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From	the	Editor	
	

ADRIAN	COLLINS	
	

	
 
This issue is also dedicated to Kennet Rowan 
Gencks, who left us and this world far too soon for a 
bloke his age. The team misses you mate. 
 
This issue I was pretty stoked to pick up short fiction 
from the awesome Victor Milán and one of my 
childhood heroes, Gav Thorpe. I still remember 
reading issues of White Dwarf and scanning through 
for anything by him. Getting to work with Gav has 
definitely ticked a box on the bucket list. 
 
I’ve also found a new (to me, anyway) author that I 
can’t wait to throw my money at, Django Wexler. 
Having read Django’s work in Ragnarok Publications 
Blackguards, I was really happy to get the 
introduction from Tom Smith and ecstatic to see the 
reprint we were offered. It’s only a few pages 
overleaf. Off you go. Hurry! 
 
Adrian Collins 
Founder 
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The	Penitent	Damned	
A	prequel	to	The	Thousand	Names	

DJANGO	WEXLER	
	
	

 
The Penitent Damned was originally published on 
iO9.  
 
Duke Mallus Kengire Orlanko, Royal Minister of 
Information—sometimes called the Last Duke, though 
not in his hearing—did not look particularly 
dangerous. He was short, balding, and tended toward 
the portly, a roly-poly little man with an unfortunate 
taste for rich purples that gave him the look of a ripe 
plum.  
 Nevertheless, it was widely agreed that the Duke 
was the most dangerous man in Vordan, if not 
beyond. This was not simply because he was the 
inheritor of the most powerful fiefdom in the kingdom 
(though he was), or even because as Minister of 
Information his secret police, the all-seeing, all-
knowing Concordat, had an informer in every shadow 
(though they did). What gave Orlanko his aura of 
terror was the certain knowledge that he had merely 
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to crook a finger, and grim-faced men in long black 
coats would go to the home of the object of his 
displeasure in the middle of the night and haul the 
unfortunate away; and more importantly that no one 
would ever say a word about it, whether the prisoner 
was a beggar or a peer of the realm. Even the other 
Ministers of the Cabinet walked with care around the 
Last Duke. 
 The most unusual thing about his appearance was 
his spectacles, made for him specially by the Doctor-
Professors of the University. They had wide, thick 
lenses, and from most angles they obliterated the 
upper half of the Duke's face into a vaguely flesh-
coloured blur. Every so often, though, they'd slip by 
chance into a perfect alignment, and the startled 
subject of that level glare would find the Duke's eyes 
bearing down on him, magnified to five times their 
normal size. 
 Currently, this unsettling stare was being directed 
at a thin sheaf of paper, which lacked the capacity for 
terror or unhappiness with its lot. In this, the Duke 
reflected, it had something in common with his visitor. 
 ‘The third item,’ Andreas said, helpfully. 
 The Duke tapped his finger on the paragraph in 
question, read it again, and sighed. He leaned back in 
his chair—custom made by the most cunning artisan 
in Hamvelt, it reclined gently under his weight with an 
almost subliminal whirring of gears and springs—and 
looked up across the vast expanse of his polished 
ironwood desk at his assassin. 
 It wasn't that Orlanko didn't like Andreas, or that 
he had ever given unsatisfactory service. Rather, the 
Duke didn't care for what Andreas represented. Not 
the fact he was a killer—there were plenty of killers in 
the service of the Concordat, though fewer than the 
man on the street might have assumed. But Andreas 
was unique. He didn't fit into the carefully-coordinated 
hierarchy of the Ministry of Information, standing off to 
one side of Orlanko's organizational charts like an 
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awkward party guest. He, and a handful of others like 
him, were the Duke's concession to the messiness of 
the world, the fact that not every problem could be 
slotted into an appropriately labelled box and taken 
care of in the normal course of business. For all 
Andreas' efficiency, Orlanko hated to be reminded 
that he was still necessary. 
 Physically, there wasn't much to distinguish 
Andreas from any other Concordat agent. He was of 
medium height and medium build, with fair skin, 
sandy brown hair, and a face that was easy to forget. 
He wore the black leather greatcoat that served the 
secret police in place of a uniform, hands in his 
pockets, the fringe hanging behind him like a cape. 
The important differences were inside the man's skull. 
Andreas, Orlanko had found, thought in a different 
way. Not a normal way, to be sure, but there were 
times when the twisted path was the most effective, in 
the same way that a corkscrew can be the most 
effective tool for a job. 
 In this case, though, Orlanko wondered if the 
assassin's unusual perspective had led him astray. 
He frowned. 
 ‘Someone has obviously gotten desperate,’ the 
Duke said. ‘Desperate enough to hire a thief to try to 
steal from us, and I may say without false modesty 
that this is very desperate indeed. But what makes 
you think he has a chance of success? Surely 
ordinary procedures will be sufficient.’ 

Orlanko loved “ordinary procedures”. He'd written 
most of them himself, over the years, converting the 
Concordat into an organization that ticked over like a 
gigantic clock with human bearings. 
 ‘The problem is the thief,’ Andreas said. ‘I've 
included some eyewitness reports from his last job, in 
Hamvelt.’ 
 The Duke leaned forward, flipped the page, and 
read. His index finger tapped the paper again. 
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 ‘Ah. You're certain this is the man we're dealing 
with?’ 
 ‘Reasonably certain. We know he's in the city, and 
for him to risk venturing within our reach the job must 
be a sweet one. This is the only thing that qualifies.’ 
 ‘I see.’ Orlanko leaned back again. ‘How do you 
want to proceed?’ 
 ‘If we can believe the reports, the thief's ... 
capabilities are unknown. I assume you want the 
identity of his backer?’ 
 ‘Of course.’ 
 ‘In that case I would like to borrow some of your ... 
“special assets”.’ 
 The Duke's expression darkened. ‘Matters at court 
are coming to a head. I may not be able to spare 
them for long.’ 
 ‘We won't have long to wait. The thief won't risk 
being in the city any longer than he has to. It'll be 
tonight, or tomorrow at the latest.’ 
 Orlanko hesitated a moment, then nodded. ‘As 
you wish. But I expect good results.’ 
 ‘Of course, Your Grace.’ Andreas bowed, coat 
flapping. ‘I will begin immediately.’ 
 

* * * 
 
Alex grabbed the lip of crumbling brick and hauled 
herself up until she could swing one leg over and 
lever herself up to lie flat on the narrow surface. The 
bricks made up a battlement-like rise perhaps a foot 
wide. Beyond them was the building's roof, a sloped, 
irregular surface of wooden shingles, but she dared 
not trust that with her weight. Most of the the 
tenements of the Newtown district still had their 
original hundred-year-old roofs, patched inexpertly 
and sporadically as they rotted and started to leak, 
and the ancient shingles were likely to shatter under 
her weight. 



	 11	

 Instead, she rose to her feet, as smoothly as a 
dancer. She looked around for a moment, taking her 
bearings from the lights of the city, and then started to 
pace easily down the narrow strip of brick. 
 On her right hand was the roof, and on her left 
was a sheer drop—five stories to the street below, 
without even the hope of catching a convenient 
clothesline to slow her fall. The winding streets of 
Oldtown and the narrow alleys of the Docks were 
always thick with ropes, which could be quite useful 
for a second-story man—or woman, in Alex's case. 
Here, though, the long-dead Farus V had decreed 
that the boulevards be wide and straight, in 
accordance with the latest Rationalist principles, and 
though the area had gone a bit down-market since 
the old boy's day, the buildings were still too far apart 
to string washing-lines. 
 Alex's heart was beating fast, but it wasn't from the 
precariousness of her foothold or the prospect of a 
hundred-foot fall. Young as she was—another month 
would see her twentieth birthday—this sort of work 
had become so second-nature to her that a few 
inches of mouldy brick might as well have been a 
broad highway. This, the rooftops of a great city at 
night, was her world, into which she'd been born and 
in which she'd spent her entire life. Anyone who had 
asked her about the possibility of a fall would have 
gotten only a quizzical stare in response. 
 Her nervousness had quite another source. This 
wasn't Desland, with its brightly painted shingles and 
sleepy constabulary, or even Hamvelt, with its 
terraced archways and sharp-eyed sell-mercenary 
guards. This was Vordan City, home to the Last 
Duke's Concordat, who watched from every shadow. 
Ever since she'd started working with the Old Man, 
some three years now, he'd been telling her dark 
stories about the city of his birth, to which he'd sworn 
up and down he'd never return. 
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 Everyone knew what a thief's oath was worth, of 
course, and it was no surprise that enough money 
had made a liar out of the Old Man. They'd been at a 
loose end after a successful job in Hamvelt had 
produced more heat than they’d bargained for and 
sent them fleeing south and west towards the 
mountainous country near the border. Even still, 
when word had come through the Old Man's 
labyrinthine network of contacts that a proposition 
was on offer in Vordan with an almost ludicrous sum 
of money attached to it, he'd come close to turning up 
his nose at it. Alex had worked hard to convince him 
that they should take the deal; the fact that the job 
was obviously impossible only sweetened the pot. 
 Besides, she thought, if it's impossible, they'll let 
their guard down. 
 Alex liked impossible things. It was impossible to 
jump from one tenement block to the next, for 
example. You'd need a grappling hook and a lot of 
line, and even if it found purchase on the rotten 
shingles crossing would be a dangerously long and 
noisy endeavour.  

She herself was impossible, after all. In this day 
and age, who believed in magic? 

At the corner of the tenement roof, she paused, 
perched like a gargoyle. Twenty-five feet across the 
way, another hulk of a brick building loomed. A few 
lights flickered weakly in window frames on the upper 
stories, but lower down the shutters were tightly 
closed. It certainly wasn't impossible to climb one of 
these buildings from the outside—indeed, with their 
flaking mortar and crumbling bricks, it wasn't even a 
challenge. It was reasonable to assume, therefore, 
that the targets had taken some precautions against a 
stealthy approach from below. But from above? 

Alex spread her arms like an orchestra conductor, 
raised her hands, and smiled. Liquid darkness rushed 
out of her cuffs, flowed over her hands like ink, and 
spread outward. 
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* * * 

 
‘Always try to think like the target,’ the Old Man had 
told her, that morning. ‘Be the target, as close as you 
can. Whatever you're trying to steal, hold it close to 
your heart, and think what you might do if you heard a 
bad man like me was going to come and take it from 
you.’ 

He laughed, his ancient, wheezing laugh that 
showed off empty gums. Once upon a time he'd been 
a legend, the master thief Metzing, scourge of the 
burghers of Hamvelt and merchant houses all across 
the League cities. By the time Alex had met him, he 
was seventy years old if he was a day, and while he 
remained surprisingly spry his thieving days were 
done. 
 Alex had heard it all before. She was more 
interested in breakfast, which was steak and eggs 
done with some kind of runny cheese you didn't get in 
the League cities. Vordanai cuisine had some odd 
eccentricities, she'd discovered in her brief time in the 
city, but for the most part it was delicious. Except for 
the sausages. She taken a bite of one she'd bought 
from a street vendor and sworn off ground meat for 
the duration. 
 The Old Man glared at her, and she realized she'd 
forgotten to offer the proper attentive noises. Her 
mouth was full of egg, so all she could do was nod 
vigorously, to show she'd understood. He snorted and 
waved a dismissive hand. 
 ‘You don't listen,’ he said. ‘But you never did, so 
why should I be surprised?’ 
 Alex swallowed. ‘I'm listening. I'm listening!’ 
 ‘Fine, then you listen but you don't hear.’ He 
sighed and sank back in his chair. ‘We should never 
have come here.’ 
 ‘What, to this inn?’ 
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It was quite a nice one, in fact, on the eastern end 
of the Island, as the Vordanai termed their most 
fashionable district. The Old Man always said that 
people expected to find thieves in low dives and 
cheap flophouses, so any thief who cared to avoid 
attention would avoid such places at all costs. Alex 
secretly thought that he'd simply acquired a taste for 
luxury during his illustrious career, but she wasn't 
complaining. They sat at their own table in the well-
appointed common room, with leather chairs and 
well-dressed waiters bowing whenever Alex raised a 
finger. Beside them was a window made of real glass, 
with an excellent view of the spires of the Island and 
the bridges that connected it to the Exchange. 

‘To this city!’ the Old Man said, rapping the table 
with his knuckles. ‘I swore I'd never come back. I 
knew it would be the death of me.’ 

‘It's only for a few days,’ Alex said. ‘And the 
money's good.’ 

‘Too good,’ the Old Man muttered. 
‘What do you expect? The Concordat has 

everyone scared stiff. I imagine the client had to up 
his price to attract any interest.’ 

‘So more fools we, to take an interest.’ 
Alex sighed. "Come on. I'll do the job tonight. We'll 

be out of the city by morning. In two weeks we'll be 
back in Desland, and we can spend a year living like 
merchant princes if we like.’ 

She'd dreamed of Desland, asleep in the soft 
feather-bed upstairs. It was the closest thing she had 
to a home, the place where she'd spent her formative 
years, and she was fond of it. It was a quiet, orderly 
city, building and citizenry both decked out in bright 
colours, framed against a bay so blue it made your 
eyes water to look at for too long. 

More specifically, she'd dreamed of a rather nice 
young man who lived there, who she had allowed to 
kiss her on several occasions and, on the night 
before she'd left, to slip a hand inside her blouse for a 
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few minutes of inexpert but enthusiastic fumbling. 
Thinking about him brought a flush to her cheeks, and 
she bent closer to her plate in case the Old Man 
noticed. 
 She needn't have worried. He was staring out the 
window at the tallest building in the skyline, a great 
ancient hunk of stone with two tall, pointed towers 
connected by a fragile-looking rope bridge. This was 
the Sworn Cathedral of Saint Ligamenti, a relic of a 
by-gone age that she had been mildly curious to go 
and visit. There were no cathedrals left in the League 
cities; angry mobs and self-righteous city councils, 
drunk on their new power, had razed them during the 
Schism, mostly to be replaced by allegorical statues 
of Truth and Freedom triumphing over Tyranny.  
 ‘It was always a bad place,’ the Old Man said, and 
lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘For 
people like you. Not a mile from this spot, the Pontifex 
of the Black ripped out the tongues of heretics with 
hot pliers.’ 
 ‘That was two hundred years ago,’ Alex protested. 
‘There hasn't even been a Pontifex of the Black since 
before the Schism. And Vordan is as much Free 
Church as the League, these days.’ 
 ‘Elysium has a long memory. And everyone knows 
the Last Duke is close with the Church.’ He jerked his 
head at the window and the Cathedral. ‘They're 
holding services in that great damn abattoir again, 
you know.’ 
 ‘All right, all right. I'll be sure to keep an eye out for 
any Black Priests while I'm out there.’ Alex rolled her 
eyes. And I'll watch for dragons and bogeymen, too. 
‘Now, let me tell you my idea –‘ 
 

* * * 
 
Two globes of darkness encircled Alex's hands, flat 
black in the faint moonlight. She pointed one hand 
toward the roof of the other tenement, and extended 
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her will. Blackness surged out in a long, thin line, like 
a rope made of pure shadow. She could feel it tense 
and quiver as though it were an extension of her own 
flesh, and she felt the force of impact as it hit the 
bricks and punched inward with a soft crunch. A 
hundred tiny black filaments radiated outward, 
scrambling for a hold. 
 She waited a moment, then tugged to make sure 
the grip was solid. Once she was sure, she took a 
deep breath, and stepped off into space. 
 For a brief, heart-stopping instant she dropped 
straight down, until the line of darkness jerked her 
arm up and turned the fall into a swing. A second 
later she was hurtling toward the side of the building 
with bone-cracking speed. She threw up her other 
hand, and a second black beam lanced out, this one 
straight into the brick wall. 
 The liquid darkness could be hard or soft, firm or 
yielding, as she required. In this case, an effort of will 
turned it hard and springy enough to kill the 
momentum she'd picked up crossing the gap. She let 
it evaporate, bit by bit, until she finally came to a stop 
with her feet against the wall, hanging from her 
shadow-rope, her weight supported by a few strands 
of braided darkness. From there it was just a matter 
of walking up, shortening the rope as she went, until 
she could throw her hands over the brick lip of the 
rooftop and pull herself on top. 
 Impossible. Alex grinned in triumph, face flushed. 
She wished the Old Man could see this. He had taken 
a long time to come to terms with Alex's strange 
power, but eventually its sheer usefulness had won 
him over. After that, he'd taught her a great deal 
about what could be accomplished by an athletic 
young girl with a rope and a head for angles. 
 ‘Elysium has a long memory.’ She shook her head 
at the memory of his disapproving frown. Maybe once 
upon a time, the Priests of the Black hunted people 
like me. There were enough stories about it, certainly. 
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But as far as Alex could tell, there was no one else 
like her, not anymore, and no Priests of the Black 
either. 
 Distractions. Alex heard the Old Man tut-tutting in 
her ear. She got to her feet, carefully, balancing on 
the narrow brick pathway, and worked her way 
around the length of the roof. The information the Old 
Man had pried out of his reluctant contacts indicated 
that the archive occupied the northern half of the 
floor, and Alex glanced up at the stars to make sure 
she hadn't lost her bearings. 

When she reached the northeast corner, she 
crouched, and let darkness roll out from her fingertips 
once again. It dripped down like molasses until it 
touched the flimsy, ancient shingles, then split into a 
hundred smaller filaments that drilled out through the 
wood like termites. Pieces began to fall away, just a 
dusting at first, then chunks the size of wood chips. 

The tricky part was not letting anything drop before 
it had been sliced into small enough pieces that it 
wouldn't make a sound; the black tendrils crossed 
and re-crossed, and beads of sweat popped out on 
Alex's face with the effort. Eventually, a roughly 
circular section of the roof simply disintegrated into 
dust and splinters, falling away with a soft woof. Alex 
leaned over it and fired a shadow-line down, willing it 
solid enough to support her weight. She stepped out 
over the hole, balancing with both hands on the dark 
beam like an acrobat, and let it contract to lower her 
into room below as lightly as a feather. 

That ought to be neat enough to please even the 
Old Man. As Metzing, he'd been famous not only for 
stealing what nobody thought could be stolen, but for 
making it look effortless. When they'd met, she'd only 
just begun her own career, and her brute-force 
reliance on her power to get past obstacles kept 
getting her into trouble. The Old Man had taught her 
the art of thievery. 
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He'd taught her a few other things, too. She'd 
been trying to avoid thinking about that part. But as 
she crouched in the corner of the darkened room, 
waiting for her eyes to adjust, she heard the soft tread 
of boots coming closer. 

‘Don't kill if you don't have to,’ the Old Man said. 
‘Killing will make them quicker to chase and less likely 
to give up, and it'll be worse for you if you're caught. 
Besides, it isn't elegant.’ His lip twisted. ‘But if you do 
have to, you need to be quick, and quiet. Like this ...’ 

A door opened, admitting a sliver of lantern-light. 
Alex blinked and swore silently. She was in one 
corner of a long, low-ceilinged room. Heavy, 
padlocked cabinets lined both walls, so wide that the 
space between was barely more than an aisle. It 
seemed terribly mundane for a place with such a 
dread reputation: one of the bottomless archives of 
the Concordat, where every dark secret in Vordan 
eventually came to rest. 

There were two doors, at the near and far ends of 
the room, and it was the closer one that had opened. 
Alex saw a figure in dark clothes outlined against the 
lit room beyond, but she herself was crouching in a 
dark corner, a shadow in a deeper shadow. That 
gave her a moment to act. She raised a hand and 
sent a shadow-line to snag the door and yank it shut, 
and heard a heavy lock clunk into place as it closed. 

The startled man turned to look, as she'd know he 
would, and Alex surged forward. She crossed the 
space between them with noiseless, cat-like steps, 
cannoned into the man from behind, and threw her 
hand up and across his mouth to stifle his surprised 
cry. At the same time, she brought her other hand up, 
palm flat, against the base of his neck. A needle-thin 
wedge of darkness punched out with the force of a 
miner's pick, drilling through bone to open like a 
vicious, dark flower into a dozen sharp-edged strands 
inside the man's skull. 
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He jerked once, then subsided, and Alex caught 
his dead-weight and lowered him gently to the floor. 
Her throat was dry. This was the fifth man she'd killed 
in her career, and only the second who hadn't actively 
been trying to kill her at the time. He would have tried, 
though, if he'd gotten the chance. She reminded 
herself sternly that this wasn't some nobleman's 
household guard, standing watch for the look of the 
thing before going home to his family. He's 
Concordat. God knows what kind of blood is on his 
hands. It made her feel a little better. 

Once he'd stilled, she listened in silence for a few 
moments, hoping no other guards were nearby. Luck 
was with her there; she could hear a faint murmur of 
conversation, but it was distant, possibly on the story 
below. She got to her feet and prowled along the 
rows of cabinets, reading the labels affixed to them by 
the Last Duke's meticulous clerks. She couldn’t figure 
out their system on a moment's notice, so she 
padded down one side and back up the other, 
checking each in turn. 

Finally, she found what she was looking for. One 
of the cabinets was labelled with a neat list of names, 
and "De Farnis" was among them. That was the 
client’s name, and whatever was inside the cabinet 
was apparently so dangerous to his reputation that he 
was willing to pay an absurd price to have it back. 
Alex rolled her eyes at this typically noble sense of 
priorities, and extended a finger-thin sliver of 
darkness toward the lock. Lock-picking was not 
among the thief's skills she'd studied, but that rarely 
posed a problem. She closed her hand into a fist, 
concentrating on honing the edge of the narrow 
wedge of shadow until it was harder and sharper than 
any steel blade. When she brought it down on the 
hasp of the lock, the solid iron parted as neatly as 
butter, and she tugged the broken pieces apart and 
set them carefully aside. 
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De Farnis had been very insistent that she not 
examine the material she was recovering too closely, 
which only made Alex all the more curious as to what 
it was. She pulled the cabinet doors open, not sure 
what to expect. A stack of letters, perhaps. A signed 
confession. A skull? That was needlessly 
melodramatic – 

The cabinet was empty. A couple of dust motes 
danced in the faint light filtering in through the hole in 
the roof. She could see where something had been, a 
square pattern in the dust, with streaks where it had 
been recently removed. Someone knew I was 
coming. And that meant— 

The door at the far end of the room rattled and 
started to open. Alex didn't hesitate. She was too far 
from the hole in the roof to make it out that way, but 
all she really needed was a window. The other door 
was only a few steps away. She wrenched at the 
handle, found it locked, and tore it completely away 
from the door with a frantic burst of shadow. The door 
shuddered open, and she tumbled through, blinking in 
the light of several lanterns. 

‘That's far enough, Master Metzing,’ a deep voice 
said. 

Alex froze. It wasn't the command that halted her, 
but the sight of two Concordat agents, in their long 
black leather coats, with muskets raised to their 
shoulders and trained on her. She was in some kind 
of common room, with the outer wall of the building 
behind her and wooden table in the centre. An open 
doorway in the opposite wall led into a stairwell, and 
the two guards were standing squarely between her 
and a chance to run for it. She couldn't see any 
windows. 

Behind the two black-coats was another pair of 
figures. One of them wore a grey habit, like a monk's, 
that concealed its figure and hooded its face. The 
other looked more like a priest, but instead of the 
familiar dusty white or deep burgundy, his robe 
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seemed to be made of black velvet. There was 
something strange about his face, as well—he was 
wearing a mask that reflected the light of the lanterns 
as myriad fractured gleams and sparkles, as though it 
were made from a smashed mirror. 

A third black-coat, pistol in hand, stepped back in 
from the archive room and added his weapon to 
those levelled at Alex. He had a thick, puffy-cheeked 
face, a black moustache, and cold, dark eyes. He 
walked toward Alex in measured strides, aim never 
wavering. She saw his eyes narrow. 

Alex tensed. There would be a moment, when the 
black-coat stepped right beside her, when the 
musketeers might hesitate to fire for fear of hitting 
him. It was going to be the only chance she was 
going to get. But I only need a moment... 

Her eyes kept going back to the dark-robed man in 
the strange mask. She heard the Old Man's voice 
again, warning her about the Black Priests. But that 
was stupid. There's no such thing as the Black Priests 
anymore. 

She could almost see the Old Man's sour grin. 
“Just like there's no such thing as magic?" 
The black-coat stepped in front of her, pistol trained 
on her forehead. He looked her up and down, and his 
lip quirked. 

‘Damn,’ he said. ‘You're a girl, aren't you?’ 
Alex tried not to feel hurt. She knew she looked a 

little androgynous, with her short hair and slim leather 
working gear, but still. She suppressed a sarcastic 
quip—it didn't seem wise, under the circumstances—
and simply nodded. 

‘Balls of the Beast,’ the black-coat swore. ‘This 
isn't who we're looking for. It must be some kind of 
assistant, and that means he's still out there.’ He 
looked over his shoulder at the other guards. ‘Get 
someone back on the perimeter, and—‘ 

Alex slid sideways, putting the bulk of his body 
between herself and the other guards. Darkness slid 
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out of her palm, hardening into sickle-like blade as 
she brought her arm up. The supernatural weapon 
took the black-coat's arm off just in front of the elbow, 
slicing through coat, flesh, and bone with equal ease, 
and the hand still gripping the pistol fell away. 

He stared at it, dumb-founded, and before he had 
the presence of mind to scream Alex leaned around 
him and pointed, extending her will across the length 
of the room. Dark power shot out like a spear, 
catching one of the musket-wielding black-coats in 
the chest and pinning him to the wall. The man whose 
arm she'd cut off started to scream, high and 
panicked, and she saw the other musket barrel 
swinging toward her. Alex turned her lean into a dive 
and hit the ground hard, just as the weapon emitted a 
flash, an almighty bang, and a plume of smoke. She 
didn't think she'd been hit, but she didn't spare the 
time to check—another spear of shadow slashed out, 
homing in on the muzzle flash, punched the other 
musketeer off his feet. 

She drew the shadow line back in, rolled onto her 
back, and sent a third spear in the direction of the 
Concordat agent still staring in horror at his ruined 
limb. This one caught him in the side of the head and 
ended his troubles for good, and he crumpled on the 
spot. Alex lay still for a moment, fighting for breath. 

That makes eight. She shook her head to dismiss 
the thought and looked over at the other two figures—
the masked priest and his hooded companion. To her 
surprise, they were still standing calmly in front of the 
stairs, not ducking for cover or fleeing in a panic. She 
got to her feet, palms out and liquid darkness coiling 
dangerously over her fingers. 

‘I think the sergeant was wrong,’ said the priest. 
He had a heavy Murnskai accent, all thick Vs and 
rolling Rs. ‘The late sergeant, I should say. You are 
the infamous thief Metzing, I presume.’ 

‘That's right,’ Alex said. ‘Now get out of my way.’ 
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‘And, unless I am very much mistaken, that was 
the demon called the Shadow Blade. It was once 
tamed, you know, but it was lost over two hundred 
years ago. Clerical error, I understand.’ 

‘I said move. Now.’ Alex gestured with her shade-
gloved hand to the corpses on either side of the 
masked man. Her heart hammered in her chest, but 
she tried not to show any nerves. He's not even 
armed. I can kill him, if I have to. 

‘Do you know who I am, child?’ 
‘You're going to be a dead man in a moment.’ 
‘Once, we were vulgarly known as the Obsidian 

Order.’ He tapped his mask, which made a click like 
dark glass. ‘Because of these, you see. There were 
other names as well, but we have always preferred to 
be called the Priests of the Black. We perform the 
same function as our brothers, in a different sphere. 
Those of the White concern themselves with matters 
of the next world, while the Priests of the Red 
manage the affairs of the Church in our mortal realm. 
And we attend to ... the rest. 

‘Once you would have known all of this from a 
glance at my mask, as well.’ He sighed. ‘Alas, times 
have changed. We are victims of our own success. 
But I don't imagine you care about my troubles, do 
you?’ He smiled, his mask flexing and glittering darkly 
as the facets realigned. ‘Now. Are you going to come 
along quietly?’ 

Alex had never killed a priest before. But she'd 
never met a Priest of the Black before, either, and a 
deep, atavistic terror overcame whatever reluctance 
she might have mustered. She raised her hand and 
sent a spear of darkness right at the centre of that 
gleaming mask, with a force that ought to have 
spattered his brains against wall. 

Instead, the hooded figure moved. It had been 
standing so quietly that Alex had nearly forgotten it 
was there, huddled so deep in its robe that no part of 
it was visible. When it slipped in front of the Black 
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Priest, it was as startling as though a statue had 
sprung to life. One arm came up, revealing a grey-
gloved hand, fingers splayed. 

Something sprang into existence between them, a 
wall of fizzing, dancing sparks, accompanied by a 
tortured whine like a knife scraping across glass. The 
shadow spear splashed and spattered against the 
barrier. Alex lowered her hand in astonishment. 

‘My friend here,’ the priest said, calmly gesturing 
at the silent, hooded figure, ‘represents the greatest 
heights of nobility to which the human soul can 
aspire. The Ignahta Sempria, the Penitent Damned. 
They carry demons, as you do, but they have willingly 
accepted the burden and thus condemned 
themselves to damnation in order to work for the 
salvation of others. Truly, we are blessed to be in the 
presence of such selfless glory.’ 

‘I don't know what you're talking about,’ Alex said. 
‘I don't carry any demon.’ 

‘A common misconception,’ the priest said. ‘But 
where else could your power originate, if not from one 
of these monstrosities? If you come with me, we will 
remedy your theological education, and in time you 
will come to understand your plight. Who knows? In 
time you, too, may aspire to turn your life to higher 
ends.’ 

Alex couldn't take her eyes off the grey-clad form 
of the ignahta. Under that hood there was someone 
like her, someone who shared this power that she'd 
never understood. If only we could talk – 

But with the priest looking on, that seemed 
unlikely. Alex eyed the door back to the archives, 
judging the distance. She put on a thoughtful 
expression, as though she were considering the 
priest's offer. 

‘I think –‘ she began. 
She brought her left hand up, but that was only 

misdirection. Her other hand fired another 
concentrated rope of shadow, this time in a curving, 
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whip-like path that bypassed the hooded ignahta and 
curled around to aim for the priest. Without waiting to 
see the result, Alex ran for the door to the archives. 

The glass-cutter scream of magic assaulted her 
ears, but this time it was accompanied by a deeper 
rumble. She caught the ignahta's movement out of 
the corner of her eye, a slicing gesture at waist 
height, and some instinct made Alex throw herself 
flat. An instant later she felt a tug at her clothing as 
the air above her twisted in a rippling wave with a 
sound like splintering timbers. The wall behind her 
exploded outward in a wave of fragments and brick-
dust, and the wind whipped in through the hole. Alex 
rolled onto her back and tasted fresh air, mixed with 
the scent of pulverized masonry. 

‘You see that it's fruitless to resist,’ the priest said, 
not unkindly. ‘Come along. You won't be harmed.’ 

Not goddamned likely. From her perspective on 
the floor, Alex saw the ignahta step forward. She 
pushed herself into a roll, fragments of bricks 
embedding themselves painfully in her shoulder, and 
at the same time lashed out blindly with her own 
power. The wall of sparks sprang into being, 
deflecting her shadowy assault, but it bought Alex a 
second or two, and that was enough to make it to the 
impromptu window and launch herself out. 

The next building was twenty-five feet away. The 
time it took one of her shadow-lines to reach it, 
normally so fast the eye couldn’t track it, felt like an 
eternity when she herself was falling towards the 
unforgiving flagstones five stories below. She felt the 
shadow-line bite into the brick wall, and willed it tight 
and springy enough to jerk her rudely into a long 
swing instead of a plummet, heedless of the strain on 
her arm and shoulder. She just had time to fire 
another line to keep herself from smacking headlong 
into the wall, but not enough to get the perfect angle; 
she rolled sideway, dangling, and thumped painfully 
against a window fitting. 
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At the blasted wall of the archive, now several 
stories up, the grey-robed ignahta appeared amid the 
roiling dust. One gloved hand came up, then slashed 
diagonally toward her, and Alex watched open-
mouthed as a blade-like distortion in space rippled 
across the gap between buildings. It slammed into the 
wall above her, blowing a long line of bricks into 
powder and cutting cleanly through the shadow-line 
that was holding her up. 

I didn't even know they could be cut, Alex thought 
inanely as she started falling again. Someone was 
screaming, inside the building, but she didn't have 
time to think about that either. She slammed a hand 
against the wall and willed shadow filaments to take a 
firm grip, bringing her body to a brutally fast halt. 
Something went pop inside her wrist when it took her 
weight, accompanied by a screaming pain. Alex 
fought through the silver needles grinding against one 
another under her skin and held on to her will, letting 
the shadow-line lengthen and lower her toward the 
ground. 

Another wave of magic slammed into the building 
above her. Chunks of brick started to fall away, 
accompanied by more screams. A piece of wall the 
size of a cart tumbled past, bouncing and spraying 
fragments, and missed Alex's head by inches. The 
rippling blade lashed out a third time, and she felt her 
line snap. She clawed desperately at the wall, but 
before she could get a hold something punched her 
hard from behind, knocking the wind out of her. 

The ground. She was on the ground, watching the 
building come apart and tumble toward her in huge, 
skull-crushing pieces. Alex scrambled to her feet, 
whimpering when she accidentally tried to brace 
herself on her shattered wrist, and ran for it. Around 
her, the street was full of the roused population of 
Newtown, who were doing the same thing. None of 
them had any idea what was happening, of course, 
but they were smart enough to know that they wanted 
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no part of it. Alex slipped gratefully into the crowd, 
and went to work putting as many buildings as she 
could between herself and the grim form of the 
ignahta. 

Her hand was agony, her legs and back ached, 
and she hadn't gotten what she came for. But she 
was alive, and her legs had gone rubbery with relief. 
She felt giddy. 

I won't even mind letting the Old Man say “I told 
you so.” 
 

* * * 
 
It took all the composure Alex could muster to walk 
casually along the riverfront street, rather than sprint 
directly to her destination. It was practically deserted, 
with only the occasional pedestrian hurrying about 
some private errand. Alex guessed that the sound of 
the building falling to pieces a few blocks away had 
sent the usual night-time pimps and purveyors 
scurrying back to their holes. 
 A good thief always had an escape route ready—
that was another lesson the Old Man had taught her, 
and she'd never been more glad to have listened. 
You never knew when a job was going to go bad, 
although admittedly they rarely went as spectacularly 
bad as this one had. Nevertheless, Alex had kept her 
head, walking a random pattern through the grid of 
Newtown's streets before heading for the spot where 
the Old Man would be waiting. He'd procured a boat 
the day before, a simple flat-bottomed skiff, more 
than adequate to float them downstream past the 
water batteries and away from this hellish city. 
 And the next time he says it’s a bad idea to go 
somewhere, I'm going to take him seriously, Alex 
vowed, as she scanned the rows of tied-up 
watercraft. She found what she was looking for 
halfway down a lonely pier. The Old Man, huddled in 
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his wool coat with the collar up, sat in the shadow of a 
larger boat tied up just beside theirs.  

Alex paused, a pistol-shot away, and waved with 
her good hand. She squinted as her mentor waved 
back, an odd gesture with thumb and little finger 
folded in. That signalled that he was in the clear, and 
no Concordat thug was lurking in the shadows with a 
pistol trained on him. Alex couldn't help quickening 
her steps a little as she crossed the exposed space of 
the pier and vaulted into the little boat, but no shouts 
followed her. As best she could tell, she'd gotten 
away clean, but her imagination equipped every 
rooftop with watchers and riflemen. She wanted to be 
away from this city, this country, as quickly as she 
could. 

‘Go,’ she snapped at the Old Man, to forestall any 
questioning. ‘Let's get out on the river.’ 

He nodded, silently, and reached for the long pole 
at the back of the skiff. Alex untied the rope, and kept 
her eyes on the pier as they pushed off. The dark 
water of the Vor sucked and slapped at the hull. 

A trio of men had turned the corner from a side 
street, heading for the pier. Alex crouched as low as 
she could in the boat and watched as they began to 
inspect the remaining craft. Her breath rasped in my 
throat. 

Not as clean as I thought. She smiled tightly. The 
Last Duke's boys are good, I have to admit. But not 
quite good enough. 

‘It was a trap,’ she said quietly, when they were a 
hundred yards from shore. ‘You were right. We never 
should have come here. They had’—she swallowed 
hard—‘someone like me, someone working for the 
Black Priests. I barely made it out, and I think I broke 
something in my hand.’ 

They were far enough from shore now that they 
should be invisible, a dark boat against dark water. 
There were enough lights burning on either shore that 
they wouldn't need to light a lantern until they were 
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well downriver. Alex sat up, wincing every time she 
shifted her injured arm, and turned to face the Old 
Man— 

—who was gone. He'd thrown off the heavy cloak, 
revealing a much younger man in dark leather. She 
caught the gleam of steel in his hand as he reached 
forward, with an almost casual gesture, and planted 
long, needle-like stiletto in the meat of her shoulder.  

She felt the blade sink through skin and muscle 
with an odd detachment, but no pain, not yet. 
Automatically, she called on her power, raising her 
hands to send dark spears of shadow through what 
could only be another of Orlanko's minions. But her 
limbs didn't respond—her injured hand only fluttered 
weakly, and the arm he'd stabbed lay as dead as if it 
had been severed. Alex felt something cold spreading 
through her body from the wound, her muscles 
tightening painfully as whatever substance had 
coated the blade coursed through her veins. Her 
heart began hammering double-time, though she 
didn't know if it was from the poison or sheer terror. 

‘My name is Andreas,’ the young man said. ‘I'm 
afraid Metzing will not be joining us, he had an urgent 
appointment to keep at the bottom of the river. But he 
did me the favour of explaining all about you before 
he ... ah ... left, including your little repertoire of hand 
signals. Some of them are quite elegant. I may have 
to borrow the idea. ‘ 

Alex fell back against the edge of the boat. She 
couldn't speak—the poison had clamped her jaw 
shut, and muscles in her neck stood out like cords. It 
was getting hard to breathe. 

‘You're not going to die, if that's what you're 
worried about. Our friends from Elysium were very 
particular about that. They were kind enough to 
provide us with this little potion, which I must say 
works quite marvellously. I know of quite a few ways 
to render a person unconscious, but none that 
operate this quickly without any risk of ... damage.’ 
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Alex struggled to open her mouth. She wanted to 
curse him, or maybe spit in his face. It didn't matter, 
as she couldn't summon up the strength for either. 

‘Don't glare at me like that,’ Andreas said. ‘You 
must have realized the risks when you decided to 
steal from us. And you should be thankful the Priests 
of the Black have expressed an interest. Anyone else 
who crossed His Grace would die for certain, at 
considerable length.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘Mind you, 
one hears stories about what goes on at Elysium. 
You may wish you'd been a bit less lucky, 
eventually...’ 

But no one was listening. Alex's head lolled back, 
and she slipped into an inky sea of darkness, as 
though the waves of her own power had washed over 
her. 

 
* * * 

 
The Duke's finger tapped slowly on the careful loops 
and curls of Andreas' handwritten report. He frowned 
as he read, and looked up. 

‘What have you done about the building?’ he said. 
Andreas inclined his head. ‘Construction failure. 

There was an attempt at refurbishment several 
months ago, which obviously has gone disastrously 
wrong. Everyone knows those old Newtown buildings 
are falling to pieces.’ 

‘Move against the builder,’ Orlanko ordered. 
‘Negligence on that scale cannot be seen to go 
unpunished.’ 

‘I have taken the liberty of doing so already,’ 
Andreas said. ‘As it happens, the gentleman in 
question owns a considerable quantity of Crown debt, 
issued in lieu of payment on a previous project. Now 
that he is under arrest and his property forfeit, the 
question of repayment will of course not arise.’ 

Orlanko didn't smile often, but at this the corner of 
his mouth at least twitched upward. 
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‘Ah, Andreas. You are a master of killing two birds 
with one stone.’ 

‘I do my best, Your Grace.’ 
‘And the thief?’ 
‘On her way north by now, with Father Volstock.’ 
‘Excellent. That will go a long way towards 

keeping the Pontifex happy.’ Orlanko leaned back in 
his chair. ‘Well done, Andreas. You may go.’ 

‘Thank you, Your Grace.’ 
The assassin slipped out. Orlanko pushed his 

report aside, revealing another file, and turned to the 
room's other occupant. The ignahta was still swathed 
in grey from head to foot, but Orlanko had insisted the 
monk-like hood be pushed back. The Last Duke did 
not want his allies keeping secrets from him. 

‘You've done well,’ he said. 
‘Thank you, Your Grace.’ 
‘You're certain that your identity has not been 

compromised?’ 
The ignahta nodded. ‘Certain.’ 
That was the best thing about these Penitent 

Damned, Orlanko had decided. A conventional agent 
would always require some tools to get the job done. 
No matter how carefully hidden—the pistol at the 
back of the waistband, the dagger strapped to the 
thigh, the bottle of poison disguised as perfume—
there was always a chance of discovery, especially if 
the opposition was alert. Whereas the Black Priest's 
supernatural killers could be anyone, anywhere, and 
no one would ever be the wiser. 

‘Very good.’ He leaned back, finger tapping idly on 
the file. The tag, carefully attached by some 
meticulous clerk, read Vhalnich. ‘Very good. Now. I 
have another assignment for you ...’[GdM]	
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Is	the	First	Law	Trilogy	
the	Anti-Lord	of	the	

Rings?	
	

C.T.	PHIPPS	
	
	

 
A question that often comes up in the various fantasy 
forums I frequent is, ‘What is the anti-Lord of the 
Rings?’ This is an odd query because it implies 
there's automatically an antithesis the most famous 
fantasy trilogy of all time. What does the questioner 
mean by ‘anti-Lord of the Rings’ anyway? For the 
most part, they're talking about something that is just 
as epic and grandiose but is darker and morally 
ambiguous. However, the question stuck with me and 
I started to ask myself, "Is there any series which well 
and truly inverts the majority of themes and values of 
Professor Tolkien's work?" 
 I believe that series to be Joe Abercrombie's The 
First Law trilogy. 

It should be noted Joe Abercrombie has 
expressed nothing but love for J.R.R. Tolkien on his 
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own blog. He also rejects that he was trying to rewrite 
the novels. 

 
We’re on sides, now? No one told me about 
sides. What are the sides? Of what? And on 
which side am I? I love Tolkien, after all. I’d like 
to be on his side. Grew up with The Hobbit. 
Read The Lord of the Rings every year. I’m a 
great admirer of his. Without Tolkien there’d be 
no fantasy as we know it, and certainly no First 
Law. When it comes to an epic tale with moral 
clarity set in a supremely realized fantasy world, 
he pretty much knocked it out of the park. But 
that means there’s not much point in my writing 
it again, is there? Forgive me for saying so, but 
it feels as if folk have been writing Lord of the 
Rings again for a while now, and I think we 
could probably, you know, stop. [1] 

  
I believe the two series bear some striking 

similarities and yet go in different directions which are 
fun to note. Beware reader, spoilers for both series lie 
ahead.  
 The books contain some superficial similarities on 
the surface in their central plotlines: 
 An evil supernatural threat from the East has 
gathered an infinite army of soldiers and monsters 
beneath its banner and intends to invade the Western 
European-themed lands. From the North, a second, 
lesser-threat has also gathered a force of barbarians 
and monsters to invade the West. An ancient wizard 
gathers a ragtag bunch of misfits together, related to 
a mystical artifact, and sends them on a journey to a 
distant land. One of these individuals will emerge as 
the last heir of a dynasty to unite the land. The 
Northern threat will be defeated and, in the darkest 
hour, an army of barbarians will arrive to rescue the 
Western lands before the mystical artifact plays a key 
role in annihilating the Eastern threat.  
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 Anyone who has read both series knows every 
single one of these similarities has a stark difference 
on closer examination. The similarities, however, 
highlight the differences.  
 Take the central conflict between the Prophet 
Khalul and the wizard Bayaz, which lies at the root of 
the wars between the Union and Gurkish in 
Abercrombie’s The First Law. The Blade Itself paints 
Bayaz as a lovable trickster mentor who helps rescue 
Logen Ninefingers from death and helps our heroes 
in various ways. The Gurkish and their Prophet are, 
by contrast, portrayed as nebulous and threatening. 
The Gurkish employ the mysterious Eaters-cannibal 
wizards who make a number of attempts on Bayaz's 
life. These views are challenged somewhat in Before 
They Are Hanged, but only by Last Argument of 
Kings do we discover Bayaz is every bit as bad as 
Khalul, if not for worse. Indeed, the only reason the 
Prophet is pushing for war against the Union is in 
hopes of getting revenge for a long-ago slight by 
Bayaz.  
 Tolkien wrote The Lord of the Rings with Sauron 
and his minions representing an archetypal 
incarnation of evil that the heroes must rally against. 
The nations of "good" in the elves, dwarves, Rohan, 
and Gondor may be flawed, but they are better in 
every way than the enslavement that awaits those 
who submit to Sauron. Abercrombie subverts 
expectations with the Gurkish by revealing, after they 
finally conquer the city of Dagoska in Before They Are 
Hanged, that they do not behave in the nightmarish 
manner which everyone assumed they would: 
  

It seems the Gurkish were let in by a prior 
arrangement. Treason, of course, but at a time 
like that… - hardly surprising. The Union forces 
were massacred, such as they were, but many 
of the mercenaries were merely enslaved, and 
the natives, by and large, were spared.’ Gurkish 



	 36	

mercy, who could have thought it? Miracles do 
happen, then. [2] 
 
This is hardly much mercy but since the books had 

given us an impression of a monstrous horde, it is 
surprising to see Glokta impressed by the people who 
tortured him. It also gives credence to the belief that a 
peace agreement forged earlier would have been 
honored, such as that offered by Ambassador Tulkis: 

 
‘We are leaders. War is what happens when we 
fail. Or are pushed into failure by the rash and 
the foolish. Victory is better than defeat, but… - 
not by much. Therefore, the Emperor offers 
peace, in the hope that this may be a 
permanent end to the hostilities between our 
great nations. We have no true interest in 
crossing the seas to make war, and you have 
no true interest in toeholds on the Kantic 
continent. So we offer peace.’ [3] 
 
Similarly, Sauron and his forces represent an 

existential threat to the West, which cannot exist in 
peace with the heroes because Mordor’s immortal 
ruler wants to rule all of Middle-earth. Yet, here, the 
conflict between the Union and Gurkish cannot only 
be resolved peacefully but doesn't end with the war. 
Like most struggles between real-life nations, the 
Gurkish defeat in Last Argument of Kings just means 
the two nations must continue to coexist.  

Peace in Tolkien is a consequence of victory and 
results in lasting change while the end of the wars in 
The First Law Trilogy merely results in extensive loss 
of lives. For a series which is considered much darker 
than The Lord of the Rings, The First Law trilogy has 
a much stronger anti-war slant and serves as a direct 
contrast. 

Another place where the two series go in direct 
opposites is in respect to their magical artifacts: the 
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One Ring and the Seed. Both are magical enhancers 
that have the potential to provide their users with 
immense mystical power. The biggest difference 
between the two series regarding the objects is both 
the Seed and the One Ring have the potential to 
bring great destruction, but whereas Gandalf wishes 
the Ring to be destroyed, Bayaz wants to use the 
Seed to destroy his enemies. Additionally, both the 
Seed and the One Ring have the power to tempt 
individuals, as we see when demons offer Ferro great 
power and Boromir attacks Frodo. 

However, the Seed's primary corruption is done 
through simple greed and ambition. People want the 
power of the Seed without magical compulsion. The 
mass murder of Gurkish troops (and Union soldiers 
via collateral damage) is done by Bayaz purely of his 
own accord. The effects of the Seed are described as 
akin to a nuclear weapon being used, a comparison 
which Tolkien rejected as a comparison for the One 
Ring but Abercrombie invokes in describing its 
aftereffects: 

 
West was scarcely recognizable. His hair had 
fallen out in ugly patches. His face was 
shrunken, had a yellow tinge about it. His 
uniform hung slack from his bony shoulders, 
stained around the collar. He shuffled into the 
room, bent over in an old man's stoop, leaning 
heavily on a stick. He looked like nothing so 
much as a walking corpse. [4] 

  
Perhaps the greatest difference between the quest 

to destroy the One Ring and the quest to recover the 
Seed is the former is successful and the latter is a 
waste of time. The Seed is not at the end of their 
journey, across vast wastelands and after many 
adventures. It has been in the House of the Maker, a 
location Bayaz had access to from the beginning, 
hidden in plain sight. If The Lord of the Rings is the 
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signature fantasy road trip story, then The First Law 
has more in common with the Grizwald family 
vacation. The black humor of the pointlessness of it 
all is summarized by Jezal: 

 
‘I gave up my chance to fight for my country,' 
murmured Jezal, indignation starting to flicker 
up in his chest, 'and I slogged hundreds of 
miles across the wasteland, and I was beaten, 
and broken, and left scarred… for nothing?’ [5] 

 
Abercrombie takes the great heroic quest through 

horrific circumstances, weird locations, and past 
monstrous creatures before turning it into a farce. The 
Fellowship of the Ring's journey in The Lord of the 
Rings has deep and important meaning, bringing our 
heroes closer to their goal. In The First Law trilogy, 
the journey is merely a distraction from the larger 
political and economic realities which ultimately 
decide the fate of the war. 

Jezal Luthar is, himself, something of an anti-
Tolkien character. The spoiled, vapid, sexist, classist, 
and cowardly nobleman is about as far from Tolkien's 
conception of a warrior noble as you can get. Yet, it is 
Jezal Luthar who is revealed to be the ‘lost’ bastard 
heir of the Union's reigning dynasty.  

Much like Aragon, Jezal does his best to rally the 
forces of the Union against the Gurkish. Ultimately, 
Jezal's attempt to be a warrior king proves 
disastrously ill advised and nearly gets him killed. 
Unlike Aragorn, who leads his armies from the front, 
Jezal’s leadership threatens to destroy the symbol of 
resistance against the Gurkish. As Bayaz says: 

  
'It is easy to find men to lead charges.' The 
Magus pronounced each word with 
exaggerated care, as though addressing a 
simpleton. 'Finding men to lead nations is 
considerably more difficult.’ [6] 



	 39	

 
Even Jezal's kingship is built on nothing more than 

a pack of lies. According to Bayaz, he is no blood 
relation to the late king and is just one of many 
potential kings that the wizard had raised like a 
demented gardener. Jezal is the child of a whore and 
was chosen to become king merely because he 
looked the part and had become famous due to his 
professional dueling career, which Bayaz himself 
rigged. Jezal becomes nothing more than a puppet to 
Bayaz, one very similar to the kind that Denethor 
believed Aragorn to be to Gandalf. 

  
‘With the left hand thou wouldst use me for a 
little while as a shield against Mordor, and with 
the right bring up this Ranger of the North to 
supplant me. But I say to thee, Gandalf 
Mithrandir, I will not be thy tool! I am Steward of 
the House of Anárion. I will not step down to be 
the dotard chamberlain of an upstart. Even 
were his claim proved to me, still he comes but 
of the line of Isildur. I will not bow to such a one, 
last of a ragged house long bereft of lordship 
and dignity.’ [7] 

 
Also unlike Aragorn, Jezal also does not get to 

marry his true love but instead is trapped in a loveless 
marriage with a woman who despises him. Indeed, 
whereas Tolkien romanticized the warrior nobility of 
old, Abercrombie seems to take a delight in treating 
them as vain, stupid, spoiled incompetents.  

There is no ancient blood of Numenor marking the 
noble lines of kings. Instead, the closest thing we 
have is Ferro's blood of demons, which is a double-
edged sword providing both strength and psychosis. 
The greatest living soldier of the Union, Collem West, 
is a commoner who fought his way up through the 
ranks and, unlike Samwise Gamgee (who adored 
Master Frodo), lives in a mixed state of envy and 
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distaste for his social betters. Whereas Gondor is a 
land living on the glories of past nobility and blood, 
the Union is a land sustained by new and strong 
commoners who deal with their nobility’s 
incompetence. 
 The conflicts between the races in the two worlds 
are also markedly different. Rather than present 
conflicts between supernatural races like elves, orcs, 
and dwarves like those in The Lord of the Rings, the 
majority of the conflict in The First Law is between 
humans. Monsters still exist, like the Flatheads and 
the Feared, but they have smaller roles than similar 
characters in Tolkien's work. While racism and racial 
conflict exist, there is a diverse cast of nations and 
ethnicities throughout The First Law. 
 Similarly, the racial makeup of Tolkien’s nations 
tends toward the segregationist with Gondor, Rohan, 
hobbit, dwarf, and so on rarely mixing. 
Cosmopolitanism and trade are nearly absent in 
Tolkien's work, (with the exception of Bree of all 
places), but form the basis of many subplots in The 
First Law. By contrast, the free flow of trade and 
interaction between every party forms the basis of not 
only their societies but also of how economics and 
warfare take place. Byaz is able to make war against 
his enemies not through loyalty or the allegiance of 
kings (Logen Nine-Fingers ruins his kingship before it 
really begins by assisting in a war which doesn’t 
involve his people) but through control of commerce. 
 

'It was money that bought victory in King 
Guslav's half-baked Gurkish war,' said Bayaz. 
'It was money that united the Open Council 
behind their bastard king. It was money that 
brought Duke Orso rushing to the defense of 
his daughter and tipped the balance in our 
favor. All my money.' [8] 
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 The difference that made the most lasting 
impression on me and inspired this essay, though, is 
the two series' differing endings. In Return of the 
King, we get a rough explanation of where everyone 
ends up with the good rewarded and the evil 
vanquished. The Last Argument of Kings ends on an 
ambiguous note for everyone involved.  

Logen Ninefingers, rather than be rewarded for his 
Theoden-like charge to rescue the Union, ends up 
dethroned and exiled. Jezal's loveless marriage and 
puppet kingship remain. Collem West is left a sickly 
shell of his former self, in all likelihood soon to die of 
something akin to radiation sickness. Inquisitor Glokta 
becomes the most powerful man in the Union and, 
married to a woman he loves, but is unable to enjoy 
either. In a very real way, the stories of the characters 
do not end with the war but continue on in directions 
we cease to follow. There is no Happily Ever After or 
even Unhappily Ever After because there is no ever 
after.  
 Life goes on. 
 So, is The First Law the anti-Lord of the Rings? 
No, not really. There’s no such thing but it does invert 
a lot of Tolkien’s themes and ideas. There is no good 
or evil, there are heroes on both sides, class 
differences are a constant source of tension, the 
characters must live with their enemies after they're 
defeated, and enough suspicion and hatred remains 
to justify any number of future wars. Despite this, I 
think The First Law draws a lot of influence from 
Tolkien's work and in its contrasts to The Lord of the 
Rings pays homage to it more often than not.  
 I also strongly recommend both series. 
 

* * * 
 
1. 
http://www.joeabercrombie.com/2011/02/15/bankrupt-
nihilism/ 
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2. Before They Are Hanged [Kindle Cloud Reader] 
pages 513-514 
3. ibid [Kindle Cloud Reader] pages 517-518 
4. Last Argument of Kings [Kindle Cloud Reader] 
pages 585-586 
5. Before They Are Hanged [Kindle Cloud Reader] 
pages 603-604 
6. Last Argument of Kings [Kindle Cloud Reader] 
pages 413 
7. The Lord of the Rings Trilogy [Omnibus] page 513 
8. Last Argument of Kings [Kindle Cloud Reader] 
pages 522-523[GdM]	
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Review:	Dragon	Hunters	
	

BY	MARC	TURNER	
REVIEW	BY	MATTHEW	CROPLEY	

	
	

 
Here be dragons. Need I say more? 

Dragon Hunters is the second book in Marc 
Turner’s debut fantasy series The Chronicles of the 
Exile, but features new characters and a different 
setting within the same world as the first instalment, 
When the Heavens Fall, a review of which can be 
found on the GdM blog. In Dragon Hunters, however, 
Turner changes things up, telling a much more 
grounded, political story than the grand fate-of-the-
world tale told in the first book. It’s a standalone 
adventure that can be read before or after the first 
book without any confusion. 

Hunting dragons for sport sounds like a good idea, 
right? The citizens of the isolated Sabian Sea think 
so, and every year they release a single sea-dragon 
into their waters to hunt down as part of the festivities 
of ‘Dragon Day’. Naturally, things go sideways thanks 
to vying political factions, power hungry water-mages, 
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magical assassins and meddling gods. Stuck in the 
middle of all this are four complicated, nuanced 
characters: Senar Sol, a telekinesis-wielding 
swordsman, stumbles into the fray and, despite the 
best intentions and stunning competence, flounders 
as he tries to figure out who the ‘good guys’ are (hint: 
there aren’t any). Agenta is a callous, determined 
noblewoman who tries to pursue vengeance against 
those who stole a shipment of gems and threatened 
to bankrupt her family. Karmel is an insecure 
priestess of the Chameleon, a god who grants her 
limited invisibility, a power she uses to disrupt Dragon 
Day in the pursuit of her brother’s acceptance. Stuck 
trying to sort this mess out is the belligerent, surly city 
watchman Kempis, who is drawn ever-deeper into 
intrigue despite wanting nothing to do with it. Each of 
these characters starts off in their own setting and in 
seemingly unconnected, personal plots, yet they’re all 
woven ever tighter together and drawn towards the 
explosive climax that is becoming Turner’s signature.  

While When the Heavens Fall harkened back to 
traditional high fantasy with a grimdark twist, Dragon 
Hunters feels more like the modern grimdark fantasy 
we’re used to, which is both a good and a bad thing. 
It’s a refreshing change of pace that displays 
admirable range on the part of Marc Turner, and the 
personal, ‘street-level’ stories make his world feel like 
a real place. There’s less grit and darkness from page 
to page than in the undead and necromancy-filled 
When the Heavens Fall, but Dragon Hunters makes 
up for it with its political and moral complexity. Instead 
of huge, epic stakes involving the fabric of reality itself 
and a clear villain like Mayot Mencada, the power-
hungry necromancer in When the Heavens Fall, the 
plot in Dragon Hunters revolves around different 
factions struggling to gain power in the chaos 
surrounding Dragon Day. There’s no clear path to a 
good outcome, and it’s more of a choice between 
someone terrible and someone slightly less terrible, 
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which makes for compelling grimdark reading. Even 
the dragons are more of a chaotic by-product of this 
ongoing power-struggle than an antagonistic force. 
As should always be the case in grimdark, the real 
monsters are people. However, there was a certain 
charm to the marriage of high fantasy and grimdark 
that was achieved in When the Heavens Fall. The 
epic, magically saturated struggle between gods and 
monsters gave that book a sense of wonder that 
Dragon Hunters doesn’t capture in the same way. 
That’s not necessarily a negative thing, and Dragon 
Hunters succeeds in being more than just a sequel 
stuck in the shadow of its predecessor and is a 
unique experience in its own right, a more mature 
story that’s closer to contemporary grimdark than high 
fantasy. 

Similarly, Dragon Hunters shows Turner’s 
development in characterisation since his debut. I 
found myself reading less to discover the outcome of 
the large-scale power struggle and more to reach the 
resolution of the individual tales, although the wider 
plot is still interesting. I’m the sort of reader who 
usually falls in love with the first character I’m 
exposed to in a book or series and resents point of 
view changes, but I found myself genuinely interested 
in all four of the characters. Not once was I irritated by 
the at times very frequent point of view changes, and 
I consider this to be quite an accomplishment. Each 
of the characters has a unique voice and provides a 
distinct, sometimes wildly conflicting view of events, 
resulting in compellingly conflicted loyalties about 
whom to side with as a reader.  

While they’re each vastly different, none of the 
characters are heroic, barring Senar Sol. At first 
glance he appears to be the classic fantasy hero that 
grimdark has disposed of, yet his presence in Dragon 
Hunters never feels odd. He’s an interesting 
exploration of what a ‘hero’ might do when dumped 
into the middle of a morally complex plot, and despite 
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being arguably the most competent fighter of the four 
protagonists, he achieves surprisingly little. How do 
you save the day when the villain isn’t a cackling ‘big 
bad’ but the ruthlessly self-serving nature of 
humanity? In a realistic world like that in Dragon 
Hunters, heroes are pretty useless. The other 
characters suffer from no such delusions. For 
example, Karmel uses the ability to become invisible 
when standing still to infiltrate and murder, yet 
displays surprising vulnerability and insecurity. She’s 
a conflicted character, and some of the decisions she 
makes are fantastically murky in their morality. 
Invisibility risks being overpowering, but Turner 
places strict limits on its use that heighten the tense 
action rather than making it a cakewalk. My one 
complaint with Karmel is that her power isn’t explored 
in more depth and used more often. Kempis, the 
grumbling city watchman, has a rough, sardonic 
voice, “…it was amazing the shit you could get away 
with just by adding “sir” at the end of a sentence,” and 
seeing the fantastical world of Dragon Hunters 
through his cynical eyes is a pleasure. Despite his 
employment as a protector of the city, he seems to be 
motivated by self-interest and laziness, yet at times 
shows surprising determination. Agenta, on the other 
hand, manages to be likeable despite being 
essentially a self-interested noble. Insights into her 
tortured past and grief-fuelled drug addiction mean 
that you can’t help but sympathise with her. She cuts 
her way through the plot driven by anger and 
sadness, and it makes for some satisfying scenes. 
There’s a large cast of complex secondary characters 
that complement the protagonists wonderfully, and 
even those who make only brief appearances are 
always entertaining and multi-layered. 

The settings in Dragon Hunters are also distinctive 
and authentic, the most notable of which is the half-
sunken island city of Olaire, capital of the Storm Isles. 
Guards wear fish-spine armour, water-mages are at 
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the top of the food chain for once, and fish-people 
whistle through their gills on every other street-corner. 
It’s a vibrant and well-realised setting brought to life 
by little touches such as the water-mages that are 
employed to keep the city’s ‘night soil’ from building 
up in the water too close to the inhabited areas. 
These clever and unique touches make magic feel 
like a genuine part of everyday life in Olaire. That isn’t 
to say, however, that there’s nothing to gawp at. The 
main attraction, of course, is the presence of dragons, 
and while they take a while to make their appearance, 
it’s fantastic when it happens. In Dragon Hunters, the 
creatures are gigantic sea-monsters rather than the 
winged, fire-breathing type most common in popular 
culture, but there is still an unmistakeable air of 
‘dragon-ness’ about them. The spectacular dragons 
and the clever use of magic in Dragon Hunters are 
just two parts of a rich tapestry of top notch world-
building. 

Turner structures his story like he’s setting up 
dominoes. First, he carefully arranges all of the 
pieces, taking time to ensure that they all fit a pattern. 
Then, he knocks them over and cackles as they fall. 
The first half of Dragon Hunters is quite slow, and a 
lot of time is spent setting up the decidedly well-
realised world, characters, and political landscape. 
Admittedly, this detailed setup can become tiresome 
after a while, and it is only broken up by a few action 
scenes. It feels as if not much is moving forward in 
the first half, even though there’s a lot going on. By 
the time the book hits the halfway mark, however, the 
shit hits the fan and the story explodes into life. All of 
the careful setup pays off and things continue to 
ratchet up until all four plot-threads are drawn 
together for a final showdown. If you stick with it, it’s 
definitely worth it. 

The writing, however, is tight and the influences of 
Steven Erikson and Joe Abercrombie can be clearly 
felt in the tense slow-paced conversations and 
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skilfully constructed, high octane fight scenes. Point-
of-view is switched deftly, giving long stretches with 
each character when it’s slower, but changing almost 
every page when things heat up. It keeps the tension 
going and the storylines mesh very well. 

Overall, it’s a good read and Marc Turner is 
carving out a name for himself in our grim little corner 
of fantasy. Like When the Heavens Fall, it’s a great 
standalone story, but there are a few morsels of 
mystery sprinkled in that provide tantalising glimpses 
into what might be coming in the third instalment in 
The Chronicles of the Exile, Red Tide, this 
September. If you have the patience for a carefully 
constructed tale, go give Dragon Hunters a try, 
chances are you’ll enjoy it.[GdM] 
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Excerpt:	The	Kid	
	

BY	ROB	J.	HAYES	
	
	

 
The Kid had suffered a broken nose just a couple of 
weeks back, and it still hurt like all the hells. He had 
no wish to repeat the experience, so he turned his 
face just enough, and the punch caught his cheek 
instead. 

He hit the ground hard and gasped. Dirt and air 
rushed into his lungs in equal measure, and a 
coughing fit exploded from his chest. He heard 
laughing, but couldn’t work up the bother to care. Kav 
spat at him, Benben and Jan were doubled over from 
their braying, and Lissa shouted something about him 
being of less use than the horseshit he’d fallen in. 

Lissa’s insult shouldn’t have hurt. She never spoke 
to him other than to mock him, but for some reason it 
felt like a knife in his chest. More than the punch, 
more than the coughing fit, her insults hurt. 

The Kid managed to get his coughing under 
control and opened his eyes. Kav and Lissa weren’t 
even looking at him anymore. Benben and Jan were 
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making stupid faces. Nobody else around paid them 
any attention. Folk moved about their business as if 
they hadn’t even seen the punch. One guard glanced 
their way, then went back to staring at a merchant 
hawking spices from Sarth. Wasn’t exactly illegal to 
set up a stall so close to the docks, but it was frowned 
upon, which was reason enough for a shakedown. 

“Reckon he got the point,” Kav said. “Ya get the 
point, No Name?” 

The Kid pushed himself to his knees and then to 
his feet. His cheek was stinging something fierce. He 
touched it and winced. His hand came away bloody. 

“Aye. I got it.” The Kid looked down at the ground, 
lest any of the others see the dark scowl on his face. 

“Let’s get o’er ta the Burn. Reckon we can 
scrounge us a meal if we make No Name beg,” Kav 
said and started walking. Lissa stuck by Kav's side, 
like a flea to a dog. Benben aimed a kick at the Kid, 
then he and Jan hurried after the others. 

The Kid stood watching after them a few seconds, 
his hands clenching and unclenching. He bit his 
tongue until he tasted blood. He swallowed the 
scream of rage building inside, then he spat in the dirt 
and rushed to catch up. 

 
* * * 

 
Aptly named, the Burn stank of charred flesh and 
sweat. The heat made the entire area oppressive, 
gave the atmosphere a ‘boiling point’ feel that could 
bubble over and turn violent at a moment’s notice. 
Then there were the flies. The Kid didn’t have a word 
for so many flies; of course, he could only count as 
far as six. They buzzed everywhere, got everywhere, 
were everywhere. They were on the meat, on the 
ground, on the water, on the people. The Kid hated 
the Burn. Shame it was the surest place in Korral for 
the likes of him to get fed. 
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The fires never went out in the Burn, and as long 
as they were lit they had meat on them. Most of it was 
charred to a crisp, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, 
and Kav’s little crew were nothing if not beggars. 

“All right, Horse Shit Boy,” Kav said, giving the Kid 
a new nickname for the day. All the others laughed. 
“Get o’er there an’ fetch us some food. An’ don’t go 
askin’ where it came from this time.” 

The Kid snorted, but stepped to his job with haste. 
If he waited around or argued, Kav would beat him 
and Lissa would insult him again. He glanced back at 
her. She wasn’t pretty, far from it, but there was 
something about Lissa, something that made him 
want her to like him. Instead, she mocked him and, 
sometimes, even joined in with the hitting, after the 
others had already put him down. 

The Kid sauntered over to the nearest fire and 
waited, giving the cook his very best ‘I’m a starving 
orphan’ look. The cook ignored him. The Kid decided 
it was best to wait his turn. He’d learned long ago that 
if you piss off a cook, you get the shits, and if the 
others got the shits, he’d get another beating for sure. 

“Well, if it ain’t the little nameless shit,” the cook 
said upon noticing him. “Ya got some bits ta pay fer it 
this time?” 

The Kid snorted. 
“What a fuckin’ surprise. Here.” The fat cook 

reached into the old meat barrel and pulled out a 
handful of charred strips of flesh. The Kid counted six 
and another three. He pocketed one discreetly. 

“Tell Kav ta get his scrawny arse over here. I got 
somin’ fer him ta do.” 

The Kid grunted and hurried away before 
someone bigger or armed stole his scraps. 

“That all ya got?” Lissa was sweating, her greasy 
hair plastered to her head. “Ya really are a useless 
shit.” 

The others snatched at the takings. The Kid barely 
managed to hold onto a single strip. Kav and Lissa 
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got two each, Benben and Jan took three between 
them. 

“Cook wants ya,” he told Kav. 
“Shit. Which one?” 
“Fat one.” 
Kav raised his fist so the Kid lowered his eyes and 

pointed. Kav punched him in the arm anyway before 
walking away. Lissa went with Kav, and the Kid found 
himself alone with Benben and Jan. The two were 
brothers born at the same time, though both argued 
about who came out first. They had pudgy faces, 
beady eyes, and crooked teeth; the only real 
distinction between the two was Benben’s nose bent 
to the left and Jan’s to the right. Broken noses were 
proof of Kav’s dominance over the little group. 

“Give us ya meat,” Benben said. Jan echoed his 
words. 

The Kid stuffed his strip of burnt meant into his 
mouth and started chewing the tough leather. Benben 
laughed and punched his left arm. Jan laughed and 
punched his right arm. The Kid let out a whimper, 
backed away a step, and turned his back on the 
bigger boys. 

He spied Kav standing alone by the cook’s fire, 
tending to the meat and filching the odd fresh strip. 
He saw Lissa following the fat cook away from the 
fires. They both disappeared into one of the 
dishevelled hovels and reappeared a few minutes 
later. The cook swaggered back to his fire and Lissa 
walked towards the little group, wiping her mouth and 
scowling at the whole world. When she got back, 
Benben and Jan laughed at her and made jokes. The 
Kid ignored them all. If Lissa was angry she’d take it 
out on him if she noticed him. 

Kav was negotiating with the fat cook, by the looks 
of things. Kav was smirking and making number 
gestures with his fingers, and the cook waved his 
meaty fist in a threatening manner. 
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After some time, Kav picked up some more meat 
strips, from the fresh barrel this time, and sauntered 
back. The Kid wiped sweat from his face. He was 
soaking, and the rest of the group were faring no 
better. 

“Here.” Kav handed a strip of meat to each of his 
little group. The Kid got the smallest piece, but at 
least he got one. 

“Got some work,” Kav said, chewing on a strip. 
“Paid an’ all. Not fer you, Horse Shit Boy. Get yaself 
home. An’ don’t steal nothin’.” 

The Kid thought about arguing — if he didn’t help 
out, he didn’t get paid — but decided against it. If Kav 
had made a decision, arguing would earn him naught 
but more blood. 
 
The Kid is a part of The Bound Folio collection by 
Rob J. Hayes and a must-have for The Ties That Bind 
fans. The Bound Folio is available for pre-order now 
$10.95USD (ISBN: 1941987605 Ragnarok 
Publications). 
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An	Interview	with	Shawn	
Speakman	

	
TOM	SMITH	

	
	

	
Shawn Speakman has laboured for many years as 
the “web-druid” for modern day fantasy legend Terry 
Brooks and Naomi Novik. In recent years Shawn 
kicked cancer’s arse and put together one of the best 
known fantasy anthologies in recent years, 
Unfettered. Some of the biggest and best authors in 
the industry donated stories to help him with his 
sizeable post cancer medical bills. Shawn is also the 
author of the well-received The Dark Thorn.  

While Shawn is not considered a grimdark writer, 
he is very involved in the grimdark community having 
made some special editions of notable “grimdarkians” 
like Mark Lawrence through his own publishing 
company, Grim Oak Press. 

On a personal note, I actually owe my own 
fledgling career in the industry to Shawn. I met him 
several years ago at an R.A. Salvatore signing and 
became one of his beta readers for The Dark Thorn. 
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As busy and entrenched in the industry as Shawn 
is, he took time out of his crazy schedule to meet with 
us and answer a few questions…Hey Shawn, 
Welcome. Thanks for joining us today and letting us 
pick your brain. 
 
[SS] Thank you for having me! 
 
[GdM] Your stories in The Dark Thorn world draw 
heavily on medieval history and Arthurian legend. 
What drew you to those stories as a jumping off 
point? 
 
[SS] I’ve always been a fan of the Arthurian tales, 
going back to my earliest memories. The Sword in the 
Stone Disney movie was one of my favourites as a 
kid. Once I was old enough to watch John Boorman’s 
Excalibur though, my love was cemented. After that I 
read various books on the legends growing up and 
even took several Arthurian history classes in college. 
There was a lot of information to mine there for my 
own tales. I couldn’t resist. 
 
[GdM] You were in the book industry in several roles 
for quite some time before you really created your 
own mark as a writer. How do you think that shaped 
your writing style? 
 
[SS] I was a manager at one of the largest Barnes & 
Noble Booksellers in the country in one of the most 
book friendly cities in the world. I befriended many 
authors as they came through Seattle on tour. The 
most important person I met though was Terry Brooks 
who, along with Stephen King and Stephen R. 
Donaldson, had already shaped my future craft of 
writing in ways I’m still discovering. Without them as a 
foundation, I would not be doing what I love today. 
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[GdM] Which of the directions fantasy has taken in 
recent years would you like to see more of? Which 
one would you like to see go away? 
 
[SS] This is the type of question I dislike, so take this 
answer with a huge boulder of salt. I firmly believe 
that our current culture has become one of 
declarative judgment. People have become far more 
righteous in their beliefs and, worse, they will do 
anything to make sure everyone knows it. It is in 
politics, sports, and all forms of entertainment, 
including the publishing field. I’ll just say I wish more 
people were more accepting of what they consider 
lesser forms of literature and, if they are incapable of 
doing that, not be so vehement. All too often I see 
grimdark lovers ridicule high fantasy or vice versa. In 
my opinion, these kinds of moments damage the 
overall readership of the mentioned genres, not grow 
it. 
 
[GdM] What character(s) have you written that you 
would consider the most grimdark? 
 
[SS] Richard McAllister, my main protagonist, is my 
most grimdark character. He is an emotionally broken 
homeless knight living on the streets of Seattle, given 
the responsibility of keeping this world and the fey 
world of Annwn separate. At the beginning of The 
Dark Thorn, the reader has no idea what could make 
someone so detestable. Some reviewers liken him to 
anti-hero Thomas Covenant, something I take pride in 
as the writer. Yet people cheer for Richard. He has 
darkness but he doesn't let it consume him. But 
maybe that won’t always be the case. 
 
[GdM] Are there any grimdark authors whose work 
intrigues you or that you really enjoy?  
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[SS] I look forward to reading every new Mark 
Lawrence and Joe Abercrombie book. Can’t go wrong 
with either and I’ve welcomed both writers into my 
anthologies. 
 
[GdM] What is your opinion on self-publishing and 
small press vs. big press? 
 
[SS] I would not be typing this if not for self-
publishing. While my agent took The Dark Thorn to 
the big press publishers in New York City, I was 
diagnosed with cancer. I was in real trouble since for 
years I had been unable to get health insurance due 
to a pre-existing condition. That is why Unfettered 
came into being. Without self-publishing, I never 
would have been able to pay off my massive medical 
debt. Self-publishing saved the life I wanted to live. 
When it comes to small press versus big press, both 
have their benefits and hardships. Thankfully, we 
have gotten to a point where there are some very 
good books being published in small press and the 
stigma of self-publishing and small presses is slowly 
evaporating. 
 
[GdM] When you find any time to read for fun, which 
writers do you typically turn to? 
 
[SS] I never turn to a pre-set group of writers that I 
love. I really enjoy finding debut novels that are great. 
But right now, I’m in the middle of wrapping up the 
final books in trilogies by Pierce Brown and Terry 
Brooks. Soon the ending book in the Temeraire 
series by Naomi Novik will hit my nightstand. And I 
have no doubt that the new Mark Lawrence will make 
its way to me, since I’m publishing a gorgeous limited 
edition omnibus of The Broken Empire in a few 
months. 
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[GdM] As was the case with your friend Peter 
Orullian, you’ve enjoyed a close friendship with 
fantasy legend Terry Brooks. What influence has 
Terry had on your work? 
 
[SS] I could write a book about Terry’s influence. The 
Sword of Shannara is the reason I enjoy fantasy and 
work in this field. I read it for the first time when I was 
thirteen and I became a life-long fan, to the point I 
approached him about being his webmaster. But that 
aside, I’ve seen from Terry how to be a professional 
writer and all that entails. It’s about writing every day. 
It’s about being gracious to readers. And it’s about 
paying it forward. I would be a lesser writer and a 
lesser person if not for Terry. He has read my work, 
edited my work, and championed my work. I owe him 
a great debt.  
 
[GdM] What can we expect to see from you in the 
near future? 
 
[SS] I have a lot of irons in the fire for 2016. 
Unbound, my new anthology featuring short stories 
from Mark Lawrence, Jim Butcher, Rachel Caine, 
Seanan McGuire, Joe Abercrombie, and many more, 
is available now on the Grim Oak Press website and 
on ebook platforms. I am just starting to bring 
together the contributors for Unfettered II, an 
anthology that will publish later this year. All proceeds 
from that book will go toward alleviating medical debt 
for other writers, my way of paying forward the aid I 
received with Unfettered. I have my first science 
fiction short story being published in Mech: Age of 
Steel, an anthology from Ragnarok Publications. I 
really love the short story and I can easily see 
expanding on it in the future. Of course, my next 
novel, The Everwinter Wraith, is overdue. I am 
working on it now and hope to be finished by 
summer. And my Grim Oak Press will be publishing 
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limited, leather-bound editions of books by Mark 
Lawrence, Peter Orullian, and possibly Terry Brooks 
this year. It is an exciting time. I hope you and your 
readers will join me![GdM]  
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Review:	Road	Brothers	
	

BY	MARK	LAWRENCE	
REVIEW	BY	MALRUBIUS	

	
	

	
‘Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord’ 

Road Brothers: Tales from the Broken Empire is a 
short (124 ‘pages’, e-book only) short story collection 
by Mark Lawrence. It contains ten short stories, five of 
which have been previously published including Bad 
Seed, which was featured in Grimdark Magazine #1. 
The stories mainly present characters from 
Lawrence’s Broken Empire series but a couple of 
characters from The Red Queen’s War also make 
appearances. The stories are tight, fun, brutal, and 
fully exhibitive of Lawrence’s beautiful, imaginative 
storytelling and precise, unpretentious prose. Despite 
their short length, each of the stories is deeply felt, 
emotionally compelling, and action packed. Well, you 
didn’t really expect an unbiased review did you? We 
love this guy! 

At the risk of being coy, abstruse, and perhaps 
incomprehensible, I am going to try to tell you about 
Road Brothers without giving anything away because 
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if you’ve read the Broken Empire series (and who 
hasn’t?) and you haven’t read Road Brothers, you 
definitely should. And I don’t want to ruin it for you. 
You fast readers can read it in one sitting, and then, if 
you’re like me, read it again in another. 

As its title suggests, Road Brothers is about 
brotherhood, all kinds of brotherhood—brothers by 
blood, blood brothers, and brothers by association—
and the bonds between them. In the Broken Empire 
series, Jorg puts together a band of brothers that 
stand together to topple an empire, and many of 
those brothers appear in Road Brothers stories of 
their own. Here you’ll find Brother Makin on the trail of 
the people who killed his wife, child, and household, 
and you’ll also find him later in life, applying to guard 
the walls of King Olidan. As is true in the best fiction, 
Makin changes throughout his life story. You’ll also 
read about the Nuban in a surprising brotherhood 
(nope, I won’t tell) long before he meets Jorg, and 
then again as a seasoned killer taken prisoner with 
his Brother Jorg. You’ll read about Red Kent’s 
brotherhood with a boy he killed when he himself was 
a boy (in Bad Seed” which I hope you read in GdM 
#1). And, of course, there are brothers Jorg and 
William in a hilariously dark episode from their 
childhood. It’s really too bad William died before the 
Broken Empire because he is one crazy little fucker. 
Throughout these stories and more, Lawrence 
explores what it means to be brothers. One of my 
favourite instances of this theme comes in a story 
about Brother Rike and his brother Price. It involves 
Sabitha, who happens to be Chella’s sister (there are 
other “sisters” in Road Brothers as well) when she 
questions whether Price is as close to Rike as his 
Road Brothers are (but that’s all I’m going to tell you). 
Obviously brotherhood is not a new thematic idea—it 
goes back at least to Cain and Able and likely much 
further—but Lawrence gives it his unique grimdark 
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treatment, and the result is very entertaining and 
compelling. 

As much as this is a collection of stories about 
brotherhood, though, it may be even more a 
collection about vengeance. Can the desire for 
revenge be sated by vengeance, or does revenge 
create the desire for more revenge and a never-
ending cycle of violence? What can relieve the pain 
and grief when loved ones are slain? These types of 
questions are central to most of the stories in the 
collection. If Makin, with the help of Sister Ellen, 
tracks down and kills everyone who helped destroy 
his family, will that satisfy him or is something else 
required to ease his pain? Is there a place for 
forgiveness in the cycle of violence? Can Alann Oak 
(later Red Kent) ever gain forgiveness from the boy 
he killed when they were young, and if so, is this 
enough to steer him away from a life of killing or is he 
destined to be a killer. What about mercy? Would 
Makin’s dead wife and child rather he avenge their 
deaths or show mercy and end the cycle of killing? 
Lawrence tackles themes of vengeance from several 
angles in Road Brothers, and it makes for some 
thought-provoking entertainment, which perhaps 
reaches its height (or depth depending on how you 
look at it) in the final story, Know Thyself. The story 
features Father Gomst upon his arrival at the Tall 
Castle. He is assigned to tutor young Jorg and 
William, and most importantly to get them to “honour 
thy father” King Olidan. Upon his arrival, however, he 
discovers the young brothers (Jorg is six and William 
four) in the midst of a plan to kill their father. When 
Gomst suggests that the boys will get over the slight 
they have received from their father, Jorg answers, 
“’Not William.’ Jorg shook his head. ‘He won’t give up. 
Father killed our dog. We have to kill him now.’” Such 
is life in the Broken Empire.  

There are of course other stories that explore 
other themes in the collection, including two stories 
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that beautifully take the reader to that grey area 
where fantasy meets post-apocalyptic science fiction. 
Also included in this volume is a twisty tale of 
assassination, The Secret, previously published in 
Ragnarok’s 2015 Reddit Stabby Award-winning 
anthology Blackguards: Tales of Assassins, 
Mercenaries, and Rogues. And what would a trip to 
the Broken Empire be without a stop under the 
mountain to visit the leucrota Gorgoth and his sister 
Jane and the twin brothers Gog and Magog? They’re 
all here, or almost here if they can be found, in this 
short anthology that you don’t want to miss. 

As with any seemingly self-published work, there 
are a few annoying typos here and there, especially 
toward the end of the book, that could have been 
fixed with another careful proofreading, but that’s 
pretty much the only bad thing I can think of to say 
about this excellent read. And perhaps best of all, it’s 
only five US dollars and seems to be comparably 
priced in other parts of the world. So if you enjoyed 
the Broken Empire, you’ll definitely want to read Road 
Brothers: Tales from the Broken Empire while you 
wait for The Wheel of Osheim, the conclusion to 
Lawrence’s Red Queen’s War series.  

Road Brothers: Tales from the Broken Empire was 
published 14 December 2015 by Amazon Digital 
Services LLC.[GdM] 
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The	Nu-Thai	Screwjob	
	

GAV	THORPE	
	
	

 
22.38 Local Time 
The ride to Sayam Towers takes us from near-slums 
to the glittering business district in just a few minutes, 
going through the whole spectrum of Nu-Thai life 
along the way. Go-go bars and strip joints in the 
basements and lower floors of half-kilometre-high 
tenements give way to restaurants, theatres, and then 
into the sky towers of the mega-rich. Needle-like 
phalluses with neon-lit glans compete with each other 
against the backdrop of a hexodesic atmodome: Nu-
Thai’s prophylactic against the elements of a hostile 
world. 

The streetwagon glides down a ramp toward the 
vendors’ entrance of Sayam Towers. For seven-
hundred-and-fifty metres above us the glory of the 
SunstarRegusCorps’ executive entertainment division 
stands out in gold and white, the company logo holo-
blazoned on the dark sky above while green and red 
lamps strobe into the air. 

We’re expected, and the gate lowers at our 
approach, admitting us to a sub-level parking lot. I’m 
deposited outside an elevator, the doors already 
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open. The inside is like a small foyer, decked 
tastefully in white marble and scarlet textiles. The 
doors slide shut and I’m carried up to... Whatever’s 
waiting for me up there.  

Everything has been conducted over a synch-net, 
not a single manual operation or person involved. 
Their security system has to be fireproof and 
watertight, so someone has put in a lot of effort to get 
clearance. An inside job, it has to be. 

The doors open, revealing a lavish buffet in full 
swing. In my overwhelmed state the sudden noise of 
chatter and the bright chandeliers overhead are an 
assault. Thai-ethno staff in skinsuits that leave 
nothing to the imagination waft around like leaves on 
a breeze, bringing and taking plates and glasses to 
thirty or more executive-types that are either sizing 
them up like cuts of meat or treating them like mobile 
furniture.  

Most of the party-goers are white, over fifty, 
overweight. Some have the lean, slightly hunched 
look of body-modders, their core muscles not quite 
carrying their augmented mass properly. It’s why I’m 
a gym girl—you just can’t get the poise and gait right 
unless you go for serious mil-grade core implants. It’s 
probably why Ms Monotyama prefers my sort of look 
too. 

She’s easy to find, an invisible shield of hierarchy 
separating her from the lesser beings craving her 
attention like moths around a star. Two others are 
allowed into her direct presence: a grey-haired, 
shrivelled Mandarin and an ebony attaché whose 
fake twenty-something face is as featureless as a 
neodeco sculpture, the studs of implants betraying 
high grade neuroware knitted beneath her scalp. The 
rest keep glancing in Monotyama’s direction, longing 
for just a look or smile to acknowledge them. They 
get nothing. 

Ms Monotyama is physically stunning. Late forties, 
no treatments, perfect skin and bone structure from, 



	 67	

an educated guess, a seventy-thirty mix of Sino-
Caucasian ancestry. At least ten centimetres taller 
than me, her height definitely speaks of some 
European great-great-grandaddy or grandma. 
Elegant, refined, eyes like emeralds. Every cliché of a 
hot female oriental executive that ever appeared on a 
porn-feed.  

If half of what’s been printed about her is true, 
she’s also smart, the kind that no amount of memory 
upgrades and surfware can replicate. Ruthless, too. 
Looking at her and the froth of white, cis-hetero 
privilege she’s risen above I can’t hold it against her 
despite the circumstance I’m in.  

Brains and beauty backed by serious ambition, the 
pampered corporate ladder-climbers never stood a 
chance. No wonder she rules SunstarRegusCorps in 
all but name. 

She looks in my direction. Her gaze parts the 
crowd like a laser, leaving nothing between me and 
her. The assembled execs look on with curiosity, hate 
and envy, wondering why a piece of downmarket 
sexmeat is suddenly gifted with an attentive moment.  

She beckons and I obey, heels clicking on the 
marble floor as the party’s ambient volume dips. I’ve 
never felt so exposed, even when I’ve thrown myself 
onto a dance floor trying to hook a mark in front of 
thousands of stim-happy partygoers, or undressed in 
front of hulking body-modded egomaniacs who would 
tear me apart if they had just an inkling of what I was 
going to do. 

Their judgement burrows into me more cleanly 
than x-rays or terrawaves, trying to pierce my 
datacore to work out how I fit into their narrow world.  

But not from her, not from Monotyama. Her 
appraisal is far more delicate and considered than the 
simmering resentment and lust washing from the 
assembled executive corps. A hint of a smile, even.  

Her appreciation makes everything even harder to 
bear. 
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It takes everything I have, all my will and strength 
to walk straight, to keep my head high and chin out, 
poised and elegant. I want to throw up. I have my 
hands clasped in front of me so that they don’t form 
fists or shake. 

There’s no way this nightmare is going to end well, 
but I haven’t got a choice.  
 
 
34 minutes earlier 
Just as my mark is about to blow his wad, I make my 
move. Orgasmic joy blossoms across his synapses 
like Freeday fireworks, his neuronet opening up as 
easily as a cheap Nana Sphere kathoey. For a while 
I’d worried he wasn’t going to come at all, he’d been 
banging away for a good twenty minutes. It would be 
just my luck that he’d had some kind of everstiff or 
ejaculate inhibitors implanted. But now, good old 
Eric—or is it Erlich, or Heinrich? —shudders for a 
moment, eyes like dinner plates, and I activate the 
ultra-def substrate of his brainware.  

I had spotted his cheap network implants on the 
crossmall three days before. Huawei 8500 series. 
Chinese export, low quality. Q-jumper, looking for the 
only thing his type look for on Nu-Thai. He would be 
halfway to the terminal and thinking about home 
before he found out anything was wrong. He couldn’t 
miss his transit—nobody wants to stay on Nu-Thai, 
we are all abandoned or unlucky or our accounts ran 
out of ‘stream’—and the authorities couldn’t give a 
crap for some offworlder sex tourist. A perfect 
screwjob. 

Talk about a kid in a candy shop. Passwords, 
accounts details, synmails, all of it laid out in front of 
me in a stream of digital glory. It takes milliseconds, 
but in that moment of opening, of physical and mental 
release, poor Eric—pretty sure it’s Eric—hands me 
everything. Just as he took what he wanted from me, 
I take back all I want from him. I don’t strip him bare. 
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I’m not an asshole. I leave him a few thousand bytes 
to get by, shunting the rest through a succession of 
data caverns and a bit of Swiss architecture I picked 
up from Kevin the Dolphin. 

‘That’s it, stud, give it to me,’ I moan as I ride the 
last few drops out of his rapidly diminishing cock.  

I step off him and the bed before I eject the vaginal 
sheath. He looks at me, surprised, as the molecule-
thin lining slaps to the tiled floor, spilling his precious 
seed across the ceramic. 

‘What do you have that for?’ he says. ‘Are you a 
pro? I ain’t paying for it!’ 

I wonder what sort of ego he has, that a fat, 
balding fifty-something thinks he can come to Nu-Thai 
and get some action for free. He’s going to be wishing 
he’d dropped a kilobyte or two on one of those skinny 
workers. 

‘No worries, stud,’ I tell him, slipping back into my 
orange all-in-one. His eyes follow my hands as I 
smooth the skintight fabric over my curves. Curves 
I’ve worked hard for—no subdermal layering or 
corset-like interstitial tightening in this body. Gym time 
and good eating, surprisingly effective and cheaper 
once you get going. ‘I’ve got everything I need.’ 

I sit on the end of the bed and pull on black calf-
length boots, ignoring Eric as he flops out of the pay-
by-the-hour motel cot. Still thirty minutes on the clock 
but no point hanging around.  

I scoped a taxi-port on the eighteenth floor earlier, 
and I already have my downgrid package ready to 
offload the moment I can hit a hard station. Twenty 
minutes from now I’ll be in the wilds and in the clear. 

The door explodes inward, splinters from the 
frame and pieces of molten lock spraying across the 
room. A giant, snow-skinned blond amazon in black-
and-red partial body armour steps in, the Securecorp 
logo golden on her chest, just above a smaller Okura/ 
Taisei Corporation kanji. There’s a heavy pistol on 
her belt and a shock-wand in her hand. 
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‘I thought this was legit! I didn’t pay a byte!’ Eric 
proves once again that he’s an idiot. Prostitution is 
not only legal on Nu-Thai, it’s taxed... His second 
mistake is making a bolt for the door. 

Steroid-carved muscles bunch beneath anti-bullet 
weave as the enforcer thrusts, the flat of her hand 
connecting with Eric. The blow sends him spinning 
back onto the bed, a red handprint forming on his 
flabby chest. 

I play it cool, eyeing the enforcer’s muscles. 
‘I think your night just got even more interesting, 

stud,’ I say to Eric. 
‘Chemically celibate on duty,’ a deep voice says 

from the corridor outside. ‘She’s not interested in 
either of you.’ 

The man that steps into view is below average 
height, no taller than me, with an almost pitch-black 
complexion that immediately puts me in mind of the 
Axum Belt settlements, but his face is clear of tattoos 
and piercings. His clothes are non-descript, shirt and 
trousers, nothing different from what the glorious Eric 
might wear at work on a hot day, but his eyes are 
pure silver. 

It’s the eyes that give him away, a telesynch, an 
instant before my head explodes with noise and 
images.  

It comes as a blur at first: a child, six years old, her 
birthday party. She seems vaguely familiar, I don’t 
know why. Then the scene rewinds, a montage of her 
getting younger and younger. A piercing flame jets 
through my cortex. I’m standing on the steps of the 
Nevermind clinic, having my last moment of panic 
before the adoption appointment. The child looks at 
me with her beautiful green eyes. The child. I never 
even gave her a name. 

It all becomes clear, as does my vision. The 
telesynch turns off his full spectrum state-of-the-art 
transmission matrix, dropping me back in the room. 
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‘ ‘My... daughter?’ I take a breath. And another. It 
doesn’t calm my racing heart. ‘Who... Where is she? 
What happened?’ 

‘If you want her to live, listen,’ he tells me. His 
silver eyes move onto Eric staring up from a foetal 
position on the bed. I see a tiny flare of power. Eric 
slumps. 

I take a step as blood starts pouring from his ears 
and nostrils. 

‘He’s already dead,’ the telesynch says abruptly. 
‘As well as your daughter being killed, you will be a 
wanted felon in three minutes if you do not comply 
absolutely with my demands.’ 

I nod dumbly. The telesynch turns and walks out 
of the room, the enforcer waits for me to follow. I fall 
into place with the amazon close behind. 

‘My name is Ebn Melek. I am a representative of 
FedGov.’ 

‘The pro-democracy terrorists?’ 
Melek laughs but I don’t share his humour. 
‘That’s what the media corporations would have 

you believe.’ He stops at the elevator and looks at 
me. His eyes have returned to their normal colour, the 
nanos dropping away to leave a warm, deep shade of 
brown. A lot less intimidating until I remember what 
he’s just said and done. ‘We are the last vestiges of 
non-capitalist power in the colonies. But there’s no 
time for a history lesson.’ 

The elevator arrives and we get in. Melek says 
nothing. He glances up at the video stud in the corner 
of the ceiling. I feel the outward edge of an EMP 
surge as my dampeners kick in and there’s a spark 
from the device. 

‘As I was saying, we do not have a lot of time. At 
the Sayam Towers executive apartments a person of 
interest to my organisation is about to deliver a 
speech to a collection of high level corporate officers 
from nearly two dozen of the largest colony-rapers 
around.’ He says the words in a matter-of-fact way, 
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but there’s an edge just beneath. This isn’t just a 
professional arrangement for him. 

I’m trying to concentrate on what he’s saying, 
trying not to think about having a daughter and what 
that means. 

‘How does an underground movement afford a 
telesynch?’ 

‘With something other than bytes,’ Melek replies, 
his gaze fixed on the tarnished doors of the elevator. 
‘My companion, the capable Mrs Stuttgartner, will 
escort you to the amenities where we have arranged 
for you to employ your specific charms and skills to 
access the contents of Chief Financial Officer 
Monotyama’s junk-syn. Once you have inloaded the 
data, Mrs Stuttgartner will bring you back to me.’ 

‘Wait, what? Monotyama, CFO at 
SunstarRegusCorps? She pretty much runs that 
corporation. I’m not going to get anywhere near her. 
And even if I can, there’s no way she’s going to have 
an outmoded data collection inport for me to exploit. 
And even if my homemade tech could work, my 
experience is purely hetero. And...’ I cock a glance at 
the burly enforcer. ‘Mrs Stuttgartner?’ 

‘For sure, honig,’ she replies with a wink. ‘You 
think a heavyweight gunplatformer gets what he 
wants from a stick-thin Muschi like you?’ 

‘Yes, we will get you next to Ms Monotyama,’ 
replies Melek, darting an irritated glance at the both of 
us. ‘Yes, you are just her type. She prefers athletic, 
petite, non-augmented flesh. Female, obviously. I’m 
sure you can improvise on that front. And as for how 
you’re going to get what we want, that’s what this is 
for.’ 

His eyes turn silver again and my brain tears apart 
under the assault of his drillcoding. It lasts half a 
second, less, but is worse than the most intense post-
implant migraine I’ve ever suffered. I drop to one 
knee, panting. 
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Inside the homemade data-corer I use to glean the 
account details of my marks there is now a small 
package. I take a peek, marvelling at the simple 
reverberating code inside. It’s beautiful, far more 
streamlined than anything I could ever afford. In fact, 
so streamlined it can only have one purpose. 

‘This was made for me, for this moment, for her?’ 
The nausea subsides and I stand up. ‘How long have 
you been planning this?’ 

‘We have been following you for four years. There 
were possibilities, potential scenarios in which you 
would be useful. I’ve given you an Archimedean, 
designed specifically for you to get into the target’s 
junk-syn. Just open her up as usual, it’ll do the rest.’ 

‘You’re a freaking telesynch! Why do you need me 
at all?’ I jerk a thumb at Stuttgartner. ‘If truck-hips 
here can get me in, why not you? Just take what you 
need.’ 

‘Apart from the obvious lack of deniability and 
distance should anything go amiss, my involvement is 
not subtle. We want Ms Monotyama to remain 
oblivious to any intrusion.’ 

Looking at Melek and Stuttgartner, I know I’m 
screwed, and there won’t be a payday for this one. I 
think of Eric and then my daughter, whoever and 
wherever she is. At least they don’t want me to kill 
anyone. It’s just a job, I tell myself, but can’t help feel 
scared and angered by everything going on. That 
won’t do. I need to be level-headed. 

‘Steal her junk-syn, that’s all? Why?’ 
He answers with a blank stare. 
The elevator chimes and the doors open, 

revealing the lobby. A movement from Stuttgartner 
encourages me to step out, just a pace in front of her. 
The elevator hisses closed behind us, taking Melek 
with it. 

Escorted by the private contractor, I walk to the 
entrance. The reception area is conspicuously empty, 
and the desk isn’t manned.  
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‘Was it necessary to kill Eric?’ I ask as the door 
slides open.A streamlined black streetwagon with 
mirrored windows idles in the pick-up bay outside.  

‘Derek Thompson-Bagget the Third,’ Stuttgartner 
replies, ‘was a complete kackfass of the highest 
order. He made two terabytes on his shares by 
cutting costs on a production line on Abyssinia-Delta. 
Heat shields, who needs them, hey? Thirty-eight 
workers died, but no compensation was paid. Don’t 
shed any tears for him.’ 

‘You too, huh? An idealist?’ 
The wagon door gull-wings open as she 

approaches. The synthetic leather and mock-walnut 
interior is empty. 

‘There are more around than you might think,’ 
Stuttgartner says and ushers me inside.  
 
 
22.40 Local Time 
Ms Monotyama’s attendants depart without a word, 
leaving me alone with her. Everything has gone 
silent, all I can hear is the thud of my heart and the 
soft exhalation of SunstarRegusCorps’ de facto 
queen. It’s not just my imagination, I realise. There is 
an actual desonic field in effect, cutting out all the 
worthless chit-chat from the peons.  

‘What is your name?’ she asks, just a hint of native 
Japanese in her accent.  

‘Emelia,’ I reply without hesitation. It’s one of 
several aliases I have set up for my work, with 
enough net-persona to seem legit to all but a full 
security sweep. It’s just a job, I tell myself. Just a job. 
A mark, like the others. 

But I didn’t choose her and I don’t like what’s at 
stake. Melek’s using me more than any of those 
worthless desk-humpers I take for a ride.  

My gut is a knot but the reflex of several years of 
looking enthusiastic while sweating execs ram their 
stuff into me experience kick in and I fake a smile. 
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She leads me into an adjacent room, through a 
door flanked by two augmented rent-a-goons in the 
same uniform as Mrs Stuttgartner. I have no idea if 
they are part of the scheme or not and don’t give 
them a second glance.  

I was expecting some tricked-out sex chamber, or 
at least a bed, but the room is actually for storage—
stacked chairs and broken down trestle tables against 
one wall, floor-to-ceiling cupboard doors on the other 
two. She notices my surprise. 

‘I like improvisation, spontaneity. Call me Hiromi.’ 
I size her up, trying to figure out what I need to do. 

With men it’s easy—just let them put themselves 
inside and they do all the heavy lifting. This is 
unknown territory, and the more I consider the 
consequences of failure the less I can think straight. 

An idea fights its way out of the static in my head. 
She’s the most powerful woman in one of the most 
successful trans-stellar operations going. Inside she’s 
not much different to the lecherous execs I fleece 
every week. In their world you don’t survive if you’re 
different. 

‘I’ll call you whatever I want,’ I tell her, putting a 
hand on her chest. She resists for a moment, 
confused, and I exert more pressure, forcing her back 
a step. She’s resistant, and I make it more obvious, 
grabbing her arm to pull her towards the stacked 
chairs. 

‘You’re not in charge here,’ I tell her, pulling out a 
chair with my free hand. I sit and pull her down with 
me, forcing her to her knees. I can feel her quivering 
under my grip and wonder if I’ve played it right. She 
looks up at me for a moment, the tiniest crease of a 
frown. I ignore her. I have to take control. I can’t just 
let this happen to me like a bystander, that won’t 
work. I grab her wrist and put it between her thighs. 
‘We’re going to do this my way.’ 
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22.58 Local Time 
Her climax throws open her synaptic pathways just 
like Melek promised. The sub-routine embedded in 
me is like a dog at a leash, dragging at me to release 
it. Far more predatory than my self-coded program. 
Designed by Melek, I would guess, ready to just take 
what it wants. 

I comply, knowing I only have an instant to make 
the connection. It’s different to how it usually feels. 
There’s no guile here, no tricking the neuronet into 
opening up, just a rapid, single-minded invasion of 
Monotyama’s thoughtscape.  

Her network is as beautiful as her exterior. Most 
folks have layer upon layer of implants and 
programmes, their internal pathways scarred by 
nodules and remnants of previous code and 
hardware. Hiromi Monotyama is pristine, her 
neuroscape as clean and clinical as a surgical suite. It 
glistens like diamonds and silver, a web of shining 
strands arrayed with perfect symmetry. 

With a mental lurch, the hound program drags me 
off to one side, down a tiny little spiral of thread that 
unfurls as I approach. I’m in and out, like a 
hummingbird dabbing at nectar, touching briefly on 
the sweetness at the bottom of the spiral. 
Milliseconds later the blossom curls up and Ms 
Monotyama’s defence systems explode into life, 
forcing me to eject with a gasp. 

I look into her eyes, centimetres from my face, the 
sweat on her forehead like glistening pearls, and for a 
moment I wonder if she knows what happened, 
whether Melek and his companions have made an 
error.  

‘Good,’ she whispers, slumping back to the plush 
carpet. Her eyes close. ‘We’re done.’ 

She doesn’t see the relief welling up inside me, 
relief I have to shut down because I’m not in the clear 
yet, and neither is my daughter. I hear the door open 
and a cough behind me. The rent-a-thugs are waiting. 
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I make my exit as swiftly as I can, to find that the 
assembled executive ranks have been moved on in 
preparation for Monotyama’s address.  

Inside the elevator I collapse against the wall, 
head in my hands as I fight the sickness wracking my 
body. A sob tries to claw its way up my throat but I 
won’t let it. I’m not crying for these assholes. 

The elevator arrives. Stuttgartner is beside the 
roadster with the door open. She says nothing, but 
directs me with a glance. I get in, convinced she’s 
going to kill me, fear fighting with relief at the thought 
that the daughter I’ll never know is safe. 
 
 
23.30 Local Time 
Melek waits on a couch in a plainly furnished suite, 
the sort of place where mid-level execs hang out 
between conference panels and hook-ups with other 
attendees. 

‘So what did–’ I stutter to a gasping halt as Melek’s 
eyes silver up and he wrenches the spoils of my 
expedition from the tempfile of my memory stack. It 
feels like someone is showering the back of my brain 
with acid as a cleansing routine scrapes up every last 
bit of data from the junk-syn I swiped. Melek’s 
drillcode package is still in there, its purpose fulfilled. 
An unexpected oversight on his part. 

I stagger to an armchair and flop down. Melek 
looks distracted for a few seconds. 

‘In answer to your question, it contains nothing.’ 
He relaxes a little and folds his hands in his lap. ‘Just 
a data packet that left a nearly invisible trail we can 
backtrace in the future.’ 

I hold back a snide remark—it’s been a disaster of 
an evening so far but it could get worse. ‘I’ve done my 
piece, what about my daughter?’ 

‘She wasn’t your daughter,’ Melek says. ‘Just a 
random image and a memory I plucked from your 
core. The adoption service is fully randomised and 
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hex-encrypted for a reason. No way to trace a parent 
or client. Associates have also scoured clean the 
room at the motel, of us and you. You are, as they 
say, in the clear.’ 

Why does it feel worse that I’ve been tricked? That 
my daughter was never at risk? I want to put my fists 
through his smug, calm face. Just the slightest 
movement at the edge of my vision reminds me that 
Stuttgartner is in the room, armed. My fingers claw 
into the arms of the chair as I control my temper. 

‘I deployed carefully chosen triggers to ensure 
your cooperation,’ Melek continues. ‘But we are not 
monsters.’ 

He’s wrong. I think about what I’ve just done; what 
he forced me to do. Monsters come in different 
flavours. The anger boils, but just as with the fear my 
experience keeps it hidden beneath a calm exterior. 
‘Derek’s still dead, I take it?’ 

‘Very much so.’ Melek leans forward. ‘You have 
seen the true face of what we are up against. The 
elite hold themselves above us. They are 
contemptuous of the masses. Warm bodies. Human 
livestock. Numbers in a column. It’s no coincidence 
these are the very people you have targeted before. 
A victimless crime, almost? You should feel good that 
you have been a tiny fly in their ointment.’ 

My mind starts to work properly for the first time 
since they cornered me with Derek. 

‘It’s certainly more appealing than turning over fat 
middle managers for a few gigs at a time.’ I force a 
smile and rub the pleather of the chair. ‘Maybe it’s 
time I went more upmarket. Can you get me off Nu-
Thai? If I was to help you again? Maybe an expenses 
account?’ 

Melek nods. 
‘That might be arranged. We would prefer an ally 

to an employee, though. There is more appeal to 
such work than simply money.’ 



	 79	

‘There is,’ I assure him. I look at Stuttgartner and 
back to him. Another forced smile. ‘This feels like it 
might get personal.’ 

He stands, nods once more and then leaves with 
Mrs Stuttgartner. I wait in the room for another five 
minutes and then head down to the lobby. I get them 
to synch me with a cab and another twenty minutes 
sees me across town and back at my planned drop-
out location.  

There’s a public hard terminal and I access the 
search function. I find the link I need and dial it up. 
The holo of a perky young Thai receptionist in a bright 
blue uniform shirt appears on the terminal display. 

‘Good evening.’ Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. 
‘This is your local SunstarRegusCorps security 
division. How may I be of assistance?’ 

They could have asked me, paid me. I’m a 
professional. But I wasn’t even that to him. Just a 
tool, a necessary implement, nothing more. Even that 
I might stomach. Most of my marks don’t see beyond 
my sex organs. But the fake deal with my daughter... 
forcing me into this? That’s colder than anything 
Monotyama did. And the arrogance, to reveal the lie, 
to pretend they are any better than the corporate 
leeches? They’ll pay for that mistake. Nobody uses 
me. I’ll take these FedGov bastards for all the bytes I 
can. Then I’ll double-down with payouts from the 
corporation.  

‘Contractor code tau-five-three-alpha-seven,’ I say. 
The screen goes static-dead and a second later a 
fresh ring tone starts. 

Melek picked the wrong girl to fuck with—literally. 
And when it’s all done, I’ll enjoy watching him 
burn.[GdM] 
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Review:	Fallout	4	
	

C.T.	PHIPPS	
	
	

 
The Fallout series, first published by Interplay and 
then by Bethesda, has always been in the border 
area between grimdark and straight post-apocalypse 
science fiction/fantasy. It was possible to play an utter 
bastard or a saint in a world with villains that had 
rational but detestable reasons for acting the way 
they did. Bethesda games maximized this contrast 
with Fallout 3, a game about travelling across a 
broken, blasted ruin of Washington D.C. with 
hundreds of reminders of the dead, 1950s-esque 
world left behind. 

Although there was a game (Fallout: New Vegas) 
between them, Fallout 4 is a direct sequel to Fallout 3 
and shares many of its themes. It also amps up the 
moral ambiguity of the main factions so that there is 
no “good” guy in the Wasteland and the protagonist 
must choose sides, knowing that innocents will suffer 
on one side or other. In that respect, it is similar to 
Skyrim with its conflict between the equally-flawed 
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Imperials and Stormcloaks. It is gray morality all 
around in this installment of Fallout, and thus it is a 
great example of grimdark. 

The premise is you are the Sole Survivor, a 
veteran of the war that destroyed the world. Having 
returned home after your tour to be with your spouse 
and baby, you do not get to enjoy your retirement 
because the conflict soon escalates to nuclear. 
Fleeing to one of the nearby Vaults, basically bomb-
shelters the size of towns, you and your family are 
cryogenically frozen against your will. After sleeping 
for two-hundred-years, you awaken to a world now 
populated by mutants, monsters, Raiders, and 
mysterious cyborgs. 

As the Sole Survivor explores the Commonwealth 
Wasteland (formerly Massachusetts), he discovers 
there is a war being waged between multiple factions. 
There's the militaristic Brotherhood of Steel which 
wants to wipe out all nonhumans, the technocratic 
Institute which wants to rule the Wasteland through 
the power of science, the Railroad that believes in 
liberating android slaves from the Institute, and the 
Minutemen that were formerly protectors of the now-
destroyed Commonwealth government. 

The game is a hybrid shooter and sandbox RPG 
with characters exploring the vast Commonwealth on 
foot. Unlike previous installments in the franchise, 
your character is voiced and you can listen to them 
interact with the hundreds of NPCs spread throughout 
the game. Like in previous games, experience causes 
your character to level up and grow stronger but the 
previous skill system has been replaced with a perk 
system designed to streamline gameplay. I, 
personally, preferred the Skill system and actually 
find the Perk system unnecessarily confusing rather 
than easier to use. 

Exploring the ruins of Massachusetts is a haunting 
experience and is more colorful and vibrant than the 
Washington D.C. of Fallout 3 but no less disturbing. 
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You come across many abandoned, empty, and half-
collapsed ruins that often have hints as to what sort of 
people lived there prior to the war. The Sole Survivor 
can encounter computer terminal entries, holotapes, 
and even written messages that discuss the tragedies 
that befell them. One location has a skeleton in a 
dress with luggage as well as a holotape she was 
composing to her parents about running away from 
home due to an unexpected pregnancy. 

Bethesda manages to capture the feeling of 
Massachusetts in many places while also adding their 
unique spin to it. You get to visit places like the ruins 
of M.I.T, (called C.I.T for legal purposes), the U.S.S. 
Constitution, breweries, canneries, and Fenway Park. 
There's even a bonus monster to fight if you want to 
visit the Swan Pond in the ruins of Boston Common. 
Having visited Boston before, seeing the ruins of so 
many locations I was familiar with was particularly 
engaging. 

The companions have a wide variety of moralities, 
ideals, and thoughts. I'm especially fond of Piper, a 
Lois Lane-like reporter trying to resurrect printed 
news as a concept in the post-apocalyptic world. I 
also very much enjoyed Cait, a Irish pit-fighter and 
former slave as she struggles with the idea that you're 
not a complete monster like so many of her former 
associates. There are a few duds here and there, but, 
overall, I feel this is some of Bethesda's best writing. 

But is it grimdark? 
While certainly lighter and more humorous than 

the Metro series, I found it to be an interesting story 
with a lot of hard choices. Tragedy follows the main 
quest and, many times, I wasn't able to accomplish 
what I hoped to do. Even the enemies you shoot are 
humanized with their lairs containing messages of 
they had families, friends, and plans for the future. 
The ending is suitably bleak as well with all of the 
quests designed to leave you feeling slightly hollow 
about how things turned out. You can't play an evil 
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character like you can in previous games, but you 
can't play a purely good one either. 

Gameplay-wise, it's a fun shooter with looting and 
role-playing elements. They've added a settlement 
system which gives you the option of constructing 
your very own post-apocalyptic shanty-towns. The 
settlement system, however, isn't explained very well 
and is done mostly through trial and error. 
Unfortunately, the game is pretty buggy as of the 
release date with clipping issues and ridiculously long 
loading times. It's also possible to get stuck in 
elevators for infinity, requiring you to load from an 
earlier save. 

Fallout 4 is a fun game and has a lot going for it. If 
you are a fan of the previous games, it's a must-buy, 
and if you're new to the series then it's a good place 
to jump on. Unfortunately, it's marred by a number of 
engine issues, and the role-playing isn't especially 
deep. The game could be darker, too, and lacks 
some of the impact of Fallout 3's more haunting and 
heartbreaking moments. Thankfully, that game is 
included with console versions so it can be played by 
those who didn't get to enjoy it the first time around. 
Still, great game for grimdark fans.GdM] 
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An	Interview	with	Django	
Wexler	

	
TOM	SMITH	

	
	

 
Greetings grimdarkers! This issue we’re catching up 
with Django Wexler, writer of the recent Thousand 
Names series. Django calls the Pacific Northwest 
home these days and has degrees in Creative Writing 
and Computer Science. As a Navy Veteran, I 
particularly enjoy the military flavor of the Thousand 
Names series and wanted to get inside his head for a 
while. 
 
[GdM] Hi Django! Thanks for taking time out of your 
busy schedule to talk with us. 
 
[DW] Happy to! 
 
[GdM] Your stories have some of the themes that we 
consider grimdark, dark and gritty, morally ambiguous 
protagonists, but you have said before that you don’t 
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consider yourself a grimdark author. How would you 
classify your stories if you had to? 
 
[DW] The nature of grimdark is always up for debate, 
but for me the most important element is a cynicism 
about human nature. This idea that people are 
mostly, perhaps entirely, pretty awful runs through 
what I think of the grimdark canon—A Song of Ice 
and Fire, The First Law trilogy (and especially Best 
Served Cold), the works of K.J. Parker and Mark 
Lawrence, etc. 
 By this standard, my books don't qualify, because 
they're too hopeful about people. Bad things certainly 
happen, and there's a fair amount of moral ambiguity 
and graphic violence that we see in a lot of grimdark, 
but I don't think we end up with quite as harsh a view 
of humanity as some of those other writers. When 
describing my books, I tend to characterize them as 
"military fantasy", because the emphasis on actual 
soldiering is for me one of the primary aspects. 
 
[GdM] There is a distinctly military air to the 
Thousand Names series (particularly book 1), what 
influenced you to go that route? 
 
[DW] Essentially, it comes out of my love of military 
history. I play wargames and read campaign histories 
for fun, and trying to capture some of the excitement I 
get from these things in a novel was a big part of the 
genesis of the series. I was also a little frustrated with 
fantasy series that have enormous wars in them, but 
with little or no detail or historical realism; reading A 
Song of Ice and Fire, with its careful grounding in 
historical reality, made me want to try something 
similar in a different historical period. 
 
[GdM] Have you written a character that you would 
consider the most like you as a person? Conversely, 
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if you lived in that world, what do you think you would 
be doing? 
 
[DW] It's tempting to say Janus bet Vhalnich! Maybe 
better to say that he's a sort of idealized version or 
what I would love to be in that situation, the kind of 
character I always idolized—brilliant, enigmatic, 
always maintaining a cool reserve and a dry wit. I'm 
not actually like that, of course. 
 My guess would be, writing stories! It's actually 
one of the few professions that transfers well into 
different worlds and culture—almost every human 
society has some place for storytellers. Maybe I could 
write for the broadsheets or the penny-operas. 
 
[GdM] Did you draw on any existing religions or 
mythologies for inspiration in creating the religions in 
the Thousand Names world? 
 
[DW] I tried to draw on some features of real-world 
religions, without mapping the fictional religions 
directly onto their real-world counterparts. The 
clearest example is probably the division of the 
Karisai into Free Church and Sworn Church, which 
mirrors the conflicts between Protestant and Catholic 
in Renaissance Europe. That theme, the conflict 
between a powerful religious authority and a secular 
one, is something that comes up over and over again 
in history. 
 Another not-quite-religion I used liberally was the 
Enlightenment philosophy leading up to the French 
Revolution, which has various analogues mentioned 
by the revolutionaries in The Shadow Throne. The 
conflicts of that era, and in particular the collision 
between the idealism of the early revolutionaries and 
the realities of governing, I think are another 
archetypical theme. 
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[GdM] Without spoiling too much, thus far in your 
books you haven’t introduced much in the way of 
what I think of as traditional magic. Will that change in 
future books in the Thousand Names setting? 
 
[DW] There's more magic as the books go along, but 
the magic system in the world doesn't support D&D-
style fireball-throwing mages. When I was first plotting 
out the series, I made this a very deliberate choice; I 
wanted the army stuff to really matter, and in a world 
where demigod magic-users can turn whole legions 
to ash, it's hard to care very much about battles 
between mundane troops. So the magic of The 
Shadow Campaigns is powerful in a narrow context, 
but extremely limited and not much use on a 
battlefield—magic-users tend to be spies, assassins, 
thieves, and so on. 
 
[GdM] When you find any time to read, which writers 
do you typically turn to? 
 
[DW] I read constantly! It's a great way to get my own 
imagination going. I've got too many favorite writers to 
list, but here's a couple of recent favorites. I was lucky 
enough to get a copy of Anthony Ryan's new book, 
The Waking Fire, which is due out in July, and it's 
great—for my money, I'd say better than Blood Song, 
which I liked a lot. It's set in a sort of late 19th century 
world, with steam ships and artillery and gatling guns, 
all powered by dragon blood. 
 I also just read Robert Jackson Bennett's City of 
Blades, the sequel to City of Stairs. Both are 
fantastic! And later this year I'm looking forward to 
Four Roads Cross, the latest in Max Gladstone's 
Craft Sequence, another of my favorites. 
 
[GdM] If you hadn’t caught the writing bug, what 
career would you like to be pursuing? 
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[DW] I have a degree in Computer Science, and until 
a few years ago I made my living as a computer 
programmer and tech writer. So that would probably 
be it! I actually planned to keep doing that, it's always 
a bit shocking to me that I'm able to make enough 
money writing to live on. 
 
[GdM] You can knock back a few drinks with any 3 
people, living or dead. Who do you choose and why? 
 
[DW] Having just spent a con with Max Gladstone, 
he'd have to be on the list! From the dead contingent, 
I'd love to go over things with a few of history's 
military greats—Napoleon would be the obvious 
choice, and I'd like to chat with Hannibal to clear up a 
few things. 
 
[GdM] Do you have any upcoming works that you 
would like to tell our readers about? 
 
[DW] Lots this year! First, in April, The Palace of 
Glass comes out—this is book three of my middle-
grade fantasy series, The Forbidden Library, about a 
girl who can go inside books to fight monsters and 
gain their powers. Then, in August, The Guns of 
Empire is released, that's book four of The Shadow 
Campaigns. I'll be writing the last volume in both 
series this year—exciting times![GdM] 
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Red	Sails,	Red	Seas	
A	The	Dinosaur	Lords	short	story	

VICTOR	MILÁN	
	
	

 
‘Red sails!’ rang the lookout’s cry from the mainmast. 
‘Red sails off our starboard quarter.’ 

Standing hand in hand in the narrow prow of the 
Imperial dromon Melisandre as her oars drove her 
south through the grey waters of La Canal, Jaume 
Llobregat and his second in command, Mor Pere de 
Martorell, turned to look aft. In the middle distance, a 
fat cog raced toward them beneath billowing red sails. 

‘Corsairs,’ said Speranza, the war-galley’s captain. 
Like most of the Imperial Marines under her 
command she wore a blue and green kilt, adding a 
silken band binding her breasts. ‘With the wind 
freshening like this, they’ll run us down inside half an 
hour’ 

Of the “freshening wind,” Jaume felt only a soft 
caress on his cheek, like tickling vexer down. 
Speranza’s short iron-grey hair began to ruffle 
slightly. 

‘You’d hide from pirates?’ Pere demanded. ‘You 
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Sea Dragons?’ 
‘What kind of vessel, lookout?’ Speranza called. 
‘Cog, captain!’ 
She nodded. ‘She’s making a dash out of 

Anglaterra, overcrewed for the kill. There’ll be three 
times our number aboard, maybe more. The 
pirates’ve doubtless been watching us since we 
entered La Canal yesterday. The fact we’ve made a 
speed run, without overnighting at a base, shows we 
carry valuable cargo. Sea Dragons don’t serve the 
Empire if we throw our lives way in pointless fights—
much less yours, gentlemen. So, yes. We run.’ 

‘It’s our way too, beloved friend,’ Jaume told Pere. 
‘Best armour up,’ Speranza told Jaume, as the 

boatswain raised the alarm in a series of brass 
whistle blasts. ‘Unless you prefer to weather the 
storm below, Count dels Flors.’ 

‘Watch your tongue when you speak to the 
Captain-General, woman!’ Pere snapped.  

Jaume laid a hand on his arm. ‘I apologize for my 
friend, Captain. I don’t know what’s gotten into him.’ 
Speranza twitched a shoulder, like a hornface 
shedding a fly. 

‘I am ordered to deliver you safely to La Merced,’ 
she said. ‘I’ll do that. Even if it costs me my life. That’s 
all.’ 
 

* * * 
 

‘So tomorrow we’ll be back in La Merced,’ Pere 
said. ‘And you shall marry your Princess Melodía, and 
live happily ever after.’ 

He was fastening the straps on Jaume’s white-
enamelled breastplate. Dieter performed the same 
service for Luc. The four Knights-Companion of the 
Order of Our Lady of the Mirror stood where the 
narrow deck that ran between the galley’s rowing-
wells widened to form a forward fighting platform, to 
keep out of the way of the Marines’ battle 
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preparations. Several Sea Dragons trundled a ballista 
grumbling aft on its small-wheeled carriage. 

‘That’s the plan,’ Jaume said, raising his arm to 
free his blouse-sleeve from a pinch by the armour. 
‘Should the Lady Li be so kind as to see us through 
this fight. We’ve both waited for this for so long. But 
her father has a say in it, too.’ 

‘But you’re the Emperor’s favourite,’ Pere said. 
‘You’ve always been.’ 

He felt his brow furrow. Am I imagining it, or is 
there darkness in your tone, old friend? 

He was on the cusp of asking when Mor Luc del 
Aguadulce sang out from the port rail, ‘Captain! That 
Creators-damned beast is back again!’ 

‘Only one captain on a ship underway,’ the 
greybearded boatswain growled. He was already clad 
in full Sea Dragon segmented armour. 

The nearest oarsmen and women, already 
armoured, laughed. The previous rowers were 
donning their own fighting harness in the cramped 
belowdecks. Jaume laughed too. 

‘”Jaume” will do fine at sea, as it does anywhere 
and anytime,’ he said to Luc. ‘You know better than to 
stand on titles with me, my friend.’ 

La Canal looked placid enough where Luc pointed. 
Grey-green water surged slowly. The deep, muted 
greens of hills of the Francia coast rose beyond, 
interspersed with white cliffs. 

A toothy head as long as Jaume was tall broke the 
surface, spewed spray from its nostrils, then dipped 
below again in a roll of broad grey back so dark it 
looked black.  

‘Drawn by the coming slaughter, no doubt,’ the 
boatswain said.  

‘How would it know?’ Jaume asked. 
The Marine shrugged. ‘Maybe it heard the 

whistles. But the scavengers know when a feast is in 
the offing.’ He pointed aloft, to where small, white-
bellied seabirds and pterosaurs circled against the 
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perpetual daytime overcast.  
‘Pliosaurus funkei!’ cried Mor Dieter, newest of the 

Companions. ‘Or—that’s what they call bocaterrible in 
the BOOK OF TRUE NAMES.’ 

Everyone turned to stare at the young Alemán 
knight. 

‘It was my favourite book as a child,’ he said 
feebly. 

‘Get close and personal with a terrible mouth,’ the 
boatswain growled, ‘and you’ll grow out of that 
foolishness in an Old Hell of a hurry!’ 

‘Why does the monster swim to shoreward of us?’ 
Luc asked. ‘Isn’t he afraid of running aground?’ 

He pointedly looked away from Dieter. He had 
voted with the rest of the surviving and present 
Companions to accept the young knight to their ranks 
to replace Luc’s long-time lover, Mor Jürgen, who had 
fallen in the last battle of the Princes’ Party 
rebellion—admission as a full Brother-Companion 
came only by unanimous consent. But Jaume knew 
that looking at Dieter reminded Luc of his loss, a 
wound still fresh after almost half a year. 

‘Not at all.’ Captain Speranza now wore a cuirass 
enamelled in the Sea Dragon colours of green and 
blue, with blue and green plumes on her helmet to 
mark her rank. ‘You know how they say a matador 
can hide behind a single blade of grass?’ 

Matador was the common name for Allosaurus 
fragilis, Nuevaropa’s largest and most feared native 
predator. 

She nodded at the huge shadow skimming just 
beneath the waves, easily keeping abreast of the 
galley. ‘Those bastards are like that in the water. You 
take a piss Channelside, a bocaterrible can swim up 
the stream and bite your pecker off. And they can 
cross land if they have to. Not that we’re as close to 
the shallows as it looks to a landlubber.’ 

Pere shivered theatrically. ‘Once we get off this 
wretched boat,’ he said, ‘I’m never venturing near the 
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water again.’ 
Jaume knew his lifelong friend was posturing for 

effect, a thing he dearly loved to do; he had proven 
matchless courage a dozen times before helping 
Jaume found the Companions, and countless times 
after. Also, he was the only Knight-Brother aboard 
who had any experience asea. 

‘Ship,’ Speranza corrected. But softly. She clearly 
knew the knight was baiting her; the two had taken an 
instant dislike to each other, like cats and vexers—
velociraptors. 

‘I hate the beastly things,’ Pere said. ‘You have 
stingers. Why not shoot it and be done?’ 

‘Because I don’t want to make it mad,’ Speranza 
said. ‘That’s a big one, twelve meters if he’s a 
handspan. He could break us in two. And he’s not our 
enemy.’ 

A hearty thunk and deep bass note from behind 
made Jaume look aft in time to see a yellow-glowing 
ember arc toward the corsair cog, now close and 
looking huge in comparison to the racing-shell 
dromon he rode. The spark was a bundle of tar- and 
oil-soaked rags tied around a two-meter brass bolt 
and launched from a stinger. It drew a black smoke 
trail against darkening clouds as it arced over the top 
and plunged down into the Channel, where it barely 
made a splash. 

‘Mierda de nariz cornuda,’ Speranza muttered 
under her breath. 

‘Why are the sails red?’ Dieter asked. 
‘Tradition,’ Speranza said. ‘And to frighten their 

prey, hopefully into surrender.’ 
‘I thought the Islands of Anglaterra weren’t the 

Corsair Kingdom anymore,’ Luc said sardonically, 
‘after they got forcibly incorporated into the Empire.’ 

‘Even after almost three centuries, not all of them 
have got that fact through their thick Angleses skulls,’ 
the boatswain growled. 

‘Could they be targeting us specifically?’ asked 



	 95	

Luc. 
‘We no doubt made enemies, administering the 

North these past four months, in the wake of the war,’ 
Jaume said. 

‘And before,’ Luc said with a grin. The 
Companions had angered many powerful grandes 
during their career as the Emperor’s élite strike force. 

‘Don’t forget our enemies closer to home,’ Pere 
said. ‘His Holiness, the Pope, regrets our Charter. 
He’d love to see us ended.’ 

Jaume gave his head a slight shake to discourage 
further talk along those lines. ‘No doubt we’ll never 
know who’s behind it,’ he said. ‘Or if it’s anything but 
desire for plunder.’ 

The second ballista loosed. Like its twin it had 
been secured to the fighting platform in front of the 
tiller. This bolt struck true, square in the middle of the 
pursuing vessel’s foremost sail, fully bellied by the 
risen wind. Its special multi-pronged head hung up in 
the canvas—as it was designed to, to prevent it 
passing harmlessly through the sails strapped on all 
three masts—blazed up yellow with gratifying 
immediacy. 

But almost as quickly pirates swarmed up the 
mast and rigging, agile as wall-lizards, to douse the 
flames. 

‘Overcrewed,’ Speranza said. ‘As I thought.’ 
‘They’re that afraid of fire?’ Pere asked 

thoughtfully. 
Speranza glanced at him sidelong as if looking for 

the hidden barb. ‘They’re riding in a vessel made of 
fuel,’ the boatswain said. ‘Like us.’ 

‘Won’t they shoot fireballs at us?’ Dieter asked. 
The captain shook her head. ‘No. They want the 

ship. And what she’s carrying.’ 
She turned astern. ‘Stingers, load plain bolts. 

Crossbows, loose. The corsairs may take us, but we’ll 
make them pay dearly for their pleasure!’ 
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* * * 
 
Behind and to starboard the cog loomed like a brown 
cliff. The Companions gathered on the aft platform. 
Jaume looked up at the horde of eager faces that 
lined the cog’s rails. The corsairs, some naked, some 
dressed in rags or scraps of purloined finery, jeered 
and clashed weapons at their intended victims. Above 
them the clouds thickened and darkened. 

‘We’ve faced worse odds,’ Jaume murmured to his 
three Companions. ‘Though as to when, I can’t quite 
remember.’ 

The others laughed. He heard no false notes. 
Companions were chosen for their excellence as 
artists or artisans as well as fighters—and for their 
physical beauty. Only those of proven prowess and 
courage were considered. Even though more 
Companions had been lost to incapacitation or death 
than the twenty-four Brothers their Church Charter 
allowed to serve at any given time, they never lacked 
for candidates, from Nuevaropa or beyond. 

While the other Companions checked over their 
fighting-harness again, Pere whispered close to 
Jaume’s ear, beneath the sweep of his open-faced 
sallet helmet. ‘So you get your storybook ending, my 
love. But what about me?’ 

Confused, Jaume shook his head. He had to shift 
his balance as the bow-wave from the fast-closing 
corsair made the far smaller Melisandre roll to port. 

‘Melodía’s known all along that you and I are 
lovers. Why should it bother her now? Unless all 
these weeks among dry-stick Northerners have you 
thinking she’s harbouring a jealous streak like one of 
them?’ 

Pere sighed. ‘You don’t understand.’ 
Jaume sighed back. ‘Help me understand.’ 
‘Now’s not the time.’ Pere looked away. ‘It’s never 

the time, is it?’ 
‘’Ware grapnels!’ voices cried from the fighting-
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deck. As heavy three-pronged hooks arced down 
from the cog’s rail toward their own, drawing lines 
behind them, dark against the sky, Jaume breathed in 
deeply. He savoured the salt smell of La Canal, the 
sky’s dark grey, the deck’s surge and heave, and the 
beat of the drums as the rowers pulled Melisandre 
through the water. Even the smell of stale sweat from 
his comrades and the Sea Dragons, who’d had no 
chance to wash properly since leaving Alemania—
that too was part of savouring this world the Creators 
had made. Which to him, as a devotee of the Creator 
Li, patron of Beauty, was a religious duty as well as 
inclination. 

‘It’s a good day to be alive,’ he said, as a black-
iron hook thudded and scraped the rail right beside 
him. 

Speranza, cradling her helmet with its blue and 
green reaper plumes, gave him a strange look. 

A hand gripped his left shoulder. He looked back 
to see Luc smiling at him. Dieter took his right. Finally 
Pere, with his arming sword and his mao izquierda 
parrying dagger hanging ready from his belt, took 
Jaume’s left hand in his and squeezed. 

‘For the Emperor and the Lady,’ Jaume said. 
‘For the Emperor and Beauty!’ the Companions 

chorused back. 
With an oddly harmonious sound, the Sea 

Dragons kneeling on the fighting deck triggered final 
heavy-crossbow shots at the pirates now clambering 
over the side to slide down the ropes. Screaming 
bodies plunged into the foaming waves between the 
hulls. 

From the scabbard across his armoured back 
Jaume drew the Lady’s Mirror, his famed longsword. 
Luc and Dieter each raised shield and arming sword. 
Pere had his own arming sword and parrying dagger 
at the ready. 

Jaume slashed through the nearby boarding-rope. 
Startled outcries turned to shrieks of horror as pirates 
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sliding down toward their prey found themselves 
hurtling toward the water instead. Jaume thought they 
feared being crushed between the craft—sensibly, 
since the lightweight dromon was now bobbing like a 
cork on their combined wakes. Or that they couldn’t 
swim. 

The Melisandre rolled toward the cog. Jaume saw 
a pirate flailing in white froth. A pair of jaws longer 
than she was burst from the water to snap shut on 
her. 

The monster disappeared. Jaume felt a pang. 
Corsairs or not, they were fellow creations of the 
Eight. And some at least would leave grieving friends 
and families.  

But so do their victims from the Channel trade, 
and their raids ashore. 

Compassion wouldn’t slow Jaume’s hand when 
the time came. It hadn’t yet. And he’d rather cut 
pirates down in combat than hang them—as he’d 
done to bandits, as a mere boy back home in County 
dels Flors. 

Down a dozen lines, reavers flooded aboard the 
galley. The Sea Dragons had abandoned oars and 
rowing-wells to form a shield-walled rectangle on the 
fighting deck. The four Companions formed up, 
shoulder to shoulder across the stern platform, in 
front of the captain and tillerman. 

‘So our captain leads from the rear,’ Pere told 
Jaume from his left. Jaume stood nearest the 
starboard rail and danger, as was his right. 

An agonized screech shrilled behind them. Jaume 
turned his head just far enough to see a pirate tumble 
backwards over the rail clutching his belly. Speranza 
was pulling a bloody half-pike back behind her shield. 

‘She’s guarding our backs, I think,’ he said. 
The corsairs rushed the Companions, and the hot 

work began. Jaume was more aware of his 
surroundings than the actual movements of fighting; 
these he had practiced well on drill yard and 
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battlefield—requiring no conscious thought, always 
fluid, never mechanical. The pirates fought with large 
fury and small skill. Which made them poor matches 
for well-armoured experts like the Companions. 

Two pirates, one with a half-pike and the other 
swinging a hatchet, rushed Jaume. Wielding his 
longsword two-handed, he knocked the thrusting pike 
past him on his left. Grabbing its haft with one hand, 
he hacked into the other corsair’s bare armpit. Then 
he swung the Mirror back to half-sever the neck of the 
one now struggling unwisely to tug his half-pike back. 

At his side, Pere laughed as he knocked in a 
pirate’s teeth with his dagger’s steel handguard, then 
loosed the man’s intestines with a slice of his sword. 

‘You’re right, my love,’ he called to Jaume, voice 
as wild as his eyes. ‘It is a good day to be alive!’ 

And then all was hewing of bare limbs and bodies 
and faces, and sheets of spraying blood. The stench 
of gore and shit rose over Jaume, familiar and 
unloved. 

From the corner of his eye he saw a female pirate 
a couple of meters behind their opponents’ front rank 
heft a half-pike like a throwing spear. He opened his 
mouth to cry warning. 

She cast. 
Luc had just shed an arming sword cut with his 

shield, opening himself just enough to thrust his 
enemy through the gullet. The clumsily thrown half-
pike sailed over the sagging corsair’s shoulder to 
punch through Luc’s own throat, just above his 
cuirass. Luc dropped to his knees, blood gushing 
near-black in the fast-fading light. 

Rising above the clang of steel on steel, and the 
hoarse shouts and screams, a voice boomed down 
from the cog: ‘I told you idiots to take the prettyboys 
alive! The Fae eat your eyes!’ 

Glancing up, Jaume saw a giant head wreathed in 
blond beard glaring over the rail of the cog’s high 
sterncastle. The captain, he thought. 
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Less experienced than his brother Companions, 
Dieter knelt over Luc. Though Jaume marked that he 
kept the presence of mind to hold his own shield up, 
helping a fallen comrade in the middle of melee was 
always a mistake. Can’t you see that Luc’s beyond 
help? 

Without glancing his way Pere side-kicked the 
young knight aside. As Dieter fell on his ass Pere 
wheeled to slash the pirate whose cutlass-stroke had 
just narrowly missed the young Companion across 
the back of the neck. He fell across Luc’s corpse. 

Dieter’s own training, first as a knight and then as 
a Companion, kicked in. He sliced another attacker’s 
legs out from under her. Then he was on his feet 
again, shield up and fighting. 

At Jaume’s word, the three Companions took a 
step back so as not to trip over their Brother’s body. 
In front of them, the corsairs surrounded the shrinking 
Sea Dragon phalanx. Though there were many more 
sparsely clad bodies sprawled in the rowing-wells 
than blue-and-green armoured ones, the pirates 
attacked with such mad fury some literally vaulted up 
their comrades’ backs to try to hurl themselves past 
the Marine shields.  

‘What are their masters promising them to keep 
them coming like this?’ asked Dieter, taking an axe-
cut on his upraised shield. 

‘We’re not winning this one,’ Speranza said 
matter-of-factly. Jaume glanced back to see that she 
had lost her own shield and pike. She stood, 
shortsword in hand, ignoring the blood that streamed 
from her cheek. ‘My apologies, gentlemen. I’ve failed.’ 

‘Not yet,’ Pere cried. ‘Are you up for a plan, 
Jaume, my love? It’s a mad one.’ 

‘The only kind that’ll answer now,’ Jaume said.  
Pere nodded toward the stingers. Though pegged 

to the deck and abandoned, they still served as minor 
obstacles to the pirates attacking the Companions. 
Oil casks and buckets of tar-soaked rags still stood 
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beside them. 
Jaume smiled. ‘Right. Captain, if you could please 

keep them off our backs for a few moments?’ 
He saw Speranza’s eyes narrow on either side of 

her helmet’s nasal, but she nodded. The Companions 
were renowned for their daring deeds—and a 
decently high rate of success. As Jaume and Pere 
stepped back, she and the tillerman took their places 
alongside Dieter. 

Pere was already skinning off his trousers next to 
the tiller. Jaume grinned and did the same. 
 

* * * 
 

Jaume climbed up the grappling-line behind the 
smaller, more agile Pere. Pirates descended towards 
them, feet-first and oblivious, not expecting traffic the 
other way. The first one yelped in surprise as Pere 
grabbed his ankle from below and yanked. Yell turned 
to shriek as the pirate plummeted past Jaume toward 
La Canal. A second quickly followed. 

The Lady’s Mirror rode in its scabbard across 
Jaume’s armoured back. His friend carried his sword 
the same way, and his parrying dagger gripped in his 
teeth like a hero from a romance. It was a practice 
more showy than sound. But that was Pere to the life: 
in battle the brooding, beautiful man was replaced by 
a mad laughing boy, deadly as a storm of blades and 
Fae-may-care about his personal safety. 

The third pirate glanced down. His eyes widened 
comically in his tattooed face as Pere lunged up and 
ball-punched him through his foul linen diaper. The 
man clutched himself and tumbled into the red froth 
below. 

The stinging reek of pine oil and tar emanating 
from Jaume’s trousers, their legs tied around his waist 
and drawstring cinched tight to form a makeshift bag, 
was thick enough not only to blot out the battle-stench 
but to make Jaume’s head swim as he ascended 
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toward the cog’s rail. He hoped the contents would 
not leak out onto his bare legs. 

A lithe woman with short red hair turned on swung 
her cutlass at Pere. He let his body drop to hang from 
the line. The sword cut air. Pere whipped his right leg 
up to crack her in the face with his shin. She fell. 

Jaume paused briefly while Pere hooked the same 
leg over the line and drew himself back on top of it. 
Drawing his sword, he seized the railing and flung 
himself over it. An eyeblink later a longsword thunked 
into the railing where he’d vanished. 

The pirate pulled out his sword and turned inboard 
to deal with Pere. Jaume grabbed the back of his dirty 
slashed-velvet blouse and jerked him overboard. He 
joined Pere on deck.  

Pirates still crowded the cog’s main deck. Most 
were transfixed by the combat aboard the Melisandre, 
where a seethe of bare flesh covered the Sea Dragon 
phalanx like soldier-ants swarming a 
Compsognathus. But a score or more faced the 
Companions on the after part of the main deck, 
before the sterncastle. 

Pere pulled his sword out of a pirate’s thick neck. 
‘Can your Princess punch a pirate in the balls?’ he 
called to Jaume, as the black-bearded man crumpled.  

‘She hasn’t been called to yet, but I’m sure she 
could,’ Jaume said, and ducked under a furious 
sword-slash. ‘She’s your friend too, you know…’ 

Pere wasn’t listening. He had danced in among 
their foes, sword whirling, dagger deflecting and 
thrusting. Blood drenched his face and armour. 
Jaume knew the two stood no chance of taking the 
cog, of course. Even naked and overmatched in skill 
and steel shells, the pirates could still mob them as 
they were the Marines aboard the Melisandre. But 
Jaume knew capturing the ship wasn’t Pere’s mad 
scheme. 

Jaume shifted his left hand to grip the Lady’s 
Mirror a third of the way up its meter-long blade. A 
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longsword was ground less than shaving-sharp to 
allow such half-swording. Jaume pitched into yelling 
pirates with the tip, blocked and thrust with the flat, 
and smashed with the pommel as he and Pere 
carved a bloody path toward the aft-most mast. 

A hatch lay open beside it. Pere reached it, 
sheathed his weapons, and untied his trousers from 
around his middle. Resuming a two-hand grip on his 
hilt, Jaume stood off corsairs with sweeping swings 
as Pere gashed the improvised bag with his dagger 
and took out a cask of lamp-oil. Prying out the cork 
with his dagger he poured the pungent pine oil over 
the trousers. They were stuffed with tarred rags that, 
like the oil, had been used to make firebolts for the 
war-galley’s stingers. From a ceramic tube carried on 
a cord around his neck, he produced a smoking punk. 
He blew the punk’s tip to an orange ember and 
touched it to the oil-drenched trousers. 

They flared alight. He tossed them into the 
darkness of the hatch, and threw the cask in after. 

‘Done,’ he said, turning toward Jaume and the 
corsairs and drawing his weapons. ‘Your go, my love.’ 

As Pere held the pirates off, Jaume untied his 
pants-legs one-handed, slashing with the Mirror at 
such opponents as managed to get close. He cut the 
drawstring with his sword to let his own oil cask fall 
out onto the deck. He picked it up, drew the cork with 
his teeth, and sloshed half its contents onto the mast 
itself and the lower part of the sail, taking care not to 
splash himself. The rest he poured on the rag-filled 
trousers, sparing the ends of the legs. Using those for 
a handle, he lit the cloth from the pool of fire Pere had 
left on deck. 

He jabbed a lunging pirate in the cheek and flung 
the burning trousers at the sail. Flames shot up the 
blood-red canvas and ran orange and blue down the 
mast. 

‘Fire!’ he yelled at the pirates amidships. ‘Fire 
aboard! Fire! Fire!’ 
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The Sea Dragons had taught him well: there was 
no more dreaded call onboard a ship at sea. The 
pirates lost all interest in fighting, aboard the dromon 
or their own ship. They began to screech at one 
another to fetch buckets and man pumps. 

‘Jaume!’ yelled Pere. 
He wheeled clockwise, swinging up the Mirror. 

Too late. A smashing impact to his sallet blasted 
yellow sparks behind Jaume’s eyes and dropped him 
to his knees. 

His stomach sloshing with nausea and his eyes 
blurred, Jaume saw a naked, blond-bearded corsair 
looming over him, well over two meters tall. If Pere 
hadn’t warned Jaume his boarding axe would have 
struck Jaume squarely, caving in helmet and skull 
beneath. Now the pirate raised the axe above his 
head to finish the job. 

Through the fog in his head Jaume realized it was 
the man who had bellowed at the boarding-party to 
take the Companions alive—probably the pirate 
captain. Jaume willed his hand to raise the Mirror. It 
would not. 

The giant screamed in a surprisingly shrill voice as 
Pere ran past him behind, slashing both his 
hamstrings with a single draw-cut of his sword. He 
toppled backwards. 

Pere tossed his parrying dagger in the air, caught 
it by the hilt point-down, and plunged it into the 
pirate’s glaring blue left eye. 

As Pere put a boot on the corsair’s dead face to 
pull his weapon free, Jaume saw that his left arm was 
sleeved in blood from a cut just below the shoulder. 

‘Are you all right?’ he asked, picking himself up. 
‘Still fighting,’ Pere said. ‘But we’ve got to go.’ 
Running to fight the blazes that engulfed the sail 

and shot up from the open hold, the corsairs ignored 
the Companions. The pair ran to the rail and the rope 
by which they’d boarded. And saw that the corsairs 
on board the Melisandre, demoralized by their 
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sudden brutal turn of fortune, had broken and were 
fleeing up the lines. 

Pere put away his sword and dagger, and caught 
Jaume’s eye. 

‘So she’s your choice, then? Melodía.’ 
Jaume shook his head. ‘It’s not that way. We 

still—‘  
Pere grabbed his face in both hands and stopped 

his words with a quick, fierce kiss. Then he was over 
the side and sliding down the line. Jaume sheathed 
the Lady’s Mirror and followed. 

A few meters from the galley’s rail, Pere’s blood-
slick hands lost their grip on the rope, and he plunged 
into the sea. Jaume stopped and swung round. 
Letting himself dangle toward his lover by his right 
hand, he reached out with his left. 

‘Take my hand!’ he shouted.  
Treading reddened water, Pere raised his face. 

Once more his dark eyes met Jaume’s. 
‘I love you always,’ Pere said. 
A vast shadow swelled beneath him, clutched him 

in monstrous yellow teeth, and bore him down 
forever.[GdM] 
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