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From	the	Editor	
	

ADRIAN	COLLINS	
	
	

 
On the 6th of November, 2015, our friend, colleague, 
and fellow grimdark enthusiast Kennet Rowan 
Gencks passed away unexpectedly. 
 
This one is for you, mate. 
  
 
 
Adrian Collins 
Founder 
 
Connect with the Grimdark Magazine team at: 
 
facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine 
twitter.com/AdrianGdMag  
grimdarkmagazine.com  
plus.google.com/+AdrianCollinsGdM/ 
pinterest.com/AdrianGdM/  
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A	Fair	Man	
A	story	from	The	Vault	of	Heaven	

PETER	ORULLIAN	
	
	

 
Pit Row reeked of sweat. And fear.  
 Heavy sun fell across the necks of those who 
waited their turn in the pit. Some sat in silence, 
weapons like afterthoughts in their laps. Others 
trembled and chattered to anyone who’d spare a 
moment to listen. Fallow dust lazed around them all. 
The smell of old earth newly turned. Graves being 
dug constantly for those who died fighting in the pit. 
Mikel walked the row, one hand on his blade, the 
other holding the day’s list.  
 He passed a big man sitting in a spray of straw. 
The fellow wore several brands across his chest. A 
prisoner. More than forty fights. Each win burned into 
his flesh with a simple hash. He’d die in chains. Or 
die in the pit. Blood caked his left foot below an iron 
manacle that had torn up the flesh of his ankle. Dust 
clung to his sweaty skin. The prisoner didn’t look up 
at Mikel, any more than he blinked away the fly 
drinking at the corner of his eye. But there was 
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something foreign about the man. And something 
menacing. Indifference? 
 Further down, a young man practiced thrust and 
parry combinations, his boots lifting more dust into 
the hot haze. The fellow narrated each movement, 
the tone of his voice like a man trying to convince 
himself he’d survive the pit. Mikel hated this type. Not 
because they sought glory. No one was that stupid. It 
was desperation. The pup had a bit of training and 
had almost certainly wagered on his own victory, 
hoping to turn a few thin plugs. The young man’s sad, 
nicked sword told the story of his need.  
 Across from the pup came a hissing laugh. Mikel 
turned to see an old pit survivor. Jackman. An 
incomplete fellow. One arm. Wood stump beneath his 
left knee. A face that whitened around scars when he 
smiled. The bastard kept a list of his own. Odds for 
bettors. He limped up beside Mikel to watch the pup 
dance.  
 He said nothing for a long moment, then took a 
deep breath through his nose. ‘Smell it?’ 
 ‘Just you.’ Mikel turned to finish his round. 
 Jackman caught him with his one good hand. 
‘Pup’s already dead. He just doesn’t have the sense 
to lay down in the grave yet.’ The hissing laugh 
followed. ‘Ten seconds for ten coins.’ 
 Mikel gave the pup another look. The young man 
would never best a pit fighter. He’d die wearing the 
surprised look of a man who’d thought too much of 
his own skill. Mikel stared into the milky eyes of the 
odds maker, anger burning at the truth of it.  
 ‘Maybe,’ he finally said. He pushed two thin plugs 
into Jackman’s dirty palm, taking the odds, and 
crossed to the pup. ‘Your sword arm is slow. Don’t 
use it to attack, only defend. Then jab with your knife 
hand. You’re faster there. Be patient. Winning is more 
important than looking heroic.’ 
 The boy stared, confused, but nodded. Mikel 
clapped his shoulder and returned to the row. And the 
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list. Jackman called after him, ‘Don’t go frustrating my 
odds, you whoreson! Leave the row alone.’ 
 Toward the end of Pit Row, he found a man with 
thin shoulders seated on a tree stump. List said he 
was a debtor. In front of the man knelt a woman 
beside two children. The young ones stood quietly, 
around them all the feeling of goodbye. 
 The man had calloused hands, but no weapon. 
The list shared no further details. 
 Mikel approached. ‘I don’t see a blade. Do you 
have one?’ 
 ‘Was told they’d give me something,’ the man 
said, his eyes still fixed on the ground. 
 ‘What are you good with?’ Mikel asked. 
 He finally looked up. ‘I’m a cobbler.’ 
 ‘A debtor,’ Mikel added.  
 ‘Money was for a roll of boot leather and some 
mink oil. And they took me in the morning on my day 
of payment.’ 
 The cobbler didn’t need to say more. It was a 
common practice. Take a borrower before he can pay 
all. Especially one with an interesting story for the pit. 
Makes better theatre. Spectators root louder, bet 
emotionally. And what better story than a simple boot 
maker fighting against impossible odds for his wife 
and children. Would love prove stronger than an 
opponent long acquainted with this theatre court? 
And when the cobbler died, his death would stir a 
moment’s regret in its witnesses. And all would feel 
blessed not to be in the pit. All would feel a moment’s 
humanity.  
 Keeps the pit fights from becoming routine. Keeps 
its patrons from disinterest. 
 And it wasn’t fair. None of it. 
 ‘You ever handle a weapon? Ever fight?’ Mikel 
asked, surveying the man’s family. 
 ‘I make shoes,’ he replied.  
 These children would be fatherless by dusk. For 
the price of a hide and some bootseal. Deafened 
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gods. Mikel stood silent and shared a knowing look 
with the man. The cobbler knew it, too. Only the little 
ones might be unaware.  
 This fellow was not a gambler. Not a whore-
monger. Not a spender beyond his means. He was a 
cobbler who’d bought material enough to earn a 
week’s keep. And fallen behind.  
 Sent to Pit Row for sport. For good measure. For 
the law. For the entertainment of those who walked 
on marble floors and drank water chilled. 
 Deafened gods.  
 Mikel stared at the cobbler’s little girl and thought 
of his own daughter. Soon to reach her cycle. Soon to 
visit one of those homes with marble floors and 
chilled water . . . 
 . . . Mikel let that alone for now.  
 He took out his writing lead and scratched out the 
man’s name. 
 ‘What are you doing?’ the cobbler asked. ‘It’ll go 
worse for me if I don’t—‘ 
 Mikel raised a hand to silence him. ‘Go home.’  
 The cobbler stood, looking Mikel in the eyes for a 
long time. Then he proffered his hand in thanks. The 
surprise of it almost caused Mikel to smile. Almost. 
The man had a grip every bit as tight as Mikel’s own. 
He then gathered his family and left Pit Row. 
 Mikel looked back at the list and wrote his own 
name into the blank. 
 

* * * 
 
Sword and shield held loosely at his sides, Mikel 
stepped into the pit. Blood old and new stained the 
dry ground. Around the perimeter, the bodies of the 
fallen lay strewn, reminders of the stakes. The pup 
was among them. Behind Mikel, the door shut and 
the cross-brace slammed into place. A moment later, 
a boulder of a man ducked through the opposite door. 
When Mikel’s opponent stood up straight . . . Silent 
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gods. The cobbler had drawn the pit fighter with the 
branded chest.  
 He remembered thinking the man looked foreign. 
The branded giant stood an arm’s length taller than 
Mikel. His limbs twice as thick. In his broad face 
resided that indifference.  
 He’s Inveterae, Mikel realized. Inveterae were a 
race from beyond the Pall Mountains. Some said they 
felt no pain. No emotion. The perfect pit fighter. Mikel 
now noticed brands over much of the rest of the 
man’s skin. This Inveterae was either a decorated 
soldier or a traded commodity with a long history of 
owners. Or both. 
 They were called to the centre of the pit to face the 
prince and his coterie. Mikel realized he might be 
recognized by one of the platform captains, so he 
scooped up some of the blood-drenched earth and 
smeared his face and beard with it, making it appear 
an elaborate ritual. 
 When he and his opponent came foot to foot, a 
chill shivered through him. Not fear of the match. Or 
even of dying, exactly. He’d felt the closeness of 
mortality before. This was different. This was the 
feeling of standing next to a creature who didn’t fight 
with fear. Or aggression. Or anger. Or even to win, 
necessarily. This was the feeling of a fighter who 
simply put down whatever stood up in front of him. 
Without care. Without concern for himself. 
 A perfect killer. 
 Mikel would never best him. Any more than the 
cobbler would have. 
 Together they turned to face the prince. Aron was 
the prince’s given name. He’d dubbed himself 
Aronal—the “al” appended by most of the new 
aristocracy to suggest they served all the people. It 
was a feeble and transparent attempt at democracy, 
further betrayed by the prince’s attire. Aronal took 
great pleasure in how he dressed. Loved clothes that 
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proved difficult to acquire. Especially boots, which he 
had polished several times a day.  
 Aronal held a long pause, drawing attention to 
himself. A hint of a smile turned his lips up at the 
corners. All self-congratulation that smile was. Smug 
as every last hell. Mikel hated the sight of it. 
Especially because the prince had a way of turning it 
beneficent when he needed to.  
 Aronal began to announce the match. ‘It is 
civilized of us to resolve our disputes . . .’ 
 Mikel heard very little, instead seeing the young 
girl beside the prince. Today’s offering. What was 
she, twelve? Maybe thirteen? A fledgling woman 
come to her cycle, and so taken into the prince’s 
company for his entertainment. Until he tired of her. 
The Monarch’s Privilege. The girl stared out with 
deadened eyes, looking small. 
 ‘. . . from the land of the Bourne. Never defeated . 
. .’ 
 Mikel’s own daughter would reach her cycle soon. 
Would she sit here like this young one? Would she 
watch death with dead eyes? Would she have to 
learn such things so early and hard and lose 
something of herself?  
 ‘. . . against a simple cobbler. A good man who fell 
behind. Whose family . . .’ 
 That’s when Mikel noticed two young boys behind 
the prince. Each with the same dead look in their 
eyes. Around them sat men and women in stainless 
clothes, woven of Soren Silk, sharing quiet 
conversation and amusements. They were a new 
caste. A new ruling class, whose rule was 
lawlessness for themselves.  
 And yet they kept the peace. 
 They took their privileges, but the roads were safe. 
 And I’m a part of it. I carry their lists.  
 Because the law mattered. Keeping people safe 
mattered. And so sacrifices must be made. It was a 
fair trade.  
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 But early arrest wasn’t fair. A cobbler against an 
Inveterae wasn’t fair. Mikel had taken the boot 
maker’s place thinking his own skill against a pit 
fighter would be a fairer match. Maybe even that he’d 
have the advantage. He was a skilled wrestler, after 
all. And this pit, where he’d competed, had once been 
a place of high sport. And he usually won. Nowadays, 
though, he mostly taught his little ones how to defend 
themselves. And today he’d be fighting an Inveterae. 
Even his skill didn’t make it a fair match. He would 
leave his wife a widow and his children fatherless. 
 He’d seen these pit fights a thousand times. The 
prince or another of the new aristocracy would tell the 
story of the fighters in dramatic detail, while blood-
thirsty revellers listened in rapt attention. A few 
tattered pennants would flap in the breeze like tired 
accompaniment. And at the end, instructions for the 
match would be laid out. A few simple rules. When to 
start fighting. An invocation to honour. 
 Mikel listened closely now. Waiting.  
 Prince Aronal raised his palms toward them, like a 
grateful benefactor. ‘The match will start when I say 
“begin”.’  
 Without moving his feet, Mikel swept his sword up 
and thrust it into the Inveterae’s throat. Blood sprayed 
from the gaping wound, splashing across his hand 
and arm. The Inveterae dropped to his knees as the 
crowd gasped. Growled complaints rose on the hot 
afternoon air. 
 Mikel drove the blade deeper into the other’s flesh, 
pushing the Inveterae to his back. Blood covered the 
giant’s neck, but it made no attempt to fight back or 
remove the blade or staunch the flow.  
 When Mikel came near, that chill shivered through 
him again—the Inveterae’s indifferent eyes hadn’t 
changed. They looked at him, as if waiting to die. 
Though he thought he saw something else. A small 
flicker of acknowledgement. Gratitude maybe. 
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 Then the blood stopped flowing. The Inveterae’s 
eyes stopped seeing. 
 ‘You’re a coward,’ called the prince. ‘You’ve 
disrespected our rules—‘ 
 ‘No,’ Mikel said, turning. ‘You said the match 
would start when you said “begin”.’ 
 Aronal considered for a long moment. A small 
smile crept upon his lips. ‘Clever.’ He raised his arms 
to the pit theatre. ‘Our match champion,’ he 
announced. ‘And the day’s fastest win by more than a 
full minute.’  
 A roar ascended all around as Mikel walked from 
the pit to find Jackman. The pup had beaten the 
odds; Mikel had twenty plugs to collect. 
 

* * * 
 
Night came on full as Mikel patrolled the Tides. Sever 
Ens wasn’t a port town. It had no harbor. But it had a 
traveller’s district. Cheap rooms. Cheap food. And a 
plug bought you a seat at any table of odds. Whores 
were easy to come by, too. Male whores made 
double the rest, as they tended to have a broader 
tolerance for risk. The Tides was where drifters rolled 
through Sever Ens. Where people washed up on its 
shores and away again as if drawn by one of the 
dominant moons. 
 Mikel walked the south side of the market street, 
keeping a close eye on idlers. Experience had taught 
him idlers in the Tides were either flimflam men, or 
marks. Trouble either way. On each side of the street, 
every thirty paces, stood a thick post topped with a 
lamp—an attempt to discourage pickpockets and the 
like. The lamps created pools of darkness that 
needed to be managed closely. 
 At the edge of light thrown by one of these street 
lanterns, an old man strolled. Men do, sometimes, 
when their luck has been good at the tables. Stupid 
thing. Beating one set of odds makes them confident 
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enough to walk as if they haven’t anyplace to be. 
Mikel wondered, though, if it wasn’t as simple as 
feeling a little contentment. The fear of debt once 
removed—if only for an hour’s time—allows a man to 
imagine happiness. And happiness is rarely hurried.  
 Into the old man’s path stepped a street scamp. 
Gunnysack jacket. Smears of coal on his cheeks. 
Part costume for a mark, part disguise against a man 
like Mikel.  
 The waif—maybe twelve years old—petitioned the 
old man. Mikel couldn’t hear the words, but he 
recognized the tone easy enough.  A palm went up. 
Suspicion in the old man’s shoulders fell to 
compassion, and his hand went into his pocket. 
 The lad pointed to the mouth of the alley. Mikel 
started to run after them. The old man followed the 
scamp into the shadows. By the time Mikel rounded 
the corner and turned up the alleyway, the old man 
was surrounded by seven waifs—three boys, four 
girls. Each held a knife.  
 ‘Enough,’ Mikel called, rushing to the old man’s 
assistance. 
 Behind him—as he knew would happen—three 
more scamps closed in to block his retreat. Didn’t 
matter. Alley kids folded when you crushed the will of 
their leader. Mikel needed to quickly identify which 
one led this gang. Then either talk him out of his prize 
or pound him senseless.  
 ‘They’ve robbed me,’ the old man said, pointing to 
a boy who wore a satchel over his shoulder.  
 Too easy, Mikel thought. The leader wouldn’t be 
wearing an obvious telltale.  
 ‘Doesn’t concern you, coat,’ said one of the girls. 
‘You can go back the way you came. No harm. But if 
you stay to play hero, you’re getting cut.’ 
 Men who carried the city’s lists—like Mikel—or 
walked patrol, or kept the peace, were called ‘coats’.  
Not because their coats matched, as a uniform might, 
but because they had a coat in the first place. 
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Authority to act in the name of the ruling seat was a 
piece of paper folded into a waxed pouch against his 
chest.  
 ‘No one’s getting cut,’ Mikel said, nearing the 
circle. ‘And no one’s getting robbed. Return the coin, 
and I won’t drop you into a work camp.’ 
 These kids wouldn’t have parents. Not in the 
sense that it would be a threat to invoke their names. 
And jail was out. Scamps were too young for that. But 
the work camps. Worse than jail they were. And Mikel 
didn’t make idle threats. 
 ‘You’ve not walked a turn in the Tides in a while, 
have you, coat.’ One of the girls turned to face him. 
Hers was a different kind of confidence. It wasn’t the 
same as the Inveterae’s, but it lived in that direction. 
Scary as every last hell to see that look on one so 
young. 
 ‘Tides are always the same,’ Mikel replied. ‘Just 
like you.’ He swept an arm at the lot of them. 
 Before she could reply, the old man leapt at the 
boy with the satchel and clubbed him in the side of 
the face with a hand-length cudgel he’d had hidden 
beneath his belt. The boy went down hard, his head 
cracking on the cobblestones. 
 Immediately, another boy leapt onto the old man’s 
back, taking him in a choke hold. Another swept the 
man’s legs, dropping him to the alley floor. A second 
girl pounced, slicing two of the old man’s fingers 
clean off. He screamed and grabbed his hand, 
squeezing back the blood. 
 The girl in front of Mikel never moved. Never took 
her eyes from him. And Mikel had had enough of this 
gods-damned business. He started toward her, his 
sword ready. Two steps and she flashed her hands. A 
half-moment later something entered his cheek with a 
searing pain. Mikel stopped and pulled a long, sturdy 
pin from his face. A third of it coated with blood. 
Delicate fletching made it something slightly more 
than a sewing needle. 
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 ‘I would have put that in your eye, but I don’t want 
you coming back.’ The girl casually raised a second 
pin between them, staring at him over its tip. ‘Take it 
as a warning, and get the hell out of my alley.’ 
 The old man on the ground moaned, still held 
tightly in a choke hold. That’s when Mikel saw it, the 
pendant hanging on the old man’s chest—the prince’s 
seal. This was a member of Aronal’s coterie. An 
official man.  
 That’s also when Mikel realized the old man hadn’t 
come into the alley for charity’s sake. There’d been 
an unseemly proposition. It hadn’t been compassion 
that relaxed the old man’s shoulders. It had been the 
ease of filling an appetite. The carnal kind. For this 
old man, it seemed Privilege wasn’t enough. 
 But Mikel wouldn’t leave him here. Didn’t matter 
the circumstance or danger. Ten against one. Not 
fair. Even if they were kids. Though, perhaps it would 
be two against ten, assuming the old man could be 
expected to defend himself if Mikel pushed this. 
 He stared at the girl and her pin for an 
uncomfortably long time. He meant to make them 
uncertain about what he’d do. Mostly, he was thinking 
about her age. 
 ‘How old are you?’ he asked, his voice softer now. 
 ‘I don’t work on my back,’ the girl said. 
 ‘Twelve?’ he asked. ‘Fourteen at the outside?’ 
 She frowned and spat at his feet. ‘You want part of 
the take. That it? Because you know you could put a 
couple of us down before we cut you through. And 
you think we won’t make the tradeoff?’ 
 He shook his head. ‘You took to the streets rather 
than—‘ 
 ‘Men and women who wear silk don’t have 
Privileges in the Tides.’ She twirled the pin deftly 
between her fingers.  
 But that was bluster. The law had every name on 
a list. Every name. Save drifters. And Mikel was paid 
to keep drifters moving in and out. These scamps and 
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gillers were refugees who’d escaped the Privileges. 
For now. And to survive in the Tides, they ran 
together and fleeced whomever they could.  
 It made sense to Mikel now, where it hadn’t 
before. The packs of children. The crime. The killings. 
 He studied the pin he’d pulled from his cheek. He 
guessed this scamp’s mother had given her a leather 
sewing kit as a means to provide for herself when she 
left her to the Tides—to escape the touch of Privilege.  
My silent gods, he thought. Anna, his daughter, would 
be this age in a few years’ time. 
 ‘Easy,’ he said, and reached into his coat for a bag 
full of coins—his take from Jackman on the pup’s 
odds. ‘Let him go, and I’ll make him square with my 
own money. You keep your take and go the hell 
home.’ 
 The girl’s eyebrows arched in surprise, then her 
eyes narrowed. ‘What trick?’ 
 Mikel ignored the question. ‘I’ll see him to a 
physicker for his fingers. And if we meet again, I’ll go 
hard on you for this.’ He waved the pin and tossed it 
aside. 
 ‘Maybe we’ll take your coins, too,’ she said, her 
fingers tensing on the pin in her hand. 
 ‘You’re welcome to try,’ replied Mikel, hefting his 
bag to jingle the coins. ‘But I won these by frustrating 
the prince’s odds maker at the pit. So these are 
winnings that stole wine from Privileged bellies.’ 
 The girl laughed, and lowered her pin. Then she 
took several steps toward Mikel, coming up close to 
see him clearly through the shadows. ‘We’re not 
looking to be saved. We don’t need your sympathy.’ 
 Softly so that the others wouldn’t hear, he said, 
‘That’s horseshit.’ 
 She smiled. 
 ‘I’ve made a fair offer. Are we made?’ 
 The girl motioned with her hand, and the scamps 
disappeared into the alley. She backed slowly away, 
looking frailer in the darkness with each retreating 
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step. The Tides would get her eventually. That much 
was sure. But not today. And she’d go with brighter 
eyes when the odds caught up with her. But they’d be 
odds she chose herself. 
 

* * * 
 
Weeks of walking the Tides exhausted him. In every 
possible way. Coming home to his family was Mikel’s 
only relief. Small concerns and wrestling with his little 
ones. Chores and simple repairs. Laughter. 
 Then one day entering his home, he felt a 
graveside stillness. The air was heavy. The silence 
loud. On an old chair in the corner, his wife, Mable, 
sat rocking their youngest child. Beside her sat the 
cobbler he’d saved from the pit, holding a pair of 
shoes. 
 ‘What is this?’ He stepped in, surveying the rest of 
the room. No one else. ‘Where is Anna?’ 
 His wife looked up at him, unable to speak, her 
face pale and tear-stained. 
 The cobbler broke the silence. ‘I came to give her 
these,’ he said, glancing at the shoes in his hands. 
‘For what you did for me and my family. This is how I 
found her.’ 
 Mikel knelt beside her. ‘Mable, where is Anna?’ he 
asked again. 
 Tears rolled down her cheeks. But she could only 
shake her head. 
 Privilege. But so early? 
 It didn’t matter that he’d known this day would 
come. It didn’t matter that he’d sometimes thought the 
tradeoff for safety was worth the price of Privilege. It 
didn’t matter that it was the law. The thought of his 
little girl taken into the hands of the prince and his 
cronies to be used for their pleasure and amusement 
tore at him. His heart hammered with anger and fear 
and helplessness. His mind raced with images no 
parent should have to imagine.  
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 Before he knew what he was doing, he’d stood 
and started for the ruling manors. For the prince. 
 The cobbler said something behind him, but he 
didn’t register the words.  
 

* * * 
 
At the sentry gate, he showed his paper of 
authorization. The prince’s seal and signature got him 
past the guards. At the manor doors, he did the 
same, claiming that Prince Aronal had requested a 
personal report on the state of the Tides—he dropped 
a hint of “special taxes”, money lay at the top of the 
prince’s concerns. 
 The doormen took Mikel’s sword and knife—a 
precaution at all ruling manors. Then a man in a red 
velvet uniform ushered him personally up two sets of 
stairs to a set of double doors guarded by four men. 
He showed his authorization paper again; one of the 
guards knocked softly on the private chamber door. 
 Some moments later came the reply, ‘Can’t it 
wait?’ 
 ‘It’s the Tides, sir. Something about new taxes,’ 
said the usher. 
 Another delay and then, ‘Very well. Come.’ 
 The usher bowed and opened the door. If Prince 
Aronal’s attire was extravagant, his bedchamber was 
grotesque in its lavishness. It smacked of the 
careless spending a man does when he’s had a 
bounteous night of gambling in the Tides. Art covered 
the walls—the styles foreign, and so expensive to 
import. Rugs of intricate design stretched to every 
corner of the room. And there stood no less than six 
refreshment tables, laden with wines, cheeses, fruits, 
pastries, and thin meats.  
 And the jewel of it all was the bed. An oversized 
piece of furniture—clearly commissioned—with 
Aronal’s likeness graven into the wood in dramatic 
relief. The bed had four immense posts, and sheer 
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drapes pulled back, as if the man wanted to be seen 
sleeping. 
 Mikel had only taken two strides into the room, 
when he nearly fell. 
 Lying on the prince’s bed . . . was Anna. Her eyes 
red. Her lips trembling. One hand tied to the bed post 
by a length of rope. 
 Mikel found strength enough to signal that she 
shouldn’t acknowledge him. ‘Sire, I’ve news. But I 
doubt you’ll want your man here when I share it.’ 
 Aronal was pouring a glass of dark liquor. Smelled 
like plum brandy, but tapped too soon, as if by 
impatient hands. He turned, nodded to the usher, who 
bowed and withdrew, closing the door. 
 ‘And you are?’ asked the prince. 
 ‘Mikel Richerds, sire. I enforce your laws.’ 
 ‘I’m not aware of new taxes in the Tides,’ Aronal 
replied, unimpressed, ‘so, I’ll assume you have an 
enterprise to propose. Something that profits us both. 
Thus your request for privacy, yes?’ 
 Mikel forced himself not to look at his daughter. He 
couldn’t think straight when seeing the fear in her 
eyes. And he needed a clear head for this. 
 ‘Sire, your Privilege has brought my daughter to 
your bed.’ Mikel motioned to Anna. 
 Aronal’s eyes scanned Mikel, ensuring he’d been 
relieved of his weapons. Then he took a long draught 
of his brandy, smiling behind his glass. ‘So, you’ve 
come to ask for an exception.’ 
 ‘I serve your law,’ Mikel answered. ‘I carry your 
lists. I walk the Tides. I keep my opinions to myself, 
because I like that our roads are safe.’ 
 ‘You have opinions?’ Aronal laughed softly, 
mockingly. ‘Well, I’d like to hear them.’ 
 Mikel closed his eyes and shook his head. ‘That’s 
not what I meant, sire. I’m sorry. I just understand that 
a man has to give to receive. There are trades we 
make.’ 
 ‘Like Privilege,’ Aronal followed, goading him. 
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 ‘I used to think so,’ Mikel replied. ‘I used to think 
that it’s not really a trade if the thing you give up 
means nothing. Costs nothing. But now . . .’ 
 ‘Yes?’ Aronal spared a look at Anna, whose 
powered face was streaked with tears. Her eyes 
asked for help. 
 ‘The price is too high . . . and she’s not yours to 
take.’ 
 ‘Do you think, perhaps, that’s for me to decide?’ 
said the prince, lowering a hand to the blade at his 
belt. 
 ‘No,’ Mikel said earnestly. He struggled with the 
words. ‘I’m not a law maker. But I know what’s fair. 
I’ve kept your pits moving, made sure the fights were 
satisfying. I’ve patrolled the drift that rolls through 
Sever Ens, ensured they left as much coin as they 
took, and kept your taxpayers alive.’ He looked the 
prince straight. ‘It’s fair for me to ask this favour.’ 
 Aronal offered a conciliatory laugh. ‘My good man, 
I appreciate your service. The city’s in your debt. But I 
think the personal nature of today’s Privilege has 
clouded your thinking. That’s understandable. But I 
assure you, I will be . . . delicate.’ 
 ‘As will I,’ came a voice. Its owner stepped from 
behind a large bureau on the other side of the bed. 
 The old man. 
 His one hand still bandaged, he held a crystal 
goblet in the other, his cheeks ruddy with drink. 
‘When a Prince’s man is attacked by street scum, the 
little bastards should be gutted. Not paid off!’  
 This was why Anna had been brought here nearly 
two years before her time. Punishment. Mikel’s 
punishment for not better defending the prince’s man.  
Petty gods damned bastard! 
 Mikel could have left the man there to die. He’d 
bought his life with pit winnings. Took a pin in the face 
and nearly lost an eye for this whoreson bugger! 
 The old man smiled thinly. 
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 Mikel turned back to Aronal, ready to explain, but 
saw only a look of supreme smugness. They’d 
planned this together. More amusement at the 
expense of lives they were sworn to hold safe.  
 Anger burned hot inside Mikel, who finally looked 
again at Anna. Her eyes had begun to show a hint of 
resignation. It was the worst thing he’d seen in all his 
life. And by every last silent god, he would die trying 
to keep it out of her face. 
 ‘I’m afraid I’m growing impatient with you,’ said the 
prince. ‘I applaud your commitment to your family. But 
it’s time for you to go.’ 
 Mikel could rush the prince, but the man was no 
laggard with a blade. And Mikel was unarmed. He’d 
test those odds if he had to, though he hated the 
thought of Anna watching the prince kill him if he 
failed. 
 He scanned the room for a makeshift weapon; 
another knock sounded at the chamber door.  
 ‘Oh my dead gods, what now? Come,’ Aronal 
yelled. 
 The usher bowed apologetically as he led the 
cobbler into the room. ‘You said to admit this man as 
soon as he arrived,’ the usher explained. 
 Aronal’s eyes widened with delight. ‘So I did. 
Come in, my good fellow.’ He gestured for the cobbler 
to approach, and dismissed the usher. 
 The cobbler shot Mikel a look, then glanced at the 
boot box he carried. He did it twice. Something’s 
inside. The cobbler came up beside him and put the 
box down on the floor between them, removing thick 
wood stumps from the boots that helped them keep 
their shape. 
 Aronal hastily finished his liquor and wiped his 
neatly trimmed beard inelegantly with his sleeve. 
‘This man, Mikel, this man . . . do you know what he 
did?’ 
 Mikel waited. 
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 The prince lit with glee. ‘Oh my, it was wonderful. 
He was in the pit. Against an Inveterae, mind you. 
And perfectly held to the rules while killing the 
creature before I’d even finished announcing the 
match.’ 
 Aronal didn’t recognize either of them. In fairness, 
the prince’s platform was a fair distance from the pit 
floor. And Mikel had muddied his face. Though he 
guessed Aronal had also been rather drunk. 
 On the bed, Anna was using the distraction to try 
and free her bound hand. But the binding was too 
tight, and she was trembling, besides. 
 ‘Sounds like a clever man.’ Mikel nodded to the 
cobbler. 
 ‘You’ve a gift for understatement,’ said the prince. 
‘This fellow saved his own life by using my rules 
against me. It was brilliant! So, you know what I did?’ 
 ‘No, sire.’ 
 Aronal leaned forward and whispered like a 
conspirator, ‘I commissioned a pair of boots . . . from 
the very hide of the Inveterae he killed.’ Then he 
boomed, ‘Isn’t that marvellous!’ 
 Mikel glanced down at the boots near his feet, and 
that’s when he saw them. A knife hidden in the 
bottom of each boot. 
 ‘I simply had to have a reminder,’ Aronal went on. 
‘Best pit fight of the year. And the commission on the 
boots pays our man here in full. Plus some. He’s no 
debtor any more. Do you see how Privilege works?’ 
 Mikel looked up at the prince. A pair of knives 
wasn’t a guarantee. The monarch had a sword and 
dagger, and he was powerfully good with them. But it 
was a chance. 
 ‘I beg you, sire.’ Mikel gave Anna one last look. 
‘Let my daughter go. For all I’ve done. All I will 
continue to do. Grant me this one request.’ 
 Aronal’s countenance changed. Darkened. His 
delight was replaced by furrowed brows and an angry 
twist on his lips ‘You are relieved of your duties,’ he 
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said. ‘And good luck finding work, even in the Tides, 
where you’re known as a man of the law. Oh,’ he 
added, with a suggestive drawl, ‘and your daughter 
will remain here a full year. Perhaps longer.’ 
 Privilege was usually a few days.  
 Anna began to cry. 
 Mikel bent to the boots and took hold of the 
knives. The cobbler grabbed the box and retreated to 
the wall.  
 Aronal stared a long moment at them both, then 
shook his head and laughed. ‘This cobbler is full of 
surprises.’ 
 ‘One last time,’ Mikel said. ‘Let her go.’ 
 ‘And what do you think happens, my friend, if you 
manage to kill me?’ He pointed at the door behind 
Mikel. ‘You’ll never escape the manor alive. There are 
thirty men between you and the gate. All armed and 
armoured.’ 
 Mikel twirled the knives around into a pit fighter’s 
grip. ‘I’m betting once the head is gone, the body 
won’t follow.’ 
 ‘Quite the risk,’ said the prince, still standing near 
one of the refreshment tables. 
 ‘I’m also betting some of those men are fathers,’ 
Mikel added.  
 Aronal drew his sword. ‘Clever,’ he said.  
 The old man bolted for a second door beyond the 
bureau. The cobbler dashed and cut him off, 
smashing the box against the side of the old man’s 
head and knocking him to the floor, unconscious.   
 ‘And to keep the odds fair . . .’ the cobbler turned 
and locked the main door, then moved to the bureau 
and pushed it in front of the other door. ‘Just in case 
his majesty had thoughts of calling in help.’  
 The prince’s eyes flattened, became calculating. 
 ‘Your daughter will watch me kill you.’ 
 ‘Maybe,’ Mikel conceded. 
 Aronal lunged, the tip of his blade slicing at Mikel’s 
forearm. He managed to deflect the blow with one of 
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his knives, and dropped into a ready stance. He’s 
fast. 
 Mikel closed in, hoping to end the fight quickly. He 
stabbed with his right hand dagger, but the prince 
warded off the blow with his own jewel-hilted long-
knife.    
 Mikel spun past Aronal, crouching as the man’s 
blade swept through the air above his head. He leapt 
up and kicked Aronal in the chest, driving him back. 
Mikel needed space to reset himself. 
 The prince regained his balance and stood ready. 
Mikel stalked a slow circle, looking for an entry point, 
a momentary lapse of concentration. Aronal gave him 
none, even as he smiled. ‘Actually,’ said the prince, 
‘this is a nice surprise. It’s not often enough that 
someone is fighting back when I slice them open.’ 
 Mikel rushed, then dropped low, changing levels. 
He meant to get a knife in the prince’s belly, but the 
man stepped gingerly aside and brought his own 
knife hard across Mikel’s arm, opening a deep cut. 
Blood flowed fast and hot. And he felt his left hand 
grip weaken. He rolled through, near the foot of the 
bed, and whirled as the prince swept in on him. 
 Mikel jabbed up with his good hand, and caught 
the prince deep in the thigh. Aronal moaned and 
staggered back. ‘Your family will pay for that,’ he said. 
With one bad hand, two knives were doing Mikel no 
good now. While the prince stood unready, Mikel 
hurled one of the knives. He missed, but it gave him 
time to stand and get into a pit stance. 
 Aronal braced himself, then came forward, eyes 
bright, teeth clenched. He feinted with his dagger, 
drawing Michael into a block, then brought his sword 
up quickly, stabbing Mikel in the side. Pain shot 
across Mikel’s back and belly. He pulled back, blood 
coating his shirt and coat. It wasn’t a mortal blow, but 
he’d bleed out if he didn’t get it bandaged. 
 Anna was crying. Mikel could hear it now. What 
must it be like to watch a loved one being killed?  



	 25	

Because he was losing. He had one good hand, a 
knife, and each movement sent shivering pain 
through his torso. 
 The prince must have seen it. ‘Before I kill you . . . 
I will make you watch.’ He nodded toward Anna 
cowering against the massive, carved headboard. 
 There’s a line. An edge of sanity a man knows 
about himself. It’s a place he crosses when those he 
loves are threatened. In danger. Laws don’t mean a 
good gods damn on the other side of that line. And 
Mikel felt himself rip across it, damning the costs. 
 He rushed Aronal again, this time screaming to 
create panic. He pretended to come with an 
exaggerated overhand sweep, stabbing down, but 
again he dropped, falling under the prince’s slashing 
blade and stabbing up.  
 Aronal shuffled his feet, sidestepping the blow. His 
wounded thigh gave out, and he tumbled back, falling 
on the bed. Falling onto Anna. 
 The rest looked like a choreographed dance. Like 
something rehearsed. Anna raised her legs and 
wrapped them around each of his arms and behind 
his back. A wrestler’s move. Then she pulled her 
bound hand down quickly and circled the prince’s 
neck with the rope. Before the prince understood 
what was happening, she wrenched the binding tight. 
 Aronal writhed, trying to free himself. Anna 
tightened her legs, causing one of the prince’s 
shoulders to pop. But she didn’t relent, pulling harder 
on the rope with both hands. The prince gasped for 
air, his mouth working like a fish’s.  
 Aronal’s sword fell from his hand, clattering to the 
floor. Mikel finally broke the shock of what he was 
seeing and started forward. The prince’s eyes found 
his own, pleading. Mikel watched as the Aronal’s face 
whitened and slowly relaxed. And he stopped moving 
altogether. 
 Mikel didn’t know how long it had taken. Anna was 
sweaty and panting. She started to cry harder now. 
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Sobs racked her body as her legs relaxed and Aronal 
slipped to the floor. 
 Mikel eased forward and took her in his arms. He 
felt her shake her head, as if denying it all. She’d 
escaped the prince’s Privilege. In the end, she’d done 
it herself. But it had earned her a different kind of 
knowledge. Something a child shouldn’t have to 
learn. And Mikel couldn’t take that away. Could never 
change it. 
 Even if the ruling seats changed the way of 
things—and he would see to it that they did—it 
wouldn’t change things for Anna. You can remove a 
nail from a piece of wood, but the hole remains. 
Some damage will always be visible. And Mikel 
couldn’t take that away, either.  
 The unfairness of it gnawed at him. He wanted to 
put it right. 
 But his only power was to hold his little girl for as 
long as she needed him to. He hoped that would be 
enough.[GdM] 
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Many fans of grimdark literature, film, and games 
might argue that the term villain is an inappropriate 
one for the genre. It conjures an image of the 
mustache twirling evil-doer whom the square-jawed 
hero must face before heroically rescuing the damsel 
in distress. They tend to think grimdark solely deals in 
antagonists and this is a more 'mature' manner of 
writing. I argue the truth is, like grimdark itself, more 
complex. 
 In my previous article, 'What is The Grimdark 
Hero?' (Grimdark Magazine #5), I write about what 
defines a grimdark hero (or protagonist, if you prefer). 
Here, we’ll look at the characters whom our heroes 
and anti-heroes find themselves pitted against—those 
pesky grimdark villains who we all love to hate. As any 
fan of the genre knows, the villains of grimdark are 
many and varied.  However, although there are of 
course exceptions, the villains of grimdark generally 
fall into one of four categories: the Opponent, the 
Mirror, the Vile, and the Monster. 
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 The Opponent is quite simply the individual whom 
the grimdark hero is forced to kill or face on the 
battlefield.  They aren’t noticeably different from 
anyone else in the story world, but circumstances 
have set them in conflict with the protagonist. In the 
low fantasy manga Berserk, swordsman Guts' 
opponents during his time with Griffith are soldiers of 
a rival kingdom and, as often as not, mercenaries just 
like himself. They fight and die for their payday with no 
moral component to their struggle. This doesn't 
reduce the danger to life and limb these Opponents 
pose; rather, the absence of moral polarities 
underscores that grimdark heroes live in a world 
where people do not kill for good or evil but for 
causes, allegiances, gain, and necessity.  
 In the video game Fallout: New Vegas, the 
ongoing war's factions include roboticist Mister House 
and the expansionist New California Republic. Both 
sides are decent but ruthless people. Resolving the 
conflict will require one or the other to be defeated. In 
Joe Abercrombie’s The First Law trilogy, Bethod and 
even Black Dow are similar examples. Logen 
perceives them as villains, but really they just have a 
different perspective and goals to the protagonist. 
Bethod wants to avenge past wrongs done by the 
empire and is trying to keep his fragile alliance 
together by waging war against Logen’s allies. Black 
Dow, simply put, sees Logen as the bad guy for his 
myriad bloody deeds.  
 Similarly, The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim is perhaps 
closer to high fantasy than grimdark, but its ongoing 
civil war between the Tamriel Empire and Stormcloak 
Rebellion is one with no clear moral superior. If the 
protagonist chooses to get involved, their goal is as 
likely to try to bring the killing to an end (and achieve 
100% completion) as it is to do what they believe to 
be morally right. 
 This doesn't mean the Opponent has to be the kind 
of fellow the hero can sit back and have drinks with, 
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though. Quite the contrary, giving the Opponent 
complex and real motivations means they can be 
utterly antithetical to our heroes. The Grey King in 
Scott Lynch’s The Lies of Locke Lamora has done 
appalling things, perhaps enough that he might be 
called evil, but we understand his need for revenge 
against those who murdered his friends. By the time 
of the climatic confrontation, though, Locke isn't there 
to kill the man for these deeds. No, his motivations are 
strictly personal. The Grey King has harmed those 
Locke cares about and our antihero simply wants to 
make him gone for these very personal motivations. 
 Revenge without the pretense of justice. 
 And perhaps that's more honest. 
 Many grimdark fans might begin and end their 
belief about the grimdark genre's foes with the 
Opponent without considering the complexity of many 
grimdark villains’ motivations. However, this ignores a 
much broader and richer tapestry of antagonists, 
including many characters who are equally as 
complicated and fascinating as the Opponent, though 
they differ in their relation to the hero and the story 
world.   
 Contrasting the Opponent for example is the Mirror 
who is, in effect, the grimdark hero meeting another of 
their kind. In The Walking Dead television show, Rick 
Grimes is continuously challenged by his slightly less 
moral friend Shane. In earlier seasons, it would be 
easy to suggest that Shane is the villain of the two, 
but events eventually show Rick is every bit as 
capable of evil and motivated by a singular desire to 
protect his people as Shane is. It's just that Shane has 
shed any moral illusions about himself far more 
rapidly than Rick.  
 Similarly, in The Witcher 2: Assassins of Kings, 
Geralt of Rivia’s fellow witcher Letho has accidentally 
framed Geralt for murdering a king and turned him 
into a fugitive across the North. By the time they finally 
confront each other, Geralt has very likely killed or 



	 31	

manipulated as many people as Letho and possibly 
assassinated a king just like he’s been accused of. 
The two men have almost nothing to separate them 
other than space. Neither has the moral upper hand.   
 The Mirror allows us to measure our hero, his 
motivations, and the qualities that define him. Max 
Rockatansky is far removed from the bandits of The 
Road Warrior in his mind, but from the perspective of 
the Riggers, he is nothing more than the same kind of 
bandit that is menacing them. Given how much he is 
already willing to do to survive, how much longer is it 
until he's no different from Lord Humungus and his 
crew? The original script had Max's former partner 
Goose as the identity of Lord Humungus, and 
although this element was (thankfully) dropped, a 
picture of the pre-apocalypse Humungus with his 
family implies that Max’s past may be quite similar to 
that of his Mirror nemesis. The Mirror reminds us that 
while we may spend time in the headspace of 
antiheroes, we should perhaps remember that theirs 
is not an objective view of the world, and the 
opponents they face may be just like them from 
another point of view. 
 Some antagonists, though, are beyond the pale.  
 The grimdark world is one where there is rarely an 
objective moral standard of good or evil. If gods exist, 
they are often as flawed and immoral as humans if not 
more so. Nevertheless, there exists a class of 
opponents who both the reader and the protagonist 
must despise. These are the Vile, those characters 
who are less individuals than they are incarnations of 
evil. They may have pasts and motivations, but their 
defining quality is they have cast aside all limits on 
their behavior to indulge in the basest of their desires. 
While some grimdark antiheroes approach this level of 
ruthlessness, they usually have some redeeming 
quality that allows them to rise above themselves. For 
example, the Blackthorn in The Ties That Bind by Rob 
J. Hayes has an intense loyalty to his friends, while 
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his ex-partner Swift does not. 
 The Vile include individuals like the Mountain in A 
Song of Ice and Fire, the Falconer in The Gentleman 
Bastard series, and Leo Bonhart in The Witcher 
series. The Mountain rapes, pillages, and burns his 
way across the Riverlands because, essentially, he 
enjoys it. It makes him rich and respected, if not loved, 
in Westeros. His presence underscores the 
hypocritical morality of Martin’s world where a barely 
human thug can be an anointed knight despite his 
terrible crimes.  
 The Falconer is a sadistic psychopath, who 
considers those without magic to be nothing more 
than toys to play with. His power and the protection of 
his order prevent anyone from calling him to task for 
his indulgences. Leo Bonhart, like the Mountain, is a 
valuable professional in a world where being a rapist 
and serial killer are not crimes as long as you commit 
them against people the ruling class want gone. 
 The purpose of the Vile is not to measure the hero 
or highlight their ambiguity but to disgust the reader 
and invoke their desire for retribution. Grimdark fiction 
is far less sanitized than other more heroic examples 
of fantasy or science-fiction, so we know exactly what 
sort of effect the actions of villains creates. We see 
the horribly abused victims of the Mountain, we know 
their families, and we hate the Vile for the devastation 
and misery they cause. 
 While other genres romanticize the dashing villain, 
grimdark knows the Vile cause immense suffering and 
doesn't shy away from showing it. By the time Leo 
Bonhart has poor Ciri of Cintra at his mercy and has 
tortured, murdered, and worse—the reader wants him 
not just dead but destroyed. Even then, Leo Bonhart's 
death only brings satisfaction and relief, rather than 
joy. 
 Beyond the Vile, there is, finally, the Monster, 
which is something grimdark tackles in a way that so 
many other fantasy novels miss the point of. The 
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Monster is the creature with no humanity whatsoever. 
Detractors of high fantasy point to these creatures as 
childish and, indeed, many grimdark fans seem to 
think they are a relic of a less mature genre. However, 
what is H.P. Lovecraft's complex and cosmic bestiary 
but a collection of Monsters? How about the forces of 
Chaos which bedevil Elric? The zombies of The 
Walking Dead?  
 The difference in grimdark is the Monster is not the 
actual focus of the narrative. In The Walking Dead the 
characters are faced with an implacable, inhuman, 
destructive force in the walkers, but the narrative is 
about to what lengths Rick Grimes and his rivals 
(Shane, the Governor, the Terminus cannibals, and so 
on) will go in order to survive and not about a 
redeeming battle against an evil opponent. Elric's 
sword Stormbringer is nothing more than an intelligent 
force of destruction, but its sheer usefulness is a 
constant temptation despite the consequences it 
brings to his loved ones.  It never wavers from its 
desire to kill.   
 The Monster can be a very mature concept indeed. 
The worst atrocities of mankind are often motivated by 
very inhuman forces, be they natural disaster, famine, 
or disease. The grimdark hero is often tested on every 
possible level by things beyond their control, which 
forces them to make sacrifices or rise to challenges in 
ways even they find shocking. Elric, for example, must 
kill a lover with his soul-draining sword in order to gain 
the power to defeat his apocalyptic opponents. Rick 
Grimes must be willing to leave behind the weak in 
order to survive the terrible march back to Alexandria 
after a herd of walkers pins them all down. By testing 
our heroes to their limits, the Monster shows how far a 
hero can bend before they break. 
 Many sorts of villains populate the grimdark genre. 
It's this variety that gives grimdark the depth and 
complexity that makes it so wonderful. We wouldn’t be 
nearly so invested in the heroes’ actions were it not 
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for the challenging and compelling characters they 
face.[GdM] 



	 35	

	
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 be released in January of 2016. 
 
 
 
 



	 36	

	
	
	
	

Review:	Son	of	the	Black	
Sword	

	
BY	LARRY	CORREIA	

REVIEW	BY	MALRUBIUS	
	
	

 
I first came across Larry Correia while I was doing 
what most failed writers do—browsing the internet to 
find out how I can become a better writer instead of 
actually writing. Correia and author John Brown (The 
Dark God series) were doing a writing seminar that 
someone had kindly posted to YouTube. Correia 
seemed genuinely enthusiastic about writing gritty, 
entertaining SFF. When I searched out his books at 
the time, however, I found that both his Monster 
Hunter series and his Grimnoir Chronicles featured 
guys and gals with large machine-guns on the cover, 
and I’m just not that into guns. So I never delved into 
Mr. Correia’s oeuvre. Well, that changed recently 
when I surfed across Son of the Black Sword on 
Amazon and decided to give it a try. Overall, with a 
few reservations, I’m glad I did.  Although it’s not what 
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I would call a literary masterpiece (see last issue’s 
review of Ian Tregillis’s The Mechanical), I enjoyed it 
and I think Grimdark Magazine readers will enjoy it as 
well.   
 Son of the Black Sword is a heroic fantasy novel 
set in a medieval-style world of magic swords, archaic 
magic elements and relics, and plenty of war. The 
story follows Ashok, the reluctant hero—a somewhat 
typical downcast orphan with a mysterious past, who 
finds himself on the wrong side of, well, pretty much 
everything—on his quest for justice. But do justice 
and ‘the Law’ always coincide? Ashok must find out, 
whether he wants to or not, and the stakes are high.  
Luckily, he has his sentient black steel sword, 
Angruvadal (think of a slightly nicer sibling to Elric’s 
Stormbringer) by his side to slay anyone who gets in 
his way.   
 Ashok is a Protector, an enforcer of the Law that 
has replaced the mysticism and superstition of the 
Age of Kings. Protectors have a secret force, the 
Heart of the Mountain, which gives Ashok nearly 
unbeatable strength, agility, sensory perception, 
endurance and pretty much anything a hero would 
need to kill his enemies—breakers of the Law. And 
Ashok, the Black Heart, is as ruthless and deadly a 
Protector as has ever been known.   
 But Ashok is not the only character who has a 
stake in this melee, and as such, he is not the only 
viewpoint character in Son of the Black Sword. 
Jagdish is a dishonoured guard/warrior of the House 
Vadal, who hopes to regain his honour and give his 
loving wife a respectable life. Rada is a librarian and 
scholar. She puts her life on the line to find out 
exactly how their land, Lok, transformed from the Age 
of Kings to the Age of Law in the first place. Keta is a 
religious disciple, a Keeper of Names, who hopes to 
bring back the spirit of Ramrowan, the great hero who 
rid the land of demons and forced them into the 
oceans. He is convinced that a prophet has foreseen 
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the coming of a great hero to bring spirituality back to 
Lok.   
 Correia sets this complex tale in a well-wrought 
story world. Lok is a place where many feudal 
Houses compete for pre-eminence, and the rise of 
one House often depends on the fall of another.  
Within the Houses is a rigid caste system in which 
movement seems nearly impossible. While the 
‘firsters’ wine and dine in fancy clothes, the ‘casteless 
non-beings’ labour at the worst tasks to earn a barely 
subsistent living. In between rich and poor, warriors, 
workers, and merchants maintain their stations. 
Demons, relics of a past religious apocalypse, inhabit 
the oceans and occasionally take to land to create 
mayhem, as if this world needed more mayhem than 
its humans already create. Embedded in the world 
are some very compelling and vivid settings—a 
prison for Law breakers, a river barge floating under a 
well-defended bridge crammed with archers, a 
‘firsters’ party, a mountain trek, an icy village, and 
several other nicely painted backgrounds that figure 
adroitly into the action. I really felt like I was standing 
in a pink slushy mixture of blood and snow fighting 
Somsak warriors or chasing a demon through a web 
of rope bridges in a coastal slum village. Correia 
obviously gave this a lot of thought with the intent of 
creating a home for an expansive story world, and it 
pays off for the reader.   
 Most of the novel is pretty much just people sitting 
in taverns and talking in this really cool story world.  
Just kidding!  There are some fuckin’ epic battles and 
fights that take place in Son of the Black Sword 
(‘cause if there weren’t, I’m pretty much fired at this 
point). Corriea obviously loves a good fight and has 
taken great pains to make the timing and details of 
the fight scenes in Son of the Black Sword just right 
to kick your arse. There are a great variety of frays 
here. At first I worried that Ashok would be fighting 
faceless demons for 400+ pages, but not so, my 
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friend—the many fights and battles are staged 
between well-motivated characters and factions from 
all walks of life, giving the story world a spectrum of 
violence that can stand up with the best grimdark. 
Prepare for a shower of skull shards, broken teeth, 
and bloody clots of brain. Bring an umbrella.  
 Underlying the brutality of Son of the Black Sword, 
however, is a reasonably interesting theme that pits 
the Law against what’s morally right. Should we do 
what we do because it’s the law or because it’s right? 
It’s not earth-shatteringly original but it provides a 
nice depth to the story’s conflicts. Similarly, moments 
that pit the Law against religion nicely complement 
the conflict of Law and justice. It’s complex enough to 
form the background for a many-threaded story.   
 The wow factor, though, in Son of the Black Sword 
comes from a faction of wizards who seek to emerge 
from secrecy by possessing Angruvadal, Ashok’s 
sword. Luckily for the reader, they are not wizards 
with pointy hats who clumsily summon something-or-
other by waving plastic wands. Wizards in Lok are 
mercenary assassins and shapeshifters whose magic 
is both mysterious and illegal. More importantly, when 
they walk out a window into thin air or fly down like a 
cluster of vultures, a sense of wonder, the true 
measure of good SFF, is conjured. Again, not 
necessarily su generis, but vivid and entertaining.   
 There are just a few nagging hangnails in Son of 
the Black Sword that keep me from recommending it 
without reservations. First, there’s Ashok. When I 
began reading I hoped the entire novel would be in 
his (third-person-close) point of view. He’s a 
sympathetic hero and a total badarse. By halfway 
through, however, I realized that might not be a good 
idea because at times he is so inflexible that I 
wondered if he’s an idiot. Additionally, there are 
moments when Correia’s overall pretty good writing 
could have been better. For example, when Ashok, 
simmering for vengeance, returns to House Vadal 
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after many years away, he says, of all things, ‘I have 
returned!’ Well, duh? Also there is some cheesy 
hyperbolic nonsense like ‘The world turned to blood’ 
and ‘he dragged his meat shield [a dead body]…’ and 
‘the morning filled once more with flying death 
[arrows]’. This kind of purple prose always diminishes 
my enjoyment of a story and makes me wonder if I 
should just go have a beer instead. 
 Nevertheless, Son of the Black Sword is an 
engrossing read that should entertain fans of 
grimdark with its main character caught in a crucible 
between justice and the Law; its gruesome and well-
choreographed fights; its wide array of complicated, 
well-motivated bad guys and diverse viewpoint 
characters; and its pitiless and complex story world. I 
recommend reading this one, book one in the Saga of 
the Forgotten Warrior series.   
 Son of the Black Sword was published by Baen 
Books on 15 October, 2015.[GdM] 
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Excerpt:	Blood	of	
Innocents	

	
BY	MITCHELL	HOGAN	

	
	

 
Caldan placed Bells on the ground as gently as he 
could. Her head lolled to the side, and she stirred a 
fraction before going quiet. They were a few hours 
from Anasoma, and she’d remained unconscious 
throughout the journey.  
 He stretched his back and suppressed a curse. 
Dark clouds were gathering on the horizon, and he 
didn’t like the thought of walking far in the rain.  
 Ahead of him, Amerdan was leading Elpidia and 
Miranda along a dirt track between newly sown fields. 
Behind them, Rennen was standing still, facing back 
the way they had come. Amerdan looked back and 
gave a short wave before jogging toward a 
farmhouse. Caldan didn’t know if they could trust a 
strange homestead, but they needed supplies, and 
this was an opportunity to lay their hands on some.  
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 Stifling a groan, Caldan picked Bells up again and 
resumed trudging along. She wriggled in his grasp, so 
much so that he could barely hold on to her. She 
mumbled something unintelligible, and then her eyes 
opened. 
 Caldan clamped a hand over her mouth. “Shh,” he 
said. “We’re not going to hurt you.”  
 Apparently she made no such promises.  
 Bells clawed at his eyes, and Caldan jerked his 
face away. He dropped her and grasped her arm, 
twisting it behind her back, managing to keep his 
hand covering her mouth. Bells whimpered and went 
limp, sinking to her knees. Caldan let himself follow 
her down as the nails of her free hand dug into his 
arm. He bared his teeth at the pain but didn’t let her 
go. Instead, he shoved her face into the dirt and 
forced his knee into the small of her back.  
 He wanted to throttle her for what she’d done to 
Miranda. So great was the desire, his hand was on 
the back of her neck before he realized what he was 
doing.  
 Bells breathed heavily, and air whistled through 
her nostrils. She squirmed, trying to free herself, but 
Caldan held on tight. Choking back a sob, he 
released her neck. He couldn’t kill her, not yet, not 
before he’d found out how to cure Miranda. After that, 
though . . .  
 “Listen!” Caldan said to Bells. “You’re not getting 
away. We’ve taken all your craftings. There are five of 
us and one of you. It will go easier for you if you calm 
down.” 
 Bells’s struggles ceased.  
 “Good,” he said. “Now, you’re going to stand up, 
and we’re going to keep walking. Nod if you agree.” 
 For a moment, Caldan thought Bells was going to 
fight him again, but eventually she nodded.  
 “I’m going to take my hand from your mouth. 
There’s no one around, so no point in yelling.”  
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 Bells nodded once. Caldan slowly removed his 
hand and twisted her around, grabbing both her arms. 
She stared at him with pure venom.  
 “You’re a strong one, aren’t you?” she said.  
 “When I have to be,” Caldan replied. With any 
luck, she’d think he knew what he was doing and 
wouldn’t try to escape again.  
 “It won’t matter in the end. I’m going to kill you all.” 
 
Blood of Innocents by Mitchell Hogan is in stores now 
$24.99AUD (ISBN: 9781460750704 HarperCollins). 
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Twelve	Minutes	to	Vinh	
Quang	

	
T.R.	NAPPER	

	
	
Twelve Minutes to Vinh Quang was originally 
published in Writers of the Future Vol.31 from Galaxy 
Press. 
 
The restaurant smelled of anchovies and cigarettes. 
Lynn hated both, but still, it reminded her of home. 
Comforting and familiar. The anchovies in the sauce 
wouldn’t be real of course, and the tobacco almost 
certainly illegal. 
 It was three in the afternoon, but the room was still 
pretty much full. Patrons sipped glasses of tea, 
shrouded in the smoke and dusk, mumbling to each 
other in low-pitched conversation. Blinds were down 
against the windows, the only light emanating from 
shaded red lanterns hanging from the ceiling, casting 
the faces around her in crimson twilight.  
 The only light, that is, bar a government 
advertisement on the far wall. The picture of a 
decaying wooden boat on the high seas, the 
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inhabitants of which were anonymous splotches of 
yellow staring over a thin railing. The holotype glow of 
the deep blue ocean was overwhelmed by the 
intensity of the red block letters stamped over the 
picture: 
 ILLEGAL 
 Everyday, middle-of-the-road fascism: it just had 
no imagination.  
 A small bell above the door tinkled as it opened, 
spearing an unwelcome slat of white sunlight into the 
room. Heat, too, gusting in to swirl the smoke and 
swing the lanterns. A shadow filled the doorframe, 
pausing perhaps to adjust its eyes to the gloom 
within. Maybe just pausing for effect.   
 An ancient Vietnamese woman behind the back 
counter came to life, pointing a gnarled finger at the 
new customer. ‘Má Măy. Dóng Cưả Lai đi.’ [‘Close 
that door. Your Mother!’] 
 The silhouette shut the door, emerging from the 
light into a broad-shouldered man wearing an 
immaculate tailored suit, deep-blue necktie, and an 
air of contempt for the room he’d just stepped into. He 
removed the black homburg from his head and ran a 
hand over his gleaming, jet-black hair, combed 
straight back. As he did so, Lynn glimpsed a tattoo 
snaking up under his sleeve.  
 The man walked to the back counter. Lynn turned 
to watch as he did, adjusting her silver nose ring with 
thumb and forefinger. He spoke in hushed tones with 
the old woman, glanced back at Lynn, then turned 
and started speaking again rapidly. The grandmother 
waved him away before disappearing through a 
beaded doorway to the kitchen beyond.  
 He walked back to her table, hat in hand, face set. 
‘Mister Vu?’  
 ‘Vu Thi Lynn.’ She paused. ‘And that’s a Miz, 
Mister Nguyen.’ 
 He made a show of looking her over. Her hair in 
particular came in for close inspection, dyed, as it 
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was, the hue of a fresh-pressed silver bar and molded 
into a spiked Mohawk. She sported a tiny black 
leather jacket and a pair of thin eyebrows that could 
fire withering disdain at fifty paces.  
 His shoulders were hunched, like a boxer’s. ‘Is this 
a joke?’ 
 ‘What are you having difficulty processing, Mister 
Nguyen? That I’m young, a woman, or,’ she waved at 
hand at his suit, ‘that I don’t walk around with the 
word “gangster” tattooed on my damn forehead?’ 
 His eyes narrowed, lips pressed together. Then 
the flicker of anger was gone. ‘Perhaps you don’t 
know who I am.’ 
 ‘All I know is you’re late.’ 
 Mister Nguyen placed his hat on the table and 
played with the large gold ring on his index finger, 
looking down at her with a studied grimness.  
 Lynn stifled a sigh at the posturing. ‘Look, we have 
business to attend to, and I was led to believe you 
were a businessman.’ She indicated the seat 
opposite her. ‘Let’s get to work.’ 
 He nodded, as though to himself, scanning the 
room as he took his seat. Appeals to business usually 
worked with these people, imagining, as they did, that 
they were part of some traditional brand of 
professional criminality stretching back through time 
to the Binh Xuyen of Saigon or the Painters and 
Dockers Union of Melbourne.  
 ‘We doing this here?’ 
 She nodded. ‘I’ve never been here before. There 
are a hundred places like this in Cabramatta. Neither 
of us need return here again.’ 
 He looked around the room once more and took a 
palmscreen out of his pocket. He mumbled into it, 
pressed his thumb against a pad on the front, and 
then pulled a thin tube from the top. It unrolled into a 
translucent, wafer-thin flexiscreen. Soft green icons 
glowed across its surface. He looked at her. ‘So, 
what’s the rush?’ 
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 ‘No questions, Mister Nguyen.’ 
 He clenched his jaw. He knew he couldn’t argue 
with this statement of professionalism either. ‘The 
transaction will take thirty minutes to complete.’ 
 ‘Thirty minutes?’ 
 Nguyen drew a cigar from the inner pocket of his 
jacket, and set about clipping the end with a steel 
cigar cutter. ‘The government tracks every freewave 
signal going into Vietnam. Our transaction can’t be 
direct.’ He put the cigar in his mouth, took his time 
lighting it with a heavy gold lighter. He snapped it shut 
and puffed out a thick cloud of smoke. ‘We relay 
through a few different countries first before ending 
up at a front factory in Laos, right near the 
Vietnamese border. My contact there gets word 
across the border to a small town on the other side: 
Vinh Quang.’ He pointed down at the flexi-screen with 
the end of his cigar. ‘The money for the equipment—
that’s easy, will only take a few minutes. Unofficially, 
the Australians don’t give a shit about private funds 
going to buy weapons for the Viet Minh. The money 
for people is tougher to get through clean. You 
know—the whole refugee thing.’ 
 Lynn nodded. She glanced over at the government 
ad on the wall, red letters glowing fierce and eternal. 
Yeah. She knew.  
 Money, of course, was always an exception. Five 
million dollars and you and your family would be 
granted a “business residency” in Australia. The 
government funneled the arrivals into Cabramatta 
and the nearby suburbs, very quietly, so the general 
public wouldn’t get too heated up about it.  
 The rest who arrived by boat were thrown into 
internment camps for a few months before being 
returned to Vietnam, where inevitably they ended up 
in Chinese prisoner-of-war camps.  
 Nguyen placed the cigar cutter and lighter on the 
scratched tabletop. ‘You insisted on being here when 
the money went through. It takes thirty minutes.’ 
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 ‘You know the saying,’ she said, ‘trust everyone, 
but cut the cards.’ 
 He shrugged. ‘Sure. I need to keep the line open, 
verify who I am, confirm we’re not a part of some 
Chinese sting operation. If we miss a call, I fail to 
enter a pass code, they burn the link.’ 
 She nodded.  
 He puffed on his cigar like a man who believed he 
was in charge. ‘You said you wanted to move twenty 
million. Minus, of course, fifteen percent for my fee.’ 
 ‘You told me the fee was ten percent.’ 
 ‘That was before you criticized my clothes.’ 
 ‘You look like a cross between a pimp and a wet 
echidna. I think I went easy on you.’ 
 His eyes went hard. He glanced at her hair, 
opened his mouth to retort, then shook his head. ‘I did 
some asking around. Everyone has heard about you. 
High profile means a higher risk.’ 
 ‘You didn’t even know whether I was a man or a 
woman before today.’ 
 ‘The authorities could be observing you.’ 
 ‘They’re not.’ 
 He inhaled deeply on the cigar, blew the smoke 
directly into her face. She closed her eyes for a 
moment, felt her hand clench into a fist.  
 Nguyen was oblivious. ‘Your regular guy got done 
for tax evasion. I have the contacts. And you’re in a 
hurry.’ He opened his hands and smiled. ‘The fee is 
fifteen percent.’ 
 Lynn glanced around the room. A couple of faces 
were turned in her direction. She shook her head, a 
small shake—one that could be mistaken for Lynn 
trying to get the smoke out of her eyes.  
 She looked back at him. ‘I want a business 
residency for two families. That’s ten million. The rest 
goes to weapons.’ 
 ‘I assume these families are on an Australian 
government watch list. They’ll need new identities?’ 
 She raised an eyebrow in the universal signal for 
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obviously. 
 ‘You know these people?’ he asked.  
 ‘No.’ 
 ‘Then why are you getting them out?’ 
 ‘You appear to be asking questions again. Now 
what did I say about that?’ 
 He brought his hand down hard on the plastic 
tabletop, causing the condiments on the table to 
chatter. He took a deep breath. ‘No respect.’ 
 Lynn sipped her tea, watching him over the lip of 
the glass.  
 He took a long drag on his cigar and returned the 
stare. Then he blinked away whatever he wanted to 
say and began manipulating the glowing symbols on 
the flexiscreen, whispering into it from time to time.  
 Unobserved, Lynn allowed herself a small smile.  
 Through the nanos attached to her optic nerves, 
the c-glyph could broadcast data and images that 
only she could see. Some people would have multiple 
freewave screens open all hours of the day. Watching 
the betting markets or reality television or point-of-
view pornography. As a general rule, if you were in 
conversation with someone and their eyes glazed 
over, or even closed, they were finding some facile 
freewave feed more interesting than your company.  
 Lynn tended to keep her visuals uncluttered. At 
the moment all she had loaded up was the timestamp 
in glowing green numerals that appeared, to her 
brain, about a foot away in the top left corner of her 
vision.  
 15:33 
 She marked the time. Thirty minutes to Vinh 
Quang.  
 They waited. She turned and signaled the 
grandmother, ordered a late lunch. A soft chime 
sounded a few minutes later. Nguyen closed his eyes 
and put a finger to the c-glyph behind his left ear, 
listening as it whispered directly into his eardrum. He 
murmured a response, paused, and then mumbled 
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again.  
 He opened his eyes a few second later. ‘The 
money for the equipment is through.’ 
 She nodded, touched her own c-glyph, fingers 
against the small circle of cool steel. ‘Anh Dung?’ She 
listened to the reply, nodded once.  
 ‘Everything check out?’ Nguyen asked.  
 ‘Don’t worry, you’ll know if it doesn’t.’ 
 Nguyen slurped his tea and settled into his chair, 
content to watch the slow burn of his cigar. The 
minutes stretched out. Nguyen didn’t try to engage 
her in conversation; the first transaction had gone 
through smoothly: things were going well.  
 Until the bell above the door tinkled again.  
 Two men entered. As the blinding light returned to 
the dusk of the room, she could see that they weren’t 
from around here. White men with cheap fedoras, 
crumpled suits, and the empty gaze of detached 
professionalism. Government men. They scanned the 
room, their eyes stopping when they found Lynn.  
 She held her breath, moved her hand to her belt 
buckle.  
 They walked right up to the table, removing their 
hats as they approached. ‘Mister Nguyen Van Cam?’ 
Lynn’s hand stopped, hovering above the lip of her 
jeans, she breathed out slowly.  
 Mister Nguyen looked up. ‘Who wants to know?’ 
 ‘I’m Agent Taylor, Immigration Enforcement 
Agency.’ He flipped out a badge featuring an 
Australian crest, emu and kangaroo glinting chrome 
in the red haze. He pointed to the man next to him. 
‘This is Agent Baker.’ 
 Nguyen was silent, his cigar trailing an idle string 
of smoke to the ceiling.  
 The time glowed softly at the edge of her vision.  
 15:51 
 Twelve minutes.  
 Nguyen was struggling to conjugate a response 
when the grandmother appeared between the two 
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agents. The top of her head didn’t even reach their 
shoulders. She looked down at Lynn when she 
spoke. ‘Hai thằng chó đẻ này làm gi`ở đây vậy?’ 
[‘What are these two sons-of-bitches doing here?’]  
 Lynn’s spoken Vietnamese was close to fluent, but 
she kept her translator on when she was working. 
Though less frequent, this part of town also echoed 
with Laotian, Burmese, and a hundred Chinese 
dialects. Smart to be tuned in to those wavelengths.  
 So the c-glyph whispered the old woman’s 
sentence into her ear, coming through in English a 
couple of seconds later. It made it look like the 
grandmother was speaking in a badly dubbed old 
movie.  
 ‘They won’t be here long. Can you get them tea?’ 
Lynn asked.  
 ‘Bác bỏ thuôć độc vô luôn đựỏc nha?’ [‘Shall I 
poison it?’] 
 Lynn smiled a small smile. ‘No. Just tea.’ The men 
were moving their hands to their c-glyphs. Apparently 
they’d entered the restaurant without their translators 
turned on.  
 Lynn indicated a couple of seats nearby. 
‘Gentlemen, why don’t you sit down? Drink some tea 
with us.’ 
 One of the agents answered. ‘No thank you, Miss. 
We are here to take Mister Nguyen in for 
questioning.’ 
 ‘Now?’ 
 ‘Now.’ 
 Lynn leaned back in her chair, used her eyes to 
indicate the room they were standing in. ‘Here’s the 
thing. You’re deep in the heart of Cabramatta. Not the 
safest place in the world for an immigration 
enforcement agent.’ 
 They looked around the restaurant. Perhaps 
noticing for the first time the quiet that had descended 
on it. All eyes in the room focused on them, the 
atmosphere turning like a corpse in the noonday sun.  
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 ‘Gentlemen,’ she said.  
 They looked back at her.  
 ‘Just smile, grab a seat, and conduct your 
business politely. You’ll be out of here in a few 
minutes, no trouble.’ 
 The agents exchanged glances. One nodded. 
They dragged chairs with faded red seat cushions 
over to the table, smiling strained smiles as they sat 
down.  
 Nguyen cleared his throat, a sheen of sweat on his 
forehead. ‘What’s the charge?’ 
 The official looked across at him with dead eyes. 
 ‘People smuggling.’ 
 ‘Do you have a warrant?’ asked Lynn.  
 He turned back to her. ‘Are you his lawyer?’ 
 ‘No.’ She indicated Nguyen with an open palm. 
‘He’s my pimp. Can’t you tell?’  
 Agent Taylor didn’t seem keen on smiling. ‘People 
smuggling is a very serious offense.’ 
 Lynn nodded. ‘Yes, I’ve seen the advertisements. 
Very, very serious—imagine trying to help 
Vietnamese civilians flee cluster bombing and nerve 
warfare? China would be livid. And we couldn’t have 
that.’ 
 The agents suddenly seemed a lot more 
interested in her. Taylor looked her over and then 
held out his hand to Agent Baker, who removed a 
palmscreen from his pocket and passed it to his 
partner. It looked a bit larger than a regular model, 
maybe four inches across by six long. The retina 
scanner he flipped up from the end must have been 
specially fitted. Lynn cursed inwardly.  
 ‘Would you mind if I did an identity check, Miss?’ 
 She pointed. ‘What is that?’ 
 ‘The retina scanner?’ 
 ‘That model. That’s official immigration issue isn’t 
it? An expensive unit, I believe.’ 
 ‘Miss. The scan please.’ The agent had one of 
those voices trained to convey authority. Imbued with 
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one extra notch each of volume, aggression, and 
confidence.  
 ‘I’m afraid I can’t agree to that.’ 
 His gaze rose from the adjustments he was 
making to the scanner. ‘It’s the law. We’re making an 
arrest. You appear to be an associate of Mister 
Nguyen.’ 
 ‘I’m Australian. You have no jurisdiction over me.’ 
 ‘Sorry Miss, but we don’t know that until we test it.’ 
 ‘That seems a conveniently circular argument.’ 
 ‘If you’ve done nothing wrong, then you have 
nothing to worry about.’ 
 Lynn raised an eyebrow. ‘Ah, the mantra of secret 
police and peeping Toms everywhere.’ 
 The agent’s professional patina didn’t drop. Not 
surprising, a person in his position would be subject 
to a wide range of creative abuse on a daily basis. 
‘Like I said—it’s the law.’ 
 ‘I read an article about this once. If you run my 
retina prints, I’ll be listed as present during one of 
your arrests.’ 
 He responded with a shrug that indicated that 
while she was right, he didn’t really care.  
 ‘And I’ll be flagged as a person of interest for 
immigration.’ 
 ‘I didn’t design the system, Miss.’ 
 ‘Of course not. An empty suit couldn’t design a 
system so diabolical; your only function is to 
implement it.’ 
 Still no response. Not a flicker. She sighed and 
pulled out an unmarked silver cigarette case from her 
jacket pocket. ‘Do you gentlemen smoke?’ 
 Agent Baker let out a humorless laugh. ‘You think 
we can afford to smoke on a government salary?’ He 
glanced around the room, at Nguyen. ‘In fact, I doubt 
anyone here can afford to smoke. Legally, anyway.’ 
He looked back at Lynn. ‘Do you have a license for 
those?’ 
 Her fingers lingered in the open case. ‘I thought 
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you were in immigration, Agent Baker, not drug 
enforcement. Haven’t you gentlemen got enough on 
your plate for today?’ 
 The man pointed at his partner. ‘He’s Baker, I’m 
Taylor.’ 
 ‘You people all look the same to me.’ 
 He raised his eyebrows. ‘White people?’ 
 ‘Bureaucrats.’ 
 The one on the right planted his elbow on the 
table, holding the palm screen up at about her head 
height. The other agent turned to watch the room, 
hand slipping under his jacket. The patrons, seeing a 
hated ID check underway, watched him right back. 
Lynn snapped shut her case, sans cigarette, and 
placed it on the table. 
 15:56 
 ‘Here, hold it steady.’ She placed both hands on 
the palmscreen and held her eye up to the scanner. A 
small, black metal circle with a red laser dot in the 
center. She looked into the beam. The red glare 
caused her to blink.  
 ‘Try not to blink, Miss. It just needs five seconds.’ 
 She put her eye in the beam again, counted to 
three, then blinked rapidly. A chime in a minor key 
emanated from the palmscreen.  
 The agent sighed. ‘Miss.’ Firmer this time. ‘Just 
place your eye over the beam. Don’t blink. It’s over in 
a few seconds.’ 
 She failed another three times, eliciting more sighs 
and even a curse. She smiled sweetly. The smile 
didn’t feel at all natural on her face, but their 
displeasure was satisfying nonetheless. On the sixth 
attempt, she allowed it to work.  
 16:00 
 He looked at the results of the scan. ‘Miss Vu. I 
see you have full citizenship.’ 
 ‘I’m aware.’ 
 ‘But your parents do not. They are Vietnamese–
Australian.’ 
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 She sat in silence. Let the threat hang there for a 
few moments while she studied it. ‘What the fuck 
does that mean?’ 
 ‘Nothing.’ He snapped down the scanner, put the 
palmscreen in his coat pocket. His flat stare lingered 
on her. ‘I’m just saying they fall under our jurisdiction.’ 
 Under the table, she slowly slid her pistol from the 
small holster under her belt buckle. She moved it to 
her lap, hidden in the shadows, easing the safety off 
with her thumb. ‘My parents have nothing to do with 
this.’ 
 Again, those dead eyes. ‘If they’ve done nothing 
wrong, they have nothing to worry about.’ 
 The grandmother reappeared, placed a pot and 
two glasses on the table. She glanced down as she 
did so. From the angle she was standing, the old 
woman could see the pistol Lynn clutched in her 
hand. She leant down, whispered close to Lynn’s ear. 
‘Bỏ thuôć độc dễ hỏn.’ [‘Poison would have been 
easier.’]  
 Lynn gave her a small smile in reply.  
 Agent Baker took one sip of his tea before turning 
to Nguyen. ‘Time to go.’ He pointed down at the 
flexiscreen sitting on the table. ‘That yours?’ 
 Nguyen puffed on his cigar. Like Lynn, he seemed 
to be figuring the best answer to that particular 
question.  
 ‘Mister Nguyen, is that your flexiscreen?’ 
 Nguyen began to speak, but Lynn cut him off. 
‘Yes. Yes it’s his.’ 
 The agent started to rise from his seat. ‘You better 
bring it with you.’ 
 16:03 
 A soft chime emanated from the screen. The four 
faces at the table turned to look at it. No one spoke. A 
few seconds passed and the chime sounded again, 
the ideograms on the flexiscreen increasing in 
brightness, insisting on attention.  
 ‘Mister Nguyen,’ she said. He didn’t respond. He 
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just sat staring at the screen. Her voice was firmer the 
second time. ‘Mister Nguyen.’ 
 He started and looked up at her.  
 ‘Why don’t you answer your call while the agents 
here show me that warrant.’ 
 He looked from her, to the screen, over to the 
agents, then back to her again. He wiped the sweat 
from his brow with the back of his hand. ‘Sure.’ He 
put a finger to his c-glyph and closed his eyes.  
 ‘Gentlemen.’ Lynn held out her hand. ‘The 
warrant.’ She felt surprisingly calm given she was 
responsible for a crime occurring three feet away that 
could get her thirty years in prison. She focused on 
her breathing.  
 Inhale.  
 Exhale.  
 Inhale.  
 Agent Baker glanced over at Nguyen, who was 
now mumbling responses to someone only he could 
see. The agent sighed and reached into his coat 
pocket, pulled out the palmscreen, and pressed his 
thumb to it. ‘Verify: Agent Baker, immigration 
enforcement. Display warrant for Nguyen Van Cam, 
suspected people smuggler.’ 
 He waited. Nothing happened. He pressed his 
thumb to the screen again. Still nothing. It was dead. 
No sound, no light, no signal. He handed it to his 
partner. The other man looked at the dead screen, 
then up at Lynn. ‘What’s going on here?’ 
 She slowly slid the pistol back in the holster, eyes 
on the two men. ‘You tell me.’ 
 The agent held the screen up. ‘All official 
communications are contained in this, including the 
warrant. It’s a closed system. It was working fine a 
few minutes ago. Now it’s dead.’ 
 She leaned back in her chair. ‘Well, I’d say you 
boys are shit out of luck.’ 
 ‘This doesn’t change anything.’ 
 ‘I disagree. It changes everything.’ Lynn signaled 
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for the grandmother to come over to the table. She 
did so immediately. ‘This is private property. Unless 
you’re conducting government-sanctioned business, 
you should leave,’ she turned to the old woman, 
addressing her in the formal Vietnamese mode, 
‘Right, elder aunty?’ 
 The grandmother looked at the two men, her eyes 
sparkling. She found a phrase for them in English. 
 ‘Piss off.’ 
 The agents rose from their seats. One reached 
under his jacket. The other looked around at the 
customers, at the faces staring back at him from 
within the red haze, coiled with silent anger. The 
agent placed a hand on his partner’s shoulder. ‘Let’s 
wait outside. Warrant and back-up will be here in 
fifteen minutes.’ 
 The other man nodded, still staring straight at 
Lynn. He let his hand drop, looked over at Nguyen. 
‘Don’t even think about leaving.’ Then he spun and 
walked out, his partner right behind.  
 Lynn turned to the old woman. ‘We need some 
privacy.’ 
 The old woman set about ushering the customers 
out the front door. No one needed much 
encouragement. It wasn’t worth witnessing what was 
going to happen next.  
 Soon all that remained was the smoke and the 
scent of anchovies. That, and two of her men. They 
walked over from where they had been sitting, one 
stood behind Mister Nguyen, one next to Lynn. They 
were big men.  
 Nguyen glanced up at them, then back at Lynn. 
‘We should leave, now.’ He started to rise from his 
seat, but a heavy hand fell on his shoulder and 
pushed him back down.  
 Lynn shook her head. ‘Not yet, Mister Nguyen, not 
yet.’ She indicated the door with her eyes. ‘Your men 
in the car outside have been sent away.’ 
 ‘What?’ 
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 She sighed and folded her hands on the tabletop. 
‘You led two immigration agents to our first meeting.’ 
 ‘I didn’t know they were following me.’ 
 ‘You led two immigrations agents into our first 
fucking meeting.’ She didn’t raise her voice, but the 
steel was in it this time.  
 Nguyen said nothing, just bowed his head and 
looked at the burnt-out cigar between his fingers.  
 Lynn pointed at the cigarette case. ‘Fortunately I 
keep a dot scrambler on hand for times such as this. 
The one I stuck on the agent’s palmscreen will wipe 
any record of my retina scan, and freeze the unit until 
a tech can sit down and unwind the scrambled code. 
And this,’ she pointed to her nose ring, ‘is a refraction 
loop. You know what this does?’ 
 He shook his head.  
 ‘To the naked eye I looked normal. But when you 
take the memory pin from your c-glyph and play back 
this scene, the area around my face is distorted. The 
light bent and warped. They’ll still have my voice 
print, but I can live with that.’ 
 She placed the cigarette case in her pocket.  
 ‘So I’m in the clear,’ she said. ‘You know the laws 
on human memory. If it doesn’t come from a memory 
pin playback, it is inadmissible as evidence. What 
with the frail psychology of natural memory and all 
that. Those agents won’t remember what I look like 
anyway. Not if I change my hair.’ She reached up, 
touching the spikes with her palms. ‘Pity. I quite like 
this style.’ 
 She sighed. ‘There is, unfortunately, one loose 
strand. I didn’t activate the refraction loop until after 
you’d walked in. Those agents,’ she waved at the 
door, ‘could subpoena your memory pin.’ 
 He stared at her for a few seconds, processing 
what she was saying. ‘I’ll destroy it. I’ll give it to you 
even. Right now.’ 
 She shook her head. ‘It is more than that. You’re 
sloppy, and that makes you a liability. You know the 
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names of the families I just paid for, and—‘ 
 ‘—I’ll wipe all my records. You can have every—‘ 
 ‘—Enough.’ Her eyes flashed. ‘Enough. You 
endangered my parents. This isn’t business, this is 
personal.’ She paused, watching the man squirm 
under the heavy hands pressed down on his 
shoulders. ‘That’s the secret, by the way, Mister 
Nguyen. This business we have chosen—it’s always 
personal.’ 
 ‘What are you saying?’ He struggled to rise. The 
man next to Lynn stepped forward and drove a fist 
into Nguyen’s face, rocking the gangster’s head 
backward. Nguyen sat there for half a minute, one 
hand clutching the table, the other over his eye. 
When he pulled his hand away blood trickled down 
his cheek, the eyebrow split and already swelling.  
 Lynn indicated the man who had struck him. ‘This 
is Mister Giang. How is your family doing, Mister 
Giang?’ 
 A voice, deep and clear, answered. ‘Well, Miz Vu.’ 
 She kept her eyes on Nguyen. ‘They been out 
here some time now haven’t they?’ 
 ‘Nearly three years.’ 
 She nodded. She pointed at the man behind 
Nguyen’s left shoulder. ‘This is Mister Lac. His family 
arrived only six months ago. Have they settled in well, 
Mister Lac?’ 
 ‘Very well, Miz Vu.’ 
 ‘Did your younger sister get into university?’ 
 ‘Yes. She will be a teacher.’ A note of pride in the 
voice.  
 ‘Good. If there are any problems with tuition, you 
let me know.’ 
 It was hard to tell in the shadows, but Mister Lac 
appeared to nod in reply.  
 Nguyen watched her now out of one eye, fear 
blossoming behind it.  
 ‘Mister Giang?’ 
 ‘Yes, Miz Vu.’ 
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 ‘Could you take Mister Nguyen out to the back 
room and put a bullet through his head?’ 
 Giang moved to where Nguyen sat and grabbed 
him by the upper arm. He and Lac hefted him out of 
his seat. Nguyen stuttered. ‘Wait, What? You can’t kill 
me.’ Spittle fresh on his lips, his good eye wet. ‘Do 
you know who I am?’ 
 Lynn stood. ‘Yes I do. You’re a mercenary,’ she 
said. ‘And I meet people like you every day of the 
week.’ 
 She nodded at Giang. He punched Nguyen in the 
stomach, doubling him over as the air expelled from 
his lungs, his cigar butt dropping to the floor.  
 That was the last she saw of him—bent over, 
unable to speak, being dragged from the room.  
 She turned to Mister Lac. ‘Get my parents. Right 
now. Take them to a safe house. If they argue—when 
my mother argues with you—just tell her that their 
daughter will explain everything in a couple of days.’ 
 Lac nodded and left.  
 The grandmother walked in as he was leaving, 
handed over a warm bamboo box. ‘Cỏm của con nè. 
Bać đoán là con muôń take away.’ [‘Your lunch, child. 
I guessed you wanted take away.’] 
 The scent of rice, sharp chili sauce and aromatic 
mushrooms rose from the container. Lynn smiled a 
small smile. ‘Smells delicious, older Aunt. Cám ỏn 
bać.’ 
 Grandmother nodded. ‘Con baỏ trong. Con đi há.’ 
[‘You take care. You go.’] 
 ‘You too. Con đi đây.’ 
 Lynn straightened, fixing the ends of her hair with 
an open palm. She faced the front door. Twilight to 
heat, crimson to blinding white. Lynn hated the world 
out there.  
 She reached for the door handle.[GdM]  
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Interzone (several issues), Grimdark Magazine #2, 
Ticonderoga's Hear Me Roar anthology, and others. He 
is a Writers of the Future winner.   
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spent the last decade living and working throughout 
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Publisher	Roundtable	
	

SHAWN	SPEAKMAN,	KATIE	CORD,	TIM	MARQUITZ,	
AND	GEOFF	BROWN	

	
	
Small and indie publishing is a rough, fast-paced (for 
publishers, anyway) game, that provides incredible 
highs, soul-crushing lows, general impoverishment, 
and introduces us to plenty of awesome people, like 
the editors running small publishing houses that 
agreed to drop by the GdM cyber-office for a bit of a 
chin wag.   
 
DRAMATIS PERSONNAE 
 
Tim Marquitz – Ragnarok Publications [TM] 
Shawn Speakman – Grim Oak Press [SS] 
Katie Cord – Evil Girlfriend Media [KC] 
Geoff Brown – Cohesion Press [GB] 
 
[GdM] What got you into publishing? 
 
[SS] I originally had no interest in founding a 
publishing house. I had written two novels, they were 
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represented and making the rounds with NYC 
publishers, and things were going better than I could 
ever expect. 
 Then I was diagnosed with cancer. That changed 
everything. Due to a pre-existing condition, I did not 
have health insurance. To combat the mounting costs 
of medical treatment, many of my writer friends 
donated short stories that would be compiled and 
eventually become the anthology Unfettered. I knew 
Unfettered would garner a great deal of publicity so I 
pulled my debut novel The Dark Thorn out of NYC 
and decided to self-publish it. I didn’t know it then, but 
Grim Oak Press was born in that moment. 
 Now I am expanding, producing projects that I’m 
passionate and interested in having on my own 
shelves. And thankfully, the things I like are liked by 
many! 
 
[KC] I was intrigued by self-publishing as soon as I 
learned about it. I loved the idea of being in charge of 
the creative direction of not only the writing, but also 
marketing, cover design, and editing. When I 
published my first book, He Left Her at the Altar, She 
Left Him to the Zombies, I learned so much about the 
business and what not to do.  
 I decided after several years of learning about the 
business to take the themes for three short story 
collections I’d plan to write, and turned them into 
anthologies. It was a snowball effect. I’ve now been 
able to work with multiple authors on several 
anthologies and we are now adding more single 
author projects to our catalogue.  
 
[GB] I never intended becoming a publisher. I am a 
writer, and never thought to go beyond that. Then, 
when I had finally finished two years of full-time study 
in Professional Writing and Editing, I had a many of 
the skills required for publishing. I started up an 
Author Services business, but somewhere it was 
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nagging at me that I wanted to curate and edit a 
military horror anthology. I loved the genre, and 
couldn’t find enough in that area to satisfy my own 
reading urge. I kept talking about it, and then BANG, 
my wife told me to either do it or shut up about it. So I 
did it. 
 We didn’t start with SNAFU, but we put out the 
first anthology a year after starting Cohesion Press. 
The series is still our best-selling thing. 
 
[TM] I’ve always viewed publishing like the stock 
market. Yes you can succeed by targeting one aspect 
of it but it’s always made sense for me to diversify 
and spread out my options. By doing so I believe I’m 
casting my net wider for opportunities, both for myself 
and especially for others. There are so many amazing 
authors out there who are locked into the system of 
trying to get past the gatekeepers that stand between 
them and a quality press that it only made sense to 
create a house that would offer them the perks of the 
bigger houses while maintaining the close 
relationship of an indie press. The ability to promote 
and push these authors is a huge part of why I 
formed Ragnarok Publications with Joe Martin. 
 
[GdM] What is the most rewarding part of running 
a publishing house? 
 
[SS] The response from the readers. The day to day 
running of Grim Oak Press is difficult. I have a lot of 
irons in the fire and sometimes I don’t get the chance 
to see the trees from the forest. But when I receive an 
email from someone who is holding one of my press’s 
books--it forces me to slow down and understand why 
I am doing this. It is always a special thing. And I 
always respond. 
 
[KC] There are so many things that I love about the 
industry. I enjoy seeing the book go from a concept to 
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a real thing, then in turn, meeting people who read 
and enjoy what was created. It is also a great feeling 
to see the excitement in an author’s face when they 
see the final product or receive praise from a fan 
about their work.  
 
[GB] Definitely the random reader responses, and 
private messages and emails. I love to hear from our 
fans, and am surprised and delighted every time I get 
a message of support. Another great part of 
publishing is being in a position to put out stories by 
authors I hold in high esteem (Jonathan Maberry, 
Weston Ochse, James Moore for starters) and the flip 
side of that when we find a new author with great 
promise and we are privileged enough to be able to 
put their work out there for them. 
 
[TM] I love helping authors find their audience and 
expand them. So many talented writers are stuck in 
the trenches of self-publishing or small presses and 
are being buried under lousy cover art and poor edits. 
It’s a great feeling to see our team create these 
amazing books and get them out there where readers 
can find them. That alone makes it worth it to me. 
 
[GdM] What is the hardest part of running a 
publishing house? 
 
[SS] Keeping the wheels of the publishing process 
moving.  Whether it be communicating with authors, 
editors, artists, or book designers--it can be like 
herding cats at times. Thankfully, I work with very 
professional people who want Grim Oak Press to 
succeed and even when delivery of some publishing 
aspect is not on time, I know it will at least be done 
right. That is a great feeling to have. 
 
[KC] I agree with Shawn. Making sure that everything 
is moving can be difficult. But, for me, finding enough 
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time to fit everything into my life is tough. I have a full-
time job, EGM, and occasionally like to have time to 
write.  
 
[GB] All the work. Staying on top of everything, and 
making sure nothing falls through the cracks. Also, 
finding time for life outside of publishing, like family, 
relaxation, and buying haunted asylum buildings. 
 
[TM] We all have pretty much the same answer. 
There is simply so much to do from scheduling to 
promotion to editing to art to the back and forth 
answering of questions from authors, reviewers, 
distributors, readers, etc, that there is no down time. 
Publishing is a full time job x10 and you’re stuck 
doing whatever it takes to get the books out on time 
and making them the best they can be. 
 
[GdM] What is the single biggest mistake you ever 
made with your publishing house? 
 
[SS] Grim Oak Press is too new to have made a big 
mistake yet. Let’s hope it doesn’t happen! 
 
[KC] I don’t think we’ve made a big mistake. And, 
honestly, every little mistake has taught me how to do 
something better.  
 
[GB] I don’t think I’ve made too big a mistake, but the 
one thing I do regret is trying to micro-manage 
everything. I now have a few trusted people helping 
out, and I leave them to their jobs, while I do mine. It 
makes life a lot easier. 
 
[TM] The biggest mistake we’ve made is the desire to 
jump at each and every opportunity we’ve been 
provided. While that seems to be a good thing you 
need to learn your limits. For us, we got buried too 
deeply in what we wanted to create that we 



	 67	

overloaded ourselves and made our job harder to do. 
We simply took on too much, too soon and it bit us in 
the backside a few times. 
 
[GdM] What’s the best thing that’s happened to 
you as a publisher? 
 
[SS] Two things have happened and I’d be remiss not 
to mention them. First, Grim Oak Press began as a 
way to eliminate the medical debt that had accrued 
from battling my cancer. That debt is gone and I 
consider that a “best thing” any day. 
 The other thing: Receiving numerous emails from 
people thankful that Unfettered has opened their eyes 
to new authors. Growing readerships is what a 
publisher should be all about and I know Unfettered 
did that for many people. I think that is the reason that 
Reddit’s /r/fantasy voted Unfettered best anthology 
for that year, giving Grim Oak Press a Stabby award. 
 
[KC] Funding Women in Practical Armor via 
Kickstarter was huge. It was the first time EGM was 
able to get out of the red, it exposed us to a new 
audience, and it showed me that what we are 
creating is wanted by readers.  
 Personally, publishing an author that I really enjoy 
(Rachel Caine) was a huge geek-out moment for me. 
I really enjoy reading her books because they are 
urban fantasy/sci-fi with female protagonists that are 
not centered on romance.  
 
[TM] I agree with Katie. The joy of getting to publish 
authors you’re a fan of is an amazing feeling. You get 
to see the story come to life and get to be a part of it. 
 
[GB] Yeah, that’s my favourite part, too.  
 Publishing someone who you’ve read and loved 
for years. It’s happened a few times for us, when we 
target specific authors for our SNAFU series. 
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 Also, earlier this year (2015) we managed to 
somehow go slightly viral with one release, taking us 
into the top 2,000 Paid on US Amazon and toppling 
Stephen King from a few horror charts to make 
number one. That was awesome, even though it only 
lasted two days. 
 
[GdM] How would you describe the current state 
of indie publishing in dark SF/F/H? Are we 
trending towards glory or ignominious defeat? 
 
[SS] Somewhere in between. There will always be a 
place for dark stories with a grim bent but there will 
always be a need for stories that are lighter. The trick 
is embracing all types of SF/F/H and not call one 
better than another.  
 
[KC] I think that indie publishers must have the 
mindset that this is a marathon, they should have 
short term and long term goals while keeping in mind 
that the business is constantly evolving. They must 
be willing to adapt. I think as publishers we will 
always work towards “glory” and want to see our 
books and the genre succeed.  
 
[TM] All genres have their ups and downs and dark 
fiction is the same. I think it’s really up to us, the 
publishers and authors, who get to determine the 
future of the genre by creating one a kind books that 
work on more levels than simply dark. There has to 
be more to it than being gritty or grimdark or 
whatever. Powerful prose and storytelling and 
creative worlds will always have an audience.  
 
[GB] I have a real hate for the current state of anyone 
being able to start a Facebook page and a free 
website and then call themselves a publisher. It’s not 
only dark writing this happens in, though. It’s spread 
across the entire writing and publishing industry. 
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 I think once writers and readers begin to realise 
the difference between the bad and the good 
publishers, we’ll all be a bit better off. 
 
[GdM] What’s involved in a typical week of 
running your publishing house? 
 
[SS] I am a busy man. I write, I manage the affairs 
and website for bestselling authors Terry Brooks and 
Naomi Novik, and I freelance write for Random 
House at Suvudu.com. That leaves a small amount of 
time for Grim Oak Press.  That means I must time 
manage correctly. Most of the work that I do for Grim 
Oak Press is effectively communicating with 
everyone--authors, artists, book designers, and 
customers. I do this all on my own and usually at 
night once my other duties are completed. Thankfully, 
I love what I do, so none of it feels like work. 
 
[KC] I agree with Shawn, it is all about 
communication with everyone involved in the 
company. I’m really grateful to have a managing 
editor, Jennifer Brozek, who helps me get everything 
coordinated now. I now focus more on marketing, 
distribution, and connecting with fans. I also work full 
time as a nurse so besides making sure that I’m 
doing everything for the business, I have to balance 
my daytime career.  
 
[TM] Well, I start my day with a nap, then I 
contemplate drinking coffee and possibly napping 
longer. :)  
 I wish that were true. The reality is that it’s hard to 
plan each day. There are emails to get to and 
contracts to create and send out and edits to do and 
promotion to contemplate. The business is fluid and 
each day brings new challenges and new deadlines 
and new all sorts of crap that force you to adjust on 
the fly all the time. We often spend all day whittling at 
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projects and moving forward, hoping things get 
finished before something else rears its head. 
 
[GB] Edit, message, layout, edit more, talk to the 
cover designer, email, answer a Facebook message, 
edit, promote, promote, pay for something, work out 
why the PC shut down, edit, promote, promote, 
promote, run competition to promote, edit, talk cover 
layout with artist. 
 Seriously, it’s all day, every day stuff. If you’re not 
paying attention, projects fall by the wayside and next 
thing you know you’re one of ‘those’ presses. The 
ones that fail. 
 
[GdM] Many of us target the same author group. 
Do you see your fellow publishers as death or 
glory competition, companions in the fight to 
spread more fiction, or is this the first time you’ve 
heard of most of us? 
 
[SS] When I launched Grim Oak Press, Bill Schafer at 
Subterranean Press helped me a great deal. He 
answered the major questions I had and without him I 
doubt my press would have started as smoothly as it 
did. It taught me that we are all in this together. Like 
many readers, I prefer holding a beautifully-wrought 
book but it doesn’t matter what press creates it--as 
long as someone does. I own books from most of the 
indie publishing presses and will continue to support 
others even as Grim Oak Press grows. 
 
[KC] I don’t look at other presses as competition, but 
more as glorious companions in the fight. It is a tough 
market out there and any time I see a press doing 
great work, whether I know them personally or not, I 
try to share their posts, praise their work, and always 
want to connect with those who want to connect with 
us to reach common goals. I know the hard work 
involved. I do tend to shy away from people and 
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presses that tear down others. I’ve found that people 
who behave that way do not have the same kind of 
mindset or goals that I have. The relationships are 
usually not productive or healthy. I’m always open to 
mutually beneficial think tanks where discussions are 
had that improve skills and business for all but not 
sitting around ripping others apart.  
 
[TM] While we might all be competing for the same 
pool of money and readers it doesn’t break down into 
gladiatorial games between us. As long as you keep 
us out of the bars, that is. :) But no, a rising tide lifts 
all boats. While we’re independent we’re still 
connected. The success of any of the other 
companies means there are more eyes on publishing 
as a whole, more opportunities to take advantage of. 
By sharing the works of the other presses and 
promoting their authors we open the doors for 
ourselves. Besides, it’s always nice to see others 
succeed. We become friends in this business, 
partners, and allies. We’re often just as invested in 
how these other publishers are as we are in our own 
house. 
 
[GB] There are millions of readers. I don’t see 
anyone as competition. I see us as fighting the good 
fight to get people reading. 
 
[GdM] If you could name three authors to get a 
guaranteed, ‘yes, happy to provide an exclusive 
short story/novel’ reply from, who would they be 
and why? 
 
[SS] Terry Brooks, because he’s my friend and 
mentor.  Peter Orullian, because the man is prolific 
and a great friend.  And Naomi Novik, because she’s 
my friend and has more ideas than she knows how to 
write.  This business is all about building relationships 
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and I’ve been fortunate to befriend a great many 
wonderful people who also happen to be writers. 
 
[KC] Oh gosh, this is a difficult one because we’ve 
had several people do this for us some more 
advanced in their careers than others. I don’t want to 
isolate anyone by naming anyone in particular but I 
give credit to our editors for exciting authors they 
know to write exclusive pieces for our anthos. We 
have not had this happen with a book yet; however, I 
have faith it will some day.  
 
[TM] Yeah, this is a tough one. We know so many 
fantastic authors that it’s often harder to say no than it 
is to say yes. Like Shawn said, “This business is all 
about building relationships…” Each and every author 
we work with becomes a part of that family and it 
wouldn’t be fair to them to say we’d choose someone 
over them just so we can fangirl a little. 
 
[GdM] Who’s the one person in the publishing 
industry you’d love most to sit down and have a 
drink and a chat with face to face? 
 
[SS] Stephen King. He has seen everything there is 
to see in the publishing industry. I have no doubt he 
has a wealth of insight and advice that I’d love to 
mine. 
 
[GB] Hard to say, really. It depends on each theme of 
each SNAFU or novel series. I’ve made my ‘to-do’ list 
with most of our books so far. 
 
[KC] I’d love to discuss the industry with Betty 
Ballantine, Connie Willis, and Margaret Atwood as 
they all would have perspectives of the industry that I 
think I could learn from and relate to.  
 
[GdM] What do you look for in an author? 
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[SS] Every writer I invite to Grim Oak Press has to 
have a unique voice, a beautiful turn of phrase that 
cannot be taught. And since Grim Oak Press works 
hard at raising money for various charity endeavors, 
the author must have an impeccable desire to make 
the world a better place. 
 
[KC] In the end, a compelling, character rich, 
readable story trumps all for me. I lead a super busy 
life and if I pause to read a manuscript, then proceed 
to rearrange my life around it, I know it is a great 
read. I know it will do that for others as well.  I won’t 
lie, I also look at the author as a whole: is the book for 
us, is this author for the brand, do they understand 
small press, are they a self-starter who wants to get 
their work out there, are they professional? I need 
those things for a great book and successful 
partnership.  
 
[TM] There are lots of things. You want an author 
who has an understanding of their story and can write 
it without requiring us to go behind them and reshape 
it. You want one that understands characterization 
and pacing and visualization, one who can paint a 
picture in words rather than simply tell a story. You 
also want an author who’s willing to be different yet 
understands the tropes and concepts of the genre 
they’re writing in. Lastly, you want one that can be 
worked with. One who understands they don’t know 
everything and that their work can be improved. Divas 
need not apply. 
 
[GB] One word - professionalism. On time, excited, 
willing to work with promotion, and most of all able to 
accept edits without being difficult. 
 
[GdM] Ideally, how will your publishing house be 
performing in one year? 
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[SS] World domination via a benevolent dictatorship. 
More seriously, I just want to keep producing beautiful 
books and if I’m doing that in one year, I will be 
happy. 
 
[KC] Business wise – increased sales, actual profit, 
more fans, and acquire four novels that fit the EGM 
brand.  
 
[TM] As Ragnarok Publications has just signed a deal 
for worldwide distribution of our books I would hope 
we’d be seeing returns on that by then, that our 
authors and readers will find the Rok’s stories in 
bookstores and libraries all over the world and that 
we will increase our visibility a hundredfold. We want 
our authors to become household names. They 
deserve it and that’s what we want to accomplish for 
them. 
 
[GB] I’m with Shawn. World domination. :D 
 I want to not run at a loss, and I want to ensure 
our writers get read by as many as possible, and 
make money from their writing. 
 
[GdM] If you could change something about the 
industry of short fiction publishing in the darker 
SF/F/H genres, what would it be? 
 
[SS] More readers giving short fiction and anthologies 
a chance.  
 
[KC] Yes, people need to give anthologies and short 
fiction a chance. When I go to conventions, I try to 
explain that if you are a busy person an antho is the 
perfect book for you. What other type of work do you 
get a collection of work in a theme that you can put 
down and pick back up any time you want? That 
usually wins people over.  



	 75	

 
[TM] That short stories and anthologies are the 
gateway drug to your new favorite authors. There’s 
always someone in a book that you, the reader, don’t 
already know. Those authors are in there for a 
reason: they rock. They’ll also always have more 
work out there too.  Anthologies are about expanding 
your stable of quality reads. 
 
[GB] Again, I’m with Shawn. Our anthos sell pretty 
damn well, but I want more readers so our newer 
writers gain a real fanbase through being published 
by us. 
 
[GdM] What can followers expect to see from you 
next? 
 
[SS] I have a number of forthcoming projects. I am 
producing a leatherbound signed and numbered 
edition of The Unremembered by Peter Orullian.  In 
December, I am publishing a new anthology titled 
Unbound featuring the talents of Terry Brooks, Jim 
Butcher, Seanan McGuire, Rachel Caine, Joe 
Abercrombie, and many more.  Mark Lawrence and I 
are producing a gorgeous hardcover omnibus of his 
Broken Empire trilogy. And I am working hard at 
acquiring a few new projects like publishing a 
beautiful set of the original Shannara novels as well 
as bringing together the talent for Unfettered II, which 
will publish mid-2016. It’s an exciting time! 
 
[KC] In February 2016, our dark modern vampire 
novel, Rachel by Dobromir Harrison will release 
followed by Women in Practical Armor edited by Ed 
Greenwood and Gabrielle Harbowy. We will be 
acquiring more projects for 2016-17 starting January 
2016. We will shift from flash fiction on EGM 
SHORTS to once a month short story on our website. 
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We are also working on our website and some 
changes to brand design.  
 
[TM] We’ve a ton of projects coming out at Ragnarok, 
from Horsemen of the Apocalypse (a card game 
featuring the twisted mind of Mark Lawrence) to our 
anthologies Genius Loci and Mech, to a fantastic 
lineup of quality stories from familiar and not so 
familiar authors under our banner, to include book 
three in the Valducan series by Seth Skorkowsy and 
an entirely new series by Rob Hayes in the same 
world as his Ties that Bind series, plus a new short 
novel by Jennifer Brozek, and a ton more. All of which 
will be found in bookstores across the globe. 
 
[GB] More SNAFUs lined up, with more and more 
renowned writers taking part. 
 Plus I’m really excited about our upcoming Natural 
Selection novel series. It’s pure schlock/80s 
biohorror, with man versus nature in the form of 
mutated or oversized animals, like the classic 
creature-horror such as Jaws, Anaconda, Piranha, 
and all those classics. We have some very big names 
lined up, so keep an eye out for announcements. 
 
[GdM] Looks like there’s plenty of great fiction 
projects on their way from these awesome publishers. 
You can connect with these publishers on their 
Facebook pages using the links below. 
 
Cohesion Press: 
https://www.facebook.com/CohesionPress/ 
Grim Oak Press: 
https://www.facebook.com/GrimOakPress/ 
Evil Girlfriend Media: 
https://www.facebook.com/EvilGirlfriendMedia/ 
Ragnarok Publications:  
https://www.facebook.com/RagnarokPublications/ 
[GdM]	
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Review:	Dishonoured	
	

C.T.	PHIPPS	
	
	

 
‘Vengeance fixes everything.’ 
 Dishonored is a video game initially released for 
the PS3 and Xbox 360 in 2012 that has since been 
updated for current-generation consoles. It is also, in 
my opinion, one of the best grimdark games ever 
created. 
 The premise is Corvo Attano, the Empress of 
Dunwall's Lord Protector (royal bodyguard), is 
returning home from a diplomatic mission when he 
witnesses his patron's assassination. Worse, he 
witnesses the kidnapping of the Empress’ daughter, 
Emily, threatening to plunge the country into chaos. 
Corvo is promptly framed for the attack, tortured, and 
imprisoned.  
 Driven half-insane, Corvo is offered a chance at 
revenge by the Satan-like Outsider. Taking the 
Outsider's Mark onto his hand, Corvo is unleashed 
upon Dunwall to bring down those who killed his 
Empress. It is up to the player to decide if Corvo’s 
revenge is more important than saving Princess 
Emily, the last living remnant of Dunwall’s royal 
family. 
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 Dishonored is, on the surface, a simple tale of 
revenge. There are you, the people you're after, and 
a number of missions devoted to bringing down the 
people you want to destroy. However, The Count of 
Monte Cristo was a ‘simple tale of revenge’ yet 
remains one of the greatest novels ever written. 
There are a few twists and turns related to a 
conspiracy to bring down the Lord Regent, 
mastermind behind the Empress' assassination, but 
what makes Dishonored such a great example of 
grimdark isn't the plotting but the atmosphere.  
 Dishonored has loads and loads of atmosphere.  
 What makes the game great is, undoubtedly, the 
amazingly detailed city of Dunwall, setting for the 
game's myriad levels. A dark, filthy, rat-infested city, 
Dunwall is slowly dying due to a plague, which has 
killed much of its population. The response by the 
rich, in true ‘Masque of the Red Death’ fashion, is to 
seal off the impoverished sections of the city in hopes 
that the plague will only afflict the poor. Using bizarre 
steampunk devices, the city guard abuses the already 
miserable citizens while propping up the Lord 
Regent's regime even as he's helpless to do anything 
about the plague's progress. 
 Dunwall is a triumph of grimdark as the levels are 
set in such vivid locations as a nightmarish prison, a 
fanatical inquisition's headquarters, a brothel where 
prostitutes are kept as slaves, a flooded industrial 
district, and innumerable plague-ridden ruins. The 
Definitive Edition adds such levels as a whale 
slaughterhouse, a crime lord’s base, and the palace 
home of an insane witch. One of the niftier bits of in-
game lore is Corvo's possession of a magical heart 
that is capable of reading the darkest secrets of those 
individuals it is held over. This allows you to hear 
some truly shocking bits of gossip from the seedy, 
corrupt world our hero is travelling through. All of the 
locations are rendered in beautiful, eye-popping detail 
with sound effects to match. 
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 As you might expect, the allies Corvo makes in 
this grim environment aren't exactly the best people in 
the world. The Lord Regent is an elitist, evil snob who 
wants to eradicate the poor, and everyone else also 
has their own motives for siding with Corvo or his 
enemies. The woman helping you in your one-man 
revolution against the Lord Regent is doing so 
primarily for money. Likewise, the most operatic and 
epic ways of resolving each of the assassination 
missions is to inflict some horrifying fate on your 
targets like selling them into slavery with their 
tongues cut out. 
 There are no heroes in Dunwall. 
 Not even you. 
 But how does it play? Dishonored is, primarily, a 
first-person stealth game. Corvo is given several 
levels that he has complete freedom of movement to 
traverse and a target he can dispose of in any 
manner he likes. The game provides the player with a 
wide variety of terribly destructive weapons and traps. 
Plus Corvo’s Outsider-granted abilities include the 
ability to see through walls, teleport short distances, 
slow down time, possess guards, and even summon 
swarms of rats to attack his enemies. To me, 
however, the most satisfying method of handling the 
game is to travel unseen to your target and condemn 
them to one of the aforementioned horrific fates the 
game encourages you to inflict upon them.  
 The Definitive Edition updates the game to the 
Xbox One and contains all of the downloadable 
content for the original game including the story 
campaigns: The Knife of Dunwall, The Brigmore 
Witches, and the Dunwall City Trials. The Knife of 
Dunwall and The Brigmore Witches do not star Corvo 
Attano but Daud, the assassin of the Empress, voiced 
by Michael Madsen. Given one of the biggest 
complaints about Corvo Attano is he never speaks 
during the main game, many people will enjoy 
Madsen's nuanced, remorseful performance. 
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 I don't really have any complaints about this game 
and strongly recommend it to people who want to 
explore a grimdark steampunk dystopian London with 
a supernatural assassin. If you're not that sort of 
person, why are you reading this magazine?[GdM] 
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An	Interview	with	Aliette	
de	Bodard	

	
JEWEL	ELISE	

	
	

 
[GdM] Thanks for joining us at Grimdark Magazine 
Aliette de Bodard! First up, could you tell the readers 
a bit about yourself, and your new fantasy novel 
House of Shattered Wings?  
 
[AdB] Sure! I'm a fantasy and science fiction writer 
who lives in Paris. I write short fiction (the Xuya 
universe which is Confucian-based space opera 
based on Vietnamese myths) and long fiction 
(previous works include Obsidian and Blood, a trilogy 
of fantastical thrillers set among the Aztecs in the 
14th Century). I've won two Nebula Awards, a Locus 
Award, and a British Science Fiction Association 
Award.  
 My newest book, The House of Shattered Wings, 
is set in Paris in the aftermath of a devastating 
magical war; and features political intrigue amongst 
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factions of Fallen angels and magicians, alchemists, 
dragons, a Vietnamese ex-immortal with a grudge, 
and entirely too many dead bodies.  
 
[GdM] One of the first things I noticed when reading 
House of Shattered Wings, is that there isn't a lot of 
dialogue between characters! It explores every nook 
and cranny of the characters headspace - it feels like 
you've taken up residence in their minds for much of 
the book! I was wondering if that was an intentional 
direction when you set about writing the novel, or did 
it progress as organically as it reads?  
 
[AdB] One of the things that I like about books is that 
they allow you to get under a character's skin and 
know their thoughts (something which you can't easily 
have in, say, movies or comics). For me, it's a very 
important thing, because as much as I think crackling 
dialogue is important, and as much as action scenes 
are cool, empathy with the characters goes through 
knowing why they do the things they do, and what 
thoughts are going through their heads at the 
moment. It's not something I consciously set out to 
do:  by now it's part of my writing style...  
 
[GdM] Is it hard to occupy those headspaces, 
considering the turmoil that each of the characters is 
going through?  
 
[AdB] Hahaha no, actually it's easier! I like characters 
who are going through turmoil, they're easier to get a 
grip on (and I love writing about strong emotions). 
Yes, I'm a bit of a sadistic writer, insofar as characters 
are concerned, why do you ask...  
 
[GdM] The characters in House of Shattered Wings 
are almost all grey characters, neither good nor evil, 
they range on the spectrum. It actually gives the book 
an extra element of interest, as you can never be 
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sure which road they'll take next. After so many years 
of fantasy sticking to the idea absolutes, is it hard to 
break through those long standing walls that have 
been built? Is there any resistance to the changes we 
are starting to see in the genre?  
 
[AdB] I don't really know to be honest? I'm not a big 
believer in good and evil--more in good and evil acts 
rather than a neat division between good and evil 
characters (I'm particularly wary of something I've 
seen a lot of times with good/evil characters, which is 
that the good characters can do no evil, even if their 
acts would seem to actually be more at home with the 
evil characters. I find this kind of moral... shifting goal 
posts particularly bothersome). To answer your 
question, I think moral greyness been going on for a 
while, though I'm not sure to what extent? I'm 
rereading David Gemmell at the moment, and it's very 
clear that while you have a clear good and evil 
boundary, every character, at every moment, must 
make a choice as to where they stand, and no one is 
immune to falling from grace, and redeeming 
themselves (and those are books from the ‘90s’). In 
many ways, actually, I feel like we've gone back on 
this (possibly after 9/11 and the need for moral 
absolute, evil/good guys, etc.), and that it's only in 
recent years it's has become a thing again. The 
response to the book has been good so far, so I'll 
presume not too many people wanted to complain!  
 
[GdM] Strangely, one of the most striking things I find 
in fantasy, are those moments that explore reality in a 
somewhat safe space. House tackles quite a few 
pertinent topics: the feelings of loss and nostalgia for 
a home that has irrevocably changed, drug addiction, 
diversity in characters, etc. Is it important to you, as 
an author, to try and explain - or show readers things 
in fantasy narrative that they might not be able to or 
want to grasp in reality?  
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[AdB] For me, it's important insofar as some of this is 
my lived-in experience (or the experience of other 
marginalised people), and I see no reason to hide 
this. I don't want to preach, because I feel that 
actively preaching tends to turn people away, but 
equally I'm not keen on dumbing things down or 
suppressing bits that might possibly differ from reader 
expectation. SFF, for me, is a genre for the open-
minded, and expanding readers' horizons seem to fit 
right in.  
 
[GdM] If we told you that we were transporting you to 
The Dominion of The Fallen (we have powers 
unseen!), which House would you want to live with, 
and why?  
 
[AdB] Hawthorn. I don't think Asmodeus is the best 
politician ever (he has a tendency for the theatrical 
and for plots that blow up in his face), or the 
friendliest of persons (he's definitely on my ‘scary 
scary’ list because of his ruthlessness), but he takes 
good care of his people. And, frankly, I'd rather be on 
his side rather than fighting against him!  
 
[GdM] Now that Grimdark has a fairly secure place in 
the fantasy market place, do you see any changes 
occurring in the sub-genre in the future? Where would 
you like to see it head?  
 
[AdB] This is all with the caveat that I haven't read an 
awful lot of grimdark, especially the recent stuff. I 
think I would like to see it headed towards more 
diversity:  it feels to me (but I could be wrong about 
this) that most of the household names and the up-
and-coming ones are still male. I would like to see 
more women, more POCs working in it. But then I say 
this about the rest of the genre, too :)  
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(and a pet peeve of mine that I know not everyone is 
going to agree with, but personally I think the use of 
rape as a plot point could be retired for a bit--I'm 
starting to have a bit of fatigue around the subject...) 
 
[GdM] We've seen over the last few years that you 
write in different genres - and win awards in the 
process (many congratulations!). How do you think 
your writing has progressed - or changed, through the 
exploration of different genres? Has it changed your 
approach to writing all?  
 
[AdB] I read a lot, and I read a lot that's not 
necessarily genre, or that's not necessarily the latest 
bestsellers in Western Anglophone (US/UK/etc.) 
genre. For me, it's important, because I think that, if I 
were only in conversation with the same narrations 
over and over again, and the same traditions, my 
writing would essentially eat its own tail and ossify. I 
need to see other genres, other tropes and other 
modes of storytelling to keep me invigorated--and 
that's what I try to do with my own writing too, to not 
necessarily hew too closely to genre boundaries, and 
be willing to push past received ideas so I can 
(hopefully) write something better.  
 
[GdM] Will you be writing or releasing anything 
outside of the fantasy genre in the near future? 
 
[AdB] Science Fiction, definitely--I have short stories 
forthcoming in several anthologies like Jonathan 
Strahan's Meeting Infinity, Navah Wolfe and Dominik 
Parisian's The Starlit Wood, etc. I'm not planning to 
write anything outside of Science Fiction/Fantasy in 
the near future.  
 
[GdM] Your blog has a wealth of content: free short 
stories (now including a story set in The Dominion of 
The Fallen: In Morningstar's Shadow!), recipes (stay 
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away if hungry! Yikes!), articles on topics ranging 
from parenting, writing, reading, gender and so much 
more! It's a fantastic space to just hunker down and 
explore for hours! What drives you to keep creating 
such a range of diverse, yet fascinating content?  
 
[AdB] Mostly because not writing would be a lot like 
not breathing, I suspect! I write about what catches 
my fancy, and I have fairly eclectic interests, so that 
covers a lot of things. Also, having some content on 
the website hopefully helps people decide that they 
want to buy my books (ok, in the case of the recipes, 
buy a non-existent cookbook that I would need to get 
around to writing). But I'm mostly blogging about the 
things that make me happy, and hope that they make 
other people happy, too.  
 
[GdM] Lastly, would you mind making us an almond, 
orange blossom and lemon cake, if we promise to 
send back the Tupperware?  
 
[AdB] Hahaha I think you'd have an easier time 
making it from the recipe 
(http://aliettedebodard.com/recipes/almond-orange-
blossom-and-lemon-cake/), because Australia is a bit 
far away, and our postal system is fast, but not that 
fast, and the cake would be stale by the time it arrives 
(if not actually stolen by the postman on its way 
there).  
 
[GdM] You can catch up with Aliette over on her 
website (which has a whole host of free fiction and 
recipes), http://www.aliettedebodard.com, and on 
Twitter @aliettedb. 
More information on House of Shattered Wings: 
http://aliettedebodard.com/bibliography/novels/domini
on-of-the-fallen/house-shattered-wings/ 
Free sampler story set in the universe of House of 
Shattered Wings: 
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http://aliettedebodard.com/bibliography/novels/domini
on-of-the-fallen/free-stories-in-morningstars-shadow/  
[GdM]	
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At	the	Walls	of	Sinnlos	
	

MICHAEL	R.	FLETCHER	
	
	
 

 
Introduction from the Author: I wrote my first book, 
88, in 2007/2008 and immediately set about trying to 
find a publisher, which involves sending off your 
proposal and then waiting six months or more for the 
rejection letter to arrive. Being stubborn I wrote 
another book while I waited. 
 In early 2008 I had an idea for a fantasy world 
where belief defined reality. The twist was that only 
the insane could believe something so utterly that 
they would alter reality on their own. I wrote a few 
short stories to explore different concepts and worlds. 
The first, Fire and Flesh, was a retelling of Francisco 
Pizarro's interaction with Atahualpa, the Incan 
Emperor. The Spanish muskets were replaced with 
manifest delusions. This was the first appearance of 
the character Gehirn (the Hassebrand in Beyond 
Redemption—at that time I was calling them 
Pyrocasts). I wrote At the Walls of Sinnlos next. 
Gehirn appeared again—in yet another form—and by 
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the time I finished I knew I had my magic system. The 
story was forgotten and gathered digital dust until 
Adrian asked if I had any short fiction for Grimdark 
Magazine. 
 If you've read Beyond Redemption you're going to 
recognise some of the character names. These are 
not the same people. This story does not take place 
in the same world. What you are seeing here is an 
early exploration of the idea that would later become 
the world of Manifest Delusions. This was an 
experiment in writing insanity. 
 I hope you like it. 
 

* * * 
 

I rode at the Captain's side, sweat pooling in the folds 
of my fat and soaking my shirt. I watched him from 
the corner of my eye. He sat slumped in the saddle, 
his once crisp, blue uniform crimson with the blood-
red dust of the Sinnlos Desert. My heart broke and I 
had to look away. His parents had died the day we 
rode from Grauschloss, slain in the Theocrat's latest 
cull of the old-guard families. Their lands and 
holdings confiscated, the Captain's entire family were 
hung in the traitors' cages to starve and rot. We'd 
ridden past them as we left the city; he hadn't spared 
them a glance. He dared not. Had they not disowned 
him when he'd joined the ranks of the Theocrat's 
army, he would have shared their fate. But years of 
impeccable service did not lift him above suspicion. 
Trust is something the Theocrat commands and 
demands, not something he gives. I couldn't help but 
think the Captain had been sent to Sinnlos to die. I 
knew why I was here but dared not share that truth. 
My silence felt like betrayal. 
 I knew the Captain's sins as he knew my own. 
Sometimes I think our friendship was based on that 
knowledge more than anything else. How could either 
of us judge the other without condemning ourselves? 
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Not that we didn't condemn ourselves. Far from it. 
Much as I loved him, I was contemptible. Beyond 
redemption. 
 Belief defines reality, and the beliefs of the 
deranged can be truly dangerous. We, the broken, 
could believe something so utterly it altered reality. 
The mental instability that was my source of power 
made me the ruin of a man I am today. The Theocrat 
found use in that ruin. He fed that ruin, reminding me 
of my crimes, fuelling my self-hatred, to make use of 
the manifestations rising from my insanity. In those 
moments when I was not in sway to his power, I 
loathed the man. I wanted to punish him for his 
casual manipulation of my emotions.  
 I wanted to burn. 
 The rest of the time I loved and worshipped him. It 
made thoughts of treason difficult. Almost impossible. 
The Captain's horse looked more depressed than its 
rider, who examined the blackened fingertips of his 
left hand as he rode through the blowing bloody dust. 
The once proud warhorse dragged hooves that 
seemed too heavy to lift. Its back sagged where it had 
previously been ramrod straight. Its saddle and skirt 
were caked red with sand and horse sweat and 
chafed the poor beast's sides raw. 
 Behind us strode a platoon of Dysmorphics, 
massive parodies of physical perfection. Muscular 
arms and legs, thicker than many trees, pumped in 
perfect unison as they kept pace with our exhausted 
horses. Watching their eyes dart as they measured 
themselves against their comrades, I imagined their 
thoughts: Are his arms bigger than mine? Is my left 
leg more muscled than my right? Do I look lopsided? 
I'll have to work on that when we break for camp 
tonight. 
 Small minds in big bodies. At least that's what I 
told myself. It was unfair that they might manage such 
bodies and intelligence while I fell well short of 
brilliance and was both fat and ugly. 
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 These men weren't under the Captain's command; 
they merely followed us as we marched to meet with 
the army already surrounding Sinnlos. Unlike myself, 
the Captain had left Grauschloss with a distinct lack 
of orders. My own orders were twofold. I was to spy 
upon my only friend, watch for signs of disloyalty, and 
deal with him should the need arise. Finally, if all else 
failed, I was to turn my Hassebrand powers against 
the Empress of Sinnlos. 
 But I had plans of my own. 
 The Empress was the one person who could 
challenge the Theocrat's iron grip on the hearts and 
minds of his subjects. As long as she lived the 
Theocrat would know he wasn't untouchable and that 
fear would temper his choices and actions. 
 I think the Theocrat wanted the Captain to fail this 
test. Or was this a test of my own loyalty?  
 I ran a hand across my bald pate and through its 
greasy fringe, all that remained of my black hair. My 
hand came away dripping sweat and gritty with russet 
sand. 
 ‘Captain?’ 
 For a moment I thought he hadn't heard me as he 
continued to stare at his fingertips. Finally he looked 
up, turning lifeless grey eyes in my direction. 
 ‘Yes?’ 
 I nodded at the hand he held before him. ‘Is that...’ 
I couldn't finish the question. The Captain had been 
depressed for so long I could barely remember what 
he used to be like. I had long worried he might 
become suicidal. 
 ‘I think so,’ he said, his voice devoid of emotion. 
 ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Is that...everything?’ 
 ‘So far.’ He rubbed fingertips with a greying thumb. 
‘I'm numb.’ He twitched the hint of a smile. ‘It's numb,’ 
he corrected. 
 ‘Oh.’ What else could I say? That I was sorry? 
What good would that do? Could I offer him my love 
and support? 
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 I opened my mouth to extend what comfort I could 
and the Captain turned away. He gestured forward 
with blackened fingertips. ‘Sinnlos. We'll reach the 
wall by nightfall.’ 
 I squinted through the swirling sands and made 
out the towering walls. Not surprising I hadn't noticed 
them; they were the same gods-awful red as the 
blowing sands. 
 I had been right, the Captain was suicidal. What I 
hadn't foreseen was how that desire would manifest. 
He didn't merely desire death—he craved the 
punishment implicit in a slow, rotting death. The 
Captain, whom I once would have sworn was a pillar 
of sanity, was a Cotardist. He'd surrendered all hope 
and was decaying before my very eyes. I swallowed 
my helpless anger. 
 I dared no unchecked emotion. 
 I had wondered if the Captain regretted 
abandoning his family to serve the Theocrat. 
 I had my answer. 
 Behind us the Dysmorphics sang songs of blood 
and plunder, stomping and clapping in time to their 
chants. They too had spotted the distant walls. Their 
songs failed to lift my spirit. Judging from the grim 
look on the Captain's face they didn't do much for him 
either. Behind those towering walls lurked the 
Empress of Sinnlos, a Delusionist of great power. 
How would her delusions manifest? 
 When all else failed, when armies lay shattered 
and dead, I would be called to face her, the 
Delusionist Empress of Sinnlos. Me. Gehirn 
Schlechtes, Hassebrand of the Theocrat's cadre of 
the dangerous and deranged. If my will held strong I 
would turn my back upon my Theocrat and do what I 
must to keep her alive. Then and only then would I 
allow myself emotion. 
 And I would burn the Theocrat's army. 
 

* * * 
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For two months the Theocrat hurled troops at Sinnlos. 
No new orders came for us and I stalked the camp at 
the Captain's side, sweat soaking my robes in comic 
juxtaposition to his dust-stiffened uniform. The dark 
stain of rot on the fingers of his left hand spread past 
the second knuckle. 
 I watched the Theocrat's army dwindle as 
countless lives were thrown against the red wall and 
once again swell as replacements arrived. The 
Dysmorphics were never called forward and 
remained in their own separate camp. So many 
Dysmorphics in one place, it could be no mistake or 
coincidence. 
 The Dysmorphics were an inhuman force. 
 They would be ash in the wind. 
 The Captain and I took our meals together, the 
only real human interaction I had. Sometimes he 
would fumble with his fork before cursing and passing 
it to his healthy right hand. Raised in a family of 
wealth and privilege, this minor breach of etiquette 
pained him beyond all reason. Once he paused in 
mid-meal to stare down at the chipped plate. 
 I sat across the table, shovelling army gruel—a 
mash of fried beans and what might have been 
goat—into my face. ‘Sand gets in everything, eh?’ I 
said between mouthfuls. 
 He didn't answer and instead rose to his feet, spun 
on a booted heel, and left without a word. But not 
before I saw his eyes. I wanted to follow my Captain. 
My friend. Instead I remained sitting, finished my 
meal, and hated myself for my cowardice. 
 

* * * 
 
Uniforms tattered and frayed in the relentless desert 
wind and paled under the unflinching sun. Men 
shrank inwards on themselves, their skin leathery and 
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desiccated. The camp was dry like old bones. An 
entire world poised on the brink of ignition. 
 I dreamt I was flint and steel. 
 Still no orders came for the Dysmorphics. When 
the Captain had no need of me I would watch them 
as they exercised obsessively, compared muscle 
measurements, and fretted over their perceived 
inadequacies. Rubbing my round belly and thinking 
about my small eyes and bald head, I wondered why I 
could not share their insecurity. I'd much rather be a 
parody of fitness than the very definition of slothful 
gluttony. 
 Each night I thought about burning those bright 
lives. Each morning I awoke soaked in sweat and 
hoarse from screaming. 
 

* * * 
 
Early in the fifth month a cadre of the Theocrat's 
personal guard arrived. They were a small squad of 
only four members. The Captain sent me to greet 
them and, though my ego grumbled at being given 
such a lowly task, I went. 
 I approached slowly to have more time to examine 
them. There were three men—one of them towering 
seven feet tall and shaggy with coarse brown hair—
and a single heavy-set woman. She couldn't have 
been much over four-and-a-half feet tall but was thick 
with muscle. Her hair was black and hewn short and 
her eyebrows twitched and arched as she conversed 
with her squad. A dark lust rose up within me before 
sobbing and retreating back into whatever seldom 
visited part of my soul it came from. 
 They saw me coming, ceased their conversation, 
and turned to await my arrival. The smallest of the 
three men grinned at me showing black gums and 
teeth filed to sharp points. I ignored him.  
 Go ahead. Taunt the fat man. I'll burn you to ash. 
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I stood before the huge man—who else could be the 
leader of this squad?—and stared up into his face. 
His brown eyes were surprisingly gentle. 
 ‘I have been sent to welcome you to camp,’ I said. 
 He merely watched me with sensitive eyes. 
 The third man muttered something sibilant under 
his breath. When I turned to face him he blinked 
nictating secondary lids over yellow slit-pupil eyes. 
His nostrils flared as if tasting the air and he nodded 
towards the woman. I turned to face her. 
 ‘You are in command?’ I asked. 
 She shrugged. ‘I am Asena of the Theocrat's 
Therianthropes.’ She stared at me with the ice blue 
eyes of a northern wolf. 
 I'd heard of the Therianthropes, these shape-
shifting animal-spirit warriors.  
 ‘I am Gehirn Schlechtes,’ I said. ‘Hassebrand.’ 
 Like any dog, these shape-shifters would only 
learn respect once they learned fear. ‘Come.’  
 I turned and headed back towards the main camp. 
They'd follow or not. Going out of your way to 
accommodate the insane is rarely worth the effort. 
 They followed, Asena quickening her pace to walk 
at my side. Her booted feet kicked up plumes of rust-
coloured dust that spun away like fleeing spirits. 
 ‘The walls of Sinnlos still hold,’ she said, stating 
the obvious. 
 ‘The walls still hold,’ I agreed. Even in the day's 
heat I felt the warmth of her, breathed deep her 
animal musk. Much as I wanted to shy away I dared 
not. ‘Tell me of your squad,’ I said to distract myself. 
 ‘The big one is Bär. The one with the teeth and 
bad temper is Stich. The other is Masse.’ Her blue 
eyes glanced up at me, the eyebrows arching in mute 
humour. ‘Stich is the dangerous one.’ She grinned, 
showing pronounced canines. ‘He's crazy.’ 
 ‘And Hassebrands aren't dangerous at all.’ I'd 
meant it to be a casual joke but sounded tight and 
defensive. 
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 'Has the Empress shown her strength?’ she 
asked, ignoring my pathetic attempt at humour. 
 ‘No. We won't see her until the Theocrat commits 
something of his own strength.’ We both knew what 
that meant: We were his strength in this battle. 
 ‘It won't be long now,’ she said. 
 

* * * 
 
The siege dragged on. Men hurled themselves at the 
wall and died, their corpses left to rot and swell in the 
desert sun. Asena sought me out often. I could never 
be sure if she saw something of a kindred spirit in me 
or if she simply avoided her fellow shape-shifters. I 
had not the courage to ask. That this strong, 
confident woman could see anything at all in me 
beggared explanation. 
 When I dined with Asena, as I often did, the 
Captain took his meals alone. Did he see this as 
abandonment or betrayal? I would have. I dared not 
risk my tenuous friendship with Asena, but saw no 
way for that friendship not to come between me and 
the Captain. He made no mention of it and seemed 
not to notice I was rarely available. Meanwhile, the 
stain grew to encompass much of his left hand. He 
took to wearing leather gloves and sometimes I 
caught hints of the sweet stench of rotting flesh. Each 
night I told myself I would talk to the Captain on the 
morrow, and each day cowardice won out. What 
would I say? Guilt gnawed the frayed edges of my 
soul. 
 One night Asena followed me to my tent after 
dinner and we sat talking until the sun rose the next 
morning. She seemed to be waiting for me to say or 
do something but I couldn't imagine what. Or rather I 
could but dared not. She left the next morning with a 
sad smile but followed me again the next evening. 
Since I hadn't slept a wink the night before, I dozed 
off only to wake with her curled at my side, sleeping 
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peacefully. For the first time in years no nightmares 
haunted my sleep. Unwilling to awaken her for fear 
she might leave, I neither moved nor slept for the rest 
of the night. 
 The following day the Therianthropes and 
Dysmorphics were summoned. The Theocrat was 
impatient with our lack of progress. 
 With Asena called away to receive her orders, I 
sought out the Captain. I found him watering his 
horse, stroking the animal with his bare right hand 
and whispering into its twitching ears. I saw how the 
horse's wide eyes followed his left hand, and I hoped 
the Captain didn’t notice. His uniform had become 
rigid with red filth, his brown hair grown wild to his 
shoulders. I wouldn't have recognised the once 
dapper Captain should I bump into him in a crowd. 
 I cleared my throat and saw his shoulders tense. 
He stopped stroking the animal and slid the glove 
back onto his right hand. But not before I saw the 
bruised colour of the fingertips. How do you ask after 
someone's sanity? I wanted to hug him close, to 
shield his wounded soul with the fat bulk of my body. 
 ‘I heard the Theocrat sent new orders,’ I said 
instead. Coward. 
 The Captain turned to face me with lifeless grey 
eyes. 
 ‘Have you received orders yet?’ I asked. 
 Seven months without word. Happy as I was not to 
push my already fragile sanity with heavy use of my 
Hassebrand power, I felt unwanted, unneeded and 
unloved. Such is the power of the Theocrat. He 
abuses your love and worship until you hate him. 
Then, when he casts you aside, you feel abandoned 
and can't wait to once again serve. Even though I 
plotted against him, I felt forgotten. 
 ‘No,’ said the Captain, staring at his gloved hands. 
 ‘We should pack up and go home,’ I joked. 
 The Captain stared at me, unblinking, and I could 
have kicked myself when the realization hit. Home. 
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The Captain's parents were dead. He had no home. I 
hated my self-centred thoughtlessness. 
 He offered a wan smile. ‘Tomorrow we send in the 
shape-shifters and Dysmorphics. Go and see the 
woman.’ He shrugged apologetically. ‘I'm sorry, old 
friend. You deserve more.’ He turned away from me 
then, pretending to examine his horse. The animal 
shied when he reached to stroke it with the left hand. 
‘If we face the Delusionist tomorrow, you must be 
ready. We know nothing of her. Nothing of what she 
believes. Nothing of what she fears.’ 
 ‘I am ready,’ I said with false bravado. 
 ‘You've been happier of late,’ said the Captain, 
turning to once again face me. ‘Careful it doesn't 
weaken you.’ 
 What a world I have created for myself where 
confidence, security, and happiness are weaknesses. 
‘Not to worry,’ I said. ‘If I am called forward to face the 
Delusionist, it means the Dysmorphics and 
Therianthropes have failed. It means Asena has...’ I 
steeled myself with a shaky breath. ‘Fallen.’ 
 The Captain studied me for a moment. ‘Losing her 
will hurt,’ he said softly. 
 ‘The pain will make me strong.’ I said this as if it 
were a reason to fall in love. It was terrifying to even 
admit the possibility of love. 
 But for Asena, I would burn the world.  
 ‘The Theocrat, is he worth it?’ the Captain asked. 
 I thought no but said, ‘Does it matter?’ 
 ‘We all have choices,’ said the Captain. ‘You could 
take the woman away from here. You might find 
some brief happiness.’ 
 His words trod dangerous ground, far too close to 
my own treasonous thoughts. 
 ‘You could come with us,’ I said, meeting his flat 
grey eyes with my own.  
 ‘I stay.’ He lifted his gloved left hand. ‘I'm rotting. 
Death will be a release.’ 



	 100	

 ‘If you stay, so do I.’ I would not abandon my 
friend. 
 That night Asena and I didn't talk after returning to 
my tent. She curled up in the protective bulk of my 
body and slept as I stroked her hair. If I cried there 
were no witnesses. When I awoke she was gone. 
Once again I had slept dreamless and untroubled. 
There was a scrawled note on my side-table. 
 You and I, we are a pack of two. 
 

* * * 
 
When I found Asena she was already out on the field 
beyond my reach. The Dysmorphics, armed with 
blades too heavy and bows too thick for normal men, 
faced the wall. Heavy iron shields hung upon their 
broad backs. They marched forward, followed by 
Asena and her Tiergeist, stopping well beyond the 
range of the Sinnlos archers. 
 As if in anticipation of the coming battle the wind 
died to nothing. The air hung still and stifling. The 
corpses of the fallen littered the field but were piled 
highest at the foot of the gargantuan, stone-and-iron 
gate set into the Sinnlos wall. Too large to have been 
made by men, that gate could only be the result of 
focused delusion. The Empress shaped the very 
fabric of reality with her self-deception. 
 A dusting of rust-hued sand covered the bodies. 
There were thousands. Tens of thousands. And we 
had yet to breach the wall. They were certainly almost 
all our dead. 
 ‘Gods,’ I whispered in shock. All those lives, spent 
for nothing. I could stop this pointless death, but only 
at the cost of more death. I squinted at Sinnlos' 
bloody wall, trying to make out the tiny figures poised 
upon its crenellations. 
 My attention returned to the Dysmorphics as they 
bent their massive bows to string them. Even at this 
range I could make out obscene muscles straining 
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with effort. Bows strung, they nocked arrows and took 
aim. I looked back to the wall and the miniature 
figures there. Too far. Far too far. 
 As one the Dysmorphics released. Long arrows 
hung forever in the sky before falling upon the wall. I 
watched in awe as bodies toppled and fell in eerie 
silence. I counted to five before the first corpse 
reached the base of the wall, landing in a cloud of 
blood-red dust. Calmly, as if they had all the time in 
the world, the Dysmorphics nocked their second 
arrows and took aim. Again they loosed and I 
watched the graceful arc of the arrows as they rose to 
kiss the sky before falling to rain death upon the wall. 
Fewer bodies fell this time as the defenders took 
cover. A third volley resulted in no more than three 
tumbling bodies and the wall looked deserted. 
 At a signal I neither heard nor saw, Asena and her 
Therianthropes dashed toward the gate. The 
Dysmorphics unleashed another volley. Asena was 
almost to the gate before the cowering archers on the 
wall realized what was happening. Though the 
Dysmorphics kept up a steady barrage, the Sinnlos 
archers, leaving themselves exposed, loosed volley 
after volley at the charging shape-shifters. 
 What could three men and one strong woman 
possibly do? This made no sense! They were being 
thrown away, discarded. This was suicide. 
 Without breaking stride Bär and Asena twisted. 
Their bodies contorted and bent at impossible angles. 
Bär grew as he ran, shaggy grey-shot brown hair 
exploding to cover his body; within two paces he was 
a colossal grizzly bear racing on all fours. Stich and 
Masse remained human and ran at Bär's side, 
sheltered by his mass from the Sinnlos archers. 
Asena fell forward and I thought she'd stumbled. My 
heart lurched, and then I saw her as a loping grey 
northern wolf. 
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 A fire of rage grew within me. What the hells was 
the Theocrat thinking sending these four in alone? My 
pulse pounded hot and loud in my ears. 
 Arrows fell upon the Therianthropes. Bär was hit 
several times but didn't flinch. Stich and Masse were 
unhurt and Asena easily dodged everything that 
came near her. I held my breath as they reached the 
gates. Asena and Bär slid to a halt and stood poised 
and motionless at the foot of the gate. What could 
they do now? They were easy targets. 
 Then Stich and Masse twisted. Stich's skin turned 
glistening black as he crumbled and fell apart like a 
house of cards. A mound of wriggling scorpions took 
shelter under Asena. Masse shredded like someone 
peeled long strips of flesh from his body and 
collapsed into a writhing mass of snakes. He took 
shelter under Bär. 
 Asena staggered as arrow after arrow slammed 
into her unmoving body. Even Bär sagged under the 
weight of the onslaught, his shaggy pelt thick with 
shafts. Then, as Stich and Masse dwindled and 
disappeared, I understood. The two found cracks and 
holes in the gate through which to enter Sinnlos. 
Asena and Bär had merely been there to provide 
cover while they worked. I could only imagine the 
chaos happening on the other side of the gate as the 
defenders found themselves swarmed by deadly 
snakes and scorpions. Would they panic and flee, or 
stand strong? 
 When Asena buckled and fell, a sob wrenched 
from deep within me. Bär moved to shelter her with 
his body. There were so many arrows in him he 
looked like a massive porcupine. I could see long 
streamers of thick, ropey blood leaking into the red 
sand below him. I stood paralysed as Bär shuddered 
and collapsed beside Asena. I watched the dying 
bear struggle to protect the wolf before being racked 
with one last convulsion. As I blinked away dusty 
tears the two bodies again twisted back into their 
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human forms. She looked so small against the 
backdrop of Sinnlos. So fragile. So broken. 
 I hadn't even realized I'd started to move forward 
until a firm hand on my shoulder held me back. I spun 
with a snarl, ready to burn whoever dared touch me. 
The look on the Captain's face stopped me. 
 ‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘Don't rob her death of all 
meaning. Don't take that from her.’ 
 The Captain wrapped me in a tight hug and 
crushed the anger from me. I could never hurt him. I 
don't know how long we stood in that embrace, him 
giving me the comfort I hadn't managed to offer in 
return. When he finally released me we turned to face 
the wall. The distant screams of men reached our 
ears and, at that very instant, the Dysmorphics 
dropped their bows. Half drew sharp climbing pitons 
while the others slung heavy shields. As one they 
charged. Misshapen muscled legs drove them at 
such speeds the Sinnlos archers were unable to 
score more than a few hits. When they reached the 
gate half leapt to climb, pulling themselves hand over 
fist, while the rest took shelter under their shields. In 
seconds the gate had been scaled and the 
Dysmorphics dropped out of sight on the far side. A 
moment later the gate cracked open and the 
Dysmorphics waiting outside surrendered their 
shields, ignored the arrows raining down upon them, 
and bent their backs, pulling wide the massive stone-
and-iron gates.  
 With a roar the mass of the Theocrat's troops 
charged. 
 The Captain and I watched as men swarmed the 
gate, were briefly repulsed by the rallying defenders, 
and then pushed forward to disappear within. 
 ‘She gave us the city,’ the Captain said. 
 I nodded dumbly as tears blurred my vision. Was I 
too late? Had the Theocrat already won? 
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 The Captain patted me on the back, prodding me 
into motion. ‘Let's go and see for ourselves this grand 
city of Sinnlos.’ 
 ‘We have orders?’ I asked. 
 He paused for a moment, looking uncomfortable. 
Maybe even ashamed. ‘That,’ he gestured towards 
the gate with a gloved hand, ‘is where you will be 
needed.’ He wanted to say more I but didn't care 
enough to press him. Asena was dead. 
 We walked together, picking our way between the 
scattered bodies. Even through the thick blanket of 
crimson sand I saw the Theocrat's colours on the 
dead soldiers' uniforms. As we approached the open 
gates we heard the echoing screams of death within. 
Asena's body was hidden beneath the corpses of the 
Dysmorphics who died opening the gate. Even 
massive Bär was buried beyond sight. A glint of 
golden motion on the wall caught my attention. I 
craned my neck staring upwards, shadowing sun-
stung eyes with shaking hands.  
 There, atop the crenellations above us, stood the 
Delusionist Empress, lithe and sleek, sheathed in 
liquid gilt. The dress, woven of strands of fine gold, 
clung seductively to her every curve. Only when she 
turned to look down at us did I see the abject terror 
on her face. Her wide eyes stared straight through us 
and I realized she saw only the piled corpses. 
 I remembered then the Captain's words. We know 
nothing of her. Nothing of what she believes. Nothing 
of what she fears. I thought I understood something 
of what the Empress feared most. She was a 
Comorbidic, and suffered from multiple disorders. Not 
only could she build a city worthy of the Theocrat's 
jealous hatred from nought but dust and delusion, but 
she was also a Phobic. I understood why we had not 
seen the Delusionist Empress before this moment. 
 She feared change. 
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 Eternal Sinnlos. It made sense now. She'd built 
this impregnable city in an attempt to make 
something unchanging. Undying. 
 Of course the Theocrat had to bring it down. 
 A battleground is a bad place for a 
Metathesiophobic. The Empress' keening scream 
grew from an inaudible whine to a deafening wail as 
she watched the destruction of her city. Lost within 
that terrible scream I could almost make out her 
words. She gestured at the empty fields beyond her 
mighty wall, imploring, begging, ‘Please no,’ but there 
was no one out here except the Captain and I.  
 And the dead. 
 Once they had lived, but we changed that. 
 She changed it back. But insanity allows no finely 
tuned control and the more powerful we are, the less 
control we have. It is the curse of the delusional. 
 One moment we were certain of victory and the 
next men streamed from the gate, fleeing something 
terrible within. The Captain and I stood directly in their 
path. Neither of us moved and we would surely have 
been trampled had the retreating men not seen the 
rising dead. 
 ‘Gods,’ the Captain mouthed silently. 
 We watched as thousands of corpses pushed 
themselves from the bloody dust to stare about in 
mute, dawning comprehension. They looked even 
more terrified than the living, but that didn't stop them. 
The dead launched themselves at the Theocrat's 
troops with no thought of self-preservation or 
defence. I don't know what drove them: the Empress' 
delusions or the realization of their own plight and the 
death of all they had dreamt and planned. They 
dragged men down, ignoring the vicious wounds they 
suffered as they did so. The slain rose once again to 
join the fight. The wind picked up, spinning the sharp 
sand and obliterating sight and sound alike. It was 
impossible to tell friend from foe, the living from the 
dead. Red grit covered everyone and everything. 
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 This was not the Delusionist Empress launching 
her counter-attack. This was the apex of insanity, the 
tottering pinnacle of power, that moment when 
delusions take a life of their own and run wild, beyond 
all control. 
 Numb with shock and loss I watched the massacre 
as if from a safe distance. Why had the Captain 
brought me here? My thoughts were interrupted by 
the shattering roar of a grizzly bear. Those closest to 
Bär's corpse were sent spinning away like scattered 
toys as the bear swung paws the size of a man's 
chest to devastating effect. Through the chaos I saw 
him, already ragged and trampled, his shaggy fur, 
matted with blood and dust, hanging in shredded 
knots.  Too many arrows to count protruded from his 
mangled pelt. 
 If Bär once again stood...I choked down the surge 
of hope. This wasn't Bär, at least not in any way that 
mattered. If anything remained of the shape-shifter its 
mind was damaged beyond recognition. 
 ‘Asena,’ I said. 
 The Captain stared at me with dawning 
comprehension. 
 He said something, screamed it into the wind. I 
didn't hear it. 
 ‘I'm sorry,’ I whispered. ‘I can't see her like this.’ It 
was both denial and prayer. It didn't matter that 
Asena was already dead, if I saw her I wasn't sure I 
could do what had to be done. This was it, the 
moment where I could turn the tide against the 
Theocrat's troops and save the Empress. 
 I saw two ice-blue eyes in the blowing sand. The 
deafening clamour of battle faded to nothing, 
drowned by the roaring beat of my heart pounding in 
my ears. The hot wind and scorching sun were 
nothing compared to the heat building in my veins. I 
boiled from within. A sudden gust occluded the blue 
eyes in a maelstrom of crimson dust. 
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 The flames of my silent scream engulfed the pain, 
bright and sharp. I let loose my guilt. I loosed my 
hatred of the Theocrat for bringing me to this hellish 
place and I loosed my anger at myself for so 
desperately wanting to please him. My guilt for lying 
to the Captain, my love of Asena and self-loathing for 
thinking I could ever be happy. The desperately 
clenched grip I kept on my emotions—all that stood 
between me and raging insanity—crumbled and fell 
apart.  
 I let loose the fire. 
 The blowing sand turned to molten glass and 
rained blood-red upon the field of war. Bodies ignited 
and blew away like so much papery ash in the 
gusting winds. The gate and wall ran like thick blood, 
sagging and then collapsing under their own weight. 
 Still I burned. 
 I had no thought of stopping. I would burn until 
there was nothing left of myself or the world around 
me. 
 He must have been standing safely behind me, for 
the Captain saved my life at that moment. And 
damned himself to a hell of decay and corruption. 
 

* * * 
 
When I awoke my skull throbbed and my thin fringe of 
hair was crusted with blood. The Captain stood over 
me, looking down with a sad, apologetic smile. I felt 
cold. Empty. 
 ‘Sorry,’ he said. 
 I stared past him into the clear blue sky. It was so 
nice to see something other than gods-damned red. 
 ‘Help me up,’ I said. ‘Take me back to my tent.’ 
 ‘Sorry,’ he said again. ‘The tents are gone.’ He 
looked away, scanning the horizon. ‘It is all gone.’ 
 I lifted a hand and with a grunt of effort he pulled 
me to my feet. We were surrounded as far as the eye 
could see by a rolling sea of red glass. 
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 ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Why did you stop me? I want to 
die. I know you want...’ I trailed off unable to say the 
words. Surely he must crave an end even more than 
I. 
 This time only his eyes spoke the apology. ‘The 
Theocrat asked me to stay with you. He asked me to 
stop you if you were going to...burn yourself out. 
Those were my orders. The Theocrat says he is not 
ready to lose you yet. He said he has further use for 
us both.’ The Captain paused to take a ragged 
breath. ‘He said he needs us.’ 
 Emotions battled for supremacy. I hated the 
Captain for stopping me but loved him for saving my 
life. I loathed the Theocrat for sending me here but 
had never been so happy as the moment the Captain 
told me I was still needed. Was it better to be needed 
and used than not to be needed at all? Probably not, 
but such is the power of the Theocrat. His need 
crushes all other desire. His selfishness makes us 
selfless. 
 ‘I was supposed to kill you if you turned 
treasonous,’ I admitted to the Captain. 
 ‘I know.’ 
 ‘The Delusionist?’ I asked. 
 ‘Dead.’ 
 No one remained to challenge the Theocrat's 
supremacy. He'd won, and the cost meant nothing to 
him. I looked at the endless sea of red glass. How 
many dead lay buried under there? Did some live on 
undead, trapped and struggling? 
 ‘The Theocrat,’ I said, ‘this can't be allowed to go 
on.’ 
 The Captain held up his rotting arm, flesh peeling 
from bone. ‘I suppose a goal might give me 
something to live for,’ he said with a crooked smile. 
‘Shall we pay him a visit?’ 
 I nodded. 
 Side by side the Captain and I walked across the 
sheet of crimson glass toward Grauschloss and the 
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manipulative bastard who was our Theocrat. Sweat 
pooled in the folds of my fat and I watched the 
Captain from the corner of my eye. Had Asena been 
part of the Theocrat's plan? Why had the Captain 
sent me to greet the Therianthropes? Had he pushed 
me at her, all the while knowing she was to be 
sacrificed? It wasn't beyond the Theocrat to use her 
simply to drive me to a point where I would lose all 
control. Had he known of my plan to betray him? 
 The one question I dared not ask myself: Did 
Asena know? 
 I shoved the thought away and walked alongside 
my only friend. 
 I think I have one last fire building within 
me.[GdM] 
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