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From	  the	  Editor	  
	  

ADRIAN	  COLLINS	  
	  
	  

 
My goal in starting Grimdark Magazine is to enjoy 
being a part of a developing and growing genre while 
the moniker and the focus of fans and critics are still 
young. I also want to show that grimdark isn’t 
restricted to medieval fantasy and Warhammer 40K. 
It can extend into other established genres where 
authors haven’t yet fully explored the possibilities of 
anti-heroes and switching perspectives to the 
antagonist.  
 In this issue we’ve put together a solid range of 
grimdark stories set in zombie apocalypses, the 
heartless world of the near future, medieval fantasy, 
and in Aliette de Bodard’s Dominion of the Fallen. 
 Alongside some awesome grimdark fiction, you’ll 
find an exploration of the grimdark hero, reviews and 
excerpts of some fantastic new releases, and 
interviews.  
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 I hope you get a kick out of issue #5. 
  
 
 
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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Lessons	  of	  Necessity	  
	  

T.C.	  POWELL	  
	  
	  

 
My twelve-year-old son backs away from the crawling 
corpse and holds the knife out, handle up. ‘Mum,’ he 
says to me, drawing the word out so that it sounds like 
two syllables. It’s as though he’s five again and wants 
me to cut up his steak. 
 God. Steak. What I wouldn’t do for some steak. 
 I take the knife from Taylor, flashing a look so he 
knows that this is not acceptable behaviour for his 
age. The corpse, or zombie, or whatever we few 
survivors are calling them, is pathetic, crawling on one 
intact leg, the other sheared off at the knee. I look at 
Taylor to ensure he’s watching as I plunge the knife 
into its rotting head. 
 Taylor’s eyes shift away at the last second. I resist 
the urge to snap at him. 
 ‘That’s that,’ I say, withdrawing the knife and 
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returning it to Taylor’s trembling hand. 
 With the basement cleared, we’ve checked the 
entire house. It’s not perfect. There are rats scratching 
in the walls and cockroaches skittering across the 
floor, but that’s true everywhere. What’s important is 
that the doors and windows are intact, and there’s a 
generator. The basement is also defensible as a last 
resort, with the only approach being the stairs from 
the kitchen. Although going to the store will still be a 
risk, it’s only a five-minute walk; there are enough 
canned goods there to keep us well fed for years. This 
is home. 
 Taylor smiles at me and I smile back, eager to 
reassure him. Underneath, however, I know there’s 
still work we need to do. I won’t be around forever. 
 

* * * 
 
‘Happy Birthday to you!’ I sing. 
 Taylor blows out the candles on the fruitcake I’d 
found in the wrecked aisles of the supermarket. An 
extravagance, perhaps, but it makes him happy to be 
reminded of the old times, when we were a normal 
family and his father was alive. Besides, I want turning 
thirteen to be a big deal to Taylor. I want him to know 
that I now consider him to be a man. 
 ‘Are there any presents?’ he asks. 
 ‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Let me go get it.’ 
 It’s in the basement. I walk the flight of steps down 
from the kitchen and already feel winded. A bad sign. I 
first felt the lump in my breast last winter; I don’t know 
why I had continued to check, after things like chemo 
and surgery were obsolete. Habit, maybe. Now I feel 
my illness every day, steadily getting worse. Taylor 
doesn’t yet know. I wish I didn’t either. 
 I return from the basement, smiling to cover the 
pain. I needn’t have bothered. Taylor only has eyes 
for what I hold in my hands: a genuine Japanese 
katana. 
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 ‘Oh my God, Mum! It’s so cool!’ 
 I laugh at his enthusiasm. ‘You want to take it out 
for a test drive?’ Knives, swords and other silent killers 
are our best bet for survival. Guns bring unwanted 
attention. 
 ‘Yeah!’ Taylor says, taking the sword and snapping 
the blade free from its curved black scabbard. ‘There 
are some mannequins in the Walmart. Maybe we 
could carry one back with us next time we go.’ 
 I shake my head. ‘Not exactly what I had in mind.’ 
 His face falls. Damn it, now he sees the gift as a 
set-up, which it was, but I still want him to enjoy the 
moment. There remain so few opportunities to simply 
enjoy anything. 
 Taylor drops the sword clanging to the tiled floor. 
‘How many times do I have to tell you, Mum? I’m not 
killing anything.’ 
 It’s our fault in a way. As Taylor grew, my husband 
and I drilled into him the importance of protecting and 
nurturing life. We scooped up spiders and carried 
them to the garden rather than squishing them, and 
opened windows so that the flies could leave 
unharmed. God, we were even vegans for a while. But 
that had been before, in a world where those values 
made sense. Where they were possible. Taylor, bless 
his heart, just couldn’t understand that things had 
changed. He believed so strongly in the things we, 
and especially his father, had taught him. Taylor was 
not with me that day to watch Michael get torn apart 
by these beasts. Then, I accounted it a blessing that 
he kept some part of his innocence. But now... 
 I pick the sword up. ‘You will.’ 
 He has to. 
 

* * * 
 
We return from the store with our hands full: I have 
Taylor’s sword (he refuses to carry it outside) and a 
paper bag full of soap, toothpaste and brushes, a 
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padlock, a pocketknife, and other sundries; my boy 
has a damned mannequin. I couldn’t talk him out of it. 
 We come inside and go into the kitchen where I set 
our groceries down on the counter. 
 ‘Say, why don’t you set that thing up in the 
basement,’ I tell him. 
 ‘Good idea,’ he says over the mannequin’s bare 
white shoulder. 
 I watch as Taylor starts his descent down the 
stairs. I set the katana on the topmost step and close 
the door after him. The basement light is on, but it’s 
not very bright. I hope Taylor sees the thing before the 
thing sees him. 
 ‘Hey,’ he calls from the staircase. ‘Why’d you close 
the door?’ 
 My answer is to take the padlock from the 
shopping bag and fasten it to the steel hasp set in the 
basement door. 
 ‘Uh—oh, Mum, there’s one of those things down 
here!’ 
 Pick up your sword, I think. Fight for yourself, my 
baby, my love. Because you have to. 
 I slump down against the door; my hand 
instinctively clutches my misshapen breast, and the 
hammering heart underneath. I mark the sound of the 
mannequin tumbling down the stairs. The subsequent 
pounding against the door and Taylor’s cries for me to 
let him out. Then the sounds of snarling and fighting. 
 I do not know the results and I will not know until 
the fighting stops. Whatever comes out when I unlock 
the door ... I will be prepared to deal with it. 
 Because I have to.[GdM] 
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T.C.Powell	   starves full-time and is an award-winning 
writer on the side. He has been published by the 
Christian Science Monitor, New Myths, Big Pulp, and 
others, and in 2015 he is a two-time recipient of the 
Penn Cove Literary Arts Award as well as a finalist in the 
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Who	  is	  the	  Grimdark	  
Hero?	  

	  
C.T.	  PHIPPS	  

	  
	  

 
Grimdark is a relatively new subgenre in the world of 
fantasy and science fiction, having emerged as the 
grittier, morally ambiguous side of fantasy in the 
1970s and ‘80s with the likes of Karl Edward 
Wagner’s Kane series, Glen Cook’s Black Company, 
and the Warhammer 40K role-playing games and 
related literature. It is a creature that has many close 
relatives, arguably twins, in dark fantasy, low fantasy, 
and sword and sorcery. However, grimdark is a 
special breed. It is fantasy which places the hero in 
the meatgrinder of a world where good and decency 
are but words or at the very least rarer than unicorns, 
and then asks, "So now what, hero?" 
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 But who is the grimdark hero? 
 Does such a creature exist? 
 As an author with a taste for the genre, I was 
required to ask myself a simple question: if I'm not 
going to write about a world where being the good 
guy works out, then what is the motive for the 
protagonist? What do our heroes fight for if, taking a 
look around themselves, they can't noticeably 
measure any improvement in the world? Is it just a 
matter of making their opponents worse off than 
themselves? Turning those questions over in my 
mind, I came to the conclusion that answering them 
would make a pretty good novel in itself. 
 Nevertheless, I will share some of my thoughts 
here in this article. 
 To understand the grimdark genre we have to go 
back before it was really codified into the building 
blocks upon which it is constructed. Heroes have 
always been a collection of saints and sinners if we'll 
be perfectly honest.  
 Gilgamesh, literature’s earliest known hero, was a 
complete bastard with sex addiction and aging 
issues. Hercules' entire history consists of murdering 
people, then feeling really bad about it, so he murders 
some more offensive people. King Arthur, depending 
on the myth, one-upped Herod the infant-slayer and 
intended to burn his wife at the stake instead of 
sending her away. Indeed, it's not until fairly recently 
people decided that heroes need to do more than 
awesome things to earn that title; they had to be role 
models as well—and we all know that just left a 
vacancy for other kinds of protagonists. 
 However, speeding things along to the 20th 
century, grimdark heroes begin to evolve from the 
protagonists of sword and sorcery: Conan, Elric, and 
a certain duo operating in Lankhmar. They don't have 
much in common. Elric is a civilized sorcerer-
nobleman from a decadent, dying civilization, prone 
to melancholy and physically frail save when using 
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magic or his Chaos-God Sword. Conan is a physically 
powerful barbarian from a more vibrant, less civilized 
time who often ends up fighting wizards while 
wielding no magic himself (save in one instance 
during The Tower of the Elephant). Fafhrd and the 
Gray Mouser are a barbarian and thief pairing who 
practice magic while enjoying the fruits of civilization 
in-between wilderness jaunts. However, all four share 
a common trait of being (mostly) good men making 
the most of a cruddy situation. Indeed, what all of the 
precursors to 21st century’s grimdark heroes have in 
common is none of them are actually heroes. They 
just sort of stumbled into the role, carrying all their 
faults and flaws. 
 The first characteristic of a grimdark hero is, by 
and large, they aren't fighting to improve the world. 
There are exceptions to this, of course, but mostly 
this truism holds fast: the grimdark protagonist is a 
product of their environment. Conan the Barbarian 
kills, plunders, and indulges because that's what 
barbarians do. Elric is from a society where good is 
an alien concept, and his chief source of woe is his 
realization that that's really messed up. There are 
idealistic figures in the world of grimdark, but 
invariably, they are bigger bads than the bandits 
because the axiomatic nature of grimdark is things 
don't get better. 
 They just get slightly less bad. 
 At best. 
 This hopelessness in the balance of good versus 
evil, this yearning to make the world less bad, allows 
us to accept the grimdark hero, flaws and all. In 
Andrzej Sapkowski’s The Witcher series, Geralt of 
Rivia gives a fantastic example of this when he 
relates his first ‘adventure’ to his silent lover Iola: 
 

 Where was I? My first noble deed. You 
see, they'd told me again and again in Kaer 
Morhen not to get involved in such incidents, 
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not to play at being knight errant or uphold the 
law. Not to show off, but to work for money. 
And I joined this fight like an idiot, not fifty 
miles from the mountains. And do you know 
why? I wanted the girl, sobbing with gratitude, 
to kiss her savior on the hands, and her father 
to thank me on his knees. In reality her father 
fled with his attackers, and the girl, drenched 
in the bald man's blood, threw up, became 
hysterical and fainted in fear when I 
approached her. Since then, I’ve only very 
rarely interfered in such matters. 

 
It is an impressive summary of just how the grimdark 
world differs from that of more mainstream fiction, 
emphasising that things do not always work out for 
the best and events play out with no regard for the 
morality of the participants. As the titular character 
said in the 1982 John Milinus-penned Conan the 
Barbarian: ‘No one will remember if we were good 
men or bad, how we fought or how we died. No, all 
that matters is that few stood against many. That's 
what's important.’ Locke Lamora, protagonist of Scott 
Lynch’s Gentleman Bastard series, is a con man who 
possesses no higher aspirations than to continue 
tricking the absurdly wealthy out of their goods. He’s 
not even doing it for the money but simply because 
he enjoys tricking them. We, the audience, 
sympathize with Locke in his pointless cons and 
mindless accumulation of wealth because, really, the 
people he tricks deserve to be tricked (with rare 
exceptions). 
 The grimdark hero is the product of their world. 
They are nasty because the world is nasty, ruthless 
because the world is ruthless, and cruel because the 
world is trying to step on their face. If the grimdark 
hero is, finger wag, evil, then that is because their 
world is no less so.  Rob J. Hayes’ The Price of Faith 
stars Inquisitor Thanquil Darkheart who is as close to 
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a ‘good guy’ as you might get in most grimdark fiction. 
He is pious, gentle, nonviolent, and cares for the 
common people with a loving heart. He’s also forced 
by his religion and the mandates of his superiors to 
engage in some truly horrific acts because he 
believes the alternative is unleashing literal hell on 
the world of man. 
 Even so, the best grimdark heroes are also the 
ones who invite us to sympathize with their 
perspective and maintain some sort of human hook 
that we can hold onto while enjoying the ride through 
their existence. Some lesser authors of the genre fail 
to keep readers invested in their protagonist because 
in their desire to shock, they neglect to make the 
protagonist someone who, actions aside, we want to 
succeed. This can lead to the TVtropes.org defined 
concept of ‘Darkness Induced Apathy’, which is easily 
summarized as, ‘I don't care who wins; I want them all 
to die.’ 
 Some of the best grimdark heroes are those who, 
in other circumstances, would have been shining 
knights. The aforementioned Geralt is a cold-blooded 
mercenary and deadpan snarker who rarely has 
anything but contempt for the people around him. 
Geralt desperately wishes he could improve the world 
around him, but he can't because it's not that kind of 
story. Geralt thus contents himself to pissing against 
the wind by slaying the worst of the malefactors he 
encounters and trying to survive another day. The 
grimdark hero at their best is like Geralt, doing good 
in spite of its pointlessness, or at least having fun.  
 Much of the grimdark hero’s appeal is that they 
tend not to have degenerated quite as much as their 
fellows. Another Rob J. Hayes novel, The Color of 
Vengeance, stars the Blackthorn. The Blackthorn is a 
character that the preceding novel, The Ties that 
Bind, establishes as a murderous cutthroat who kills 
people with absolutely no regard for their innocence 
or guilt. He kills them simply because they stand in 
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his way. Yet, The Color of Vengeance makes him an 
engaging hero through his love of his cohorts and 
gang and contrasts him against the utterly monstrous 
Swift who has no loyalty to anyone around him.  
 To use another example, Locke Lamora’s actions 
would be reprehensible even from a charming rogue 
such as himself, if not for the fact he is surrounded by 
psychopaths who bleed the kingdoms dry. Glen 
Cook’s infamous Black Company’s members are 
professional mercenaries in the service of an evil 
overlord but said evil overlord isn’t any worse, really, 
than the other dictators around her. It’s just she’s 
better at conquering and despotism. Z, the ruthless 
anti-hero of the dark urban fantasy Clandestine Daze 
novels by Tim Marquitz, murders an innocent man 
then assumes his life because that’s what is required 
of him to do his job, a job which is all that stands 
between humanity and the Ael race.  
 Grimdark is a relativistic genre and, like good and 
evil itself, an infinite direction you can walk into. The 
hero is a villain who is a hero compared to a worse 
villain who might be better still than another.  
 So who is the grimdark hero? 
 The grimdark hero is the protagonist in a story 
who survives in a world not of their choosing. By hook 
or by crook, they will always fight to survive. Death 
may eventually claim them but it will not be for a lack 
of fighting. They have some quality, some spark of 
humanity, that rebels against a world of meaningless 
cruelty and apathy. This may only be because they 
find themselves in an otherwise miserable hellhole. 
We see some element of ourselves in the grimdark 
hero, not as we aspire to be, at least morally, but how 
we hope we might scratch out an existence in the 
worst of circumstances.[GdM] 
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C.T. Phipps	   is a lifelong student of horror, science 
fiction, and fantasy. An avid tabletop gamer, he 
discovered this passion led him to write and turned him 
into a lifelong geek. He is a regular blogger on The 
United Federation of Charles:  
http://unitedfederationofcharles.blogspot.com/  
 
He's recently released the novels The Rules of 
Supervillainy and Esoterrorism. His third novel, Wraith 
Knight, is expected to release in January of 2016. 
 
 



	   19	  

	  
	  
	  

	  

Review:	  The	  Liar’s	  Key	  
	  

BY	  MARK	  LAWRENCE	  
REVIEW	  BY	  TOM	  SMITH	  

	  
	  

 
Reading The Broken Empire trilogy really changed 
the way I view fantasy. It was after reading this trilogy 
that I discovered and began to define for myself what 
grimdark is. As a kid I always rooted for the bad guys. 
I especially liked the villains or antiheroes who 
seemed pretty decent but made some bad decisions. 
I always loved the movies with a twist. The good guy 
wins but dies; the movie ends unresolved in some 
way. Lawrence has a way of creating likeable bad 
guys as heroes that I find extremely appealing.  
 After reading the description to The Red Queen’s 
War series, I confess to being disappointed. Mark 
Lawrence went from showcasing Prince Jorg, the 
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ruthless rogue, to featuring Prince Jalan, the fop of 
the Red March? What on earth was he thinking?   
 Jalan surprised me in Prince of Fools, so much 
that I eagerly anticipated the release of The Liar’s 
Key, the second book in the Red Queen’s War, in a 
way I hadn’t looked forward to a book in a long, long 
time. And as much as I grew to hate Jalan sometimes 
for his lazy, cowardly ways, I also began to admire his 
cleverness and ingenuity. 
 Snorri ver Snagason is the straight foil to Jalan 
and his conniving ways, forming a very unlikely 
pairing. Snorri, a Northman, is a man’s man of deep 
honour and unrivalled fighting skills, a man of single-
minded determination who wants to open death’s 
door and bring back his dead family. It’s a true tribute 
to Lawrence’s writing skill that this unlikely pairing 
makes believable companions.   
 One thing that the two characters have in common 
is the celestial spirits that have been attached to them 
in Prince of Fools by Jalan’s invisible great aunt, the 
Silent Sister. I say invisible because very few people 
seem to be able to see her or know of her existence. 
Using a spell of great power she attaches the two 
spirits (one good, one evil) to Jalan and Snorri to bind 
them together and send them on a mission.   
 The Liar’s Key opens with Loki, a trickster god 
from Snorri’s homeland, hatching an underhanded 
scheme. First, he creates an object of great power–
the Liar’s key. The key can open pretty much any 
lock, portal or door no matter who made it. It’s called 
the ‘Liar’s key’ because it was created by Loki, the 
greatest liar in the pantheon of Northern deities. 
Then, he launches his scheme by finding Kelem, the 
Door Mage. Who better to tempt with a key to open 
any lock? Kelem, having spent way too many years 
alone with all of his secret doors, proves to be an 
easy target to manipulate as he is already half 
insane. Kelem then goes missing in action for a large 
part of the story, long enough for you to wonder why 
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he was in the introduction, but comes back in a major 
way at the end.  
 Fast forward in time and we catch up with Jalan 
and Snorri in the North, where Jalan seems to think 
he is on a vacation, bedding every local woman he 
can, while Snorri continues the single-minded pursuit 
of his goal of getting his family back now that he has 
come into possession of the Liar’s key. He searches 
for a Völva (a witch of sorts) who can show him a 
door to Hel, whereby he can use the key to retrieve 
his long dead wife and children.  
 Although Snorri seems hell-bent on his own 
destruction, Lawrence makes the reader believe that 
if anyone can challenge Hel and win, it’s the massive 
northern warrior. He and Jalan are assisted by 
Tuttugu, the last remaining survivor of Snorri’s clan, 
the Undoreth. Tutt (as he is frequently called) is a 
fisherman by trade, but he is also a stout warrior who 
is fiercely loyal to Snorri. On a visit to see a Völva, 
the crew picks up an unlikely traveling companion, a 
Völva-in-training by the name of Kara. Kara is a 
mixed bag. While they all know that she has her own 
ulterior motives and those of her master as well, 
having a little magic and knowledge on their side 
doesn’t hurt either. 
 With plenty of challenges to face already, including 
a God of Mischief dogging their heels, the team 
encounters the Dead King who further plagues them 
by sending undead assassins after them. Readers of 
the Broken Empire books will well remember the 
Dead King as Jorg’s primary antagonist. The Dead 
King, though no god like Loki, is still a very powerful 
adversary whose motives are not entirely clear. 
 The big question is can Snorri open the door to 
Hel and rescue his family? You won’t find the answer 
to that question here sadly. What you will find here, 
though, is my strong recommendation that you read 
the series and find out for yourself. 
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 I will proudly admit to being a fan of Mark 
Lawrence’s work, but I really feel that he outdid 
himself on this one. This is far and away my favorite 
novel of the year. I had trouble putting it down, even 
at midnight with work early the next day.   
 One thing I love about Mark Lawrence’s 
storytelling is his versatility. The Broken Empire 
Trilogy I love for the tone and creative, dark 
storytelling. However, The Liar’s Key (as a part of The 
Red Queen’s War series) I love for the prose and 
creative turns of phrase Lawrence sprinkles 
throughout the tale.  
 There’s something strangely organic about the 
way Lawrence brings the characters to life, making 
me develop relationships with them in my mind by 
playing one against the other, much like Fafhrd and 
the Gray Mouser of Lankhmar fame. Also, the way 
that he sucked me into the story made me not want to 
put it down, perhaps due to the intimate first-person 
narrative from Jalan’s point of view. Reading The 
Liar’s Key made me feel present in the story’s world.   
 That is why I read books. To escape to that far 
away impossibility. The highest praise I can give to a 
writer is that they helped me do that with their book. 
Mark Lawrence has done that with The Liar’s 
Key.[GdM]	  
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First	  They	  Came	  For	  The	  
Pigs	  

	  
CHADWICK	  GINTHER	  

	  
	  

	  
‘First they came for the pigs; then they came for their 
masters.’ 
 The men’s expressions told the tale. They glanced 
at the corpse, with its piss-yellow skin and toadstools 
sprouting from its eyes, its mouth, its ears and nose. 
The mushrooms swayed, though there was no 
breeze. Straining against their roots, reaching. As if 
hunting for me.  
 I shuddered and all eyes were back to me. They 
didn’t believe me. How could they? It was too terrible 
to fathom. These were not men of a scholarly bent. 
 These were street toughs. The best—or should I 
say worst?—Khyber had to offer, lured to my home 
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with promises of wealth. I rubbed at my face; I 
needed to make them see the threat. All of my wealth 
would be meaningless if the attacks continued. There 
was no one left for them to take.  
 No one but me.  
 I settled my hand upon the braided silver 
Goodson’s Noose about my neck. He hung from the 
Wall and faced heathens to win His father’s favour. 
Surely, I could face these … men.  
 They came from all over the city of Khyber. Which 
meant they came from all over the world.  
 ‘Who,’ asked Coal, the ebony-skinned Garan, ‘are 
they?’ 
 He was dressed in the colourful robes common to 
his desert-dwelling people and towered over the 
assemblage. I, myself, barely came to the man’s 
chest. Furs swaddled him beneath those robes, 
peeking out here and there, making him seem all the 
larger. He shivered as if he could not get warm, 
though we were in Khyber’s High Summer and I felt 
the sweat gathering at my brow. He cupped his hands 
around a bowl of tea, taking a sip. A spider’s web of 
bright orange scars wound about those large hands, 
glowing like embers.  
 ‘This,’ I said, gesturing at the toadstool, ‘is they. 
They walk like men, hunt like them. Kill like them. But 
they are not. Not men! Not beasts! They took my 
stock, but were not satisfied. I’ve lost my factors in 
every ward in Khyber. My seneschal! Even the bloody 
razor guild won’t take my coin for guard duty, now!’ 
 I tried to calm myself. Such outbursts were 
unseemly, even among the lowborn. 
 Wei, an inscrutable Xiou, leaned against the wall, 
pushing his broad hat above his eyes with the tip of 
his staff. He pursed his lips, but said nothing.  
 ‘Not even Old Wyrd would expect me to believe 
that,’ Hraki, a giant Valkuran from the North Sea, 
bellowed, jabbing at me with a sausage-thick finger, 
each jab forcing me to retreat a step. ‘And he’s a 
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bigger liar than any god in Khyber.’ Hraki was almost 
as broad as the Garan was tall, a fury of hair and iron. 
 ‘A Garan sorcerer could have worked such magic,’ 
 Coal said cautiously, as if daring the others to 
accuse him. When they did not, he continued. 
‘Though at a terrible cost to himself. He would need 
to give up his humanity to take the same from his 
victims.’ 
 Hraki crossed his arms over his burly chest. He 
spat upon my rug. I was glad now that I’d had the 
foresight to remove my treasured woven Rusan rugs 
before I had invited these ruffians into my home. Like 
Hraki, they’d come from the barbaric far north. Unlike 
him, they were irreplaceable.  
 ‘A witch or hex, nothing more,’ the Valkuran 
insisted. 
 ‘You're all wrong, yeah?’ a cheery voice 
interjected.  
 Wheeling as one, we saw a slight man leaning 
against the doorframe. He picked at something 
between his teeth, regarded the prize, and then 
discarded it upon one of my tapestries. 
 I winced — those I’d forgotten to store away, more 
concerned about the muck on my … guests' feet. 
 ‘Mushrooms out of everywhere,’ the stranger 
spoke, gesturing at what was once my seneschal. He 
shuddered, too, though I felt he was exaggerating the 
gesture with false disgust. ‘Glad you kept that one’s 
pants on, yeah?’ 
 ‘You.’ 
 All of my dangerous men said the word, each with 
a different inflection. Anger from the Valkuran, 
suspicion from the Garan, amusement from the Xiou. 
 ‘Who?’ I asked, curious, echoing Coal’s earlier 
confusion. 
 ‘Needle,’ they answered at once.  
 Then, separately:  
 Coal added, ‘A thief and liar.’ 
 ‘A dead man,’ Hraki growled.  
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 And from the Xiou, ‘An adequate tailor.’ 
 Needle threw back his hood, revealing a tanned, 
smirking face. He nodded at Wei. Were it not for the 
smouldering mischief in his eyes, he could have been 
any man in Khyber. 
 ‘It’s the creeping rot, it is. Cygaricus, god of shit 
and muck and what things grow there. It’s the Vile 
Truffle, luv. That’s your culprit.’ 
 He spoke with the quick brogue of a Khyber 
native, though I could not quite place from which 
quarter his accent originated. He was also utterly 
unconcerned by his less-than-welcome reception.  
 ‘I’ve never heard of this “creeping rot”,’ Hraki said.  
 Needle canted his head, rolled his eyes. ‘Take a 
closer look at your prick, then, and you'll have an 
idea, Hraki Hard-Sailor. Only thing hard about you is 
how damned hard it is to get your fat ass in a boat 
these days.’ 
 ‘I should've killed you,’ the Valkuran said through 
bared teeth. 
 ‘Well you didn't, now, did you? And it's too late to 
go back.’ 
 ‘Never too late to try again.’ Hraki’s hand tightened 
on an axe handle. 
 ‘Please, please,’ I interjected, trying to forestall a 
brawl in my sitting room. ‘This is not necessary. There 
is no time.’ 
 Needle smiled, ignoring me. Odious little man. He 
had a dirk in each hand. I hardly saw his hands move 
to draw. ‘See how far you get, luv.’ 
 ‘I'm not your luv.’ 
 ‘Aye, that's what your sister said, though she bent 
over just the same.’ 
 ‘She asked me to bring her your manhood.’ 
 ‘I knew she still fancied me.’ 
 Wei's staff slapped against Hraki’s chest, holding 
the Valkuran back from rushing the intruder. When he 
spoke, it was in a hard, clipped tone. ‘I think he may 
take more than a finger this time.’ 
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 This had gotten out of hand. I needed to wrest 
control of the proceedings back from these ruffians 
before they killed each other in my home. 
 Gathering myself to my full height — not much in 
the face of these warriors, but it was enough that I 
could look down upon this Needle — I glared at the 
thief as if he’d tried to pass me a wooden coin. 
 ‘I ... we do not appreciate your intrusion.’ 
 ‘You’d best appreciate me,’ Needle shot back. 
‘And by that, I mean, you’d best be following me 
through the Undercity, or you won’t be coming back 
up out of the dark. The Truffle wants back what’s his; 
that’s the word I’ve been hearing. You need to bring 
that body or they’ll keep coming. I wouldn’t trust even 
fire to kill this rot.’ 
 ‘I do not respond well to threats —‘ 
 He snorted. ‘Of course you do. Something bad hit 
one of your operations. You didn’t like the smell of it 
and so, you found —‘ He looked at each of the men in 
turn. To Coal, ‘The biggest.’ To the Xiou, ‘Baddest.’ 
And, finally, to the Valkuran: ‘Smelliest shankers you 
could find. Only flaw was leaving one out, yeah?’ 
 ‘Which one might you be?’ I asked, dubious. 
 ‘The best, luv. The best.’ 
 ‘Prove it.’ 
 ‘Well, I got this.’ Needle held up a greasy-looking 
leather pouch, bouncing it on his palm, and smiling at 
Hraki, ‘from that one.’ 
 Hraki growled and made to snatch the pouch 
back. Needle darted back a step, wagging a finger. 
 ‘Please, you great hairy lummox. I’ve been 
nabbing purses longer than you’ve been preening 
that beard of yours — and that’s a roll of years, it is.’ 
 The thief dipped a finger into the pouch. Recoiling 
immediately, he grimaced.  
 ‘I thought as much. Vala Mushrooms. Working for 
the Truffle, are we?’ 
 ‘They’re sacred,’ Hraki said. 
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 ‘They’re foolish, is what. Only a great fucking fool 
would eat a mad mushroom before facing the bloody 
god of fungus and rot. Poison to the mind, luv.’ 
Needle tapped at his temple. ‘Once they get in here 
…’ 
 ‘It is a gift that’ll prove more useful than your quick 
fingers. Or mouth.’ 
 Hraki tore the pouch from Needle’s hands, though, 
I felt, he was allowed to do so. 
 ‘Oh, aye,’ the thief muttered. ‘Always useful to 
have a mad Valkuran, frothing at the mouth, chopping 
up anything that moves. I'm still moving, and I plan on 
staying that way.’ 
 

* * * 
 
I didn’t like it.  
 I didn’t know this man, and those who did gave me 
little reason to want to. Assurances that he could 
handle himself in a fight, or that he knew the 
Undercity as well as any man alive, did little to ease 
my troubled conscience.  
 I liked that I had to accompany them even less. 
With my trusted guards and factors gone — taken — 
who might I trust to prove to me they had succeeded? 
 What were our choices? Going gate to gate in 
Khyber, and the bribes and graft that would 
accompany such a journey, would drain even the 
Lord General’s purse, and I was nowhere near so 
wealthy as that. For better and worse, I had 
assembled my chosen elite and there were wards 
that would not allow a Garan to walk through. Others 
had the same taboo regarding Xiou or Valkurans. 
Needle, the crafty bastard, had me. 
 I needed him. 
 I fought to keep my cheek from twitching. I fought 
harder to show a smile. 
 ‘It seems we can use you, after all.’ 
 His grin terrified me. 
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 ‘Never doubted it, luv. Never doubted.’ 
 

* * * 
 
The Undercity was a labyrinthine world of sewers, 
cisterns and ruins buried under Khyber from the days 
when the city was young. I had prayed to the 
Goodson that I would never see its blackness again. 
There are ... things that live in the dark. Men, and 
what once wore the forms of men, worship fell 
masters where they hope the One God’s eyes cannot 
find them.  
 We descended into the darkness of the Undercity 
through a bolthole that Needle proclaimed as his own. 
It was a tight fit for my own belly and I must assume 
that Hraki was only able to push his bulk through due 
to the benevolence of his heathen god, Wyrd. He had 
scrapes all along his arms. Blood had dried red where 
he’d rubbed his flesh raw on brick. Needle laughed 
and I wondered then if he’d led us there because it 
was closest or because he wished to leave Hraki 
behind. I must assume the former, as the small man 
seemed to enjoy taunting the Valkuran. Almost as 
much as he enjoyed reminding us of his prowess. 
 Coal’s hands flared and flames rose from them as 
if the man himself were a torch. I jumped back, a 
hand at my chest. I could barely hear the fire crackle 
as it burned over the man’s skin, but did not consume 
it. All this time, I’d thought him a mere arsonist. I 
would have to watch myself. He was a sorcerer. A 
Garan sorcerer meant but one thing: He’d made a 
pact with the Goodson’s opposite. 
 But, Goodson preserve me, I would follow even a 
heathen’s light in this dark, dark place. 
 Water dripped from the ceiling, drops spattering 
over cisterns, a cacophony of little noises that 
seemed to roar in my ears. It was hot down here. I 
mopped at my brow with an already sodden sleeve. 
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They had made me drag the wrapped body of my 
own seneschal as if I were their pack mule.  
 Outrageous.  
 They were to be working for me.   
 I grimaced, but there was little I could do in the 
face of their hard stares. Not a one would touch 
Kavin’s body. Wrapped or otherwise. 
 It felt wrong, this heat. Sweat dripped from my 
nose in time with the rain falling from a brick sky. 
 ‘Nervous in the service, then?’ Needle japed, 
suddenly behind me. 
 I ground my teeth. ‘I do not like this place.’ 
 He smiled. ‘Be worried if you did, luv. Be worried if 
you did. But it does grow on you.’ 
 It was interminable, the slog through these horrid, 
labyrinthine tunnels. But the little thief never wavered, 
turning at every intersection without hesitation as if he 
were merely walking to market.  
 ‘Why won’t you be taking any payment?’ I asked.  
 ‘Kindness of me bleeding heart?’ 
 I snorted. 
 ‘Bug-eating cultists always have a trinket or two 
worth a rub and a tug. I’ll take my share from what 
they have.’ He looked sidelong at Hraki and 
whispered, ‘I don’t need to be paid up front before 
facing danger. Neither did his sister.’ 
 The last was not a whisper. 
 

* * * 
 
‘Fuck me,’ Needle cried. ‘But that's a bloody great 
mushroom!’ 
 The cistern it occupied once would have held 
enough water to wet the lips of an entire ward of 
Khyber. No longer. Only the columns supporting the 
arched ceiling disturbed the mass of the fungus. 
Yellow clusters of smaller — almost tumorous — 
growths dotted the bright purple mass where the 
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columns lanced upward. It was luminous, glowing 
softly with a shifting, pulsating light. 
 I touched the noose about my throat. Had the 
Goodson ever seen such a thing? 
 I looked to the Garan, but he shook his head.  
 ‘Even my flames would take days to burn this to 
nothing.’  
 Days we might not have. 
 ‘I’m not crossing that,’ Hraki said. 
 ‘You must,’ I insisted. 
 A mistake. One does not insist a Valkuran 
Dragonman do anything. Not unless one is prepared 
to back words with steel and shield. 
 ‘Another word from your fat mouth, Coinpurse, and 
I’ll have you.’ 
 I swallowed hard, nodding. I knew how to use a 
sword, I did. A paper-thin protection that blade felt 
now, facing the Valkuran's shaking axe. 
 ‘And since you’re so insistent,’ Hraki added. ‘You 
may go first.’ 
 I swallowed again. Yes. An act of courage, of 
leadership, might make me seem more to these men 
than a walking coinpurse. The great mushroom had 
swelled to take up so much of the cistern that there 
was no place where I could walk that was not atop it. 
At its centre, where it rose toward the ceiling, I would 
have to crouch and scrape. I looked back at the men. 
Hraki stood with his scowl and set jaw. Coal looked 
impassive. Wei’s face showed concern, or at least 
what I took for concern. Even Needle’s smirk seemed 
to have been diluted to a nervous smile. 
 ‘Go on, then.’ Needle gestured towards the cistern 
entrance. ‘Don’t keep the precious beard waiting.’ 
 Screwing my courage to my breast, I breathed 
deep and stepped upon the great carpet of fungus, 
towing Kavin’s body behind me. The surface gave 
only slightly beneath my sandals, my feet sinking 
deeply enough that I needed curl my bare toes, for 
fear of touching the great unclean thing. 
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 Fear was not a luxury I could allow myself. Not 
amongst this rough company. Another step. Another. 
I would not let this ... this thing unman me. I was used 
to being the master. I would show them. Garan, 
Valkuran and Xiou, alike. I would show the smart-
mouthed thief who’d felt the need to trod upon my 
business. Master yourself, I thought and you will 
master these men. Even if Needle was necessary to 
reach our goal, there might prove no need for him to 
return with us.  
 Yes. 
 I smiled. “The best,” he’d claimed to be.  
 We shall see. 
 Hraki would be more than happy to do the deed. It 
worried me some. How best to broach the subject? 
Wei, at least, seemed likely to side with the thief. 
Reputation was not enough to keep one alive in 
Khyber, let alone below it. Needle might have cards 
left to play, dice left to roll.   
 Many players in this contest — if, indeed, we all 
played the same game. 
 My musings had distracted me long enough that I 
had made my way far onto the great mushroom. I 
wanted to look back, but dared not. A sign of 
weakness, that. Let them think I cared not whether 
they dared to follow me. When I — a fat coinpurse, as 
Hraki was so fond of calling me — was across the 
terrible thing, they would need to follow. 
 Of course, if they did not, if they left me, there 
would be no one to naysay their courage above. 
Should the vile creatures that came for my followers 
come next for me, only these four would know their 
shame and cowardice.  
 Not a comforting thought.  
 This was something I could believe of Needle — 
and perhaps the Garan. Hraki, though, would not. 
Honour, courage, these things were far too important 
to Valkurans, even one so far from his home. No 
place in heaven for them unless they died with a 
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blade in their hands. I shuddered, touching the 
braided silver noose about my throat, and happy that 
the Goodson required no such sacrifice from His 
believers. 
 ‘Come on, you lot,’ Needle’s annoying voice 
echoed over the chamber. I winced at its volume. I 
couldn’t help it. ‘Light a fire and leap smartly, yeah? 
Coinpurse is getting away from us.’ 
 A surprise that Needle would be the first one 
demanding the ruffians follow, but I shrugged, 
accepting the strange fact. Anything that would get 
my men moving was comfort to me. It was also a 
reminder of how far I had travelled away from them 
and just how exposed I was. Were anything to come 
for me now, none would reach me in time. Even were 
they so inclined. 
 I could feel their footsteps behind me. Strangely, I 
felt I could almost tell which steps belonged to which 
man. The power that emanated from each grudging 
step of Coal’s advance. Needle’s cocky strut, so 
brash despite such a light touch. Wei, who barely 
seemed to brush the surface at all. Hraki’s angry 
stomp sending shocks up my spine. I slowed my 
progress, hoping they might catch up to me, hoping I 
was not being obvious.  
 Hoping to hide my fear of being caught alone. 
 A large cluster of the yellow growths blocked my 
path. This time, there was no column rising from their 
centre. I stopped, peering deeper into a yawning 
circular chasm. I wrinkled my nose at the smell 
wafting from within. In the eerie purplish light that 
emanated from the horrid thing, I saw one of my 
factors, ripe with decay. He was unrecognisable but 
for the pendant bearing my house’s sigil. No skin 
visible that was not covered in the foul growth of 
swaying, hungry mushrooms.  
 The body stirred and I leapt back with a cry. 
 He was dead, but he had moved. My bowels went 
to water. I meant to turn back. To run. But the angry 
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yells of my men-at-arms told me there was no safety 
to be had. 
 From beneath my factor, they rose up, standing 
like men, but they were not. Their broad caps 
narrowed to points and would have been almost 
comical, were it not for phosphorescent pricks of light 
where a man’s eyes would be, glowing like a devil’s 
fire. Stalking us, their forms undulated bonelessly. 
More birthed through small openings, like stool 
squelching free of the bowels of their master.  
 From behind me there was a rush of air and a 
crackle of flame, as if oil had been poured upon a fire. 
Coal was accessing his bargain with his heathen god. 
The cistern grew bright, almost as bright as day, as 
the Garan’s dark hands burned white with heat.  
 ‘Wyrd cast his baleful eye upon you all.’ Hraki 
poured a great dribbling handful of something vile and 
black into his mouth.  
 I held my noose, clawing for the protection of the 
Goodson, Khyber’s true and proper God, no matter 
what the cults believed. My breath caught as the 
silver cord tightened about my neck.  
 ‘Begone!’ I croaked.  
They stopped in step, regarding me queerly before 
they broke against the symbol of my faith, like a wave 
in the harbour. My men-at-arms were not so lucky. 
The creatures bypassed me, pouring toward the 
others. It was almost heretical, but I did hope the 
Goodson would see fit to offer my heathen guards the 
protection they needed to survive. I might still need 
them, after all. 
 Fire flew from Coal’s hands. Where it struck the 
creatures, they wilted and fell.  
 Hraki stood as if rooted, shaking, though I sensed 
not with fear. I could almost feel the rage wafting from 
the Valkuran. His mouth frothed, his eyes rolled back 
in his head, and then, only as the creatures 
surrounded him, he moved. Axes whirled like things 
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alive, lopping limbs from torsos. Heads from necks. 
Splitting the creatures as if they were cords of wood. 
 ‘Wyrd! Wyrd! Wyrd!’ he screamed. His god’s name 
the only word that seemed able to push past his 
frothing mouth. 
 At first, Wei’s staff seemed ineffectual. 
Bludgeoning the creatures did nothing. They swayed, 
absorbing each blow. The Xiou was unbothered. With 
a twist of his wrist, the pole came apart and two 
slender metal blades shone, reflecting Coal’s flames. 
 Of Needle, there was no sign. 
 ‘There’s a lad,’ his voice whispered in my ear. 
‘Keep ‘em off us.’ 
 I turned and the thief was beside me, almost as 
close as a lover, holding an outstretched-but-unused 
dirk and watching the creatures slide past us to 
engage the others. 
 They fell and they fell, but more rose to take their 
place. As if Needle’s ‘Vile Truffle’ could vomit out an 
endless supply, could birth an unending tide. 
 I had a moment of hope that my chosen 
instruments would beat back these creatures, that, 
with the Goodson’s mercy, we would send this 
Cygaricus back to whatever hell had spawned it.  
 And then it all went wrong.  
 Hraki locked eyes with me. His body black with 
ichor, black as the rotten mushrooms he’d swallowed 
to fuel his rage. Oily spittle pouring from his mouth, 
he came for me. Cutting through a wedge of the 
creatures, he thundered forward like an Eryan cavalry 
at charge. 
 I tried to cry out, but my throat had tightened. 
Fear. Shame. I felt the heat of my bladder emptying 
down my leg.  
 Coal and Wei, more men than I, stood firm against 
Hraki. 
 Entreating the Goodson, I begged my god to 
intervene for their heathen lives. A blade nicked 
across my throat.  
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 ‘Let’s see how this plays out, luv.’ 
 An axe thunked into Coal’s spine and the Garan 
dropped, limp. Hraki stepped over him, but there was 
some life remaining in the Garan. His burning hands 
closed about the Valkuran’s ankle and held, vice-like, 
as Hraki dragged the prostrate sorcerer over the 
tumourous ground.  
 Flames licked up the Valkuran’s leg, setting his 
clothing ablaze. In his frothing turncoat rage, Hraki 
didn’t notice. His traitorous eyes sought only me. 
 Agile Wei easily outpaced the burdened — and 
burning — Valkuran.  
 Wei hurled one of his blade staves like a javelin. It 
pierced Hraki’s chest and still he came on, kicking the 
now-dead Garan from his heel. Hraki threw his axes 
in rapid succession. Wei blocked the first. The force 
of the throw snapped his last stave.  
 Splinters burst free and I felt the sting as one 
imbedded itself in my forehead. The second axe bit 
deep into the Xiou’s shoulder. He grunted. As loud a 
cry as I’d ever heard the curious man voice.  
 Staggering, Wei grasped the axe. Hraki had 
stopped his advance, fallen to the flames of a dead 
Garan, who, even in death, refused to loose his 
murderer. 
 A gobbet of something vile swelled in the flames, 
bursting free to splatter me. I felt the cutpurse cower 
low at my back. It burned; whether with heat or 
poison, I knew not. I wiped blood and worse from my 
brow. 
 ‘That’s it for you, then, luv,’ Needle clucked. He did 
not seem upset about my discomfort. I have heard 
that scalp wounds bleed profusely, but this was not 
something I had ever expected to experience myself. 
 I tried to wipe the blood from my eyes but could 
not stay ahead of the flow. Everything had gone dark. 
 ‘Help me,’ I begged. The wound burned, the filth of 
this place aggravating it.  
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 ‘There's going to be no help for you, I’m afraid.’ 
Needle didn't sound afraid in the least, nor saddened 
by his statement. 
 ‘What … what do you mean?’ 
 ‘You’re the job, yeah?’ he said. As if that explained 
anything. ‘Been contracted by the Truffle to bring his 
boys home.’ 
 ‘What do you mean?’ I demanded again. 
 ‘Working for spoils? That’s a first-time jobber’s 
mistake, luv. Mushrooms grow in shit, yeah? I guess 
shit-brown eyes and shit-for-brains’ll do just as fine.’ 
‘No. No. That cannot be. It was a cut. Just a cut.’ 
 I could feel the cutpurse’s smirk. Glad in that 
moment that I was blinded. 
 ‘The Truffle wants his … children.’ The word was 
almost a question. The thief groped for another. 
‘Progeny, then. The ones sprouting out your peepers 
and maybe some other places, too; not that I’m for 
looking down there.’ 
 I reached forward with a trembling hand. Afraid in 
my blindness of what it might find. I knew my fingers 
had not touched skin. 
 ‘No.’ 
 ‘’Fraid it’s to be yes, luv. You’re done for.’ 
 I felt a wrenching pull. I screamed. It was as if the 
bastard had torn an eye from my skull. The pain 
radiated from the orbit, down my jaw, reaching my 
fingers, stabbing at my groin and toes. It was as if he 
had crushed the orb twixt his fingers. 
 Gasping, ‘What did you do?’ 
 The words felt thick, garbled. My tongue had 
swollen. A rumble in my guts and I voided myself, 
sobbing. What wept down my face was not tears. 
Goodson help me, I had no eyes. I wanted to wretch. 
Something came up, spreading my jaw so wide it 
cracked like thunder. I took a breath. 
 My last. 
 As my nostrils closed, I kicked, clawing for air with 
bloody fingers. 
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 ‘Extracted my payment,’ Needle said, smugly. His 
words grew fainter and fainter. ‘These fellows grow in 
your flesh, but it’s said that they keep a flash of their 
food’s memories locked away. You have a lot of 
secrets, Coinpurse, and I trade in them. I doubt the 
Truffle would notice if I had just a taste ….’ 
 
 
First They Came For The Pigs was first published in 
Fungi, Innsmouth Free Press, November 2012.[GdM]	  
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[GdM]	   What is your opinion on the grimdark sub-
genre, and do you see the growing of a grimdark sub-
genre as a positive or negative for fantasy as a 
whole? 
 
[JAM] I think any time you have something that 
grows the field, it’s a good thing. My counter 
argument is that the genrefication of the entire field 
MIGHT make it harder for people to find the books 
they want to read. The inverse, however, is also true. 
Any books that increase reading in general are a 
wonderful thing to me. Best examples I can give? 
EVERYTHING by Stephen King and J.K. Rowling, 
both of whom generated massive interest from people 
who, previous to finding them, weren’t really reading 
much.  
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 The biggest potential downside to any genre 
growing, in my eyes, is a sudden downswing in actual 
stories worth noticing. I’ve seen it a few times before 
and it takes a few years, but there’s always a risk that 
publishers will go crazy and try to buy 500% more of 
a certain type of book than the market can sustain 
and that a lot of those books will suck.  
 
[GdM]	  When you find any time to read, which writers 
do you typically turn to? 
 
[JAM] That’s like asking me what I eat when I am 
hungry.  
 I love reading. Between the writing, the research 
for writing, the plotting, the editing and the requests 
for possible cover quotes, I don’t have a lot of spare 
time to read, but among my go to writers are Stephen 
King, Christopher Golden, Jonathan Maberry, Joe 
Abercrombie, H.P. Lovecraft, Rio Youers, Michael 
Moorcock, Robert E. Howard, Fritz Leiber, C.L. 
Moore, Charlaine Harris, Duane Swierczynski, Paul 
Tremblay… the list goes on and on and changes by 
the week. 
 
[GdM]	   Have you written a character that you would 
consider the most like you as a person?  Conversely, 
if you lived in that world, what do you think you would 
be doing? 
 
[JAM] No, not really. Here’s the thing: I find myself 
remarkably boring. Instead I might find aspects of 
myself. For example Jonathan Crowley’s personality 
is primarily composed of all the things I don’t let 
myself say.  
 In the Seven Forges series, I’d probably have to 
say Drask has most or the same personality as me.  
 What would I be doing in the Seven Forges world? 
Hopefully exploring.  
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[GdM] In the Seven Forges universe, the gods take a 
pretty active role in the lives of the barbarians of the 
forges.  Did you draw on any earthly pantheons for 
inspiration for them? 
 
[JAM] I tried not to, actually. The thing is, I know a lot 
of the pantheons, but I wanted something as different 
as I could manage in this situation. The Daxar Taalor 
are all war gods. That made for an interesting 
challenge. The gods of Fellein, however, are a little 
closer to the Greek and Celtic deities.  
 
[GdM] Without spoiling too much, thus far in your 
books you haven’t introduced much in the way of 
what I think of as traditional magic.  Will that change 
in future books in the Seven Forges’ setting? 
 
[JAM] Okay. The best way I can answer that without 
too many spoilers is that Desh Krohan finally puts his 
money where his mouth is in the third book. It’s a 
rather substantial scene and changes the way several 
characters have thought of him in the past.  
 
[GdM] If you hadn’t caught the writing bug, what 
career would you like to be pursuing? 
 
[JAM] Comic book illustration. I need work. I wasn't 
patient or dedicated enough when I was younger, but 
I’d dig that. Or maybe directing movies. Different 
medium, similar concept.  
 
[GdM] You can knock back a few drinks with any 3 
living people.  Who do you choose and why? 
 
[JAM] Stephen King, Steven Spielberg and Emma 
Watson. 
 King and Spielberg are both fascinating to me and 
have been massively inspirational over the course of 
my career. Emma Watson is, frankly, one of the most 
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fascinating people I can think of. She’s immensely 
talented, absolutely beautiful and dedicated to making 
the world a better place. How could that not be an 
incredible conversation? 
 
James A. Moore will be providing a grimdark short 
story featuring Inquisitor Darsken Murdro in his City of 
Wonders series for GdM #6, due out 1 January 
2016.[GdM] 
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Review:	  The	  Mechanical	  
	  

BY	  IAN	  TREGILLIS	  
REVIEW	  BY	  MALRUBIUS	  

	  
	  

 
There I was, looking for a break from the usual sword-
and-slashery that we all love so much, when I took to 
Amazon to find my next read. I had just finished 
reading Sebastien de Castell’s very entertaining 
Traitor’s Blade, my tenth medieval-style grimdark 
fantasy novel in row. While browsing, I remembered 
seeing some high praise for Ian Tregillis on one of the 
many good Facebook groups covering fantasy and 
grimdark. In checking out the description for his latest 
novel, The Mechanical, I saw that it also received 
accolades from Publisher’s Weekly, Booklist, and 
Library Journal. So I decided to give it a go. Man oh 
man, am I glad I did, because it’s pretty fucking 
brilliant.   
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 The Mechanical takes place in an alternate history 
in which the Dutch have created a massive, Europe-
spanning empire, thanks to the ingenious alchemical 
work of scientist and mathematician Christiaan 
Huygens (1629-1695). Huygens’s fantastic discovery 
has enabled the Dutch to forge an army of nearly 
indestructible, sentient clockwork soldiers as well as a 
host of somewhat pricey clockwork servants to suit 
nearly every need. It is now 1926, and the Dutch’s 
utter domination of Europe has forced the French 
monarchy and officials to flee to Marseilles-in the-
West, near the St. Lawrence River in the New World. 
The only thing that keeps the French from complete 
obliteration is their work with chemical compounds 
that enable them to hold off the Dutch soldiers just 
enough to survive. However, a recent discovery in the 
work of philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) 
might hold the key to turning the tide of the Alchemy 
Wars.   
 The story follows three main characters. Berenice 
Charlotte de Mornay-Périgord is spy chief 
(Talleyrand) of the French intelligence agency. She is 
charged with uncovering the heavily guarded secrets 
of Huygens’s alchemy that gives life and compulsion 
to the Dutch Clakkers, their sentient soldiers and 
servants. Luuk Visser is a French Catholic priest and 
spy working undercover as a pastor in the Dutch 
capital at The Hague. Visser is entrusted with passing 
Spinoza’s discovery to French headquarters in the 
New World and ultimately to Talleyrand. He hopes to 
use the unwitting mechanical servant Jax to carry the 
discovery across the ocean to Marseilles-in-the-West. 
Jax is a Clakker, servant to the Schoonraad banking 
family who are moving west to the New World. His 
adventure forms the central thread of the three 
narratives, which converge when he reaches the New 
World and discovers what he is carrying.    
 The alternate historical setup and the fantastical 
lives of the clockwork people form an extremely 
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fascinating and compelling story world, and the main 
characters, as well as a few secondary characters, 
have vivid psychological lives. But it is the tense, 
frightening, and astoundingly imaginative action 
sequences that drive the story, capturing the reader’s 
imagination and never letting go. Tregillis takes us 
riding on an impossible sentient airship, throws us 
into a battle between a clockwork soldier and three 
dozen terrified humans, and tosses us around on the 
giant, blazing mechanical fireball that forms the 
central apparatus of the forge for bestowing life and 
geas (orders/obligations) on the Clakkers. The result 
is the type of mind-blowingly creative tour-de-force 
that makes The Mechanical stand out from the 
crowded field of speculative fiction novels.   
 As if that weren’t enough, questions of self-
knowledge and, most of all, free will run throughout 
the story, imbuing it with thought-provoking thematic 
substance. Are machines capable of self-knowledge? 
Can freewill be taken from a presumably free human 
being? Where does freewill lie—in the body? the 
mind? the soul?  What constitutes free will and can it 
exist in a pre-programmed being? Tregillis presents 
these questions and more throughout the story, 
occasionally touching on the philosophy of Descartes 
and others. Best of all, he does so without interfering 
with the story. Although I consider myself well read, 
the depth of philosophical questioning threaded 
through The Mechanical is decidedly over my head. 
Nevertheless, I found the theme extremely compelling 
as it is situated in the story and in the internal and 
external conflicts of its characters. Readers can 
choose to stop and contemplate or merely consider 
the theme with regard to how it affects and motivates 
the characters.   
 You’re probably thinking I’ve already gushed over 
The Mechanical enough for one review, but I would 
be remiss if I did not mention Tregillis’s beautifully 
literary use of language throughout the novel. His 
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descriptions of settings, action, and character, 
combined with his astute implementation of theme, 
qualify this novel (in the mind of this over-educated, 
literature-geek reviewer) as a work of contemporary 
literature of the kind rarely found in genre fiction. 
Early in the novel he describes the execution of a 
cadre of French spies: ‘Next up the stairs—and 
wheezing like a bullet-riddled accordion—came 
Minister General Hendriks…’ When Pastor Visser 
accidentally spills some poison, ‘The deadly crystals 
pattered like sleet into the hidden ambry. They tinkled 
across the finely feathered gold inlay etched into the 
pyx, dusted the filigree of the tabernacle, skittered 
along the shallow curve of the paten, and settled like 
dandruff upon the yellowing linen corporal.’ The 
imagery Tregillis creates through his precise and 
deeply considered language draws the reader into the 
very fabric of the story world.   
 That’s all fine, right? But where’s the fighting? The 
blood? The morally grimdark? Do not worry: It is here. 
The alternative world of 1926 is dark and brutal, 
crude and decadent. Of the main characters, only the 
Clakker, ironically, is human enough to be mostly 
good. The others, including Talleyrand and the 
undercover pastor, are fraught with moral dilemmas, 
causing them to make some difficult, murderous, and 
occasionally terrible decisions. Nevertheless, you will 
find yourself rooting for them, and then wondering if 
you should be. As if that’s not entertaining enough, 
imagine someone trying to tie a tourniquet on a 
slippery, blood-gushing stump of a shoulder from 
which the arm has just been severed. How about 
having a piece of shrapnel stuck so far into your 
eyeball that it scrapes your skull every time you blink? 
Torture? Hangings? Filthy quid pro quo sex? 
Explosions? Yes, The Mechanical is delightfully 
twisted and wicked fun.   
 By now you’ve probably figured out that I frigging 
loved The Mechanical, and I can hardly wait for the 
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next volume of The Alchemy Wars. For me, The 
Mechanical is not only a refreshing diversion from the 
medieval-style fantasy novels I have been enjoying 
lately, but it is also beautifully captured piece of 
grimdark sensibility that I think all fans of good, dark 
writing will enjoy, be they fans of science fiction, 
steampunk, alternate history, contemporary literature, 
new weird, or, yes, grimdark fantasy. Read it.[GdM] 
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Boomer	  Hunter	  
	  

SEAN	  PATRICK	  HAZLETT	  
	  
	  
 

 
Jimmy Alvarez was one tough mother. After reliving 
the firefight over and over in my head, I could only 
come to that conclusion. Shivering and covered in 
blood and dust, I hid under the bodies of my crew in 
some godforsaken ditch near an almond grove in 
California’s Central Valley while I prayed for twilight to 
fade into night. 
 ‘Bobby,’ Rory Haines sputtered as he choked on 
his own blood, ‘Tell Missy I love ‘er and make sure 
she gets my bounty after you bag the ol’ bastard.’ 
 I nodded to make Rory feel better. But there’s no 
way I was gonna share that bounty with a dead man’s 
family. There weren’t many boomers left, and the 
ones who were were either nasty ol’ coots with a 
knack for survival or cats with more dough than 
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Zuckerberg. Either way, you had to make each 
bounty count. 
 I preferred the ol’ coots myself. Most of ‘em were 
poor. And being poor made ‘em easier targets. The 
rich ones could afford tons of security. 
 I could smell Alvarez coming, a hint of cigar smoke 
drifting on the biting wind. What the man had done 
with railroad ties, rebar, and bear traps was inspired, 
if not horrifying. 
 Rory was wheezing again. I tapped his knee with 
my rifle to shut him up. But my gesture was about as 
useful as tits at a big dick convention. 
 Alvarez’s footsteps quickened. ‘Shut the hell up,’ I 
murmured with a kick to Rory’s bloody thigh that a 
shit-encrusted shaft of rusty rebar had run clean 
through. Rory would have tetanus for sure, but it 
didn’t matter. He’d be dead by morning.  
 Word had it that Alvarez was almost eighty. How 
that sombitch could move so fast was a goddamn 
miracle—and a nightmare for me and my crew. 
 The cigar smell was getting stronger, but the 
footsteps had stopped. I shut my mouth and played 
dead. If Rory wouldn’t quit his whining, then he was 
on his own. 
 Watching from beneath three lukewarm bodies, I 
saw the underside of a black combat boot kick dirt 
from the lip of the ditch. Rory squealed. 
 Alvarez carefully slid into the trench, cradling a 
scope-mounted AR-15 in his stubby arms. I couldn’t 
believe it. The man was five-foot nothing and couldn’t 
have weighed more than a buck fifty. 
 Either way, he was on Rory like orange on a 
pumpkin. Ol’ bastard took one look at Rory’s leg and 
double-tapped him in the head. Then, all nonchalant-
like, Alvarez took two deep drags on his cigar. 
 Then he came closer. He poked and jabbed at 
Carl and Juan and Ashish. I held my breath. He rolled 
Carl’s bloody body off the pile and double-tapped him 
in the brain bucket, probably just to be sure. I 
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quivered. He did the same to Ashish. Juan’s corpse 
was next. 
 I could barely breathe. If I didn’t do nothing, he’d 
shoot me too. It was a real grade-A goatfuck. Rolling 
the dice, I ignored every survival instinct I had, 
jumped to my feet, raised my arms, and begged, 
‘Please, don’t shoot.’ 
 Alvarez wore olive drab fatigues along with an ol’-
school Viet Nam boonie cap. His face was taut but 
wrinkled, weather worn but not beaten. He jabbed his 
rifle in my chest and chuckled. ‘You’re mine, son.’ 
 I smiled like some dope stupid enough to think 
there was any chance of walking away from this.  
 The whole thing was ridiculous. Me, who came 
here to kill him, and Alvarez, who’d just snuffed out 
four of my men like it was nothing. And here we were, 
smiling at each other like two jerkoffs. I gave him my 
best aw-shucks face. He laughed and lowered his 
rifle. Just when I thought things were cool, he 
coldcocked me, and I was out like bellbottoms and 
eight-tracks. 
 

* * * 
 
When the Chinese called their treasury bonds, 
interest rates went ballistic, and Uncle Sam needed a 
quick fix to service its ballooning interest. Hiking up 
the death tax was the easy part, but the goddamn 
boomers wouldn't die fast enough. So the feds 
passed the Septuagenarian Protection Act of 2020 to 
accelerate the process. 
 Regardless of the details, that law changed my 
life. It’s what transformed me from an unemployed 
dirtbag into a highly bankable merc. You see, there’s 
not a single living politician who had the guts to send 
the police to round up these defiant ol’ fogies, so 
governments hired private military contractors on the 
down low. What the feds did to the ol’ coots after was 
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their business, not mine. But the job paid well, so I 
didn’t complain. 
 In the early days, business was good. Not many 
people were willing to chase down ol’ folks, so the 
supply of hunters was low, but the demand for 
boomers was high. And back then, hunting boomers 
was like shooting fish in a barrel. The commies from 
the city with their anti-gun slogans were the easiest to 
round up, as were wealthy law-abiding urban 
conservatives who’d blindly trusted the system that 
made ‘em rich. I made a killing back then, and I didn’t 
even have to kill anyone to do it. 
 When other working class kids saw dopes like me 
making a fortune, they all started getting into the biz. 
Then the law got looser than a ten-buck barracks 
whore, and it wasn’t long before it became legal to 
put the ol’ farts down. Before I knew it, mercs had 
depopulated most of America’s urban centres of their 
Septs, and we all had to go deeper into the country to 
make any dough. 
 That, my friend, is when the biz really started 
separating the men from the boys. The gun nuts in 
the sticks weren’t so easy to collect because they had 
the means and the training to fight back.  
 The Nam vets was the worst. Most of ‘em was 
smart ‘nuff to unass the city and head to the hills 
before the feds passed the new law. And these vets 
really starting racking up the body count, especially 
among the amateurs. So much so that the pencil 
pushers in Washington soon required merc outfits to 
pass through reams of red tape for certification. Hell, 
that one move alone did more to consolidate the 
industry than rising body counts did. But as they say, 
‘That's all history now.’ 
 

* * * 
 
I woke up in a crouch next to a shiny white toilet bowl. 
My wrists were handcuffed to a radiator. It was hot as 
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hell, my head ached, and I had a big lump on my 
forehead. My stomach grumbled and I was parched. I 
had no idea how long I’d been out. 
 It was a miracle Alvarez hadn’t killed me, but I ain’t 
one to kick a gift horse in the balls. 
 When I looked up, Alvarez was standing in front of 
the sink, dressed like a pervert in tighty-whiteys and a 
spotless white wife-beater. He was shaving with a 
straight razor. Real ol’ school. Dog tags dangled from 
his neck like a good luck charm. His skin was rough 
as rawhide. 
 He tilted his head in my direction like a cocky drill 
instructor. Like I was the dumbest piece of crap he’d 
ever seen. ‘So you finally returned to the world of the 
living, ginger,’ he said, referring to my red hair. 
‘You’re probably wondering why you’re not taking a 
dirt nap, aren’t you?’ 
 I nodded. 
 He smiled and then pointed at my right arm where 
my eagle, globe and anchor tattoo had claimed all the 
real estate. ‘Why are you here trying to kill a fellow 
Marine, Devil Dog?’ he asked, his stone-cold brown 
eyes boring into mine. 
 Like a moron, I grinned and said the first thing that 
came to mind. ‘Trying to make a buck, same as you.’ 
‘Bullshit,’ he said. ‘I got nothing against shooting 
boomers. Hell, if I were your age, I’d be shooting ‘em 
too. And I’m one of ‘em. They fucked everything up. 
Those hippy pricks spat at me and called me a baby 
killer after I risked my life for our country. All the while, 
those pinkos fled to Canada to avoid doing their duty. 
But a fellow Marine. You should know better, boy.’ 
 I had no idea what Alvarez was gonna do next, but 
it couldn’t be any worse than this. He had a way ‘bout 
him. A way that made me feel real low, like I’d 
strangled a puppy. 
 ‘What’re you gonna do with me?’ I asked. 
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 He ran his fingers over his high-and-tight. ‘Catch 
and release, Marine. Catch and release. I got no 
business killing a fellow Marine.’ 
 I shot him a confused look. ‘How you know I ain’t 
gonna come back and try again?’ 
 ‘Semper Fi,’ he said. ‘You just needed some 
corrective training. Now that I've done that, I know 
you ain’t coming back. ‘Course, you’ll be surrendering 
you and your friends’ firearms in exchange for my 
generosity.’ 
 

* * * 
 
That night the ol’ man actually cooked me a 
porterhouse in his small kitchen and gave me as 
many beers as I wanted. I took him up on both offers. 
‘Course, I only had one Budweiser. I needed to stay 
sharp. You never know, the ol’ fart could always 
change his mind. 
 I guess being with someone he thought was a 
fellow Marine made Alvarez feel safe, even if I had 
tried to smoke him a few hours earlier. Or maybe he 
was lonely being holed up out here for so long. 
Probably just wanted some company.  
 It wasn’t long before Alvarez pulled out the 
whiskey and started telling me about his time in Kai 
San. Halfway through the bottle, the man was still 
lucid as a lark. But the more he drank, the more 
belligerent he became. He pushed me for stories 
about Iraq or Afghanistan or wherever it was I told 
him I’d served, but I refused. Told him some bull that I 
didn’t want to talk about it. He nodded as if he’d 
understood. Like we shared a secret only combat 
vets could know. 
 He was madder than hell that I only had one beer. 
In my defence, I told him I was Mormon and had had 
the first beer to be polite. He stared at me a good 
thirty seconds before he smiled and accepted my 
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excuse. But I was worried he didn’t believe me. And if 
he didn’t believe me, I was done for. 
 As Alvarez was pouring the last drop of his bottle 
of Jack Daniels into his glass, the windows shattered. 
The steady thump thump thump of a machine gun 
violated our quiet evening. 
 I tackled the ol’ man, shielding him with my body. 
But Alvarez didn’t seem to care for my attempt to 
save him. He pushed me off and rolled onto his 
stomach. Bullets whistled over our heads like burping 
bees. Alvarez low-crawled from the kitchen to his den 
until he was underneath a pool table.  
 He quickly reached up and grabbed a cue stick 
from the table, then dropped to his belly. He low-
crawled to a spot where five rifles hung on the wall. 
Keeping a low profile on the floor, he worked the cue 
stick into the trigger guard of an AR-15. The rifle fell 
from the gun rack and into his hands. 
 He slithered over shards of glass and took up a 
fighting position near the broken window. He aimed 
his rifle and waited. The steady thump thump thump 
of the machine gun began anew. Alvarez shifted his 
rifle, steadied it, then fired. The machine gun fire 
ceased. Alvarez rolled away from his firing position 
and established another one three feet away. Then 
he waited. 
 Huddled on the ground, I waved my hand at 
Alvarez. He turned his head at the motion. I pointed 
at the wall of rifles. Then I pointed outside. He stared 
at me for several seconds as if considering my offer, 
then nodded. 
 I low-crawled toward the wall and grabbed the cue 
stick. I worked a twenty-two off the wall and 
established a fighting position next to Alvarez. 
 It was dark outside and hard to see, especially 
with the light on in the house. I looked behind me and 
saw a lamp. I aimed and fired. Alvarez swivelled his 
head at me. His left eye was already shut. The ol’ 
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bastard was already building up his night vision. He 
nodded in what I was certain was approval. 
 I listened while I waited for my night vision to kick 
in, struggling to filter out the sound of my heartbeat. 
Soon, the boys outside would be sending another 
man to the machine gun. But if they were smart, 
they'd established a new firing position. We waited 
until our attackers identified themselves with machine 
gun fire. 
 Sure enough, the boys outside began pumping 
Alvarez's house full of lead again. I kept my rifle 
steady and scanned the places I'd be if I were setting 
a machine gun nest. Sure as shit, I saw the faintest 
tip of a head there. I steadied my rifle, took aim, and 
squeezed the trigger. The firing stopped instantly. 
Alvarez gave me a thumbs up. 
 I ducked down and moved to another window. The 
attackers would be attracted to my muzzle flash. Like 
clockwork, the next poor sod to take control of the 
machine gun shot my ol’ fighting position to hell, 
rendering it a riot of smoke and splinters. But Alvarez 
just waited calmly and then took a shot. Again, the 
machine gun fell silent. Then the ol’ man sunk to his 
belly and crawled to his back door. 
 You had to admire the bastard. He was gonna 
take the fight to the enemy. He looked back and 
gestured for me to follow. I shook my head. ‘We don't 
know how many of them are out there,’ I whispered. 
 He hesitated, then said, ‘Doesn't matter. We stay 
here, they’ll kill us. Plus, I don't want ‘em to wreck my 
house any more than they already have.’ 
 I smiled and then nodded. I low-crawled to Alvarez 
and said, ‘Let me go first. I’ll draw their fire.’ 
He smiled and slapped me on the back. ‘I may forgive 
you yet, Marine.’ 
 I slowly rose, grabbed the latch on the screen 
door, and opened it. I sprinted toward a Ford 150 in 
the driveway, making for its wheel well. To cover 
Alvarez, I pointed my rifle toward the almond grove 
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where our assailants were hiding, then gave him a 
thumbs up. 
 Alvarez ran toward the rusted Ford. The crack of a 
rifle shot echoed through the valley. Alvarez dropped, 
clutching his leg. I aimed my rifle in the direction of 
the muzzle flash, found my target and fired, dropping 
another attacker. I ran to the ol’ man. I dragged him 
behind the truck. Tearing off his lower pant leg, I took 
a look at his wound. ‘You're gonna be just fine,’ I 
reassured him. 
 Alvarez smiled and said, ‘You're doing good, son. 
You're doing good. There might be some hope for 
you after all, Marine.’ 
 I stood up, pointed my twenty-two at Alvarez's 
head and blew the ol’ man's brains out. 
 

* * * 
 
‘Good work, gentlemen,’ I said as I stood over 
Alvarez’s limp body. 
 ‘Damn,’ Skippy said, ‘What the hell took you so 
long? Kahn, Reed, Lee, and Marlow all got popped.’ 
‘And your share of the pot went from one hundred 
and twenty-five grand to a quarter million dollars,’ I 
said. 
 Skippy smiled. ‘Good point. How the hell you know 
he wouldn’t kill you?’ 
 ‘He was a Marine. And he thought I was one too.’ 
 ‘You’re not?’ 
 ‘Hell no. I got the tattoo specifically for this op.’ 
 ‘Shit,’ Skippy said. ‘You are one twisted mo-fo.’ 
 I smiled, then opened a box of cigars I’d looted 
from Alvarez’s home. ‘Let’s celebrate, boys.’ 
 Skippy, Jonesy, and Big Jelly all grinned like the 
greedy, stupid pigs they were. I handed each of ‘em a 
cigar. ‘Any of you got a light?’ 
 Jonesy nodded, pulled out his Zippo, and lit 
everyone’s cigars. 



	   58	  

 Skippy looked my way. ‘What, you not smoking, 
boss?’ 
 I grinned. ‘Oh, I’m smoking all right. I’m smoking 
you.’ 
 I put a bullet right between the eyes of each man 
before you could whistle ‘Dixie’. 
 Being a merc these days is tough business. Ain’t 
no way I was sharing that bounty with anyone.[GdM] 
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considers writing fiction as therapy that pays for 
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Excerpt:	  The	  Dinosaur	  
Lords	  

	  
VICTOR	  MILÁN	  

	  
 

  
Tricornio, Three-horn, Trike—Triceratops horridus. 
Largest of the widespread hornface (ceratopsian) 
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family of herbivorous, four-legged dinosaurs with 
horns, bony neck-frills, and toothed beaks; 10 tonnes, 
10 meters long, 3 meters at the shoulder. Non-native 
to Nuevaropa. Feared for the lethality of their long 
brow-horns as well as their belligerent eagerness to 
use them. 
 
—THE BOOK OF TRUE NAMES  

 
THE	  EMPIRE	  OF	  NUEVAROPA,	  ALEMANIA,	  COUNTY	  

AUGENFELSEN	  
 

They appeared across the river like a range of 
shadow mountains, resolving to terrible solidity 
through a gauze of early-morning mist and rain. Great 
horned heads swung side to side. Strapped to their 
backs behind shieldlike neck-frills swayed wicker 
fighting-castles filled with archers.  
 “That tears it!” Rob Korrigan had to shout to be 
heard, though his companion stood at arm’s length on 
high ground behind the Hassling’s south bank. Battle 
raged east along the river for a full kilometer. “Voyvod 
Karyl’s brought his pet Triceratops to dance with our 
master the Count.”  
 Despite the chill rain that streamed down his face 
and tickled in his short beard, his heart soared. No 
dinosaur master could help being stirred by sight of 
these beasts, unique in the Empire of Nuevaropa: the 
fifty living fortresses of Karyl Bogomirskiy’s notorious 
White River Legion.  
 Even if they fought for the enemy.  
 “Impressive,” the Princes’ Party axeman who 
stood beside Rob yelled back. Like Rob he worked 
for the local Count Augenfelsen—“Eye Cliffs” in a 
decent tongue—who commanded the army’s right 
wing. “And so what? Our dinosaur knights will put 
paid to ’em quick enough.”  
 “Are you out of your tiny mind?” Rob said.  
 He knew his Alemán was beastly, worse even 
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than his Spañol, the Empire’s common speech. As if 
he cared. He’d had this job but a handful of months, 
and suspected it wouldn’t last much longer.  
 “The Princes’ Party had the war all its own way 
until the Emperor hired in these Slavos and their 
trikes,” he said. “Three times the Princes have fought 
Karyl. Three times they’ve lost. Nobody’s defeated 
the White River Legion. Ever.”  
 The air was as thick with the screams of men and 
monsters, and a clangor like the biggest smithy on 
the world called Paradise, as it was with rain and the 
stench of spilled blood and bowels. Rob’s own guts 
still roiled and his nape prickled from the side effects 
of a distant terremoto: the war-hadrosaurs’ terrible, 
inaudible battle cry, pitched too low for the human ear 
to hear, but potentially as damaging as a body blow 
from a battering ram.  
 An Alemán Elector, one of eleven who voted to 
confirm each new Emperor on the Fangèd Throne, 
had inconsiderately died without issue or named heir. 
Against precedent the current Emperor, Felipe, had 
named a close relative as new Elector, which gave 
the Fangèd Throne and the Imperial family, the 
Delgao, unprecedented power. The Princes’ Party, a 
stew of Alemán magnates with a few Francés ones 
thrown in for spice, took up arms in opposition.  
 The upshot of this little squabble was war, 
currently raging on both banks and hip-deep in a river 
turning slowly from runoff-brown to red. As usual, 
masses of infantry strove and swore in the center, 
while knights riding dinosaurs and armored horses 
fought on either side. Missile troops and sundry 
engines were strung along the front, exchanging 
distant grief.  
 Rob Korrigan worked for the Princes’ side. That 
was as much as he knew about the matter, and more 
than he cared.  
 “You forget,” the house-soldier shouted. “We 
outnumber the Impies.”  
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 “Gone are the days, my friend, when all King 
Johann could throw at us was a gaggle of bickering 
grandes and a mob of unhappy serfs,” Rob said. “The 
Empire’s best have come to the party now, not just 
Karyl’s money-troopers.”  
 The axeman sneered through his moustache. 
“Pike-pushers are pike-pushers, no matter how you 
tart ’em up in browned-iron hats and shirts. Or are 
you talking about that pack of spoiled pretty boys 
across the river from us, and their Captain-General, 
the Emperor’s pet nephew?”  
 “The Companions are legend,” Rob said. “All 
Nuevaropa sings of their exploits. And most of all, of 
their Count Jaume!”  
 As I should know, he thought, since I’ve made up 
as many ballads of the Conde dels Flors’ deeds as 
Karyl’s.  
 The Augenfelsener ran a thumb inside the 
springer-leather strap of his helmet where it chafed 
his chin. “I hear tell they spend their camp time doing 
art, music, and each other.”  
 “True enough,” Rob said. “But immaterial.” 
 “Anyway, there’s just a dozen or two of them, 
dinosaur knights or not.”  
 “That’s leaving aside the small matter of five 
hundred heavy-horse gen- darmes who back them 
up.” The house-shield waved that away with a 
scarred and crack-nailed hand. 
 Standing in formation across the river, the three-
horns sent up a peevish, nervous squalling. A rain 
squall opened to reveal what now stalked out in front 
of their ranks: terror, long and lean, body held level, 
whiplike tail swaying to the strides of powerful hind 
legs. In Rob’s home isles of Anglaterra they called the 
monster “slayer”; in Spañol, “matador,” which meant 
the same. In The Book of True Names, they were 
Allosaurus fragilis. By whatever name, they were 
terrifying meat-eaters, and delighted in preying on 
men.  
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 A man rode a saddle strapped to the predator’s 
shoulders, two and a half meters up. He looked 
barely larger than a child, and not just in contrast to 
his mount’s sinuous dark brown and yellow-striped 
length. For armor he wore only an open-faced morion 
helmet, a dinosaur-leather jerkin, and thigh-high 
boots.  
 Thrusting its head forward, his matador—
matadora—roared a challenge at the dinosaur knights 
and men-at-arms waiting on the southern bank: 
“Shiraa!”  
 The axeman cringed and made a sign holy to the 
Queen Creator. “Mother Maia preserve us!”  
 Rob mirrored the other’s gesture. Maia wasn’t his 
patroness. But a man could never be too sure.  
 “Never doubt the true threat’s not the monster, but 
the man,” he said. He scratched the back of his own 
head, where drizzle had inevitably fil- tered beneath 
the brim of his slouch hat and begun to trickle down 
his neck. “Though Shiraa’s no trifle either.”  
 “Shiraa?”  
 “The Allosaurus. His mount. It’s her name. Karyl 
gave it to her when she hatched and saw him first of 
living creatures in the world, and him a beardless 
stripling not even twenty and lying broken against the 
tree where her mother’s tail had knocked him in her 
dying agony. It’s the only thing she says, still.”  
 No potential prey could remain indifferent to the 
nearness of such a monster. That was why even the 
mighty three-horns muttered nervously, and they 
were used to her. But the house-shield did rally 
enough to turn Rob a look of disbelief.  
 “You know that abomination’s name?” he 
demanded. “How do you know these things?”  
 “I’m a dinosaur master,” Rob said smugly. Part of 
that was false front, to cover instinctive dread of a 
creature that could bite even his beer-keg body in half 
with a snap, and part excitement at seeing the fabled 
creature in the flesh. And not just because meat-
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eating dinosaurs used as war-mounts were as rare as 
honest priests. “It’s my business to know. Don’t you? 
Don’t you ever go to taverns, man? ‘The Ballad of 
Karyl and Shiraa’ is beloved the length and breadth of 
Nuevaropa. Not to mention that I wrote it.”  
 The axeman tossed Shiraa a nervous glance, then 
glared back at Rob. “Whose side are you on, 
anyway?”  
 “Why, money’s,” answered Rob. “The same as 
you. And Count Eye Cliffs, who pays the both of us.”  
 The axeman grabbed the short sleeve of the linen 
blouse Rob wore beneath his jerkin of nosehorn-back 
hide. Rob scowled at the familiarity and made ready 
to bat the offending hand away. Then he saw the 
soldier was goggling and pointing across the river.  
 “They’re coming!”  
 Shiraa’s eponymous scream had signaled the 
advance. The trikes waded into the river like a slow-
motion avalanche with horns. Before them sloshed 
the matadora and Karyl.  
 From the river’s edge to Rob’s right came a 
multiple twang and thump. A company of Brabantés 
crossbowmen, the brave orange and blue of their 
brigandine armor turned sad and drab by rain, had 
loosed a volley of quarrels.  
 Rob shook his head and clucked as the bolts 
kicked up small spouts a hundred meters short of the 
White River dinosaurs.  
 “It’s going to be a long day,” he said. “The kind of 
day that Mother warned me I’d see Maris’s own 
plenty of.”  
 The axeman shook himself. Water flew from his 
steel cap and leather aventail.  
 “It doesn’t matter,” he said, all bravado. “Even 
riding those horned freaks, those Slavo peasant scum 
can’t withstand real knights. Young Duke Falk’s 
already chased the Impy knights back up the north 
bank on our left flank. Soon enough our rabble will 
overrun their pikes. And there’s our victory, clean 
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across.”  
 Glaring outrage that the man should forget that 
both of them were peasant scum, Rob said, “You 
think shit-foot serf conscripts can defeat the Brown 
Nodosaurs? Even at a three to one advantage? Man, 
you’re crazier than if you imagine our fat Count’s 
duckbills can beat Karyl’s trikes.”  
 “He never faced us before.”  
 “You really think that matters, then?”  
 “Five pesos say I do.”  
 I thought you’d never say that, Rob thought, 
smirking into his beard. Downriver to their right, 
trumpets squealed, summoning the Count’s dinosaur 
knights to mount. Which meant they summoned Rob.  
 He held faint hope his scheme, which to himself 
he admitted was daft enough on the face of it, would 
win his employer’s last-minute approval. But of faint 
hopes was such a life as Rob Korrigan’s made.  
 A cloud of arrows rose from the three-horns’ 
fighting-castles, moaning like souls trapped by wiles 
of the Fae. Voyvod Karyl, that many-faceted 
madman, had famously commissioned artisans in his 
Misty March to dis- cover treatments to keep 
bowstrings taut in rain such as this, and to pre- vent 
the wicked-powerful hornbows from the arid Ovdan 
uplands from splitting and becoming useless.  
 “Shit!” Rob yelled. He was almost out of time.  
 A-boil with conflicting emotions, he turned and ran 
as best a run as his bandy legs could muster. He 
clung to the haft of Wanda, the bearded axe slung 
across his back, to keep her from banging into his 
kidneys.  
 “You’re on!” he shouted back at the house-shield. 
“And make it ten, by Maris!”  
 

* * * 
 
Arrows stormed down on the mercenary 
crossbowmen on the Hassling’s southern bank. Men 
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shrieked as steel chisel points pinned soft iron caps 
to their heads and pierced their coats of cloth and 
metal plates. Rob saw the sad little splashes the 
return volley made, still fifty meters shy of the trikes. 
Recurved White River bows sorely outranged the 
Princes’ arbalests.  
 The three-horns’ inexorable approach had 
unnerved the Brabanters. Shiraa’s roar knotted their 
nutsacks, if the state of Rob’s own was any guide. 
Getting shot to shit now, with no chance on Paradise 
of hitting back, was simply more than flesh could 
stand.  
 Throwing away their slow-to-reload weapons, the 
front ranks whipped ’round and bolted—right into the 
faces of their comrades behind. Who pushed back.  
 The four stingers the Count had emplaced in pairs 
to the mercenaries’ either side might have helped 
them. The light, wheeled ballistas outranged even 
barbarian hornbows. Their iron bolts could drop even 
a ten-tonne Triceratops.  
 But the engines lay broken and impotent in the 
shallows with their horsehair cords cut. An Eye Cliffs 
under-groom who’d watched it all had told Rob how a 
palmful of Companions had emerged from the river 
Maia-naked in the gloom before dawn. As he yelled 
his lungs out to raise the alarm in camp, the knight-
monks daggered the engineers and the sentries 
guarding the stingers as they tried to struggle out of 
sleep. Then with the axes strapped to their bare 
backs, they’d had their way with the stingers and 
dragged the wrecks out into the Hassling with the 
artillery- men’s own nosehorn teams. Before the 
dozing Augenfelseners could respond, they dove 
back in the water, laughing like schoolboys, and 
swam home, having lost not a man.  
 The under-groom, who for reward had gotten a 
clout across the chops for not raising the alarm earlier 
and louder, had seemed equal parts disgusted and 
amused by the whole fiasco. To Rob, it was a classic 
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piece of Companion derring-do. In the back of his 
mind he was already composing a song.  
 But now he was in among the war-mounts—Rob’s 
own charges—and needed all his wits about him. He 
dodged sideways to avoid the sweep of a tall green 
and white tail, vaulted a still-steaming turd the size of 
his head, sprinted briefly with a little pirouette at the 
end to avoid being knocked sprawling by the 
breastbone of a yellow-streaked purple duckbill that 
lurched forward as it thrust itself up off its belly.  
 The last he suspected was no accident. Invaluable 
as their skilled services were, dinosaur masters were 
commoners. Nobles who employed them, as the 
Count did Rob, generally suffered them as necessary 
evils. Their knights didn’t always appreciate them as 
more than uppity serfs who wanted knocking down.  
 Or squashing beneath the feet of a three-tonne 
monster.  
 But Rob was born sly. His mother had sold him as 
a mere tad of fifteen to a one-legged Scocés dinosaur 
master. If he hadn’t made that up; at this remove he 
had trouble remembering. He’d been forced to come 
up wise in the ways of war-duckbills. And their 
owners.  
 Men shouted. Hadrosaurs belled or piped, each at 
ear-crushing volume. Down by the river, the Princes’ 
luckless arbalesters screamed as White River arrows 
butchered them.  
 Uncrushed, Rob reached the high ground where 
the Count had pitched his pavilion. When the 
Augenfelsen contingent arrived at yesterday’s dusk, 
this whole stretch of riverbank was all green grass as 
tall as Rob’s head. Their monsters had chomped it 
low and trampled the remnants into the yellow mud.  
 Rob’s head swam from unfamiliar exertion and the 
concentrated reek of dinosaur piss and farts. That 
was familiar, surely, but he wasn’t accustomed to 
forcibly pumping his head full of it like this.  
 Hapless arming-squires grunted to boost the 
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Count of the Eye Cliffs’ steel-cased bulk into the 
saddle. Though the cerulean-dappled scarlet duckbill 
bull squatted in the muck, it was a nearly two-meter 
climb.  
 The Count rode a long-crested sackbut—or 
Parasaurolophus, as The Book of True Names had it. 
Like most hadrosaurs, it usually walked on its huge 
hind legs, and dropped to all fours to gallop. It had a 
great triangle of a head, with a broad, toothed beak 
and a backward-arcing tubular crest. The crest gave 
its voice a range and striking tones like the slide-
operated brass musical instrument called a sackbut, 
thus the name.  
 With a great groan of effort, the Count flung his leg 
over. Middle-aged at eighty, his lordship tended to 
spend far more time straddling a banquet stool than a 
war-mount. It showed in the way his chins overflowed 
onto his breast-and-back without apparent 
intervention of a neck. Unlike their lesser brethren 
who rode warhorses, dinosaur knights didn’t need to 
keep themselves in trim. Their real weapon was their 
mount.  
 Snorting from both ends, the sackbut heaved 
himself to his feet. A rain-soaked cloth caparison 
clung to his sides, molding the pebbly scales 
beneath. Rob counted it a blessing that clouds and 
downpour muted both the dinosaur’s hide and the 
Count’s armor, enameled all over in swirls of blue and 
gold and green—a pattern that the Anglysh, usually 
without affection, called “paisley.” Unlike most 
dinosaur knights, the Count had neither picked nor 
bred his mount to sport his heraldic colors. They 
clashed something dreadful.  
 Rob sucked in a deep breath through his mouth. 
As dinosaur master it was his job to keep his lord’s 
monsters fit, trained, and ready for war. But it was 
also his duty to advise his employer on how best to 
use his eye-poppingly expensive dinosaurs in battle. 
Duty to his craft now summoned Rob to do just that, 
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and he wasn’t happy about it.  
 He’d have been tending the Count’s sackbut this 
very instant had his employer not curtly ordered Rob 
and his lowborn dinosaur grooms to clear out and 
leave final preparations to the squires. In their 
wisdom, the Creators had seen fit to endow the 
nobles who ruled Nuevaropa with courage and 
strength instead of wit. Or even sense.  
 “My lord!” Rob shouted. He clutched at a stirrup. 
Then he danced back with a nimbleness that belied 
his thick body and short legs as the Count slashed at 
his face with a riding crop.  
 “Shit-eating peasant! You dare manhandle me?”  
 “Please, Graf!” Rob shouted, ignoring what he 
deemed an unproductive question whose answer his 
employer wouldn’t like anyway. “Let me try my plan 
while there’s still time.”  
 “Plan? To rob me and my knights of glory, you 
mean? I spit on your dishonorable schemes!” And he 
did. The gob caught Rob full on the cheek. “My 
knights will scatter these brutes like the overgrown 
fatties they are.”  
 “But your splendid dinosaurs, lord!” Rob cried, 
hopping from foot to foot in agitation. “They’ll impale 
themselves on those monsters’ horns!”  
 Slamming shut the visor of his fatty-snout 
bascinet—which Rob found oddly appropriate—the 
Count waved a steel gauntlet at his herald, who blew 
advance on his trumpet. Rob winced. The herald 
couldn’t hit his notes any better than the Count’s 
mercenary crossbowmen could hit the White River 
archers.  
 Rob sprang back to avoid getting stepped on as 
the Count spurred his sackbut forward. His knights 
sent their beasts lurching at a two-legged trot down 
the gentle slope to the water.  
 “You’ll just disorder your knights when you ride 
down your own crossbows, you stupid son of a bitch!” 
Rob shouted after his employer. Whom he was sure 
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couldn’t actually hear him. Fairly.  
 We don’t just call them ‘bucketheads,’ he thought, 
wiping spit and snot from his face, because they go 
into battle wearing pails.  
 Despite the urgency drumming his ribs from 
inside, Rob could only stand and watch the drama 
play out. Even rain-draggled, the feather crests, 
banners, and lurid caparisons of fifty dinosaur knights 
made a brave and gorgeous display.  
 The mercenary arbalesters had stopped shooting. 
To Rob their only sensible course now was to run 
away at speed. He knew, as dinosaur master and 
minstrel both, how little pay means to those too dead 
to spend it.  
 Instead, insanely, the rear ranks now battled 
outright with their fleeing fellows. The Brabanters 
were among the Empire’s ethnic odds and sods, 
swept together into a single Torre Menor, or Lesser 
Tower, that claimed to serve all their interests. Even 
at that it was inferior to the other Towers: the great 
families that ruled Nuevaropa and its five component 
Kingdoms. The Brabanters made up for insignificance 
with lapdog pugnacity. Which won them a name as 
right pricks.  
 The White River archers had stopped loosing too. 
Their monsters now stood just out of crossbow range. 
Evidently Karyl was content to observe events.  
 These happened quickly. At last the Brabanters 
got their minds right. They quit fighting each other 
and, as one, turned tail. To see bearing down on 
them the whole enormous weight of their own 
employers’ right wing.  
 As hadrosaurs squashed the mercenaries into 
screams and squelches and puffs of condensation, 
the Legion’s walking forts waded forward again. From 
their howdahs the hornbowmen and -women released 
a fresh smoke of arrows.  
 With a pulsing bass hum, the volley struck the 
Count’s dinosaur knights. Arrows bounced off knightly 
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plate. But duckbills screamed as missiles stung thick 
hides. Rob guessed the archers had switched to iron 
broad-head arrows.  
 Already slowed by riding down the crossbowmen, 
the dinosaur knights lost all momentum in a chaos of 
thrashing tails and rearing bodies. Wounded 
monsters bugled and fluted, drowning the shrieks of 
riders pitched from saddles and smashed underfoot.  
 Rob held up his right fist to salute the Count, a 
single digit upraised. It was, he told himself, an 
ancient sign, and holy to his patron goddess, Maris, 
after all.  
 Then he turned and scuttled east. His employer 
was a spent quarrel. Now he’d carry out his plan 
himself. 
 
The Dinosaur Lords is available from Tor: 
http://us.macmillan.com/thedinosaurlords/victormilan	  
[GdM]	  
	  



	   73	  

	  
	  
 



	   74	  
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Peter	  Orullian	  
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[GdM] What is your opinion on the grimdark sub-
genre, and do you see the growing of a grimdark sub-
genre as a positive or negative for fantasy as a 
whole? 
 
[PO] I spent many years reading nothing but horror. I 
has a darkness inside me. So, the degree that 
grimdark is about dark themes in fantasy fiction, I’m a 
fan.  
 I had an interesting conversation with Steve 
Erickson recently on the topic of grimdark. He 
summed it up this way: Grimdark is about nihilism. In 
other words, right action is either futile or impossible; 



	   75	  

and, as Liz Bourke said, has the effect of absolving 
the protagonists, as well as the reader, from moral 
responsibility. I think there’s something to that. On the 
other hand, you might get as many definitions for 
grimdark as writers and readers you ask to tell you 
what it is. I hate to revert to the old you-know-it-when-
you-see-it reply, but there’s something to that, too.  
 All that said, I think we’ve had elements of 
grimdark for quite some time. I mean, Glen Cook. It’s 
fashionable to say, “Oh, grimdark is a response to all 
that 80’s fantasy with chosen ones and quests and 
blah, blah.” But I think that’s horseshit. Again, things 
grim have been around a good long time—Thomas 
Covenant. And there’s some fantastic current 
fiction—call it neoclassical if you need a name—that’s 
building on traditions of decades past: think 
Sanderson. 
 As to positive or negative? Like I said, I love dark 
stuff. So, if grimdark as a term becomes a way-finder 
for readers to fantasy that trades on darkness, then 
sweet. 
 
[GdM] Are there any grimdark authors whose work 
intrigues you or that you really enjoy?  
 
[PO] Moorcock. Cook. Martin. Abercrombie. 
Lawrence. I also love Erickson, though he might fight 
me about whether he writes grimdark. Regardless, 
everyone should read Steve—he’s that good. 
 
[GdM] What character(s) have you written that you 
would consider the most grimdark? 
 
[PO] Jastail J’Vache in my Vault of Heaven series is 
one. I recently wrote a short story for the Blackguards 
anthology featuring this character. Some of the 
reviews have lumped Lawrence’s story and mine 
together as the two worst. Why? Because they 
weren’t grim characters with a heart of gold. It’s a 
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grimdark anthology for the most part, and yet some of 
the readers don’t seem to want truly grim. Oh well. I 
don’t mind being lumped in with Lawrence.  
 
[GdM] When you find any time to read, which writers 
do you typically turn to? 
 
[PO] I’ve said it before, but I’m a huge Dan Simmons 
fan. I think he’s top drawer. I’m also a huge Stephen 
King fan. In the fantasy genre, there are too many to 
name… 
 
[GdM] You’ve enjoyed a friendship with fantasy 
legend Terry Brooks.  Has Terry had any influence on 
your work?  And if so, in what way? 
 
[PO] Mostly by way of introducing me to the genre. I 
don’t think I write like Terry. I’m certainly darker in 
tone, anyway. But I owe the man a debt of gratitude 
for opening a gate I’m happy I walked through.  
 And for what it’s worth, I think Terry’s underrated. 
Oh, he’s written like 35 New York Times bestsellers, 
so it’s maybe a hard argument to make. But in the 
‘inner circle’ of fantasy discussion, you almost never 
hear Terry mentioned. I find that interesting. And sad. 
 
[GdM] What is your opinion on self-publishing and 
small press vs. big press? 
 
[PO] I’ve no time for the debate. Seems silly to me. 
Do both. Not sure why anyone is convinced a single 
way is right. 
 
[GdM] You are also a musician, can you briefly 
explain how music influences your writing? 
 
[PO] In. Every. Way. Possible. I mean, on one level, 
I’ve created an entire magic system based on music. I 
actually began with something I call a governing 
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dynamic, which in my world is called Resonance. It’s 
a unifying principle that underlies (at this point) five 
magic systems. So, when a reader sees various 
cultures doing magic in different ways, they also can 
point to Resonance as the principle that makes it 
work—kind of like mechanical laws, e.g. gravity, 
magnetism. And then on top of Resonance, I built a 
magic system with music. 
 Beyond that, it’s a relevant part of the cultures I 
write about, the same way others may pivot on 
commerce or politics. Not all cultures, mind you, but 
more than other writers probably do. Seemed natural 
to me, since in our own world music is such a passion 
point for so many. 
 Then—I’ve been told, anyway—my writing itself 
tends to have a kind of musical or lyrical quality. 
That’s the most satisfying compliment I think I get 
from readers. 
 I don’t listen to music while I write though. Music 
demands my attention. It’s not a background thing. 
 
[GdM] You have a unique creation mythology in The 
Unremembered, what inspired you in the creation of 
it? 
 
[PO] Can’t say, really. Just kind of happened. I 
suspect it’s a product of my study of religion, 
countless books I’ve read, a bit of what I learned in 
college, and an overactive imagination. I mean, the 
notion of Resonance I mentioned above is partly 
premised on quantum entanglement. And that 
underlies some of the creation mythology. So, yay 
science. 
 
Peter Orullian will be providing a grimdark short story 
titled A Fair Man featuring Mikel Richerds in his The 
Vault of Heaven series for GdM #6, due out 1 
January 2016.[GdM] 
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DAVID	  ANNANDALE	  
	  
	  

	  
They were building the mound when she arrived on 
the battlefield. The corpses were piled higher than the 
trees that girded the plain below Barragano, but there 
were many more yet to be gathered. The executions 
had not started yet. All in good time.  
 It was midday, but overcast, clouds hanging low 
and so dark that they bathed the land in a hard 
twilight. Smoke rose from campfires and from inside 
the walls of Barragano. The stench of blood, thick and 
pungent as grief, rolled in waves over the field. The 
Grey Queen breathed in the smell and contemplated 
the growing mound. She must not take the loss for 
granted. The sacrifices must be noted and given 
meaning.  
 She was conscious of how rote the ritual was 
becoming for her. Make note of that too, she thought. 
Watch yourself. This should not be easy. 
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 And it was not. But perhaps not as hard as it 
should be. More and more, not hard enough at all. 
 She had ridden alone to Barragano. Leaving her 
mount in the forest, she crossed the plain on foot, 
taking in the measure of the defeat. Most of the 
corpses in the field had been dragged there before 
being added to the mound. The deaths had occurred 
in the near approach to the walls of Barragano. The 
fortified city sat on a basalt plateau with sheer cliffs to 
the north, south, and east. Down the steep westward 
slope, a single road twisted through jagged 
outcroppings. It was a slow route for any army leaving 
the city. For an attacking force, it was a death trap, 
and the only choice. Barragano had never been 
taken.  
 And the Grey Queen’s army had never been 
defeated. She had not felt the need to take on Lord 
Harrad before. But he had forced her hand by 
sending large raiding parties her over her borders. So 
she had ordered her forces to topple the seat of his 
power. They had failed. So she had come to do what 
was necessary. 
 A command tent was set up midway through the 
field. The mound stood between it and the road to the 
fortress. The Grey Queen entered. Two of her 
generals, Temis and Gascon, were waiting for her. 
They were both wounded. Temis had a head wound. 
Blood soaked her cloth bandage and streaked down 
the right side of her face. Gascon’s left arm hung 
limp. The arrow that had pierced it through the elbow 
had been broken at either end, but not removed. 
There was no point in doing so. 
 They bowed. She nodded, then said, ‘Tell me.’ 
 ‘We were defeated by the land,’ Temis said. ‘It 
was impossible to move troops up faster than Harrad 
could take them down.’ 
 ‘Our siege engines were burning before they were 
a third of the way toward the gate,’ Gascon added. 
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 ‘Was the enemy reinforced?’ She hadn’t seen any 
of Harrad’s banners in the field. 
 ‘No,’ said Temis. ‘The Barragano contingent was 
more than enough.’ 
 The Grey Queen sighed. The hope had been to 
force Harrad to recall his divisions, ending his 
incursions. Most of the raids were occurring within a 
day’s march of here, but they were spread out. She 
wanted the lord’s army concentrated, arriving in a 
single force to combat the threat to the seat of power. 
A single battle would have ended Harrad’s threat. As 
bloody as that struggle would have been, it would 
have been preferable to the alternative she now 
faced. 
 Really? Would you really have preferred not to be 
involved? The voice, venomous and eager, was her 
own. 
 Yes, she answered herself. She was unsure if she 
made the assertion out of desire or an eroding sense 
of obligation.  
 ‘Then he has left us with little choice,’ the Grey 
Queen said. ‘You’ve arranged a parlay?’ 
 Gascon nodded. ‘We have. He has agreed to 
meet you at the base of the slope.’ 
 ‘Good. I will attempt to reason with him.’ 
 ‘If he fails to listen, we will not fail you,’ said Temis. 
 ‘I know you won’t.’ She smiled. ‘And you have my 
thanks for the sacrifice you will make.’ She heard the 
solemnity in her tone. That was good. 
 But her smile. Had it been mournful? She worried 
it had been eager. 
 Soon, said the hungry voice. 
 

* * * 
 
Harrad strode down the final stretch of the road to the 
base of the plateau. Just past the final bend, his 
squad of archers stopped and took aim. Beyond 
where the Grey Queen waited, her own archers were 
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in position. If one ruler was killed, the other would not 
draw another breath. The precaution was hardly 
necessary. The Grey Queen’s reputation for honour 
in negotiations was beyond reproach. And Harrad 
had no intention of triumphing through assassination. 
 He evaluated his opponent as he crossed the 
patch of rocky ground towards her. She wore no 
armour except for a gauntlet on her right arm. Her 
robes, true to her name, were grey, but he was 
surprised to see the material. There was nothing royal 
about it. The robes were linen, as if she were wearing 
a shroud. She bore no crown. Instead, her robes had 
a hood, which she had put back. Her gauntlet, Harrad 
now saw, had no joints. It appeared to be carved from 
granite and held together by metal bands. It must 
have been very heavy and allowed no movement of 
the fingers. It looked like a brutal sculpture. 
 He had trouble guessing her age. She was older 
than his forty, of that he was sure. She had been on 
her throne when he was born, and how long before 
that, he didn’t know. Her hair was the colour of iron. 
Her face was lined with experience. But her posture 
was as straight as his. And when he was close 
enough to see her eyes, they burned with both the 
judgement of age and the energy of a young 
conqueror. 
 ‘Your troops fought well,’ Harrad began. It was 
true. This had been the first time he had seen the 
Grey Queen’s army for himself. The ferocity of their 
siege had surprised him. It confirmed the truth of the 
reports, coming back from his expeditionary 
commanders, that victory over the small town 
garrisons was possible only through overwhelming 
numbers. The campaign was still in its early days, 
and the siege of Barragano was the first major 
encounter between the powers. His victory was 
decisive, but there had been moments when it had 
seemed the flood of soldiers streaming up the road 
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would exhaust his arsenal. It had been like attacking 
the tide. 
 Harrad looked at the immense mound of bodies. 
His gut twisted. It was a monstrosity, not a funeral 
pyre. Soldiers climbed to the top, crushing limbs 
beneath their feet, hauling more corpses, tossing 
them to the peak. Most of the dead had been 
collected now. The troops not involved in the 
assembly of the mound lined up at its base. 
 ‘They are still fighting,’ the Grey Queen said. ‘I am 
here to offer you a last chance to surrender.’ 
 Harrad choked on his astonishment. He stared at 
the Grey Queen. He must have misheard. She gazed 
back, calm. 
 At the mound, executions began. The rank and file 
walked forward, one at a time, and the commanders 
ran them through with their swords. New bodies were 
added to the hill. 
 Harrad blinked. ‘You’re demanding I surrender at 
the same time that you are killing your troops for 
being defeated?’ 
 ‘My soldiers are sacrificing themselves to our 
cause. This is the last and greatest gift they will grant 
me. And yes, I am demanding your surrender. The 
day has seen enough horror, don’t you think?’ 
 ‘Your position is absurd. You will soon have no 
army at all.’ 
 ‘Another is being raised as we speak. It will push 
you from our lands. But none of this is necessary if 
you withdraw.’ 
 The wind shifted, blowing the smell of the bodies 
Harrad’s way. He grimaced. ‘You are very sure of 
yourself.’ 
 ‘I am sure of the loyalty of my people.’ 
 ‘Are they loyal or afraid?’ 
 ‘I give them peace and security,’ the Grey Queen 
said.  
 ‘That does not answer my—’ 
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 ‘You brought war,’ she continued, speaking over 
his objection. ‘You must understand, Lord Harrad. 
Your ambitions do not concern me. You may do what 
you like, but not in my lands. You have invaded, and 
when war comes, we will win, no matter what the 
cost. That is the precondition of our security.’ Without 
turning her head, she gestured at the executions. 
‘This is part of that cost. Yours will be greater.’ 
 Harrad shook his head. ‘I believe you’re quite 
mad. It is clear to me that your time has passed. But it 
does not have to end tonight. This is my counter-
offer. Finish your demented ritual and leave. If you or 
any of your forces are still here by tomorrow dawn, I 
will attack.’ 
 Her expression did not change, but the fire in her 
gaze burned darker. ‘You have a family, I believe.’ 
 ‘I do,’ he said, confused. 
 ‘They are here?’ 
 ‘They are.’ 
 ‘Then for their sake, I ask you one last time, Lord 
Harrad: will you surrender?’ 
 ‘Of course not.’ 
 ‘I see.’ She raised her arm as if the stone gauntlet 
were weightless and pointed the open hand towards 
the massive walls of Barragano. ‘Then you should 
return to your city.’ She paused. ‘Go to your family.’ 
 

* * * 
 
The executions lasted until nightfall. By then, the 
mountain of bodies had doubled in size. The Grey 
Queen stood at its base and acknowledged her 
soldiers as they bent their knee to her before they 
were killed. The deaths walked up the ranks until only 
Themis and Gascon remained. Gascon handed his 
sword to Themis, bowed to the Grey Queen, and 
said, ‘I rejoice in the peace that is coming.’ 
 ‘Thank you,’ said the Grey Queen. 
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 Gascon straightened. Themis plunged the sword 
into his heart. 
 He fell. 
 ‘Will you ascend with me, your highness?’ Themis 
asked as she took the corpse’s arms. 
 ‘No. I am sorry, but I must play my part in the 
labour.’ 
 ‘Of course.’ 
 It took close to an hour for Themis to drag Gascon 
to the peak of the hill and descend once again. Then 
she stood before the Grey Queen and waited. 
 The Grey Queen looked at Themis’ face. Beneath 
the grime and the blood, it was pale in the torchlight. 
Are they loyal or afraid? Harrad has asked. 
 Both, was the answer. 
 And did that matter? Did it change anything? 
Would it stay her hand? 
 No. 
 Do you act from necessity or desire? 
 And again: both. 
 And again, it didn’t matter. 
 She drew the dagger from her belt. Like her 
gauntlet, its blade was fashioned of old iron and older 
stone. 
 ‘You honour me,’ Themis said. 
 ‘You deserve no less,’ said the Grey Queen. ‘And 
it is you who honours me. All of you do.’ 
 Themis kept her eyes open. The Grey Queen 
stepped forward and drew the blade across the 
general’s throat. Themis’s blood sprayed over the 
Grey Queen. It ran down her face, was absorbed by 
the linen of her robes, and the red vanished into the 
grey. She caught Themis as she slumped forward. 
She held the general until the blood stopped flowing. 
Then, with her left arm, she hoisted the body over her 
shoulder, sheathed the dagger, and began to climb.  
 Limbs shifted beneath her feet. Dead flesh muffled 
the crack of bone. Eyes were deep hollows in the dim 
light, shadows staring into the dark. Her boots slipped 
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on blood-matted hair. In my name, she thought. Each 
death. In my name. Not the name she had been born 
with, though. She had lost it so long ago, she could 
no longer remember what it had been. 
 Honour the dead. Do what must be done. And 
then face the consequences of that act. 
 The other voice, the hungry one, was silent for the 
moment. It had retreated behind a smile now that the 
moment had almost come. 
 She reached the peak and placed Themis at the 
top. The Grey Queen stood on a mountain of death. It 
was soft with flesh and hard with bone. To the west, 
she looked down on the darker patch of the forest. To 
the east, the torches on the ramparts of Barragano 
were wavering pinpricks. Above was the dark of pure 
void. She could feel the weight of the clouds. They 
pressed down, massive with the tension of a storm 
that refused to arrive. 
 The storm would be hers to unleash, and there 
would be nothing cleansing about it. 
 Still facing Barragano, she crouched. With her left 
hand, she unfastened the gauntlet. It slid off her arm 
with a squelch. 
 Below the elbow, her right limb still had the shape 
of a forearm and hand. It ended in five fingers. But it 
was a deeper grey than her robes. It was mottled, 
and the patches suppurated. It was boneless. It coiled 
and flexed. Then she touched a serpentine finger to a 
splayed hand jutting from the corpse mound. 
 Putrefaction radiated from her hand. It spread 
throughout the hill of the dead. It ate into the bodies. 
They rotted. They dissolved. The mound trembled 
and began to settle. It turned to sludge beneath her, 
and she dropped into a mire of deliquescing flesh. 
Down and down, deep into a morass of bubbling 
muscle, of bones that broke into jagged splinters, 
crumbled, and then jellied. Deep into the stench of 
grey, the enveloping sea of grey, the grievous cost of 
grey. The sludge pressed into her nose, her mouth, 
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down her throat. She took it in, but did not drown. She 
absorbed the gift of her people. 
 Every body. Every life. Every dissolving scrap of 
flesh a sacrifice to her. The great dissolution poured 
into her. It fed her, filling her with the inevitability of 
decay. 
 At last she sank to the ground. The mountain fell 
away, turning into a viscous liquid covering the plain, 
and flowing to her, oozing into her pores, coating her 
limbs with fragments of bone and pieces of curling 
skin. She began to walk towards the slope. She 
struck out her right arm as a viper attacks, and the 
decay that was now hers rushed forward. 
 It was unseen and swift as the wind. It was 
unstoppable as a wave.  
 For the first few seconds, as the rot climbed the 
slope to Barragano, the effect was subtle. There was 
little vegetation. Lichen turned to dust. Stone eroded 
and softened. Then the Grey Queen’s gift touched the 
walls. The screams reached her a moment later. 
They began on the ramparts. Their volume grew. The 
Grey Queen listened to thousands of voices crying 
out as corruption took them. The choir was ragged. 
Soon it was wet, choking with rattling throats. 
 She wondered if Harrad was on the walls when 
her grasp came for him. Or if he had listened to her, 
and was with his family. She wondered if her 
admonition had been cruel. 
 No matter. Wherever he was, he would know, in 
his final moments, that what he loved died as he did.  
The Grey Queen found her gauntlet. She slithered 
her arm back inside. 
 The human voices fell silent. They were replaced 
by the thunder of collapsing structures as timber 
rotted to powder and mortar flaked away. The Grey 
Queen wound her way up the road, and when she 
reached the gates, they had fallen down, corroded 
with rust. The walls of Barragano stood, but they had 
crumbled under the attack of sudden centuries.  
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 The Grey Queen passed into the city. There were 
many piles of rubble. It was almost all stone. There 
were few traces of anything else. But she walked 
through the open spaces, her feet kicking up the dust. 
She was waiting now for the dawn, when she would 
see the full extent of her works. There would be some 
fragments of bone still, some faint physical memories 
of the bodies. 
 Some of them would be very small. 
 She had brought ruin, and she must own it. She 
would make herself look at the brittle remains of 
civilians. She would force herself to confront what she 
had done. She would think, not of the soldiers she 
had defeated, but of the innocents she had 
slaughtered. This was the most vital act of all. This 
knowledge, and the grief it brought, was what kept 
her from misusing her power. It was what kept her 
from revelling in the glory of decay. 
 This was what she told herself. 
 This was how she lied.[GdM]	  
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The Witcher series by Andrjez Sapkowski is one of 
the seminal works of grimdark literature in Europe. 
The video game adaptations of the series have since 
gone on to popularize the series globally. The 
premise of both the books and the games is a 
mutated monster-hunter named Geralt of Rivia exists 
in a low fantasy world of extra-dimensional creatures 
menacing an un-idealized medieval world. The 
monarchs are cruel and selfish, the peasantry 
superstitious and racist; nonhumans are brutally 
discriminated against but respond with terrorism 
against civilians; and our hero is never more than a 
few coins ahead of bankruptcy.   
 The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt is a direct sequel to The 
Witcher 2: Assassin of Kings, and culminates a trilogy 
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which purports to wrap up not only Geralt's story from 
the video games but his lingering threads from the 
novel series. Although not all of Sapkowski's works 
have been translated into English at the time of this 
article's writing, I strongly recommend readers check 
out the ones that have. Not only are they excellent 
grimdark fiction but they also serve as a good 
introduction to the nuanced relationships in the game. 
Newcomers to the game series won't be completely 
lost, however, as the game generally gives you a 
decent enough introduction to all of the characters.  
 The gameplay starts as Geralt of Rivia has 
received a mysterious letter from his former lover, 
Yennefer of Vengerburg, a sorceress who has been 
missing for years. Geralt, travelling with his old friend 
Vesemir, sets out to reunite with her. Their journey is 
complicated by the brutal and authoritarian Nilfgaard 
Empire, who have invaded the kingdoms of the North. 
 Geralt, unlike virtually every other vanilla fantasy 
hero in fiction, knows the 'Empire' isn't necessarily 
worse than the local tyrants, and the majority of 
people who will suffer during the war are those 
caught between the two sides. The issue of Yennefer 
is resolved fairly early but only leads to a wider 
adventure with the discovery that Geralt's long-lost 
adopted daughter, Ciri of Cintra, is still alive and in 
danger of being killed by the terrifying otherworldly 
Wild Hunt. 
 If this sounds complex, well, it is. 
 The developers at CD Projekt Red 
(http://en.cdprojektred.com/) have done a magnificent 
job at realizing the world from Sapkowski's novels 
and adding their own spin to things. This is quite 
possibly the most vividly realized fantasy world in 
gaming history, rivalled only by Dragon Age's Thedas 
and the Elder Scrolls universe.  
 The world is also a great deal more “realistic” than 
any of these others: full of sex, lies, human 
weakness, betrayal, and sadness. It is an RPG, so 
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the player can select Geralt's reactions to almost 
every situation, but the game frames it so anything is 
potentially “in-character” for Geralt. There's no 
“Good”, “Evil”, or “Indifferent” choices. Instead, they're 
more like “Lesser Evil”, “Self-Interested”, and “Not my 
problem.” 
 One of the early side-quests in the game 
illustrates the kind of grey morality that pervades The 
Witcher. When a local blacksmith asks Geralt to 
investigate who burned down his forge. Geralt swiftly 
finds out that it was a nearby teenager who, while 
drunk, did so because the blacksmith is being forced 
to shoe horses for the invading Nilfgaard. The penalty 
for the young man’s “resistance” would be hanging, 
but he also thinks the largely-innocent blacksmith 
should die for his “collaboration.” There's no magical 
third option that leaves everyone happy and alive. 
 My favorite plotline in the game is an extended 
storyline in the Second Act that deals with a local 
nobleman who has chosen to fully collaborate with 
the Nilfgaardian invasion and whose men are, by and 
large, complete scum. The nobleman, obviously 
inspired by Mark Addy's portrayal of Robert 
Baratheon in the Game of Thrones TV series, is an 
alcoholic spouse-abuser, who also suffers severe 
mental scars from the horrors he witnessed in the 
king's army as well as remorse for his actions while 
drunk. He's one of the most nuanced, pathetic, and 
affecting characters in gaming.  
 This is when the game is at its best. 
 Sometimes the game isn't so well developed: as 
the final third is rushed, lacking in side-quests, and 
contains rather generic, one-dimensional villains who 
lack the complexity of the ambiguous, three-
dimensional antagonists Geralt faces in the first two-
thirds of the game. There's nothing, for example, 
quite as interesting in the main plot as in one of the 
later side-quests where you must decide whether to 
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let three friends die in order to guarantee the North a 
victory against Nilfgaard. 
But how does it play? 
 The combat is, generally, fast and fun. Geralt 
fights with a steel sword for humans and a silver 
sword for monsters, which he switches between as 
the circumstances dictate. He can also use a 
combination of minor magic spells, bombs, and 
potions to supplement his battle against a wide 
variety of creatures. The gore is visceral: Geralt 
possesses far greater strength than a normal man 
and is thus able to decapitate or maim his opponents 
with ease.  
 Travel is something of a pain in the ass as the 
wide-open sandbox world requires extensive 
travelling on horseback or foot to get anywhere of 
interest. While it's the largest open world in the history 
of gaming, I'd much rather they reduce the size of the 
map so I could get everywhere without minutes of 
event-less travel. 
 The inventory system could use some tweaking: 
Geralt accumulates large amounts of junk like books, 
which, really, just clutter up the things he could be 
focusing on. I've heard this is going to be fixed in 
patches, but it was troublesome during my 
playthrough. You can spec Geralt to specialize in 
swordsmanship, sorcery, potions, or magic, each 
giving different options for completing the game. 
 One area where The Witcher both shines and falls 
flat is the handling of its romances. In previous 
games, Geralt was able to have nearly unlimited 
amounts of casual sex with virtually every female 
character in the game. This time, there are only a 
couple of romance options available (as well as 
prostitutes). These are far more meaningful and 
interesting to me than previous versions, although 
some gamers may miss the option to play Geralt as a 
kind of chivalric James Bond. There is nudity in the 
game, but it is tastefully animated and avoids 
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showing genitalia (as if that would scar the 18+ 
Mature audience this game is meant for—oh, the 
horror!). 
 One very interesting character is the grown-up Ciri 
of Cintra, who the player takes control of during 
several sections of the game. While the Targaryen-
looking, bisexual Witcheress could have easily been 
a fanboy's wet dream, she's actually a nuanced 
character I swiftly bonded with. Idealistic but scarred, 
Ciri is a woman who reacts to the world around her in 
a fundamentally different way than Geralt and 
provides an interesting contrast when you step into 
her boots. 
 Finally, a comment on the game’s graphics: The 
Witcher 3 is a beautiful game; its various game areas 
are artistically designed and rendered. White Orchard 
is a stereotypically pastoral fantasy farmland which is 
punctuated by burned villages and weeping women; 
Velen is a hellish No Man’s Land where hundreds of 
bodies hang from trees next to empty battlefields; 
Novigrad is a rich but decadent city kept in line by the 
tyranny of a corrupt church: and while Skellige is a 
primitive Viking-ruled Ireland analogue that hangs a 
couple of centuries behind the rest of the continent. 
The characters are gorgeous, too, including some 
truly breathtaking ladies (my wife comments that the 
men aren’t too shabby either). 
 I heartily recommend The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt. It 
is not a perfect game, but there is a massive-massive 
amount of content available, most of which is very 
good. It's really like purchasing three, previous 
generation RPGs merged together. I got almost 120 
hours of gaming out of my first playthrough, and I 
may go back for more. It's also some of the grimmest, 
grittiest, and most maturely-written fantasy gaming 
I've seen which bodes well for grimdark in gaming.	  
[GdM]	  
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Eugénie lay in state in the small, pathetic chapel that 
they'd never had time to finish, her eyes towards the 
blank, unpainted ceiling. From time to time, the 
distant echo of a magical conflagration shook the 
room, and dust fell on her chest, covering her clothes 
in a fine, white layer that slowly and irretrievably 
obscured the insignia of House Lazarus. 
 Victoire would not cry. She'd done so earlier in the 
privacy of her room, but now it wasn't about love or 
grief; merely what would carry them forward, what 
would ensure the newly founded House would survive 
the death of her founder. Most Houses, she knew, 
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didn't. And Lazarus, that bastard child of Eugénie's 
ideals—her place of refuge, her small band of 
dependents patiently gathered through the years—
was no exception.  
 Footsteps behind her, noiseless and graceful: 
Amaranth, coming to stand by the side of the coffin, 
her smooth, ageless face creased in thought. The 
Fallen watched Victoire, not the body in the coffin. 
Disapproving? Amaranth had always been hard to 
read, even in the days when she'd been Eugénie's 
right hand. ‘She would have died before seeing the 
House go weak,’ Amaranth said.  
 Victoire shivered. ‘Except that her death made the 
House go weak, didn't it?’ House Lazarus was small 
and leaderless. In ordinary times that would have 
been cause for concern, but now that House was 
fighting House in the streets of Paris, now that 
Draken and Hell's Toll had been defeated and taken 
apart ...  
 ‘They're assembling outside,’ Amaranth said. 
 Of course. Of course they would. It had been her 
orders, hadn't it? ‘You should have been head of the 
House,’ Victoire said slowly, carefully.  
 Amaranth shook her head. She wore cream—a 
flowing dress with lace and ruffles that looked almost 
out of place at a time of war. ‘She chose you.’  
 ‘You—’ Victoire struggled. ‘You loved her.’ 
 Amaranth cocked her head. ‘Didn't you?’ 
 There were no words, really. Eugénie had always 
been there, reaching out to the grimy girl picking her 
pockets in the street, not blasting her with a spell, not 
leaving her lifeless on the pavement, but simply 
asking her what she wanted; talking Victoire, step 
after step, into coming with her, into joining her 
House—into finally trusting her.  
 Victoire ... Victoire had dared to hope; when she'd 
known hope cost so much, when it was finally 
shattered. The lessons of the streets—she'd forgotten 
them so fast. ‘She made me what I am,’ Victoire said 
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finally. ‘And I will keep this House together because I 
have to.’ Because it was the only thing Eugénie had 
left behind, the legacy that would endure—past the 
war, past the city tearing itself apart. It sounded ... 
grandiloquent and foolish, a child's boast in the face 
of a storm.  
 Amaranth looked at her, and then back at 
Eugénie's corpse in the coffin. She said nothing for a 
while, her brown eyes mild. ‘I don't approve. But I will 
stand by you, regardless.’ 
 Of course she wouldn't approve. But there was no 
other way.  
 

* * * 
 
They'd all come to offer their condolences, of course. 
The war might have been tearing Paris apart, but the 
Houses still held to old proprieties, old prerogatives—
a never-ending stream of House representatives in 
swallow-tails and top-hats, in dresses with tapered 
waists and mutton sleeves, all bowing gravely to her, 
wishing her the best in these trying times; dropping a 
few hints here and there, about her youth, her lack of 
experience, her fundamental weakness—though they 
were kind enough to never voice the word aloud.  
 All, save two.  
 The first Victoire knew of Morningstar's presence 
was when the air in the room became impossibly 
light, impossibly tight—until even breathing seemed 
to hurt, and the air in her lungs burnt with the force of 
a firestorm. Then she turned, struggling to compose 
herself, and watched, shock-still, as he crossed the 
room to where she stood, the crowd of well-wishers 
parting in his wake like a flock of scared birds. ‘My 
lady,’ he said, bowing to her. 
 He had blue eyes, impossibly clear, the colour of 
summer skies in a season long gone. Now the city lay 
under a pall of black clouds, dust and ashes blown 
from the incessant battles in the streets, and summer 
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followed winter with hardly a pause or a difference. 
Unlike all other Fallen, he wore wings—a metal 
armature of sharp, cutting edges that moved as he 
moved, cutting the air to pieces around him, a living 
weapon, a living fount of power in a city where magic 
was scarce.  
 ‘My lord,’ Victoire bowed, though her every instinct 
screamed at her to abase herself flat on the floor—he 
was firstborn among Fallen, most powerful; he could 
undo her with a glance or a word. ‘I didn't expect you 
here.’ 
 The major Houses—Harrier, Aiguillon, Hawthorn—
had sent not their heads but their diplomats, just 
enough to keep up appearances. And here was the 
head of House Silverspires, the unstated leader of 
them all, standing in her ballroom with all her other 
guests, grave and courteous and speaking to her as 
an equal. Morningstar smiled, an expression that 
seemed to illuminate the room. ‘I thought I ought to 
come myself. To apologise.’ 
 ‘To—’ 
 Morningstar shrugged; the wings at his back 
moved, slicing the air with a sound like the lament of 
dying souls. ‘We didn't mean to kill her. I have ... no 
grudge against House Lazarus.’ 
 He had nothing against them. House Lazarus 
wasn't even big enough for him to be aware of it: just 
Eugénie's lost souls, a collection of the weak and 
desperate she'd sworn to keep safe. ‘I—’ Victoire 
struggled for words against the presence that seemed 
to wrap the room around itself.  
 Morningstar continued as if she had not spoken. ‘It 
was a skirmish that went badly. I assume Harrier will 
offer their excuses, as well.’ 
 They had, but not in the same way. They were not 
standing there—not speaking in that voice that turned 
her innards to jelly, that made her measure, 
irretrievably, the distance that separated her from 
Silverspires—from Fallen, to whom magic and 
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charisma came effortlessly. ‘A word of advice,’ 
Morningstar said finally. He raised a hand, as if to 
forestall any objections, but Victoire was still 
struggling to find her voice from where it had fled. 
‘You're young and weak, like infant Fallen, except 
without any magic of your own. If you don't show the 
other Houses that you're strong—if you don't seize 
your opportunity to do something loud and ruthless—
then you'll vanish.’ 
 ‘We won't,’ Victoire said, every word a struggle to 
articulate. ‘We—’ 
 Morningstar smiled, brief and wounding, like a 
knife stroke across her throat. ‘I've seen it happen. 
You're not the first House to lose a founder. You 
might be the first to do so ... in such peculiar 
circumstances.’ 
 The war—it was always there. The battles hadn't 
stopped, not even for a mourning reception—people 
tearing each other in the streets, the slow toll of the 
wounded and the dead Amaranth and Gérard 
reported to her every week, the dependents of House 
Lazarus caught in the crossfires. ‘We're not fighting,’ 
Victoire said at last. 
 ‘Of course. Eugénie had ... ideals. Commendable 
of her.’ He said it in a way that implied she'd been 
young and foolish, and of course she had been. She 
was mortal, forty years old; whereas Morningstar had 
been in Paris for centuries. ‘Albeit impractical. Only 
the strongest, or the dead, can afford neutrality.’  
 Victoire opened her mouth to say that they were 
strong—to lie, as Amaranth had advised her to—and 
then met his gaze and found the words shrivelling in 
her throat.  
 ‘Remember. A show of strength,’ Morningstar said, 
and his smile seemed to fill the entire world, teeth as 
sharp as a predator’s—and she ached to lean 
forward, to let him take her, consume her utterly; it 
wouldn't even hurt much—she wouldn't feel anything 
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more than the grief and worry that was already 
tearing her apart ... 
 And then he eased away, and the effect faded. He 
was still smiling; he knew what she'd almost done, 
could read the tension in her calf muscles, the way 
she'd started leaning forward, as if for a kiss, as if for 
an offering. He was looking not at her but at Nerea 
and Thau, who stood nervously by the buffet, unsure 
of who to talk to or what they ought to do. 
 ‘Such youth,’ Morningstar whispered.  
 It was a dash of cold water down her spine. 
Amaranth was the only adult Fallen in Lazarus. Nerea 
and Thau were young, a few years from their Fall, 
that dangerous age when they fancied themselves 
adults but still couldn't fathom enough of people's 
motivations to sidestep traps before they closed. She 
moved, hardly aware that she did so, setting herself 
between Morningstar and the children. ‘My 
dependents,’ she said. It was ... easier, almost, to 
oppose him for the sake of the House, to forget the 
pressure against her chest as his attention turned her 
way again, as his gaze transfixed her like a spear. 
 ‘Of course I wouldn't dream of stealing another 
House's dependents.’ Morningstar smiled again, and 
Victoire fought to remain standing, relaxing her every 
muscle, bowing her head towards the floor. ‘One 
might say, however, that by being at such a reception 
they are quite free to socialise with whomever they 
wish.’ 
 Victoire moved then, nodding at what he said to 
keep up the illusion of politeness, and came to stand 
by Nerea and Thau. ‘Victoire?’ Thau asked, smiling. 
‘Have you seen those dresses?’ 
 ‘They're so wonderful,’ Nerea said, her broad face 
dreamily creased.  
 ‘Out,’ Victoire said—Morningstar was moving 
slowly, carefully, amused by her as one would be by 
an insect. ‘I need you out.’ 
 ‘We were having fun,’ Thau protested. 
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 ‘Just ...’ Victoire shook her head and saw 
Amaranth appear as if in answer to her prayers, 
materialising by her side with a glass of red wine in 
her hand.  
 ‘Trouble?’ Amaranth asked, and then her gaze 
met Morningstar's and she froze. ‘Oh.’ She shook her 
head, moved slowly—agonisingly slowly—to stand in 
his path, bowing to him with the stiff formality of her 
youth, a century or more in her past. ‘Pleased to meet 
you, my Lord.’ 
 Victoire tore her gaze from Morningstar and 
focused it on the two Fallen. 
 ‘We're not leaving.’ Thau's voice was petulant. The 
light below his skin, his innate magic, flickered in and 
out of focus with every word he spoke. ‘Gérard said 
we could come.’ 
 Gérard probably hadn't expected Morningstar.  
 ‘Victoire? Is something wrong?’ Nerea asked.  
 She could send them back to their rooms like 
disobedient children, but they were past that, weren't 
they? She wanted only the best for them, and that 
included giving them the space to grow up. ‘Be 
careful,’ Victoire said at last. ‘You've heard about 
Morningstar. He ... he is not your friend.’ He was free 
with advice and charm, but he wasn't on their side, 
would never be. ‘House Silverspires isn't your friend.’ 
 Thau was watching Morningstar, engrossed; 
Nerea was equally engrossed but not as convinced. 
‘He's very powerful,’ Nerea said grudgingly.  
 ‘And very handsome,’ Thau said.  
 Nerea's lips pinched, halfway between disapproval 
and fascination. ‘No doubt,’ she said wryly. ‘Come on. 
There's other stuff to look at.’  
 Thau threw a regretful glance at Morningstar, who 
was still deep in conversation with Amaranth. 
Amaranth's face was fear-frozen, awestruck. Had 
Victoire's looked that way, too? Probably, and all too 
obvious to anyone with eyes.  
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 ‘I guess so,’ Thau said. He let Nerea drag him to 
another corner of the room to stare at the stiff 
countenances of the Hawthorn and Solferino 
delegates.  
 It wouldn't stop Morningstar, of course; he would 
approach them again if he hadn't grown bored by 
then. She hadn't had the feeling he was here for more 
than harmless fun—harmless by his definition, since 
he cared little what devastation he left in his wake. 
Breathing hard, Victoire helped herself to a glass of 
wine from the buffet and took a look at the room. 
Everyone else was clustered in talks—Gérard, 
Quentin, and Marie, and the laboratory staff, keeping 
a wary eye on the other Houses, the more 
adventurous among her dependents venturing to talk 
to delegates. No danger there—they would merely 
make polite talk and not venture much information. 
 She would need to go rescue Amaranth at some 
point, or have someone else do it. She— 
 There was someone else, at her elbow.  
 

* * * 
 
Victoire dressed as if for battle—after all, wasn't this a 
battle, too, fought on a field without guns, without 
spells? Eugénie, perhaps, would have understood, if 
she hadn't turned away from her in disgust.  
 Over a brown shirt with delicate embroideries, she 
slipped a green silk jacket—green and brown, the 
colours of the House—and a scarf, folded across the 
diagonal so that its pattern of interlinked trees and 
stags devolved to a jumble of vivid colours. Her skirt 
was black, spread around her like a pool of darkness, 
with a wide train that should have required an 
attendant. Victoire didn't care much for that; she 
merely gathered the folds in her hand and walked out. 
 Amaranth and Gérard were waiting for her at the 
door, dressed equally formally: Amaranth in the same 
cream dress she'd worn in the chapel, Gérard in 
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swallow's tail and pressed trousers, elegant and 
severe—the picture of effortless strength.  
 If only it hadn't been a lie.  
 The sounds of battle were muted now, almost 
inaudible—the fighting moving away from them in that 
endless, maddeningly cryptic ebb and flow of war that 
followed no rhyme or reason and took and took 
without surcease. The other fight—the war of 
influence, fought in drawing rooms and receptions—
was not gone either, not as long as a head of House 
drew breath, not as long as they still could dream of 
being crowned the winner. 
 On and on, through deserted corridors; past doors 
open a fraction with only a glimmer of faces beyond 
them, a hint of clustered bodies pressed against the 
wooden panels. She'd ordered the children, the 
mortal ones, to stay indoors, and the other 
dependents of the House would not dare to come 
out—afraid, and why shouldn't they be?  
 ‘Victoire!’ 
 Thau had been running, out of breath, his own suit 
askew on his thin frame, his olive skin flushed, 
glistening with sweat. ‘Victoire!’ 
 She said nothing for a moment, stared into his 
eyes and then looked away because of the raw fear 
she saw in them. 
 ‘I wanted—’ he stopped; then he said, ‘I don't want 
to go. Please—’ 
 He'd come to her once when he'd broken one of 
the House's crystal glasses, bringing her the pieces 
and looking up to her, bracing himself for a rebuke. 
Victoire had smiled and said that it didn't matter, that 
they had plenty of other glasses.  
 Today, she had no such words. She could ... but, 
no, she couldn't afford to show him favour. She 
couldn't afford to lie—if she was found out, the price 
would be even more terrible than the one she was 
already paying. 
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 ‘You should be with the others,’ Victoire said 
gently.  
 His face darkened slowly, as if a door within him 
was closing forever. ‘Victoire—’ 
 ‘I'm sorry,’ she said, and it was a lie because she 
couldn't say what she felt, couldn't put the tearing 
within her into words. ‘Please go.’ 
 As he ran away from her—in utter silence, broken 
only by the rapid sound of his breathing, as if he were 
struggling not to cry—as the world around her 
seemed to bend and waver, seemed to become 
unbearably sharp, she heard Amaranth speak. ‘Was 
this how you wanted to be remembered?’ 
 Victoire shook her head. ‘I don't expect anything.’ 
She'd woken up at night—staring at the dark skies 
above her with a prayer on her lips, with a cry for 
guidance, and no answer but the growing certainty 
within her like a shard of broken glass. ‘Forgiveness, 
perhaps, but it's not necessary.’ And not hers to 
give—never hers to give. 
 Amaranth's lips pursed, but she said nothing. She 
didn't need to.  
 

* * * 
 
‘You're the head of the House. My condolences.’ For 
a moment Victoire thought the speaker was mortal, 
but then she saw the slight sheen to the skin, the 
slight cast to the cheekbones, and the way the body 
rested lightly on the floor, as if yearning for 
unattainable flight. ‘I'm Calyce,’ the Fallen said, her 
face creased in a smile. She wore a yellow-and-white 
uniform with no insignia. ‘Head of House Shellac.’ 
 They were a minor House near the southeast of 
Paris, beleaguered and stretched thin; Calyce's weary 
condolences sounded sincere in a way that Victoire 
hadn't heard since the beginning of the reception. 
‘Thank you,’ Victoire said. She was still watching 
Amaranth talk to Morningstar and the way those 
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closest to their conversation would stop and turn to 
stare at Morningstar.  
 ‘He's the centre of attention, isn't he?’ Calyce 
sounded mildly amused. ‘As usual. Did he speak to 
you?’ 
 ‘For a while,’ Victoire said warily.  
 If you don't show the other Houses that you're 
strong—if you don't seize your opportunity to do 
something loud and ruthless—then you'll vanish. 
 Calyce smiled again. She reached for a canapé 
from the buffet, staring at the pâté spread on rye 
bread as if she knew every coin this had cost, every 
hour of trying to disguise the paltry food reserves in 
the kitchen. ‘He means well—he genuinely doesn't 
care whether you rise or fall. But he's forgotten what it 
means to be powerless.’ 
 ‘Forgotten?’ 
 ‘Fair point.’ Calyce swallowed her canapé in one 
gulp. ‘He's never known.’ 
 ‘And you do?’ In spite of herself, Victoire was 
amused. ‘Are you queuing to give me advice, as 
well?’  
 Calyce shrugged. ‘I know what it is to be at the 
bottom of the heap, to be small and disregarded. But 
no, I won't give you advice, if that's not what you 
want.’ She stared again at the walls around them—
the paint barely dry, the candles thin, placed so it 
wouldn't be obvious they could only afford a few. ‘Just 
company, for the evening.’ 
 ‘With no strings attached?’ Victoire couldn't help it. 
‘I'm sorry. It's just that—’ 
 ‘Everyone has come here to mock, or gain 
advantage, or both?’ Calyce smiled again. ‘Consider 
it ... kinship. And my desire to have a quiet evening 
that's not about politics, for once. Or the war.’ She 
grimaced. ‘You're doing a good job, honestly.’ 
 ‘I wish I was,’ Victoire said. She knew they were all 
watching her, wondering when she would finally fail, 
when they could take Lazarus apart for scraps. 
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Except Morningstar: Calyce was right, he probably 
didn't care one way or another. ‘The only wealth of 
this House is our dependents, and it feels like a case 
of too many mouths to feed.’ 
 ‘Fallen magic,’ Calyce said with a shrug. ‘It's 
wealth, of a sort.’ 
 But it couldn't create food, or even heal the 
gravely wounded. It couldn't give them a future, keep 
them together against the depredations of the other 
Houses, the ones busy killing each other in the 
streets, the ones who hungered only for power and 
for weapons they could use to destroy each other. ‘I 
just want us to be safe,’ Victoire said. Eugénie's mad 
dream, the one they'd all believed in, the only thought 
that drove her now. The House depended on her, and 
all she could see ahead of her was failure.  
 Calyce's face was dark. ‘In a time of war, safety 
might be too much to ask for. I wish—’ She picked up 
a champagne glass, twirled it between her fingers. 
Light spread beneath her fingertips, so that for a 
moment the beverage seemed liquid gold. ‘No, never 
mind. We weren't given peace, and we're not the 
ones with the power to stop any of it.’ 
 ‘Have you—’ there was no polite way to ask this, 
but this had gone beyond politeness, after all. ‘Have 
you lost many people?’ 
 ‘Too many.’ Calyce sipped at the champagne, 
watching the groups drift across the room. ‘Bodies is 
the toll we pay, isn't it? Our only wealth.’ Her voice 
was bitter. ‘Graveyards and alchemists' laboratories 
to strip every scrap of Fallen magic from their corpses 
and put it into service again. But we're alive. We still 
have a place in the order of the city.’ 
 Whereas Lazarus—wounded and leaderless—had 
none. Calyce must have seen Victoire's face; she 
shook her head sadly. ‘You'll find a way,’ she said. 
‘It's just a matter of time.’ 
 ‘Thank you,’ Victoire said. She didn't have time, 
and they both knew it. There were soldiers outside, 
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fighting each other, and the moment the illusion 
dropped—the moment other Houses realised that 
Lazarus had nothing to protect them, nothing to keep 
them together, that conquering them would be as 
easy as punching through paper—then they were 
gone, and all the other Houses would either join in or 
look the other way.  
 Calyce set her glass aside. ‘If you'll excuse me,’ 
she said, grimacing. ‘My masters call.’ One of the 
Hawthorn delegates—a thin, dapper Fallen with horn-
rimmed glasses and the lean face of a hunting 
hound—was looking straight at her.  
 Masters. Of course she had alliances. Of course 
she wasn't neutral. No one could afford to be, 
Morningstar had said. Only the strong.  
 Calyce was already gone: Victoire saw her bow 
down to the Fallen and then start talking to him 
animatedly. The Fallen made a small, stabbing 
gesture with one hand; and Calyce moved closer, 
bending her head to listen to him.  
 Victoire looked for Morningstar, and found him at 
the centre of a little court—five or six members of 
different Houses, standing entranced by him like 
moths in candlelight, scarcely aware they would burn 
alive when the flame became too intense. 
 If you don't show the other Houses that you're 
strong... 
 A show of strength. But strength was for the 
strong, wasn't it? And they didn't have anything, any 
wealth, any power, anything that would be 
convincing. Calyce was right: Morningstar moved in a 
wholly different world, and even his advice, well-
meant as it was, was for those in his wake—the 
powerful, the victors.  
 A show of strength. She didn't have anything, 
except— 
 Except the wealth of Lazarus. 
 Slowly, as if in a trance, Victoire found herself 
walking back towards Morningstar, found the crowd 
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parting for her—the hounds, eagerly baying for blood, 
eagerly waiting to see her throw herself, again and 
again, at the walls of her cage.  
 He watched her come closer, his face grave. His 
courtiers scattered; silence surrounded them, until it 
seemed they were the only two people in the room. 
‘We need to talk,’ Victoire said, aghast at her own 
temerity. ‘In private.’ 
 ‘Of course,’ Morningstar said, and his smile 
seemed to illuminate the entire room until everything 
was drowned in its cold, merciless radiance.  
 

* * * 
 
He was waiting for her at the entrance to House 
Lazarus, his fair hair ruffled by the wind, his metal 
wings casting a long, blurred shadow on the steps. 
‘Lady Victoire. What a pleasure.’ His presence was ... 
like a storm, like wildfire—she wanted to walk closer, 
to be taken apart piece by piece, remade into one of 
his weapons, to feel that gaze on her, flaying layer 
after layer of skin with exquisite pain. Except, of 
course, that she held no interest for him. Not today.  
 ‘My Lord,’ she said, bowing, as Calyce had bowed 
to the delegate of House Hawthorn. 
 ‘Shall we?’ Morningstar asked.  
 They were all gathered below in the courtyard 
before the House: all her youngest Fallen, her 
children, Eugénie's children—Nerea and Thau and 
Mavadeus and Sativer, Luscene and Celeste and 
Zeni and Kaila—all the names in her nightmares, a 
litany of loss. Eight of them, all so young, so achingly 
naive—like Nerea, like Thau—unaware of all the 
ways the world can reach out and wound them, again 
and again, in places they didn't even know existed.  
 ‘I can't—’ Victoire started. Amaranth crushed her 
hand, and the words shrivelled in her throat. She 
could read Amaranth's expression: she might 
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disapprove of the decision, but she would die before 
she allowed Victoire to show weakness.  
 Amaranth didn't understand, not really, that it was 
too late. That what had been required all along wasn't 
a show of strength; but a show of weakness, 
something that showed them as small and 
insignificant and unworthy of the other Houses' 
attention.  
 She didn't understand that it was a surrender. 
 ‘Half,’ Victoire said slowly, carefully, her voice a 
croak. 
 ‘Of course,’ Morningstar said.  
 ‘You—’ Be kind to them, she wanted to say, and 
he must have guessed at what she would say 
because he smiled. 
 ‘That will no longer be your concern, Lady Victoire. 
I'll do as I please.’ 
 The wealth of the House. Not its money or its 
influence or the spells they might have mastered, but 
its children. Its Fallen children. 
 Victoire bowed gravely to Morningstar and 
stopped halfway down the stairs. She watched him 
pace before the lines of young Fallen, watched them 
flinch at first and then bend towards him, caught in 
the maelstrom of his presence—Thau's face glazed, 
frozen in fear; Nerea holding herself straight, playing 
with her rings to hide the tremor in her hands; 
Mavadeus smiling, as if unaware of the tension in the 
air, but he had to... 
 Half. The half that Morningstar judged fit for 
service—the young, the vulnerable, the ones he could 
mould as he wished—and she didn't know what he 
was going to use them for. She didn't even know if he 
was going to take them apart for their magic. 
 Amaranth was waiting behind her, silent, 
disapproving. Victoire had to—she had to walk behind 
Morningstar, to show that it was her decision too, to 
look them in the eye as they were weighed and 
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labelled like meat at market. She owed them that, at 
the least. 
 Was this how you wanted to be remembered? 
Amaranth had asked, and she had no good answer. 
Had never had any because there had been no other 
choice. Because there was a price to pay to be safe; 
a show of weakness to be made, rolling over like a 
dog offering itself for slaughter. Because even the 
ones who weren't chosen and dragged to Silverspires 
would remember, now and forever, that they had 
stood in line before the House, that Morningstar had 
prowled before them and passed them over. That 
Victoire had let it happen, and no amount of 
explanations and justifications—no matter how right 
she was in the end—would erase that. There were no 
excuses she could offer to the sacrificed.  
 ‘We will survive,’ she said—to Amaranth, to Thau, 
to the darkened skies above her, to whatever ghosts 
might be watching her. ‘The House will survive.’  
 It was paltry reassurance, a thin comfort that had 
nothing of warmth; but it was all she had, all she 
could cling to against the encroaching darkness, 
against the choices of the war. 
 Slowly, deliberately—as ramrod straight as a 
queen in her own country—Victoire gathered the folds 
of her skirt, and descended the steps towards the 
courtyard to walk beside Morningstar—to stand 
before her children in that frozen instant before she 
lost them forever.[GdM] 
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