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Grimdark Magazine’s issue #2 cover art is a 
commissioned piece from Julian De Lio, an Australian 
artist working out of Melbourne. You can find more of 
Julian’s work over at www.artbydeputee.com -- 
including links to his social media and DeviantArt 
accounts.  
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From	the	Editor	
	

ADRIAN	COLLINS	
	
	

The grimdark subgenre is really taking off, and we 
here at Grimdark Magazine are ecstatic to be a part 
of it. Authors far and wide have been fantastic, getting 
involved with interviews, submitting short stories 
and—for the first time in issue #2—providing excerpts 
of their most recent novels. The generosity of both 
authors and artists with their time, efforts, and 
willingness to work within our financial capabilities 
has far exceeded anything we could have hoped for.  
 I’d also like to send a shout out to Andy over at the 
R. Scott Bakker fan group for pro-actively jumping in 
to help market this issue. 
 Thank you for buying Grimdark Magazine’s 
second issue. I’m really excited to have gotten this 
issue out to you all, despite having put away so much 
ham and beer this festive season that I can barely 
function. The team and I can’t wait to hear your 
feedback. I hope you enjoy reading it as much 
Cheresse, Layla, Kyle, Mike, Tom, Jewel, Joey, Rob 
and I enjoyed putting it together for you. 
 
Adrian Collins 
Founder 
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Connect with the Grimdark Magazine team at: 
 
facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine 
twitter.com/AdrianGdMag  
grimdarkmagazine.com  
plus.google.com/+AdrianCollinsGdM/ 
pinterest.com/AdrianGdM/   
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The	Line	
T.R.	NAPPER	

	
 
‘This is going to hurt.’ 
 George held the goateed man in an arm-bar, face 
down on the canvas. The man managed to turn his 
head to one side and gasp, ‘No.’ 
 George bent down, easing the strain on the arm 
for a moment. Sweat rolled down his brow, from the 
tip of his nose onto the man’s back. He whispered, 
 ’Yes.’ 
 ‘BREAKER… BREAKER… BREAKER…’ 
 The waves of the chant broke across his 
concentration. The floodlights centred on the cage 
burned his eyes. But beyond, in the twilight of the 
stadium, he could see it was packed, as usual. Most 
had come straight from work, wearing the red and 
fluorescent yellow coveralls of the operators, or the 
blue and yellow of the mine technicians. There were a 
smattering of brown faces in the crowd, but that mob 
usually stayed away from fight night. Understandable. 
Emotions always got a little high by the end.  
 In the front row were the dark-suited executives, 
on their feet with the rest of the crowd, punching their 
fists in the air. A glassteel partition separated their 
comfortable faux leather seats from the plastic 
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provided to the rest of the crowd. The redhead—
Langer—was there of course, in his regular front-row 
spot, his white shirt soaked through with sweat. He 
pointed his rust-red akubra at George’s opponent, 
bringing it up and down, like he was trying to break 
the man’s arm himself.   
 George shook his head against the noise, against 
the heat of the room. The air conditioners were on full 
blast, but five thousand sweating, jostling bodies 
made the atmosphere dense, inescapable.  
 George looked down at his opponent.  
 Fight Night couldn’t end with a submission. One 
fighter had to be unconscious, incapacitated, or dead. 
George ended most fights by breaking his opponent’s 
arm. The Corporation gave a medical exemption for 
injuries received on Fight Night, fixed the fighter free 
of charge. Even used nanotech to knit the bones, 
have them back at work in a couple of days. A break 
was the easy way out. Merciful even.  
 Except for this moment.  
 George levered the arm until he felt the snap 
vibrate through his hands, sharp and final. He let the 
limb drop. The goateed man writhed on the canvas, 
clutching at his elbow.  
 George stood to his full height, his lean muscles 
coated with sweat. He looked around at the crowd, 
faces all in shadow.  
 ‘BREAKER… BREAKER… BREAKER…’ 
 The tumult grew; they chanted his name over and 
again. George didn’t acknowledge them. He walked 
to the side of the cage.  
 His corner man passed him a towel and water 
bottle over the top.  
 ‘Too easy.’ 
 George drank deeply then handed the bottle back. 
 ‘Yes.’ 
 He mopped his face with the towel and waited for 
the announcer to make it official. Then he walked 
over to the steel gate. It clicked open. He ducked his 
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head as he stepped out. Two fighters, stripped to the 
waist, waited to enter for the next bout. George 
moved quickly up the stairs between the stands, 
away from the cage. The crowd reached out to him, 
patted him on the back, called out his name. He let 
the sound wash over him. The hands he brushed 
aside.  
 The Cochlear Glyph implant behind his left ear—
silent during the bout—started broadcasting as soon 
as he left the cage. As he glanced up at the giant 
scoreboard above the stands, the c-glyph whispered 
the odds for the next fight. When he looked away, the 
feed switched to the murmurs of the commentators 
discussing the match. The only time the implant was 
silent was in the ring. How he looked forward to those 
rare minutes, when the itching in his mind finally 
ceased.  
 George made his way to the change room and sat 
heavily on a hard-plastic bench. He held out his arm 
while his corner man undid the bindings on his fist.  
 ‘Know what that fight was, George?’ 
 ‘I wouldn’t really call it a fight.’ 
 Burgess smiled. He had a round face. Pleasant, 
some would say, if not for the tell-tale redness of his 
neck and bloodshot eyes. ‘Not many would.’ He threw 
the first wrap away and begun work on the second. 
‘That victory made you the most successful cage 
fighter in the free zones.’ 
 ‘Is that so?’ 
 ‘They’ve been talking about it through the 
Interwave all week.’ Burgess tapped his finger behind 
his left ear, against his own c-glyph implant. ‘Haven’t 
you been watching? You certainly can’t help listening 
to it.’ 
 ‘I’ve learned to tune it out.’ 
 His corner man laughed. ‘No wonder you’re still 
sane.’ He paused, pulling a small capsule out of his 
shirt pocket. ‘Different strokes.’ 
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 George pointed his chin at the pill. ‘That shit will 
rot your brain.’ 
 ‘Probably.’ Burgess shrugged. ‘But what difference 
does it make here?’ 
 ‘All the difference in the world.’ 
 Burgess raised his eyebrows. ‘Really? I’m not the 
one spending all my spare time getting kicked in the 
head.’ 
 George smiled. ‘I’ll kick you in the head free of 
charge. You’ll get the same result as that shit,’ he 
pointed at the powder, ‘and save yourself some 
money.’ 
 Burgess returned the smile. ‘And you wonder why 
you don’t have any friends.’ 
 ‘I never wonder. Friends are a liability.’ 
 ‘So is having broken the arm of half the people 
you work with.’ 
 George grunted. ‘Ha. True enough, true enough.’ 
 His corner-man cracked the capsule between his 
teeth, closing his eyes for a few moments. When he 
opened them again he seemed to find it hard to 
focus. ‘This can’t last forever George.’ 
 ‘What?’ 
 Burgess scratched the side of his face slowly, 
pointed vaguely at the room. ‘This.’ 
 George looked at his fist, flexing it. ‘Yeah. I know, 
Burgess. I know.’ 
 

* * * 
 
George sat alone at one of the long tables in the 
mess hall. A score of rows were in the hall. Each 
could seat more than a hundred. The morning diners 
moved around him quickly, ate quickly, departed 
quickly. No-one wanted to be late. In the distance 
were the cyclical tunes and bells of the slot machines.  
 George took a bite of corn bread and scooped 
some beans. He grunted. Not much flavour in either. 
The entertainment screen built into the breakfast 
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counter murmured at him through his implant. He 
ignored it. The endless stories of imminent war bored 
him. He didn’t want to look at the betting markets 
either: the line on live female births next year in 
Sichuan Province, or the line on soya tonnage 
harvested in Hunan for June. Nor was he interested 
in placing a few credits on the temperature range 
down in Perth on the next Wednesday, or the odds of 
rain falling in the Free Economic Zone any time in the 
next six months. Weather investments weren’t his 
thing. None of the markets were for that matter. All 
except for one. Fight Night.  
 George tapped the scratched touchscreen, flicking 
past the markets and newsfeeds until he found the 
icon for solitaire. George was halfway through his 
second game when three ascending tones sounded 
in his ear. The voice of the c-glyph, flat and 
uninflected, followed. ‘Probationary Citizen George 
Duulngari. You are required at an executive meeting 
in the gaming hall in three minutes.’ 
 George glanced down at the time-stamp on the 
counter screen. ‘If I do that, I’ll be late for my shift.’ 
 ‘Your shift has been cancelled, courtesy of Vice 
President Langer.’ 
 George raised an eyebrow. ‘The redhead himself? 
I’m honoured.’ 
 ‘An understandable reaction.’ 
 George returned to tapping his finger on the 
solitaire game, sipping at a cup filled with a thin, bitter 
liquid they insisted on calling coffee.  
 After a minute: ‘Mister Duulngari. Why are you not 
proceeding to your meeting?’ 
 George indicated the entertainment screen with 
his hand. ‘Just savouring my day off.’ 
 The c-glyph Artificial Intelligence couldn’t see him 
gesture, of course, just force of habit. He’d never got 
used to having conversations with voices inside his 
head since arriving in the zones.  
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 ‘For every minute you are late to a meeting with an 
executive, you will be given a productivity penalty,’ 
said the voice, with the rhythm of a metronome.  
 ‘Cheers. You’re very efficient.’ 
 ‘Efficiency is productivity’s midwife,’ quoted the 
voice.  
 ‘So is the whip.’ 
 The usual response from the AI when perplexed 
by a statement was to act as if it hadn’t heard it—
pretty human in that regard as well. ‘You are now one 
minute late for your meeting. A productivity penalty 
has been applied to this quarter’s pay.’ 
 George sighed and stood, wiping his mouth on his 
sleeve. 
 

* * * 
 
The sound of the slots was deafening as he entered 
the large archway at the rear of the cafeteria. Five 
thousand machines spewed sound and fury into the 
dark, cavernous hall. To one side of the door, an 
image of Langer shimmered into life. He was half a 
head shorter than George, and nearly a full body 
wider. He wore his usual tailored black suit and rust-
red akubra. His trousers were a couple of inches too 
high, the grin on his face a little too wide. 
 ‘Breaker, so glad you could join me.’ 
 George walked over. ‘Are you a projection of the 
actual Langer, or are you one of his day copies?’ 
 The simulation of the man shrugged. ‘Not relevant. 
If you’re speaking to me, you’re speaking to Langer. 
We carry the same authority.’ 
 ‘So you’re a day copy.’ 
 The too-wide grin was shortening. ‘The vice 
president receives a download directly from his day 
copies every twenty-four hours, summarizing all our 
decisions. In the five years he has been in his 
position, he is yet to change or even question one of 
those decisions.’ 
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 George looked him up and down. ‘They certainly 
feed you well in the executive.’ 
 Langer’s eyes flashed. ‘You want to play it that 
way,’ he said. ‘That suits me fine. I’m here to discuss 
business, not enjoy the stellar conversational skills of 
a cage fighter.’ He pointed at one of the aisles 
between the slots. ‘Let’s walk.’ 
 The vice president moved into the gloom. George 
hesitated for a moment before falling into step.   
 ‘You’re the most successful fighter in the history of 
the free zones, Breaker,’ he said, though his tone 
didn’t make it sound like a compliment.  
 George said nothing.  
 ‘You’ve become something of a legend here in 
Free Zone Three. But this success has its 
consequences. The odds for your fights have left you 
almost unbackable these days. Pretty soon no-one 
left will bet on you.’ 
 ‘I will.’ 
 Langer nodded, but not in agreement. ‘Sure. I’ve 
seen your record, same as everyone. You’ve made 
good money on yourself, especially at the start. But 
these days you face diminishing returns.’ He stopped, 
lifted his akubra up with one hand and wiped a gleam 
of sweat on his forehead with a white handkerchief.  
 He pointed at George with a closed fist. ‘How’d 
you like to make some real money?’ 
 George winced and started moving again down 
the aisle. Rows upon rows of faces, brown and white, 
sat at the machines with eyes glazed. Or closed. The 
players held one thumb out, pressed on a glowing red 
pad on the front of the slot, making the reels spin and 
spin again. George felt a tugging on his implant as he 
passed each machine, each one reaching out, asking 
him to play: the familiar ache returning for a moment.  
 Here in the hall, if he closed his eyes the nanos 
attached to his optic nerves would activate. A perfect, 
three dimensional image of each machine would 
appear in the darkness behind his eyelids. A few lines 
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of script would provide the current jackpot on the 
machine, the comps accrued from playing. A woman, 
chosen by complex algorithm to appeal to George’s 
tastes, would sit smiling in front of the glittering, 
hypnotic pattern of the wheels.  The vision of the 
room would be crystal clear, clean and bright, with 
smiling patrons and carpet that didn’t stick to the 
soles of the shoe. No wonder so many played with 
their eyes closed.  
 George waved a hand at the banks of machines. 
‘This was all I did when I first arrived, got into it real 
quick. But that’s the way the Corporation set it all up, 
right? It’s just this or the dope.’ 
 Langer placed his handkerchief back in the top 
pocket of his jacket. ‘We’re in the middle of the 
desert. People need to be entertained.’  
 George stared straight ahead as he walked. ‘I’d 
work twelve hours, come back and play for four more, 
then collapse into my bunk. I’d wake up in the 
morning and my implant would be urging me to play. 
I’d see the slots behind my eyelids, floating, waiting. 
But I didn’t need any encouragement: I’d always get 
an hour in before work. I could never stop thinking 
about it when I wasn’t playing and I never wanted to 
stop when I’d started. It got to the point where 
winning or losing didn’t matter anymore. Even though, 
of course, I was losing everything. In the first two 
years here I never slept with a woman, got in a fight, 
or popped an ice-nine.’ 
 Langer shrugged, glancing over the machines as 
they passed. ‘This isn’t a nanny state. People’s 
personal choices are their own.’ 
 George stopped and looked at the man. ‘Then it 
got really bad. I went at it for three days straight, lost 
for three days straight. Missing work. I couldn’t 
distinguish between playing the slots and dreaming 
about them. What was real, what was imagined. So 
exhausted I had some sort of seizure, thrashing 
around on the floor until they sedated me and put me 
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in the infirmary. I remember how the Corporation 
gave me a few days off to “recuperate”. You know 
where your mob sent me?’ George clenched his fists, 
his knuckles cracking.  
 Langer’s eyes had glazed over. ‘I don’t know 
where we send the addicts and the weak. And I really 
don’t care.’ 
 ‘You piece of shit!’ George threw the punch he had 
wanted to throw for six years, his fist driving into 
Langer’s face. His hand, of course, passed clean 
through, hitting the face of the slot behind. The 
machine rocked, a crack appearing across the 
screen. 
 Though a simulation, Langer jumped back a step, 
mouth parted in surprise. George stepped close, his 
voice low. ‘You gave me a free hotel room. At a 
casino in the rec-quad: a fucking casino.’ He pointed 
a bloodied fist at Langer. ‘You want me to throw the 
fight?’ 
 The surprise had already slipped Langer’s face. 
His eyes went hard, like water over smooth stone. ‘In 
the third minute of the second round.’ 
 ‘Why? Hope Corporation owns every slot machine 
in the free zone, half your workers go broke on them 
before their contracts are up, and then you own them, 
too. You are the book for Fight Night. So you’re 
winning every time I win anyway. You don’t need the 
money. Even a big score on this fight is trivial, for the 
Corporation.’ 
 ‘Nothing is trivial, here.’ 
 ‘What does that mean? Why this fight?’ 
 Langer looked him over, eyes shining in the 
reflected glow of the machines. It really was a very 
good day copy. ‘I might be a vice president, Breaker, 
but in the end I’m just a company man. I’m a 
company man because I always put the Corporation 
first. It’d be smart to show everyone that you can too.’ 
 ‘Yeah, it would,’ said George, looking down at his 
hand. One of his knuckles was split and bleeding.  
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 There are a hundred types of pain in the world; it’s 
impossible to avoid them all. As far as George could 
figure, the only choice you had about it was which 
one you’d embrace. He looked up. ‘Here’s your 
answer. Fuck you.’ 
 Langer shook his head, eyes gleaming under the 
shadow of the akubra. ‘Just wait until I find out about 
this. You’ve made a very big mistake.’ 
 ‘Wouldn’t be my first.’ George turned and walked 
away.  
 

* * * 
 
When they pulled the bag from his head the light 
blinded him. He coughed, barely able to breathe in 
the heat and thin red dust. His body ached from 
where they had beaten him with their force batons. 
After they had dragged him from his bunk, late at 
night, and set upon him.  
 Behind him stood a half-dozen security personnel, 
black sentinels silhouetted against the maddening 
heat. A second figure stood directly next to George. 
As his eyes adjusted to the light he saw it was 
Burgess. One side of the corner man’s round face 
was swollen, his bottom lip split. He smiled weakly. 
‘You might be right about that “liability” thing.’ 
 Less than a metre in front of them, the edge of the 
yawning chasm of the Great Yandi Pit: one kilometre 
deep, maybe five wide. The wind whipped at their 
clothes, pulling at them, beckoning them toward the 
abyss. A black Humvee rested nearby on the crushed 
red rock. The door slid open. Inside sat the vice 
president, in the flesh. He held the akubra in his 
hands. He seemed to be adjusting the brim.  
 ‘I’m asking you twice: lose your next fight, 
George.’ 
 George’s voice came out in a croak. ‘Not going to 
happen.’ 
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 Langer looked up, nodded at the guards. One 
stepped forward and brought his force rod down on 
the back of Burgess’ head.  
 George turned. ‘No.’ 
 Burgess pitched forward. He was looking at 
George with bloodshot eyes when they struck him. 
He seemed surprised. His mouth was open, trying to 
speak.  
 George looked after him as he disappeared into 
the depths of the pit. His chest heaved. It felt like he 
was choking. ‘Motherfucker.’ 
 ‘Why, yes. Yes I am,’ said Langer.  
 George tried to speak, but let out a sob. He fell to 
his knees.  
 The redhead watched him from the cool shadow of 
the vehicle. ‘Really, George? That’s all it takes? One 
dead drug-addict? Maybe you’re not the man I 
thought you were.’ 
George coughed, cleared his throat. The ground was 
warm under his knees, the sun stinging the back of 
his neck. ‘You’re the one sitting behind ten men. 
Come over here, little man. Come over here and I’ll 
show you who I am.’ 
 Langer smiled. ‘That’s more like it. You’ll need to 
bring some of that to the ring for your next fight. But 
not too much.’ He turned and swung his legs over the 
side of the seat, so he was facing George, ‘We have 
a problem, Breaker. It’s the audience. The punters, 
the…’ he gestured with his left hand, ‘the people. 
They love you. And fear you. These are powerful 
things, powerful emotions. The problem as I see it is 
this: you didn’t earn these things by yourself—far 
from it. You’re a freeloader. You’ve manipulated our 
system. The one we invented, built, and paid for. An 
operation like this, like Hope Corporation, isn’t an 
accident. It’s a work of art. You see, what you’re 
doing, by using the system to your own advantage, is 
taking us for a ride. And there are no free rides here 
in Hope Corporation. The user pays.’ 
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 The vice president ran one finger along the brim of 
the akubra. ‘This law is immutable. The user always 
pays.’ 
 George watched him in silence.  
 ‘So you’ll throw this fight,’ he pointed at the pit with 
his hat. ‘Or you’ll follow your friend. And if we do have 
to put you in, well… everyone will think you’re just 
another jumper who couldn’t take the heat, the 
desert, and the time. Another brown stain baking at 
the bottom of the Yandi, soon forgotten. We win 
either way.’ 
 The redhead placed the akubra on his brow 
carefully. ‘So, what’s your answer?’ 
 George closed his eyes for a half a minute. When 
he opened them, he looked at the place where 
Burgess had been standing.  
 He slowly got to his feet. ‘I’ll take the fight.’ 
 

* * * 
 
He’d drunk hard after Yandi. Missed work, knowing 
they wouldn’t care. Wouldn’t dock his pay. Wouldn’t 
say a thing. And he played again. Yeah, he played. 
Six years of living clean, saving his pay, betting on 
himself on Fight Night. A small fortune.  
 In three weeks it was all gone. The last of his 
liabilities sunk into the slots.   
 So when he stood, finally, in front of the tumult, he 
felt light as air.  
 ‘BREAKER… BREAKER… BREAKER…’ 
 The crowd was as big, as loud as it had ever 
been.  
 A fighter with a heavy jaw looked at him through 
slitted eyes. He moved forward slowly across the 
canvas, watching George from behind two large fists.  
 George stood, arms by his sides, watching the 
man. He smiled a small smile.  
 The man paused, lowered his fists slightly. ‘What? 
 What are you grinning at?’ 
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 ‘This is going to hurt.’	[GdM]	 	
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Grimdark:	Onscreen	
	

LAYLA	CUMMINS	AND	KYLE	MASSA	
	

 
Across film and TV, drama and traditional high 
fantasy have often gone hand-in-hand, drawing 
viewers in with familiar character tropes, romantic 
subplots and good versus evil concepts. But the 
recent trend towards grimdark fantasy, with its gritty 
storylines, complex anti-heroes and flashes of 
gallows humour, sees audiences welcoming the 
subgenre into both traditional and non-fantasy films 
and TV series. 
 Early cinema was often black and white, not only 
because Technicolor was still improving but also 
because in Hollywood morally grey characters were 
almost non-existent. In The Wizard of Oz (1939), one 
of the most popular movies of its decade, heroine 
Dorothy and her friends were the embodiment of 
good while the film’s evil characters, especially the 
Wicked Witch of the West, were their polar opposites.  
 Yet other films of that early era explored the 
darker side of the human psyche. In Germany for 
example, F. W. Murnau’s silent film Faust (1926) took 
a well-known European legend and played around 
with the complexities of character immorality. Here 
the titular Faust strikes a deal with demon Mephisto 
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and embarks on a self-serving path of sex and 
murder that culminates in his own grisly demise. 
 Fast forward thirty years and characters and 
narratives became a little more complex. Although not 
fantasy, The Godfather (1972) changed the way the 
world watched gangster movies by giving its violent 
criminals internal moral compasses. Nowadays, 
blurring the lines between right and wrong is 
common, but it can still be found in some unexpected 
places. The Batman universe took a distinctly darker 
turn when Christopher Nolan stepped up to direct 
Batman Begins (2005), the first instalment of the Dark 
Knight trilogy. While Batman obviously doesn’t have a 
medieval fantasy setting, Nolan’s take on the 
franchise is surprisingly grimdark. Ambiguous 
morals? Check. A war-torn locale? Gotham is 
attacked by master criminals in three separate films, 
so check. Intense violence? The hand-to-hand ninja 
stuff is fairly tame, but when the Joker stabs a pencil 
through a goon’s eyeball in The Dark Knight (2008), 
well, what could be grittier than that? 
 Art-house fantasy epic Valhalla Rising (2009) has 
many of the tropes found in grimdark, including an 
almost unhinged attitude towards graphic violence. 
The protagonist, a mute warrior named One-Eye, 
bites open a throat, bashes someone’s head in with a 
rock and tears out a man’s entrails with his bare 
hands. One-eye, though, is not your typical 
protagonist who fights for honour and the good of 
men. Beyond the violence One-eye is an archetypal 
morally grey character. In the beginning, he fights for 
revenge. But when he comes to the new world things 
get a little blurry. Why does he follow the crusaders? 
What does he hope to achieve? We are never really 
given a satisfactory answer to these questions, 
except maybe that he needs to die in the way that he 
sees in his visions.  
 In plague-ridden medieval England, the setting for 
Black Death (2010), perhaps the most interestingly 
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grimdark element is not where the characters start 
but where they end up. Osmund the monk begins as 
the star-crossed lover, a man conflicted between love 
and duty. But the film ends with a much more 
grimdark Osmund, scouring the earth for Langiva, the 
witch who killed the woman he loved. And leaving 
your protagonist worse off at the end than he was at 
the beginning is most definitely grimdark. 
 Absent the huge ad campaigns of Hollywood 
blockbusters, however, these fantasy films are little 
known outside of core fan groups. Production 
companies are reluctant to finance anything that isn’t 
an adaptation of an already popular series because 
it’s considered too risky. Hollywood also likes 
spinning money from film franchises by splitting the 
final chapters of already lengthy series like Harry 
Potter, The Hunger Games, and Twilight into two 
parts. With action, horror and sci-fi movies drawing 
big bucks at the box office, there just doesn’t seem to 
be room for an all-fantasy grimdark film right now, 
with a few exceptions like The Hobbit: Battle of the 
Five Armies (2014) which makes the cut for its 
depiction of dark magic, moral complexity and 
awesome bloody fights. But while Hollywood churns 
out the same old drivel on the big screen, it’s over on 
the small screen where grimdark is carving out a 
niche for itself. 
 Over the last couple of decades we’ve seen 
several ground-breaking drama series hit our 
television screens, many of them in the fantasy 
genre. Popular shows like The 10th Kingdom (2000) 
and Once Upon A Time (2011) drew viewers in with 
recognisable fairy-tale characters and themes. It 
hasn’t all been good though – Legend of the Seeker 
(2008), a show based on the The Sword of Truth 
series by novelist Terry Goodkind, received mixed 
reviews and was axed after only two seasons. 
Trailers for Netflix’s original drama series Hemlock 
Grove (2013) promised great things, pairing dark 
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horror fantasy with teenage angst in small town 
America. But it failed to live up to expectations with 
some viewers calling it “The O.C. with werewolves.” 
 Nevertheless, grimdark has proven to be a genre 
that thrives in the medium of television because of the 
complex conflicts and compelling character arcs that 
can be revealed over multiple episodes. HBO’s Game 
of Thrones (2011) ensnared millions of fans who 
would never touch a fantasy novel yet are crying out 
for the next season. Its commercial success also 
paved the way for other shows created in the 
grimdark style. Canadian-Irish historical drama series 
Vikings (2013) is set in one of history’s most violent 
eras and is packed with bloody battles and strong 
male and female characters. Over the course of the 
first and second seasons [spoiler alert] Lagertha, a 
skilled shield-maiden and authority figure, defends 
herself against would-be rapists and maintains order 
amongst the townspeople when her husband, 
Ragnar, sails for England. When Lagertha has a 
miscarriage, a devastated Ragnar conceives a child 
with Aslaug hoping for the sons he was promised by 
the Gods. Personal and emotional conflicts like these 
are some of the reasons behind grimdark’s rise in 
popularity on television, as they parallel our own 
experiences and challenge our views on the world 
around us.  
 However, while using the word ‘grimdark’ often 
conjures up images of medieval battles and the odd 
mythical creature, characteristics of the genre have 
been appearing in other, very different series.  
Zombie soap-opera The Walking Dead (2010) is set 
in a world parallel to our own and asks, what would 
an ordinary person do if all laws and morals that once 
held humanity in check were stripped away? It’s not 
fantasy in the traditional sense. There’s no magic, 
dragons or epic battles fought on horseback—
although Michonne does have a badass sword and 
knows how to use it—but each character has done 
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something morally ambiguous because of the world 
they’ve been thrown into. 
 One of the best genres right now for morally 
complex characters and conflicts, gritty storylines, 
and loveable anti-heroes is crime drama. In The 
Sopranos (1999) Tony Soprano took his uncle’s place 
as head of the Family. He’s a violent criminal, but the 
audience learns to sympathize with him because of 
his panic attacks and internal struggle to balance 
protecting his own family alongside his duties as a 
crime boss. In Breaking Bad (2008) Walter White is 
the perfect anti-hero because we see him turn from 
everyday good guy to gut-busting drug dealer over 
the course of five seasons. It’s also increasingly 
violent with darkly comic turns. In the contemporary 
crime drama Hannibal (2013) ex-teacher turned FBI 
profiler Will Graham descends into madness due to 
his own psychological issues and Dr. Lecter’s clever 
mental engineering. Even ultra-gritty Scandinavian 
series The Killing (2007), Wallander (2005) and The 
Bridge (2011) have proven so popular they’ve been 
given their own subgenre: Nordic Noir.  
 With the ongoing success of fantasy franchises 
like The Lord of the Rings, Game of Thrones and 
Harry Potter, could a blockbuster grimdark movie or 
another hit TV series be forthcoming? It may only be 
a matter of time. Fans are demanding film and TV 
adaptations of The First Law and the Gentlemen 
Bastard series. Even Joe Abercrombie has been 
hinting about how he’d like to see his books on the 
big screen, but claims that “no one seems to be 
listening.”  
 Yet the tide is turning. Grimdark is appearing 
across all film and TV genres forms is making a big 
and bloody splash. The team at Grimdark Magazine 
are all crossing our fingers in the hopes that en epic 
grimdark movie adaptation is on the cards. Because 
let’s be honest, folks – it’s long overdue. [GdM]	  
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An	Interview	with	
Kameron	Hurley	

	
ADRIAN	COLLINS	AND	CHERESSE	BURKE	

	
 
[GdM]: Thank you for speaking with us, Kameron. 
With Bel Dame Apocrypha providing such an 
awesome start, bringing in a slew of awards and 
nominations – such as the Sydney J. Bounds Award 
for Best Newcomer and the Kitschy Award for Best 
Debut Novel – we’re all eagerly waiting to see where 
you’ll take the Mirror Empire. 
 
[GdM]: What does “Grimdark” mean to you?  
 
[KH]: I’ve always seen grimdark as a reaction to 
traditional fantasy Tolkien knock-offs, where no one 
took a shit, the good folks always won, and the bad 
folks tended to be monstrous stand-ins for our fears 
instead of actual people. There were always folks 
writing gritty and complex fantasy, of course, but they 
weren’t the sort of thing flying off the shelves the way 
the Dragonlance and Shannara books were. Looking 
at it now, I also wonder if grimdark wasn’t an offshoot 
of our expectations around video games, which have 
taken the same darker, bloodier tone as the folks who 
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generally imbibe this sort of media grow up instead of 
growing out of it. As a nation, the U.S. has also been 
at war for over a decade, and suffering a major 
Depression for nearly that long. We can’t help but 
bring our current environment and concerns to our 
art. Grimdark, more than other types of fantasy, 
explores the grey line between “good” and “bad,” hero 
and conqueror. It complicates a genre that has, 
traditionally, been seen as a far more clearly heroic 
white hats vs. black hats genre.  
 I know a lot of authors don’t want to touch a 
definition of grimdark with a ten foot pole, but I think a 
lot about marketing as part of my day job, and I 
understand why the category exists. I’ve thought a lot 
about it, and how my own work fits in the broader 
pattern. I’d say I write grimweird as opposed to 
grimdark, as my interest in the darker aspects of the 
genre takes a decidedly weirder turn than most of the 
other authors lumped into this category. 
 
[GdM]: What interests and excites you the most 
about the genre? 
 
[KH]: I’m very interested in exploring complex, grey 
heroes: ordinary people who do things both 
monstrous and heroic. I also think it allows 
discussions of war, and the realities of combat – from 
mass death by disease to shell shock to the reality 
that many wars are won on logistics – in a way that 
more traditional forms gloss over. “And then he raised 
an army and saved the day” isn’t something you’d 
traditionally write in a grimdark fantasy.  
 My academic background is the in the history of 
resistance movements and mass atrocities, so I’ve 
seen some of the best and worst that people will do in 
the name of a cause, a belief, or simple greed. I can 
tell you now that nothing we can imagine on the page 
comes close to the things people have done to each 
other in real life. The real things I’ve read about 
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people doing to each other are, to be blunt, too 
gruesome even for me, and I’ve avoided putting down 
some of those real events in even my darkest stuff.  
 
[GdM]: On your website you provide 150 pages of 
short stories called Brutal Women: The Short Stuff, 
for free or donation (2.99c on Kindle; readers can 
donate through your website for other formats to say 
thanks for putting them up). What can readers expect 
to see in there?  
 
[KH]: Brutal Women: The Short Stuff contains 
published work from my early days, before my first 
novel God’s War, came out. I don’t write a great deal 
of short fiction, and prior to a few years ago, of the 
little that I did write, it wasn’t particularly publishable, 
so this really isn’t a terribly large crop of fiction when 
you consider it was written over about 15 years. It’s 
also of interest to newer writers, I think, who are 
interested in how a writer builds the themes and tone 
of what will become their unique voice. I spent a lot of 
time trying to mimic the Sword and Sorceress stories I 
read as a teenager, and those just never gelled for 
me. It wasn’t until I started pushing the boundaries of 
those predictably safe stories that I started to sell 
reliably. Nobody wants “just another sword and 
sorcery” story unless they’re really hard pressed to fill 
a blank space in their magazine. What they want from 
me now is a “Kameron Hurley” story. But figuring out 
what that was, what that is, took me two decades.  
 
[GdM]: What do you find so attractive about short 
fiction? What makes you write and release so much 
of it? 
 
[KH]: Funny enough, I don’t write much short fiction 
at all. I’ve published maybe 12 short stories in 15 
years. I’ve written far more nonfiction in that time, and 
I’m currently writing my 13th (fifth published) novel.  
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I’m not a natural short story writer – I’ve always 
preferred the novel form, even as a kid. I wrote my 
first book when I was twelve, and seven more after 
that before my ninth was published. I liked the 
freedom of the novel form, the larger casts, the 
deeper world building. Short fiction restrictions were 
so tight I had a very difficult time writing them to word 
count, especially for markets that want 5k and under. 
These days I’ve successfully managed to write “short” 
fiction between 7-14k, but the under-5k is still 
massively challenging for me.  
 
[GdM]: A lot of books use the concept of badarse 
women, and God's War can definitely be counted 
among them. However, I also felt that it played with 
some of the most fundamental aspects of 
womanhood. For example, the very first line is, "Nyx 
sold her womb somewhere between Punjai and 
Faleen, on the edge of the desert." A chilling opening, 
and made somehow more so by the fact that it was 
her womb she sold, rather than a lung or kidney or an 
organ that both women and men have. In your 
opinion, what does this reaction say about the future 
world of the series, and what does it say about the 
world we're in now? 
 
[KH]: I don’t consider the absence or presence of a 
womb a “fundamental aspect of womanhood,” for 
many reasons, so I’m not sure how her selling it plays 
with this idea. It simply points out that the lengths 
she’s willing to go to get what she wants are further 
than a lot of other people would go. I find it funny that 
“badarse women” is considered some kind of concept 
or trope, though. Is “badarse men” not a 
“concept”/trope or is that just an expectation?  
 I’m also not sure whose “reaction” you’re referring 
to, when referencing her selling her womb. Your 
reaction to her selling her womb? On a personal 
reader level, I can’t say what your reaction to her 
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selling her womb means to the future of the series 
(which is already complete – the third book, 
RAPTURE, comes out in the UK on February 26th, but 
has been out in the US since 2012) or the world we’re 
in now, alas. Except that maybe we need more 
women protagonists so people like Nyx don’t seem so 
shocking. I’ve said before that many of the folks who 
cringe at Nyx and the things she does often admit 
that if she was a dude, they wouldn’t think twice about 
it.  
 I wrote her as an 80’s apocalypse action hero, 
complete with the damaging masculinity tropes that 
make her so monstrously broken and incapable of 
relationships. She’s Snake Plissken, really, if Snake 
sold his balls in exchange for a beer and then had 
them surgically put back on because hey, it’s just 
flesh, and this is a dystopia, and it’s no big deal. 
 
[GdM]: Bel Dame Apocrypha contains an interesting 
interplay between science and magic. For me, God's 
War read like an urban fantasy book, albeit an urban 
setting far in the future, on a different planet. How do 
these two elements gel for you? How much of it, for 
you, is magic, and how much is science that Nyx and 
her crew have no name for? 
 
[KH]: To be honest, I don’t think about it much. I’m 
not one of those writers who makes a huge distinction 
between fantasy and science fiction. I just write weird. 
Some of the weird is aliens and spaceships, some is 
bug magic and shapeshifters. It depends on the 
project. What’s most important for me is that the world 
I’m making is internally consistent, so if bugs power 
everything, they need to continue powering 
everything throughout; we’re not going to have bug 
magic and then no bugs in book three, or 
shapeshifters who can change into anything in book 
one but can only change into dogs in book three. I 
enjoy making up world-logic; their logic, the way they 
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think of science and magic, will be different than the 
way we conceive of it, just as the ways we viewed 
science and magic have been totally different across 
times and cultures. If our own history is messy and 
complicated, shouldn’t our fantasy be, too? 
 
[GdM]: In The Mirror Empire you provide many 
interesting views on gender – such as a character 
that can chose between five different genders – and 
on women and men’s roles in a society. What drives 
you to challenge the status quo of grimdark fiction 
femininity and where do you see it going in the next 
five years of publishing? 
 
[KH]: I’m interrogating far more than femininity here, 
as to define what’s feminine, you need to define 
what’s masculine, and that means you’re also erasing 
everything in-between. I’m not writing “grimdark 
fiction femininity,” I’m tearing down and reimagining 
who gets to have a story in a fantastic world; I’m 
interrogating what we believe to be true about sex 
and gender and behaviour and relationships, because 
so very much of it is socially constructed. I had one 
person say they were disappointed with the portrayal 
of genders in the book because “gender seemed tied 
to behaviour” which made me laugh because our 
socially constructed ideas of gender, of who belongs 
in which box, are so intrinsically tied to specific types 
of behaviour that we can actually trick people into 
performing tasks better by telling them that folks who 
identify as their gender perform better at it. 
Performative gender stereotypes are a huge hurdle 
for all of us. 
 I recommend folks check out Delusions of Gender: 
How Our Minds, Society, and Neurosexism Create 
Difference as a good primer on how different 
societies have tied different types of behaviour to 
gender and tied gender (or not) to specific 
expressions of biological sex (of which there are 
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actually quite a variety, not the nice neat two we’ve 
been tricked into thinking are all-encompassing). And 
by gender I don’t just mean “women,” as “gender” is 
not a synonym for “women.”  When I say “gender” I 
mean the actual dictionary definition, which is “the 
state of being male or female (typically used with 
reference to social and cultural differences rather 
than biological ones).” To which I’d then add, “And 
everything else.” Third and fourth genders are 
relatively common in both current cultures and very 
recent history, so putting them into a fantasy novel 
hardly seems revolutionary, and yet… here we are 
speaking about the idea that merely revolutionizing 
how we view femininity is a big deal, like just putting a 
woman into a book is some kind of trope or gag or 
marketing ploy or something. What I’m doing is so 
fucking far beyond that that I actually laughed out 
loud at this question. 
 Where do I think “this” is going, five years from 
now – by which I assume you mean “this 
gender/women thing”(!)? Well, shit I’d hope we get to 
the point where having half your book full of women 
is, at the very least, a normal and expected thing in 
our fiction. Half the world in real life is full of people 
who identify as women. As for everyone else in-
between, the real diversity of people, well, let’s hope 
we can get there in another ten, all right?  
 I’d hope the work I do inspires more people to not 
just build worlds with cool new exploding trees and 
rainbow-shitting unicorns, but to build fascinating, 
complex, never-before-seen societies with complex 
relationships and family structures. People are 
fascinatingly complex, and we forget that far too 
much in our “fantasy” worlds. In fantasy, we’ll believe 
in dragons and rings that turn people to stone and 
fairies that eat people alive, but six genders, my god 
THAT IS IMPOSSIBLE. That’s a reaction I’d like to 
see less of, for sure. And that’s only going to happen 
when more people take the time to think outside our 
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made-up social boxes in the same way they are 
willingly to look outside our Known Beasts and 
Magiks boxes.  
 
[GdM]: What can readers expect to see in the second 
book of The Mirror Empire, due out October 2015? 
 
[KH]: EMPIRE ASCENDANT is, to put it bluntly, the 
Empire Strikes Back of the series, and I mean that in 
the best possible way.  Bad things happen to good 
people. Fortunes change. Every kind of horrible shit 
that can go wrong totally does. The big battles 
probably aren’t going to turn out how you’d expect. 
The betrayals, the double-crosses, it’s all pretty 
fabulous. I’ve had a lot of fun writing this one.  
 
[GdM]: For new readers, where should they start 
reading to get the best idea of your style and subjects 
and why? 
 
[KH]: It really depends on what you’re looking for. If 
you love this sort of gonzo, weird science-fiction noir 
stuff, then I’d start with the GOD’S WAR series – for a 
taste of what that world is like, you can read a short 
story called “The Body Project” for free online. If epic 
fantasy of the blood mages, satellite magic, flesh 
eating plants variety is more your thing, I’d start with 
MIRROR EMPIRE immediately. Others, especially 
aspiring writers, really enjoy my nonfiction work, like 
what I’ve compiled in my collection WE HAVE 
ALWAYS FOUGHT: Essays on craft, fiction and 
fantasy. I blog regularly at kameronhurley.com, and 
am always ranting about something on twitter 
@kameronhurley	[GdM]	  
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Review:	The	Heresy	
Within	by	Rob	J.	Hayes	

	
CHERESSE	BURKE	

	
 
My experience reading The Heresy Within was an 
odd one. On the day I got the ARC, I read for a little 
while, got bored, and wandered off and did my 
laundry.  
 The next day, I picked the book up again, read for 
about thirty minutes, got highly irritated, and put the 
book down again. 
 A couple of days later, I sat down to read again. I 
read through lunch. I missed dinner. I finished the 
book in one sitting. 
 The first act of The Heresy Within was a hard one 
to swallow. But once I got a good idea of where the 
plot was going, everything seemed to click into place, 
and the result was a mostly enjoyable read with 
solidly dark characters and a compelling plot. 
Whether or not it is worthwhile to push through the 
first part of The Heresy Within will depend on how 
sensitive the reader is to rape triggers and the 
objectification of women, and, frankly, how much of a 
grammar nazi the reader is. 
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 Heresy tells the story of three people whose paths 
merge when fate forces them in the same direction. 
Thanquil Darkheart is an Arbiter in the Inquisition, 
tasked publicly with travelling to the far-off ‘Free 
Cities’ in order to ascertain whether a prisoner there 
is a witch. He has also been given a secret mission 
by the God-Emperor -- to root out a plot corrupting 
the Inquisition. Bertrim Thorn is the Black Thorn, an 
infamous cutthroat, banded together with equally 
infamous fellows who are paid to perform various 
unsavoury deeds in the Free Cities. The last of the 
trio, Jezzet Vel’Urn, is a mercenary of renown, on the 
run from a powerful warlord and old friend. The three 
come together under common cause, and events 
conspire to keep them together throughout the novel. 
 The plot was the most masterful part of the book. 
Too often in a fantasy series, the first book ends 
when the quest is at an awkward or inopportune 
moment -- or worse, before the quest has even 
bothered to get underway (I’m looking at you, First 
Law trilogy). Hayes’ plot never seems forced, and this 
first volume does a good job of telling a complete 
story while leaving numerous loose ends that can be 
expanded upon later in the trilogy. My only (slight) 
criticism of the plot is that, for me, the most 
captivating moment came at about 3/4 of the way 
through the book, in a particularly vivid conflict. 
Following that epic scene, a large part of the climax 
seemed almost like an epilogue. 
 Hayes’ main characters were all interesting to read 
about. Each was well developed and had convincing 
motivations and an enticing dark side. I found out a 
little more than I would have liked through unlikely 
expository monologues, but otherwise the characters 
kept me engaged. Unlike many books told from 
multiple points of view, there was no point where I 
was annoyed that Hayes had switched characters. 
The minor characters were often a little more two-
dimensional than I’d have liked, but their interactions 
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with the protagonists read as real. I did have some 
qualms about the main three, including an odious 
moment with Thanquil early on that nearly made me 
put the book down, but I look forward to continuing 
each of their journeys. 
 Stylistically, the writing went up and down. At 
some points the narrative was powerful, but at others, 
particularly the beginning, it was bogged down with 
awkward sentences. Run-ons litter the first part of the 
book, and some of the descriptive imagery is jumbled. 
Otherwise, Hayes has the tendency to use what I like 
to deem ‘Abercrombie-isms,’ colloquial statements 
that cause the reader to make certain inferences or 
garner insight from the masterful turn of phrase. 
Hayes hasn’t quite got this up to Abercrombie’s level, 
with the result that some of his statements resulted in 
amused confusion on my part. According to 
Ragnarok, Hayes hadn’t read any Abercrombie prior 
to writing Heresy. 
 The issue of the treatment of women is too broad 
to be discussed in the confines of a short review such 
as this one. However, it should be said that there 
were a few moments when it crossed a line for me. 
Matters of rape and a woman’s agency in a story 
should not necessarily be avoided in a narrative, but 
they need to be handled carefully, and in this case 
the author sometimes left me with the impression that 
he was either callous or oblivious. 
 Overall, The Heresy Within has all the 
quintessential trappings of grimdark, and if you’re 
sensitive to the treatment of women in fiction, it might 
have a few too many. However, the trappings are 
used to make an overall pleasing whole, and while 
the writing didn’t wow me, it was a satisfying fix. Most 
people will find this an enjoyable addition to their 
grimdark libraries. 
 
The Heresy Within was self-published by Rob J. 
Hayes in April 2013. It was picked up by Ragnarok 
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Publications and re-released on November 10, 2014. 
It is the first in the Ties that Bind trilogy. 
 You can purchase The Heresy Within over at 
Ragnarok’s website:  
http://www.ragnarokpub.com/#!bookstore/c16fm 
[GdM]	  
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Drone	Strikes	for	Fun	
and	Profit	

	
AARON	FOX-LERNER	

	
	
I was flying high on my first successful kill when I saw 
the message. I'm sure that there were others before 
it, but this was the first that I noticed. "Hello to the 
Predators!" it read in thick white letters painted upon 
a sloping red roof. 
 At the time I didn't give any thought to who might 
have written that or why. I didn't think about how there 
might be other messages like it, messages meant for 
me or any other drone pilots. I just saw an 
enthusiastic missive that fit my elated mood. I was too 
busy feeling that rush to worry about the message. 
 A few months before, on my sixteenth birthday, I'd 
come downstairs and seen the full software and 
supplemental hardware controls for my very own 
drone, a brand new MQ-88 Predator. I knew it was 
coming; I'd already spent over a year taking classes 
and doing all the certification work, but I was 
overtaken by excitement nonetheless. 
 A couple weeks later I got accepted into The 
Order of the Red Condor. TORC was a pretty old and 
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well-established clan with a solid record, but they took 
on a newb like me because they'd been barred from 
the leader boards for two years after a scandal. Some 
Chinese national had used these crazy complex IP 
scramblers and VPNs to run missions with them and 
they got blamed for letting a non-citizen take part in 
American military matters. 
 Once they were allowed back on the leader 
boards they needed fresh blood, metaphorically and 
literally, so they took me on. TORC was running 
missions in Indonesia before and doing well enough 
to be considered for the top leagues blasting Islamists 
in the Middle East, but post-scandal they've been 
relegated to Ecuador. I tell other kids at my school 
that I officially compete in the UAV leagues and they 
all automatically think of Pakistan or Afghanistan. But 
most of us who aren't in the A leagues are stuck with 
the world's many petty conflicts. 
 Hell, before I joined The Order of the Red Condor I 
didn't even know there was a war in Ecuador. Well, 
officially it's not a war, just a Continuous Military 
Situation. I spent hours on Wikipedia trying to fill in as 
much context as I could before my drone shipped out, 
researching the conflict between the National Military 
Government and the Pan-Andean Alliance, not to 
mention the indigenous separatist movement 
happening at the same time. Even given all that, 
Ecuador's still one of the more stable countries in the 
region, having ridden out the water and gas crises 
relatively well. The National Military Government's a 
US ally and they paid Hallwater/USAF Inc. for their 
services as a Class C Location, so it seemed to be a 
pretty good starter area. 
 I began with a few uneventful weeks there. I'd 
circle above Ambato and the surrounding areas at an 
altitude too high to spot from the ground, keeping an 
eye out for anyone matching the tags of wanted 
insurgents or flagged for suspicious behaviour. I didn't 
have much luck. The most I got to do was identify a 
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couple of suspects and forward the footage to the 
image analysts. 
 I lobbied my parents to allow me to stay up later 
so I could have a better time span to work with, but 
they refused. Then I tried Lloyd, my class psychiatrist, 
but he agreed with my parents that allowing me to 
stay up that late would upset my sleep schedule, 
which would have a negative effect on my stress 
levels and ability to focus. I was annoyed, but I still 
felt like I owed him. He'd helped convince my parents 
that it was worth it for me to get certified as a UAV 
pilot. It's funny because he used to try and get me to 
participate in sports or group activities, and I'm really 
not the type. I even wanted to switch psychiatrists, 
but Mom and Dad were worried that having a different 
psychiatrist than the rest of my class would alienate 
me. But once Lloyd found out that I was interested in 
UAVs he was actually really helpful, saying it was a 
way for me to realise my worth in society and ability 
to function within the larger world. 
 Really I'd rather be piloting my Predator than 
hanging out with any of the kids from my school 
anyway. There's nothing they can give me that would 
match the thrill of piloting in the field. Well, maybe 
sex, but with the girls at my school I'm about as likely 
to get laid as I am to get a million dollars. Honestly, 
though, I imagine that even sex isn't as exciting as 
pulling off a successful kill. 
 Which brings me back to what I was doing when I 
saw the message. I was on a standard surveillance 
run above one of those sad little towns up the 
mountains a bit to the east. I had a pretty good image 
of the region despite minor cloud cover and I got an 
auto-alert on what might be suspicious movements. It 
was two guys setting up a mid-sized mortar, 
apparently to fire at the troops stationed in Ambato. 
 So I got the go-ahead and bug-splatted the two of 
them in a hot second. Because I killed two baddies in 
one strike I even got a multi-kill bonus. I watched the 
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smoke flower on my screen and practically floated out 
of my chair with it. Who knows how many people they 
would have killed if they'd successfully set up and 
started firing? 
 I kept my surveillance up hoping to double tap, but 
no luck. The only people who came by were kids and 
then some old people, the men in fedoras and suits, 
the women wearing hats and dresses whose bright 
colours scanned weird on my screen. After circling 
the scene for an hour I realised that no insurgents 
would be coming, so I circled around back to the base 
by Ambato and kept an eye on the screen for 
anything else that might pop up. Nothing did, except 
for those white words, sprawled across the roof, 
greeting me and my drone. 
 After I noticed the message I started seeing more, 
all written on the roofs around Ambato. One said "Wat 
(their spelling, not mine) is your model?" Another also 
asked "What kind of drones do you have?" Others 
just said things like "you are in the USA" or "I think 
UAVs are very cool." 
 The first message was a funny little thing. It 
matched my joyous mood after my first kill. But now it 
was different. There were too many of them to take 
for granted. It wasn't an amusing random thing 
anymore. It was a mystery. The questions began to 
ride along with me over the city. Every time I cruised 
over Ambato I would start looking for messages. And 
I'd find them. Who was doing this? Why? I had to 
know the point of these things left all over the city for 
me. I had to know who was behind them. I didn't find 
any clues until my third kill. 
 The strike was against a PAA operative who'd 
been tagged but disappeared from view for a few 
weeks after that. I was doing routine surveillance 
when my auto sensors picked up someone matching 
his stats. He got into an old white Honda retrofitted to 
be electric and I tailed him for long enough to confirm 
and then blasted him. 
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 As always, I circled the area after I bug-splatted 
him, hoping to score a nice double tap bonus on top 
of it, but no luck. Just your standard neighbourhood 
gawkers. And then I saw this kid, a little younger than 
me. He came out right after the explosion and started 
staring up into the sky and waving, jumping up and 
down like he was trying to get my attention. Of course 
I was at an altitude too high to see, but he still kept 
acting like he knew I was hovering right above him. I 
found it weird enough that I tagged him for further 
surveillance and uploaded his general stats. 
 The next couple of weeks I didn't follow up on him, 
though. There was a surge of infighting between the 
PAA and an Indigenous Autonomy group, and it 
spilled over into the Central Highlands. It was great 
for the clan because both groups were on our kill list. 
Any struggles between them pull them out into the 
open, where we can strike easily.  
 One day I was running standard surveillance after 
school when some indigenous terrorists tried to bomb 
a secret PAA convoy headed up towards Quito. They 
failed to pull off the bombing but in doing so gave 
away the convoy as smugglers. Two missiles, both 
cars down. I circled overhead for half an hour and 
caught a known Indigenous Autonomy agent 
checking out the aftermath. I bug-splatted him, and 
thus clinched my first successful double tap for extra 
points and a special merit badge. 
 This made me man of the hour with the crew. The 
whole spat kept us busy for a bit, but things calmed 
down again soon after. Once I was back doing routine 
surveillance over Ambato I began to notice even 
more new missives written across the city, facing up 
to the sky for my benefit. I had a flash of arbitrary 
intuition and decided to pull up any footage with the 
general descrip tags of the kid I'd seen earlier. 
 It turned out I was right on the money. After 
cycling through footage of the kid going to school or 
Internet cafes by himself I started pulling up videos of 
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him writing messages on the rooftops around 
Ambato. Multiple occasions of him clambering onto 
old buildings with a big brush and a bucket of white 
paint. 
 I started watching for him, keeping an eye out 
when I was actively piloting and pulling up tagged 
footage when I wasn't. One day I saw a message 
saying that he thought my strike on the white Honda 
was very well done. A message specifically for and 
about me. I had to remind myself that it wasn't 
completely about me, he didn't know my actual 
identity. I was just another anonymous drone pilot in 
his eyes. That strike could have been carried out by 
anyone. 
 I think he started to stick in my head because he 
reminded me of a younger version of myself. I 
remember how fascinated I was when I was a kid, 
waving at the low-flying police drones overhead, 
staring up at the sky and wondering who might be 
looking down from a higher altitude. I would watch 
him acting all enthusiastic in the same way and 
wonder if he could be in this kind of situation, then 
why not me? 
 I brought him up at one of TORC's weekly recap 
meetings, but no one else cared. They just shrugged 
it off. Not like he was ever going to make the kill list. 
Just some weird kid with a weird hobby. So I was the 
only one who was interested, faithfully following every 
new message like a serialised update. He told me 
that his name was Ignacio, and he wished he could 
have his own home drone set up like me. 
 I pestered piss_em_gbye, the clan founder, about 
it a couple weeks later, asking him if he'd ever seen 
anything like this kid before. He hadn't, but he didn't 
really care about him either. I asked how he wasn't 
confused by this kid. Didn't he think the whole thing 
was odd? Maybe he was a spy, I suggested. I found it 
weird that this kid in Ecuador could speak English. 
But piss_em_gbye dismissed my concerns and 
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explained to me that Ecuador used to be a pretty 
stable country. It wasn't too crazy for people there to 
know English, even now, years after we sponsored 
the coup and they got drawn into the whole region's 
military struggles. He told me to just forget about the 
kid. 
 I kept flying missions and tried not to bother about 
it, but I couldn't stop thinking about Ignacio, watching 
for his messages. I'd never considered any of the 
people on my screens as anything more than targets 
before him. 
 I realised I had to break myself of my obsession 
with him. I'd even started neglecting standard 
surveillance so I could track new messages and 
watch his movements. I convinced Lloyd to 
recalibrate my meds, but it didn't help any. 
 Making matters worse was the fact that it felt like 
Ignacio was actively reaching out to me. He left a 
message asking me to email him, writing his address 
on a dark grey rooftop. His missives got more 
personal, telling me how he wished he could be in the 
American league, how we get way better drones than 
the Ecuadorian army or the PAA. He asked me if I 
had a Predator MQ-88. It was his favourite model. 
 It was like he knew all about me, knew I was 
watching. It was so tempting to just pull up my 
browser and email him, simple as that. I started 
dwelling on it and realised that something wasn't 
right. There couldn't be some kid down there who was 
as obsessed as I was. Who just happened to know 
English and was almost my age yet also lived in a 
neighbourhood officially marked as borderline hostile. 
As if he were another me living in another country, in 
the middle of a combat zone. It didn't make any 
sense. I told myself that he was trying to get me to 
email him so he could infiltrate the league or hack my 
address or something. It didn't seem right otherwise. 
 This element of suspicion didn't make things any 
easier for me, though. Instead I grew more interested 
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in his motives, wondering if he really was a kid just 
like me or if he was the pretence for a hacking team 
or a spy. I watched my collected footage of him and 
would gaze at his email address in my contacts bar, 
never pressing enter, just typing and staring. 
 Then some PAA operatives managed to detonate 
a car bomb outside a police station while I was on 
surveillance duty. Six dead, eight wounded. I missed 
it. 
 Everyone in the clan was really good about it. 
They keep telling me that none of the operatives had 
been tagged, that their behaviour didn't set off any 
alarms on the auto-sensors. But they didn't know why 
it really happened. I wasn't paying attention when I 
was supposed to. I was watching Ignacio. 
 I'd become familiar with his schedule. He'd go to 
school every day and spend a lot of time afterward on 
the Internet. He'd go outside and stare up into the 
sky, climb around on buildings, or write messages to 
me. I never really saw him interacting with other kids. 
I'm pretty sure his parents worked somewhere else. 
They seemed to be out of town for weeks at a time. I 
was watching him at the exact moment the bomb 
went off. 
 Six dead, eight wounded. And it was his fault. The 
way he distracted me, the way he wormed his way 
into my head. Six people are dead, eight of them 
were sent to the hospital because of him. Because of 
what he did to me. He was ruining everything. I 
realised I couldn't let it continue. I had to do 
something. 
 Eventually, I found a way to take care of it, fitting 
my solution into a great multi-kill I had on three 
indigenous insurgents who tried to set up an IED in 
Ambato. Instead of bug-splatting them right away I 
tracked them as they got into their car and left. They 
were already close to Ignacio's neighbourhood, and I 
kept waiting until they were right in the thick of it. 
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 The second missile hit their car. The first one went 
straight into a modest little brick building nestled 
among the ugly concrete boxes and tin shacks. It only 
took one missile to turn the house into rubble. Ignacio 
was inside. He'd just gotten back from school. 
 Now obviously killing a non-com meant minus 
points on the rankings, but I'm hardly the only person 
with an accidental death on my record. It's par for the 
course when you're part of the UAV leagues. They 
happen to everyone eventually. And the multi-kill 
bonus I got practically negated the lost points on the 
leader board anyway. I would have liked to move onto 
the Class B leagues with a clean record, but like I 
said, no one pilots UAVs seriously without 
occasionally bug-splatting a non-com. It just happens. 
 I mention the B leagues because The Order of the 
Red Condor is doing so well that we're likely to move 
up a league at the end of this year. If everything goes 
well then TORC could be back in the A leagues by 
some point next year, and at AAA level they actually 
start paying you semipro rates for your kills. 
 My parents met with Lloyd recently and they all 
agreed that joining the UAV leagues has really helped 
me raise my self-esteem and engage with the world. 
Mom and Dad are still sceptical that I'll ever be able 
to surpass the level of a sporadically paid hobbyist (if 
that) and go pro, but I aim to prove them wrong. They 
talked with my school counsellor and agreed that it's 
a laudable goal as long as I've got a backup plan. I'm 
doing well in school, and I even started hanging out 
with a couple of guys in the grade below me who are 
doing their own certification courses. I feel at peace 
with myself again, like I'm truly becoming who I'm 
meant to be. Everyone agrees that this has been 
really good for me. [GdM]   
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Review:	The	Falcon	
Throne	by	Karen	Miller	

	
JEREMY	SZAL	

	
	
Book One of The Tarnished Crown takes place in a 
medieval-esque landscape, where numerous duchies 
hold an uneasy truce, their rivalries rooted deep in 
memory. Slowly the façade of peace starts to unravel 
as brother turns against brother, tyrants are 
overthrown, and disgraced bastard Vidar rises from 
the shadows to try to save a dying land.  
 Say one thing about The Falcone Throne: it’s 
massive. It’s grand in scale, it’s got a wealth of 
complex characters, it’s ambitious, it’s dark, and it has 
the potential to be a standout series in the world of 
grimdark. If anything, The Tarnished Crown series 
bares more resemblance to A Song of Ice and Fire 
than most grimdark epic fantasies on the shelves 
today. And that’s not praise thrown around lightly.  
 But in saying that, it does occasionally buckle 
under its own ambition. Where Martin is capable of 
introducing us to a gigantic universe, deftly weaving 
in layers and layers of intricate lore, characters, and 
kingdoms, Miller bluntly thrusts us, quite literally, 
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straight into the action. The first major scene is a 
jousting event where we meet dozens of people and 
have their backgrounds and family legacies 
introduced to us. Thankfully these characters are 
complex and have a sense of individuality—each is 
unique in personality, attitude and voice. Miller’s 
ability to juggle several dozen characters in the air is 
impressive, and she is able to keep the show going 
for those with the capacity to keep up. 
 Of course, not everyone can do so. I frequently 
had to check out the long list of character names, 
their family ties and kingdoms that are listed at the 
start of the book. And just when I was starting to 
come to terms with these characters, the book threw 
half a dozen more at me. It was quite bewildering at 
times. Many characters also have names that sound 
similar. There’s the kingdom of Harcia, then there’s 
Harald and his councillor Humbert. There’s Balfre of 
Harald, then the Duchy of Clemen and Cassinia, the 
latter of which contains duchess Berardine, her late 
husband Baldwin and their daughter Brielle. Throw in 
Aimery, his armsman Ambrose and Argante, the 
duchess of Clemen and you start to get a little 
muddled.  So much world building is crammed into 
the initial 75 pages or so that it can be a struggle to 
keep up.  
 Nevertheless, when you start putting all the pieces 
together, it becomes quite a satisfying read. Miller’s 
prose is smooth and she writes with gusto. She’s not 
afraid to combine chunky dialogue, long words, and 
visceral language when the story demands it. Nor 
does she shy away from brutal violence or dark 
undertones that run the course of the novel. She 
resembles a blood-thirstier Rothfuss with an 
abundance of grit and grime tucked away between 
beautiful and poetic prose that bubbles to the surface 
once in a while to remind us that this is a harsh world 
where a smile is as often as not laced with steel.  
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 Dukes and duchies and kingdoms battle it out in 
the shadows, clash with words hastily scrabbled on 
parchment paper, and exchange blows from opposing 
sides of the kingdom. There are a variety of 
characters, many of which will slowly grow you on 
despite their dark intentions. Others you’ll admire 
simply because they’re trying their best. Others you’ll 
sympathize with because of the circumstances that 
led to their harsh plight. And when these characters 
come eyeball to eyeball you won’t know who to root 
for. Both sides have their good and bad, their 
moments of tragedy and their moments of heroism. 
The waters become so muddied and grey that it can 
be impossible to predict the outcome, impossible to 
say who truly deserves to live, impossible to decide if 
a character’s actions can redeem their past sins. This 
is a quintessential element of grimdark, and it’s 
marvellous that Miller is capable of creating such 
complex and interesting characters. She’s fearless 
and not afraid to pull the rug from under our feet just 
when we’re getting comfortable. 
 The biggest problem I had with the book, though, 
is that it can barely be classified as fantasy. While 
many grimdark authors keep their magic mysterious 
and in the background, magic is almost non-existent 
here. There are occasional whiffs of it, but it plays 
such a minor role that it’s not until almost halfway 
through the book before you see anything resembling 
magic or the fantastical. I’d go so far as to say that 
while the book is undeniably a fantasy novel, much of 
it reads like historical fiction. There are endless 
discussions of hierarchies, family heirs, marriages, 
legacies, rulership, treaties and wars, and so forth. 
But magic and the fantastic are rarely ever brought 
into focus and never in depth. This doesn’t make the 
book any weaker, and in some ways it allows for 
more ingenuity, but it does restrict the world from 
having a truly three-dimensional backdrop.   
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 The Falcone Throne is definitely not a book for the 
faint-hearted, nor is it a quick read for a lazy morning. 
It requires your patience, your attention and your 
focus, but it’ll reward you with well-crafted characters, 
vicious battle sequences, and deep political intrigue. 
At the same time, the absence of almost anything 
resembling speculative fantasy is troubling at first, but 
the flavour does become noticeable after a while. 
However, if you like fantasy that focuses on magic 
and the fantastic, you might be disappointed. The 
Tarnished Crown is perhaps best described as a 
diluted Song of Ice and Fire, weakened by the sheer 
ambition and scope of the world. It’s an acquired 
taste, but it’s also a rewarding one. If you like your 
fantasy dark, your characters complex, and your 
world building grand, then this might be up your alley. 
[GdM]
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An	Interview	with	
Richard	K.	Morgan	

	
ADRIAN	COLLINS	

	
 
[GdM]: Thank you for taking the time to speak to us, 
Richard. Your works and blog have provided an 
excellent source of grimdark characters and opinions 
for us to sink our teeth in to. The sub-genre has 
benefitted from one such as yourself; unafraid to take 
on “grimdark” in a positive light, draw a line in the 
blood-soaked dirt opposite the purist keyboard 
warriors and say, ‘come at me, mate’. 
 
[RKM]: No worries - it’s a pleasure. Great to see a 
publication like this taking the same bull-by-the-horns 
positive approach, to be honest. 
 
[GdM]: What does “Grimdark” mean to you and 
where do you see your place in the sub-genre? 
 
[RKM]: More than being a sub-genre, Grimdark is, I 
think, a tension.  Its origins, after all, are owed mostly 
to commentary and complaint from those who don’t 
like it!  It was initially defined, by those same people, 
as some sort of failing in the fabric of epic fantasy. 
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Later, those of us who chose to embrace the term 
and run with it have tended to see it as a series of 
exasperated questions posed to that existing fabric, 
eg - do you have any fucking idea how brutal and 
savage pre-modern human existence was? what 
ridiculous illusions about war with sharp metal are 
you hawking here? how on Earth could you imagine 
that contexts such as these would give rise to 
excesses of nobility and romantic heroism? So forth. 
Anyone working in Grimdark territory, myself 
included, is by definition working in engaged contrast 
to that pre-existing epic fantasy framework. We’re the 
Praetorian guard, to borrow briefly from Shakespeare 
and Ray Bradbury, whispering in epic fantasy’s ear 
Remember, Caesar, thou art mortal! And more 
importantly, human, with all the messy failings and 
flaws that implies! We’re the modernist rats, chewing 
away at the antique wooden bombast of an altar to 
distant, impossible gods. 
 
[GdM]: Through some of your blog posts, you’ve 
shown some pretty passionate opinions on the topic 
of Grimdark. Why do you think so many straight 
fantasy and sci-fi readers are unable to accept stories 
where the golden hero doesn’t win, or exist, and 
where morally questionable or corrupt characters also 
have a story to tell beyond being the big evil dark lord 
or witch? 
 
[RKM]: Well, allowing those elements you’ve just 
mentioned into your fiction involves opening the door 
to some hard human truths - there are no actual good 
guys and bad guys, only people with agendas and the 
decisions they take; life is complicated and full of 
damage; we all have the hard-wired capacity for 
some pretty shitty behaviour; no-one gets out clean.  
And so rather grimly on. Now a lot of people are 
reading fantasy specifically to escape from those 
truths. Which is fair enough as far as it goes - you 
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pays your money, you takes your choice. But to me, 
addressing that type of truth is the whole point of 
good fiction, whatever the genre or medium. It’s more 
or less why I write, it’s what I aspire to achieve. Good 
fiction embraces the reality of the human condition 
and tries to do something with it—illuminate it, 
examine it in detail, pose useful questions about it 
maybe. Above all good fiction should make us really 
feel the space we’re in. That doesn’t, of course, 
invalidate tight plotting, rip-roaring escapades, 
moments of great drama, passion and excitement, all 
that good shit. But truly great drama is built on 
accurate human truth. Take away that foundation, 
and all you’re left with is tinsel. And here in the SF&F 
genre, and particularly in the arenas of fantasy and 
comic-book superhero narrative, we do seem to be 
blessed with a large audience whose enthusiasm for 
tinsel is total and unabashed.  
 
[GdM]: How does Grimdark link to the darker aspects 
of other genres and mainstream literary fiction? Is it 
limited to just sci-fi and fantasy, or can it grow in other 
genres, or subgenres? Where do you see its next big 
break out? 
 
[RKM]: To be honest, I think it’s something already 
well established pretty much everywhere else. In 
mainstream fiction, you only have to read something 
like Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian or Bret 
Easton Ellis’s Imperial Bedrooms for grim darkness 
enough to make a Nazgul weep. And the crime genre 
has been working a vein of explicit human depravity 
and predation for decades now—just off the top of my 
head, try Val McDermid’s The Mermaid’s Singing, Mo 
Hayder’s Birdman or just about anything by James 
Ellroy. To that extent, I think Grimdark is really just 
the name we’ve ended up giving to the extension of 
that general zeitgeist into the space occupied by epic 
fantasy’s previous evasions. Nor is this something 
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particularly new—I was heartened to read in the 
Guardian a couple of days ago (link here if you want 
it) that someone’s brought out a new translation of the 
original edition of the Grimm Brothers’ Folk and Fairy 
Tales, and they are fucking brutal. As indeed are 
most folk fictions and mythologies. To that extent, the 
presumed “original” fantasy landscape that it’s been 
claimed Grimdark is distorting and spoiling is in fact in 
itself a false conceit, a construct. It’s just the latest 
iteration in a process of prissy and puritanical 
sanitisation that began with the Victorians and is still 
with us today. The ur-myths that epic fantasy is 
ultimately derived from were savage, atavistic things, 
and there was a kind of wisdom in that, an 
understanding of just what lies at the roots of human 
nature, of what we really are and are capable of. 
Grimdark as a project is really just trying to hack its 
way back to that wisdom, through the cloying sticky 
strands of a saccharine web spun by generations of 
people that wanted their thrills rendered safe and 
cheap and suitable for children. It’s a tough gig, but 
we’re on it. But pretty much everywhere else in the 
field of fiction and entertainment, that journey is 
already well underway.   
 
[GdM]: How have the readership responded to the 
release of the closing novel to your first fantasy 
series, Dark Defiles?  Was it what you expected? 
 
[RKM]: Well, I’m a bit a taken aback by the ones who 
seem to think I didn’t finish the story! Quite 
seriously—there have been more than a few alarming 
(to me, anyway) comments along the lines of really 
annoyed by the open ending/can’t wait to see what 
happens in the next book. Uhm, look…..don’t know 
how to break this to you, guys…..  
 That aside, response has been good—a lot of 
people seem genuinely upset to be taking their leave 
of the characters, which is great because it mirrors 
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my own feelings a bit, not to mention the shape of 
real life. Nothing’s forever, that’s the tragic knot at the 
heart of human existence, and if I’ve managed in this 
trilogy to echo the longing that truth engenders, then I 
count myself well satisfied. In the end, I know of no 
higher praise for a piece of fiction than to be told that 
you miss it after you’re done. 
 
[GdM]: Reader response to the non-mainstream 
sexuality in A Land Fit for Heroes has been pretty 
mixed. A pretty common theme amongst one-star 
reviews on Amazon is the mention of homosexual 
sex, even though most reviewers seem to want to 
push the fact that homosexuality wasn’t the issue. Do 
you think, had Ringil been straight, that such an issue 
would have been made about the sexuality in A Land 
Fit For Heroes?  
 
[RKM]: Absolutely not. And I think it’s indicative that 
among the various reviews of The Steel Remains that 
called out the explicit gay sex as gratuitous, the 
explicit straight sex in the book was almost uniformly 
ignored. I confess I was pretty surprised at the time, 
not so much at the various explicitly anti-gay 
responses Steel generated—I guess I’d always 
imagined there’d be a bit of that—but at the extent to 
which ostensibly unbiased people can be so unaware 
of their own buried prejudices. Trawl back through the 
internet noise there was at the time, and you stumble 
time and again on readers and reviewers who are 
transparently struggling not to recognise the real 
reasons for their dislike of the text. 
 That said, I should also point out there was an 
upside to all this. Steel got a tremendous amount of 
love from the gay community—great reviews in the 
gay press, gay reviewers on non-community 
publications interviewing me with great enthusiasm 
and kindness, I won the Gaylactic Spectrum Award, 
Hal Duncan gave the book copious accolades. And 
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clearly these are not things I could have expected to 
enjoy if I’d made Gil straight. So to some extent it’s 
been a swings-and-roundabouts affair—what I lost in 
some quarters, I gained in others.  
 
[GdM]: How has feedback on the open use of 
homosexuality in A Land Fit For Heroes changed 
from the release of The Steel Remains, to your most 
recent release of The Dark Defiles? As society 
becomes more modern and open, have readers and 
reviewers followed? 
 
[RKM]: Well, there has been a six year gap, it’s true, 
between the publication of Steel and Defiles. So it’s 
hard to know if things in genre really have changed 
culturally in that time, or if it’s just that by book three 
I’ve shed all the readers who had hardcore issues 
with the material, and the others have just got used to 
my schtick! I think I did generate some genuine shock 
with the first Ringil book, and so far I haven’t seen 
any of that with Defiles—though it is early days yet, of 
course. It’d be nice to believe that in six short years 
attitudes have shifted significantly and A Land Fit for 
Heroes has been a part of that, but I’m inclined—with 
natural grimdark cynicism :-) –to go more with the 
latter explanation.  
 
[GdM]: The Dark Defiles is twice as long as the 
previous two books. Why not turn it into a couple of 
books and make A Land Fit For Heroes a quadrilogy? 
 
[RKM]: Heh. Can’t say I didn’t give it some thought, 
and certainly there would have been enough whole 
cloth to work with. But the opportunity never 
presented itself in terms of story arc—there was no 
point anywhere in the middle sections of Defiles that 
could have served as a cut-off point, the pace just 
doesn’t ever let up enough and all the elements are 
locked in play until the very end. And I don’t hold with 
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just chopping a story off in mid-stream because 
you’ve hit a certain number of words and want to 
claim your delivery advance. I’m a great believer in 
making each novel a rounded affair, with a narrative 
and thematic arc that resolves by the end. Steel was 
like that, and so were all my previous SF books. The 
Cold Commands wasn’t quite—though not from want 
of trying!—because the overarching arc of the trilogy 
got in the way. I wasn’t overly happy about that at the 
time, and I was determined never to let it happen 
again. So one way or the other, The Dark Defiles had 
to be a wrap, whatever length it came in at! 
 
[GdM]: What can your readers expect to see next? 
We've read that you're contracted to write two sci-fi 
books. Will we see some old favourite characters 
reappear, or are you starting afresh? Is there 
anything you can tell your readers? 
 
[RKM]: Yeah, I’m going back to the Black Man 
(Thirteen) universe for a while, though not using the 
same characters or contexts. We’ve moved on a bit in 
time since the events detailed in Black Man, and 
we’re on Mars, not Earth—but expect the same 
hardboiled outlook and similar themes. Should be 
plenty grim and dark enough for everybody 
concerned :-) 
 
[GdM]: For grimdark fans who've not read you 
before, where should they start and why? 
 
[RKM]: I’m tempted to say just jump in wherever, but 
that would be a bit disingenuous, given that Land Fit 
for Heroes was always conceived as a trilogy. I mean, 
I have tried quite hard to make each book work as a 
standalone, and with the qualified exception of 
Commands, that is more or less the case. But still, it’d 
be a bit William Burroughs to wilfully read them out of 
sequence! Best start with Steel and see how you go.  
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Or, of course, you always could check out my future 
noir Takeshi Kovacs novels, which I’d argue contain 
exactly the same thematic elements as my fantasy, 
just deployed in a hardboiled SF context instead.  
Again, there is an order to the books—Altered 
Carbon, Broken Angels, Woken Furies—but these 
truly are standalone, and you’d lose nothing by trying 
them in any random order. Check out the blurbs, see 
what appeals. Whatever you pick—hope it’s a blast! 
[GdM]	  
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Excerpt:	The	Dark	Defiles	
	

BY	RICHARD	MORGAN	
	

 
This is an extract from The Dark Defiles by Richard 
Morgan, published by Hachette Australia in 
December 2014 RRP $29.99 
 
He’d paid the whores for the whole afternoon, but in 
the end couldn’t summon much enthusiasm for a third 
go round. Usually, two women at once solved that 
kind of problem for him, but not today. Maybe it was 
the smell of damp wool that still clung to their bodies 
even after they’d peeled naked for him, maybe the 
fact he caught the mask of fake arousal falling off the 
face of the younger one a couple too many times in 
the act. That kind of thing stabbed at him, took him 
out of the moment. He knew he was paying, but he 
didn’t like to be reminded of the fact, and back in 
Yhelteth he wouldn’t have been. 
 What’s the matter, Dragonbane? You never 
fucking happy? Up on the steppe, you craved all that 
southern sophistication you’d left behind. Put you 
back in the imperial city and you wish you could have 
the simple life again. Now here you are with simple 
whores in a simple little town, and that’s not right for 
you either. 
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 Ye Gods, he missed Imrana. Wasn’t talking to the 
bitch currently, but missed her still. So when the 
young one knelt before him on the floor and slipped 
his flaccid cock into her mouth, while her older 
companion sat on a stool in the corner, legs apart, 
lifting one pendulous tit at a time and tonguing the 
nipple with leering glances in his direction, he just 
grunted and shook his head. Hoisted the girl bodily 
from her knees – his cock slipped back out of her 
mouth, still pretty much flaccid – and set her aside. 
The older whore eyed him warily as he got up off the 
dishevelled bed. He read her thoughts as if they were 
tattooed across her face. No telling what any paying 
customer might do when they couldn’t get it up, and 
this one here was big and battle-scarred, and a 
foreigner to boot. Harsh alien accent and hair all 
tangled up with talismans in iron. Lurid tales of the 
Majak had percolated right across the continent in the 
last couple of centuries – they’d doubtless got as far 
as the Hironish Isles long ago. Bloody steppe 
savages, disembowel a girl and cook her on a spit 
soon as look at her most likely if they got out of bed 
the wrong side one morning . . . 
 He forced a reassuring grimace and went to stare 
out of the window. Heard them move behind him with 
alacrity, start gathering up their clothes and the coin 
he’d left on the table. Light-footed, they left in what 
seemed like seconds and the door of his room 
clunked shut. He felt the relief it brought go through 
his whole frame. He slumped against the window, 
rested his head on cool glass. Outside, a light rain 
was falling into the street, clogging up daylight that 
was already past its best. A couple of children went 
past, splashing deliberately in the puddles and 
yattering some rhyme he could barely make out. He’d 
learnt the League tongue, more or less, while on 
campaign in the north during the war, but the Hironish 
accent was hard work. 
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 Yeah, like their fucking awful food and their 
fucking awful weather and their fucking awful whores. 
Five weeks in this shit-hole already, and still no— 
 Commotion downstairs. A woman shrieked. 
Furniture went over. He frowned. Cocked his head at 
the sound. Another shriek. Coarse laughter, and men 
calling to each other. The words were indistinct, but 
the rhythms were Majak. 
 Uh-oh. 
 He grabbed his breeches off the bed, trod 
hurriedly into them on his way to the door. Shirt off 
the table as he passed, out into the corridor still bare-
chested. Shouldered into the garment as he went 
down the stairs. No time for boots or other 
refinement, because— 
 He arrived on the ground floor of the inn, barefoot 
and undone. Surveyed the scene before him. Thin 
crop of locals at tables and bar, gazes fixed 
steadfastly down on their drinks, eyes averted from 
the quick chaos erupting in their midst, the new 
arrivals . . . 
 There were three of them. Shendanak’s men, just 
in from the street by the look of it, felt coats still 
buttoned up and damp across the shoulders from the 
rain. One had the younger of Egar’s whores grasped 
firmly by the crotch and one tit, was nuzzling and 
licking at her neck. The other two seemed engaged in 
facing down the innkeeper. 
 ‘Oi!’ Egar barked, in Majak. ‘Fuck do you think 
you’re doing?’ 
 The one holding the whore looked up. 
‘Dragonbane!’ he bawled. ‘Brother! We were just 
looking for you! Get your drinking boots on! ’s time to 
light this shit-hole town right the fuck up – Majak 
style!’ 
 Egar nodded slowly. ‘I see. Whose idea was that, 
then?’ 
 ‘Old Klarn, mate! The man himself.’ The whore 
bucked and twisted in the speaker’s grip. She sank 
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teeth into his forearm. He winced and grinned, let go 
of her crotch, used the free hand to squeeze her jaws 
open and force her head back, clear of his flesh. 
Looked like she’d left a pretty distinct bite there in the 
thick muscle behind the wrist, welling blood and 
everything, but the Majak’s voice barely wavered from 
its previous slurring good cheer. Egar estimated he’d 
been drinking a while. ‘Fucking bitch. Yeah, Klarn 
says we’ve been soft-soaping around these fish-
fuckers for long enough. Time to get steppe-handed 
on their arses. In’t that right, boys?’ 
 Growls of approval from the other two. By now 
they had the innkeeper bent back over his own bar 
with the flat of a knife blade tapping under his chin 
and his feet dangling a couple of inches off the 
sawdusted floor. They flashed cheery, inclusive grins 
at the Dragonbane. 
 Egar jerked his chin at the girl. ‘That’s my whore 
you’ve got there. Let her go.’ 
 ‘Your whore?’ The other Majak’s face was 
suddenly a lot less friendly. ‘Who says she’s yours? 
She’s down here waggling her tits and arse in grown 
men’s faces, she—’ 
 ‘She’s paid until sunset.’ Egar shifted his stance a 
little, squaring up. He nodded at the older whore. 
‘They both are. They’re down here getting me a drink 
and a platter. So let her go. And you two – let him up 
as well. How’s the poor cunt supposed to pull me a 
pint if you have him pinned?’ 
 The two Majak at the bar were happy enough to 
obey. Maybe they’d been drinking less, maybe they 
were just more intelligent men. They nodded amiably, 
backed off the innkeeper and let him scramble loose. 
The one with the knife put his weapon away with a 
sheepish grin. But the guy with his arm round the 
whore was going to be a harder push. As Egar 
watched, he tightened his grip. 
 ‘My coin’s as good as anybody’s,’ he growled. 
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 Egar took a casual step forward. Measured the 
room without seeming to. ‘Then get in the queue with 
it. Or find yourself another whore. You’re not having 
mine.’ 
 The other Majak’s hand strayed down towards his 
belt and the big-hilted killing knife sheathed there. He 
barely seemed aware of the motion. ‘You’ve got ’til 
sunset,’ he said gruffly, almost reasonably, as if trying 
to put the case to some court in his own head. ‘I’ll not 
need long.’  
 ‘I’m not going to tell you again. Let her go.’ Egar 
saw the other man make his decision, saw it in his 
eyes even before he went for the knife. His hand 
clamped down on the hilt, but the Dragonbane was 
already in motion. Across the scant space between 
them, bottle snatched up off the table to his right, 
sweeping in, and a braining stroke across the Majak’s 
head. He gave it all he had, was actually a bit 
surprised when the bottle didn’t break first time. The 
other man reeled from the blow, Egar stepped in after 
him, swung again, back-handed, and this time – yes! 
– the glass came apart in a bright burst of shards and 
cheap wine. The Majak went down, bleeding from 
multiple gouges in his forehead. The whore got loose 
and scurried behind her colleague; the injured man 
crawled dizzily about on the floor, blood running into 
his eyes. Egar curled one foot back, mindful of his 
naked toes, and kicked the Majak hard in the face 
before he could get up. He brandished the business 
end of the shattered bottle admonishingly at the other 
two. 
 ‘You boys plan to paint the town, you aren’t going 
to start in here. Got it?’ 
 Quiet. Wine dripped wetly off the jagged angles of 
the bottle stump. 
 The two remaining Majak looked at their 
companion, curled up on the floor and twitching, then 
back to the wet gleam of Egar’s makeshift weapon. 
Rage and confusion struggled on their faces, but that 
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was as far as it went. He saw they were both pretty 
young, reckoned he might be able to brazen this one 
out. He waited. Watched one of them rake a hand 
perplexedly back through his hair and make an angry 
gesture. 
 ‘Look, Dragonbane, we thought—’ 
 ‘Then you thought wrong.’ He had his reputation 
and his age – things that would have counted for 
something among Majak back on the steppe, and 
might play here, if these two hadn’t been away from 
home too long. 
 If not, well . . . 
 If not, he had bare feet and a broken bottle. And 
glass shards on the floor. 
 Nice going, Dragonbane. Better make this 
good. He put on his best clanmaster voice. ‘I am 
guesting here, you herd-end fuckwits. My bond with 
these people compels me, under the eyes of the 
Dwellers, to defend them. Or don’t the shamans 
teach you that shit anymore when you’re coming up?’ 
 The two young men looked at each other. It was a 
dodgy interpretation of Majak practice at best – 
outside of some small ritual gifts, you didn’t pay for 
guesting out on the steppe. And lodging at a tavern or 
a rooming house, say, in Ishlin-ichan, wasn’t 
considered the same thing at all. But Egar was 
Skaranak and these two were border Ishlinak, and 
they might not know enough about their northerly 
cousins to be sure, and in the end, hey, this old guy 
killed a fucking dragon back in the day, so . . . 
 The one on the floor groaned and tried groggily to 
prop himself up. Time running out. Egar pointed 
downward with the bottle. Played out his high cards.  
 ‘And what do your clan elders have to say about 
this shit? Stealing another man’s whore out from 
under his nose? That okay, is it?’ 
 ‘He didn’t kn—’  
 ‘Pulling a knife on a brother? That okay with you, 
is it?’  
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 ‘But you—’  
 ‘I’m done fucking talking about this!’ Egar let the 
bottle hang at his side, like he had no need for it at 
all. He stabbed a finger at them instead, played the 
irascible clan elder to the hilt. ‘Now you get him up, 
and you get him the fuck out of my sight. Get him out 
of here while I’m still in a good mood.’ 
 They dithered. He barked. ‘Go on! Take your 
fucking party somewhere else!’ 
 Something gave in their faces. Their companion 
stirred on the floor again and they hurried to him. 
Egar gave them the space, relieved. Bottle still ready 
at his side. They propped the injured man up between 
them, got his arms over their shoulders, and turned 
for the door. One of them found some small piece of 
face-saving bravado on the way out. He twisted 
awkwardly about with his half of the burden. The 
anger still hadn’t won out on his face, but it was 
hardening that way. 
 ‘You know, Klarn isn’t going to wear this.’ Egar 
jutted his chin again. ‘Try him. Klarn Shendanak is 
steppe to the bone. He’s going to see this exactly the 
way it is – a lack of fucking respect where it’s due. 
Now get out.’ 
 They went out, into the rain, left the door swinging 
wide in their wake. The Dragonbane found himself 
alone in a room full of staring locals. 
 Presently, someone got up from a table and shut 
the door. Still, no one spoke, still they went on staring 
at him. He realised the whole exchange had been in 
Majak, would have been incomprehensible to 
everybody there. 
 He was still holding the jag-ended bottle stump. 
 He laid it down – on the table he’d swiped the 
bottle from in the first place. Its owner flinched back in 
his chair. Egar sighed. Looked over at the innkeeper. 
 ‘You’d better keep that door barred for the time 
being,’ he said in Naomic. To the room more 
generally, he added: ‘Anyone has family home alone 
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right now, you might want to drink up and get on back 
to them.’ 
 There was some shuffling among the men, some 
muttering back and forth, but no one actually got up 
or moved for the door. They were all still intent on 
him, the barefoot old thug with iron in his hair and his 
shirt hanging open on a pelt going grey. 
 They were all still trying to understand what had 
just happened. He sympathised. He’d sort of hoped—
 Fucking Shendanak. He picked his way carefully 
through the shards of broken glass on the floor, past 
the stares, and went upstairs to get properly dressed. 
 He wanted his boots on for the next round. 
 

* * * 
 
He found Shendanak holding court outside the big inn 
on League Street where he’d taken rooms. The 
Majak-turned-imperial-merchant had ordered a rough 
wooden table brought out into the middle of the 
street, and he was sat there in the filtering rain, a 
flagon of something at his elbow, watching three of 
his men beat up a Hironish islander. He saw Egar 
approaching and raised the flagon in his direction. 
 ‘Dragonbane.’ 
 ‘Klarn.’ Egar stepped around the roughing up, 
fended his way past an overthrown punch that 
skidded inexpertly off the islander’s skull. He shoved 
the tangle of men impatiently aside. ‘You want to tell 
me what the fuck’s going on?’ 
 Shendanak surfaced from the flagon and wiped 
his whiskers. ‘Not my idea, brother. Tand’s getting his 
tackle in a knot, shouting about how these fish-
fuckers know something they’re not telling us. Starts 
in on how I’m too soft to do what it takes to find out 
what we need to know. Come on, what am I 
supposed to do? Can’t take that lying down, can I? 
Not from Tand.’ 
 ‘So instead, you’re going to take orders from him?’ 
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 ‘Nah, it’s not like that. It’s a competition, isn’t it, 
boys?’ The Majak warriors stopped what they were 
doing to the islander for a moment. Looked up like 
dogs called off. Shendanak waved them back to the 
task. ‘Tand sets his mercenaries to interrogating. I do 
the same with the brothers. See who finds out where 
that grave and that treasure is first. Thousand 
elemental pay-off and a public obeisance for the 
winner.’ 
 ‘Right.’ Egar sat on the edge of the table and 
watched as two of the Majak held the islander up 
while a third planted heavy punches into his stomach 
and ribs. ‘Menith Tand’s a piece-of-shit slave trader 
with a hard-on for hurting people, and he’s bored. 
What’s your excuse?’ 
 Shendanak squinted at him thoughtfully. 
 ‘Heard about your little run in with Nabak. You 
really bottled him over some fishwife whore you 
wouldn’t share? Doesn’t sound like you.’ 
 ‘I bottled him because he pulled a knife on me. 
You need to keep a tighter grip on your cousins, 
Klarn.’ 
 ‘Oh, indeed.’ 
 It was hard to read what was in Shendanak’s 
voice. Abruptly, his eyes widened and he grabbed the 
flagon again, lifted it off the table top as the islander 
staggered back into the table and clung there, 
panting. The man was bleeding from the mouth and 
nose, his lips were split and torn where they’d been 
smashed repeatedly into his teeth. Both his eyes 
were blackening closed and his right hand looked to 
have been badly stomped. Still, he pushed himself up 
off the table with a snarl. The Majak bracketed him, 
dragged him— 
 ‘You know what,’ said Shendanak brightly. He 
gestured with the flagon ‘I really don’t think this one 
knows anything. Why don’t you let him go? Just leave 
him there. Go on and have a drink before we start on 
the next one. It’s thirsty work, this.’ 
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 The Majak looked surprised, but they shrugged 
and did as they were told. One of them gave the 
beaten man a savage kick behind the knee and then 
spat on him as he collapsed in the street. Laughter, 
barked and bitten off. The three of them went back 
into the inn, shaking out their scraped knuckles and 
talking up the blows they’d dealt. Shendanak watched 
them through the door, waited for it to close before he 
looked back at Egar. 
 ‘My cousins are getting restless, Dragonbane. 
They were promised an adventure in a floating alien 
city and a battle to the death against a black shaman 
warrior king. So far, both those things have been 
conspicuous by their absence.’ 
 ‘And you think beating the shit out of the local 
populace is going to help?’ 
 ‘No, of course not.’ Shendanak leaned up and 
peered over the table at where the islander lay 
collapsed on the greasy cobbles. He settled back in 
his seat. ‘But it will let the men work out some of their 
frustration. It will exercise them. And anyway, like I 
said, I really can’t lose face to a sack of shit like 
Menith Tand.’ 
 ‘I’m going to talk to Tand,’ growled Egar. ‘Right 
now.’  
 Shendanak shrugged. ‘Do that. But I think you’ll 
find he doesn’t believe these interrogations are going 
to help any more than I do. That’s not what this is 
about. Tand’s men are better trained than mine, but in 
the end they’re soldiers just the same. And you and I 
both know what soldiers are like. They need the 
violence. They crave it, and if you starve them of it for 
long enough, you’re going to have trouble.’ 
 ‘Trouble.’ Egar spoke the word as if he was 
weighing it up. ‘So let me get this straight – you and 
Tand are doing this because you want to avoid 
trouble?’ 
 ‘In essence, yes.’ 
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 ‘In essence, is it?’ Fucking court-crawling 
wannabe excuse for a . . . He held it down. Measured 
his tone. ‘Let me tell you a little war story, Klarn. You 
know, the war you managed to sit out, back in the 
capital with your horse farms and your investments?’ 
 ‘Oh, here we fucking go.’ 
 ‘Yeah, well. You talk about soldiers like you ever 
were one, so I thought I’d better set you straight. 
Back in the war, when we came down out of the 
mountains at Gallows Gap, I had this little half-pint 
guy marching at my side. League volunteer, never 
knew his name. But we talked some, the way you do. 
He told me he came from the Hironish Isles, cursed 
the day he ever left. You want to know why?’ 
 Shendanak sighed. ‘I guess you’re going to tell 
me.’ 
 ‘He left the islands, married a League woman and 
made a home in Rajal. When the Scaled Folk came, 
he saw his wife and kids roasted and eaten. Only 
made it out himself because the roasting pit collapsed 
in on itself that night and he got buried in the ash. 
You want to try and imagine that for a moment? Lying 
there choking in hot ash, in silence, surrounded by 
the picked bones of your family, until the lizards fuck 
off to dig another pit. He burnt his bonds off in the 
embers – I saw the scarring on his arms – then he 
crawled a quarter of a mile along Rajal beach through 
the battle dead to get away. Are you listening to me, 
you brigand fuckwit?’ 
 Shendanak’s gaze kindled, but he never moved 
from the chair. Horse thief, bandit and cut-throat in his 
youth, he’d likely still be handy in a scrap, despite his 
advancing years and the prodigious belly he’d grown. 
But they both knew how it’d come out if he and the 
Dragonbane clashed. He made a pained face, sat 
back and folded his arms. 
 ‘Yes, Dragonbane, I’m listening to you.’ 
 ‘At Gallows Gap, that same little guy saved my life. 
He took down a pair of reptile peons that got the jump 
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on me. Lost his axe to the first one, he split its skull 
and while it was thrashing about dying, it tore the haft 
right out of his grip. So he took the other one down 
with his bare hands. He died with his arm stuffed 
down its throat to block the bite. Tore out its tongue 
before he bled out. Am I getting through to you at all?’ 
 ‘He was from here. Tough little motherfucker. 
Yeah, I get it.’ 
 ‘Yeah. If you or Tand stir these people up, you’re 
going to have a local peasant uprising on your hands. 
We won’t cope with that, we’re not an army of 
occupation. In fact,’ Egar’s lip curled, ‘we’re not an 
army of any kind. And we are a long way from home.’ 
‘We have the marines, and the Throne Eternal.’ 
 ‘Oh, don’t be a fucking idiot. Even with Tand’s 
mercenaries and your thug cousins, we have a 
fighting muster under two hundred men. That’s not 
even garrison strength for a town this size. These 
people know the countryside, they know the in-shore 
waters. They’ll melt out of Ornley and the hamlets, 
they’ll disappear, and then start picking us off at their 
leisure. We’ll be forced back to the ships – if some 
fisher crew doesn’t manage to sneak in and burn 
those to the waterline as well – and we haven’t even 
provisioned for the trip back yet. It’s better than three 
weeks south to Gergis, and I don’t know about you, 
but I don’t want to do it on skewered rat and 
rainwater.’ 
 ‘Well, now.’ Shendanak made a show of 
examining his nails – it was pure court performance, 
something he must have picked up on the long climb 
to wealth and power back in Yhelteth. It made Egar 
want to crush his skull. ‘Getting a bit precious about 
our campaigning in our old age, aren’t we? Tell me, 
did you really kill that dragon back in the war? I mean, 
it’s just – you don’t talk much like a spit-blood-and-die 
dragon-slayer.’ 
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 Egar bared his teeth in a rictus grin. ‘You want a 
spanking, Klarn, right in front of your men? I’ll be 
happy to oblige. Just keep riding me.’ 
 Again, the glint of suppressed rage in 
Shendanak’s eye. His jaw set, his voice came out soft 
and silky. 
 ‘Don’t get carried away here, Dragonbane. You’re 
not your faggot friend, you know. And he’s not here to 
back you up, either.’ 
 Egar swore later, if it hadn’t been for that last 
comment, he would have let it slide. [GdM]	 	
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The	Knife	of	Many	Hands	
A	Second	Apocalypse	Story	

	
Part	I	
	

R.	SCOTT	BAKKER	
	

 
Glory drinks blood and vomits history. 

—Ajencis, The First Analytic of Men 
 
 
High Spring, 3801, Year-of-the-Tusk, Carythusal. 
 
Violence hangs from you in sacks when you triumph 
in the Sranc Pits. Cruelty is contagion. 
 For this and many other reasons, Thurror Eryelk 
stood apart in the crowded confines of the Third Sun, 
a tavern renowned for the diversity of its clientele. 
Since time immemorial the place had been a 
notorious caste entrepot, a place where ‘gold 
danced’, where decisions made atop silk pillows 
became deeds in the gutter. Caste-nobles populated 
the incense-fogged gallery along the back, reclining in 
their divans, tipping their heads back in laughter, or 
leaning forward to peer across the commotion. 
Merchants, menials, soldiers, and even priests 
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packed the thundering trestles below, raising toasts, 
arguing business or love or politics. Prostitutes either 
sashayed into groping hands or slapped their way 
clear of them. Naked adolescents–Norsirai slaves–
held their serving trays high, slipping as if greased 
through the raucous gauntlet of patrons. 
 Eryelk relished his solitude near the entrance. 
Truth was, he had been famous the day he first set 
foot in Carythusal, for his red hair as much as for his 
unnatural frame. Ratakila, the swarthy Ainoni called 
him, ‘Bloodmane’, and without exception, they were 
wary. They could sense it in him even then, the 
Incarnal, the patter of some unseen pulse, beating as 
quickly as murder. They could see the necks his great 
hands had broken. What they witnessed in the Sranc 
Pits would simply confirm their immediate suspicions. 
Something was not quite right with Thurror Eryelk, the 
new Inris Hishrit, or ‘Sacred Hewer,’ the most recent 
champion of the Sranc Pits. 
 But the well of fools, as they say, knows no 
bottom. 
 ‘Are you the new Hewer?’ a voice piped from his 
side. 
 ‘Earth and muck,’ the Holca cursed in his native 
tongue. He turned from his reverie, assessed the man 
who accosted him. He was one of those sharp and 
oily picks–the hard as opposed to the talking kind, 
bearing murders that only drink could blot from their 
conscience. He wore the ciroj tunic of a trader, a 
saffron that had been bled yellow by sun and wear 
and too many washings. His jet-black goatee looked 
like something dried and hardened. He even sweat 
the sweat of some disreputable caste-merchant, 
vicious for drink. 
 But the man was anything but–Eryelk could see it. 
 All sorcerers bore the Mark of their sin. 
 ‘Are you...’ the man pressed in a drunken slur, ‘the 
new Hewer?’ 
 The new champion of the Pits clamped his teeth. 
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He scanned the crowded tables about them, found 
what he was looking for leaning against the nearest of 
the Third Sun’s many columns. He graced the rat 
Schoolman with a look of pale-skinned cheer, turned 
square to the man, watched the fact of his physique 
cloud the fool’s charade.  
 Arms like knotted pythons. Shoulders as broad as 
a greatbow was long. Chest as deep as a 
sarcophagus. His war-girdle could strap a saddle, yet 
he was lean, striate. Elephantine legs, sunburned 
beneath his mail skirt. Without exception, his 
presence awed all those near or in his shadow. He 
poked the man in the chest the way he did whenever 
some vengeance-seeking relative accosted him, not 
because he thought the man was such, but because 
this was what the pantomime demanded. This was 
the great sickness afflicting Carythusal, the fact that 
everything devolved upon mummery. 
 ‘The Men I kill are all condemned to die,’ he said. 
‘Scamper off to Sarothesser, pick. Your grudge is with 
your King.’  
 The nameless Schoolman’s head wobbled about 
some incredulity. A moment passed before Eryelk 
realized the man was laughing.  
 ‘You have no inkling, barbarian.’ 
 The barbarian’s second heart kicked deep in his 
chest. Boma-bom.  
 The first of the Flush crept into his pallor, line upon 
web-thin line, a scribble of faint crimson across his 
skin. Were this pick the mere drunkard he appeared 
to be, the matter already would have been concluded. 
But he was not.  
 Eryelk scratched his close-cropped beard. Humour 
sorcerers, a dear old friend had once advised him. 
Humour them so far as your life is worth. Play along 
with their games, especially in Carythusal, home of 
the accursed Scarlet Spires. 
 ‘If your grudge is with your King, why throw 
number-sticks against me?’ 
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 The surrounding uproar slipped into oblivion, and 
the slow pounding of his warrior’s heart–boma-bom-
boma-bom–climbed into its frame. 
 ‘Because I saw you...’ the Schoolman replied with 
a queer softness. ‘I saw the Queen cast you her 
blessor.’ 
 The Holca followed the rat-like glance at his waist, 
saw the pale white ribbon jutting from it, laying like a 
thing wilted against his hip, the text inked along its 
length plain for anyone to see.  
 In his soul’s eye, he glimpsed her, Queen 
Sumiloam leaning like a golden beacon from her box.  
Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘Tell me,’ the rodent continued. ‘Why the mask? 
Why hide your face in the Pits when no man could 
mistake your frame?’ 
 The memories came flooding back. He had stood 
as he always stood in the blood-drenched aftermath 
of the Incarnal, alone, surrounded by the pulped 
wreckage of what had once been living. In the Pit, 
looking out meant looking up. The concentric tiers 
were so steep that the audience hooked themselves 
to their seats. They would stand leaning out against 
the hemp ropes, row after row, forming a sleeve of 
dendritic gills, and it would seem the Pit was some 
kind of obscenity from the deepest sea, a cold 
encrustation about tissue hot and living, filtering 
whatever nourishment provided by his murderous 
deeds.  
 ‘It is my other face.’ 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 The rat was amused. ‘Aye. All Men need spare 
faces in Carythusal!’ 
 Even Palatines stood so hooked– the Steep-of-
the-Pit, as they called it. Only the balcony of the 
Surmantic Vigil allowed spectators the luxury of 
reclining, let alone coming and going at their leisure. 
And only the guests and family of King Sarothesser 
IX set foot upon that allegedly sacred floor... 
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 ‘You speak of the necessity of deceit,’ Eryelk 
scoffed. ‘I speak of truth.’ 
 As old as Ancient Shir, they said. The Sranc Pits, 
a ziggurat gutted for the sake of death.  
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 The rat’s whiskers twitched in surprise.  
 ‘Truth?’ he snapped. ‘Oh... you mean lies that win.’ 
 They knew him not at all, the Holca realized–or 
nothing of the Incarnal, at least. They improvised. 
They had merely seen the Queen cast him her 
blessor, then had waited the following day to 
approach him here, at the Third Sun, where the 
crowds might set him at greater ease–or restrain him.  
 They–the Scarlet Spires. One could not walk the 
ways of Carythusal without catching some glimpse of 
their towers above the burnt-brick ridges of the city. 
They were impossible to miss, especially when the 
red enamel plates scaling them caught the sun. He 
himself saw the highest tower, Marakiz, ablaze every 
morning on his way to train at the lyceum. From pit to 
pinnacle, it seemed, Carythusal was drenched in 
blood. And as much as its inhabitants craved the 
bloodletting of the Sranc Pits–as much as they 
celebrated the likes of him (if only from a cautious 
distance)–they genuinely feared the Scarlet Spires, 
the greatest and most dreaded sorcerous School in 
the Three Seas. 
 ‘I despise jnan,’ Erylk lied. Spoken by a foreigner, 
this meant, Tell me what you want.  
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘Our Blessed Queen...’ the rat said, his manner 
even more narrow. ‘How should I put it? She has 
summoned you to recline upon her favourite couch, 
hasn’t she?’ 
 ‘How should I know?’ 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘Would you like me to tell you what it says?’ the 
sorcerer said, gesturing to the ribbon. Apparently only 
rats were literate in Carythusal.  
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 ‘I can read your chicken tracks,’ the Holca grated. 
He need not look at his hands to know how the skin 
reddened. 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘So what?’ the rat scoffed. ‘The Queen of Ainon, 
the infamous wife of Sarothesser IX–the sacred 
pustule himself!–tosses you her blessor and you... 
what? Forget to read it?’ 
 They knew him not at all. 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 What remained of Thurror Eryelk grinned in the 
way that made mother’s weep. ‘One cannot forget 
something suffered by another.’ 
 The rat laughed, chirped some gibberish in a 
tongue that sounded like cackling geese. 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘Oh yes... The other you.’ 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘Such a clever rat,’ he grated.  
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘What did you say?’ 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘The rat that burns other rats, that would rule over 
other rats, become tyrant of the rat nation...’ 
 His voice–his hatred–had become as a grinding 
mill. 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘Silence, cur!’ 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘...that would worshipped as the Rat of Rats...’ 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘Insolence! Do you real–‘ 
 The Purple Coin, they called it, the killing floor...  
 The bottom of the Pit.  
 

* * * 
 
Ratakila whirled, seized a passerby, cast him into the 
astonished sorcerer. He dove on the forward edge of 
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the eye-sheering glare, rolled, leapt toward the 
nearest of the Third Sun’s columns, hammered the 
cheek of the swart fool standing there–the one who 
harboured the pin-prick of oblivion against his breast. 
The man spun about, trailing blood, spittle, his left 
eye on a string.  
 The first of the sorcerous words twisted sound and 
decency. ‘Umma tulutat ish...’ 
 He wrenched the man’s jerkin up as a rapist might. 
‘... kiapris hutirum...’ He gouged the Chorae from 
the corpse’s navel. ‘... thiri...’ He clenched the iron 
marble in a great red fist... 
 ‘... totoalas!’ 
 Wricked it loose. 
 A region of lightning, vertical forks flickering in and 
out of existence, both blinding and miniature, making 
the air snap in lieu of thunder. Men fell dead, shaking 
for a light-skewered instant, slumping. Ranks tripped 
over benches and tables fleeing the perimeter. The 
entire tavern scrambled back, away, horrified faces 
carved in intermittent white. One man tumbled 
screaming to the floor, battling his blazing robes.  
 Boma-boma-boma-boma...  
 The Holca warrior barrelled through it unscathed, 
his famed greatsword, Vampire, drawn and swinging.  
 Teeth closed across glaring light. 
 

* * * 
  
 Again. 
 ‘Uh! Even the mask reeks.’ 
 ‘Aye. Sulphur...’ 
 Feminine voices, young and old. 
 ‘Sorcery?’ 
 ‘That is why we did what we did.’ 
 He was what he was, once again. 
 ‘He breathes like a bull...’ 
 ‘Enough. Silly girl, why do you gape so?’ 
 The Incarnal always returned what it took. 
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 ‘His very look offends the eye.’ 
 ‘And draws it.’ 
 The World always came seeping back. 
 ‘He is not natural.’ 
 ‘No. He is Holca.’ 
 Sometimes more simple, sometimes more 
complicated. 
 ‘Holca?’ 
 Always wet and mangled. 
 ‘You are an ignorant child. A whore should know 
her Men!’ 
 He had been running. He could feel memory of it. 
The pinch deep in his breast. The warmth in his 
thighs. 
 ‘This kind in particular...’ 
 He could not so much as twitch, yet he felt the 
flutter of chill fingers across his abdomen. 
 ‘He isn’t a Man... He cannot be!’ 
 He smelled incense... No. Perfume. Perfume and 
the scent of air... burning. Pillows as supple as sod. 
‘He can and he is. The Holca reside high on the 
Wernma, the highest, where the Sranc rule the 
nights.’ 
 What had happened? 
 ‘In ancient times a child was born to them, a child 
possessing two hearts. Wiglic. Have you heard of 
him? Of course not.’ 
 Obviously he had survived the sorcerous rat... 
 ‘The days were fearsome, and the Holca tottered 
on the very scarp. Wiglic saved them. So mighty was 
his strength that the wombs of all their wives and 
daughters were yoked to his pole, indentured to his 
seed.’ 
 ‘Oh... that Wiglic.’ 
 ‘You jest, and yet still you gawk like a girl in 
flower!’ 
 But had the rat survived him? 
 ‘He has two hearts?’ 
 ‘So they say...’ 
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 And what was wrong with his blasted limbs? 
 ‘If I put my ear to his chest?’ 
 ‘Perhaps you might hear.’ 
 How had he found himself in the care of these 
women? 
 ‘But is it... is it safe?’ 
 ‘Now it is. But later, who could say?’ 
 Even his tongue and lips were denied him!  
 ‘What do you mean?’ the younger asked, her 
voice wincing in horror. 
 ‘The Sarcal simply robs him of motion,’ the old 
woman replied, her voice growing distant. She had 
left the chamber... or whatever housed him.  
 Thurror Eryelk wrenched at his musculature with a 
savage effort of will. Nothing. What had once been an 
effortless extension of his being was now as smooth 
and insensate as glass. 
 ‘You mean he can... can hear us?’ 
 The old woman laughed from some socket in the 
unseen structure. 
 ‘If he has awakened.’ 
 ‘So... so... there’s a chance he might c-come back 
after?’ 
 A barking laugh signalled the old woman’s return. 
‘Eh, Holca?’ she called from a floating point above his 
face. ‘When you return to wreak your vengeance, ask 
for Isil’alma–‘ 
 ‘What are you doing?’ the girl cried. 
 The old woman’s laughter was husky and rueful, 
canny and matriarchal. Eryelk knew her kind. She 
had learned the secret that escapes so many of those 
who live into the white of old age, the understanding 
that mischief is what keeps the soul hale and vital. 
And since all mischief risks injury, she could not but 
indulge some small, carping yen for cruelty in its 
expression. 
 ‘Such a simple girl!’ she chortled, her voice still hot 
above his face.  
 The woman would have made a good Holca 
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grandmother... 
 Were she not a rat witch. 
 ‘Were you kicked by a mule as a child? Did your 
father cane your head?’ 
 An injured huff. 
 ‘No-no-no, my child...’ she said, floating back into 
the near void to inspect him. ‘You need not fear this 
beautiful monster...’ A breath filled with longing and 
spite, onion and cheese.  
 ‘What one gives to the Scarlet Magi never comes 
back.’ 
 Earth and muck.  
 Perhaps he had not survived after all. 
 

* * * 
 
A crew of mail-armoured men had arrived hard on the 
old woman’s revelation. They treated him roughly, 
cursed his bulk with marvelling apprehension. He 
heard wheedling female voices, the kind of how-dare 
haggling to which the helpless are prone, the laying 
out of conditions on an unconditional transaction. 
Huffing and muttering in unison, they tossed him into 
the back of a muck-wain. Naked, he could chart the 
continents and archipelagos of shit scabbed across 
the bottom with precision. He could feel well enough, 
but he could not in the least move.  
 He shook and bounced like a corpse once the 
wain began kicking over ruts and debris. His eyelids 
relented, at least, revealed crescent-moon glimpses 
of his nocturnal transit, parades of ancient brick 
facades against starry black, all crammed into 
wending canyons. A particularly nasty slap of the 
planks sent him onto his side, and he found himself 
staring down his cheeks at the image of the crimson-
canopied palanquin that followed them. The carriage 
sat upon black-lacquered yokes long enough for 
some twenty or more bearers, but possessing only 
twelve, slaves that in no way resembled slaves, 
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armed and armoured as they were. Sorcery riddled 
the whole of the conveyance, an intimation of disgust 
that the Holca could sense through scissoring black. 
Even concealed by silken drapes, the sedan’s 
occupant smouldered with nauseous clarity–and the 
horrific truth of Eryelk’s circumstances as well. 
 The Scarlet Spires had him. 
 The most violent Son of Wiglic was no stranger to 
doom. Ever had danger been a matter of curiosity to 
him, be it infested forests, piracy on the Seas, or 
mercenary wars. One could not be born with gifts 
such as his and not come to a bloody end. Even now, 
paralysed by sarcal, a captive of the most cruel and 
powerful of the Schools, he did not fret so much as 
wonder. Only ignorance had caused him any real fear 
in his life–a fact that Stitti, his mentor and surrogate 
father, had found endlessly amusing. To know was to 
fear, the old pick would say (making no secret of his 
own cowardice). To be ignorant, on the other hand, 
was to be immovable, to possess the inexhaustible 
courage of the oblivious. One cannot fear what one 
does not know. This was why so many grew besotted 
before battle. This was why the learned were so 
craven, the civilized so servile...  
 No man craved both wisdom and peril as he did. 
His was an upside-down soul, the Sranc slaver 
insisted, one that, combined with a Holca frame, 
made him as rare as nimil. “If only you had will, boy, 
discipline, the whole Three Seas would tremble!” 
 If only. 
 The barbarian could smell the river. Carythusal 
had to be mucked like any other stall crammed with 
beasts, and the River Sayut, for all its sluggish 
immensity, could not but become a sewer. “Why else 
would the Scarlet Magi built their towers so high?” the 
wags in the street said. The wheels hissed and 
smacked across mudded ground. With the yokes 
extending so far past the bearers, the palanquin 
resembled some immense beetle scuttling in the 
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gloom, chitinous and raw. Warehouses, windowless 
and ancient, loomed over its passage. 
 The air grew hard with moisture. The palanquin 
stopped with the muck-wain. The armoured bearers 
bent at the knees and stepped from the yokes–and 
yet the conveyance hung as before. The slaves were 
mere ornaments, Eryelk realized–likely a means to 
avoid outraging the pious masses. Ekyannus XIV, 
had been baying for the destruction of the Schools for 
years now, ever since becoming Shriah of the 
Thousand Temples. 
 Water slurped about unseen pilings. The barbarian 
sensed more than saw the armoured Bearers close 
about the wain. The gilded litter, meanwhile, sank to a 
point less than a cubit above the ground. The 
occupant batted aside an embroidered flap, unfolded 
like an ancient crane stepping clear of the sedan. He 
strode directly to Eryelk, his manner brisk despite his 
stooping age. The Nail of Heaven burnished his 
hairless scalp, etched the ragged lines of his mien. 
 Thick lips parted about a lozenge of white 
incandescence. Lanterns flashed from his eyes. 
 ‘Scir-hirammal topta ez...’ 
 And in the heartbeat that remained to him, Thurror 
Eryelk realized that Stitti had been wrong. Some Men 
did share his lust for knowledge and peril.  
 Sorcerers. 
 

* * * 
 
Air lathed his body. 
 His Clay-father, the one who had struck him from 
his mother’s hips, had died when he was but four 
years old. Moiar, his name was. Eryelk remembered 
nothing of him, though his uncles never ceased 
commenting on his uncanny resemblance to him. 
 The waters lay beneath, snakes twining under 
black-silk sheets.  
 His Breath-father had been the Master of the 
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Kumrûm, the only slaver entrepot above the Sixth 
Cataract, high enough on the River Wernma to border 
the traditional tribal lands of the Holca. Stitti, his name 
was, Heramari Stitramoses. For all the local prestige 
he enjoyed, he was an outcast among his own, 
forever barred from his native Carythusal, where he 
had been nothing less than the Royal Scribe, a 
master of thousands, not to mention the way history 
would frame his sovereign. Barons, even Palatines, 
had come to him grovelling for favour–that is, until the 
circulation of several tracts (written in his distinctive 
hand) had sorely offended the Ainoni King. 
 Scaled towers loomed naked from veils of haze. 
 Moiar had been Stitti’s most prolific supplier. The 
Sranc Pits were well named, for they were nothing if 
not bottomless gluttons, devouring hundreds of the 
raving creatures every week–more during holy 
festivals. It behove any slaver to court the favour of 
his suppliers, especially where Sranc were involved. 
Thus did Stitti and Moiar become fast friends. And 
thus did the young Eryelk, by dint of some 
scandalous arrangement no one would explain, 
become Stitti’s ward upon his father’s death. 
 The famed crimson gleamed black in the light of 
the Nail, horns soaring into the void. 
 And so a Holca boy on the savage rim of 
civilization learned everything there was to learn 
about the great, diseased city of Carythusal–and its 
most notorious and fearsome denizens. 
 They swelled into scaled immensities, blotted all 
vision... 
 The Spires! 
   

* * * 
 
They had practiced until their welts bled. They 
crossed their training swords in observance of jnan, 
then, their limbs humming, meditated upon the hearth 
fire. 
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 There was a carelessness to the way Stitti spoke, 
a deceptive air of thoughtless rummaging, as if he 
searched for something precious belonging to 
someone he did not like. ‘Of the cancers that pock the 
City, the Scarlet Spires are by far the most wicked, 
the most deadly. The Collegians say they have begun 
plumbing the Hundred Hells, communing with 
unclean spirits. Pray that you never have call to deal 
with them.’ 
 ‘And if I should be so unlucky?’ 
 ‘Humour them, boy. Humour them so far as your 
life is worth.’ 
 ‘And if my Heart does not allow it?’ 
 He was always chewing gow-gow seeds, always 
holding thoughts between his teeth, pondering... 
 ‘Then your flesh shall be your pyre.’ 
 

* * * 
 
Somewhere... Yes. He was somewhere. 
 ‘All who know of Carythusal,’ a voice crooned, 
‘know at least two things...’ 
 Somewhere dark.  
 ‘The Sranc Pits...’ 
 He hung suspended, ankle to ankle, wrist to wrist, 
so that he resembled a nude diver. 
 ‘And the Scarlet Spires.’ 
 Iron often communicates its strength through mere 
touch. Eryelk needed only become aware of the 
chains and manacles to know they could not be 
broken.  
 Even still, something about the voice antagonized. 
‘The Pit and the Spire. Which is more wicked I 
wonder?’ 
 And so the most violent Son of Wiglic wrenched, 
hissing for effort. Great sheets of muscle twisted and 
flexed, all of it braced against the fulcrum of his 
monstrous will. Veins mapped the swales and 
striations of his musculature. It seemed the ceilings 
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should come crashing down from the gloom, such 
was the huffing violence of his exertion.  
 His chains did not so much creak. 
 The voice continued as before, unaffected by his 
display.  
 ‘Between us, who has heaped damnation higher?’ 
 The speaker stood immediately behind him, he 
realized, the way priests do during invocation–the 
way the Gods were rumoured to do. 
 ‘Is it you, the darling of the mob?’ the voice asked, 
moving through nowhere. ‘Or me...’ 
 His captor at last strode into the circuit of what 
could be seen, appraising him like a slaver on 
walkabout.  
 ‘The devil.’ 
 Shinurta. Eryelk’s eyes balked for scrutinizing him, 
so septic was his Mark. Never had he gazed upon a 
soul more soiled for the commission of sorcerous 
blasphemies. The Grandmaster was every bit as tall 
as rumoured–as tall, if not taller than the Holca 
freebooter himself. He wore an inexplicable robe, 
black silk wrapping him in burial swathes, his 
shoulders so narrow that Eryelk might almost believe 
that a boy stood perched upon another beneath his 
clothing. But the man’s great and ghastly head 
dispelled the illusion. He was a chanv addict, his skin 
rinsed of his race’s swart pigment, so that the tepid 
meat of him could be seen through his skin. His irises 
gleamed crimson. What hair he had left was white 
and intermittent, here matted into locks, frayed and 
greasy, there thinning into bare scalp. 
 ‘Do you know why they celebrate you so?’ 
 Shinurta. He seemed an old acquaintance, so 
often had Eryelk heard his name mentioned. The 
rabble of the Worm called him the Moth, and he 
looked as much, his great head perched on a bundled 
and stoop-shouldered form. The caste-nobility called 
him the Secharibi, a name derogatory enough to 
appease the Collegians, but not so contemptuous as 
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to offend the Schoolmen.  
 Kwi Shinurta, the Grandmaster of the dreaded 
Scarlet Spires.  
 ‘Why is it, I wonder? Why does the mob prize the 
rapacious Hand, yet loathe the rapacious Intellect?’ 
 The Holca barbarian glared down at his horrid 
captor, still swaying for his earlier exertions. He spat 
the taste of sour garlic from his mouth. 
 ‘The wise trust what they can fathom,’ he grated in 
reply. 
 ‘Yes!’ the Grandmaster hissed, smiling not so 
much in surprise as at the recognition of shared 
insight. ‘What is easily grasped is easily wielded! This 
is the why the mob loves your kind, Hewer! Why they 
populate so many fancies with souls such as yours. 
Even small boys ‘fathom’ you. You are a knife that fits 
any hand...’ 
 Shinurta chortled for some obscure reason, caught 
drool on his thumb. ‘They despise my kind because 
we fit no hand save our own. Treachery is the very 
essence of Intellect–they know this the way cattle 
know wolves. The rapacious Intellect is the 
treacherous Intellect, one that can at most humour 
the thought of fatter souls...’ 
 ‘And what of it?’ the Holca snarled. 
 An offended peer. 
 ‘But this is why you’re here, is it not?’ 
 Eryelk dragged his bearded chin across his 
shoulder. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 Shinurta gazed at him with flat constancy, a look 
fearless in the mild, bottomless way of those astride 
death. 
 ‘You are here because you could only be a traitor 
among your people, your race.’ 
 The most violent Son of Wiglic glared at the 
Grandmaster of the Scarlet Spires. 
 Boma-bom. 
 A compassionate scowl crept into the mien, a 
clutching of myriad muscles about the eyes and 
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mouth. 
 ‘Such a curse,’ the Grandmaster said, ‘despising 
what one is. It eats souls... makes lives thin.’ 
  

* * * 
 
Once, in this thirteenth summer, Stitti found him 
whetting his knife. ‘War, is it?’ he had asked. 
 ‘They called me pick.’ 
 A laughing huff. ‘They call me pick.’ 
 ‘You are a pick!’ 
 ‘Earth and muck, boy. And you? What are you?’ 
 ‘I’m Holca.’ 
 ‘And yet you read. You write. You train in chirong. 
You even play benjuka!’ 
 ‘So then I am a pick!’ 
 ‘No. You are more. More than a pick. More than a 
Holca.’ 
 ‘More? Why not less?’ 
 ‘Indeed. Why not?’ 
 ‘Curse your rat riddles!’ 
 ‘Then go, slake your fury, avenge your honour, 
bring down bloodfeuds upon my House, ruin the poor 
pick who has made you so much more than your kin!’ 
 These words had slapped him as surely as any 
palm.  
 ‘I must do something!’ 
 ‘Aye,’ the canny slaver said, ‘laugh. Move near 
them, show them the trim and temper of your soul. 
Look at them and think, do not say, “Poor... rancid... 
savages...” They will feel it, but since they cannot 
hear it, they will be confused. Confusion is identical to 
terror.’ 
 ‘You mean do what you do! Play rat-pick word 
games–play jnan!’ 
 The slaver shrugged. ‘I merely refuse to squander 
my time on the stupidity of others.’ 
 ‘You do more. You try to make that stupidity work 
for you!’ 
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 Cackle. ‘And this is a bad thing? How do you think 
a man such as me has won so much respect among 
the Folk?’ He shook his head the horse-like way he 
always did when confronted with some absurd point 
of Holca honour. ‘Make a flag of their idiocy, boy! 
Laugh to show strength, to communicate their woeful 
insignificance. Move near to make them bristle, to 
bodily demonstrate their inferiority, to show how 
quickly their courage strikes bottom. And think 
contemptuous thoughts to better embody yo–‘ 
 ‘Outland madn–!’ 
 ‘For them!’ the diminutive man roared with sudden 
violence. ‘Not for us! Not! For! Us!’ 
 A moment of mutual breathing. 
 ‘Look, boy. I understand how such words cut–even 
hack at y–‘ 
 ‘What one is,’ Eryelk cried, ‘determines what one 
must do! Ajencis even says as much!’ 
 But the old slaver was already shaking his head. 
 ‘Philosophers,’ he spat. ‘It’s their curse to confuse 
their skullpan for the sky–bah! Forget Ajencis. When 
a Man has a heart such as you, he is never such a 
fool as when he asks what he is...’ 
 ‘No...’ 
 ‘Yes. Trust me, boy. The self is known only so far 
as it is mastered.’ 
 ‘No!’ 
 ‘No? No? Why am I not surprised.’ 
 ‘There is blood, Stitti–blood! Blood always has its 
say.’ 
 

* * * 
 
The most violent Son of Wiglic jerked and wagged for 
paroxysms of laughter, a sound that boomed through 
the black, cracked into ambient echoes across 
unseen walls. He laughed all the harder for the way 
Shinurta’s obscene face pursed. 
 Boma-bom... 
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‘Earth and muck!’ he roared on a carnivorous grin.  
 The Grandmaster of the Scarlet Spires retreated a 
step, such was the heat of his animal ferocity. For all 
the convolutions, all the disfigurations, the sorcerer’s 
soul remained a mannish one, and could not but 
genuflect in the presence of such a frame and 
manner. The barbarian chortled. 
 ‘What is it, rat? Numb to demons yet cowed by the 
likes of me?’ 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 A smile hooked the whitish lips. 
 ‘You are not a thing of proportion,’ Shinurta 
sneered. ‘You disgust.’ 
 A monster-headed sorcerer–a chanv-addict, no 
less!–complaining of proportion? Thurror Eryelk 
howled some more. He had seen Shinurta’s ilk 
before, men who called themselves wise, simply 
because they could think ways others could not. But 
thoughts were like rivers: the more they forked, the 
more they made swamps of what was sensible 
ground. Wisdom was naught but cunning made 
grand, a weapon forged to win empty battles.  
 ‘Who?’ he boomed at the Grandmaster. ‘Who was 
it I killed at the Third Sun?’ 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 The red eyes narrowed. 
 ‘So it’s true. You do not recall what you do, when 
Gilgaöl seizes your soul.’ 
 ‘What was his name?’ Eryelk barked. 
 ‘Nagamezer.’ 
 ‘And what is the punishment for killing one such as 
he?’ 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 Another sneer, rendered grotesque for the 
glutinous film that passed for his skin.  
 ‘Nagamezer... lingers,’ he replied, smiling as if at 
the memory. 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma...  
 ‘So I relieved you of a rival! Excised what you 
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could not!’ 
 Boma-boma-boma-boma... 
 The Grandmaster of the Scarlet Spires grinned as 
if at some leprous secret.  
 ‘Rival? Nay. Simply a fool... Nagamezer saw you 
as another errand to discharge. He earned the 
judgment you delivered.’ 
 Eryelk glared at the hideous figure. 
 ‘But you must destroy me, nonetheless.’ 
 ‘Not at all.’ 
 Boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘Surely you aren’t surprised,’ the putrid face said. 
‘Carythusal is ship at sea, barbarian. Eternally so. 
Sometimes it founders for the riot of waters, and 
sometimes it founders for the riot of Men. Certes, she 
houses both a King and a Grandmaster, yet it is the 
Mob that rules her most, the countless souls packed 
in her obese belly...’ 
 What was happening? 
 Boma-bom. 
 ‘And as much as it recoils from the likes me,’ 
Shinurta continued, ‘the Mob adores the likes of you.’ 
 Earth and muck.  
 Could it be? 
 ‘My brothers say the Pit has not seen your like in 
generations... that if I kill you, I would be remembered 
for nothing else...’ 
 A sudden, translucent sneer seized the face. ‘You! 
A trifle! A mummer! A Norsirai sell-sword!’ 
 Thurror Eryelk broke into a bull laugh, saying, ‘You 
would much rather be remembered as a rat without 
skin?’ 
 Boma-boma-boma... 
 ‘You provoke me?’ the Grandmaster of the Scarlet 
Spires spat, as wondrous as outraged.  
 ‘Destroy me! Make yourself immortal!’ 
 ‘Ware your words, Holca. The Mob casts away 
their baubles!’ 
 Boma-boma-boma... 
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 ‘Kill meeee!’ the barbarian roared. ‘Lest I kill you!’ 
A stalk of sorcerous words reared into the chamber... 
And with that, the floors seemed to plummet, dissolve 
into a Pit more profound than any he had mastered.  
Boma-boma-boma...[GdM]	
	
The Knife of Many Hands concludes in Grimdark 
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