,’ said Nouli. ‘Or have you 
forgotten what’s at stake for the rest of us? You 
foreswore family, property, and lineage when you 
became city commander. You have nothing else.’ 

‘Then you see why I cannot allow you to die.’ 
Rohnaq felt her eyes beginning to sting. They had 
been together through training, through campaigns. 
They had even encouraged each other, once. Then, 
one drunk lieutenant had killed one drunk civilian, and 
ran. 

‘But you can take my leg, can you?’ Kejra asked. 
‘For the sake of excellence.’ 

‘You should not have protected him,’ Rohnaq 
snapped.  

The priests blew a chorus of conch shells, marking 
the first half of their ascent. 

Kejra spoke again, softly. ‘I would have done the 
same for you.’ 

They looked anywhere but at each other. 
Fear. Rohnaq had thought she had become inured 

to the anxiety that frayed her resolve on the eve of 
battle; but this was something more. The admission of 
need, of family, of something to lose felt like a blood-
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letting; and yet it was the truth. It was accurate, and 
accuracy had saved them before duty, honour, and the 
law tore them apart. 

Raindrops pattered on the carriage roof, warning of 
a storm. 

‘The soldier’s path is death,’ Rohnaq murmured, 
invoking the old creed. 

‘The soldier knows no peace,’ Kejra added. 
‘And will never accept defeat,’ the three of them 

whispered, together. 
‘Never,’ Rohnaq said. 
Nouli had hated basic training, and the first few 

years of deployment. Rohnaq had kept her going. Her 
faith in herself never seemed to waver. Manaph only 
showed up once or twice in anyone’s lifetime, but 
Rohnaq was constant. Once she had an objective, she 
never accepted defeat. When Nouli spoke again, she 
said the same thing she always said in these 
situations. 

‘You’re insane,’ Nouli said. ‘So we’ll need a plan.’ 
‘She’s as big as a house,’ said Kejra. ‘And covered 

in Armor.’ 
‘She had joints, and she had a face. Those sound 

like weaknesses to me,’ said Rohnaq. Then she 
gestured to Kejra, suddenly animated. ‘Remember the 
siege when Forlinnet came through the tunnel under 
the southwestern wall? Nouli, you weren’t there for 
this.’ 

Kejra straightened and knitted her brow to 
remember. ‘In Tarjine or…?’ 

‘No, this was earlier. Remember? They filed in just 
between the two archers’ towers at the second wall?’ 

Kejra glanced at Nouli. ‘We don’t have enough 
archers to put Manaph in a pincer.’ 

Rohnaq shook her head. ‘We don’t need to. There’s 
only one Manaph. The point is, we’ll direct her toward 
one path, Nouli shoots her from above, and then you 
run in sideways and open her up to stab her heart. 
Surprise flank.’ 
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‘It won’t work,’ said Nouli. ‘Manaph’s cave drops 
into the sea and she’s armoured like a crushclaw, solid 
on top so that the sea birds can’t attack them directly. 
My arrows would bounce right off—if her form is as 
monstrous as it was the last time she appeared.’ 

‘Then you’ll need to be in front of her. Especially if 
she rears. Her underside is probably protected also.’ 

‘There’s no cover!’ Nouli objected. 
‘How far can you shoot, a hundred strides?’ asked 

Rohnaq. ‘Or has age taken your sight and strength 
from you?’ 

Nouli scoffed. ‘Neither. I could hit Manaph with 
thumbnail accuracy at two-hundred while she 
thrashes, but I doubt the bow I have now can even 
harm her,’ her voice became shrill, ‘or if killing her 
would condemn Malajine’s army!’ 

‘If she hungers, she can be killed,’ said Rohnaq, 
grimly. ‘If she can be killed, she does not control who 
wins and who dies. We are not brawlers, fighting for 
applause. We are not assassins, killing for politics. We 
are soldiers. We fight together. If Manaph wants one of 
us, then she must fight all of us. Our way. That is 
excellence worthy of her.’ 

‘Wait,’ Nouli said. ‘If she can speak to the Zoeeya 
from afar, hear their prayers, and answer… Can she 
get into our minds, also? Could that be a weapon?’ 

Rohnaq shrugged. ‘If you can stand still with a quad 
of sergeants screaming at you, you can ignore 
anything.’ 

Kejra peered out the slat. ‘We’re almost to the top.’ 
Nouli met Rohnaq’s eyes and then Kejra’s. 
‘The soldier’s path is death…’ Rohnaq began. ‘The 

soldier knows no peace…’ 
They whispered the creed together once more. 

Rohnaq couldn’t bring herself to take their hands in 
hers. An offered hand would be as empty as words of 
comfort or hope. The silence stretched around them, 
thick with everything there was no time to say. 
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The night Rohnaq took Kejra’s leg, she had simply 
been faster. She had acted on the side of the law. What 
she had done was cruel; but not wrong. 

Rohnaq guessed it was the only reason Kejra 
hadn’t thrown a spear through her. 

When Rohnaq put down the rebellion in Nouli’s 
province, no other uprisings followed. She had been 
cruel; but not wrong. 

When Rohnaq had taken an oath to protect the city, 
she meant every word. She would not let her superior 
officers, or the intercessors, or even Manaph take 
more lives than her due. That was wrong. That was 
cruel. 

That was not the oath she swore. 
There was no telling what would happen to 

Manaph, or their city if they won; but at least they would 
be there to help shape the future. If Rohnaq was 
wrong, then their deaths would sate Manaph until the 
next cycle. 

Family and politics dissolved like sugar lace within 
that truth. Each understood and agreed: they were a 
unit now, and the battle had begun. 

Kejra chuckled. ‘I hope age has taught you more 
grace. The face you made, trying to free your sword 
from Forlinnet’s spine—messiest beheading I’ve ever 
seen.’ 

Nouli and Rohnaq smirked. 
The carriage stopped, rain drumming on the roof. 

The horses bounced their heads, jingling the reins. The 
driver’s footsteps squelched in the mud as he came 
around to open the door. 

‘Try not to get in each other’s way,’ said Rohnaq. 
They hopped out of the carriage and the rain 

poured down in earnest. Manaph’s offering ground 
stood on a high pillar that jutted up from the ocean like 
a fishbone needle. The bridge from the tallest part of 
the cliffs above the city had all but worn away. Rohnaq, 
Nouli and Kejra scooted carefully across the rickety 
bridge, each carrying a length of rope, leaving the 
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priests behind on the cliffs to observe. Once they were 
across, they tied their rope to the anchorage to make 
a new bridge for the next cycle. 

If there would be a next cycle. 
Kejra went left, using her spear as walking stick. 

Nouli slid to the right and circled the perimeter, arrow 
nocked but lowered. A conch horn blew a long, 
resonant note. Another horn joined it, and then a third. 
Manaph would know there were three waiting for her 
on the offering ground. From that moment on, it was 
between the offered and the goddess. 

The pillar rumbled. 
A huge wave rose and splashed against the cliffs. 

The three soldiers wobbled. The assembled priests 
gasped. Spray flew up in dingy swaths like uncut gems 
and the rain fell harder. 

The mud sucked at Rohnaq’s boots and the sea 
mist stung her eyes. It was a wonder this pillar of rock 
hadn’t sloughed off into the sea. Thousands of years 
of salt wind and hungry waves, and it still managed to 
stand. Praise Manaph. 

Thousands of years sliced into wedges of forty 
eight, when Malajinites offered the best of themselves 
and their achievements. Sliced right off the top. Praise 
Manaph. 

All that work and study, snapped up and gone. 
Praise Manaph. 

Back into the sea with her, as punishment for their 
excellence. 

Nouli’s bowstring creaked as she set the string in 
place. The rope bridge between the pillar and the cliffs 
twisted and bounced.  

‘Praise Manaph!’ chanted the priests. 
Rohnaq hoped they’d choke. 
Nouli darted across the muddy span and up onto 

the roof of the cave entrance. The plateau shook again, 
and an ear-splitting, bone-rattling shriek erupted from 
the cave itself. 
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‘Praise Manaph!’ shouted the priests. ‘Our strength 
for your blessing!’ 

Rohnaq rolled to her feet and fought to stay 
standing as Manaph emerged from her cave. Water 
rushed out of it, thick and rank, like an obscene birth. 
She was huge. Her body was covered in long, multi-
jointed arms; some taut with muscle, some chitinous 
and ending in pincers. She reared up like a millipede, 
revealing her face. Manaph’s eyes were wide and 
frenzied, her mouth gaped and stretched back 
revealing row after row of teeth. Her nostrils were far 
apart like a shark’s, and she had long black hair that 
looked like a net of black seaweed. 

Rohnaq had been offered up, to join with Manaph. 
In that moment Rohnaq realized what that meant, 
feeling Manaph’s mind tearing into her own. 

Manaph knew that Rohnaq had betrayed her. 
Pain rocked Rohnaq nearly to her knees, as 

Manaph wrenched out and consumed memory after 
memory. The last time the three of them had laughed 
together as friends. A traitor’s plea to spare his family 
that Rohnaq had ignored. The night Rohnaq had 
crippled Kejra. This was her excellence and highest 
achievement. She would sacrifice everything she loved 
in order to carry out justice. She was a destroyer, and 
Manaph would consume her to bless her people. 
Rohnaq screamed. 

Manaph screamed too, when an arrow shot through 
one of her raised hands. 

The plateau wobbled again, as towering waves 
battered the coastline. Thunder shook the air. 

Manaph swiped at the cave entrance, knocking a 
chunk of rock away. Nouli dropped down and ran to the 
edge of the plateau, nocking and shooting arrow after 
arrow. They were strong enough, they were well-
aimed, but Manaph kept slapping them away as she 
advanced. Then Manaph shrieked again, and Nouli 
staggered, the sound and force of Manaph’s will 
making her eyes water. 
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Rohnaq couldn’t see Kejra—didn’t know if she were 
alive or crushed under Manaph’s advance. Manaph 
turned her slavering face up toward the cliff where the 
priests were chanting her name. She shrieked again, 
and the crowd screamed. Some fell off the cliff. 

Manaph’s chest expanded and she opened her jaw 
wide, howling. The wordless cacophony sliced through 
the minds of everyone gathered with perfect clarity. 
How dare they send these three. These confused and 
undecided three; these unreconciled, unfinished three. 
This is not what was demanded. This is not an offering. 

The cliff cracked and broke, dropping the priests 
like pebbles onto the rocks below. 

The sea churned higher, clawing at the shore and 
bombarding the cliffs. The clouds roiled and pelted the 
earth with rain. Manaph howled as Kejra’s spear 
plunged deep into her side. Manaph jerked, hurling 
Kejra back into the rocks of the cave entrance. Manaph 
shrieked again, turning toward Kejra’s prone form. 
Rohnaq couldn’t let it happen again. Kejra was 
defenceless. Injured. Rohnaq ran at Manaph. Two 
more arrows hit the goddess in the face and neck. 
Manaph roared. Rohnaq leapt. A wave smashed into 
the spindle pillar, and it snapped. 

The plateau rolled. Nouli dove for the cave mouth. 
Kejra clutched the ground for dear life. Rohnaq and 
Manaph reached for each other and clung. Manaph 
drew Rohnaq in toward her mouth. Rohnaq planted her 
legs on Manaph’s chest as though rappelling down a 
cliff, and swung her sword in wide circles. The first slice 
cut Manaph’s throat. Blood arced as they plummeted, 
and Manaph’s rank hair lashed at Rohnaq’s face. One 
of Manaph’s pincers squeezed Rohnaq’s abdomen 
and her armour buckled. Rohnaq swung the blade 
again, and removed Manaph’s head. Rohnaq’s 
triumphant howl was drowned out by the freezing wind, 
and turned to terror as she looked up and saw the 
beach rushing up to meet her. 

The pillar crashed down onto the sand. 
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The rest was water and noise. 
 

* * * 
 
The sea was still. 

Rohnaq pried her way free of Manaph’s bulk, took 
two steps back, and buckled. 

Kejra’s arm was broken, and the pain held her 
awake enough to see where Rohnaq landed. She 
roared back to her feet and hobbled to Rohnaq’s side, 
dragging Rohnaq face-up. Her abdomen was a black 
smear, slivers of metal wedged deep into her like a 
sucker fish’s teeth. Killed by her own armour. Rohnaq’s 
head lolled and her mouth gaped. 

Kejra slipped her hand under her friend’s neck and 
cradled her, offering what small comfort she could 
between the sand and the blood. 

Nouli came running. Sandy seawater splashed 
Kejra and Rohnaq as she slid to their side. 

Nouli’s hand touched Rohnaq’s abdomen and 
came away coated. Nouli whipped her cloak from her 
shoulders and gently wrapped Rohnaq in it. Nouli put 
one arm around Kejra and pulled her close. They 
touched foreheads, forming a shelter over the city 
commander. The rain drummed on their armour, on the 
muddy puddles, and on the corpse of the great beast, 
deafening them. 

The stories said that the one slain by Manaph would 
become light, and that light would scatter under the 
waves to feed sleeping stars. But there was no light. 
Only the three of them, the grey beach, and their 
ragged breath. 

‘Ah, my friend,’ Kejra murmured. ‘It would take a 
goddess to kill you, wouldn’t it?’ 

Rohnaq convulsed, her arms thumping her friends. 
She choked and sputtered, spattering all three of them 
with black blood. Her eyes bulged. Kejra clutched her, 
and Nouli clutched Kejra. 
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Movement on the ocean caught Nouli’s eye. She 
tensed. A lifeless lump of debris, tangled in black 
seaweed, bobbed harmlessly on the waves. The rest 
of the beach was a disaster of rocks and corpses, the 
air heavy with salt-tang and the cold smell of lightning-
burned air. She looked back toward the city, masked 
by mist and rubble. A tern keened in the distance. 
Parents shouted for their children. 

Whether Rohnaq’s death had earned a blessing, or 
if it had ended Manaph altogether; there was no way 
to know. Not in their lifetime. 

Nouli closed Rohnaq’s eyes, and then helped Kejra 
to her feet. A sharp crack pierced the air, and Nouli 
peered through the grey to glimpse a ragged, barefoot 
girl. The girl squatted, rock in hand, next to an exposed 
cultch. She was soaked, but not shaking. Kinless, but 
not afraid. In the midst of overwhelming destruction, 
this little girl set about the business of the day. One by 
one, she broke open shellfish from the cultch and ate 
them. 

Rohnaq would have liked that.[GdM] 
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An	Interview	with	Brent	
Weeks	

 
TOM SMITH 

 
 

 
Hello again grimdarkers. This issue we burned some 
luxin and caught up with Brent Weeks. 

Mr. Weeks has been pretty busy cranking out books 
and doing book signings, but he took time out of his 
busy schedule to sit down with us. 
 
[TS] Brent, thanks for joining us. 
 
[BW] Thanks for inviting me, and though what readers 
will be viewing is obviously a transcript of our 
conversation in this pipe-smoke scented tavern—and 
a seat by the fire, no less!—my precognition is acting 
up again, and I’d like to thank you for the excellent 
questions to come. 

 
[TS] Your early writing contained many grimdark 
elements. What is your opinion of the darker side of 
fantasy that has emerged in recent years? Why do you 
think it appeals to so many fantasy readers? 
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[BW] I know what you mean, but forgive me a quibble: 
I don’t think grimdark has emerged in recent years. I 
don’t think it’s recent at all. I finally read the Epic of 
Gilgamesh a couple months ago. (For those not aware, 
it’s the oldest written story extant, period, and it’s very 
comfortably in the fantasy genre.) Things get kicked off 
in Gilgamesh because the King of Ur, our buddy 
Gilgamesh, is raping the local girls too much. (It’s really 
presented that way, too. Like there’s some acceptable 
degree of rape: Well, golly, young kings will be young 
kings, or something. Talk about an unlikeable 
protagonist! A best friend is created for him, to distract 
him from raping everyone in Linkin Park—hide yo’ wife, 
hide yo’ kids—and they go on adventures with some 
very disappointing fight scenes. Then—and no, I’m not 
going to put a spoiler warning on the oldest story 
ever—the best buddy dies. Gilgamesh grieves, goes 
on an epic quest for the secret of immortality, and is 
about to achieve it… And all he has to do is stay awake 
for a few days. He falls asleep. The end. 

So the oldest fantasy ends with “And those who 
lived at all did not achieve their quest and did not live 
happily ever after.” So I’m going to say this darker 
strain of fantasy is inextricably woven into our story 
heritage. 

Has it been abandoned at times in a hope to be as 
commercial as possible? Sure. 

And that—to get to what I think is the heart of your 
question—is why I think grimdark has been popular 
recently. It feels transgressive if you’ve only read safe 
fantasy. Or for those of us who grew up on television, 
we know that Good Looking Actor #1 can’t possibly die 
except maybe at the end of the season when his 
contract expires and he demands too much money for 
next year. So grimdark can shock in a good way: Wait, 
what? The good guy dies? Now? Or he wins, but his 
life is pretty terrible after the victory? Or you wonder if, 
after everything, he was actually the good guy after all? 
You can DO that? 
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Beyond that, I think the sense that characters might 
really die when they go someplace dangerous 
heightens every danger in a novel or a series. 

 
[TS] With so many different types of magic systems 
already out there, what inspired your use of colour-
based magic in the Lightbringer series? 

 
[BW] I took a college course about the history of 
scientific revolutions, and one of the intriguing 
concepts was how metaphorical humans’ concepts of 
reality have always been, and how the metaphors flow 
back and forth. Aristotelian concepts of four elements, 
each of which seek their own level? Oh, that makes 
sense, we’ve all seen how water flows downhill until it 
gets to a lake—well, the other elements are just like 
that! Oh, and we’ve noticed that people tend to clump 
with their own socio-economic bracket? They’re 
‘seeking their own level’… or ‘cream rises to the top’. 
Science figures out hydraulics, and suddenly, ‘Oh, 
muscles are like hydraulics.’ We make computers? 
“Oh, the brain is like a computer…” 

And then you get to light, and the metaphors break. 
Light? Oh, light is totally like a wave. Look at these 
experiments that show interference patterns, just like 
what you’d see on the surface of a lake. And then 
someone shows how light is totally a particle. It travels 
in discrete, measurable packets: these experiments 
definitely show it’s a particle like a baseball… but a 
baseball that’s changed by what happens to some 
other, unconnected baseball. 

Huh? 
Oh, also, nothing can move faster than light. 
Well, sure, it’s hard— 
No, it’s actually impossible. (A terribly inconvenient 

fact that a lot of science fiction handwaves away—it’s 
hard to maintain tension when you send a fleet against 
your enemies and say, “You guys are so screwed… in 
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100 years.”) As far as we understand now, it would 
take an infinite amount of energy to go as fast as light. 

Well, wait, what makes light so darn special? 
And my answer to that is that light is magic. 
Light is profoundly, even fundamentally mysterious. 

It’s also both easily understood and easily 
misunderstood; colours come from measurable, 
objective wavelengths of light, but once you mix in a 
human perceiving those, things get incredibly tricky: 
think colour blindness and optical illusions. And of 
course colours also go beyond the visible spectrum, so 
there’s a lot of room to play. 

There’s also some really nice conceptual hooks for 
exposition. If I made up a universe with nine different 
schools of magic and made up a jargon word for each 
one, and asked you three months later to recall 
anything about any of those beyond perhaps whatever 
the main character used, most readers wouldn’t retain 
much, nor be able to extrapolate what might work from 
the system. But give them green magic and blue, and 
ask them to guess which one’s wild, and most of them 
will go with green. So attaching complexity to a system 
readers already understand actually allows more 
complexity, because it makes sense to them. 
 
[TS] There seems to be a significant change in tone 
from the Night Angel series to the Lightbringer series. 
What do you think facilitated that for you? 

 
[BW] I don’t have any interest in writing the same book 
over and over. I think there’s significant changes in 
each book of Night Angel to the next as well, but I 
wasn’t thinking “I’m writing sword and sword sorcery, 
the next book will be heroic fantasy, and the third will 
be epic fantasy”. I was writing about characters who 
changed and grew and whose decisions mattered to 
more and more people. Night Angel started with a 
character: how do you get a moral assassin, and can 
he stay moral if he stays an assassin? The answer to 
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that begins with him being in a really extreme 
environment. You can’t have a moral kid choose to 
become an assassin (and remain moral) if he lives in a 
world or a part of the world where he could just as 
easily become a realtor or an accountant. So urban 
environment, gang, total lack of adult oversight, and a 
corrupt government were necessary just to start the 
story. 

I tend to think that most of us decide who we’re 
really going to be when we’re in adolescence or early 
adulthood, so in Lightbringer I wanted to tell a young 
person’s story again, but this one’s in a small town, 
he’s got a mom (not a good one), and then when he 
goes to a city, he’s not surrounded by prostitutes and 
killers, but by nobles and the educated—who are often 
just as dangerous. But this time I also wanted a higher 
degree of complexity, so as I told the story of this 
inconvenient kid being whisked away to a new 
environment, I wanted to pair that with telling the story 
of the most powerful man in the world to see how they 
mirror each other, and how they cast very different light 
on their society. 

 
[TS] What is the first fantasy book you remember 
reading, and how would you say it inspired your 
writing? 

 
[BW] The Hobbit, then the Lord of the Rings. I 
remember being furious that Tolkien made Bilbo some 
decrepit old man and wanted me to bond with this new 
character, Frodo. Together, I think those books 
showed me that fantasy could be fun and light and 
clever and also big and gloomy and heroic and tragic. 
That it could be great, really. I tended to read Tolkien, 
pick up some random library fantasy book, think it was 
crap, and go back to Tolkien. Once you’ve had the real 
thing, you can spot the counterfeits. 
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[TS] What is your favourite way to pass the time when 
not working on a new book? Are there any favourite 
hobbies, games or sports that occupy your free time? 

 
[BW] I’ve got two daughters—18 months and almost 4 
years old—and they conspire to make free time a 
memory for this season of their lives. Being a parent is 
baffling and awesome and frustrating beyond belief. I 
love it. Naturally, I read when I can, audiobooks while 
working out, mostly. I play video games infrequently 
now, and enjoy board games. I’m hoping to start 
Pandemic: Legacy with a small group soon. When I 
can, I enjoy watching Oregon State lose at football and 
win at Women’s Basketball. 

 
[TS] You’ve already worked on a graphic novel 
conversion, are there any other mediums that you 
would like to convert your work to? 

 
[BW] Film or a TV series sit out there like the brass 
ring for a lot of writers, and that kind of irks me. Film 
does a lot of things worse than the novel does. It just 
makes more money. For now, I’m saying no to 
adaptations. Maybe later in my career, or with a 
different novel than the ones I’ve written thus far. I’d 
love to do a video game adaptation someday, but I a 
bad experience with dishonest people in the video 
game industry. Seriously considered a board game 
partnership—and decided that for me, it’s important to 
keep the main thing the main thing. For me, that’s 
writing the best novels I can. 

That other stuff is interesting and fun, maybe even 
lucrative if you get lucky, but it’s not my primary 
passion. 

 
[TS] Are there any writers out there that you think 
would be fun to collaborate on a shared universe with? 
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[BW] Not just fun, I’m sure I’d learn a lot from 
collaborating. But I know I’d be terrible at it. My process 
is too chaotic and iterative and intuitive. I’m answering 
your questions right now instead of writing because my 
intuition is waving a flag in my face, and my analytic 
mind hasn’t figured out why: I have this one character 
arc figured out really well, and there’s this dead space 
for this character while he journeys from point A to B. 
I’d planned to just skip it. But I finished the previous 
scene with a different character, and the button on that 
scene demands the hook on this one. Okay, brain, why 
do I have to be here? What does this scene need to 
accomplish that I was going to do better someplace 
else? 

That kind of thing would drive a co-writer mad. But 
it works for me. 

 
[TS] When I attended your San Francisco book signing 
last year, one thing I noticed was the fanaticism of 
some of the fans. What is it about your work that you 
think inspires your fans to such levels? Are there any 
trends or something you may have noticed in fan mail 
or social media? 
 
[BW] I think it might be a couple things. I write in a 
consciously bifurcated style—the action and language 
are clear; the story is front and centre. If all you’re 
looking for is a great story, you can come get it. No 
flowery descriptions, very few passages that called 
attention to themselves. Fast action, great characters, 
some surprising twists, a complete story. But beneath 
that, I write in what I think is a highly interconnected 
style. I take the time to seed foreshadowing years in 
advance. So the first book of Lightbringer is called The 
Black Prism. I don’t explain why, but there’s a 
character with the title of Prism, and he spends time in 
a prison. Okay, good enough, I guess, most readers 
would say. Six years and four books later, you discover 
why The Black Prism is the perfect title for that book. I 
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also write to reward re-reading, and I think readers who 
miss that and just pick up my books a second time 
looking for a fun ride who suddenly stumble across 
these extra layers are delighted by it. 

But that makes this sound very cerebral, and my 
writing is passionate. The characters are flawed, but 
also often open and vulnerable and self-aware of their 
own flaws. I think readers connect with that. 

 
[TS] What is the most personally satisfying part of 
writing for you? 

 
[BW] Intellectually, it’s gratifying when people catch 
the subtler stuff I’m doing and the interconnectedness 
of the world. It shows all my effort to put it in there 
wasn’t wasted! But emotionally, I think what’s best is 
typified by this email I got last week. A Marine told me 
that she’d read (and re-read) my books in five states 
and four countries, and they’d given her hope and 
helped her understand some things about herself, 
about being a warrior, and about how people expect 
you to leave parts of yourself behind. 

A novel is a cooperative effort: I write the words, 
you construct the story in your head. From her email, it 
was clear to me that she had incorporated these 
characters into her own life’s story. She said I’d made 
her feel alive and good and hopeful and human. 

That’s the best. 
 

[TS] What can we expect to see from you in the way of 
books or projects in the near future? Give us your 
plugs!! 

 
[BW] Near future… hmm. I’d imagine a good 
Facebook post. Maybe a pithy tweet? 

Not long in the future? The finale of Lightbringer. 
Still chewing over a few title options, so I’ll have to keep 
that mysterious for now. I also can’t say when exactly 
it will be released. I’ve learned from some other fantasy 
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writers that making promises about release dates is a 
bad idea. That said, I have written a big fantasy novel 
every two years for the last fourteen years now, so if 
one were to bet the odds, the fall of 2018 might look 
pretty good. (Last books of big series, though? 
Notoriously difficult…) 

 
[TS] Brent, thanks for joining us today! 
 
[BW] And thank you for hosting me! How does this 
tavern allow smoking? Isn’t that an OSHA violation? 
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Review:	Exploded	View	
 

BY SAM MCPHEETERS 
REVIEW BY DURAND WELSH 

 
 

 
While grimdark fantasy has come into its own as a 
subgenre, it is fair to say that grimdark sci-fi has 
languished far behind. Warhammer 40,000 aside, only 
a handful of titles are touted with any regularity, most 
notably Richard Morgan’s Altered Carbon, which is a 
fine novel but one published way back in 2002. 

Part of the blame for this paucity of titles lies with 
genre definitions; dystopian and cyberpunk are already 
firmly entrenched as marketing terms for any science-
fiction that intersects with grimdark. However, it is 
worth noting that at its heart Altered Carbon is a crime 
novel in the noir detective tradition. Unlike fantasy 
novels, where the savagery of the world itself often 
lends itself to grimdark, science-fiction worlds often 
only contain these elements in the underbelly of the 
society. Arguably, if grimdark science-fiction is to 
succeed as a subgenre, it may ultimately turn out to 
have less in common with grimdark fantasy than with 
crime fiction. Perhaps, then, it should be no surprise 
that Sam McPheeters’ excellent grimdark novel, 
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Exploded View, is a hybrid of crime and sci-fi, a gritty 
police procedural set in a near-future Los Angeles. 

Exploded View follows Detective Terri Pastuzka as 
she investigates the homicide of a young refugee gang 
member named Jhadav Farrukh. The investigation is 
complicated by the physical and political quagmire that 
is near-future L.A., a city sagging beneath the weight 
of a massive refugee influx from a nuked India. 

Parts of L.A. have essentially devolved into third-
world slums where ‘taco walla’ workers hand-deliver 
meals via shoulder-hefted stretchers, rickshaws ply the 
footpaths, and gang violence is rampant. These 
impoverished ghettos have an uneasy co-existence 
with driverless cars, police drones and a secondary 
virtual world of multiple visual overlays for those 
wearing eyephones or the closed-system police 
PanOpts eyewear. Farrukh’s murder may be 
connected to the recent murder of the District 
Attorney’s daughter and Pastuzka has to tread a fine 
line between appeasing refugee advocacy groups and 
satisfying her superiors. 

One of Pastuzka’s most effective investigative tools 
is the PanOpts’ ability to cruise through immersive VR 
playbacks of the citywide surveillance system. VR 
experienced through eyewear is so realistic that often 
the only way to tell real video from fake is a 
standardised watermark in all footage that tells you 
whether the footage is real or ‘soft’. This is one of the 
reasons the police system has had to be quarantined 
from the civilian system, rife with ‘soft’ content and 
faked imagery. 

To name but a few of its facilities, the PanOpts 
eyewear can also remotely track suspects through the 
city’s multitude of surveillance cameras (‘macros’ in 
the lingo of this world) and it can instantly auto-ID 
people via facial recognition and bring up their criminal 
histories, warrants and warnings along with private 
tags written by other officers. Even with all this 
technology at her disposal, Pastuzka becomes more 
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and more baffled as she backtracks from Farrukh’s 
murder to further murders that are linked in a way that 
seems utterly unique. The linking of the murders is 
quite clever and shows just one way that McPheeters’ 
carefully presented technology is integral to the story. 

Mcpheeters’ world-building is brilliant; this is truly a 
novel in which the setting is an important character. 
And this character is not pleasant. It is untrustworthy, 
with its fake news and online AIs that masquerade as 
human; it is dangerous, with its gangs and soaring 
homicide rate; and it is oppressive, with its 
overcrowded streets and millions of unblinking 
electronic eyes. 

The setting particularly excels when it is used to re-
imagine scenarios from crime fiction. For example, 
Pastuzka doesn’t cruise around town in a police 
vehicle. Whenever she requires a ride, she simply 
orders one via her PanOpts. The difference is that her 
policing designation gives her significant perks, such 
as the AI rerouting jammed traffic around her speeding 
vehicle or giving her the luxury of being able to retain 
a driverless hire car without giving it a destination. The 
driverless car technology is particularly well conceived; 
the whole system is an opaque AI network that also 
doubles as a de facto courier system using ‘glove box 
packet switching’ to transport small items around the 
city. Cars temporarily sync side-by-side with each 
other in the evolving traffic patterns and switch the 
merchandise. I particularly like the detail of one young 
gang member’s greatest fear: his hired car syncing 
next to a car containing rival gang members. 

McPheeters’ characters also provide a good lens 
on the underbelly of this society. Pastuzka has taken 
bribes in the past, is not adverse to bending the 
occasional rule and has a jaded, nihilistic view of the 
world. She’s divorced from her wife and struggling to 
find her equilibrium in a future where any painful 
memory can be dredged back up in realistic VR. Her 
partner, Zack, is openly racist where the refugees are 
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concerned but this is tempered by his humour and 
weary pragmatism. He is a good man in a bad 
situation, and it has worn him down. He is no one-note 
racist, existing only to get his comeuppance or for the 
author to make a moral statement. Like Pastuzka, he 
is a grey character, neither good nor bad, just someone 
trying to do their best in a bad situation. Pastuzka 
herself has an uneasy relationship to her work and the 
refugees, her sentiments see-sawing between open 
antipathy, pity and understanding, without every 
completely settling. 

One of the things I admire about this novel is that it 
portrays these officers as real people. McPheeters has 
written some of the best portrayals of police characters 
I have ever read. There are no good cops or bad cops. 
There are no good characters or bad characters, just 
varying shades of grey in a bleak world. Small details 
in this novel ring so true with me that someone with 
actual policing experience might have written them. 
For example, in the first scene, an irate motorist stuck 
in traffic reads Pastuzka’s nameplate and says: ‘Yeah, 
Terri, it is tough. Tough seeing my tax dollars pay for 
your bullshit.’ And Terri sighs and replies that you don’t 
start a serious conversation with a cop by using their 
first name. 

McPheeters has written a prescient novel that 
stands with Adrian Tchaikovsky’s Children of Time and 
William Gibson’s The Peripheral as one of the best 
science-fiction stories of the past decade. It addresses 
social media, driverless cars, refugees, policing, the 
Internet of Things, capitalism, AI and the advent of 
what people have started referring to as ‘the fourth 
industrial revolution’. Some readers, however, will be 
disappointed by the ending. An audience weaned on 
detective fiction and police dramas is primed to expect 
a particular sort of ending. But this is not only a crime 
novel, it is a science-fiction novel. To my mind, the 
climax leads to a smart science-fiction ending that ties 
up the novel perfectly. 
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My only criticism of Exploded View is that 
McPheeters occasionally sacrifices pacing and plot for 
world building. Despite this, I didn’t ever feel that the 
novel lost its hold on me. Even when the plot slowed, 
the tourist attraction of Pastuzka’s world maintained its 
grip. 

If it isn’t already clear, I thoroughly recommend this 
novel. McPheeters has taken crime fiction staples such 
as gang warfare, magnified them with sci-fi elements 
such as nuclear-war refugees, and served up a gritty 
tale to equal the best of grimdark fantasy. It is a 
distinctly different flavour of grimdark, but no less 
entertaining. If you enjoy cyberpunk like William 
Gibson’s Neuromancer and crime fiction like Richard 
Price’s Clockers, you won’t be disappointed.[GdM] 
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‘Tell us a story, Ah-ma! Tell us a story!’ 

Thessa scowled at the basket of beads in her lap. 
The scowl deepened when her hand shook, causing 
the tiny glass beads to slide down her thin bone needle 
and shower down into the basket, tink-tink-tinkle, all 
ascatter. 

‘I am too busy to tell stories,’ she snapped. ‘Go 
away.’ 

The oldest of the pack, a boy of six years, sidled 
closer and favoured her with his best brown-eyed pup-
dog look. 

‘Please, Ah-ma? Your stories are the best.’ 
The old woman pressed her lips together and 

sighed. She placed her half-finished work into the 
basket and set it aside, then leaned forward as if she 
would rise from her fireside seat. 

‘I am too tired to tell stories,’ she grumbled. ‘Go 
bother someone else.’ 

The middlest child, a flame-haired lass just four 
years old, batted her pale lashes, cute as bugs. 
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‘Please, Ah-ma? Please? I will rub your hands.’ 
True to her word, little Odissa stroked the work-
gnarled, battle-scarred knuckles with her own soft and 
dimpled hands. 

Thessa sighed and leaned back, closing her eye. ‘I 
am too old to tell stories,’ she complained. ‘Go away 
and leave me to die, here by the fire, all alone.’ 

Someone tugged at her furs, and someone pulled 
himself into her lap, small and warm as a kitten. 
Thessa opened her eye and met the pale stare of her 
youngest grandspawn, a boy not yet one, whose 
power would one day exceed her own. 

‘Ah-ma,’ he commanded, and stuck most of a fat fist 
in his mouth. The pup was miserable with teething, 
though he cried less than most. ‘Stowwy.’ 

Thessa sighed again, a low moan of long suffering, 
as the brats cheered and settled themselves about her. 
‘One story,’ she agreed, and glared hot enough to 
impress a dragon. ‘And no more! I don’t like stories…’ 

‘And you don’t like children!’ they finished in chorus, 
and fell over each other laughing. 

‘Saucy brats,’ she scolded. ‘Back in my day, if 
children had such terrible manners, they would put 
your eye out.’ She opened her eye wide, wide, and 
stared them down with blue fire. ‘Back in my day, little 
girls were beaten for telling stories.’ She stuck her 
tongue out at Rijholla, who squealed with delight. 

‘That was a long time ago,’ explained Orlo, all the 
weight of six long years weighing down his voice. 

‘Long ago,’ agreed Thessa. ‘Long, long ago, in a 
distant land… 

…lived a young girl…’ 
‘Named Thessa!’ squealed Heiken, impatient as 

ever. Thessa gave him her Most Severe Look, and 
waited for all the little mutts to settle down. When they 
were seated close and still, eyes wide and mouths 
shut, she went on. 

‘Long ago, in a faraway land, lived a young girl 
named…’ 
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‘…’ 
When no one interrupted, the Storyteller smiled, 

and leaned back in her wooden chair, and wove a bit 
of magic. 

 
* * * 

 
Longer ago than a child’s mind could imagine, in a land 
farther away than even young eyes could see, lived a 
girl named Thessa. 

Mind you, she was not often called by that name. 
She was called Hey Girl, or You Girl, or, sometimes, 
just Girl. The name she had been given at birth had 
hardly been used since her mother was killed; once 
she’d gotten her moon’s blood and it became evident 
that she, too, was cursed with the Sight… well. Thessa 
thought herself lucky enough not to be burned at the 
stake that the use of this name or that hardly mattered. 

Because of her Sight, Thessa was denied a place 
at the hearth of her father’s mother. Her own mother 
had come from a far-off land, so there was no real 
place for her in the village. So Thessa lived by herself 
in a house that nobody else wanted, with an ugly old 
milk doe that nobody else wanted, and she watched 
over the village’s small flock of sheep for a pittance. It 
was a small life, a poor life, but even a small life and a 
poor one was better than no life at all. 

She might have gone on like this for years, talking 
to the sheep and talking to herself and answering to 
whatever scraps of name might be thrown in the dirt at 
her feet, until she died cold and alone like the last witch 
who had lived in her hut, if the dreams hadn’t come. 
 

* * * 
 
‘…’ 

‘But the dreams came, didn’t they, Ah-ma?’ 
The other children held their breaths and glared at 

the one who had spoken out of turn. But Arrin reminded 
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Thessa of her third husband, an impetuous, 
tempestuous man who had been as passionate as he 
had been clueless, so she patted the boy’s mop of 
brown hair and continued. 

‘Indeed they did. One night, long past the hour 
when brats like you and crones like me are asleep, 
when only soldiers, storytellers, and mothers of sick 
babies keep watch…’ 

‘…’ 
 

* * * 
 
It was a cold night, dry as old bones. A killing wind 
rattled and knacked through the branches of an 
icethorn bush, and the sheep huddled close together 
in miserable knots of wool, for once more afraid of the 
deadly cold than they were of rai-ken or wyvern or roc. 
Thessa sheltered beneath the snow-laden branches of 
an old pine tree, shivering in her thin and outgrown 
robe, stomach growling; though she watched the 
townsfolk’s sheep, kept them safe from harm so that 
they might grow fat and their wool thick, she could 
afford neither mutton for her dinner nor wool for a 
cloak. 

A pyre would be warm, she scolded herself, and the 
dead do not hunger. Things could always be worse. 

Indeed, they could. 
Snug in her little cave, curled in a little ball on a bed 

of pine needles, and blanketed with snow, the lonely 
shepherd girl felt her head nod once… 

Don’t fall asleep, you ninny, she chided herself. 
What’s the worst that could happen? argued the 

naughty part of her, the part that liked to sleep and eat 
cakes and look at a well-turned calf. The sheep aren’t 
going to stray off in this rotten weather. 

Duty, she reminded herself, rather crossly. It is my 
duty to wake, and watch, and ware. 

She felt her head nod twice… 
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It is almost warm in here, wheedled her naughty 
self. You were up so early. Nobody will ever know. 

I must not, she argued, but her heart was not in it. 
The sheep… 

Are asleep. As you might be, were you wise. 
Her head nodded thrice, 
But Thessa didn’t feel it. She had been up well 

before dawn, scrounging the forest floor for hazelnuts 
and acorns, plucking a handful of frozen cranberries 
and three rose hips from the winter-blighted bushes, 
for she would have naught else to eat this day. She 
slept, 

The sheep slept, 
The world slept, 
And the wolves came. 

 
* * * 

 
Howling rose from the woods about her, from the hills 
above her, from the Huntress moons themselves. A 
silver song, a dirge, a song of blood and moonslight. 

‘Wolf!’ whispered Thessa to the sheep, hoping to 
frighten them away. But the sheep lay still, still as 
death, and their blood soaked the newfallen snow to 
mush. 

‘Wolf!’ she cried to the careless moons, dancing 
high overhead. Surely after all they had been through 
together, the Huntress would not allow her to die so, 
torn apart on a night dipped all in silver. 

‘Wolf!’ she screamed when a big male appeared in 
the snow before her. He was a golden wolf, blue-eyed 
and glowing as if he had come from the moons. He 
looked at her, blinked his bright eyes, and… 

grinned. 
Thessa turned to flee as the golden wolf crouched 

low, ready to finish off his meal of mutton with a 
mouthful or three of girl-flesh. But her hair caught on a 
low branch and jerked her back, tearing her out of her 
thin cloak 
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and out of the night 
and out of her dream of wolves. 
‘Girl!’ snarled a voice, thick with disgust and the 

stench of rotted teeth. ‘Girl! Stupid girl! What have you 
done?’ 

Thessa gasped in the cruel thin air. ‘Wolves,’ she 
whispered. ‘On the…there are…’ 

But the wolves were gone, and the sheep were fine, 
and the moons laughed down at her puzzlement. 

‘Wolves.’ Garvin’s voice, thick as a smear of blood 
upon a rock, came from the shadows and made them 
deeper. Thessa went all over stiff and still and small, 
as a hare might when it hears the whisper of a hawk’s 
wings. Garvin had been at her, more than once this 
summer, and the whole town knew it was just a matter 
of time. 

‘Dreaming,’ he spat, and his pig’s face thrust into 
view. ‘Sleeping, when we are paying her good coin to 
watch our sheep. Worthless little bitch.’ 

‘Dock her pay,’ another voice answered. It was 
Darcy, the woodsman’s wife. She never paid her share 
anyway, not unless she had to. 

‘No pay,’ agreed the rough and stinking voice. His 
hand, the hand that had dragged her from beneath the 
tree and torn her from the dreaming, let go abruptly and 
backhanded her across the face as casually as he’d 
beat one of his dogs. 

As casually as he had lit the pyre at her mother’s 
feet. 

‘No pay, because the sheep might have wandered 
off while you were…dreaming.’ 

‘Spellcasting, more like,’ shouted an old man from 
the village. ‘Her eyes was open. I saw.’ 

‘Witch,’ sniffed Darcy.  
‘Witch bitch,’ agreed Garvin, not bothering to hide 

his leer. ‘Give her to me…I’ll teach her to walk straight.’ 
Tomm the headman, who had beaten her mother 

more times than Thessa could remember, wiped her 
blood onto a rock and narrowed his eyes at her. ‘Well, 
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girl? Is it true? Be ye sittin’ out here working your black 
magic? Tell me true, or I’ll know. Tell me, or I’ll hae 
your tongue out this night.’ 

Her face stung, and her mouth where the teeth had 
cut into her cheek, and Thessa didn’t have to fake the 
tears that welled in her eyes. She met the hard stare of 
the man who had killed her mother, and shook her 
head. 

‘No, Da,’ she promised, in a voice that betrayed her 
by trembling. ‘I fell asleep, is all.’ 

Tomm the headman grunted and turned from her in 
disgust. ‘No wolves here,’ he announced, ‘And no 
magic, neither. Just a stupid, lazy girl.’ 

And they left, just like that, they left her with the cold 
and the sheep and a mouth full of bitter blood.’ 

 
* * * 

 
Old Thessa reached out, and someone handed her a 
mug of spiced wine. She took a deep draught, and 
grunted with satisfaction, and continued: 

 
* * * 

 
‘Some days later, as the moons waned and the wind 
died down, on a night as mild and warm as a shepherd-
girl might wish, Thessa was playing her flutes. 

She wore a new shirt, one she had sewn herself out 
of flour-cloth, with little blue flowers all round the hem. 
It was too thin, as she was too thin, but it was new and 
it was clean and Thessa loved it. She had a rabbit in 
her belly, and another simmering in a pot over the fire 
with a handful of taters she’d dug up that morning, and 
the day had been so nearly pleasant that Thessa had 
been moved to music. 

Thessa played for herself, she played for the sheep, 
she played for the waning moons. As she played, she 
imagined that she was a human bard, captured by the 
Twilight Lords and forced to play for their king… 
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* * * 

 
…he was a handsome man, as quick to laugh as he 
was to anger, and her human music soothed his soul. 
He danced as she played, a slow dance and sad, for 
he was immortal and she was not. Lord of Twilight he 
was, more shadow than man, more seb vioa than 
shadow, and his love would destroy a human woman 
sure as a ship dashed upon the rocks. So he danced 
for her, as she played for him, and the Huntress on her 
moons-throne mocked them both. 

‘How silly you are, brother mine, making seal eyes 
at this mortal child. How easily you forget…’ 

The Twilight Lord stopped still, between one breath 
and the next, and a blade glittered black in his hand. 

‘I forget nothing,’ he growled. ‘The sea remembers. 
She reminds me, and that is all.’ 

‘How so? This one is not like to your Queen of 
Pearls, save that one human is very like another. That 
one was small, and dark. This one is tall and fair as 
wheat in the moonslight.’ 

‘It is in the heart.’ The Twilight Lord touched his own 
breast, where he had none. ‘A certain fierceness, a 
beauty like calm waters, deep and sere.’ 

The Huntress gazed upon Thessa with cold 
curiosity. ‘I confess, Brother, I do not see it. Never will 
I understand how you might be moved to desire such 
a wretched beast as a human female—dumb as a 
sheep, blind as a fish.’ She shuddered. 

The Twilight Lord gestured with a laugh, and the 
darkling blade vanished. ‘Wretched? Dumb? I think 
not. In their own way, these women are as beautiful as 
you or me. Perhaps even more so—for they hear the 
Song of the Sun Dragon, as we do not. Can you not 
hear it in her music, how it gasps for breath? Can you 
not see it in her eyes, every blink a moment closer to 
death? That is beauty, dear Sister. True beauty.’ 
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The world went still, the world went cold. Thessa 
held her breath as the Huntress rose from her throne, 
eyes aglitter… 

And the music played on without her. He speaks 
truth, she realized, so startled that she almost dropped 
her flutes. I hear it…and they do not. 

The Huntress had eyes only for her brother, and her 
glare was so cold it froze the air between them. 

‘You take that back,’ she growled. 
The night growled in answer, a night suddenly full 

of eyes, blue and gold and green, angry in the 
moonslight. 

The Twilight Lord cast a mocking smile upon his 
sister. ‘Beauty, I say, and thrice I say Beauty, truer than 
yours or mine.’ 

The night poured into the clearing, a tide of fur and 
fangs to sweep her love away. 

‘Wolf!’ Thessa cried, but the Twilight Lord was so 
full of his own truth that he never heard hers. 

A big wolf, a golden male bright as the sun and with 
eyes like a summer sky, brushed against her legs so 
hard that Thessa stumbled and nearly fell. He stopped, 
staring straight at her, mouth open in a predatory grin. 

‘Wolf,’ she whispered, stunned. 
He cocked his head, doglike, and doglike dropped 

his chest to the ground, inviting her to play. 
Run, little hare, his blue eyes teased. Run along, 

run away. 
But Thessa had been running all her life. She had 

run from her father, she had run from the villagers, she 
had run from the power of her dreams. That night, in 
the light of the waning moons, Thessa decided that she 
would run no more. She straightened her spine, met 
the wolf’s eyes, and prepared to die. 

‘Wolf,’ she named him thrice, and she was not 
afraid. 

The golden male sprang, jaws agape, and grabbed 
her by the throat… 
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…and threw her to the ground, where she lay 
gasping and bruised. 

‘Worthless girl!’ snarled Tomm the headman, who 
had fathered her on a night much like this. He kicked 
at her but Thessa, who knew him well, was already 
rolling away. ‘Stupid girl!’ 

‘We came out here for nothin’. Again.’ Darcy spat. 
‘After we been good enough to feed the bitch an’ clothe 
her an’ give her a roof over her head. Send the bitch 
away, let her go live with her mother’s folk. We don’t 
need her witchy eyes watchin’ our flocks.’ 

Garvin eyed Thessa as she lay all asprawl in the 
remains of her dinner, and his smile was slow and 
mean. ‘Give her to me,’ he suggested. ‘I’ll keep her so 
busy she won’t have time to dream of wolves.’ 

Tomm the headman looked at Darcy, he looked at 
Garvin, he looked at Thessa, and in his eyes she 
saw… 

…herself as a child, cowering by the fire… 
…her mother’s face, covered in bruises… 
She saw her own death. 
Tomm the headman smiled at her. ‘Cry wolf one 

more time, Girl,’ he told her, ‘and I will kill you myself.’ 
 

* * * 
 

Three days later, as the moons slept and the wind slept 
and the sheep lay quiet and still, Thessa sat in her little 
hut and read by candle-light. It was a child’s story, a 
cautionary tale, and one she knew by heart. The cover 
was worn smooth from long reading, and Thessa 
imagined that the pages yet held a whiff of her mother’s 
perfume, the poetry of her voice, the love in her hands 
as she turned the pages and read to her only child. She 
loved the book, old as it was, with the pictures long 
since gone to coloured dust, and with a tragic end 
besides. She left the door open, let the light of her 
candle spill from the door, and let the soft, cool night 
spill in. 
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‘Long ago,’ she read, ‘in a faraway land, there lived 
a young boy. By day he slept and played, and drove 
his poor mother to distraction. By night he watched 
over the village’s flocks…’ 

Thessa’s voice carried out the door, over the backs 
of the drowsing sheep, and across the river to the dark, 
dark woods. 

She turned the page. 
‘One night, when the world lay soft and still, and the 

moon rose high over the sleeping sheep…’ 
She shook her head. ‘Moons,’ she said, just as her 

mother had before her. ‘Imagine a world with only one 
moon. How lonely it would be!’ 

Thessa looked out at the sheep, and sighed. It 
would be nice if, just once, somebody would laugh at 
her jokes. 

‘Anyway,’ she continued… 
‘…the boy was bored. He had counted the sheep 

thrice over, and walked the fence twice, and eaten his 
apple, and now he had nothing to do. “Would it not be 
funny,” he thought to himself, “If I cried…” 

Wolf! 
Thessa thought it was a wolf, at first, the big golden 

male from her dreams. But it was a man. 
Such a man she had never seen, nor heard tell of, 

not even in the rag-man’s tales. Tall he was, and 
broad, and his hair was yellow as the midday sun. He 
wore the whole pelt of a golden wolf and carried a great 
two-bladed axe. Thessa looked up, up, and met his 
eyes, 

and gasped. 
They were blue. 
Blue as the sky, blue as the sea, blue as a glacier’s 

heart. 
Thessa could have run then, she could have raised 

a cry to roust the village. 
She could have…but she did not. 
Thessa sat still in her little stone hut, the one 

nobody else wanted, clutching a book that smelled of 
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her murdered mother, and stared into those blue eyes 
while her heart went pat-pat, pat-pat. 

‘Wolf,’ she whispered and ‘Wolf,’ she named him 
thrice, and she kept her voice as quiet as ashes. 

The wolf-man held one finger to his lips, and 
winked, and she shut her mouth tight. 

Cry wolf one more time, Tomm the headman had 
said, and I will kill you myself. 

Thessa opened her book again and began to read 
to herself, though her heart still went pat-pat, pat-pat. 

She did not cry out when the man left her hut, 
hefting the great axe in his hands. 

She did not cry out when his warriors followed, 
fierce men and women clad all in furs and bearing 
bright steel. 

She did not cry out at the smell of smoke, nor the 
screams of the villagers, or the clash of steel against 
steel. It was all over soon enough, just as Garvin had 
promised her it would be, just as Tomm the headman 
had promised her mother as he lit the pyre beneath her 
feet. 

Thessa came to the last page in her book, the only 
book she’d ever read. She shut it carefully, lovingly, 
and set it aside. 

‘The end,’ she said. 
Time to begin a new story. 
 

* * * 
 
Some time later, as the sky paled from black to indigo 
and from indigo to pearl, a shadow fell across the 
threshold of her little stone hut. She looked up and met 
the man’s blue eyes. 

He had blood on his face, and he was smiling at 
her. 

Thessa smiled back. 
‘Hello, Wolf,’ she said. 
 

* * * 
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‘That man was Harald the Bold,’ declared Odissa. 

‘He was my Ah-pa!’ 
‘Mine too!’ 
‘Not mine,’ crooned Arrin. ‘My Ah-pa was Thorric 

Redbeard, and he…’ 
‘Tell us another story, Ah-ma!’ 
‘Another!’ 
‘Tell us about the time you lost your eye!’ 
‘No, tell us about the time you sailed to the Twilight 

Lands and beat the Huntress at riddles!’ 
‘Tell us a story, Ah-ma, please just one more…’ 
Thessa sighed and leaned back into her chair. She 

was old, old and tired. Her bones hurt, her hands 
shook, and the shadows in the corner whispered to her 
of short days followed by a long, sweet sleep. 

But there was always time for one more story, even 
for an old wolf such as she. 

Thessa opened her eye, and looked at her pups, 
and smiled. 

‘Once upon a time,’ she began… [GdM] 



	 111	

Deborah A. Wolf was born in a barn and raised on 
wildlife refuges, which explains rather a lot. As a child, 
whether she was wandering down the beach of an 
otherwise deserted island or exploring the hidden 
secrets of Alaska with her faithful dog Sitka, she 
always had a book at hand. She opened the forbidden 
door, and set foot upon the tangled path, and never 
looked back. 

Deborah attended any college that couldn’t outrun 
her and has accumulated a handful of degrees. She 
has worked as an underwater photographer, Arabic 
linguist, and grumbling wage slave. Throughout it all, 
she has held onto one true and passionate love: the 
love of storytelling. 

Deborah currently lives in northern Michigan with 
her kids (some of whom are grown and all of whom are 
exceptional), an assortment of dogs and horses, and a 
pair of demons masquerading as cats. 



	 112	

 

Thank you to our 
Subscribers 

 
BY ADRIAN COLLINS AND THE GDM TEAM 

 
 

 
GdM’s subscriptions are run through Patreon. A 
massive thank you for the members of our horde who 
help us plan for each quarter:  
 
Morally Confused Champions: Teo Acosta, Edea 
Baldwin, C.A. Caskabel and Charles Phipps. 
 
Filthy Sappers: Allan Batchelder, Nathan Bain, and 
Belle McQuattie. 
 
Ravenous Raider: Anna Smith-Spark, William King, 
Jordan Hoddinett, James McStravivk, Patrick 
Broussard, David Sayers, Jessica Van Der Torre, 
Noel Rivera, William Lohman, Terry, Rich Riddle, 
Pierre, Richard Boulter, Jarred Pannell, Mike Myers, 
Charlotte Wyatt, Dieter Galli, Jon. 
 
To join the horde, head on over to our page: 
https://www.patreon.com/user?u=177000 
  



	 113	

  



	 114	

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright 2017 Grimdark Magazine 


