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The cover for Grimdark Magazine issue #3 was 
created by Australian artist Austen Mengler. 
 Austen Mengler is a concept artist and illustrator 
from Perth, Western Australia. He's been drawing as 
long as he could hold a pencil and has a passion for 
creating horror, sci-fi and fantasy themed characters 
and creatures. Since graduating with a Bachelor of 
Arts: Design (Illustration) from Curtin University in 
2011, he's been working on many projects including 
album covers, indie games and publications. He's 
also been keeping busy exhibiting and selling at 
shows around Australia, such as Supanova Pop 
Culture Expo and Oz Comic-Con.  When not working 
on freelance projects, Austen is also working on his 
own post apocalyptic horror project called 
"Execution", and hopes to get it made into art books 
and graphic novels in future. 
 You can find him online at: 
 
www.austenmengler.com 
www.facebook.com/TheArtofAustenMengler 
lordnetsua.deviantart.com 
http://society6.com/lordnetsua 
https://www.youtube.com/user/LordNetsua 
www.twitter.com/LordNetsua 
lordnetsua.tumblr.com 
www.artstation.com/artist/AustenMengler 
www.drawcrowd.com/lordnetsua 
 
The cover image Despondency – Part III was 
originally published as an album cover for Winterfold 
(https://www.facebook.com/Winterfold).  
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From	the	Editor	
	

ADRIAN	COLLINS	
	

 
Thank you for buying Grimdark Magazine’s third 
issue. I can’t believe it’s almost been an entire year 
since GdM went from being a whiteboard plan 
marked up over a few beers with a mate to an ezine 
out there getting some serious traction within the 
community. I tip my glass to you for getting involved. 
 The quality of submissions we received for this 
issue was unbelievable, and choosing the cream of 
the crop was incredibly difficult. Kelly Sandoval, 
Siobhan Gallagher and Peter Fugazzotto put up 
some sensational works and I’m really excited to get 
them out in front of you. 
 Andy from the R. Scott Bakker fan group was a big 
help again, this time helping with the author interview. 
Bakker’s fan groups are sensational, and well worth 
getting involved in. 
 I hope you enjoy reading GdM #3 as much as 
Cheresse, Layla, Mike, Tom, Jewel, Joey, Rob, Sean 
and I enjoyed putting it together for you.  
 I’d also like to tip the glass to Kyle, one of our first 
team members, who called it a day to get stuck into 
his career now that he’s finished uni. Thanks for your 
efforts, mate! 
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Adrian Collins 
Founder 
 
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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A	Recipe	for	Corpse	Oil	
	

SIOBHAN	GALLAGHER	
	

 
The streets were swamped with foreigners, all 
bundled up, their pockets bulging with trinkets from 
lands beyond the city of Fride. Tavin squeezed his 
lithe form between smelly bodies—and oh, did they 
reek. Had these people never heard of a bath? His 
hands gently touched the outsides of their pockets, 
fingers tracing for anything of value.  
 One woman—at least he thought it was a woman: 
she had the round face of a motherly figure, despite 
the whiskers on her chin—eyed him with suspicion. 
He smiled reassuringly to her and said, ‘You seem 
lost. Might I direct you to one of the fine shops here at 
the Lane?’ 
 The woman snorted and pushed past him, 
elbowing him in the gut.  
 ‘Well, that was rude,’ he muttered, rubbing his 
stomach. Admittedly, the rate of successful 
pickpocketing by day was rather poor. But it was 
either by day, or compete with the will-o-wisps after 
nightfall, and those wisps were a good deal more 
skilled than him. Maybe he’d try his hand at one of 
the shops, where customers would be too busy 
browsing to notice their pockets were getting lighter.  
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 Extravagant Oils of the Arcane sounded 
promising, and pricey. Tavin struggled to the shop’s 
entrance, which was nothing more than a gaping hole 
in a brick wall with a rag of gauze draped across it. 
The shop smelled marginally better than the crowd 
outside. Its shelves were stacked with odd-shaped 
bottles, from swan necks to spirals to multi-pointed 
stars. They weren’t the typical oils like olive or 
puffertoad: some bottles read Cat’s Eye, Tick’s Blood, 
Tumbleweed-Roe, Eckle-Feckle... What in all the dark 
regions was Eckle-Feckle? 
 Tavin continued to pretend-browse till he came 
across a squat creature—a goblin, maybe, hard to tell 
with such an oversized coat—holding a bottle in each 
hand. He stood beside the creature, eased himself 
into a kneel, plucked one bottle from the shelf that 
read Turnipickle Numb, and asked the creature, ‘I’ve 
never tried this brand before. What do you make of 
it?’ 
 The creature only glanced his way, grunted.  
 Tavin took up another bottle, Languid Lavender 
Lady. ‘What about this one?’ 
 This time the creature didn’t even acknowledge 
him. So he reached around it for another bottle, 
drawing back his hand close to its backside, fingers 
deftly probing pockets.  
 ‘Yes, I think Walking Sage will do.’ He walked 
away with a single coin to show for his effort. A solid 
coin, but only a worth a night’s stay at the inn. On to 
the next... 
 A hand clamped down on his shoulder, spun him 
around. He shut his mouth on the yelp that wanted 
escape. He had to stay composed, act natural, like he 
belonged here. The man’s hand weighed on Tavin as 
did his gaze, especially that intense right eye that 
looked about to pop out. The man’s skin was tanned 
in another land; he wore a black box hat and an 
extravagant silk robe.  
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 ‘Come with me,’ the man said, grabbing him by 
elbow.  
 ‘Hey, wait—! I didn’t—‘ 
 ‘You’re not in trouble.’ 
 Well it certainly felt like he was in trouble. The man 
dragged him into the back room and slammed the 
door.  
 ‘Look, I’ll give it back,’ he said. ‘It was a joke, 
really.’ 
 The man snatched the bottle from him and it set 
on a stand. ‘You seem like an unsavoury fellow.’ 
 ‘Umm, thanks?’ 
 ‘I need a person like you to do something for me.’ 
 ‘Well, if there’s pay...’ 
 ‘There is. Good pay.’ 
 Tavin relaxed enough to allow himself a smile. ‘All 
right. What ya need?’ 
 ‘Chins.’ 
 ‘Chins?’ 
 The man nodded. ‘They’re the key ingredient in 
corpse oil.’ 
 ‘I would think you’d need corpses for corpse oil.’ 
 The man chuckled and slapped him on the back 
so hard he nearly stumbled. He rubbed the sore spot, 
frowning. All this jostling was going to get him 
bruised.  
 ‘Chins! I’m all out, and I need to make a new batch 
for a very special customer. She can’t wait and 
neither can I. So you go out and get me some chins.’ 
 ‘When you say chins...’ 
 ‘Human chins, they make the finest corpse oil. 
Twelve of them. They have to be fresh, bone and all.’ 
 ‘I see...’ Tavin rubbed his chin, now very aware of 
its value. 
 ‘So you’ll do it?’ 
 ‘It’s just chins? I don’t have to kill anyone, right?’ 
He might be greasy, but he was no murderer. 
 ‘Of course. You can live without a chin.’ 
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 That was right, you could live without a chin; it 
wasn’t like they were vital for anything. He rather liked 
the idea, and could think of quite a few drunkards 
who didn’t need their chins all that much. 
 

* * * 
 
His skill at chin harvesting wasn’t much better than 
his ability to pickpocket. There was the matter of 
removing the chin, which was much messier then 
he’d imagined. His attempt with a dagger was 
woefully unpleasant. As he tried to cut through the 
bone, blood made the chin and jawline too slippery to 
grip. The drunkard was bound and gagged, but 
nonetheless he thrashed. Tavin knocked him out with 
the very bottle the man had been drinking from, and 
went looking for a saw.  
 The saw was too loud: the sound of steel grating 
bone drew the attention of passersby. A hatchet 
finally did the trick. One swing cut through tissue and 
bone with no noise to spare. Of course his aim wasn’t 
always true, sometimes striking ground, or worse, an 
ear or a nose. He was very sorry whenever that 
happened and apologized profusely, promising to buy 
his chinless victims an ale. They were out cold when 
he made the promise, but he thought the gesture 
counted just the same.  
 Nevertheless, he made great progress, collecting 
eleven of the twelve chins he needed. Then the 
rumours came and washed clean the alleyways of 
drunks, beggars, prostitutes, and other undesirables. 
Only the revenants stuck around, but no one cared 
about them and their midnight whining. Besides, they 
had no chins. 
 So he went scouring the residential district for that 
one last chin, then he wouldn’t have to pickpocket, or 
beg, or sleaze his way into a warm bed at night. 
There had to be a loner living around here 
somewhere. A foreigner would be the obvious choice, 
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but they lived in packs, dozens of them under the 
same roof. With a loner, there'd be no bothersome 
witnesses. 
 The poor district’s dirt roads bled into the 
pockmarked cobbled streets of the middling district—
and here there were actual windows in the houses!—
and from these shoddy streets to the pristine ones of 
the wealthy district. The wealthy district made for an 
uneasy stroll, for the guards were most vigilant: not a 
vagrant or even a stray mutt in sight. He kept to the 
shadows and bushes, watched and waited. It had to 
be here that he’d find a loner, because who else but 
the affluent could afford to live on their own?      
 As always, he was right. On the second evening of 
his wealthy district watch, he passed by a two-story 
house and saw a gentleman on the deck, observing 
the stars through a fancy telescope. And by the 
forsaken gods, did this gentleman have a chin! A 
magnificent chin, jutting out like a flesh spade. It had 
to be three inches long, maybe as long as his pointer-
finger. He tried lining up his pointer-finger with the 
chin from afar, before realizing that he was still the 
middle of the street, and people were looking at him 
funny. 
 He hurried away, breathless and slightly dazed. 
 Later that night, when all were assuredly asleep, 
Tavin returned to the home of the gentleman with the 
big chin. He went around to the back, peered inside. 
From the dim glow of a fireplace, he could make out 
an immense clutter: papers, books, gadgets of brass 
and iron. Some seemed very impractical, like the 
system of ropes and pulleys that ran from the ceiling 
to an armchair. A wife or sister wouldn’t have allowed 
for such a mess. That was a good sign. 
 He took two thin pieces of metal from his coat 
pocket and stuck them into the keyhole. Tinker, tinker 
... click! The door swung open. He tiptoed down the 
hallway, passed the open living room with its 
fireplace, and—  
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 The world whiplashed him. His neck sore, blood 
rushing to his head, a pinching pain around his ankle, 
everything upside-down. From the corner of his eye, 
he saw the pulley system at work, the armchair used 
as a counterweight. 
 When did wealthy people set traps? That seemed 
like an odd hobby, unless this gentleman’s house had 
been broken into previously. In which case, what 
terrible luck.  
 ‘Ah, finally,’ came a nasally voice from upstairs. A 
moment later, Tavin was approached by the great-
chinned gentleman, who looked less fancy up close; 
more like the sickly, bookworm type that everyone 
picked on. Still, he admired the chin. 
 The gentleman smiled, puffed out his chest as if 
this were his grandest moment. ‘No more chin-
stealing for you.’ 
 Tavin almost stopped breathing. How did the 
gentleman even...? Never mind. He needed to keep 
calm, act natural, like he belonged here—sort of. 
 ‘How do you know what I’m stealing? Maybe I 
liked that stupid telescope of yours.’ 
 ‘A telescope wouldn’t sell for much, and other 
homes have nicer things than mine. But I have 
something that would only interest a certain kind of 
thief.’ The gentleman pointed to his chin, then—to 
Tavin’s great disappointment—he broke the chin off. 
 ‘So you put a fake chin on to lure a thief?’  Tavin 
said, disgusted. 
 ‘When I first heard the news, saw the pictures of 
those poor chinless drunks in the newspaper, I knew I 
had to put a stop to it. Because you can replace 
goods, but not chins.’ 
 Tavin’s temples throbbed ever harder.  His head 
filled with blood. The rope choked the circulation at 
his ankle.  ‘Well that’s very noble of you. But since I’m 
not here for your chin, how about—‘ 
 ‘I’m making a citizen’s arrest!’ 
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 Tavin snorted. ‘There’s no such thing here in 
Fride.’ 
 ‘What?’ The gentleman frowned. ‘I thought... Oh 
well, I’ll just call the guard.’ 
 ‘You do that, and I’ll just tell them you’re in on it 
too.’ 
 ‘They wouldn’t believe that. I caught you 
attempting—‘ 
 ‘You just caught me. That’s it. Could say it was a 
deal gone sour and you were gonna turn me over. 
Then it becomes “he said this—he said that.” Guards 
would shrug and just hang us both on the gallows-
tree walls.’ While explaining this and seeing the 
frustration twist the gentleman’s face, Tavin slowly 
reached behind his back for the hatchet tucked into 
his belt.  
 ‘They wouldn’t—‘ the gentleman said. 
 ‘Oh yes they would. They do it all the time. Why do 
you think the executioner never gets a day off?’    
 ‘That’s barbaric!’ 
 ‘Welcome to Fride.’ 
 Hatchet in hand, he struck the rope where it was 
tied to the armchair—his aim much, much better with 
all the practice. He landed hard on his head, felt the 
bump already forming. Blood sloshed around his 
eardrums as he stood, a dizzy haze over his vision. 
 The gentleman gaped at him in silence. Tavin held 
the hatchet high, all the more menacing because he 
stood a good half-foot taller than the gentleman. 
 ‘All right,’ Tavin said, ‘let’s make a deal. You don’t 
mention this to anyone and I won’t kill you.’ 
 ‘That seems hardly fair.’ The gentleman pouted 
with all the petulance of a spoiled child. 
 ‘Or we can both go to the gallows. It’s up to you.’ 
 ‘Hmph. Fine, you filthy chin-stealing—‘ 
 ‘Shut up!’ The sloshing inside his head had 
become a full-on headache, and there was a knot in 
his neck, and he just felt awful all over, like he’d been 
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trampled on. If he wasn’t short a chin, he’d swear off 
chin-stealing this very instant. 
 Though maybe... 
 ‘Let me see that.’ He snatched the fake chin from 
the gentleman’s hand. 
 ‘Hey!’ The gentleman stood up straight, only to 
slouch away from the hatchet. 
 ‘What’s this made of?’ He rolled the fake chin 
around in his fingers, getting them all greasy. 
 ‘Bacon fat and pig’s skin.’ 
 It looked quite real. Maybe he could fabricate a 
twelfth chin from the other ones he’d collected, 
substitute the bone for a bit of pig joint. He'd gotten to 
know chin anatomy pretty well. He could pull it off. 
 ‘All right, I’ll be off.’ He bowed, slipping the hatchet 
back into his belt. ‘You have yourself a lovely 
evening.’ 
 The gentleman rudely slammed the door behind 
him. 
  

* * * 
 
The shopkeeper of Extravagant Oils of the Arcane 
greeted him with a crushing handshake. Tavin gave 
the shopkeeper the bag, then rubbed his poor fingers. 
 The shopkeeper counted out the chins, held up a 
misshapen one for inspection. Tavin held his breath, 
crossing his toes inside his boots. The shopkeeper 
nodded in approval, and everything inside Tavin 
unwound. 
 ‘Nice, nice, nice,’ the shopkeeper said, collecting 
the chins into a cooking pan.  
 ‘So how about my pay?’ Tavin said. 
 The shopkeeper tossed aside the empty chin bag, 
retrieved a heavy pouch from his robe and dropped it 
in Tavin’s hand.  Through the fabric he felt nice thick 
coins, the kind that could buy access to just about 
anything, legal or illegal. 
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 ‘You know,’ the shopkeeper said, ‘I could keep you 
on.’ 
 ‘What? For more chin-stealing?’ 
 ‘Not always. There’s other kinds of stealing. Or 
maybe disposing.’ 
 ‘Ehh, I dunno...’ He still felt miserable and was 
looking forward to the bathhouse, a massage and a 
nice feather bed. 
 ‘I can make you partner. You’ll get some of the 
profits.’ 
 ‘Decent profits?’ 
 The shopkeeper gave a toothy grin. ‘Why do you 
think I needed the chins? One of the most expensive 
oils I sell.’ 
 A steady income would be nice. He'd never have 
to pickpocket again. Maybe save up and buy a house 
of his own—or better yet, leave this city far behind. 
He’d heard there were some nice tropical places in 
the east. 
 ‘Then I agree.’ 
 The shopkeeper made to shake his hand again, 
but he drew back and instead offered, ‘How about a 
gentle pat on the shoulder?’ 
 Next time he would define “gentle”, as the 
shopkeeper whacked him on the shoulder. He 
clutched the spot like it was bleeding, masked his 
pain with a smile. Had to keep up appearances, after 
all. 
 ‘Where you going?’ the shopkeeper asked, as 
Tavin stumbled out of the back room. ‘Need to show 
you how corpse oil is made.’ 
 ‘Uh, I really don’t—‘ 
 ‘Come, this will be good practice.’ 
 The shopkeeper grabbed his arm, pulled him back 
into the back room.  
 ‘Ah, ah, ah. Not so hard.’ 
 For all of the shopkeeper’s smiling and chuckling, 
that intense right eye of his made Tavin uneasy, as it 
focused unwaveringly on his face... or was it his 
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chin?[GdM]
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Siobhan Gallagher Siobhan Gallagher is a wannabe 
zombie slayer, currently residing in South Texas. Her 
fiction has appeared in several publications, including 
AE - The Canadian Science Fiction Review, COSMOS 
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anthology. Occasionally, she does this weird thing called 
‘blogging’ at: defconcanwrite.blogspot.com  
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Grimdark	in	Gaming	
	

LAYLA	CUMMINS	&	JEREMY	SZAL	
	

 
Video games are nothing short of a controversial 
topic within the entertainment industry. From fuming 
politicians on the morning news to bloggers with an 
axe to grind, they always have been and always will 
be a point of contention. You may not be an avid 
enthusiast, but their contribution to social issues and 
their aesthetically expressive visuals, storytelling, 
characters, and worlds are undeniable. To consider 
them anything less than works of art would be 
ignorant. And a fair share of these games have a 
horse of their own running in the world of grimdark. 
Far more than you might think. 
 Grimdark’s essential ingredients are morally 
ambiguous characters telling grim stories in dark 
worlds. In our favourite grimdark novels the main 
characters make morally ambiguous decisions that 
affect the outcome of their stories, for better or worse. 
For example, Abercrombie’s Inquisitor Glokta 
attempts to save Dagoska in Before They Are 
Hanged by getting into bed with the banking house 
Valint and Balk. Glokta knows Valint and Balk will 
expect favours of him that will corrupt his role as an 
inquisitor, but does it anyway to save the city. It is this 
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same sense of moral ambiguity and self-
determination that is becoming central to so many 
popular video games. Acclaimed books and series 
like The Witcher (Andrzej Sapkowski), Metro 2033 
and 2034 (Dmitry Glukhovsky), A Song of Ice and 
Fire (George RR Martin), The Walking Dead (Robert 
Kirkman), and even Heart of Darkness (Joseph 
Conrad) have shown how grimdark novels and 
gaming can blend seamlessly into one. Perhaps the 
smooth transition from paperback to controller says a 
lot about what video game audiences are eager to 
digest. 
 In video games it is usually some kind of built-in 
morality system that allows players to perform actions 
and make decisions that ultimately determine their 
character’s future in the game world.  Many of these 
choices are difficult, influencing the world around the 
player and the way NPCs (non-playable characters) 
react to the protagonist. In the cases of RPGs like 
Mass Effect 2 (2010) certain choices can even 
change the game’s ending. These choices are clearly 
defined, even highlighted in red or blue, 
corresponding to the key morality of the decision. The 
choices are grey at times, and both have an impact in 
different areas, but it’s clear which path a certain 
action will take you. 
 But what if those moral guideposts are stripped 
away all together? 
 In The Witcher 2 (2011) you are Geralt of Rivia, a 
hunter of monsters and wild beasts. But more often 
than not real monsters come in the form of human 
beings. Of ordinary people and raw violence. The 
opening scenes set the stage for the morally grey 
world that you live in. Do you accept a bribe from a 
corrupt warden and use that money to better your 
chances of survival? Do you accuse a powerful 
archer of murder on the eve of battle, or do you 
betray the lusty succubus who accuses him? There is 
no pre-defined good or bad, no blue and red bar 
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indicating your morality. There are only choices and 
consequences, for better and for worse. Like in other 
RPGs these choices impact the game’s world, 
diverging your paths and showing your point of view 
from opposing sides. Different playthroughs could 
even have you fighting for the other team. Geralt 
himself is a rogue in the greatest sense. He’ll do his 
duty and search for his kidnapped partner, yet sleep 
with every prostitute that comes his way. And he’s not 
above getting blood on his hands when he needs to, 
innocent or otherwise. 
 Metro: Last Light (2013) has a similar feature. The 
game does not let you know that a morality system 
exists. Your actions alone dictate how the 
overarching story ends. Likewise, in Dishonored 
(2012) the entire game world will shift depending on 
your actions. Should you choose to perform lethal 
assassinations on your targets, sprinting through the 
alarm system at full blast and slaughtering the guards 
who get in your way, your teammates will soon turn 
on you. Leading them to political ruin and even 
staying your hand affects the physical state of the city 
of Dunwall. The more bodies you pile up, the faster 
the plague spreads. Your own discernment is needed 
to decide if a certain character truly deserves to die. 
 Fallout 3 (2008) is yet another title that perfectly 
encapsulates the grimdark genre. Set in post-
apocalyptic Washington, D.C., it combines dark 
humour with a quantifiable Karma scale. Every 
decision, from stealing items to killing another 
character, affects the player’s Karma. Choices that 
can alter gameplay come from main and side quests 
and include deciding whether to obliterate an entire 
town or participate in an assisted suicide. Before 
jumping into the Fallout series’ revival, lead writer and 
designer Emil Pagliarulo had previously worked on 
the ‘Dark Brotherhood’ sequence in Bethesda Game 
Studio’s multi-award-winning The Elder Scrolls IV: 
Oblivion (2006). In an interview with Gamasutra, 
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Pagliarulo claimed the Dark Brotherhood story was 
“for those players who have jumped over [the] moral 
fence and never want to look back [...] [Fallout 3] is all 
about giving players a choice and giving the player 
the voice they want to use.” 
 A trope in many video games is the battle against 
some form of inhuman enemy, be it monsters, 
demons, ghosts, zombies, or any other form of 
cannon fodder that’s churned out for the player. 
There are some games that subvert that, forgoing 
supernatural evil for a more human villain. In Heavy 
Rain (2010), an oppressive, intense thriller with a 
distinctly nihilistic art style, you are pitted against a 
serial killer with a genuine motive—a villain who is 
real, life-like, and human. Any of the mentally 
unstable four main protagonists could be the serial 
killer, leading us to conclude that they are all 
unreliable narrators and what we are being told may 
not be the truth. Morally grey characters are the 
quintessential core of grimdark. Constructed with 
flaws found in people like ourselves, they establish a 
genuine link to characters who would otherwise be 
cardboard cut-outs having a punch-up on screen. And 
the entire cast of Heavy Rain are as real as they are 
flawed. 
 Often in games where choice is a factor, even the 
morality of the hero is called into question. In The 
Wolf Among Us (2013), you are Bigby, the same big 
bad wolf from the fairy tale, moved to the city along 
with almost every character to ever grace mainstream 
folklore. It’s the very definition of a gritty revamp, 
taking all the traditional archetypes of characters 
handed down for hundreds of years and painting 
them with a distinct noir flavour, done up with blood, 
mud, swears, booze and cigarettes. The slightest 
decision, even if your intentions are good, could cost 
you dearly and create dozens of additional enemies. 
Soon the entirety of Fabletown is at risk and the 
waters of morality become so muddled that you start 



	 22	

to question if the ultimate villain is really you. At the 
end of the day, everyone from Bluebeard to Snow 
White is human at heart, and several characters will 
die horribly. No matter the outcome, there’s always 
that little niggle in the back of your mind: Did I really 
do the right thing? Was he actually telling the truth? 
Should I have listened to her? Nothing is ever certain, 
least of all the moral standing of the characters. 
Similarly, the conclusion of The Last of Us (2013) 
forces you to question who exactly the villain is—
something that is left up to the player’s interpretation. 
We cannot negate the character’s actions, but their 
impact is left lingering in our minds. 
 It’s this morally ambiguous aspect of RPGs that 
keeps gamers coming back for more. Bioware’s 
surprise hit Dragon Age: Origins (2009) avoided the 
familiar paragon/renegade system from the Mass 
Effect series, opting instead for companion approval 
ratings. “It’s about difficult choices,” said lead writer 
David Gaider in an interview with Newsarama. “I don’t 
like easy, happy endings […] what I like is presenting 
decisions where the player has to stop and maybe 
isn’t quite sure as to what is the right thing to do [...] 
In a game you have a unique aspect with the element 
of interaction and personal investment that you can’t 
really get in some other passive entertainment.” 
 With game designers like Pagliarulo and Gaider 
pushing for more immersive gaming experiences, it’s 
no surprise that technology is quickly filling in the 
gaps. The creation of Oculus Rift, a ground-breaking 
virtual reality headset, is beginning to change the way 
we play videogames, and the potential for grimdark 
gamers is huge. Ever wondered what it would be like 
to step into the Game of Thrones universe and create 
havoc in King’s Landing? Or ride across the Broken 
Empire world as Jorg’s road brother? The opportunity 
may be closer than you think. 
 But how far is too far? In the 2014 documentary 
DRONE by Norwegian filmmaker Tonje Hessen 
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Scheiand, she focuses on the recruitment of young 
pilots at gaming conventions. “I came across a story 
of a gamer who dropped out of high school, joined the 
military, and very quickly became a drone pilot 
through the kind of skills he'd acquired gaming,” she 
said in an interview with VICE. “The US Army has 
used virtual reality and video games as a recruiting 
tool for a long time. They've been testing out different 
games and strategies, and they actually created their 
own video game, America’s Army, which is very much 
a recruiting tool.” 
 Video games were once looked down on as 
nothing more than time wasters for prepubescent 
boys squatting in dark rooms, and in some ways they 
still have a long way to go. But they’ve ensnared and 
captivated millions of people who once would never 
have dreamed about picking up a controller. They 
often provide social commentary, metaphysical 
scenarios, morally grey worlds filled with complexity 
and engaging decisions and, more importantly, show 
us characters just as flawed as ourselves. Characters 
we can connect with, regardless of if they’re the big 
bad wolf from fairy tales, monster hunters, assassins, 
or even a bitter teenage girl trying to scrape her way 
through a dark world. These characters feel human. 
They take us on journeys of dark beauty and horror, 
of grim realities and harrowing adventures that 
portray the harsh grey morals of our own world and 
the glimmers of hope we find in it. And thanks to the 
medium of interactive video games, it’s we the 
players who will be making the decisions. We’ve read 
and watched the characters from A Song of Ice and 
Fire make fiendishly hard decisions and face 
overwhelming brutality. Now we can directly engage 
with the world of Westoros (and countless others), 
make these tough choices and watch the results 
unfold, for better or worse. Each death will be another 
stain on our hands on a journey where corpses serve 
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as steps to victory. And we must live with the decision 
we make. 
 You might not survive the journey, but that’s half 
the fun.[GdM]	  
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An	Interview	with	
R.	Scott	Bakker	

	
GDM	&	BAKKER	FANS	

	
 
Reader warning – This interview may contain 
spoilers. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to speak to us, Scott. 
We love the world of The Second Apocalypse and 
were very lucky to be approached by your dedicated 
fan group who helped put this interview together. 
 
[GdM] What do you think defines grimdark as a genre 
and how do you think your writing has fit into its 
evolution thus far? While The Second Apocalypse 
has informed what constitutes the sub-genre, do you 
think you’re purposefully contributing? 
 
[RSB] And thank you! The gang over at the forum 
could very well be the only reason I’m still in the biz, 
given how much of a knob I am, marketing and 
otherwise. My obsession with the ugly bits of the soul 
makes me far more prone to repel than to attract new 
readers. 
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 Speaking of ugly, ‘grimdark’ entered parlance 
because it usefully distinguished works that cut 
against the nostalgia, idealization, and 
sentimentalism that once characterized fantasy more 
generally.  I used to refer to my own work as 
‘grognard,’ a term which once meant ‘hard core’ in 
gaming communities (but now seems to mean ‘old 
man’!). The idea was to show readers the ‘wages of 
wonder,’ to provide the epic buzz that makes fantasy 
such a distinct genre without flinching from the grit 
and horror of premodern life. The ‘New Weird’ was all 
the rage back when The Darkness that Comes Before 
came out, and the web was crawling with attacks on 
epic fantasy, which was viewed as artistically facile, 
politically compromised, and—the greatest sin of all—
far too ‘common.’ For me, the ‘common’ was simply 
what made epic fantasy socially significant, while the 
nostalgia and sentimentalism simply represented one 
among many ways the genre could go. Grimdark is a 
different way, and a better way, I think, given the way 
it denies comfort and consolation. There’s always 
more than enough baby-food. 
 But to be honest to my preposterous ambition, I 
wasn’t so much interested in exploring the grimmer, 
darker narrative possibilities of the genre—Moorcock 
and Donaldson had already done as much, I 
thought—as I was in exploring what the genre had to 
say about modernity, about the deepening ‘crisis of 
meaning’ that characterizes our age. Since our 
inherited conceptions of meaning are rife with 
nostalgia, idealization, and sentimentality, ‘grimmer 
and darker’ became unavoidable. 
 
[GdM] You’ve been working on a number of short 
stories set in The Second Apocalypse world dubbed 
‘Atrocity Tales,’ among them The Knife of Many 
Hands. How important are short stories as 
supplements to author worlds? What about to you, as 
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the author, to diversify your work? When will we see 
more? 
 
[RSB] Important enough to keep doing until the end 
of my days! 
 Tolkien’s great literary lesson, I think, lies in 
demonstrating the power of layers, the way telling 
stories against the back drop of more ancient stories 
conjures the illusion of authenticity, convinces the 
reader, at some unconscious level, to believe in the 
setting, and to see the action as an organic 
expression of that setting. Without belief, it becomes 
very difficult to convey the tickle of awe, to write 
something truly epic. This is what makes Tolkien a 
revolutionary literary figure, in my view. Borges, for all 
his ingenuity, can only tickle your intellectual fancies. 
He can’t make you believe the way Tolkien can. He 
can’t write fiction that reads, even if only for brief 
moments, as scripture. 
 
[GdM] It’s nearly four years since your last book in 
The Second Apocalypse with The White-Luck Warrior 
in 2011. Has crafting your process changed 
significantly in the interim? Will the concluding 
volume(s) of The Aspect-Emperor series add to or 
push the boundaries of grimdark today? 
 
[RSB] Years ago now, I had dinner with Peter Halasz 
and Guy Kay in Toronto and Guy pressed me quite 
hard on the kinds of problems that afflict large, multi-
volume fantasy series. How they tend to be so 
uneven, quality-wise. How they tend to bloat with the 
paycheques. And most importantly, how the final 
bang can only sound like a whimper given all the 
verbiage that has come before. After that 
conversation, I made it my mission to avoid those 
pitfalls. I think I’ve succeeded—to the best of my 
abilities, anyway. At least the bloating paycheques 
were never an issue! 
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 Will it ‘push the boundaries’ of grimdark? Not self-
consciously. I’m simply following through on the 
original vision from way back when. That said, it is 
grimmer than anything I’ve ever read! 
 Crazy dark, actually. 
 
[GdM] Some fantasy novels are like Sunday 
afternoon TV movies where you can stop watching for 
15 minutes and not really miss anything important. 
Such is the scope and character interaction of your 
books that it takes serious concentration to ensure 
details aren’t missed that will matter later on. What 
goes into building such scope and detail? How do you 
keep track? 
 
[RSB] You have to remember I’ve been living in 
Earwa for more than thirty bloody years now. And I 
work on the books every day, almost without 
exception. I live and breathe the Three Seas. My wife 
thinks it’s directly tied to my inability to keep track of 
day to day social details, that my hard drive has been 
filled by my fantastic and philosophical obsessions. 
 To which I generally reply, “Who are you again?” 
 
[GdM] What is the relationship between your Blind 
Brain Theory and your fantasy fiction?  
 
[RSB] More than two thousand years ago, Aristotle 
argued that stars could not be ‘fiery stones’ as 
Anaxagoras had claimed because stars behaved in 
fundamentally different ways. The argument makes 
entire sense, given the information Aristotle had 
available. Given a terrestrial vantage, the principles 
governing the heavens are obviously different from 
those governing the earth. Thus, the famous 
dichotomy of heaven and earth. 
 Aristotle was wrong, of course. The ‘fundamental 
difference’ between the heavens and the earth turned 
out to be a trick of perspective: we’re simply too close 
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to the earth and too far from the stars to readily see 
how the same set of natural laws govern both of 
them.  
 The Blind Brain Theory makes the same argument 
regarding the mind and the brain, the ancient 
dichotomy between how we understand nature and 
how we understand ourselves. We’re simply too close 
to ourselves to comprehend ourselves the way we 
comprehend the natural world. We lack the proper 
perspective—and even more importantly, we lack the 
perspective required to see the parochial limits of this 
perspective. We’re not simply blind, we’re blind to this 
blindness as well, so whenever we introspect, 
‘contemplate consciousness,’ we think we’re 
apprehending a fundamentally different order of 
reality, one possessing freedom, reason, meaning, 
purpose, and morality. 
 Now we find ourselves at an absolutely 
unprecedented moment, historically speaking. So 
long as the brain remained a ‘black box,’ something 
too complicated to be scientifically understood, we 
could indulge our prescientific conceits without fear of 
contradiction. Now that cognitive science is a 
multibillion dollar industry, these days are fast 
drawing to a close. The ‘crisis of meaning’ has come 
to a head. Either we’re something fundamentally 
different and things like meaning exists, or we’re 
simply more nature and meaning is a kind of fantasy. 
 Think about what makes fantasy, fantasy. 
Science. What makes gods, magic, spirits and the 
like fantastic—or especially fictional—is the fact that 
science has thoroughly expelled them from any 
rational understanding of the natural world. In this 
sense, you can look at fantasy fiction as Shrek’s 
swamp, if you like, the place were discredited 
traditional entities and posits go to live as shadows of 
their former, scriptural and folkloric glory.  
 What I set out to do was to write the first fantasy 
that self-consciously included meaning with gods, 
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magic, and spirits, to write a fantastic apocalypse that 
mirrors our ongoing ‘semantic apocalypse’ in 
photographic negative. 
 
[GdM] How has becoming a parent influenced the 
message you want to convey in your fiction? How has 
it influenced your writing? 
 
[RSB] I’m manic about my work, and before our 
daughter came allow I could indulge my mania, lose 
myself writing for fourteen hours a day. So there’s no 
question that I wrote more before, in a bulk sense. 
But strangely enough, I think that luxury counted 
against the quality of my work. Part of the problem 
with inspiration is that you can never escape the 
memory of that inspiration when you begin rewriting, 
and that skews your ability to see excesses as 
excesses. So in a sense I think I’m writing less but 
better. 
 (That said, I really have been crazy productive 
despite not publishing anything in four years. I’m 
literally sitting on four completed drafts of four 
different books. My project for 2015 is getting each of 
these completed and ‘out there.’) 
 Otherwise, I feel being a parent has… it’s hard to 
talk about this without striking nonparents as pious, I 
realize… become ‘complete’—that I can now write 
with authority about a profound dimension of human 
existence. There’s no question that it has rewritten 
narrative boundaries for me: I know for a fact that I 
couldn’t have written Neuropath the way I did! 
 
[GdM] What were your personal non-grimdark writing 
inspirations that have shaped what you currently write 
about today? 
 
[RSB] A wide variety of literary writers whom I think 
are almost entirely irrelevant in this day and age. 
DeLillo. Wallace. Roth. Updike. Mailer. Munro. 
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Walker. Buckler. They most all tell the same 
modernist morality tale, anyway, that of a protagonist 
struggling to hold onto meaning (failing or 
succeeding) in an apparently meaningless 
(nonfantastic) world. This is the narrative mould (and 
incestuous culture) I would smash if I could. That’s 
the thing about being blind to your blindness: no 
matter how narrow your view is, it strikes you as wide 
as the sky. 
 
[GdM] What else can your readers expect to see from 
you in the next year or two? What are your plans for 
the future after The Unholy Consult (Aspect Emperor 
#3)? 
 
[RSB] Books, fuck. Hopefully a bunch of them! I have 
a ‘no-blank page’ rule in effect until I have all these 
projects out the door. 
 
[GdM] For new readers, where should their next stop 
be after The Knife of Many Hands? 
 
[RSB] Anywhere but my blog! My big worry is that 
readers interested in my work check out Three Pound 
Brain and decide there’s no way I could write 
anything entertaining. But I can. You just have to stick 
with the world… I swear it. 
 It doesn’t get much more epic… or grim… or dark. 
 
GdM would like to thank the guys at second-
apocalypse.com and asoiaf.westeros.org who 
submitted question ideas for this interview.[GdM]	  
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Review:	Dirge	
by	Tim	Marquitz	

	
MALRUBIUS	

	
 
Dirge was supplied to Grimdark Magazine as an ARC 
by the author. 
 
Dirge by Tim Marquitz is the story of Kallie, a noble 
orphan disguised as a priestess of the goddess 
Oraua, who, further disguised as a man called Dirge, 
is a nearly invincible assassin and zombie-slayer.  
Left for dead by the minions of the evil Duke Freye, 
she was rescued by the brother-priests of the 
benevolent god Oraua, who run a refugee camp for 
survivors of an ongoing zombie plague directed by 
necrolords who, along with Freye and his nemesis, 
the Emperor Valtore, seek to rule Delham.  Dirge is a 
relatively short, action-packed, bloody tale with a 
fairly complex set of character conflicts and an 
explosive climax.  For readers looking for lots of 
“steel” slicing through “meat” and “waxen flesh flaking 
off” Dirge might be your feast of gore.  For this 
reviewer, though, Dirge is a bit of a mixed bag. 
 No one who reads grimdark fantasy, or heroic 
fantasy as the case may be, does not appreciate a lot 
of action and a hero to root for.  Dirge delivers the 
goods. Nearly every chapter contains a fight 
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sequence. Whether it be Kallie lopping off the limbs of 
a dozen zombies or she and her nemesis, Tyril, 
slashing it out in the forest, there is no shortage of 
bloody action here. The plot has enough clever twists, 
turns, and surprises to keep the reader interested as 
Kallie’s predicament becomes increasingly 
precarious. Major events are well timed and spaced 
to provide maximum enjoyment, and a particular 
sequence involving a Krullanth (no, I won’t tell) is a 
truly frightening pleasure. The action and intensity 
build as new alliances among the forces of evil are 
revealed until Marquitz lets loose the dogs of war in 
an exciting climax. The bones of compelling fiction 
are here—conflict, action, heroism, rooting for the 
underdog, imaginative situations—and the stakes are 
high, as the entire world falls under the plague of the 
undead, and the forces of evil battle for the Heart of 
Ultir. 
 Most fantasy novels centre on a hero, and Kallie is 
certainly one to root for.  She has been through hell 
and survived, thanks to her own toughness as well as 
the help she receives from the brother priests, Gaul 
and Darren. Having received the soul, for lack of a 
better word, of the dead priest Rellan, she is imbued 
with incredible strength, speed, and agility, and she is 
on a relentless mission of vengeance against her 
torturers as well as the ghouls who plague Delham. 
Along the way she finds herself pitted between 
enemies and struggling with her conscience as she 
must serve the hated emperor to help the refugee 
Eton folk. When her brothers volunteer her to capture, 
rather than kill, a live necrolord for a huge payoff that 
will secure safety for the Eton folk for generations to 
come, she finds herself up against a foe that just 
might be her equal. 
 Kallie’s story is in intriguing one, fraught with peril 
at every step, and replete with the kind of action 
readers expect from grimdark fantasy. Fans of 
fighting fantasy, especially, will find lots to like here.  
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However, fans of the great writers in the genre—my 
personal faves are Abercrombie and Mark 
Lawrence—might find some tough going in Dirge. 
First off, there is relatively little dialogue in the novel, 
partially because Kallie does not speak in her Dirge 
disguise so her foes will not know she is a woman. 
The text consists of one dense, wordy narrative 
paragraph after another, all the way through with not 
enough regard for pacing. The story is utterly 
humourless with its one penis joke feeling like a 
breath of fresh air in a catacomb. More importantly, 
though, it seems to this reviewer that Marquitz goes a 
bit overboard with his narrative voice. For example, 
there are some awkward long sentences during a 
fast-paced fight scene: “She met each [blow] with a 
more balanced defence than she might normally, 
twisting her wrist at the impact to lessen the force, the 
blades redirected with less effort,” others that I 
struggled to make sense of: “she could only slay so 
many of the lords before humanity collapsed,” and 
some philosophical musings that seemed odd coming 
from an unidentified omniscient narrator: “How easily 
we fall in line, priest or peasant, the glitter of gold a 
certainty of compliance.” 
 In general, there is just way too much narrative for 
me. 
 Similarly, I felt that the development of Dirge’s 
characters and settings didn’t display the same effort 
expended into the description of action. Other than 
Kallie, the character cast felt a little two-dimensional, 
with the possible exception of the “old thief” Behr, 
who pleasantly surprises us by acting against our 
expectations in one pivotal scene. The villains are 
pretty much evil bogeymen, to be vanquished when 
the plot requires it. This stuck out to me as I was 
really hoping to see some depth in the antagonists. 
The same goes for setting.  Other than one temple at 
the beginning of the story, the rest of the settings feel 
generic and hastily drawn, for example trees, 
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clearings, a creaking drawbridge, a crumbling wall, 
and some yucky grey stuff that sticks to Gaul’s 
clothes. 
 Despite an abundance of slayings at the novel’s 
climax that would make even Shakespeare proud, 
there are enough open threads (and people alive) at 
the end of Dirge to indicate that a sequel might be in 
the offing. If so—and I hope it will be—I’m hoping to 
see the characters and the story speak for 
themselves a bit more and the setting to really come 
alive (eg. Like Lynch’s Camorr) in the second 
installment. 
 Overall, Dirge wasn’t as well developed as I look 
for in the books I read. Marquitz provides a story with 
tumid prose, and characters and settings begging for 
further development. However, for fans of assassins, 
zombie apocalypses and a swathe of butchery Dirge 
should provide plenty of gory fun and leave you 
looking forward to where Marquitz chooses to take 
the next instalment. 

 
Dirge was published by Permuted Press on January 
20th, 2015. Purchase links for Dirge can be found over 
at Permuted Press’s website.[GdM]	 	
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Excerpt:	Dark	Run	
	

MIKE	BROOKS	
	

	
This is an extract from Dark Run by Mike Brooks, to 
be published by Del Rey UK in June 2015. Dark Run 
is currently available for pre-order on Amazon, Book 
Depository and Waterstones. 
 
Randall’s Bar was at least a mile beneath the rocky 
surface of Carmella II and had all the inviting 
ambience of an open sewer. The sign over the door 
was simple neon tubes rather than a holo projection, 
the lightpool table inside was glitching and the air had 
the thin, sour quality which suggested it had already 
passed through too many lungs. It was populated by 
a dozen men and half as many women sharing little 
but the lean, dangerous look of overworked and 
underfed Undersiders, in various stages of inebriation 
but all seemingly determined to get deeper into their 
cups. He’d known better than to even think of asking 
Randall for a beer, and so was instead nursing a 
smeared glass tumbler containing a clear liquid which 
could have passed for paint stripper had its taste 
been a little more refined.  
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 He had been in less inviting premises of his own 
volition, but right now he was struggling to recall more 
than one or two. 
 ‘Hey!’ The thin, reedy voice was that of a kid. ‘Hey, 
mister!’ There was no indication he was being 
addressed. 
 He didn’t turn around, just kept his head low and 
his concentration on the glass of spirits in his hand. 
Then, inevitably, there was a tugging on the back of 
his armavest. 
 ‘Hey, mister! Are you Ichabod Drift?’ 
 Drift sighed and looked up at his reflection in the 
mirror behind the bar: sharp-boned features, 
shoulder- length hair dyed a shocking violet and kept 
out of his eyes with a black bandana, skin a golden 
brown which had everything to do with parentage and 
nothing to do with the minimal amount of time it had 
ever been exposed to a star’s ultraviolet radiation. He 
rotated on his stool and absent-mindedly reached up 
a hand to scratch at the skin around his mechanical 
right eye as it focused on the kid with a whirring of 
lenses. 
 Overlarge mining goggles stared blankly back at 
him over a dirty face topped by blondish stubble 
which, combined with the pitch of the voice and a 
near-shapeless one-piece overall – probably a cast-
off from an older sibling – meant Drift wasn’t entirely 
sure whether it was male or female. He essayed a 
grin, the same winning smile which had worked him 
into beds and out of trouble more times than he could 
count (and when money was as large a part of your 
life as it was for Ichabod Drift, you had to be able to 
count pretty damn high). 
 ‘Sí, soy yo,’ he said agreeably, ‘but who might you 
be? Kind of young for a Justice, aren’t you?’ Not that 
the Justices would be looking for him right now; apart 
from anything else, Ichabod Drift wasn’t an outlaw . . . 
exactly. He was, as old Kelsier used to say, ‘of 
interest’. Exactly how much interest, and to whom, 
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rather depended on what had happened recently and 
if he had a suitable alibi for where he’d been at the 
time. 
 ‘You the guy what killed Gideon Xanth?’ the kid 
asked. Drift felt the gloom of the bar take on a sudden 
watchful flavour. Xanth’s Wild Spiders gang had been 
a menace for the last eighteen standard months over 
three sectors of the semi-lawless honeycomb of 
underground passages, caverns and former 
mineshafts which made up the so-called Underside of 
the moon named Carmella II by the United States of 
North America. Drift had personally heard three 
different variants of the tale of how he and his partner 
had taken the Spiders down, then dragged Gideon’s 
corpse back to the Justices’ office in High Under to 
collect the handsome bounty posted on his scarred 
(and partially missing) head. 
 ‘That was a way from here,’ he said, casually 
adjusting his weight so he was facing not only his 
youthful interrogator but the door as well, and letting 
his right hand idly drop into the general region of the 
holstered pistol at his hip. ‘I’m amazed word has 
spread so far, so soon. Where’d you hear that piece 
of news from?’ 
 ‘There’s a gang o’ men just come into town,’ the 
kid piped, ‘and they was asking about if anyone had 
seen Ichabod Drift, the Mexican what killed Gideon 
Xanth. Said they’d give ten bucks for whoever told 
’em where he was.’ 
 ‘I see,’ Drift said, a grim sense of unease stirring in 
his gut. Not that he hadn’t been expecting this, but 
nonetheless . . . Something must have shown on his 
face, because the kid suddenly darted back out of 
arm’s length and scuttled for the door, as though 
worried that he (or possibly she) was about to be 
forcibly restrained from collecting the promised 
reward. 
 ‘Hey!’ Drift shouted after the retreating shape. ‘Did 
you get a name from any of ’em?’ 
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 ‘Only from the big guy,’ came the reply, nothing 
but a begoggled head now visible poking back around 
the door jamb. Drift raised his eyebrows and 
motioned with his hand to suggest that maybe the kid 
should quit stalling. 
 ‘He said his name was Gideon Xanth.’ 
 Then the head disappeared, leaving nothing 
behind but the swinging saloon door and a sudden 
atmosphere of expectation so tense Drift could 
practically taste it. Unless that was the bile. 
 ‘Well, shit,’ he remarked to no one in particular, 
and slid off his stool to land his booted feet on the 
dusty floor. With the entire bar’s eyes on him he 
ostentatiously straightened his armavest, adjusted his 
bandana, checked his pistols and then strode towards 
the door. Bruiser, the ageing but still massive 
bouncer, nodded to him on his way past. 
 ‘You sure you wanna go out there, Drifty?’ 
 ‘Just a simple misunderstanding, I’m sure,’ Drift 
replied with a confidence he didn’t feel. Bruiser’s 
forehead added some wrinkles to the lines already 
weathered into it as he regarded the scene outside. 
 ‘Don’t look too simple from where I’m standing.’ 
 ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ the Weasel piped up from next 
to him. Weasel was short and scrawny, and his job at 
Randall’s Bar was to look after anything Bruiser 
confiscated from customers – which basically boiled 
down to any firearm larger than a pistol, as only a fool 
would enter a Carmellan drinking den completely 
unarmed – and then return it to them as they left, 
guided by his perfect memory. ‘I’d say Gideon not 
actually being dead is pretty simple, really.’ 
 ‘Depends on your point of view,’ Drift replied, and 
sauntered out into what passed for Drowning Bend’s 
town square. The chemical tang of the leak in the 
nearby industrial outflow lingered in the air, burrowing 
into his nasal passages again now he was what 
passed for outside once more, while far above in the 
solid rock of the curved habdome roof the lights were 
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churning out steady, reliable illumination. Which was 
a little unfortunate in some respects; a few shadows 
to hide in would be rather convenient right about now. 
 The Wild Spiders were in the square. And sitting in 
his personal, custom-made, six-legged mechanical 
walker, the padded seat upholstered in what was 
rumoured to be genuine cowhide, was the imposing 
shape of Gideon Xanth. 
 Ichabod Drift had a momentary thought that 
maybe he’d just turn and head the other way, but 
then a shout went up. He’d been seen. 
 ‘Drift!’ Xanth bellowed, his voice a basso roar. He 
flicked something large and shiny off his thumb, and 
Drift caught sight of the juvie diving to catch the 
promised ten-buck piece before fleeing into a side 
alley. 
 ‘Hola, Gideon!’ Drift called back, settling his hands 
just over his guns. Two of them, at least; his backup 
was tucked in the small of his back under his belt. 
‘You’re looking well!’ 
 ‘Looking well for a dead man, you mean?’ the 
gang leader snarled. ‘Boys, cover Mister Drift for me, 
would you?’ 
 At least a dozen weapons of varying calibre and 
roughly equal deadliness snapped up to point straight 
at Drift, which did nothing positive for his levels of 
either calmness or perspiration. 
 ‘That’s better,’ Xanth said, doing something with 
the controls in front of him and sending his walker 
clanking forwards while the Wild Spiders advanced 
on either side, their guns still trained and 
disappointingly steady. ‘Boys, we all know that Mister 
Drift is a fast draw and a fine shot, so if he starts 
looking twitchy then feel free to ventilate him for me 
before he gets any ideas into his head. 
 ‘Now, Drift.’ The big gang leader’s scarred visage 
frowned as he looked down from his elevated seat. 
‘I’m sitting there in a bar in Low Under, minding my 
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own business, when I hear me some surprising news. 
Seems that I’m dead, and that you’re to blame.’ 
 ‘Opinions vary on whether it was me who pulled 
the trigger on you,’ Drift replied, trying not to let his 
eyes stray around too much. 
 ‘Ah yes,’ Xanth nodded. ‘Your partner. It must 
have taken some balls to front up to the lawmen in 
High and claim you’d killed me, knowing that if your 
lie were found out then they’d string you up. Even 
bigger balls actually, given that you surely knew I’d 
hear and would want to disabuse people of the notion 
o’ my demise. And given I know that deep down 
you’re a cowardly lickspittle, Drift, it must’ve been 
your partner what came up with the plan.’ 
 The theatrically conversational tone in his voice, 
pitched to carry to the observers behind door jambs 
and peeking out through curtains all around, abruptly 
disappeared. What was left was the verbal equivalent 
of a knife, bare and sharp and about as friendly. 
‘Where’s the bitch, Drift?’ 
 ‘That’s no way to talk about a lady,’ Drift shrugged. 
 He didn’t even see the blow coming. He was 
simply aware of Xanth doing something with his hand, 
and then one of the spider-walker’s metal legs lashed 
up and knocked him backwards some six feet, 
leaving him sprawling in the dirt. 
 ‘Not talking about a lady, Drift,’ Xanth growled. ‘I 
know ladies. I’ve met ’em, dined ’em and bedded ’em. 
Even loved one, once upon a time. I’m talking about 
that bitch you run with, who ain’t no more of a lady 
than I am. Where’s Tamara Rourke?’ 
 There were a few seconds of uneasy silence, 
while Drift tried to get his breath back and disguise 
the fact that by propping himself up on one elbow his 
right hand was once more straying close to the butt of 
a pistol. However, he was saved having to answer by 
the appearance of a small red dot on Xanth’s left 
temple. 
 ‘Here.’ 
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 Drift risked a look to his right. There, Crusader 920 
rifle raised to her shoulder and trained on Gideon 
Xanth as she walked steadily forwards, was Rourke. 
She was short and slight, dressed in a dark green 
bodysuit which would have merely emphasised the 
boyish nature of her figure had it not been drowned in 
the billowing depths of a long coat. Her hat was 
pulled low, and her eyes glinted in her dark-skinned 
face as she flicked her gaze along the length of the 
Wild Spiders’ line. Half of them switched their aim to 
cover her, but they weren’t fool enough to start firing 
when she had a bead on their boss. Tamara Rourke’s 
reputation as a deadshot was well-earned. 
 ‘Rourke, you shouldn’t be as loyal as you are,’ 
Xanth snarled. The gang leader wasn’t even 
pretending to be conversational now there was a 
weapon pointing at his head, which Drift couldn’t 
really fault him for. ‘Might be you could’ve got outta 
this hole while we were busy with this worm, but you 
had to come sticking your nose in again.’ 
 ‘You’d only have chased me down anyway,’ 
Rourke retorted, somehow managing to shrug without 
losing her aim. ‘Could say the same about you, 
though. You were reported as dead to the authorities. 
You could have given up terrorising war widows and 
extorting merchants and crawled off to a retirement 
somewhere with the money you stole. You wouldn’t 
have been the first.’ 
 ‘And maybe I woulda done that,’ Xanth growled, 
‘gone off and laughed up my sleeve at the Justices 
while I was spending my money, but there’s some 
things you don’t let lie. One thing would be the two of 
you claiming that you killed me.’ His scarred face set 
into an expression of murderous hatred. ‘The other is 
that you needed a body to claim that bounty, and 
there was only one man this side of the surface who 
was as big as me. You bastards killed my boy Abe, 
and dragged his corpse to those scum-suckers in 
High Under.’ 
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 ‘Told you we should’ve shaved a dead bear and 
put it in a coat,’ Drift remarked, looking sidelong at his 
partner. 
 ‘The import costs would’ve swallowed the bounty,’ 
Rourke replied evenly. 
 ‘Shut up, you!’ one of the Spiders snapped at her, 
trying to aim his shotgun even more emphatically. 
Drift attempted to match him against the descriptions 
circulated of Xanth’s known associates, and failed. 
Either a relatively new recruit, then, or simply 
someone no one had ever bothered to identify. 
 ‘Or you’ll do what?’ Rourke demanded. ‘One of 
you so much as sneezes, Gideon here’s missing his 
head.’ 
 ‘You think I care about that?’ Xanth roared. ‘You 
killed my boy! You can shoot me, but the two of you 
ain’t leaving here alive!’ 
 Had it been Ichabod Drift on the other end of that 
firearm, he would have said something snappy. 
Something memorable. Something that anyone who’d 
heard it would have been forced to repeat so the 
story would have grown in the telling, and listeners 
would have been astounded at his wit in a dangerous 
situation. 
 Of course, that would have given the Spiders a 
second or so of warning, and Tamara Rourke had 
never been a gambler. As a result, the moment the 
last syllable signing their death warrant had left 
Gideon Xanth’s lips, the Crusader barked once and 
half of the big man’s skull exploded sideways in a 
shower of blood, bone and displaced neurones. 
 The Wild Spiders, crucially, hesitated for half a 
second. They were gang fighters and used to bullying 
barkeeps, extorting tolls from travellers or engaging in 
piecemeal shootouts with others like themselves, 
preferably when they had a numerical advantage. 
The notion of a lone woman casually shooting their 
leader dead was completely alien to them. 
 As a result, none of them reacted in time. 
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 Drift hauled his pistols out and started blazing 
away; he saw two Spiders drop from hits of some 
sort, but then he had to roll desperately aside as 
Xanth’s bulk slumped forwards onto the controls of 
his walker and sent the gyroscopically stabilised 
machine stamping forwards, directly towards him. His 
weren’t the only shots to ring out, however; a 
hailstorm of fire exploded from the buildings around 
them, with the suddenly exposed Spiders at its 
centre. Several of the gang started shooting back, but 
their misguided attempt at making a stand came to an 
abrupt end when a whistling noise heralded the 
arrival of a shell which detonated on the back of one 
of their number. Virulent orange flames licked up 
instantly, and the splash from the blast set alight the 
clothing and flesh of two more. 
 Some spatters of volatile gel landed mere inches 
from Drift and he scrambled away from them, cursing 
Micah as he did so. The immolation cannon carried 
by the former soldier was far from a precise weapon; 
it was, however, a devastatingly effective one. As the 
howling, burning gang member’s futile attempt at 
flight was cut short by a merciful bullet to the head 
from someone somewhere, the surviving gang 
members not currently flailing at flames on their own 
bodies hurriedly threw down their guns and thrust 
their hands determinedly into the air. 
 The shooting stopped. Drift got back to his feet, 
holstered his guns and dusted himself down. He 
caught sight of one of the Spiders glowering at him. 
 ‘What?’ 
 ‘Everyone said your crew’d left you!’ the man 
accused, his tone one of a six-year-old being told that 
there was no pudding after all. ‘You was meant to 
have stiffed them on a share of the bounty!’ Figures 
were emerging from the buildings around them; 
Micah still covering the cowed gangers with the 
intimidating mouth of his weapon, Apirana’s rifle 
looking like a toy in his huge hands, the Chang 
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siblings carrying pistols like they might even know 
how to use them and, alongside them, the half-dozen 
black-clad and mirror-visored Justices with whom 
they’d planned this whole sting. 
 ‘Well,’ Drift sighed, ‘I guess that’s what you get for 
listening to rumours.’[GdM]  
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Werting could not break free. 
 The frigid sea held the boy, his feet churning, tired 
arms paddling. The rocky shore, so close, taunted 
him with every swell. His lame foot felt heavy as a 
stone. 
 Just as he was ready to give up, a wave lifted him. 
The water folded and he tumbled head over heels 
against sand and stone, grey sky replaced by a veil of 
bubbles and froth. 
 His hands dug at broken shells and shiny weed 
and he crawled out of the embrace of the sea. The 
water pulled at him but it could no longer drag him 
back. He would not join Hreoth and the long ship in 
the depths. 
 Blood and seawater dripped into a tide pool, 
disturbing the reflection of his emaciated face, his 
pale hair, the gash across his forehead. 
 ‘Look, the little shit got spit out from the sea. Can’t 
escape us that easy.’ Oslaf, the only one Werting 
wished would have drowned, shuffled across the 
sand. Behind the old man, six others that survived 
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were stripping off sodden furs and breaches, hanging 
them from branches, and slapping bare skin. One of 
them gathered salvaged axes and shields in a pile. 
 ‘Get wood, Oslaf. You and the waif,’ said Roogar, 
his wet, greying beard clinging to the old scars on his 
chest. ‘We need fire or we'll die.’ 
 

* * * 
 
By the time the sun slashed orange across the 
horizon, Werting was finally dry enough that he no 
longer shook uncontrollably. Fat Henging had found a 
few mussels and they boiled them in Emod's shiny 
helmet. The young clan warrior grumbled that the 
helmet was a gift and it would be ruined. 
 Werting was still hungry but he knew better than to 
say anything. 
 ‘Hreoth was an idiot,’ said Emod, glancing in a 
small shard of mirror and smoothing his blonde 
beard. ‘Any fool could have seen the storm brewing. 
He should have stepped aside for someone whose 
eyes hadn't failed.’ 
 ‘Someone wearing a shiny helmet?’ said Roogar. 
He sat with his sword on his lap, his whetstone 
singing. 
 ‘Why the fuck not?’ Emod kicked the pile of 
discarded shells. ‘Three miserable months, village 
after village, and what? Copper coins and rusted 
axes.’ 
 ‘Don't forget Maeve.’ Fat Henging hid his 
snickering behind a fist. His red hair curled like 
flames. 
 ‘His fucking pet crow. Maybe it’s better the fool 
sunk the ship. We go raiding and we return with a 
bird.’ 
 ‘No bird now,’ said Fat Henging. 
 Roogar shook his head. ‘Leave it. The man made 
a mistake. Elders should be respected.’ 
 Emod burst out laughing. 
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* * * 

 
Dawn brought dark swirling skies and the eight 
survivors began plodding north on the shingle. 
 At first, the clansmen bunched together, laughing 
and telling stories, but as the day dragged and the 
rain returned in sudden squalls, they stretched along 
the beach. 
 Black clouds, piled thick, ate the sun. 
 The boy Werting with his lame foot brought up the 
rear. Ahead of him walking side-by-side were Roogar, 
Yrm, and Wulf, who had managed to swim to shore 
with his prized axe. Further ahead shuffled old Oslaf, 
his mouth moving in silent curses. At the front 
marched Emod, his helmet shiny in the gloom, and at 
his heels Fat Henging and the baby-faced giant, 
Hrolf. 
 They were a four-day trudge from the river mouth. 
Then another two days to the clan village. 
 Werting wondered how far they were from his own 
village. If he ran south, would they come after him? 
 Werting's gaze drifted between the ragged sea 
and the dark wall of trees beyond the dunes. 
 Hreoth, the drowned captain, had been the one 
who kidnapped him. A seven-year old boy dragged 
from his house. His mother's screams piercing the 
laughter of the raiders. His last memory of the village, 
black smoke against a bright blue sky. 
 Werting stopped walking. 
 The other men stopped a quarter of a mile ahead 
when they noticed he was no longer with them. They 
shouted. They waved. They cursed. 
 Eventually, they sent Oslaf. 
 ‘You stupid little shit!’ 
 Werting turned his head just enough that the blow 
caught him on the skull rather than his ear. 
 ‘Making me walk back to get you.’ 
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 The sea slid around the boy's ankles. The tide had 
pulled back exposing writhing sand crabs. 
 ‘I should break your other foot.’ 
 Werting remembered that day. He had thought 
that they would not come after him. He was no 
prize—a malnourished, undersized boy. But his 
captors had sent Oslaf. When the old man caught up 
with him in the pines, he smashed Werting's foot with 
a stone to keep him from running. Returning to the 
village, Oslaf said the boy had fallen, and was lucky 
that trusty Oslaf had found him. 
 Werting and Oslaf were almost caught up to the 
others when Werting stopped and pointed. From 
beneath the waves, a ring-whorled prow jutted out of 
the black waters. A once-golden banner sloughed 
from the mast. 
 Yrm squinted across the clapping waves. ‘A boat 
of the Spear People. Ruined now.’ 
 ‘Hidden by the tides,’ said Roogar. He unbelted his 
sword and pulled off his boots. ‘I'll see what bounty 
she holds.’ 
 ‘We'll all see,’ said Emod, also quickly shedding 
his clothes. 
 ‘I'll watch the gear,’ said Henging. 
 ‘You, too, boy,’ said Roogar to Werting. ‘You come 
help me.’ Then the scarred warrior was in the waves, 
wading towards the old shipwrecked vessel. 
 The boy had his shirt pulled over his head when 
he heard Emod whispering to Henging. ‘Acts like the 
boy's his servant now. Thinks he’s captain now. 
Another old fool to sink the next boat.’ 
 The fat man chuckled. ‘Out with the old. I'll raise 
my sword for you. Follow you far into the night.’ 
 Werting was the last to unclothe. Roogar and 
Emod had already reached the boat. The others were 
nearly there. The water slapped Werting's shins. He 
turned to Henging. The fat man was slipping slimy 
kelp into Wulf's oversized boots. He lifted a 
conspiratorial finger to his lips. 
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 Despite the retreat of the tide, when the boy 
reached the boat, the water was at chest level. 
 The wood of the prow was sea blackened, mottled 
with mussels. From beyond the shoals, it would have 
looked like a rock along the shore. When the tide was 
fully in, the boat would have been completely 
submerged except for the mast. 
 The raiders stood on the boat, laughing and 
shouting. 
 Werting pulled himself onto the deck. 
 Hrolf stood over a chest split by Wulf’s axe, 
spreading a chain mail tunic between his hands. 
‘Look at this, boys.’ 
 Roogar hefted a sword in his hand, sighting the 
line of the blade. ‘After all these years and it still 
shines.’ 
 The others hacked open the remaining chests. 
Bladed weapons, coats of arms, and war tack. Yrm's 
hand emerged from a leather sack, fat coins leaking 
between his fingers. 
 Oslaf hoisted an iron knife, its wooden hilt covered 
in ornate runes, and gambolled from foot to foot. 
‘Look at this beauty!’ 
 Roogar slapped the knife out of the old man's 
hand. It rattled on the deck then slid past Werting into 
the dark waters, the heavy iron head dragging it 
down. 
 Roogar drove a thick finger into Oslaf's chest. ‘The 
plunder is for the men of the Shark Clan, not for 
slaves.’ 
 

* * * 
 
The clan warriors sprawled on the beach in a loose 
circle. When they had discovered barrels of mead in 
the hold, they decided the rest of their loot was not 
going anywhere. 
 Werting returned to the fire with an armload of 
branches scavenged from the forest floor. The woods 
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were dark and cold, a place where the sun rarely 
warmed the spongy earth. He wondered how the 
trees did not topple, rising from such rot. 
 Oslaf squatted among the warriors. They had 
dressed him up in a woman’s fur robe and 
embroidered slippers taken from one of the chests. A 
blow from Emod had quelled his protests. 
 ‘The bounty of the fucking gods,’ Roogar howled, 
dribbling mead into his grey beard. 
 The others raised their cups. 
 ‘Getting hungry,’ said Henning, his hands spread 
over his ample belly. 
 ‘More lovely seaweed and mussel soup,’ chimed 
Hrolf. 
 ‘As long as the young king of the world doesn't 
mind us using his helmet.’ Yrm sneered. 
 Emod belched. ‘Boy, come get my bucket.’ 
Werting came to his side, brushing splinters from his 
hands. 
 ‘Sit, boy!’ Emod's breath seeped of sweet honey. 
‘I'll let you prove yourself,’ he hissed into Werting’s 
ear. ‘When I lead the clan, any who prove their worth 
will be one of us. Learn to wield a blade, drive a ship 
through the breakers. Even you. An equal. The old 
ways have to go.’ 
 ‘Stop your lover's whispers,’ said Henning. ‘Send 
the boy for mussels. My belly is rumbling.’ 
 

* * * 
 
The sea had receded. Midnight blue crabs skittered 
around the exposed rocks and the air stank from 
stranded seaweed. Where the retreating wash 
collided with the waves, the water hissed. Werting’s 
bad foot ached deep in the bone. The old witch told 
him it might mend, but he doubted it. Oslaf had 
crippled him for life. 
 He would never escape. 
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 Icy water swirled around his waist. The mussels 
held fast to the hull of the boat. Werting’s fingers bled 
with the effort of prying them free. Then he 
remembered the iron knife that Roogar had slapped 
out of Oslaf's hand. 
 The low tide exposed the vessel, nearly to where 
the dark wood had splintered on the rocks. He 
climbed onto the deck and searched. The iron knife 
rested against a large unopened wooden chest that 
had been beneath the sea when the clansmen were 
looting. 
 The knife was heavy. He swiped at the air, then 
jabbed. In his mind, he saw the Shark clansmen, his 
iron knife plunging between ribs and slashing throats. 
 He scraped the blade against the deck and a 
mussel peeled off. It clanged into the bottom of the 
helm. Would they take the knife from him when he got 
back? Emod might let him keep it. 
 Most likely Oslaf would smack Werting and snatch 
the weapon. 
 Oslaf should have been nicer. He too had been 
stolen from his village. 
 Werting plunged the knife into the wooden chest 
imagining it was Oslaf. Then he could not yank it 
loose. 
 A shout pulled his gaze to the shore. Roogar was 
waving him back and rubbing his belly. Emod was 
kicking Oslaf as the old man stripped bare and 
stepped into the sea. Even from this distance, 
Werting could see curses pouring from his lips. 
 The boy grabbed the knife with two hands and 
worked it back and forth. Then without warning the 
chest popped open. 
 A body lay in the chest, submerged in sea water. 
 It was a man with a braided beard, hands crossed 
over his heart, silver rings on his long fingers. He 
wore a fine chainmail jerkin that trailed to his broad 
thighs. He appeared to be about the age of Roogar. 
His eyes were closed, his smooth, white skin like 
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ivory. On his head he wore a simple gold band with a 
large red gem set in the middle and a helix of 
embedded pearls running its length. 
 Time and water had not touched him. 
 Werting imagined that he must have been a king 
and this was the vessel in which his followers 
launched him out alone over the waves. Maybe he 
should just leave things alone. He could set the lid 
back on the chest. 
 But he wanted, if even for a moment, to wear the 
crown of a king and imagine that he was free. 
 He slipped the crown from the king’s wet, grey 
hair. 
 The king's eyelids lifted. Werting jumped back. 
 The king's lips parted. His pale bloodless flesh 
peeled back in strips, to chin and brow. The skin and 
muscle disintegrated, clouding the water. 
 Then the water cleared. Where the king once lay, 
a skeleton grinned. 
 Werting’s breath caught high in his throat. Then a 
blow knocked him to his knees. Oslaf tore the crown 
from the boy's hands. The old man climbed to the 
prow, waving the treasure, shouting to the others to 
come see what he found for them. 
 

* * * 
 
It was Hrolf's turn to try on the crown. 
 ‘Ho, ho, ho, look at me. I’m the King Beneath the 
Waves.’ The crown perched askew on greasy strands 
of blonde hair. ‘I was a great king, but then I died. 
And my boat sunk.’ 
 Werting huddled close to the fire. The stars hid 
behind clouds. A line of surging white waves crashed 
against the sand. 
 ‘That was inspired.’ Yrm smirked. ‘Let Roogar 
have a turn.’ 
 ‘I’ll have plenty of time later to wear it,’ said 
Roogar. 
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 Emod snickered. 
 Hrolf trotted with the crown on his head, pausing in 
front of Oslaf. ‘Old timer's turn.’ 
 The crown sunk over Oslaf's skull catching on the 
tops of his big ears. 
 ‘Go on, tell us about the King Beneath the Waves,’ 
demanded Hrolf. 
 Oslaf unfolded from the sand. He adjusted the 
crown but no matter what he did, it hung at an angle, 
a shimmering slash against his brow. 
 ‘The King Beneath the Waves!’ shouted Hrolf over 
his cup. 
 Oslaf spit into the fire. ‘No King Beneath the 
Waves when this crown sits on my head. Oslaf, first 
son of Osleuw, scourge of the Ragged Coast, ring 
giver, boon to his men. No line of kings. Men of the 
axe and spear we turned back the night. Chiefs knelt 
at my father's feet, pressed their foreheads to his 
hand. We ruled the Ragged Coast as was our right. 
 ‘Until the treachery of the Shark Clan, the lies, the 
gift of death. I still hear the screams of my father from 
the flames of the long house.’ 
 Emod cuffed the old man's head sending him and 
the crown to the shingle. ‘The strong eat the weak.’ 
He kicked Oslaf in the side so hard that bone 
cracked. The young warrior plucked the crown from 
the dark sand. ‘They should have speared you that 
day. A blight you have been, slave.’ 
 ‘Let Roogar have a turn,’ Yrm hissed. 
 Emod scoffed. ‘Game’s over. Old bastard’s ruined 
all the fun. It's late and tomorrow will be a long day 
hauling our find north.’ 
 He settled against a driftwood log, laying the 
crown on a shield salvaged from the wreck. 
 Werting curled close to the fire. He tried to sleep 
but a cold wind licked his neck and his foot surged 
with pain. The flames of the dying fire flickered in the 
eyes of the men and a line of light pulsed along the 



	 55	

crown. Finally exhaustion swept over him and he 
slept. 
 

* * * 
 
Werting woke to whispers. 
 ‘Thinks he's more than he is.’ 
 ‘We can always cut him down to size.’ 
 ‘I’ll cut his fucking throat.’ 
 Embers rippled orange in the fire. The stench of 
rotten fish rode on a jolting breeze. Werting's clothes 
hung damp, the cold soaking to his bones. 
 He tugged a salvaged sailcloth closer around his 
shoulders and fell back asleep.  
  

* * * 
 
Waves thundered so hard that they woke him again. 
Stars flickered through a gash in the clouds. 
 ‘You can't trust the bastard. He's coming for you.’ 
 A grunt. 
 ‘Out here who will know? The crabs and the 
gulls?’ 
 Werting woke to a cramp in his foot. Would dawn 
never come? 
 A whisper. ‘Men of axes and spears. Knelt at my 
father's feet.’ It was Oslaf’s voice. 
 Werting drifted as if the tides carried him away. 
 The sky had paled but the sea was still black, 
oddly silent, caught between the pull of the tides. 
Werting knew it would not last. 
 

* * * 
 
‘You, of all people, accusing me.’ Roogar stood over 
the dead fire, hands clenching his leather belt. The 
sky was grey, the sun smothered in clouds. 
 ‘Where's the fucking crown?’ Emod dug at the 
sand around the pilfered shield. He stopped and 
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pointed a finger at Roogar, Yrm and Wulf. ‘One of you 
snuck over last night and took it.’ 
 Roogar laughed. ‘Couldn't it have been Henging or 
Hrolf? Or one of the slaves?’ 
 Hrolf scratched his head. ‘I didn't see nothing last 
night. Too dark. Plus my eyes were closed.’ 
 ‘Is your head hollow?’ snarled Yrm. 
 Big Wulf rose and cracked his neck left and right. 
His axe hung heavy between his slack arms. ‘Why 
make a big deal out of nothing? We didn't have the 
crown before yesterday. If I find it, I chop it into six 
pieces, one for each of us.’ 
 With those words, he lifted his axe and drove it 
down, shearing one of the driftwood logs in half. 
 A sudden gust swirled the ash from the fire pit. 
Werting covered his eyes with his forearm. Then rain 
came in icy pellets. 
 ‘Enough,’ said Emod. ‘Grab what you can carry 
and we’ll bring a ship back for the rest.’ 
 The men quickly layered themselves in armor, 
stacked their shoulders with shields and spears, and 
hoisted bags of coin. 
 It was all going well until Wulf stepped into his 
boot. 
 He screamed as he ripped out a foot covered in 
rotten kelp. 
 Fat Henging bent over laughing. 
 Wulf's arms arced, axe in hand, and cleaved 
Henging from neck to shoulder. 
 Werting stumbled, hands tearing at the sand, 
heels digging to scuttle away. 
 One of the spears from the king's boat, old, heavy, 
and iron tipped, flew from Hrolf's hand and Wulf 
staggered, fists wrapped around the rune-carved 
shaft. He twirled and fell into the sand. 
 His face landed next to Werting's. Wulf's eyes 
rolled, white then blue. ‘Tell her.’ He cleared his throat 
over and over and then coughed a bloody glob on the 
sand. 
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 Werting scrambled away. 
 The clansmen stood wide-legged, swords pointing. 
They clustered—Roogar and Yrm shoulder to 
shoulder, and Hrolf to Emod. The only sound was the 
heaving of their breaths. 
 Werting rolled behind one of the driftwood logs 
and crouched. His hand closed around the iron knife. 
 The clansmen circled the fire pit, the rain pinging 
off helmet and shield. 
 Oslaf too had hidden behind one of the logs, 
spitting sand from his lips. It sounded as if he were 
laughing. 
 Roogar spoke first. ‘Never content to be in your 
place.’ 
 Emod answered. ‘You can't have what isn’t 
earned.’ 
 ‘Doesn't have to end this way, boy. Put your tail 
between your legs, give back the crown, and we'll 
forget about all this.’ 
 Emod laughed and then spat on the beach at 
Roogar’s feet. 
 They paced in a circle, swords wagging, eyes 
sharp. 
 Then Emod had enough. 
 He kicked up sand and charged. He went for the 
smaller and older Yrm, leaving Roogar to deal with 
the giant Hrolf. But Yrm was not as fragile as Emod 
had hoped. Yrm dodged to the left, and Emod's sword 
clanged against his raised shield.  
 Roogar wasted no time in charging at Hrolf. The 
baby-faced giant back pedalled, unintelligible words 
slipping from his smiling lips. Roogar came in hard, 
sword arcing over his shoulder. 
 Werting could see the path of the sword and 
imagined raising his own weapon overhead to block 
the blow. As soon as Roogar’s sword made contact 
with Hrolf's raised blade, the wily veteran kicked the 
giant just below his breastbone. Then they were 
tangled. 



	 58	

 Oslaf dragged himself along the sand, a trench 
marking his path. His icy fingers peeled at Werting's 
arm. ‘Watch them kill themselves. Our day will come. 
All these years of suffering.’ 
 Werting tore himself from the old man's clawing 
hands. 
 Wiping the rain from his eyes, he watched the two 
pairs of battling men: lips snarling, glistening teeth, 
the screech of metal, sand billowing around shuffling 
feet, a scream, a sword dropping, the spray of blood, 
a knife in a fist, the pounding of flesh, cracked lips 
whispering a prayer into another's ear. 
 Only two remained—Roogar, one ear half torn 
from his bloody scalp, and Emod, drops of bloody rain 
gathering in his smooth golden beard like rubies. 
 

* * * 
 
The warriors circled, kicking sand, flicking swords, 
and tossing curses. 
 ‘I'll eat your heart.’ Tears dripped down Roogar's 
cheeks. A stain of blood seeped from his gut and 
down his thigh. ‘All this for what?’ 
 ‘Your days are done, old man.’ 
 Roogar spit blood. He stumbled, sword wavering, 
the point dropping to the sand then lifting. 
 Emod shook his head. ‘This day.’ 
 Oslaf jeered from behind the log. Werting 
hunkered down next to him. 
 The next time Roogar stumbled Emod charged, 
screaming as his weapon slashed downwards. 
Roogar lifted his sword diagonally over his head with 
both hands, his left supporting the blade. Emod's 
sword sheared metal and Roogar’s fingers flew into 
the sand. 
 Roogar screamed, reversed his blade in his good 
hand, spinning it around his head and cut hard into 
Emod’s exposed neck, sending the young clansman 
crumbling to the sand. 
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 Roogar stepped on Emod’s chest to pull free his 
blade. He lost his hold on the blood-slick grip and fell 
hard on his back. He lifted his hand. Blood pulsed out 
of the stumps of his fingers. 
 ‘Oslaf, a binding cloth.’ His other hand fished 
around the wound in his belly and came out dripping 
with blood. ‘Hurry now.’ 
 The old man tottered around the log and knelt 
beside the fallen warrior. 
 ‘I won't forget this, slave.’ 
 Oslaf smiled wide, his thin hair heavy with the 
weight of the rain. The old slave straddled Roogar's 
chest, knees pinning arms, and squeezed the fallen 
man's throat. 
 The rain cracked against the flat black sea. 
 

* * * 
 
Oslaf dragged Werting by the wrist into the cold 
waters. ‘Took it while they slept.’ 
 The boy's lame foot clipped a stone beneath the 
rising sea. He bit his lip to conceal his curses. 
 ‘Thought one or two of them would survive.’ Oslaf 
laughed into the swirl of clouds. ‘All these years 
biding my time. I've spit in their food. Gnawed holes in 
their shirts. Sand in their boots.’ 
 ‘Let me go,’ said Werting, jerking his arm. The grip 
on his wrist constricted, so tight that he felt the bones 
might snap. 
 ‘We’re free now. Don’t you see?’ 
 They reached the black-hulled boat. Water lapped 
at its hull. The tide had not yet reached the high mark. 
 ‘I hid the crown where we found it. We’ll be rich, 
boy.’ 
 Oslaf led him to the submerged chest. The old 
man gave a toothy grin, then ducked beneath the 
waves. 
 The rising sun, pale but sneaking out from the 
thickest of the clouds, transformed the ocean into a 
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mirror, and Werting saw himself, a boy, tousled hair, 
freckled, still unshaped, a boy who could become 
anything. 
 Oslaf broke the surface, the crown held aloft, and 
jerked to a stop. 
 His smile vanished. ‘Take the crown, boy. My 
foot’s caught.’ 
 The band of gold was heavy in Werting's hand, as 
if it fought to return beneath the waves. 
 Oslaf ducked down and then emerged again. His 
eyes bulged. Water ran from his nose and mouth. 
‘Give me the iron knife. The planks are like stone.’ 
 The boy stepped back towards the prow of the 
boat. 
 ‘Werting. The knife!’ 
 Dark strands swirled through the ceiling of clouds. 
A squall descended battering the shivering boy with 
icy rain and wind.  
 ‘Give me that fucking knife, boy.’ 
 The tide climbed the hull.  
 ‘Werting, my little friend, please.’ 
 Hours later, when the sun began to descend, 
Werting slid down the deck and stared into the 
waters. Oslaf’s eyes were wide open and a minnow 
peered out of his gaping mouth. Werting's own 
reflection wavered over him. They looked nothing 
alike. 
 Then the boy looked down at the chest. The 
skeleton of the king rested beneath the waves. 
Werting took a deep breath and ducked into the frigid, 
dark waters.  
 As he placed the crown back on the skull, he saw 
flesh returning to the king’s face, his beard sprouting, 
and his eyelids closing.  
 Werting did not linger. 
 Instead, he dove off the deck and swam towards 
the shore, the sea unable to hold him back.	[GdM]	
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Review:	Sword	of	the	
North	by	Luke	Scull	

	
CHERESSE	BURKE	

	
 
Sword of the North was provided to Grimdark 
Magazine by the publisher, Head of Zeus. This review 
contains spoilers for Grim Company.  
 
I may become unpopular for writing this, but I found 
Grim Company to be a great premise that translated 
into a somewhat frustrating read. The characters 
didn’t gel with me, and I found the world building, 
which was revealed in frustratingly small doses, much 
more satisfying. In Sword of the North, Scull’s 
characters visit more corners of the Trine and 
beyond, and trade fantasy tropes such as medieval 
villages and typical city-scapes for grim mines and 
desolate spaces. As the world is fleshed out, the 
characters become more likeable. Additionally, Sword 
of the North sets a nice backdrop for the epic feel of a 
coming war, with a heightened sense of unease as 
our anti-heroes find themselves pushed by forces 
more powerful than they can imagine. 
 Sword of the North follows the protagonists from 
Grim Company as they go their separate ways to find 
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loved ones, enact vengeance, solve mysteries, or 
simply try to survive. In some ways it reads more like 
connected novellas that have been split into 
alternating chapters than a continuous, unified story. 
 First and foremost we have the titular character, 
Brodar Kayne. (Confession: I consistently misread his 
name as Brother Kanye. This made for an amazing 
reading experience.) Kayne is headed back north with 
his friend Jerek to make amends with his son and find 
his wife. His journey follows a typical quest trope, the 
long journey beset with random encounters and 
peppered with sidekicks. Kayne’s story connects 
loosely to the others’ in a series of references, 
providing personal stakes to complement the epic 
tone of the other chapters. Kayne’s character is also 
the strongest in a storytelling sense. His choices 
directly affect the plot, and always come with 
consequences. 
 Kayne’s story is told using dual narratives—one 
focused on the quest, the other focused on his young 
life prior to exile. I struggled at times to understand 
what these flashbacks brought to the story. The ‘man 
behind the legend’ trope is nothing new, and his 
relationship with his wife Mhaira and son Magnus 
never gave me anything to reflect on. I also felt that 
they missed their chance to really delve into Kayne’s 
emotional issues—we are constantly told about the 
vast ocean of his guilt, but I never felt thrown into it.  
By far the best moment of his backstory is when he 
meets Jerek, and I wished Scull had used more of the 
young Kayne chapters to expand on his legendary 
history. Maybe next book. 
 Davarus Cole awakes from the events of Grim 
Company to find that he has been transported to a 
penal colony to mine the magic in the corpse of the 
God of Death. Cole is filled with self-loathing following 
the revelations in Grim Company, and he struggles to 
understand who he really is. His development is 
handled nicely—the old Cole is still in there, but he 
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progresses from someone I would have killed into 
someone I wanted to read about. However, odd twists 
about two-thirds of the way through left me scratching 
my head for the remainder of his story. 
 Sasha spends most of her time in Thelassa, the 
city of the White Lady. There she must deal with her 
sister’s ambitions, her own drug habit, and the 
growing certainty that horrible secrets lurk behind the 
facade of the perfect marble streets. 
 Thelassa is a brilliant setting, and I wish the whole 
book had taken place there. We get hints of 
sociopolitical agendas, selective breeding, and 
concentration camps, in addition to all the horror that 
comes right out to slap us in the face. Unfortunately, I 
felt that the character of Sasha thwarted my attempts 
to really dive into the setting. She spends most of her 
story being pushed one way or another, by other 
characters more intent on advancing the plot. I found 
Sasha to be a strong point in Grim Company, but her 
ineffectual character in Sword of the North seems to 
do little more than whine about her circumstances. 
 Eremul the Halfmage takes a back seat (sorry!) in 
Sword of the North. His chapters are focused on 
Shadowport and his growing concern regarding the 
return of the Fade, a race of immortals that threatens 
all of humanity. Eremul is our viewpoint into the White 
Lady’s political machinations and the suffering 
caused by her disinterest in Shadowport. Despite a 
change in fortunes, he’s the same dour Halfmage. His 
story often seems like merely an access point to 
some of the larger plot developments, and perhaps 
for that reason his character goes through less of a 
change than the others. But Scull uses an interesting 
voice for Eremul, and uses it well to give readers an 
enjoyable view of the bigger threat to the Trine. 
 At the end of Grim Company, we left Yllandris in 
the clutches of the crazy bastard, Krazka. She’s come 
a long way from the self-obsessed woman she was, 
and in Sword of the North her desire for vengeance 
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battles her desire to do good. At some points in the 
narrative, Scull skips ahead and glosses over 
important moments in the development of a particular 
plot point or character, which I found a little bizarre. 
It’s most obvious in Yllandris’ story. Her defining 
moment—a forced sacrifice—is related very briefly, 
as a memory. The power of that moment is lost, and 
Yllandris suffers the most from character whiplash, a 
near 180 degree turn from the last book. 
 Yet another viewpoint in Sword of the North 
comes from a mentally unhinged knight in Krazka’s 
Kingsguard. His chapters seemed fewer and farther 
between than the others, and I honestly failed to 
understand the point of them. He was completely 
unsympathetic. 
 The return of the Fade is the thread that binds the 
book together and gives it a great sense of impending 
doom. Throughout the book I got a sense of things 
being kicked into motion as a complicated network 
emerged, and Scull deserves praise for how he 
handles the intricacies of his story. However, I 
sometimes felt that characters emerged at random 
from the woodwork to take on a new significance or 
give us a twist. At times I also felt that the pacing 
suffered, escalating from crawling to breakneck 
speed in almost no time at all, particularly where Cole 
and Yllandris were concerned. 
 Scull’s writing is competent and sometimes laugh 
out loud funny. His dialogue is a strong point, but I 
found many of his descriptions, particularly emotional 
ones, to lack depth. And when Eremul refers to his 
penis as his ‘treacherous wizard’s staff,’ I nearly put 
the book down then and there. Think before you 
metaphor, people! Luckily, that was the only truly 
cringe-worthy moment for me. 
 The success of Sword of the North as grimdark 
literature will depend on how things are wrapped up 
in Dead Man’s Steel. Scull has designed an ambitious 
story, and it only becomes more complicated as the 
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book winds up. If Dead Man’s Steel proves a 
satisfying conclusion, then Sword of the North could 
turn out to be a fantastic run-up to an explosive 
payoff. However, it’s possible that the intricate details 
in Sword of the North could get lost in the gore-
spattered pages of Scull’s conclusion, which would 
leave us with a largely incomprehensible middle. 
When Dead Man’s Steel is released, I’ll have to 
reread Sword of the North before diving in—but I will 
reread it. 
 
Sword of the North was published by Head of Zeus 
on March 12th, 2015. A synopsis and purchase links 
can be found on Head of Zeus’s website.[GdM]	  
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All	the	Lovely	Brides	
	

KELLY	SANDOVAL	
	

 
Sariana's touch is gentle as she slides the last ruby 
pin into Lydra's hair. Still, Lydra flinches. Soon, 
Sariana's sure fingers will draw a blade across 
Lydra's throat. Will she be so gentle then? The knife 
is more difficult, in Lydra's experience. When she slit 
her own Mistress's throat, her hands would not stop 
shaking. 
 That was five years ago. Her Wedding Day. She 
remembers the blood on her skin, warm as the Lord's 
smile. She remembers believing he loved her. That 
she would be the one he kept. 
 For a time, he let her believe. He danced with her 
on the surface of Bride's Lake and visited her bed. 
Everything bloomed. Now the farmers complain of 
their weak harvest, and she shrivels as his hunger 
consumes her. She believes very little, anymore. 
 She studies her reflection. Her dress is black, for 
mourning. Sariana wears red. A wedding gown. 
 ‘You look very beautiful,’ Lydra says. A Bride 
should hear such things. And, despite herself, Lydra 
likes sweet-tempered, gentle Sariana. They were 
friends once. Or nearly so. The Chosen are bad at 
friendship. 
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 ‘Thank you, Mistress.’ Sariana doesn't meet her 
gaze. 
 ‘Are you excited?’ It isn't a kind question. ‘The 
Lord is waiting.’ 
 Sariana shakes her head. ‘I thought, with you— I 
thought he might—’ 
 ‘He might love me?’ Lydra tries to smile. But she is 
too tired and too hungry. ‘Yes. We all believe that, 
don't we?’ 
 She can't remember her life before the temple. 
She can't remember the priests taking her or her first 
days among the Chosen. But she remembers when 
the priests told her she could be the one. That if she 
only loved the Lord enough, he would love her too. 
 ‘He does not love,’ Lydra says and Sariana 
flinches. 
 In three years, five if she's strong, Sariana will sit 
before the mirror, dressed in black. Jamyr will pin 
rubies in her hair, readying her for sacrifice. Jamyr is 
to be Sariana's handmaiden. Jamyr, then Leshta, 
then Trinel, then Roni. The priests brought Roni a 
year ago. She's six. 
 ‘The priests say he's looking for a Bride who truly 
serves him.’ Sariana's voice has a desperate edge. ‘A 
partner.’ 
 ‘The priests are priests. To them, he is only a god.’ 
Lydra adds another dusting of false colour to her 
cheeks. ‘He will be your husband. Then you will see 
what it is to serve him.’ 
 ‘I'm scared,’ Sariana whispers. 
 ‘We all are.’ 
 Of the two of them, Lydra imagines her fears are 
greater. She touches her neck. It's still whole, still 
smooth. Her fingers are sharp sticks of bone and the 
paint doesn't hide her pallor. But she is whole. 
 Sariana's skin glows with health. She holds out 
Lydra's crown, the rubies suiting her complexion 
better than they ever did Lydra's. 
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 ‘Thank you.’ Lydra settles the crown on her hair. It 
feels heavier than yesterday. 
 ‘You look lovely.’ Sariana lies well. The Lord will 
appreciate that. Perhaps he will love her, find 
sustenance in her quiet kindness. 
 Lydra, too, was kind at the beginning. It was 
easier, then. She was more beautiful and less hungry. 
 ‘Do not hope for too much.’ She tries to sound 
gentle. ‘He is not as you imagine.’ 
 She has lain in his arms, heard him whisper of 
death and godhood. 
 ‘We are both sacrifices in the end,’ he told her. 
‘You feed me. I feed the land.’ 
 ‘You live,’ she said. 
 ‘I suffer.’ 
 She knows his suffering. His endless hunger sits 
like a worm in her belly, devouring her by inches. His 
fingers, corpse cold, have stolen the warmth from her 
flesh. 
 The people grow wheat and grow fat. 
 In time, fresh, beautiful Sariana will be sallow-
skinned and sunken-eyed. Sariana, and all the girls 
who come after. All the girls who don't want to die. 
 Lydra doesn't want to die. 
 ‘What else can I do?’ Sariana asks. Lydra has no 
answer. 
 Sariana pours wine and offers her the cup. 
 The wine is a deep, bruised red. Lydra lets it touch 
her lips. Sweet. It hides the laudanum well. 
 ‘Perhaps I'm wrong,’ she says. ‘Perhaps it's better 
to love him…for a little while. Buy yourself a few 
months of joy.’ 
 ‘I love our people.’ Sariana sets her shoulders and 
lifts her chin. ‘That's enough for me.’ 
 ‘Love them while you can, then. Love their hunger. 
It's all they'll offer you.’ 
 The discordant clang of the noon bells fill the air. 
Lydra stands in a sweep of black silk and leaves the 
nearly full cup on her dressing table. 
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 She used to believe she'd face the blade bravely, 
even smile as the Bride slit her throat. Her own 
mistress died cursing, and Lydra never forgave her. 
She forgives her now. 
 At the Bride's door, the Chosen gather. Jamyr 
wears pink. The rest wear white. Little Roni is crying. 
 ‘Hush now.’ Lydra crouches and grasps the girl's 
hands. Her own hands won't stop shaking. ‘You must 
be good.’ 
 ‘Are you really going away?’ Roni asks. 
 ‘Yes.’ 
 ‘But why?’ 
 ‘Because that's what the Chosen are for. It's 
Sariana's turn to be the Bride.’ 
 ‘Will I go away?’ 
 Lydra feels the disapproving weight of Jamyr's 
stare and doesn't care. What good will lying do? 
 ‘Yes, Roni. All the Chosen go away.’ Lydra stands 
and straightens her skirts. ‘We're ready.’ 
 Jamyr opens the Bride's door. 
 The Grand Hall is built for first impressions, with 
vaulted ceilings and pillars of iron. Lydra's people 
have gathered to witness. They stand as close as 
they dare to the aisle of red silk. She looks for herself 
in their round, healthy faces. They have thrived as 
she has withered. And now they've come to watch her 
die. 
 How easy it must be for them. A Bride, killed 
slowly, then all at once. A small price to pay for a 
generous god. 
 Beyond the crowd, the Lord waits on his iron 
throne. A grey-robed priest stands beside him, 
holding the knife. The priest keeps his gaze locked on 
the Lord. The Lord watches Lydra. 
 He smiles, showing straight, white teeth. She used 
to like his smile. Now, she looks away and focuses on 
her feet. One step. Another. 
 He will settle in Sariana like a tumour. She, too, 
will think he loves her. 
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 They stand before him: the old bride and the new. 
Lydra kneels, pressed down by the weight of his 
gaze. He touches her cheek and she shivers. What 
remains of her warmth leaves her. 
 She does not want to die. 
 She looks up at Sariana, meaning to smile, or to 
curse her, or to beg. Sariana takes the knife in a 
shaking grip. Her eyes are bright with tears. 
 She'll botch it, cut shallow. Lydra will bleed out 
slowly while the Chosen watch and the Lord gathers 
Sariana into his arms. 
 She reaches up and grips Sariana's wrist, trying to 
steady the knife as it grazes her throat. 
 ‘I'm sorry,’ Sariana, whispers. ‘I don't want to.’ 
 But she will. They all do. 
 Lydra hates her, and herself, and all the lovely, 
obedient Brides who came before. 
 She squeezes, digging brittle nails into Sariana's 
fine, soft skin. 
 The knife drops, hitting the silk covered stone with 
a muffled thud. Lydra wraps her fingers around the 
familiar hilt. It's heavier than she remembers, warmer 
to the touch. She stands, still holding Sariana's wrist. 
 They were friends, once. And she's so very gentle. 
 Lydra takes her by the chin. ‘You serve your 
people,’ she whispers. And she slits Sariana's throat 
in a single, steady stroke. 
 The parting of skin and muscle. The rush of warm 
blood over her hands. The dull sound of Sariana's 
body hitting the stones. None of it surprises her. She 
has done it before. 
 She wanted to live then, too. 
 She ignores the gasping crowd, the cursing priest. 
Only the Lord matters now. 
 He laughs. She remembers the sound, all velvet 
and heat, from long walks by moonlight. She's 
pleased him. The worm of his hunger eases its grip 
as he gains new strength from Sariana's death. Lydra 
takes her first full breath in months. 
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 She had forgotten what it meant not to hurt. 
 She turns away from Sariana's corpse, looks past 
the crowd to the Bride's door. Roni sobs silently, her 
fist stuffed in her mouth. Jamyr stares at Lydra's 
bloody hands. Lydra understands the relief in her 
expression. Jamyr need never learn the weight of the 
knife or the heat of fresh blood. 
 ‘I thought you had tired of bringing me gifts,’ the 
Lord says. 
 Lydra refuses to mirror his smile. She won't play at 
banter. Not while Sariana grows cold between them. 
 ‘I am not as tired as you might have wished,’ she 
says. 
 ‘And what will you do now? Host my hunger for 
another five years?’ He reaches forward and touches 
her gaunt wrist. ‘I fear you haven't the strength for it.’ 
 She studies the crowd. A slack-jawed farmer 
gawks at the Chosen. The woman next to him links 
her fingers in the sign against evil. The man, she 
decides. He can be first. 
 ‘You need not hunger. These are prosperous 
times, Lord. There is plenty of life to offer.’ 
 ‘And will you offer it? A god can't take what his 
people won't give.’ 
 She smiles at last. ‘I am ever your loyal Bride.’ 
 She will bring them, and slit their throats, and feel 
the warm flush of health return to her skin. She will 
bring as many as it takes.   
 She will live.[GdM]	 	
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An	Interview	With		
Luke	Scull	

	
GDM	
	
 

Reader warning—This interview may contain spoilers. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to speak to us, Luke. 
We really enjoyed your debut novel for all of its 
grittiness, twisted storyline and characters more grey 
than a stormy sky. The team and I are really excited 
to get our teeth into Sword of the North, a sequel to 
The Grim Company. 
 
[GdM] What is it about the grimdark genre that 
appeals to you personally?  Is there anything in your 
personal life that guided you in that direction? 
 
[LS] Without wading into the debate about what 
grimdark actually is, I write the kind of book I like to 
read. These books tend to include masculine themes, 
moral ambiguity, dark wit and a hefty dose of irony 
along with the prerequisite fountains of blood and 
heads exploding like melons. Consumers demand 
more honestly from their entertainment in this day 
and age—we live in complicated times and pitting 
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shiny heroes against brooding dark lords seems 
awfully trite, at least to me, when contrasted with the 
messy and myriad truths of the real world. To those 
bloggers (and perhaps editors) hoping that grimdark's 
time is passing—sorry to say it ain't happening. 
 Having said that, heroism—or at least the 
possibility of heroism—is important to me. The flame 
glows brightest when surrounded by darkness, and 
so the heroism in my books tends to be buried deep. 
It's easy for the dashing young prince with the magic 
sword and heroic destiny to do the right thing: rather 
harder for the broken-down veteran carrying a lifetime 
of regrets on his shoulders. 
 The prospect of redemption, that kernel of 
decency that persists in the hearts of the most 
tortured souls, is present in most all my characters. A 
truly nihilistic story where everyone is an 
irredeemable shitheel is not something that appeals 
to me very much. 
 
[GdM] What role do short stories have in a 
storytelling world crammed with novels now seeming 
to consistently reach the +200,000 word mark? Do 
you have any short stories out there, will they be 
important to your current world, and where can our 
readers find them? 
 
[LS] I should note that I'm not the best person to 
answer that question. I haven't penned a short story 
beyond the award-winning (well, it finished top of the 
class!) Bram Stoker tribute I wrote aged 15. 
 From a world-building point-of-view, short stories 
can fill in blank spaces in maps or illuminate 
character backstories. Even in a 200k-word 
doorstopper there isn't always a good place to go off 
a tangent and detail this past escapade, or the lore 
surrounding that particular Forest of Doom. 
 From a purely commercial standpoint, short stories 
are a useful way for an author to keep his or her fans 
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well fed with new material and maintain a heightened 
level of interest in their work. Particularly when said 
author is behind in producing their latest weighty 
tome… 
 
[GdM] What made you go with the group of anti-
heroes to take on the evil magelord, and what spark 
of genius made you give us that insight into Salazar 
right at the end that changed him from an evil 
magelord into a—kind of—human being? 
 
[LS] I'm not sure I'd call it a spark of genius: 
sympathetic or least understandable villains have 
been around in fantasy for a very long time. I 
remember Brandin from Guy Gavriel Kay's 
masterpiece Tigana first awakening me to the idea 
that near-immortal and godlike wizards are human 
too. They probably have, or had, families and lovers, 
hopes and dreams that somewhere along the way 
turned sour. Realistic characterization requires that 
this be acknowledged even if it ultimately doesn't 
excuse their behavior. 
 Moral ambiguity can probably be called one of the 
hallmarks of grimdark, so it's no surprise that the 
apparent villain of The Grim Company has hidden 
layers. And his humanity is a stark contrast to the 
villains presented later in the trilogy. 
 
[GdM] Your magic system requires very little 
explanation, using vagaries to allow the reader to 
shape things like the abominations, where they come 
from and why. It’s like you guide the reader towards 
what’s in your imagination, as opposed to spelling 
every little detail out up front. Both methods have 
their merits, their fans, and naysayers, but what made 
you favour this sort of system over, say, a Brandon 
Sanderson Mistborn style system? 
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[LS] I've worked as a videogame designer for years. 
The last thing I wanted when writing The Grim 
Company was to spend a lot of time designing magic 
systems. I've been there and done that. I found such 
things hugely interesting when I was twenty: at thirty-
three, not so much. 
 Nowadays I want to delve into the psychology of 
my characters, not spend ten pages detailing the 
ways in which a firespark spell can be combined with 
one of the seven Words of Power to create a perfect 
sphere of flame thirty feet in diameter. Some readers 
love this level of detail, and more power to them. I'm 
content to provide a framework and let the reader's 
imaginations fill in the blanks, clarifying the rules 
when the plot calls for it. That's not a ready-made 
excuse for authorial deus ex machinia: whenever I do 
step in to explain details the rules must remain 
internally consistent. 
 
[GdM] Davarus Cole is such a frustrating character to 
read by design—constantly, arrogantly, fervently, 
annoyingly believing he is a hero born—and yet, by 
the end I found myself a little gutted by his turn of 
events. What was the inspiration behind his 
personality? 
 
[LS] Cole is one of the great divisive figures in The 
Grim Company. He's a blowhard who believes in his 
own heroic destiny. If he were even a tenth of the 
man he believes himself to be, why, there'd be no 
story because he'd have already overthrown every 
evil ruler in the land… 
 For some readers forty pages of Cole will be 
enough: they'll hurl the book down, leave a 1-star on 
Amazon or Goodreads, and move on to the next 
coming-of-age fantasy in which the lead is a young 
prodigy, an agreeable badass whose only fault is an 
awkwardness around women: a nice blank slate on 
which to project themselves and vicariously live the 
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story. And that's fine, lots of books do that very well. 
I'm jaded with these stories, so I wanted to do 
something else. 
 The badass with a heart of gold has been done 
quite a lot recently. Even the jackass with a heart of 
gold has his share of admirers. Cole's a bit further 
along even than that – what one might call a "heroic 
douche," cocksure and arrogant and not particularly 
charming to boot. Cole is an experiment, really. Can a 
reader grow to like a character who is a bit—alright, a 
whole lot—of an ass, even if his actions are, when 
one gets right down to it, heroic, in contrast to most of 
the rest of the cast? 
 
[GdM] Here at Grimdark Magazine, we’re absolutely 
chomping at the bit to get our hands on Sword of the 
North. Beyond the synopsis available on Goodreads, 
what can we expect to be getting our teeth into when 
reading your second installment?  
 
[LS] Paper or plastic, depending on your format of 
choice. Paper is easier on the teeth but I wouldn't 
recommend putting either in your mouth if I'm honest. 
And at the angle you'd be reading the text, it can't be 
good for the eyes. 
 Sword of the North follows the aftermath of The 
Grim Company as the "heroes" of our fellowship, now 
broken, finds themselves undertaking personal 
quests. Readers will get a glimpse of Kayne's past as 
he and Jerek cut a bloody path north. It's an epic tale 
touched by tragedy – what you might call the dark 
second book, if the first book wasn't already near 
pitch black… 
 The book is released on March 12th in the UK 
(and most Commonwealth territories) and May 5th in 
the US & Canada. Foreign language editions will 
follow later in the year. 
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[GdM] What were your personal non-grimdark writing 
inspirations that have shaped what you currently write 
about today? 
 
[LS] You mean apart from R A Salvatore, 
Dragonlance and all the usual highbrow literature that 
you'd expect a young man to immerse himself in? 
Truth be told, I draw a lot of inspiration from the big 
screen and the small screen. Videogames too, and 
even, I blush to admit, professional wrestling. Keen 
observers might note a certain theatrical air to The 
Grim Company—it's an intentional echo of the 
showmanship that is usually more at home outside 
the pages of a novel. Probably it's this more than 
anything that draws the frequent comparisons with 
The First Law. 
 As with most writers, I draw inspiration from 
everywhere: a wry comment from my wife might lend 
itself to a quote from a particular character five years 
later; an amusing observation whilst in the pub might 
mutate overnight into a concept that I can find a place 
for two or three books down the line. 
 
[GdM] What else can your readers expect to see from 
you in the next year or two? 
 
[LS] I'm currently hard at work on the concluding 
volume in the trilogy, entitled Dead Man's Steel. You'll 
be able to get your sweaty hands on it some time 
next year. There's also an untitled short story set in 
the same world that I'm writing for this very magazine, 
my first professional short story ever. 
 Once the trilogy is concluded, my intention is to 
write a few standalones featuring a handful of 
returning characters. On the non-fantasy side, I have 
some ideas for a novel or two set in the real world 
that I'll begin to explore in more detail. I like to set 
new goals to challenge myself: it helps keep me 
energized. I can't imagine churning out endless 
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novels in the same sequence for decades on end. 
Though no doubt someone will dredge up this 
interview in 2047 when I'm writing book 9 of the Cole 
Chronicles and throw it right back in my face. 
 
[GdM] For new readers who’ve not read your work 
before, they could start on The Grim Company (I 
certainly would), but you’re also a video game writer. 
What games best reflect your work? 
 
[LS] My last released project was The Shadow Sun, 
which is currently available for the princely sum of a 
dollar on both Android and Apple devices. It's a 10-
hour CRPG in the vein of Dragon Age. I both 
designed and wholly wrote the game, so you can 
expect a masterfully crafted slice of mobile gaming to 
rival the very best. I actually did the design work 
whilst writing the opening chapters of The Grim 
Company—it as turned out, the game ended up being 
the depository for all my wackier ideas while the book 
tended towards established tropes, at least initially. 
 The first game I created that demonstrated a semi-
professional level of ability was a Neverwinter Nights 
module called Crimson Tides of Tethyr, released 
away back in 2005. It received a lot of acclaim in the 
community and won me a contract with Bioware. It 
still gets recommended on message boards. I like to 
point to it as evidence that, indeed, I was writing dark, 
gritty and humorous fantasy well before the current 
onslaught of comparable novels…[GdM]	 	
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Excerpt:	Sword	of	the	
North	

	
LUKE	SCULL	

	
 

This is an extract from Sword of the North by Luke 
Scull, published by Head of Zeus in March 2015. 
Sword of the North is currently available for order on 
Amazon, Book Depository and Waterstones. 
 
He could hear them crashing through the trees 
behind him. He half-skidded down the slope, ruined 
boots finding little purchase on snow frozen solid. His 
feet were numb with cold, felt as dead as the lamb 
flopping wildly over his shoulder. Blood still leaked 
from the slit throat of the beast and soaked the filthy 
rags that covered his body. 
 There was a curse from one of the men chasing 
him, followed by an angry yell. He shifted the carcass 
on his shoulder and allowed himself a grin. He was 
losing them, even weighed down as he was. He 
reckoned a few had given up already. They were old 
men, most of them. Well past thirty. 
 He would get some distance on them and find 
somewhere to hide. Lie low for a bit and get a fire 
going. His stomach gave a mighty growl, a reminder 
that this winter had been desperate. Harsher than any 
he could remember. 
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 He leaped a fallen tree, managing to keep his 
balance despite the thick patch of ice just beyond. 
Moments later he heard a thump and a fresh flurry of 
curses turned the air blue – he guessed one of his 
pursuers had blundered into the log and landed flat 
on his face. 
 He wondered what had become of Leaf and Red 
Ear – or Dead Ear, as he decided he would take to 
calling his hapless friend. Red Ear was supposed to 
be keeping watch while he and Leaf raided the farm. 
They were just done slaughtering the first lamb when 
someone raised the alarm. It turned out Red Ear was 
about as useless a sentry as he was a cook. How 
he’d survived in Skarn’s gang as long as he had was 
anyone’s guess. 
 The trees finally parted. He could see the river 
now. Once he was across the Icemelt’s surface the 
stubborn bastards would surely admit defeat. He ran 
on, rapid breaths throwing up clouds of mist – but 
approaching the bank he realized he had things all 
wrong. The Icemelt had yet to fully freeze over. 
Massive chunks of ice churned in the surging rapids, 
grinding together with enough force to crush a man to 
pulp. There wasn’t a chance in hell of swimming 
across that raging deluge. 
 Listening for the sounds of the chase, he swerved, 
intending to head downstream and circle back into 
the forest. 
 Two men emerged from the trees, blocking his 
path. 
 ‘You’ve gone far enough, boy.’ The nearest of the 
pair was panting, but there was no mistaking the grim 
resolve in his voice. Nor the glitter of cold steel at his 
waist. 
 He didn’t waste time replying. Instead he dashed 
forward and drove his forehead into the speaker’s 
face. He heard bone crack, felt cartilage break 
beneath the force of the blow. He spun immediately, 
shrugged the lamb off his shoulder and raised it as a 
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makeshift shield. The other man’s sword thrust 
wedged in the animal’s flank, and his assailant’s 
surprise lasted just long enough for him to get in three 
quick blows, dropping his opponent to the ground. 
 He retrieved the lamb and was tugging the sword 
free when someone barrelled into him from behind, 
knocking him down and sending both the sword and 
the abused carcass flying from his grasp. 
 He twisted around to grab the newcomer. This one 
was a real piece of work, as tall as he was and a 
good bit heavier. Though he’d always been unusually 
strong for his age he couldn’t get the bastard pinned 
down for a solid hit. He took a glancing blow to the 
mouth and spat out blood. The other man grabbed 
him in a headlock and forced him down. He pushed 
back desperately and narrowly avoided getting his 
skull dashed against a rock. 
 He lost all sense of time as he struggled with the 
big Easterman. A minute or an hour might have 
passed as they battered each other on the bank of 
the river, neither able to get the upper hand. Finally 
they broke apart and his opponent stepped back, 
breathing hard. 
 Slowly he became aware they were being watched 
and he turned. Half a dozen faces stared back. One 
he knew well, beneath the bruises that had turned his 
boyish features into a discoloured mess. Leaf. 
 One of the men held a long dagger at Leaf’s 
throat. Two others had arrows nocked and drawn. 
The meanest-looking shook his head and spat on the 
snow. ‘Where the rest of you hidin’? 
 ‘The rest of us?’ He knew whom the man referred 
to, or reckoned he did. And if that was the case, he 
was as good as dead. 
 ‘Your gang. Been raiding the settlements near the 
Borderland for the last year. Left a family murdered in 
their beds, mother and children and all.’ 
 The memory made him wince. He wiped his face 
with the back of his hand and examined the bloody 
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smear it left. He glanced up. The sky had grown dark 
as an old bruise. 
 ‘I’m waiting for an answer, boy.’ 
 He narrowed his eyes and stared at the dead lamb 
lying skewered by the side of the river. ‘It wasn’t me 
what did that. Nor Leaf nor Red Ear.’ 
 ‘You gonna tell me the three of you split from the 
group when it started killing folk?’ 
 ‘It’s the truth.’ 
 The leader of the Eastermen spat again. ‘We’ll do 
this the hard way then.’ He gestured at the man 
holding Leaf. ‘Drown him in the river. Slowly, mind. 
Give our friend here time to ponder whether there’s 
anything he should be telling us.’ 
 Leaf began to struggle as he was dragged to the 
river. His friend was little more than a child in truth, 
and his efforts to wriggle free were hard to watch, but 
he didn’t turn away. Not even as Leaf’s head was 
forced under the churning water. 
 ‘How old are you?’ the leader asked, once Leaf’s 
head was dragged back up again. 
 ‘Sixteen,’ he replied. He could see Leaf’s teeth 
chattering uncontrollably. The wiry youngster was 
struggling to catch his breath and his skin had turned 
a nasty shade of blue. 
 ‘Huh. Hardly more than a boy and yet you knocked 
two of my men senseless. Butchering that woman 
and her kids must’ve been easy work.’ 
 He was growing angry now. ‘I told you – we didn’t 
do it! All we ever did was steal some livestock. We left 
Skarn and the others before they reached Eastmeet.’ 
 Leaf went into the water again. When he came 
back up his eyes had rolled back in their sockets. He 
wasn’t struggling any more. 
 The leader gestured at the limp figure. ‘He’s done. 
Finish him and throw the body in the river.’ 
 Rage surged through him. He liked Leaf, who was 
smart and had a cheerful nature despite the fact he’d 
cut his uncle’s throat rather than spend another night 
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in his bed. Leaf had watched out for him when he had 
joined Skarn’s gang; saved him from a bloody 
confrontation or two when his pride wouldn’t let him 
back down. 
 ‘You drown him and I’ll kill you.’ 
 The men with bows shifted slightly, their arrows 
nocked and ready to loose. Their leader gave an ugly 
little chuckle and nodded at the man holding Leaf. 
 ‘Drown him.’ 
 He charged. 
 The next thing he knew he was lying on the 
ground, staring up at the leaden sky. Snowflakes 
fluttered down to melt on his face. He reached for his 
knee and felt the arrow protruding there. A face 
loomed over him. 
 ‘That was stupid. Brave, but stupid. Men!’ 
 He felt himself being dragged across the snow 
towards the sound of rushing water. They turned him 
roughly and held him out over the river. He stared out 
across the Icemelt, watching as Leaf’s body twisted 
and spun like its namesake before it finally went 
under. Then someone took hold of his hair and his 
head was pushed down, down towards that freezing 
maelstrom of ice... 
 ‘Wait.’ 
 His would-be executioners hesitated and his head 
came to a halt an inch above the water. He stared 
into its savage depths. 
 ‘What’s your name?’ asked the voice. It was deep 
and powerful and sounded like it was directed at him. 
He turned his head a fraction and saw the speaker 
was the big bastard he had fought earlier. 
 ‘What does it matter?’ The leader was clearly 
annoyed. ‘He’s a brigand. Kill him and be done with 
it.’ 
 ‘The boy’s got fire in him. Fire and steel. We could 
forge him into something with purpose. The spirits 
know we need fighting men at the Keep.’ 
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 ‘He’s a cold-blooded killer. A child murderer. 
Besides, he’s just taken an arrow in the knee. Few 
ever recover from a wound like that.’ 
 There was a brief silence. He held his breath, the 
roar of the Icemelt raging below him. 
 A strong hand pulled him up, almost gently, and 
turned him around. ‘I’ve never met a boy who put up 
as much fight as you did. Especially not half-starved. 
I’ll ask again: What’s your name, lad?’ 
 He stared back at his saviour. The man’s face 
carried a few minor injuries from their earlier struggle, 
but his eyes betrayed no malice or anger. Only a 
certain curiosity. 
 ‘My name...’ he said slowly, trying not to pass out 
from the pain. He blinked snow from his eyes. ‘My 
name...’ he said again. 
 ‘... is Kayne.’	[GdM]  
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The	Knife	of	Many	Hands	
A	Second	Apocalypse	Story	

	
Part	II	

	
R.	SCOTT	BAKKER	

	
 

The	 Knife	 of	 Many	 Hands	 Part	 I	 was	 published	 in	
Grimdark	Magazine	#2.	

 
 
 

The Soul has a thousand directions, the World one. 
–antique Nilnameshi proverb 

 
 
 
High Spring, 3801, Year-of-the-Tusk, Carythusal... 
 
Monstrous dreams. 
 His face burned for the inferno, the great temples 
imploding about smoke... 
 The bodies burning like sacks of pitch. 
 Then... hard ground against a jaw of plaster. A 
web of sunlight cast across glimpses of gloom. A 
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gaggle of nearby voices across the throb of 
thousands... 
A market somewhere? One of the greater avenues? 
 The most violent Son of Wiglic squinted against 
the brilliance, raised a great hand to obstruct it. He 
spat an unholy taste from his mouth. Sulphur lingered 
in lieu of memory. 
 What had happened? 
 They had dumped him in an alleyway, he realized. 
‘Earth and muck...’ he growled thrusting himself to 
uncertain feet. He leaned against a blackened wall to 
gather his wind, legs, and wits. He was relieved to 
find his gear and his body intact. Even his 
broadsword, Vampire, hung from his hip. The pommel 
looked scorched, but the edge was as keen as 
always. 
 He staggered to the mouth of the alley, blinked 
across the crowded thoroughfare. The heat was 
sweltering, at one with the urban clamour. The Kiro-
Gierran temple complex rose over the colourful 
current and countercurrent of passersby. Dozens of 
temple-prostitutes languished across the monumental 
stair, gossiping behind demure hands, naked beneath 
sheer black habits. He was on the far side of the 
River Sayut, in the Mim-Paresh quarter, where the 
residents could afford to worship Gierra and—most 
importantly—where unconscious warriors could 
expect to awake. Thieves would be hawking morsels 
of his flesh by now, were this the Worm. 
 His musculature hummed for exhaustion. His 
joints ached. His wrists and ankles stung for the skin 
his struggles had stripped from them. His thoughts 
roiled. The Spires! Shinurta—the fat-headed 
Grandmaster himself!—had interrogated him. Eryelk 
had been abducted by a School, the worst of them, 
then released like a fish fat with roe. He knew Stitti 
would advise him to run, to put as much distance 
between him and the devil-mongers as he could. 
Forget all delusions of honour and pride, he would 
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say. Earth and muck, boy! Drink and whores were 
cheaper medicine than vengeance. Cheaper by far. 
 But he was Holca still, and it rankled, the 
indignities he had suffered—the outrage of being 
chained naked! 
 Never had he endured such... humiliation... 
 Boma-bom. 
 Never! 
 And there was something else... an ache or 
horror... something that pitched and yawed within 
him, an inner vertigo that became more distinct as the 
mist rose from his senses and his reflexes. They had 
stained him, somehow, polluted him with their wicked 
craft–he could feel it! 
 He was lurching down the street before he 
realized what he was doing. Stalls lined the street 
opposite the Temple of Desire, and he wasn’t long in 
finding a coppery. He swatted aside the cringing 
proprietor, seized the largest plate sporting the finest 
polish. The work was crude, his image was smeared, 
puckered about dimples, but even still, it was clean, 
uncorrupted, untouched by the nauseous wrongness 
of sorcery’s telltale Mark. 
 He stood dumbfounded amid the shining clutter... 
Why? He had killed one of their own, shamed the 
dread Scarlet Spires in their very own city—why 
would they simply release him? 
 He left the owner wailing among his copper wares, 
wandered down the thoroughfare, his thoughts 
reeling. As always, a wave of startled looks preceded 
him, and a wake of whispers and gestured charms 
trailed him, but he scarce noticed. 
 Vermin should be amazed by the likes of him. 
 He had wandered all the way to the Heaps, the 
ancient spice market of Pruvineh, the greatest in the 
Three Seas, the wags in the Worm said—as old as 
Shir itself. The expanse was military, stalls stacked 
into far-flung regiments, and immense enough to 
afford a clear view across the shoulders of 
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Carythusal. There, above the marmoreal estates and 
pleasure gardens of the Hermitagic, the famed 
mosaic walls of the Palaparrais gleamed in the 
evening light, winking violet, black, and gold: the 
great palace that Sarothesser built, and that his 
corrupt descendants had soiled for more than 400 
years. 
 He looked to his war-girdle, saw Queen 
Sumiloam’s favour still hanging there, her blessor, the 
white ribbon that caste-noble Ainoni women would tie 
about their left thigh inked with messages for their 
husbands and lovers. He snatched the thing—what 
the first sorcerer, Nagamezer, had wanted from him—
realizing that he still had no clue as to what she had 
inked across it. 
 

They know of you at the Creeping Postern. 
Come, Hero. 

Not all has been conquered. 
 
 And he smirked wondering. Had the Queen 
cringed upon writing this, or had she merely thought 
herself clever? 
 

§ 
 
Shinurta was wrong. Carythusal was better known for 
things quite apart from the Sranc Pits and the Scarlet 
Spires, things less dramatic, yet nonetheless more 
pervasive. Plague. Spice. Women. Cosmetics. 
Slaves. Narcotics. These were far more likely to 
accompany reference to the ancient capital of Ainon. 
She, as perhaps no other city, had earned her many 
monikers: the Diseased City, the City of Flies, the 
Whore of Nyranisas. Not a port on the Three Seas 
accepted her traffic without inspection. 
 Eryelk should know. Stitti’s death had wrecked not 
so much his heart as his aim. The same bloody 
wandering that had delivered him to the shrieking 
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crowds of the Pit had also delivered him to the 
Momus Gale, for a time the dread of commerce 
across the Three Seas. He had won the ship the way 
he had lost her, playing numbersticks, and since 
gambling enjoyed all the piety pirates denied the 
World, he found himself a fool captain aboard a ship 
of murderers, thieves, and rapists. 
 And so he learned what Carythusal was to the 
wider world plundering ships bound to and from her 
antique bosom. The pirates of Cern Auglai were 
renowned for acts of outrageous brutality. Some 
merchant captains set their own boats afire, burned 
themselves, rather than throw numbersticks against 
their rapacious fury. The crew of the Momus Gale had 
no doubt that their souls lay beyond reprieve, and so 
they sucked as violently as they could from the teat of 
brief life. They were Takers in every way, and woe to 
those with wares to be taken. 
 They were condemned, and it was simply the lot of 
damned souls to crow about the damnation of others. 
So they described the Carythusal they needed to 
balm their own blistered hearts, or to stitch the 
mercurial rifts that arose between them. For them, 
she was a place where the fires of damnation licked 
as a whore’s tongue, anything but the gleaming 
marvel that Stitti had described. That Carythusal, the 
man liked to say, “was simply what happened,” a 
consequence of Men outliving their ancient customs 
and laws. ‘Souls are born old in that city, boy. Wonder 
never fights clear of boredom. Men so crowd the 
edge of fashion that everything is either dead or 
dying...’ 
 Carythusal was simply what came after, a 
civilization that had run out of blank scroll, and so 
began to overwrite what was written. It was a place 
where anything was allowed so long as it did not 
impede commerce, where aimlessness was not a 
crime... 
 Where indulgence, rather than deprivation, was 
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held to be holy. 
 A city of wicked Takers. 
 Where the Virginal Queen could openly boast of 
wanton liaisons with white-skinned lovers. 
 

§ 
 
The Creeping Postern turned out to be a gate hidden 
in a wooded cleft low upon the Assartine Hill. The 
guards cavorting there had known him, and snapping 
into sudden and improbable discipline, they escorted 
him across the palace grounds. Humid gloom ruled 
beneath the age-old cypresses. The guards did not 
so much as glance at him on the way—to protect the 
dignity of their whorish Queen’s suitors, the barbarian 
supposed. No one bothered to check the blessor he 
held clutched in his right hand. His weapons did not 
seem to be a matter of concern. They brought him to 
an outbuilding constructed of ancient Shiradi blocks, 
many of them bearing weathered suns and ciphers, 
lines of cuneiform text, as liable to be upside down as 
sideways or right-side up. He was delivered to a low-
ceilinged lounge, not so much lavishly furnished as 
amply. A man dressed in white, gold-trimmed 
vestments—the garb of the Thousand Temples—
stood awaiting him. 
 ‘I am Ûsulares,’ he said in a crystalline yet deep 
voice. Despite his shaved jaw and cheek, he spoke 
as a native Ainoni—from the Secharib plains, Eryelk 
guessed. ‘Shrial Emissary to the Blessed Queen.’ 
 Whale-oil tripods burned between the chairs and 
settees, allowing the barbarian to study his assessor 
closely. He had no real lips to speak of, but he 
possessed a well-groomed beauty reminiscent of 
Sranc. 
 ‘Priest?’ Eryelk asked. 
 The merest nod. 
 ‘Collegian?’ 
 A scowl darkened the fine features, but it was 
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merely ornamental. Ûsulares’ eyes twinkled with 
anticipation—relish even. 
 ‘That abomination, Shinurta,’ he said, ‘did he 
speak of me?’ 
 Eryelk felt a twinge of surprise, even though he 
knew the whole city had heard of his abduction by 
now. All the better, he decided. 
 ‘No.’ 
 ‘And the Blessed Queen? Did the blasphemers 
speak of Our Celestial Lady?’ 
 Eryelk furrowed his brow. ‘The first one did.’ 
 ‘You mean Nagamezer. The one you killed in the 
Third Sun.’ 
 A trill of wonder inflected the man’s voice, and 
Eryelk realized that Ûsulares genuinely admired what 
he had done, as he should. The man belonged to the 
famed College of Luthymae, the arm of the Thousand 
Temples charged with the prosecution of sorcery. 
Ûsulares almost certainly possessed the Gift of the 
Few, the ability to see the Mark, and like Eryelk, he 
had elected to eschew the accursed power it 
promised. Unlike Eryelk, however, he had chosen the 
God of Gods over anything his own hand might 
deliver. He had gone to Holy Sumna to train and 
meditate upon the Tractate and the Chronicle of the 
Tusk, to become a lifelong guardian against the 
greatest and most terrifying blasphemy of all. 
Sorcery. 
 ‘Shinurta claimed that Nagamezer survived,’ 
Eryelk amended. 
 ‘He didn’t, but there’s no way Shinurta could admit 
as much. As far as the city is concerned, Nagamezer 
has to be alive, otherwise the Spires would be 
releasing someone who had murdered one of their 
own.’ 
 The barbarian shrugged. ‘Regardless, he 
demanded I let him read this...’ Eryelk brandished the 
white and wilted blessor. 
 The Collegian’s gaze clicked to and from the 
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ribbon. 
 ‘And after, when they questioned you in Kiz?’ 
 ‘They squeaked like the rats they are, but they 
said nothing of her.’ 
 ‘Did you witness blasphemous acts?’ 
 The most violent Son of Wiglic snorted. 
 ‘You’re the Collegian. You tell me.’ 
 

§ 
 
Thurror Eryelk had found his way to many caste-
noble couches since arriving in Carythusal. The path 
to Queen Sumiloam’s differed only in luxury and 
scale. After his interview with Ûsulares, he was taken 
to the baths, where a small host of slaves scoured all 
trace of the city from his hair and skin. A pallid scribe 
inventoried all his belongings before absconding with 
them. He was then taken to a familial shrine, where 
he took an oath of discretion before some nonsense 
idol. More than two watches had expired before two 
enormous Sansori eunuchs at last led him, dressed in 
nothing more than a traditional white Shiradi kilt, to 
meet the Blessed Queen. 
 The ornamental splendour of the palace proper 
stupefied the Holca barbarian. The eyes thirst for 
gleam the way the mouth thirsts for water, and for a 
soul born upon the very fringe of civilization such as 
his, the parade of great foil plaques and bejewelled 
prizes beggared all he had hitherto seen. But he was 
not so foolish as to be awed by the display. Stitti had 
always insisted he recall the misery that lay beneath 
flagrant luxury: the slaves whipped, the artisans 
maimed, the temples looted. ‘Why else would your kin 
die to sell me Sranc? Murder, boy. Murder is the 
mortar of all great works...’ 
 The Palaparrais, he reminded himself, was as 
much a crypt as a palace. Men had been ground to 
meal in its making. 
 Only the pleasure garden contradicted this 
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intimation of death and foundation. Too much earth. 
Too much life. Lotuses braided the black pools; 
orchids hung humid in the gloom. Golden censors 
hazed the porticos with sandalwood and myrrh. The 
eunuchs led him down a path through the 
premeditated undergrowth. Walled in by their black-
skinned bulk, he marvelled that rats could grow so 
big. A bucolic grotto opened amid bamboo and 
silkwood, a circular depression ringed with 
sumptuous couches, and centred by a black-
lacquered table no higher than his shins. High-
hanging lanterns waxed behind paper screens. An 
alternating motif of dragons had been painted across 
them, throwing ferocious shadows across the coin of 
marble, violet and crimson. The scent of ambergris 
and moss haunted the air. 
 A young man—a boy, really—and a woman he 
immediately recognized as the Queen reclined across 
pillows set at opposite sides of the table. A bared 
sword threaded the golden receptacles that crowded 
the table between them. 
 Both eunuchs fell to their knees, scowled fiercely 
when he remained standing. 
 The Queen frowned, but the boy seemed not to 
care in the least. He fairly exploded to his feet, crying, 
‘Such an honour! You make a temple of our floor, 
Sacred Hewer—a temple!’ 
 Sumiloam swivelled her frown toward the youth. 
‘This is my husband’s eldest, Horziah,’ she said, 
camel eyes aflutter. ‘I fear he insisted that he meet 
you.’ 
 ‘And I am dazzled!’ Horziah cried. ‘Look at him, 
Stepmother! Is he not ferocious to gaze upon?’ 
 Eryelk noted that it was his sword, Vampire, lain 
so negligently across the table. 
 ‘Hmm. He is indeed.’ 
 ‘You are stamped, Northman. Struck in the very 
mould of War!’ 
 The most violent son of Wiglic snorted. Some 
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Ainoni saw religion in the Pit, something more exalted 
than apes whooping for the sight of blood. Horziah 
was one of them. 
 ‘How many have you killed, do you think?’ the 
adolescent yammered. He did not so much walk as 
float toward him. ‘I’m sure the likes of you keeps no 
count, but if you had to guess, how many would you 
say?’ 
 Earth and muck. He understood jnan better than 
this greased rat. 
 ‘Sranc or Men?’ the barbarian asked. 
 Horziah would not survive his vicious inheritance, 
Eryelk realized. His nature was too daft, too good. 
The Blessed Queen hugged her bare shoulders, for 
the same premonition of doom, perhaps—though her 
eyes remained fixed on Eryelk’s bare torso... 
 ‘Come-come, Horziah!’ she cried, her voice 
bearing the gentle ire that souls reserve for simple 
kin. ‘You’ve had your look now!’ 
 ‘Perhaps we can dine after, then?’ the boy asked 
him plaintively. ‘There’s so much I would love to 
discuss!’ 
 Eryelk stared, witless. For the first time he noticed 
the semi-circle of figures kneeling behind the surging 
bamboo—almost a dozen slaves, tucked in their 
shadowy stations, awaiting the opportunity to 
appease some whim—eagerly no doubt. 
 Rats were easily trained. 
 ‘We co-could drink...’ the Prince continued. 
 

§ 
 
The Sranc had been screaming in their pens that 
night. But Eryelk’s ears had always been unnaturally 
sharp—‘Like a skinny’s,’ Stitti was forever saying. He 
heard the creak of timbers above, the scuff of boots 
below. He slipped nude from bed, his hairless hide 
sizzling for sensation. Grabbing his dead father’s 
sword, he scampered down the stair, crept through 
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the gloom of the dwindling hearth, through the 
kitchens, and into the scullery. There he found the 
slave-trader dressed all in black, fussing over a sack. 
 ‘Where did you go?’ Eryelk asked, his voice 
shredded for slumber. 
 Stitti whirled, his eyes shining white from a black-
painted face. ‘Boy? Back to your rack!’ 
 ‘Your face is sooted. You’re covered in blood.’ 
 A long pause. 
 ‘A sacred rite of my people. One that cannot be 
spoken of.’ 
 ‘Who?’ the boy pressed. ‘Who was it?’ 
 ‘Earth and muck. Back to your rack!’ 
 ‘Who did you kill?’ 
 Another, even longer pause. 
 ‘Kaman Phiraces,’ Stitti said, not so much as 
blinking. ‘For a grudge he did not even know existed.’ 
 ‘Phiraces... From the trade mission? But they only 
just arrived.’ 
 ‘The grudge has dwelt here for years.’ 
 Young Eryelk regarded him narrowly. ‘You do not 
sweat. Your eyes do not dart for apprehension... This 
is something you have done before!’ 
 The very relentlessness of his gaze answered the 
question. 
 ‘It is time you learned,’ Stitti said. 
 ‘Learned what?’ 
 ‘Chirong.’ 
 ‘Chirong?’ 
 ‘There is more than jnan, boy. More than manner 
and manoeuvre. More than gaming the benjuka 
plate.’ 
 The young barbarian lowered his sword—at last. 
‘What are you saying?’ 
 The Ainoni’s gaze sharpened. He nodded in the 
manner of patient and ruthless men. 
 ‘There is blood.’ 
 

§ 
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Queen Sumilaom indulged her eldest stepson—the 
Crown-Prince, no less—but only so far as his muddy 
wit required. Horziah was one of those useless sons, 
a boy with a talent for nothing more than dreaming of 
talents he would never possess, a man who would 
never be more than a boy in the presence of men. 
Insulated by his station, forever chasing the lure of his 
fancy, Horziah simply could not apprehend the grim 
truth of his place in history and the world. His 
stepmother went so far as to dismiss him with her 
waddling eunuchs, and he remained oblivious! 
 ‘My husband’s eldest, I fear, is an idiot.’ 
 Eryelk was always bold with women he was about 
to bed, no matter what their beauty or station. 
 ‘You risk much, speaking to him as you do.’ 
 She scanned the silent semicircle of attendants 
about them, for a heartbeat merely. 
 ‘He cannot see for squinting,’ she said. 
 The Holca snorted. ‘But others can. Skulls like his 
are stoked as easily as they’re cracked.’ 
 ‘What are you saying, barbarian?’ 
 ‘That you’ve grown lazy in a world that only seems 
to indulge careless whims.’ 
 ‘You call me lazy? Your Queen?’ 
 He stood with the stern, statuesque immobility he 
always used to cow his caste superiors. Let them pull 
on their invisible strings—their jnan. The truths of 
strength always wins out. 
 ‘No,’ he replied. ‘I call Sumilaom lazy...’ 
 ‘You what?’ 
 ‘Sumiloam. The woman who possessed the 
cunning, the care, and the patience to conquer such a 
place as this.’ He leaned over the foot of her settee, 
felt the reciprocal tremble that passed through her 
body. ‘That woman, I wager, would do more than 
scowl at your recklessness.’ 
 Her eyes narrowed in shining reappraisal. 
Perhaps, like Horziah, she had loved him before he 
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had arrived. Perhaps she had lain at night yearning 
for this encounter. But if not, there could be no doubt 
that she loved him now. Sumilaom was a murderess 
and a mummer, and with but a single declaration he 
had exposed her, torn away clothing far more intimate 
than her glorious, olive skin. 
 ‘So it’s true,’ she said, speaking more with her 
breath than her voice. ‘What they say about you.’ 
 ‘What do they say about me?’ 
 Her smile was girlish for embarrassment. 
 ‘That you woo as ferociously as you war.’ 
 He placed a great, scarred hand upon the couch’s 
gilded backbone, loomed above her. 
 ‘Truth,’ he said, ‘can only seem ferocious to a race 
so bent as yours.’ 
 Heat thickened the grotto between them. She 
raised a palm, ran it down the idea of his chest and 
abdomen, rather than touch the blushing skin. Her left 
knee drifted outward, at once fleeing his proximity, 
and inviting. 
 She swallowed. ‘Tell me, Sacred Hewer, is a 
flower depraved for blooming brighter, broader than 
those scattered wild across the meadow?’ 
 In the corner of his eye he saw a shadow flit 
through the lattices of growth, then slip into place 
among the others arrayed about the grotto’s servile 
perimeter. Another slave? 
 He pinned her breasts beneath callused fingers.  
 ‘Not depraved,’ he growled over her moan. ‘Merely 
weak.’ 
 

§ 
 
She slipped his embrace, danced to her feet. 
 ‘Come, Barbarian,’ she cried in mischief, her 
laughter as husky as any man’s. ‘Fill Sumiloam with 
your wisdom and your cunning. Find reward in 
serving your Queen!’ 
 Her hair was jet black, pinned and piled into caste-
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noble absurdity. Her face was more frank than fine, 
more athletic than fair—it was her eyes that rendered 
her exceptional, brown and glistening, as large as 
those on ancient Shiradi statuary. She wore a kitsari 
of brocaded white-silk that covered her shoulder to 
ankle, save, of course, for the long, open seam that 
ran down her left–the side of desire. When she twirled 
to lead him to one of the larger divans, this one 
nearer the meridian of shadowy slaves, weights in her 
hem drew the whole out in a conical sweep, and the 
dress opened like the curled pages of a book, 
revealing the oiled glory beneath. 
 He blinked—saw Shinurta convulsing with 
laughter, his great head roped in meat that should 
have been hidden. 
 Eryelk’s grin faltered, for a heartbeat merely. 
 ‘Come, Acclaimed Champion,’ Queen Sumiloam 
of Ainon purred. 
 Blood or seed, the saying among his people went. 
Blood or seed. 
 ‘Hew your Blessed Queen.’ 
 Something had to be spilled. 
 

§ 
 
She cried out when it happened... and then they lay, 
pulse raw upon pulse, their nudity trembling as a gold 
sheet beneath hammers. 
 ‘What are you?’ she gasped, baring her teeth 
about his ache. 
 ‘Holca,’ he exhaled. 
 ‘Yes... But what... are Holca.’ 
 ‘A boy...’ he began, only to pause at another 
crazed image of Shinurta. ‘A boy with two hearts was 
born to our people in ancient days. His name was 
Wiglic.’ 
 She gingerly squirmed against his pubis. Her 
eyebrows climbed into a pained crescent as her focus 
faded. 
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 ‘I am his most violent son,’ he concluded on a bull-
deep exhalation. 
 She looked up, made to smile, but swallowed 
instead, puffed an errant lock from her eyes in a 
manner that only further inflamed him. 
 ‘And why...’ she gasped. ‘Why have you come my 
city?’ 
 His first Carythusali lover had been a widow far 
into her barrenness. Menace, she had told him. 
Menace was what had made him her most prized 
narcotic. The fear that such mighty seed might take 
root within her.  
 Fear and wonder. 
 ‘Because only it can contain me.’ 
 A cry climbed from her timid exertion. 
 ‘Because only Carythusal is so mad as to make 
me sane.’ 
 And it seemed almost religious, speaking such 
words in the strangling thickness of coitus... Making 
such declarations. 
 Shinurta cackled in his soul’s eye. Claws combed 
the ginger haze across his abdomen.  
 His stomach lurched. His second heart flexed into 
a brandished fist. 
 Boma-bom. 
 ‘You mean depraved,’ she whispered. 
 

§ 
 
Chitinous limbs rattled. 
 He rolled upon her so that she might writhe 
beneath the splendid might of his form, feel manhood 
in all its stamping glory, brown skin crushed against 
red, crying out for the girth of him, murmuring, Slow... 
slow... her thighs pinned open by his hips, as she 
made sounds of sobbing wonder, and he huffed 
breath like a dragon, arching as she enveloped the 
throat of him, wincing for the purity of his bliss– 
 This! This was what was happening! 
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 Scales slapped skin. 
 Boma-bom. 
 She panted, swallowed as if to wrap breath around 
more than heaving thoughts. 
 The barbarian blinked, saw Shinurta hunched, a 
greased grotesquerie toiling over his loins. The world 
kicked and yanked about chains and manacles– 
 What did they do to him? 
 Bom-bom-bom-bom...  
 No! No! This! This was what happened! 
 The most violent son of Wiglic roared, indulged 
her with a spearing thrust, filled the cup of her 
insatiable appetite, filled it unto overflowing, and so 
made shy boys of all her previous lovers... 
 Her painted husband most of all. 
 Sumiloam wailed in delirium, laughed in wonder. 
 The Holca barbarian winked at the King of Ainon 
where he stood in the bower, pretending to be one of 
the slaves. This! This! This was what happened. 
 His skin flushed red.  
 Bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom...  
 

§ 
 
Chained to a thread above Hell. Choking sulphur. 
Bolting terror. Something horrid convolving about his 
hips, climbing, mounting... 
 Bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom... 
 The Queen grunted, slathered him with her bliss, 
and Ratakila howled for ardour, cackled for absurdity. 
His second heart pounded from his very summit. 
 Bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom... 
 He roared as a dragon, a demon, in release, in 
terror. 
 Bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom... 
 And Shinurta wheezed for hatred and fury. 
 Bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom... 
 ‘Strike your foul image upon his very pit!’ 
 Sumiloam sobbed for... for... 
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 Bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom... 
 Screaming. Thrashing. Bestial glimpses of spider 
eyes and puckered cunnies. 
 Bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom... 
 ‘Ravish him!’ the Grandmaster screeched, keened. 
 Bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom-bom... 
 ‘Sack his flesh! Blast him with shame! Rape! 
Rape!’ 
 

§ 
 
Thurror Eryelk awoke on the riverbank, curled about 
Vampire beneath a rotting dock, clothed only in filth 
and blood. Carythusal, when he at last dared crawl 
out to observe it, burned in every quarter, a vast 
smoking scab beneath shrouded skies. And though 
he remembered nothing save making love to the 
Queen in the grotto, he could see the print of what 
had happened in the gore that robed him... 
 The shrieking memories would not be long in 
coming. 
 Shinurta had no need to curse him, he realized. 
He need only trust the curse that was his blood. He 
need only know him to transform him into a knife for 
yet another hand... 
 And so Eryelk fled Carythusal, knowing even then 
that he would return, that he would pluck his 
vengeance only when it had grown ripe... 
 As Stitti had taught him.[GdM]	
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Get amongst the bleakness, violence, grit, gallows 
humour, and realism as we discuss all things 
grimdark: authors, books, writing, art, gaming and 
more—Facebook.com/groups/grimdarkfiction.  
 
Join the conversation. 
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