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From	the	Editor	
 

ADRIAN COLLINS 
 

 
 
Bloody hell, is it publication day again already? 

With the Evil is a Matter of Perspective stories 
flowing through thick and fast, it feels like there’s been 
a million things happening at once, and man does that 
make for a fun environment. It can sometimes feel like 
you’re drowning in talent—a great feeling when you’re 
promoting that talent! 

This quarter we’ve got an absolutely cracking set of 
short stories from some brilliant authors lined up to put 
that grimdark grin on your face. Interviews, an article, 
reviews and, of course, the short fiction. 

I’m really excited about a favourite piece of mine I 
nabbed from Ragnarok Publications’ Blackguards—
Peter Orullian’s A Length of Cherrywood is a brilliant 
piece of grimdark fiction. Can’t wait to see what you 
think of that reprint. 

Overall, I guarantee you’re going to love this issue. 
As always, we tip our hats and glasses to our lost 

friends. Kennet, we miss you buddy. Wherever you 
are, I hope you’re hanging out with your mates. 

And for the Anthony Ryan fans out there… let’s just 
say, “keep an eye on GdM#10” with a wink. 
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A	Length	of	Cherrywood	
PETER ORULLIAN 

 
 

 
A Length of Cherrywood was originally published in 
Blackguards: Tales of Assassins, Mercenaries and 
Rogues from Ragnarok Publications. 
 
Jastail J'Vache crouched behind a thick patch of scrub 
oak and watched the woman washing clothes in the 
river. She hummed a tune as she worked, alone, 
unaware of him or his highwaymen hiding in a rough 
circle around her. Beyond the thinning trees stood a 
wagon, a hundred paces away. Too far for anyone be 
of immediate aid. Jastail put a hand in his pocket, 
running his fingers over grooves in a short length of 
cherrywood. A reminder. Then, quite casually, he 
stood, revealing himself. ‘Greetings, my lady.’ 
 The woman’s head snapped up. Her eyes wide.  
 ‘I’ve alarmed you.’ Jastail began to skirt the low 
brush, moving toward her. ‘My apologies. It’s 
something of a hazard in my line of work, I’m afraid.’ 
 Insensibly, the woman gathered in the wet clothes 
and got to her feet. Jastail offered a wan smile at that. 
Such value for clothes belonged to the exceptionally 
poor. She began to back away from him, in the 
direction of her wagon. 
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 ‘Come, don’t fret yourself. This needn’t go hard 
between us.’ He stepped into the shallow river, 
crossing directly toward her. 
 Just as she turned to run, he raised a hand and his 
men stepped from their concealments. The woman 
skidded to a stop, fell, and dropped the wet clothes. 
 Jastail reached the other side of the river as she 
scrambled to her feet and turned to face him. 
 ‘There, much better.’ He put on a smile of 
reassuring approval. ‘I think we have an 
understanding.’ 
 The woman glanced down at the clothes between 
them. He followed her gaze. The clothes . . . belonged 
to children. 
 Lawry, his newest man, laughed. ‘A neat prize. The 
lady and her loinfruits, besides.’ He nodded in the 
direction of the wagon. 
 Panic entered her eyes, and she shook her head. 
‘No. No! Marcus! Highwaymen!’ 
 The alarm echoed through the woods around them. 
And a moment later the sound of hurried feet came 
pounding through the brush. 
 ‘Oh, my lady.’ Jastail sighed. ‘If you’d only had a bit 
of patience. Now we’ve a hero to deal with. Let’s hope 
he’s sensible.’ 
 Jastail maneuvered around her, putting himself 
between the woman and her would-be rescuer. He 
drew his sword, holding it at an unthreatening angle. 
This Marcus came into view, and caught sight of the 
woman surrounded by Jastail’s men. 
 The man held a smith hammer and a shoeing 
knife—he’d probably been tending his horse—and 
slowed as he surveyed the odds. 
 Good, at least he can do math. ‘Let me explain what 
you’re seeing,’ Jastail began, planting his sword’s tip 
in the dirt and leaning on it. ‘Your lady here was 
washing clothes in the river. Not usually a dangerous 
task, I’ll admit. But today, it’s bad fortune for you that 
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we are here.’ He gestured with his other hand at his 
men. 
 ‘You won’t be taking her.’ Marcus flipped his knife 
into a backhand grip—a pit fighter’s grip.  
 Why couldn’t I, just once, meet a man who sews or 
bakes? 
 Jastail bent and lifted a pair of trousers from the pile 
of wet clothes. ‘And who’s going to watch the owner of 
these while you fight for your woman’s honour?’ 
 Worry crossed the man’s face, and he cast a glance 
back toward the wagon. 
 ‘Dead gods,’ said Lawry, ‘let’s get on with it.’ 
 Jastail’s new man—first time on the road—started 
off to gather the little ones. 
 ‘Hold there,’ Jastail ordered, then fixed his attention 
back on the woman. ‘I need your help,’ he said with 
endless patience. ‘Marcus here is about to do an 
honourable thing. He wants to protect you from us. 
Perfectly understandable. In his place, I’d want to do 
the same. Love makes fools of us all. It blinds us to our 
real chances. It blinds us to the harm our heroism 
might do to others.’ He shook the wet trousers in 
emphasis. 
 ‘You want me to tell Marcus to let you take me.’ The 
woman’s voice came with the monotone of the beaten. 
‘You want me to tell him not to fight. Then you’ll leave 
my family alone.’ 
 ‘Jastail?’ It was Lawry, incredulous at the 
suggestion being made. 
 ‘I don’t take more than I need,’ Jastail replied, and 
dropped the pants. ‘And remember we have a 
specialty.’ Women—“wombs”—who can breed. The 
little ones were both boys. He knew it by the clothes at 
his feet. 
 ‘The hell with that,’ Lawry exclaimed. ‘There’s thirty 
full marks a head sitting back there. Easy pickings. If 
you won’t take them, I will.’ 
 ‘Excuse me,’ Jastail said, raising a finger to the 
woman as he slid past her toward his new man.  
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 He gestured for Lawry to join him in a short walk 
away from the others. Twenty paces removed from the 
rest, he turned to face the man. ‘It’s your first time on 
the roads.’ 
 ‘I don’t see what that has to do—‘ 
 Jastail put his knife into the man’s stomach with a 
short powerful stab, and yanked up, severing several 
internal organs. Lawry’s eyes widened in surprise and 
pain before he dropped into the brush. Jastail wiped 
his blade clean on the man’s shirt. Men who argue 
don’t ever stop arguing. And they don’t obey. With such 
men, he’d learned long ago to cut quick. Saved lots of 
pain later on.  
 Still, he paused long enough to offer over the body 
a line from one of the dark poets he’d learned to 
appreciate as a boy. ‘Each of us is walking earth, 
upright dust, consuming breath in ignorance.’ 
 Black verse. Like a good cool wine. 
 Jastail nodded a goodbye, and returned to the 
others, wearing his casual smile. 
 ‘Now,’ he said, taking a deep breath, ‘what will it be, 
Marcus? Can we be done with threats and heroism 
today? I’d really like to be on my way.’ 
 Marcus looked at the woman. ‘Jaryn?’ 
 She returned a tortured gaze. Tortured, Jastail 
knew from experience, for her loved one. Not for 
herself. She’d already weighed the stakes and folded 
her cards. 
 Then Marcus shifted his gaze to Jastail. ‘If you take 
her, I’ll follow. And I’ll bring help.’ 
 ‘Of course you will.’ Jastail nodded to the fact with 
good humour. ‘And you’d have time to get your little 
ones someplace safe, so you can make an 
unencumbered rescue attempt. Quite practical.’ 
 In all the time Jastail had lain this type of ambush, 
only one man had ever successfully reclaimed the 
woman Jastail had taken. Good odds. And he didn’t 
mind the game of it when a husband had wit and skill. 
 Marcus lowered his knife and hammer.  
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 Jastail smiled apologetically—a touch of theatre on 
his part. Then he put his hand on the woman’s arm and 
began leading her northward. Their horses weren’t far. 
 Marcus stood still as Nichols, Jastail’s most 
seasoned man, passed by him. Then the would-be 
hero brought his shoeing knife up in a swift motion and 
plunged it into Nichol’s kidney. A pit fighter’s move. 
Debilitating. And lethal. Nichols cried out and fell. 
 Medi, one of Nichols’ good friends, lunged at 
Marcus, blade and dagger slicing through the air.  
 Marcus shuffled back, avoiding the blades. He then 
closed fast, dropped low, and brought his hammer 
around hard on the side of Medi’s left knee. The bones 
crunched as Medi’s leg bent at an impossible angle 
and he fell. Marcus pounced, driving his hammer down 
on the man’s throat, silencing his cries of pain. 
 Jastail pulled the woman away, clearing the area 
for the fight. He has real skill. Jastail nodded with 
approval, and smiled with eagerness. 
 The rest of his band formed a circle, caging Marcus 
in. But the man seemed unconcerned, keeping a 
fighter’s crouch, and turning constantly to meet every 
eye. When he came last to Jastail, he showed a cold, 
reasoning expression. 
 ‘You won’t harm her. She’s your prize.’ Good wit. 
‘And you’re content with just the woman, which means 
you’re a womb trader. You don’t care for trafficking 
brats.’ Damn, but I like this fellow. ‘And I’ve a bit more 
skill than changing a horseshoe. I’ll take my chances 
here, since I don’t like them once she’s gone.’ 
 A gambler, too. Jastail’s must have looked like he 
was beaming to his fellows, since he never could have 
imagined so good a contest coming on a minor 
highway in the south of So’Dell. 
 Jastail raised his sword. ‘You and I, then. For the 
lady’s honour.’ 
 Marcus flipped the hammer up, spinning it twice, 
and caught it again. He nodded. 
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 The two began to circle, each feinting several times. 
Finally, Marcus stepped in with a clever combination of 
stab and swing. Jastail didn’t fall for the dagger strike, 
anticipating the hammer from the other side. Good way 
to get an arm broken.  
 When the hammer came around, he wind-milled his 
sword and cut Marcus’ upper arm deep. Blood soaked 
the man’s sleeve with a spreading crimson. 
 Jastail hoped it wouldn’t be so easy, and switched 
hands with this sword, shuffling his feet to a right-
handed stance. His weaker side. 
 Marcus adjusted his grip on his knife, taking a 
standard hold. And did something surprising. Instead 
of circling in, he took half a step back and threw the 
dagger with a quick, flip of his wrist. 
 Jastail had no time to evade the attack. The knife 
sank into the meat of his upper chest. If he hadn’t been 
ducking, it might have struck his heart or lung. He 
stumbled backward, as Marcus leapt forward, bringing 
his hammer down in a vicious arc.  
 Jastail spun, just escaping the blow, and brought 
his sword around with his momentum, forcing Marcus 
off-balance. As the two faced each other again, Jastail 
pulled the knife from his body and smiled. He loved to 
be surprised. And he loved to surprise others. He 
slowly tossed the knife back to Marcus handle first. The 
man caught the weapon and stared back in confusion. 
 ‘Again,’ Jastail said, and started forward. 
 Marcus crouched, looking more a pit fighter than 
before. Jastail rushed, feigning a sweeping overhand 
stroke, then lowered his sword fast and came in under 
Marcus’ guard. The move put the man off-balance, and 
Jastail kicked him to the ground.  
 Before Marcus could roll, Jastail had his blade at 
the man’s throat. A simple stab and the man would die.  
 ‘No, da!’ 
 Jastail looked up and saw two faces peering 
through the brush at the edge of the trees. But it wasn’t 
mercy that kept him from killing their father.  
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 ‘Let go your weapons,’ Jastail ordered. 
 Marcus looked at him a long time. Pride and defeat 
battled in the man’s face. But not worry. Jastail wanted 
to meet more men like this. Marcus finally obeyed, and 
Jastail kicked the knife and hammer away. 
 ‘Thank you for the contest,’ Jastail said, bowing 
slightly. ‘A pleasant surprise. It hardly changes things 
for you, as it turns out. But you should feel good about 
your effort. And, of course, you can still come looking 
for us once you see to your little ones.’ Jastail bent, 
and quite earnestly confided in the man, ‘We’re 
heading north and east to the river. I hope you’ll take 
your chances again.’ 
 Sparing no concern, and ignoring his fallen men, 
Jastail left Marcus there. He paused only to take an 
article of clothing from the woman’s wash—a child’s 
sock. Then he gathered her with a gentle hand and led 
her from her wet clothes and family. 
 

* * * 
  
The riverboat rang with laughter and the sounds of dice 
and odds-makers calling numbers. Tobacco smoke 
lazed in the air, thick and sweet. Beneath it the sharp 
tang of brandy—the drink of choice—rose from 
countless cups and goblets. Serving men went 
shirtless, and could be bedded for a full realm mark. 
Serving women wore a bodice so thin they might as 
well not have bothered, and could be had at the same 
price. Gamblers’ hands roamed to the delicate parts of 
servers and other gamblers as liberally as the drinks 
flowed. In the far corner of the riverboat’s third deck, 
Jastail took a seat at the table of the boat’s proprietor, 
Gynedo. 
 Back in this corner, behind a low wall, the din eased 
a bit. Gynedo smiled as he shuffled a set of plackards, 
and stared at Jastail from beneath a broad-rimmed hat. 
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 ‘You think you’re ready for this game, my young 
friend? You understand the rules?’ Gynedo set the 
packards aside and prepared himself a long-stem pipe. 
 Jastail nodded.  
 ‘We’re not betting on coin value, you understand,’ 
Jastail explained again.  
 It was a new game, something the gambling boss 
had conceived recently when money stakes ceased to 
hold his interest. That suited Jastail fine. More than 
fine. 
 Gynedo, struck his pipe alight, and eyed their third 
player—a raven-haired woman of perhaps twenty-five, 
whose smile suggested carnal appetites that involved 
instruments. She wore a black hat from which 
cascaded a thin curtain of black netting. The net-holes 
were wide, making her easy enough to see, but the 
black mesh gave her an air of menace and deceit. 
Lovely. 
 ‘Not even slave-stock,’ Gynedo said. ‘I have more 
men and women for the blocks than I can trade as it is. 
And that’s messy, besides.’ 
 Jastail took a long drink of his brandy. ‘Wagers for 
this game are about the emotional loss of a person. 
Suffering, you might say.’ He grinned at the thought. 
 ‘And we bet a token of that suffering for each round 
we wish to stay in the game,’ the woman finished. She 
turned to Jastail. ‘Since Gynedo hasn’t the manners to 
introduce us, I’m Fleur.’ 
 ‘Jastail,’ he replied. ‘Pleasure.’ 
 She held out her hand as a noble might, expecting 
a kiss on her knuckles. Jastail took her hand and made 
a slight bow.  
 ‘Just so,’ Gynedo confirmed. ‘I’m still working out a 
system to place emotional value on the items. For now, 
we’ll take it by instinct and agreement at the table.’ He 
smiled around the stem of his pipe. ‘Three rounds, I 
think. Escalating value. Game will be Suits.’ 
 Suits was a simple three plack draw. Placks of the 
same suit could be added together to get a total point 
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value. All cards were kept face down, and turned one 
at a time, in turn. Very little strategy, but a serviceable 
game given their purpose and wagers tonight. 
 Gynedo dealt out three placks to each of them.  
 Jastail turned first. A hawk with eight feathers 
showing. He then gently pushed a folded piece of 
parchment into the centre of the table.  
 ‘And what do we have here?’ Gynedo asked, a 
glimmer in his eyes. 
 ‘A letter,’ Jastail explained. ‘Written by a man 
awaiting execution for a crime . . . that I committed.’ 
 There were false gasps from his table-mates. 
 ‘I orchestrated a bit of misdirection, and got him 
pegged for it.’ Jastail waved a dismissive hand. 
‘Somehow, I was taken for his friend, and given the 
letter to deliver to his wife.’ 
 ‘What does it say?’ Fleur asked, leaning in with 
anticipation. 
 Jastail looked at the letter, smiled. ‘It’s filled with 
regret. Apology for petty wrongs. Declarations of love.’ 
He paused, considering. ‘It carries the sad realizations 
of all the things this man will never see or do again. He 
wanted to say all this to his wife, but they wouldn’t let 
her visit him. The letter is all they’d allow.’ 
 Gynedo offered a low chuckle. ‘You should have 
saved this for a later round,’ he observed. ‘You realize, 
of course, that this token isn’t just the suffering of the 
man. You’ve also prevented his wife from hearing his 
last, dearest thoughts and declarations of love. Your 
bet is double.’ He patted the table in appreciation and 
acceptance of the wager. 
 ‘You’re a lovely bastard,’ Fleur declared. Her hand 
snaked beneath the table to cup his manhood. Jastail 
nodded thanks and gently put her hand back in her 
own lap. He knew the art of carnal distraction in a game 
of chance. 
 ‘My turn, then,’ Fleur said, turning her plack—a grey 
jay with twelve feathers up. She removed an emerald 
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ring from her gloved left hand and placed it in the 
centre of the table. 
 ‘There’s a story behind this, I’m assuming,’ Gynedo 
said with good humour, ‘since I couldn’t give a tinker’s 
damn for a ring.’ 
 ‘Well, of course.’ Fleur cleared her throat 
dramatically, her face reminding Jastail of a young girl 
receiving her first kiss. ‘One of my former husbands ran 
a shipping trade. Profitable. Very profitable. Despite 
pirates and storms, we turned coin as though we 
minted it ourselves. A Soren Sea squall took one of our 
larger ships down. As an act of compassion, my 
husband not only made good on the lost freight with 
his customers, but gave to me 100 full realm marks for 
each crewman who died. I was to take that money to 
the spouses and families of those lost. “You have 
decorum,” he said to me. I bowed gravely to the 
compliment, and went into the city and bought myself 
with that money this ring. It’s lovely, don’t you think?’ 
 She smiled wickedly at Jastail and Gynedo. 
 ‘Suffering by omission,’ Gynedo mumbled, seeming 
to sort through the value. He was still refining his new 
game. ‘Those left behind had no breadwinner and no 
compassion money from their loved one’s employer. I 
say it’s good.’ He looked up and tapped the table 
again. 
 Fleur sat back, looking pleased with herself. 
 Gynedo turned his plack—a pine sparrow with three 
feathers. He reached into this pocket and produced a 
single, thin plug. He examined it a moment, as if he 
might not like to part with it. Then he solemnly placed 
it with the other tokens, making a show of it by doing 
so painfully slow. 
 Gynedo sat back. ‘Men and women stroll on to my 
boat every day,’ he began. ‘They come in two stripes. 
One has bags full of coin. And if this type leaves empty-
handed, it means nothing to him. The other sort boards 
my boat with desperation in his heart. He hopes for a 
bit of luck. He hopes to turn a meagre stake into meat 
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and rent money, because not doing so means people 
who depend on him will go without.’ 
 ‘Then you must have bags full of coins like this,’ 
Fleur observed, leaning forward and fingering the coin. 
 Gynedo nodded. ‘But this one . . . this is one I took 
myself. And I took it with a cheat. The man had me cold 
with a high hand of triple draw. But I hate to lose. And 
it sets a bad precedent for me to be seen losing to a 
dock worker, of all things. So, I made a simple card 
exchange.’ He paused, his eyes distant. ‘The look in 
the man’s face when he lost . . . I could see the ache 
of it. I could see those who depended on him losing a 
measure of hope.’ 
 Jastail stared at the coin, thinking of a line from one 
of his dark poets. ‘I’d have saved that for a later round.’ 
 They exchanged glances, silently agreeing that 
they’d all bought another turn. Jastail didn’t hesitate to 
turn up his second plack. Another hawk. Ten feathers. 
He now had a suited pair. And he promptly produced a 
child’s sock—the one he’d earned just a few days prior 
when he’d taken a woman by a quiet riverside. He 
shared the story of the article of clothing.  
 ‘Lovely,’ Fleur said. 
 Gynedo tapped the table again. 
 They continued around, each turning a plack, each 
offering a token. Jastail had the high hand when the 
third and final round came. But it was clear that both 
Fleur and Gynedo had dropped more suffering into the 
pot. He gave them both a long look, then reached into 
his inner pocket for his length of cherrywood. For 
perhaps the last time—should he lose tonight—he 
fingered the groove marks in the short stick. Then, he 
pulled it from his pocket and placed it with the rest of 
the wagers. 
 Gynedo eyed the token. Fleur looked aflutter with 
eagerness to hear the story. 
 ‘In Sever Ens, where I grew up, there’s not much 
for a woman if she’s not a soldier’s wife.’ He smiled at 
dark memories. ‘My mother was not a soldier’s wife. 



	 17	

She wasn’t a wife at all. And she couldn’t tell me who 
my father was, because she didn’t know.’ 
 ‘The wood belongs to your mother?’ Gynedo asked. 
 Jastail shook his head. ‘Money was hard to come 
by. She was fifteen when I was born, and she struggled 
along until the day came I could help her earn a coin. I 
was six.’ 
 Gynedo sat forward. ‘Jastail?’ 
 Fleur made a sound of delight at the story. 
 ‘Like anyplace, Sever Ens had its whoreboy trade.’ 
Jastail said it matter-of-factly. ‘But those are usually 
gangs of runaways, orphans, or snatched sons 
brought into the city from far places.’ He shook his 
head. ‘My mother started asking me to take meals with 
strangers who came by our shanty. “A full, warm meal,” 
she’d say. “Be grateful,” she’d say. And sometimes 
there was, in fact, a meal. But they were bugger meals. 
And just as often, the bugger bought me nothing.’ 
 He looked up at his two table-mates, and flashed a 
wicked smile. ‘After the first time, I found something to 
hold in my teeth when these meal-men set to their 
sport. It kept me from screams, which only ever earned 
me angry fists anyway. It helped me . . . suffer through.’ 
 Fleur removed her gloves and picked up the 
cherrywood, fingering the bite marks. Her expression 
held fascination and a glint of something Jastail had 
only seen in a woman at the peak of orgasm. She 
handed it to Gynedo, who wore a serious look as he 
studied the token.  
 Making the bet felt like pulling a knife slowly through 
one’s own palm. It burned. Seared. But it exhilarated 
him to have the will to do something so personally 
painful. 
 He’d hate to lose the cherrywood. But he played to 
win. 
 Gyendeo placed the stick back at the table’s centre, 
knocked the table once rather weakly, and the round 
continued.  
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 Gynedo won. He gathered in the pile of tokens from 
this first instalment of his new game, placing them 
gently into a felt bag. Fleur stood to go. As she passed 
Jastail, she bent near him, placing her face gently 
against his neck, and took a deep breath through her 
nose. She’s smelling me. Then she ran the tip of her 
tongue over the delicate folds of his ear—a clear 
invitation—and returned to her room below-deck.  
 ‘It’s an interesting game,’ Jastail remarked, as 
Gyendo settled him a firm stare. 
 ‘It’s rough yet, but this was our first round. It’ll 
smooth out.’ Gyendo gestured for Jastail to follow him 
into the small quarters just behind his rear-room table. 
 Once inside, the man closed the door, dimming the 
riverboat noise to a low roar. He came around to face 
Jastail square, and held out the length of cherrywood. 
‘Take it.’ 
 ‘I lost.’ Jastail shrugged. Then he grinned. ‘Unless 
you cheated.’ 
 Gynedo returned a wry smile. ‘Not this time, I 
didn’t.’ The smile fell away. ‘But I won’t keep this.’ 
 ‘Why? Tender heart?’ Jastail tried to push the 
length of wood away. 
 ‘You and I, we’re not tender men,’ Gynedo said. 
There was no lament over the fact for either of them. 
‘But a man who carries something like this is a man 
who has unresolved quarrels with his past.’ 
 ‘You sound like a priest. It was a wager, Gynedo, 
not a confession.’ Jastail thought a moment. ‘And 
certainly not a plea for help. I have my poets for that.’ 
He offered a mild but genuine laugh. 
 ‘Then it wouldn’t bother you if I burned it.’ Gyendo 
strolled to a lamp and removed the glass windbreak to 
expose the flame. 
 Jastail felt a tug of panic low in his gut. ‘I rather 
thought I could win it back at our next round of the 
game.’ 
 Gynedo began lowering the cherrywood toward the 
flame. ‘Snatching travellers from the road and selling 
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them as stock on the blocks has grown tiresome, 
hasn’t it? Oh, it’s profitable, but hardly thrilling anymore 
for you or me.’ 
 Jastail spoke fast. ‘You think my holding onto the 
wood speaks of a weakness. A sentimentality, 
perhaps.’ He laughed. ‘Did I tell you I’ve completed my 
first stock sale to Bar’dyn out of the Bourne. Dead gods 
did that pay well. But, to your point, the risk was quite 
a thrill. One of every two men die trading with the 
Bar’dyn.’ 
 Gynedo looked unimpressed, and continued to 
lower the cherrywood. It was a hand-length from the 
flame now. 
 ‘Your new game has raised the stakes, too,’ Jastail 
quickly added. ‘You’re right. I don’t think much 
anymore about the wombs I gather for Bar’dyn buyers, 
though I like walking the line of uncertainty every time 
I meet with the beasts. No, when I’m collecting wombs, 
I think about what small token I might find to wager at 
your table.’ He gestured toward the gambling deck, 
where they’d just concluded their inaugural round of 
the new game. 
 Gynedo kept lowering the wood. ‘You should have 
won tonight,’ he said. ‘You lost because you put up a 
personal token. I’ll modify the game rules to disallow it. 
Or maybe that’ll be a separate game.’ He showed 
Jastail a moment’s sympathy. ‘But I don’t like to see a 
gambler with your potential chained by his past. It 
makes you weak. And if I know your weakness, I’ll win 
every time.’ He stopped the wood’s descent to flame. 
‘And you see, I’m a rather selfish bastard. I want the 
game to have real sport to it. I want to know I could 
lose. And unless you do something about this gods 
forsaken wood, I’ll find a way to beat you every time.’ 
 ‘I’m not quite sure how you’d manage that,’ Jastail 
said, smiling.  
 ‘Trust me.’ Gynedo lowered the cherrywood into the 
flame. 
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 ‘Fine!’ Jastail blurted, more loudly than he’d 
intended. 
 Gynedo smiled and pulled the wood away from the 
lamp with only a slight black sear. He tossed it to 
Jastail. 
 After a brief inspection of the scorching, Jastail 
placed the stick back in the pocket against his chest. 
 ‘Even bastards like us need to make peace with the 
past,’ Gynedo remarked, smiling conspiratorially, ‘or 
we’ll never have the cool to play chances the right way 
. . . with the necessary indifference. Especially at high 
stakes.’ 
 Jastail returned the wisdom with a mock salute and 
shook his head, smiling, intending to heed every word 
the gambling boss uttered. 
 ‘And I’d stay out of Fleur’s bed,’ Gynedo added. 
‘She’s a biter. She’ll leave teeth marks in you like that 
wood you carry.’ 
 Maybe not every word. 
 

* * * 
 
Jastail didn’t bother to knock. He simply went in to the 
home of his childhood. Such as it was. 
 It looked precisely as it had seven years ago, when 
he’d finally run from this place. He’d decided he 
wouldn’t let his mother send him anymore with men for 
a meal. The room closed in tight. Suffocating. It was 
warmed by a fire over which a pot of beans was always 
simmering. Cow bones were tossed in for flavour—
whatever could be scrounged from the butcher’s waste 
barrel. And under the smell of the overcooked beans 
was the stench of armpits and skin long unbathed.  
 In her chair beside the fire sat his mother, Lona. Her 
face told of a recent beating. She wasn’t above 
bedwork herself if it came to that.  
 ‘My dying gods, Jastail,’ she exclaimed. ‘Come to 
your senses, have you. Returned home.’ 
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 Jastail closed the door and took a seat opposite her 
near the hearth. Closer here, the beans smelled 
burned. He could also now see a small table beside 
her with a second shelf beneath. Lying there covered 
in years of dust was a volume of poetry by Tawl 
Tawminh. It was Jastail’s book. One he’d forgotten 
when he fled this place. One of his dark poets. A line 
rose in his mind: I hear secret convulsive sobs from 
young men, at anguish with themselves, remorseful 
after deeds done. 
 ‘A visit is all. I’m not staying,’ Jastail said. He looked 
her over. Aside from the bruising, she didn’t appear ill 
or underfed. ‘You look well.’ 
 She produced a coin bag hung down between her 
breasts on a leather strap. She jangled the coins 
within. ‘No complaints.’ 
 ‘You working alone?’ 
 ‘Let’s talk about you,’ she said, avoiding the 
question. ‘I’ve heard you ply the roads. Take folk and 
sell them on the blocks. That’s gainful work. I imagine 
your purse is a might heavier than mine.’ She smiled, 
exposing a missing tooth. ‘I deserve some credit for 
that, you know. What you learned of human wages you 
learned from me.’ She eyed him. ‘Might even entitle me 
to a cut of your take.’ 
 Jastail laughed out loud. ‘I don’t whore for you 
anymore, mother.’ 
 ‘Oh, lad. It wasn’t like that.’ She waved a hand at 
him, as though he were talking foolish. ‘Each of us 
does what we must to get by. If you can’t swing a sword 
or keep a ledger, you do what’s left and be grateful to 
those who pay.’ 
 Jastail gave a politician’s nod of agreement. ‘You’re 
wise beyond your years. Survival is more important 
than . . . well, than love.’ 
 ‘I see, you think I didn’t love you. That it?’ She put 
the bag of coins back into her blouse. ‘You come all 
this way to hear me say it. It’ll make you feel better, I 
suppose, if I tell you I didn’t want no baby when I was 
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fifteen. Or that no good mother makes her little boy 
take a meal with a grown man who expects a little 
kindness in return for his generosity. Is that what you’d 
like to hear?’ 
 Jastail glared at her. A hundred vicious things 
entered his mind. But he held his tongue until he found 
his smile again, and flashed it brightly. ‘You’re a high 
breed bitch, all right.’ 
 She winked conspiratorially. ‘That I am, my boy. 
That I am. No one gives a good gods damn about me, 
and I give back the same.’ 
 He decided a little honesty wouldn’t hurt. ‘I did love 
you. At first, anyway. You knew it. And you used it to 
convince me that I needed to go with that first meal-
man. You said he’d want some kindnesses from me, 
and pay me for it.’ Jastail fell deeper into the memory. 
‘You said that I’d do it if I loved you. Because we were 
starving, and we needed the scratch to buy meat. You 
sent me out with him, and a hundred more like him, 
asking me to do it because we were all each other had. 
Needed to do hard things to make our way, you said.’ 
 She nodded to it all, her eyes distant, wearing that 
particular frown of one hearing something entirely 
sensible. ‘Rough times in the beginning.’ Then her 
eyes focused again. ‘But look how far we’ve come, 
eh?’ She grinned a wicked grin. ‘You doing hard trade 
on the road and no doubt flush with coin. And me? 
Well, I do better than most. Learned a thing or two, 
besides.’ 
 Rough times.  
 He regarded her for several moments. Damn hells 
how he’d looked forward to this. ‘Tell me these things 
you’ve learned. Educate your son.’ 
 She gave a coarse laugh, and rocked forward in her 
seat to share her secret. ‘A crew of five I have working 
the taverns and bedhouses. Young waifs. I pay one 
strong-hand to keep them from running, and to keep 
them safe from the kill-sex types. And I pay a second 
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man to be sure the first doesn’t get no ideas about 
taking my girls.’ 
 ‘Girls then?’ Jastail said, feigning surprise. 
 Her devilish grin widened. ‘That’s just what I call 
them. I offer the company of both lads and lasses. 
Payer’s choice,’ she said proudly. ‘And I keep the crew 
small. No permanent home, neither. That way, I slide 
under the lawguards, who make examples of madams 
who set up expensive brothels with baths and lace. 
Hells,’ she laughed, ‘a few of my best patrons are 
lawguards. They get their turn free.’ 
 Jastail listened. All this he’d learned already for a 
few coins in a nearby tavern.  
 A silence settled between them. Just the low 
crackle of fire and warm smell of beans.  
 ‘You must have lost a few drabs, to learn that you 
needed protection,’ Jastail observed. 
 ‘Precisely.’ 
 ‘It’s a good thing, then, that in all those times you 
sent me with buggers, none of them damaged me so 
badly I couldn’t keep taking meals.’ 
 ‘Unavoidable risks, really,’ she answered, with a 
proprietor’s tone. ‘I had no money for a strong-hand 
then.’ 
 ‘And you’ve operated all this while without any real 
challenge.’ Jastail sat back, speaking as though he 
truly marvelled over her prowess and ability. ‘Until 
now.’ 
 She eyed him with suspicion. ‘How’s that?’ 
 ‘What I mean to say is, I’ve taken ownership of your 
working waifs.’ He flashed his grin again, mocking and 
bright. 
 His mother stared back a long moment, 
dumbstruck. Then her own devilish smile rose on her 
bruised lips. ‘A game? You’re all grown up, and come 
to see if I can hold my own.’ 
 She produced a small knife with a serrated edge.  
 Jastail chuckled low over the threat. 
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 ‘Don’t think because I’m your mother than I won’t 
use this.’ She spun it over the top of her hand in a deft 
movement he hadn’t seen before. ‘Or that I don’t know 
how. Now, what’s the game?’ 
 Jastail leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and 
spoke with dripping earnestness. ‘No game. Just doing 
what I must . . . to get by.’ 
 ‘You’re an ungrateful whoreboy.’ She waved her 
dagger threateningly. ‘What you done back then ain’t 
hurt you none. And it gave us coin to struggle through 
the lean years. What’s wrong with that?’ 
 He reached into his inside pocket and drew out the 
length of cherrywood. He stared at it a moment, then 
tossed it at her. She caught it with her free hand, and 
looked it over. Realization slowly bloomed in her face.  
 ‘What do you call it, mother? A “bugger’s bit”?’ 
Jastail saw in his mind a rapid stream of men, their 
wanton nervous smiles, the sweat on their upper lips, 
their white puckered flesh. 
 Any bit of guilt or regret slipped from her face. ‘Poor 
boy. Carrying his little piece of wood around all his life. 
Thinks he had it rougher than most.’ Her expression 
hardened. ‘You’re going to return my drabs, or I’m 
going to open you like a fall pig. Don’t test me, Jastail.’ 
An idea lit her face. ‘And better yet, you and me, 
together. We could run quite a crew of drabs. You 
pluck ‘em from the highway, I’ll keep ‘em on their 
backs.’ 
 Jastail shook his head and offered her an 
incredulous grin. ‘You’re a high breed bitch, all right.’ 
 He leaned back and drew the curtain away from the 
windows once and let it fall back. A moment later, four 
of his men quietly entered the shanty house, steel 
drawn. 
 She stared at each man in turn, her eyes coming to 
rest again on Jastail. ‘What then? You going to kill me, 
take over my operation?’ 
 Jastail noted that she hadn’t lowered her knife. He 
shook his head as one might to shush a complaining 
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child. ‘Absent gods, no. I’ll be selling them to clients 
from the Bourne. They pay well for young girls.’ The 
boys he’d likely cut loose, leave them to their odds.  
 His mother shot him an angry frown, her lips 
drawing into a snarl. ‘That’s bad business. I can earn a 
hundred times their sell price in a few years, making 
them work the taverns.’ She calmed herself, adopting 
a negotiator’s tone. ‘Let me keep on as I have. And I’ll 
cut you in for one coin in three. That’s more than fair. 
Hard to turn down a deal such as that.’ 
 He marvelled at her tenacity. Maybe he’d gotten a 
bit of that from her. Again he leaned forward in his 
chair, to watch her face when he shared his next bit of 
news. ‘You won’t have time for this nonsense 
anymore, mother. You see, the Bar’dyn prize 
something even more than young girls. Pay well for it.’ 
 He paused. The fire hissed beside them. 
 She’d already begun to nod, understanding, when 
he explained, ‘Wombs, ma. They pay handsomely for 
wombs. Girls will grow into their use. And you,’ he 
pointed between her legs, ‘bless you, you pushed me 
out at a tender age. There’s still good bearing years in 
you.’ 
 He was almost too slow when she lashed out with 
her knife. Almost. He swayed back in the chair, and 
brought his arm around in a swiping motion to push the 
blade away. She recovered fast, and stabbed quick at 
his belly. He kicked out and knocked her down beside 
the pot of beans.  
 Casually, his men came forward, their blades 
pointing at her.  
 ‘Does selling me off make your ass hurt less, 
whoreboy?’ She still held his length of cherrywood, and 
wagged it at him. ‘You’re a weak mule. Here, take your 
bit. You’re going to wear it all your days.’ She barked a 
single bitter laugh. 
 To his own surprise, he took the cherrywood from 
her hands, then motioned for his men to take her out. 
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She thrashed for a moment, then put on an air of 
dignity that looked preposterous in her little shanty.  
 They exited quietly, leaving Jastail beside his 
boyhood hearth. He sat staring into the embers of the 
fire a long while, a strange mix of peace and 
hollowness in his chest.  
 He didn’t hear the knock at the door. Or rather 
heard it distantly. The third time the knock came it was 
cracking loud, urgent. He got up to answer it, pulling 
the door back to see an overweight man in a leather 
smith apron calling on his mother’s home deep in the 
evening. 
 Jastail’s gut tightened. ‘Can I help you?’ 
 The man didn’t fidget from foot to foot. He didn’t lick 
his lips or need to wipe sweat from his lip. He was 
altogether comfortable. This wasn’t his first time calling 
at this door. He only looked at Jastail, then past him 
when the patter of feet came from deeper within the 
shanty home. 
 Jastail turned to see a boy, maybe six, maybe 
seven. He had a careworn look in his eye. A note of 
fear, too. And he looked, for all the gods forsaken 
world, like a young Jastail. 
 The boy’s face showed a hint of confusion when he 
saw Jastail, but a heartbreaking familiarity when he 
saw the man at the door. He then looked toward the 
hearth. ‘Where’s mother?’ 
 Jastail fingered the grooves in his length of 
cherrywood, feeling like he might lose his own 
moorings. He considered the words of one of his dark 
poets, but left them alone. 
 Instead, he stepped into the doorway, near the 
caller, and stared him dead in the eye. Just above a 
whisper, he said, ‘Don’t ever come back her. If you do, 
I will find you, and I will use your own tools to brand the 
words “boy fucker” on your forehead.’ 
 The big man managed a momentary look of 
defiance, but must have seen something in Jastail. He 
nodded once and scurried away. 
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 Jastail went back into the shanty home, and quietly 
closed the door. The boy was staring at him, still 
looking confused, but now worry showed clear in his 
young face.  
 Jastail shook his head. ‘There’ll be no more meals 
with strangers. You don’t owe anyone that kind of 
kindness anymore.’ 
 The boy’s eyes filled with tears. He hung his head 
and quietly began to sob.[GdM] 
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Stephen Donaldson’s The Chronicles of Thomas 
Covenant, The Unbeliever is an epic fantasy trilogy 
first published in 1977. Its titular main character, 
Thomas Covenant, is from a 20th century town in our 
world. He’s a leper, and eventually he’s going to lose 
his limbs, his sight, and the feeling in his nerves. His 
wife has divorced him and the townspeople have gone 
so far as to home deliver his groceries so he doesn’t 
come near them. Just when it seems things couldn’t 
get any worse, he’s then kidnapped by magical means 
and transported to the mythical world of the Land. 
There, his possession of a white-gold wedding band 
results in him being seen by the ruling authority, the 
Council of Lords, as the only man who can save the 
Land from destruction by the evil Lord Foul.  

The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant is infamous 
for one polarizing scene: Shortly after his arrival in the 
Land, Covenant befriends a beautiful young girl. 
Overcome by the Land’s rejuvenation of his leprosy-
deadened nerves and believing he is trapped in a 



	 30	

hallucination, he rapes her. From this early point in the 
trilogy, it is clear that Thomas Covenant is anything but 
a typical hero.  
 
The Craft of That Scene 
Donaldson is very careful not to glorify the rape scene 
that forms the defining moment of Covenant’s 
character. He very subtly shifts the point of view (POV) 
away from Covenant and into the POV of Lena, the 
victim. ‘But even as she cried out she knew that it was 
too late for her. Something that her people thought of 
as a gift had been torn from her.’ We are meant to 
identify with the victim’s sorrow during this scene, not 
Covenant’s lust. It is deftly handled, and allows 
Donaldson to avoid making the scene gratuitous. 
Donaldson reinforces the reader’s sympathy for 
Covenant’s victim when, the next morning, Covenant 
reflects briefly on the incident. ‘He [Covenant] did not 
think about Lena; he knew instinctively that he could 
not afford to think about her.’ Covenant’s lack of 
remorse is in stark contrast to Lena’s hurt. Clearly, it is 
the effect on Lena, not Covenant that is at the heart of 
the scene. Many crime novels such as Thomas 
Harris’s Red Dragon intercut scenes from the killer’s 
POV for a similar effect. In those scenes, we don’t 
need to strictly identify with the killer. Such scenes are 
often driven by conflict or by sympathy for the victim. 
Donaldson’s shift in POV assists our moral judgement 
to stand objectively removed from Covenant’s act. 

Later in the novels, however, Covenant’s act has 
serious repercussions. Unknown to him, the rape 
results in a child, Elena, who goes on to become one 
of the High Lords who rule the Land. Due to the time 
differential between the Land and Earth, she is in her 
thirties when Covenant returns to the Land after an 
absence. Covenant certainly professes remorse for the 
rape with such lines as ‘I wouldn’t do it again – attack 
a girl like that. I would take it back if I could.’ But we 
are always wondering how honest these self-
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recriminations are, especially in light of his apparent 
sexual attraction towards Elena.  

Perhaps what makes Covenant so enduring is that 
he is a conflicted character whose true motivations are 
murky, even to himself. Even the rape, an obviously 
despicable act, is committed while he is of the belief 
that the Land is a hallucination, so his moral 
responsibility and his motivation are made uncertain. 
 
The Advantages of Being a Man of Moral Mystery 
Morally grey characters such as Covenant are 
unpredictable. When a morally grey character controls 
the narrative, you can never be sure where the story 
will go. For example, no one is prepared when 
Covenant rejects an offer the intelligent horses known 
as the Ranyhyn make to him. ‘He could hear the 
amazement of the Ramen – amazement too strong for 
them to feel any offence at what he had done. He was 
beyond them; he could hear it.’ He even shows 
compassion for his earlier rape by asking the Ranyhyn 
to treat his victim to a visit from them once a year. He’s 
doing the unexpected, and no one can predict 
precisely what he will do next.  

Ultimately, the fate of the entire Land depends on 
Covenant’s unpredictable moral choice about whether 
or not to be its saviour. Early on, the lords of the Land 
sing to Covenant a song containing the following lines: 

 
and with the one word of truth or treachery 
he will save or damn the Earth 
because he is mad and sane 

 
This choice to save the Land is not a choice that 

would provide any tension if Covenant were purely 
good. A choice between good and evil for a good 
character is no choice at all. If Covenant were good, of 
course he’d want to save the Land. A choice between 
good and evil for an evil character is likewise no choice 
at all. After all, we’re certainly never in any doubt that 
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Lord Foul wants to destroy the Land. A choice between 
the lesser of two evils for a morally ambiguous 
character – now that’s a hard choice.  

But Covenant is also morally ambiguous in another 
way: his motivations for doing good are questionable. 
It’s like being nice to an elderly uncle solely because 
you want to get written into the will. Sure, your actions 
might be good, but your motives certainly aren’t. In the 
third novel, The Power that Preserves, Covenant vows 
to destroy Lord Foul, but his companion, Triock, calls 
into question his motivation. Does Covenant really 
want to kill Lord Foul to save the Land, or does he want 
to kill Foul because it will satisfy his own hatred? Triock 
alleges that Covenant will ultimately fail because the 
Land will not be served by hatred. At the trilogy’s end, 
as Covenant struggles with the dilemma of whether to 
kill Lord Foul, Covenant himself thinks: ‘Anger was only 
good for fighting, for resistance.’ Covenant must 
grapple with the choice between satisfying his hatred 
or truly saving the Land.  

To make matters even more complex, a morally 
grey character’s actions are often not true indicators of 
what’s going on in their head. That is, they lie, they 
cheat, they scheme. Thomas Covenant is certainly a 
liar and a schemer. He lies to keep secret the rape he 
has committed and even accepts the rape victim’s 
mother as his unwitting guide. He schemes to shift 
responsibility of saving the Land onto his daughter 
Elena’s shoulders. This lying and scheming often 
involves dramatic irony, which allows the reader to 
grasp far more of the situation than the characters 
themselves. Yes, lying and scheming makes for good 
entertainment. Just look at how Cersei and Tyrion in 
Game of Thrones are still around for season seven, but 
poor Ned Stark got beheaded in season one. 

But Covenant is more than simply a liar and a 
schemer. He also has many decent qualities. He risks 
his life to save a young child bitten by a snake. He 
deeply misses his wife and his child. The moral 
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complexity of his behaviour is similar to that of Jamie 
Lannister in Game of Thrones , who pushes Bran out 
a window, yet also returns to rescue Brienne of Tarth 
from the bear pit. We love morally ambiguous 
characters because of this inner conflict, because 
these characters are not what they seem, because 
they are not simple. 
 
Why Covenant can’t be a Nice Guy  
As story guru Matt Bird states: ‘The hero is the person 
who has the quality that everyone else lacks in this 
situation, even if it’s a quality that would make the hero 
seem villainous in other situations.’ (1) 

The Land is a world with tightly defined strictures 
and rules. The Lords have the Oath of Peace. The 
Despiser and the Creator are bound by Time. The 
Bloodguards are bound by their vow of allegiance to 
the Lords. All the other characters are bound by the 
law, strict moral codes or the constraints of good and 
evil. Only Thomas Covenant is not so bound because 
he is from the morally grey realm of our world. 
Crucially, he is not a hero for all worlds, but he is the 
hero this world of the Land needs. 

Lord Foul’s Bane was published well before Glen 
Cook, George R.R. Martin and David Gemmell. It is 
decidedly not a grimdark novel, but Thomas Covenant 
could well be considered a grimdark protagonist. He is 
a social outcast, a literal leper no less. He is a rapist 
and he is a coward.  

Despite his faults, there is undeniable sympathy in 
his predicament of being a man hitting rock bottom 
through no fault of his own. While Covenant often acts 
like a selfish ass, his behaviour comes from a place we 
can empathize with. This is why the sections of the 
novels that take place in the real world are so 
important, because they show the grounding for 
Covenant’s belligerent behaviour. Every one of the 
three novels begins with a section in the real world 
showing Covenant being unfairly laid low by forces out 
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of his control. In the first novel he has just been 
divorced for his leprosy. In the second novel, The 
Illearth War, he is subjected to the bigotry of a truck 
driver and the local sheriff. In the third novel he saves 
a young girl, yet is reviled by her father for his leprosy. 
We can empathize with his predicament, if not his 
actions. This is Donaldson’s entry point for convincing 
readers to willingly accompany Covenant on his 
journey.  
 
When all is Said and Done 
Donaldson proved that a morally ambiguous 
protagonist could carry a bestselling fantasy trilogy. He 
showed that the grittiness of real life could successfully 
be blended with the fantastic. By doing so, he extended 
the traditional boundaries of epic fantasy. Since The 
Chronicles of Thomas Covenant, Joe Abercrombie, R. 
Scott Bakker and others in the vanguard of grimdark 
have continued to champion the morally ambiguous 
protagonist. There is no denying the debt owed to 
Stephen Donaldson for paving the way. 
 
1. 
http://www.secretsofstory.com/search?q=sympathetic
+doesn%27t+mean+likeable [GdM] 
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Torvan Vesck was a Harrower in service to the 
Scourge, and it was his sworn duty to hunt down 
anything or anyone associated with the Fallen, the 
gods who had been expelled from the Dominion at the 
end of the God War. Rumors had reached Torvan’s 
ears of people going missing near Ardul, a small village 
at the edge of the Desolation, and he’d come to 
investigate. 

He stood among two dozen men and women, all 
robed and hooded, all chanting in a language that he 
recognized as Old Unteri. He only understood about 
one word in five, but that was no matter. He didn’t need 
to know the exact words they spoke to know they had 
gathered here tonight to kill someone. His sword hung 
at his side, and his darkmetal dagger was hidden in his 
boot. The sword would slay any man or woman who 
came up against him. The dagger was for dealing with 
. . . other things. 

The moon was high above, full or nearly so, the 
long jagged scar on its surface black against pale 
yellow. The sky was clear, and the stars glittered like 
ice chips. It was near the end of Winds, and the warm 
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night air blew gently across the empty fields, and the 
breeze carried an acrid tang from the east. He found 
the smell unpleasant, but he supposed the villagers 
were used to it. 
 He stood among them in a semicircle in one of the 
villagers’ planting fields. Nothing appeared to have 
been sown here recently – either these fields had been 
left to lie fallow, or they were ones the villagers of Ardul 
used for planting wheat and rye during late Sun. 
Flickering torches atop short wooden poles ringed an 
area about one hundred paces in diameter, and within 
that circle, rounded stones the size of a man’s head 
ringed another. A crude stone altar, its edges softened 
by centuries of exposure to wind and rain, stood in the 
center of the circles 

The most striking feature of the circle wasn’t the 
altar, Torvan thought, but rather what stood behind it. 
A scarecrow twice the size of a human hung from a 
cross formed from a pair of thick wooden poles, its 
wrists, neck, waist, and legs lashed to the wood with 
lengths of weathered rope. It wore a patchwork tunic 
stuffed with moldy straw, and its arms and legs had 
been fashioned from dried rushes woven together in 
shapes approximating human limbs. The scarecrow’s 
head, an ugly thing made from a lumpy cloth sack, had 
been stuffed with whatever odds and ends the villagers 
could scrounge up. It had no features, and while 
Torvan supposed it might at one point have had simply 
rendered eyes and mouth, time had worn the paint 
away, leaving only a blank face. 
 Torvan had waited alone at his camp several miles 
from Ardul until nightfall, and then he’d moved closer 
to the village, where he’d watched and waited for the 
rite to begin. He wore the same dark robe as the 
gathered villagers, one he’d taken from a straggler 
after jamming a dagger into his heart.  
 A pair of tall broad-shouldered villagers dragged 
Queg Sulmos—a stocky bald man in a simple tunic and 
trousers—into the center of the circle. Queg’s wrists 
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were bound with rope, and each villager held one of 
the prisoner’s arms with one hand and gripped a short 
sword in the other. Queg was clean-shaven – even his 
eyebrows had been removed – and on the back of his 
neck was a scar from where he’d been branded, the 
puckered flesh shaped in a circle divided into four 
equal quadrants by a pair of perpendicular lines. 
Torvan felt the weight of his own Scourge medallion, 
the same symbol as Queg’s weighing heavily against 
his chest. Instead of a medallion, around his neck 
Queg wore a metal collar with a series of runes 
inscribed onto the surface. Torvan wore a similar 
object around his wrist, a metal circlet inscribed with 
similar runes. 
 Queg had managed to get himself caught by the 
villagers earlier that day, just as Torvan had planned. 
What he hadn’t planned was for Queg to get caught by 
pissing in the village well. The idiot had been lucky not 
to receive an immediate sword thrust to the gut for that 
bit of mischief, but it had done the job, getting him an 
invite to be the honored guest at tonight’s festivities.  
 The men pulled Queg to the altar and the three of 
them stood there, waiting. Queg’s captors held their 
short swords pressed against his sides, clearly 
intending to kill him if he so much as breathed wrong. 
Queg didn’t look afraid or particularly nervous, though. 
He was composed and relaxed, as if he’d merely gone 
out for a walk with a couple of friends instead of being 
brought here to be slaughtered. 
 The chanting stopped, and Queg said, ‘Good 
evening, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Queg 
Sulmos, and I’m to be your human sacrifice this 
evening.’ 
 Torvan ground his teeth. Shut up, idiot! he thought, 
but commands to Hounds always had to be spoken 
aloud, and since he could say nothing without 
exposing his identity to the villagers, he kept quiet. 
 A stooped old man with a scratchy voice standing 
next to Torvan said, ‘That man’s a Hound, a servant of 
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the Scourge. He’ll make a very pleasing sacrifice, don’t 
you think? Far better than what we usually get. A 
woman or child would be better, of course, and a 
pregnant woman would be best of all. But those who 
beg don’t get to choose, eh?’ 
 Torvan didn’t respond to the man’s words. Ardul 
was a small village, the kind of place where everyone 
knew everyone else from birth to death. If Torvan 
spoke, the man would instantly realize he was a 
stranger, and Torvan wasn’t ready to reveal his hand 
just yet. 
  A figure approached from beyond the torchlight, a 
dim silhouette at first, but as it came closer, Torvan 
could see that the newcomer was a woman. She was 
naked and old, with long white hair that fell past her 
waist, and her body was covered with tattoos of 
swirling black lines that danced in the flickering 
torchlight. She moved with a grace and strength that 
belied her age, and as she approached the stone 
circle, the villagers bowed their heads and stepped 
aside to make room for her to pass. She carried a 
primitive stone knife that looked as old as the altar, if 
not older. Despite this, its edge appeared deadly 
sharp. 

‘Nice dugs, Grandmother!’ Queg called out. ‘Slack 
as those things are, I wager you can tie them in a bow!’ 
 One of Queg’s captors slammed the pommel of his 
short sword against the side of Queg’s head. But 
instead of crying out in pain, Queg giggled. This earned 
him a second blow to the head, but he only giggled 
louder.  
 The priestess ignored Queg’s outburst. She 
stepped into the stone circle and strode to the altar with 
a calm, confident air. She turned around to face the 
robed villagers, and despite her age, the woman’s 
voice was strong and clear. 
 ‘We gather beneath the moon to honor the 
Faceless God. From the time our ancestors first came 
to this land the Faceless One gave his blessing to our 
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crops so our harvests would be bountiful. This night we 
once again offer a life unto our god so that he might gift 
us with another good harvest.’ 
 ‘All praise the Faceless One,’ the villagers chanted. 
 If the Faceless One actually was a god, Torvan 
thought, he hadn’t been holding up his end of the 
bargain very well. The land around Ardul was rocky 
and arid and Torvan guessed that even a god couldn’t 
grow as much as a radish here. 
 ‘This night our offering is no ordinary man,’ the 
priestess continued, waving her skeletal arms in the 
torchlight. ‘He may be mad, but he is marked as one of 
the Scourge – a Hound who was freed from servitude 
and has wandered the Severed Lands ever since. It is 
more than fitting that one of those who seek to 
eradicate the last vestiges of the gods from our land 
will render up his life to sustain one of the very powers 
he once sought to destroy!’ 
 The villagers whooped and cheered at their 
priestess’ impassioned words. Torvan was glad the 
villagers had bought Queg’s cover story – and that the 
man’s lunacy hadn’t precluded him from serving as an 
offering. 
 The priestess turned to the two men holding Queg. 
 ‘Place the offering on the altar,’ she commanded. 
 Time for the curtain to rise, Torvan thought. He 
spoke a single word. 
 ‘Now!’ 
 Queg twisted his torso, head-butting the man on his 
right and ramming his bound fists into the gut of the 
man on his left. The first man stumbled backward while 
the second doubled over in pain. Both still held onto 
their short swords, so Queg took a step toward the man 
closest to him – the one he’d hit in the stomach – and 
thrust his hands toward the man’s blade. The steel was 
sharp and Queg was fast. After a few quick sawing 
motions, the ropes around his wrists split apart and fell 
away, and his hands were free. 
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 The priestess shrieked and slashed at Queg with 
her stone knife. Queg blocked her strike with his 
forearm, lunged forward, and sank his teeth in her neck 
and tore away a large chunk of flesh. The priestess 
screamed as blood gushed from the ragged wound, 
and she dropped the stone knife to the ground. She 
clapped her hands to her neck to stop the bleeding, but 
she’d already lost too much, and she collapsed. 
 Queg snatched up the stone knife then spun around 
to face his two captors, both of whom had recovered 
their wits and closed in for the attack. Queg wielded 
the crude stone blade with a skill to rival that of an 
Ashanni battlemaster. He laughed as the men’s blood 
sprayed the night air. Seconds later, the two lay on the 
ground, as dead as their priestess. 
 Everything had happened so fast that up to this 
point the assembled villagers had only watched in 
stunned silence. But now they reacted. Several started 
toward Queg, the rest – their faith evidently not as 
strong as their companions’ – fled into the night. 
Torvan let them go. He had work to do. He pulled off 
the robe, tossed it aside, drew his sword, and then 
started toward the altar. 
 Queg, laughing so hard now that he was almost 
shrieking, ran toward the advancing villagers, stone 
knife raised high over his head. As Queg fought off his 
assailants, Torvan stepped to where the priestess lay 
motionless on her side. He thrust his sword into the 
dead woman’s heart, withdrew the blade, and then 
smeared some blood onto the altar’s smooth stone 
surface. Technically, he had just made an offering to 
the Faceless One, and he turned to see if the 
scarecrow reacted. 
 It hung on its cross, motionless. 
 Torvan stabbed the priestess’ body again, and this 
time he wiped blood on the scarecrow itself. The 
screams of the villagers foolish enough to attack Queg 
were diminishing now, but Torvan didn’t bother to 
glance over to see how many of the Hound’s 
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playmates still lived. His attention was focused on the 
scarecrow. 
 It remained unmoving. 
 Torvan supposed this could be just another useless 
idol worshipped by ignorant villagers. Then again, 
there was one test that always worked. 
 He cleared his throat, brought up a wad of phlegm, 
and spat it onto the altar. 
 ‘How’s that for an offering?’ he said. 
 The fabric of the scarecrow’s patchwork tunic 
bulged and then tore apart as tendrils of vegetation 
burst forth. They came at Torvan swift as striking 
snakes, and he swept his sword upward to protect 
himself. The blade sliced through the tendrils, and 
blood – human blood, Torvan had no doubt – spurted 
from the wounds, spraying the air as the injured 
tendrils flailed wildly. Additional tendrils emerged from 
the scarecrow’s chest. These were longer and thicker, 
and sharp black thorns protruded from their dark green 
branches. 
 Torvan hacked at the new tendrils as they grabbed 
for him, but these were tougher than the first, and while 
he was able to cut them with his sword, he wasn’t able 
to slice all the way through. Torvan swung his sword 
furiously, but the coils lashed at him like whips, a few 
managing to get past his guard and slash his face and 
neck with their thorns. 
 He ducked as a large tendril came swiping at him, 
then he straightened and ran behind the scarecrow. 
The tendrils followed, bending around to reach him, but 
he grabbed hold of one of the torches set into the 
ground, pulled it free, and then hurled it toward the 
scarecrow. Old cloth and dry straw caught fire 
immediately, as did the tendrils emerging from the 
scarecrow’s center. The tendrils might have looked like 
new growth, but the creature hiding behind the 
scarecrow’s featureless mask was an ancient thing, 
and it burned like dried kindling. Flames raced outward 
from the heart of the scarecrow to all its flailing tendrils. 
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 Despite appearances, Torvan knew he had only 
wounded the Fallen One, and he had a final task to 
complete before the creature was truly dead. He knelt 
and reached for the nightblade, the darkmetal dagger 
that could slay a god. But before he could draw it, the 
tendrils began to fall limp, one by one, and lay burning 
on the dry ground, spewing black smoke into the air. 
 Torvan scowled. Something isn’t right here. 
 

* * * 
 

Later that night, Torvan and Queg, both covered in 
blood, found the old man standing near the body of the 
villager Torvan had killed. He lowered the hood of his 
robe as they approached, and light from the torch 
Queg had taken from the circle revealed nothing 
special about the old man’s features. He looked so 
unremarkable that no one would give him a second 
look if they saw him, which was exactly the point, 
Torvan thought. 
 ‘It’s funny how you grow attached to them,’ the old 
man said. ‘This man’s name was Bhelmar. He was one 
of the best hunters in the village. He was almost killed 
by a Sleen during the early weeks of Rains this year, 
but his wife Ahma nursed him back to health. Now 
she’s a widow, and her two sons will grow up without 
their father.’ 
 Despite the old man’s words, there was no real 
emotion in his voice. To Torvan, he sounded no more 
upset than a farmer talking about the loss of one of his 
livestock. A touch of wistfulness, perhaps, but no real 
feeling. As if, to the old man, only an animal had died, 
a creature whose sole purpose was to provide food. 
 ‘Do the villagers know you live among them?’ 
Torvan asked. 
 The old man shook his head. ‘A small glamour is all 
it takes to keep them from asking why the old man 
continues to live year after year while others age and 
die around him. What gave me away?’ 
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 ‘You decided to put on a show to make us think that 
we’d destroyed you,’ Torvan said. ‘Your plan was 
never to kill us. You needed us to return to the Scourge 
and report your destruction, then you could resume 
preying on the people of Ardul undisturbed.’ 
 ‘Just so,’ the old man admitted. ‘But that still doesn’t 
tell me how you saw through my ruse. I thought it rather 
clever, myself.’ He smiled. 
 Queg spoke then. ‘It wasn’t bad. I especially liked 
how you were willing to let your worshippers die in 
order to fool us. In your place, I’d have done the same, 
although I would’ve sacrificed the entire village.’ 
 Torvan ignored Queg. ‘Like most Fallen, your 
knowledge of the mortal world is spotty at best. If it 
doesn’t relate to filling your belly, it’s really not that 
important to you.’ 
 The old man’s smile took on a sharp edge. He didn’t 
deny Torvan’s words. 
  ‘You’re aware of the Scourge in general terms,’ 
Torvan continued, ‘but you obviously don’t know how 
we go about our work. No real surprise, I suppose, 
since we don’t exactly advertise. If you had known, you 
would’ve played your death scene differently. There’s 
only one way for a human to kill one of the Fallen.’ 
 Torvan bent down and drew the darkmetal dagger 
from his right boot. He straightened and held the 
dagger up for the old man to see. 
 The man—or rather, the creature wearing an old 
man’s body like a costume—drew in a hissing breath. 
 ‘You recognize this, I trust,’ Torvan said. 
 Darkmetal blades were dangerous to their wielders, 
and Torvan could feel pressure building within his 
skull, as if his head might explode any second. He 
heard voices, too, sinister ones that spoke in inaudible 
whispers. He told himself they were merely products of 
his imagination, but he couldn’t help thinking he was 
hearing the combined voices of all the gods this blade 
had killed. He did his best to ignore the voices and 
focus on the old man. 
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 ‘Fire might’ve hurt you, especially in your weakened 
state, but it never would’ve killed you. But what I 
burned wasn’t you, was it? It was nothing more than 
one of your tricks – a conjuration created from the 
intertwined rushes that formed the scarecrow’s limbs. 
But that wasn’t your only mistake.’ 
 The old man arched an eyebrow. 
 ‘You knew who I was and why I was there, and you 
couldn’t resist speaking to me as the ceremony began. 
Your kind loves to play games. It’s your greatest 
failing.’ 
 ‘One of them, at any rate,’ the old man said, scuffing 
the earth with his boot. ‘I don’t suppose you’d believe 
me if I told you I’ll kill you both where you stand if you 
don’t turn around immediately, leave Ardul, and never 
return.’ 
 ‘Hardly,’ Queg said. ‘If you had the strength to kill 
us, you’d have done so by now. You used up quite a 
bit of power putting on your puppet show. My guess is 
the reason we found you here isn’t because you felt 
sorry for the villager Torvan killed–’ a small giggle 
escaped his lips – ‘but because you were simply too 
weary to walk any further.’ 
 The old man sighed ‘Fine. Kill me if you must. In my 
prime I was known as Hotha the Feastmaker, and 
crops throughout the Four Kingdoms would grow fast 
and plentiful at my command. But now I can barely 
coax a handful of scraggly plants from this diseased 
soil. Whatever you think of my kind, we serve a 
function, even diminished as we are. The people of 
Ardul could not survive without my help, and the 
offerings they usually bring me are hardly innocents. 
Are not their lives a small price to pay so the villagers 
and their children might avoid starvation?’ 
 ‘You said usually,’ Torvan said. 
 The old man frowned. ‘So?’ 
 Torvan’s knife hand trembled, and the voices grew 
louder. He found it almost impossible to concentrate 
now, but he forced himself to go on. 
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 ‘So what happens when there are no hardly 
innocent lives to offer you? What do the villagers do 
then?’ 
 Queg stepped in to answer Torvan’s question. ‘The 
villagers choose from among themselves, of course. 
Perhaps they take volunteers. Or draw straws. Or 
simply select someone they don’t like.’ 
 ‘Yes,’ the old man admitted, ‘but it is their choice! I 
don’t make—’ 
 Torvan stepped forward and rammed the 
nightblade into the old man’s heart. Then he leaned 
close to the man’s left ear and whispered, ‘Do you 
know what the law of the harvest is?’ 
 The old man’s eyes were wide with shock, and his 
breathing came in ragged gasps. 
 ‘To reap … more than you sow,’ the old man said. 
‘Tell me, Harrower,’ what do you … sow?’ 
 Torvan gave the nightblade a vicious twist as he 
withdrew it. ‘I don’t sow. I only reap.’ 

There was no blood, not on the blade or spurting 
from the old man’s chest. The wounds a nightblade 
makes are always clean. The old man—who’d once 
been one of the Greater Gods but was now nothing 
more than a parasite as far as Torvan was 
concerned—collapsed to the ground, dead. Torvan 
quickly replaced the nightblade in its boot sheath, and 
the pressure in his head lessened and the voices—one 
of which he thought now belonged to the old man—fell 
silent. 
 Torvan and Queg regarded the old man’s body for 
a moment after that. Torvan was always a bit 
disappointed by the utterly mundane way the Fallen 
died. In the end, they looked no different from any other 
dead man or woman. He supposed there was some 
wisdom to be gained from that insight, but he was too 
tired to glean it right then. 
 ‘You know,’ Queg said, face flickering in the dying 
torchlight, ‘I’ve always wondered what the flesh of a 
god tastes like.’ 
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 Torvan turned toward the Hound, fully intending to 
order him to be quiet until he was once again given 
permission to speak. But then he reconsidered. ‘The 
gods fed on humankind one way or another for 
thousands of years. I supposed it’s only just that it 
should be the other way around for once. Meet me 
back at the camp immediately after you’re finished.’ 
 Queg handed Torvan the torch, and Torvan walked 
away from Queg and the old man’s corpse, doing his 
best not to listen to the Hound giggling as he began his 
work. 

Well, Torvan thought, it looks like the Feastmaker 
is going to live up to his name one last time.[GdM] 
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Foreign Devils by John Hornor Jacobs is the recent 
follow-up to his 2014 novel The Incorruptibles. It is a 
beautifully written, ambitious, and refreshing work 
even if it fails to deliver a satisfying ending to the story 
contained within its elegant cover art by Patrick 
Knowles. The story follows two main threads—
mercenaries Fisk and Shoe travel the country of Ruma 
(vaguely Rome in the early 19th century) hunting the 
rogue daemonic military engineer Beleth, who is trying 
to start a war with Medeira (Spain), while Fisk’s wife, 
the daughter of an elite Ruman political functionary, 
and her retinue travel to Tchinee (China) as emissaries 
of the Ruman Empire in an attempt to assuage the 
Autumn Lords, rulers of Tchinee, after an unfortunate 
naval accident has caused the destruction of two 
Tchineese merchant ships by the Ruman navy. They 
must convince the highly offended Tchineese rulers 
not to join forces with Medeira in an impending war on 
Ruma. Yes, it’s a fairly complex situation to begin with, 
and it gains even more complexity as secrets and 
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mysteries unfold. It never gets beyond comprehension, 
though, even for this reviewer, who was given this 
highly enjoyable novel to review without having read or 
known about its predecessor, The Incorruptibles. 

The first thing that captures the attention in Foreign 
Devils is the narrative technique. Eschewing the 
grandiose sterility of the usual multi-threaded, multi-
point-of-view overarching narrative, Foreign Devils is 
an epistolary novel comprising letters and diary entries 
from three of its main characters. The effect is 
delightful and refreshing and provides an intimacy with 
the characters that is rarely achieved in the usual third-
person multi-POV style. Letters are sent between 
Livia, Fisk, and Fisk’s sidekick, the kickass half-dwarf 
Shoestring, via a Quotidian, a magical transcribing 
device that requires the blood of both the sender and 
recipient to communicate instantly over vast distances. 
It’s part of the magical world-building of Jacobs’s 
setting, and though its skeleton shows through some 
times—the characters info-dump on some rare 
occasions—it is a welcome change from the default 
fantasy narrative technique. The epistolary style also 
showcases Jacobs’s masterly ability to voice the 
female narrator through her letters, no easy task for a 
male writer, when he writes from the pregnant, gun-
toting heroine Livia’s perspective: “Tamburlaine 
[Emperor of Rume] might be able to threaten and 
intimidate, but … I am of Rume. This man would not 
cow me. Also, I wanted a bath.” The epistolary style 
works great even if it is heavily dependent on the 
convenience of the Quotidian to make it work. 

The Quotidian is part of an interesting world that 
Jacobs has built, combining magic and faux history. 
The world itself seems to be a mix of Ancient Rome, 
Ancient China, and the Wild West of the US. The 
beginning of train transportation and Hellfire shotguns 
locates this tale somewhere in the early 19th century 
but it is cleverly combined with the seedy grandeur of 
imperial Rome and the secret mysteries of Ancient 
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China to give the story a unique and entertaining 
setting. Every mechanical contraption or explosive in 
this world must be imbued with a daemon or daemons 
to work, the job of the engineers like the antagonist 
Beleth. Most entertaining are the creatures of pure 
fantasy that populate this world including the Autumn 
Lords, ancient gods; vaettir, giant winged, taloned 
monster humanoids; and lóng, weird puppy-sized 
dragons that linger in the air right above the villagers 
and townspeople and blithely and relentlessly crap on 
them. The plethora of strange creatures, diverse 
characters from disparate imaginary nations, and the 
wide scope of lands and travel, all vividly rendered, 
make this novel a fascinating escapist experience. 

The novel’s plot is perhaps slightly less original and 
inspiring than its setting or delivery. On the one hand 
there is the fairly traditional meeting of the two 
opposing geographical powers in an attempt to stave 
off a war, and on the other is the fairly common “The 
man in black fled across the desert, and the gunslinger 
followed” [Stephen King’s The Gunslinger, obviously] 
type of hunt for a nefarious and rarely seen villain. 
However, there is enough complexity in the character 
interactions to make these conventional plotlines 
compelling. For example, Livia’s brother, Secundus, 
travels with her to Tchinee accompanied by his lover, 
Tenebrae, a Ruman imperial functionary, who might or 
might not be setting them up for an expedition to their 
deaths or capture in a foreign land with nothing to 
protect them but the mighty reputation of Rume 
thousands of miles of ocean away. Then there are the 
vaettir, terrifying and vicious beasts, who all of a 
sudden start acting with strange restraint toward Shoe 
and Fisk in their quest to find Beleth. There are also 
the “Monkey Boys,” thieves and rogues lurking in the 
seedier sections of Jiang, the major city of Tchinee. 
Who are they and what do they want? And what the 
hell is in the ornate chest that Livia must present to the 
Autumn Lords? These and many other schemes make 
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their way into this seemingly conventional story, all of 
which help keep it complex, fresh, and intriguing.  

Overall, Foreign Devils is a wonderful read, very 
well written, and completely engaging. For this 
reviewer, though, the ending kind of felt as if I rode a 
rollercoaster to the highest point with my close friends; 
the car starts heading down, gaining speed; we’re 
halfway down, screaming with joy; and then someone 
in the car who I barely know, who we just kind of picked 
up on the way, stands up and says, “That’s all, folks. 
Hope you enjoyed the ride. Come again next year,” 
and the ride stops. Well, I think to myself, I guess it was 
fun while it lasted. Even in the longest series, each 
book should have a satisfying conclusion. On its own, 
I found the conclusion to Foreign Devils to be 
somewhat unsatisfying, but the time I spent reading it 
was so enjoyable that I will probably go back and read 
The Uncorruptibles and then continue the series. 

Lastly, for the purpose of our particular audience 
here at GdM, I wouldn’t necessarily call Foreign Devils 
a grimdark novel. There are definitely good and bad 
guys and gals, and the reader can pretty much tell who 
they are. The novel probably has enough fighting, 
gore, double-dealing, gritty scenes and settings, the 
obligatory torture, and shit blowing up to satisfy open-
minded and diehard grimdarkers, but it does not 
indulge in the moral shades of grey that are the 
hallmark of grimdark as we like to define it (should it 
require defining). I strongly suggest, however, that you 
do not let that stop you from reading this very enjoyable 
novel. Although I love the ambiguity of grimdark fiction, 
I love precise, inventive, and entertaining writing first, 
and I found no shortage of that in Foreign Devils. If I 
had a do-over, though, I would read The Incorruptibles 
first, and you probably should, too. [GdM] 
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The	Bed	of	the	Crimson	
King	

 
FILIP WILTGREN 

 
 

 
The king lies in his big bed under the crimson covers, 
and dreams of freedom. The bed is not his, not the way 
the grasses of the savanna were, but he must sleep in 
it. It is the king's bed, and he is the Crimson King, and 
he has no choice.  

He had no choice when he went into the military at 
thirteen. He had no choice when he shot his 
commander and formed his own band at nineteen, and 
he had no choice when he led his men against the 
soldiers of the Witch King at twenty-six. Now he's an 
old man lying in a dead man's bed, dreaming of life as 
a young boy sleeping on the sandy ground. 
 

* * * 
  
The witch sways up to the night guards, the strong 
electric light in the yard shining behind her, outlining 
her with its white halo, blinding them. She's young and 
comely and laughs with all her teeth showing. Her teeth 
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are very white in her dark face, and her hands are very 
dark but her palms are pale, and when the soldiers look 
at her she turns her eyes down coyly and twist the hem 
of her umber-and-yellow, tight-fitting dashiki. She is the 
virgin whore, a dream made flesh. 

The guards search her and she lets them touch her 
more than necessary but she slaps their hands away 
when they try to grope. The guards let it pass. She's 
much too fine for any of them, the mistress of an officer 
or administrator giving a taste to the common soldiers 
for the day when her beauty won't be enough to gain 
her admittance to the luxuries of the parlors. The 
guards take what they can get and let it pass. She 
hasn't got a witch's scars and it's death to intrude upon 
an officer's property. 

The witch walks away, swaying from foot to foot, 
her entire body an invitation and thus so prohibitively 
expensive that there is no choice but to let her pass 
unmolested. This is why her mother didn't mark her. 
This is why her power is hidden inside, small, weak, 
uncut and un-scarred, but still there. She is a witch's 
knife and a witch's curse all in one, a beautiful, dark, 
deadly child. 
 

* * * 
 
The Crimson King tosses in his sleep, wishing for the 
clean, tangible fear of the lion's roar in the distance, for 
the roar of airplanes and the crack of guns. These 
things do not constitute his nightmares, but the waking 
moments of softness and darkness do. He grunts and 
twists, pulling the silk sheets higher around the 
sagging skin on his fat shoulders. 
 

* * * 
 
The witch no longer sways but steps purposefully, a 
young maid on a midnight errand. This, too, is a form 
of magic, the confidence to walk uninvited through 



	 55	

strange places, the motion that says I belong. This her 
mother has taught her, beat into her early mornings 
and late evenings when the heat of the day faded and 
flies crawled over their uncovered pot of jollof rice. 

‘You look at the food, Ebele,’ says her mother. ‘You 
look at the food and you walk.’ 

Her mother has the witch scars. Her mother is what 
the Crimson King's soldiers hunt but her mother draws 
rings of blood around their home to summon the small 
animals, the rats and rodents, and kills them, and 
buries the bones in the corners of their room. The 
soldiers do not see their home for her mother has 
power. Her mother has power and Ebele has none. 

She walks and her mother beats her and when the 
light has gone from the sky and their room is so dark 
she cannot see the rats scurrying away from her, Ebele 
eats her food, feeling it move and squirm, and she 
learns. 
 

* * * 
 
The boy who would be king squats before the fire 
shoving cassava into his mouth. It burns but the boy 
doesn't care. It is good to eat. 

The days are long and the herd is thin, but the boy 
doesn't care. It is good to live, to walk the savanna and 
feel the smooth stones and sand shift below his feet. 

The boy's father whips him to make him a man and 
the boy's mother hugs him to make him a good man. 
When the slavers come they take the boy, and they 
take the mother, and they take the herd even though 
the cattle are few, the mother is old and the boy is thin, 
for the world is big and there is money to be made. 
 

* * * 
 
Ebele's mother tells her of the days of the Witch King, 
when those steeped in blood ruled the land. The 
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soldiers wore black scarves then, and those who 
followed the Witch King were feared. 

Now the soldiers wear red and they hunt witches. 
They hunt like blind dogs, for they drag away Titilayo 
who lives across the street. They cut her throat and 
shoot her husband, even though he gives them money 
and Titilayo hasn't got the witch's scars. The soldiers 
don't care. Everybody knows the witches are all dead. 

There are no witches but there is still blood. There 
is always blood. 
 

* * * 
 
Ebele walks, and her mother walks, and they cover 
their heads in the tradition of the desert tribes for a 
witch's scars have become a mark of death. The 
witch's mother tells her of the desert tribes, and of the 
white men and their white witch who was killed on a 
cross and rose from the dead three days later. But the 
white men forgot about the white witch and began 
burning their witches. 

In the day Ebele begs in the streets but at night her 
mother tells her of Snake and Monkey and Papa Diop. 
She tells her how to call the spirits with blood and 
death, and how the orishas can grant a wish for a 
single night, and when the witch doesn't listen her 
mother beats her but always with an open palm so the 
blows do not scar. 
 

* * * 
 
The fields are green with grass and the roads are 
brown with mud and the boy who would be king 
marches. He has a gun in his hands, an enemy before 
him, and a belly full of liquor, and that is not enough to 
make him forget the men with guns walking behind 
him. He fears them more than he fears the enemy so 
he marches and he shoots and he forgets the herd and 
his mother's hugs. 
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* * * 

 
His name is Momo and Ebele loves him. He is old, and 
bent, and tells stories in the market. Ebele's mother 
tells of how clever Monkey used his tricks to bathe in 
the blood of his enemies, and how Snake twisted in 
upon herself to bite the hand that caught her. Momo 
tells how clever Monkey played tricks upon the gods 
themselves, and how Snake twisted herself into a knot 
and had to ask Warthog for aid. 

When Ebele's mother finds out about Momo she 
slaps Ebele and calls her a stupid, evil child but Ebele 
has learned not to cry, and says nothing. 
 

* * * 
 
The witch walks through deserted corridors of yellow-
veined marble, her sandals slapping the cold stone. 
She walks with confidence but it is not enough. 

Ahead of her stand two more guards and these are 
not common gatekeepers. They stand relaxed, 
chatting in soft voices, but their eyes are sharp and 
their big, black guns are poised. The night has done 
nothing to dull their senses. 

The witch turns down a side corridor and walks 
outward, circling around to another door, another pair 
of vigilant guards, another dead end. Somewhere lies 
an entrance to the king's chambers that is not guarded. 
She knows there must be one or she will be dead. 
Dead if she is found in the compound, dead if she 
leaves it because there are guards in the compound, 
and outside it there is her mother. 
 

* * * 
 
Ebele is ill. Her stomach is distended, bloated like a 
week-dead cow's, and she cannot keep her food down. 
Her mother feeds her cold rice and water and tells her 
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about how things were before, when they had a house 
of their own, with white walls and glass in the windows, 
tells her about the rows of flame pines and children 
climbing the broken yohimbe tree by the corner. Ebele 
listens and hopes that when she dies she will see the 
yohimbe tree and play with her siblings. 

She does not die. 
 

* * * 
 
The boy has a rifle and he is a slaver and there is 
money to be made. The boy sits in a truck, and when 
his sergeant tells him to walk he walks, and when his 
sergeant tells him to shoot he shoots. When a boy 
doesn't shoot the sergeant takes his machete and 
chops a boy's head off. 

The boys are all afraid of the sergeant, but the boy 
who would be king is afraid of the machete. One night, 
when the sergeant lies in his tent, his eyes bloodshot 
from hashisha, the boy who would be king takes the 
machete and chops the sergeant's head off. Now the 
boy is sergeant but the world is still big, and there is 
still money to be made. 
 

* * * 
 
The king lifts his hand and fumbles for the coolness of 
the iced zobo by his bedside. It chills his stomach but 
does nothing to cool his mind. And yet, what choice 
does he have? 
 

* * * 
 
Ebele grows. She is a tall, lanky, young woman, not 
quite in her prime, and her mother watches her walk 
and watches her talk. Ebele doesn't beg in the market 
any more. She walks and talks to strangers, and often 
they will buy her jollof with chicken suya in one of the 
roadside bukas. 
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Ebele is not afraid of the strangers, not even when 
they are big and strong and hungry. Every morning her 
mother draws the spirals, curses, and talismans on her 
skin, dark henna on black skin and no man touches 
Ebele or strikes her when she slaps their hands away. 
Her mother has power, and she has blood, and Ebele 
continues to learn. 
 

* * * 
 
He is no longer sergeant but captain; he is no longer 
boy but man. He has a slim mustache and short, curly 
hair. He has a gun, he has a band, he has a life of 
power. 

His band enters the town. It is their town. It wasn't 
yesterday and will not be tomorrow but today it is their 
town, and they do with it as they please. 

The town cries, but not too much, for people have 
cried so much that they save what tears they have left. 
The town is big, thinks the boy, or small, thinks the 
man, but either way it is his town and he smiles at the 
thought. 

He wakes and his town is burning. There are cries, 
and machine gun fire tock-tock-tocking and when he 
grabs his gun and runs into the night he sees a wall of 
men. His men. 

They were his men when he went to sleep, they are 
not now. Their eyes are empty and white, their skins 
are pale gray. They are dead and they walk. 

The man who would be king raises his rifle. He 
shoots and brass cartridges rain to the ground. 
 

* * * 
 
The witch realizes that there are no unguarded doors, 
no empty passages. But these are not the only doors, 
there are the doors of the mind, the ones that see what 
they want to see, and not what is before them.  
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She hides in a small alcove, its shadows sheltering her 
like a piece of night come indoors. From a slash in the 
sole of her sandal she removes a shred of a metal, a 
tiny sliver of an edge too small to be called a razor. It 
is covered in tiny swirls and dots. It is too small to be a 
weapon, but it is a key the witch needs, not a weapon. 

The witch plucks a stray twig of shea growing 
through the lattice window and places it behind the 
blade. She holds the contraption hard in the fingers of 
her right hand. She eyes it with fear but there is more 
than fear in her. There is craving, and a pulsing, 
pulling, yearning. There is power in her and she wants 
it, wants to feel it flow through her, burning her, burning 
her fears. 

The witch wants to feel safe. 
For a moment she considers running, and her heart 

twists at the thought. There is no safety in running, no 
shelter in lands far away. There is only one safety, the 
one found in power. The witch takes the too small, too 
fragile blade, and plunges it into her unblemished left 
arm. 

The pain surprises her. 
She almost cries out but her mother taught her well. 

The tears that could fall have long since fallen on the 
hot embers of an old witch's thirst for vengeance. The 
young witch is a weapon, her mother's weapon, her 
mother's hatred made form. Weapons do not cry. 

She cuts and the blood spills down her arm, the 
spell ready in her memory. She's called it may times 
before but never like this, with blood and pain and 
power. She can feel it tingling and tearing as it claws 
its way through her, sucking up her blood and leaving 
an angry welt in place of the wound. She steps out and 
approaches the guards. 
 

* * * 
 
The man is tired and dirty. His cracked tooth hurts, his 
burnt hands hurt, and the gash on his leg smells of rot. 



	 61	

He wavers in the heat, shuffling, limping, supporting 
himself on the bent barrel of a broken rifle. He is glad 
to be alive. 

Around him zobos grow, their brown stems awash 
in crimson flowers. He stops and raises his hand, 
caresses a long stem stopping at the last flower. This 
he picks. 

For a long moment he lingers, looking at the flower 
in his hand. 

‘Captain?’ says one of his men behind him. There 
are twelve of them, the ones the witches didn't kill, the 
ones the dead didn't kill. He turns, and looks at them. 
A fierce spirit burns in his chest, claws at his heart. 

‘I will not die,’ he says and puts the flower in his hair, 
a spot of wind-blown blood amongst his matted curls. 
His men look at him with dead faces, but their eyes are 
brown and alive. He is their leader and the man who 
will be king. A Crimson King, and the end of all witches. 
 

* * * 
 
The king puts down his glass. He feels unease beyond 
what his nightmares create. He slides his tongue along 
his teeth, feeling the cap where his tooth was broken 
so long ago. The air is clammy and hot and moist. 
There is death in his castle. He feels below his pillow, 
an overstuffed monstrosity the size of a small calf, and 
pulls out a gun. The metal is cold and smells of oil and 
powder. It does not reassure him.  
 

* * * 
 
The witch walks up to the guards and they shift their 
guns to trail her. She smiles, and the guns shift past 
her, to something that isn't there. The guard on the 
right, older, his hair sprinkled with gray, creases his 
brow. The witch sees his confusion, his spirit struggling 
against her bonds, but then she is upon him. She pulls 
his partner's hunting knife from its sheath and rams it 
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up below the old guard's chin. For a moment the old 
guard's eyes go round as the moon, and she sees 
herself mirrored in them, a black shadow dancing like 
a wind-blown flame. His partner dies unknowing, and 
their deaths are like fire and honey to the witch. There 
is power and weight in her step. 
 

* * * 
 
The king hears a clatter from the servants' door and 
shifts his bulk toward it, keeping the gun poised. He is 
on familiar ground now, he's been here before, and the 
savanna opens its vistas before him, the lion, the 
soldier, the witch stalking him. They are killers but he 
is a killer, too, and a better killer than any of them. 

The door flies open and the gun barks, illuminating 
the chamber and the small shape in the doorway. Then 
it flies from the king's hand, torn by winds that don't 
ruffle the blood red curtains. 
 

* * * 
 
The witch feels the power. This is what it means to be 
a witch, this is what has been denied her throughout 
her life, her training. The blood and spirits flow through 
her. The king's gun is a child's toy that she tears from 
his hand with a casual gesture she didn't know she 
knew. She is the perfect weapon, a black mamba in 
the darkness, killing by instinct. 

Then the king begins to laugh. 
She is confused, unsure, but she raises her hands 

even so. Nothing comes. She can still feel the power 
but it is locked away, buried deep down, smothered by 
the avalanche of darkness burying her mind. From 
behind the king's curtains shapes emerge. 

They may have been human once but their faces 
are masses of scar tissue and each scar shines with a 
pale, red light. Only their eyes are dark, and when the 
electric light goes on as the guards pour into the 
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chamber the witch can see why. They have no eyes, 
and no breasts, and no hands. Their mouths have 
been sewn shut. They are nothing but conduits, 
batteries, and the witch realizes why the guards 
haven't killed her yet. She stares at the king. 
 

* * * 
 
Ebele stands naked before her mother. Her breasts 
are full, her hips curved, her eyes averted, her smile 
perfect. 

The sky is the color of blood. Outside the window 
the sun sinks into the ocean. Ebele is worried. 

She has learned the ways of blood and bone, of 
men and desire. She looks at the dying sun and wishes 
she was a bird flying far, far away. 

Her mother lights the fire and heats a long needle. 
She smears Ebele's breasts with ash, draws swirls and 
dots on her skin in henna. The needle glows red, then 
white. Ebele's mother rubs blood between Ebele's legs 
and buttocks. Ebele sweats. Her knees shake. 

Her mother takes a rat out of a wicker basket and 
dangles it by its tail. She snatches the needle out of the 
fire and stabs it into the rat's eye. The eye pops, the 
beast dies. The needle goes to Ebele's eye. 

Its tip is black but behind it the needle glows red. 
Ebele thinks she will die, but before she can close her 
eyes her mother yanks her head down and there is a 
sharp, digging pain high up at the back of her neck. 
Her mother screams Ebele's name and Ebele cries 
out, feeling things move inside of her—power, longing, 
hate. She falls into them and collapses on the floor. 

The room smells of burnt hair. There is a woman on 
the floor. She is a witch and she has no name, only 
hatred. The witch's mother pulls her to her feet. She 
hands the witch a pair of plated split-toe sandals, a 
wide black skirt, an umber-and-yellow dashiki. 

‘Go,’ says her mother, ‘go and do not come back.’ 
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* * * 
 
The witch is young, a child reminding him of himself, 
the boy on the savanna, but the king shakes off the 
feeling. He gestures to the guards, who give him a new 
gun, one of the weak, modern, plastic ones. He can 
feel the scars on the insides of his cheeks burn with 
the power they keep under control, the witch's curse 
that rests on the child before him, now that he's aware 
of the danger. 

‘You thought to kill me?’ he says in a deep, soothing 
voice. It is a voice that makes him sound good on the 
radio. 

The girl merely nods, her hands limp. Her eyes are 
big, round and averted. She is not what he expected 
from an assassin come this far. 

‘Why?’ he says and the girl looks up. 
‘No choice,’ she says and she is the boy on the 

savanna, the youth in the army, the man on the Witch 
King's doorstep. In that instant the king's will falters. 
 

* * * 
 
The witch can feel the shackles shatter and fall away 
from her mind. She strikes before they can be put back, 
the guard's knife flying through the air propelled by her 
will, her fear. It buries itself in the king's mouth like a 
grotesque, black tongue, and suddenly there's power 
everywhere, power of death, power channeled through 
the two walkers, power for the witch's taking. 

She takes it. 
It burns her, but what can she do? She's a weapon 

and she knows what she must do. 
She walks out of the Crimson King's chambers, his 

dead guards marching beside her, his beating heart in 
her cupped hands. She thinks about choices and cries 
what few tears she has left.[GdM]	
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An	Interview	with	John	
Hornor	Jacobs	

 
BY TOM SMITH 

 
 

 
Hello again grimdarkers. This issue we managed to 
cross planes and catch up with John Hornor Jacobs. 
It’s pretty hard to throw a label on him when his books 
have dealt with the supernatural, Lovecraftian 
elements and even the apocalypse. I personally am 
holding out hope that we’ll someday get an 
unmistakably grimdark book out of him. 

John took time out of his busy schedule to sit down 
with us for a jaw wag. 
 
[TS] You have already released books in what I would 
consider several distinctly different genres. What 
genre would you consider to be in your wheelhouse if 
you had to pick one? 
 
[JHJ] My agent tells me that I always write about 
dysfunctional families, but that’s not really a genre, is 
it? I guess if I had to live with a meal for the rest of my 
life it would be a salad (because you can put anything 
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on it—either that or pizza) and if I had to settle down to 
one genre it would probably lean toward historical 
fiction, since most of my recent work has tended in that 
direction. Thankfully, I don’t have to choose meals or 
genres to live with for the rest of my life. 

I feel like fantasy is the UR-genre, the wellspring 
from which all fiction springs. Even literary fiction is a 
fantasy, in the most literal sense, people coming 
together in strange and often unreal coincidences. I 
think horror is right there with fantasy—there are only 
a couple of genres that hack the human body, and 
those are erotica and horror, engendering real 
physiological responses if done well. It’s been my 
contention that horror and the predilection to tell 
frightening stories is in the genetic memory of humans; 
in our evolutionary path, telling horror stories about 
dangers in the wood, wild terrifying monsters, were all 
cautionary tales that helped humanity survive. There 
were times when it was sensible and pragmatic to be 
afraid of the dark, the frontier, the edges of the forest. 
So, stories retelling bloodthirsty creatures hunting man 
served a real purpose. Over the years, the shiver and 
thrill of horror became bred in the bone, as it were, 
even after the real threats were gone. Probably why 
now in most horror humans are the real monster. That 
old chestnut. In grimdark fiction, as well, I guess. 
 
[TS] Many authors give different reasons for writing 
stories. On a personal level, what drives you to write 
and where do you find inspiration for story ideas? 
 
[JHJ] Most authors as children have a formative 
reading experience that triggers a life-long love of 
fiction. With me it was Tolkien’s oeuvre, and Stoker’s 
Dracula. Most of my writing career has been trying to 
get out from under the shadow of those two. After 
reading thousands of books, we come to a point—
having ingested so much story, broken it down, 
analysed it inductively if not overly—where we want to 
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add our voices to the great chorus of storytellers that 
came before. Or maybe we just had a really great idea 
and need to get it out. 

Again, we come back to the human need to tell 
stories. It is within us, as a species. As children we 
learn through stories as we grow. We interact in two 
ways with the wider world: physically with our bodies, 
and abstractly through language. Language itself is 
somewhat magical. I say “chair” and you conjure an 
image of a chair in your mind. Once we learn to speak, 
we learn to lie, because all of language is somewhat a 
lie, it’s a game of connections, connotations between 
something abstract—a series of noises - to something 
concrete (and writing is one more layer of abstraction 
upon that). We lie for self-preservation sometimes, we 
learn to lie very early and it provides a real social 
function.  

We move on to telling lies for entertainment—
stories. We tell stories to give our lives meaning—
without story, all of life would be drudgery. Well, maybe 
music would save us if we did not have story. But on 
the other hand, if humans didn’t have the capacity for 
story, we probably would not have created music, 
either. Anyway, stories are the foundation of learning, 
of parenting, of religion, of social interaction.  

Stories are like the Force, they surround us, and 
penetrate us. They bind us together.  

As to where I get my ideas, most of the time it’s from 
dissatisfaction with other people’s stories. My reaction 
when I see or read something is a question: “Bah, how 
would it really be?” Like superheroes, or zombies, or 
whatever. And then I begin deconstructing the problem 
and putting it back together in ways that satisfy me. 
 
[TS] What is your opinion on the grimdark sub-genre, 
and do you see the growing of a grimdark sub-genre 
as a positive or negative for fantasy as a whole? 
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[JHJ] I love grimdark fiction, and I don’t understand all 
the controversy over it. To me it seems the perfect 
confluence of traditional fantasy, and horror. The two 
UR-genres, as I said earlier. 

We live in a media saturated culture, and people 
become knowledgeable at an early age about the 
propensity of humans to destroy themselves and 
others. We’ve always been a terrible species—really, 
a horribly pernicious infection upon the face of the 
earth—but now we’re entering an unstable period of 
tumultuous events, new technologies. It makes sense 
much fiction will reflect this reality. Good versus evil 
doesn’t really cut it, anymore. It’s over simplistic and 
doesn’t ring true with our collective experiences.  

On the other hand, some folks might want that 
because the real world is so conflicted and 
complicated. But for me, I’d rather have my fiction 
resonate with echoes from the real world. 
 
[TS] Are there any grimdark authors whose work 
intrigues you or that you really enjoy? What authors of 
any type do you turn to typically when you want to relax 
and just read? 

[JHJ] I love Mark Lawrence’s work, his Broken Empire 
series especially. I love Daniel Polansky’s Lowtown. 
Actually, everything Daniel writes is incredible. I love 
that guy, personally and as a writer.  

Recently, I’ve been reading a lot of non-fiction as 
research and I’ve been really surprised at how drawn I 
am to it and how wonderful the prose is. I’ve really 
been striving to improve my voice, making it a little 
denser and literate, so often I’m looking for books that 
have successful voices. Glen Duncan comes to mind 
as someone I stand in awe of for his use of the 
language.  

The best book I’ve read in a decade, I mean it really 
blew me away, was All the Light We Cannot See, by 
Anthony Doerr. It left me speechless, but it also 
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confirmed in me the desire, the ambition, to write 
something bigger and more intimate, all at once. 
 
[TS] Are there any characters you have created based 
loosely on yourself, or do you see all of them as pieces 
of you? 
 
[JHJ] They’re all me. When we write, and it’s really 
flowing and suddenly a character does or says 
something you, as an author, did not intend, you’ve 
dredged up something from your subconscious and 
are playing with the raw elements of your own psyche. 
It’s almost a form of self-psychotherapy. But not quite. 
 
[TS] Are there any books out there that you loved so 
much that you wish you could have written it? 
 
[JHJ] Not really. Like most writers struggling to find an 
audience, I often see other writers (some I don’t think 
are very good) gain monumental success and I wish, 
selfishly, I could have the same. But would I want to 
write books like theirs? Absolutely not. I’m too proud 
for that. 

Conversely, when I see great writers whom I admire 
succeeding and gaining recognition, I am happy and 
emboldened, because their success means that 
quality will win out and I just need to persevere. 
 
[TS] Here at Grimdark Magazine, we define Grimdark 
as a grim story told in a dark world by a morally grey 
protagonist. What character(s) have you written that 
you would consider the most grimdark? 
 
[TS] With that description in mind, I would have to say 
the protagonist of my young adult series (The Twelve-
Fingered Boy, The Shibboleth, The Conformity) is 
probably my most typical “grimdark” character. Shreve, 
a juvenile delinquent, develops telepathic powers, the 
ability to not only read minds, but possess people. Very 
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much like a devil, which is how he begins to see 
himself. Every possession is a violation, in some ways 
almost more intimate and destructive than a rape. A 
very complicated high-wire I had to walk while still 
keeping him likeable. Hint: I did that through his 
narrative voice. 
 
[TS] In This Dark Earth, you wrote about a zombie 
apocalypse. How much do you think about an actual 
apocalypse of any kind happening, and have you ever 
laid out a plan (no matter how big or small) for it? 
 
[JHJ] Ha! This Dark Earth is really just me 
daydreaming about the zombie apocalypse (and don’t 
forget nuclear war!) and imagining how I might deal 
with it. My dad was a pseudo-survivalist—we always 
had lots of canned food and MREs in the basement, 
every milk jug was washed and filled with water, and 
there were always lots of guns and ammo (granted, 
mostly for hunting). So, mind already bent toward 
apocalypse preparation. 

I thought about it quite a bit, actually. One of the 
ideas of the book is that in any rural environment, with 
our gun culture, no “zombie” outbreak would be a 
threat. In Arkansas, my home and the setting for TDE, 
has a population of two million people. The city of 
Dallas or Atlanta has three times more people than my 
state has. So there’s just not enough grist for the 
zombie mill for them to be a real threat in a culture that 
possesses so many firearms. That’s why I had to make 
the situation worse: NUCLEAR WAR. How’s that for 
grimdark. Bombs baby. 

Then I created some characters I like-loved and 
threatened them with everything I could think of. I even 
made an interactive map for Bridge City you can view 
on my website. I created it back before the iPhone had 
not killed Flash, so it requires the Flash plugin to work. 
FYI. 
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[TS] Which of your works you would like to see 
adapted for a comic book, TV or movie? 
 
[JHJ] Any of them? Honestly, I think my fantasy 
western would never get greenlit for a variety of 
reasons, mostly that it’s too hard to pitch and westerns 
always get cancelled early. I think Southern Gods 
would make a good horror movie and for a while was 
being looked at by a couple of production companies. 
But now that the writers of the Constantine television 
show ripped off its premise (no, I did not get paid for 
that) it would be a hard sell. That leaves This Dark 
Earth and my young adult series. TDE deals with 
issues too close to The Walking Dead to be produced. 
So, the only one would be my young adult series. 
 
[TS] In Southern Gods, the story takes kind of a 
Crossroads / Devil went down to Georgia turn. What is 
it about the south that lends believability to the 
supernatural in your opinion? 
 
[JHJ] The air of desperation? The soft humid rot that 
infests our landscape, our architecture, our social 
systems? The overwhelming miasma of religious 
fundamentalism? Our illiteracy and ignorance and 
poverty? 

The South still functions in the collective conscious 
as a frontier. And on frontiers, anything is possible. 
Why is the South such a fertile place for stories? I’ll let 
someone else answer that one. 

“To understand the world, you must first understand 
a place like Mississippi,” said William Faulkner. 
 
[TS] What can we expect to see from you in the way of 
books or projects in the near future? 
 
[JHJ] Next year, the conclusion to The Incorruptibles 
will be released, titled Infernal Machines. I just had a 
story in Swords v Cthulhu, called The Children of Yig 
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and it features a Viking hero named Grislae and she is 
an absolute badass. I’m currently writing another tale 
featuring her doing various super grim and dark things 
to her enemies. 

In addition to that, I’ve got a Southern gothic 
vampire story called Luminaria in a forthcoming Apex 
Magazine (probably next year) and my take on The 
Singularity in Upside Down: Inverted Tropes in 
Storytelling to be released this year (I think). 

I’m also writing a historical novel, set in the South. 
So, lots of stuff. 

I’ve fulfilled all my novel contracts so now I’m back 
to figuring out what I’m going to do with my writing life. 
 
[TS] Thanks for joining us today John.[GdM] 
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Originally published in Manifesto: UF from Angelic 
Knight Press. 
 

If colour were sound, this would be a song of blue, 
low and sultry, bittersweet—but not a requiem. Not yet. 
These were merely the opening notes: the long slow 
growl of a guitar, a player in pain. He mourned his song 
in a harmony of indigo and black. 

I leaned against the bar and listened to him sing 
while my heart sank on every note. The Cobalt Club's 
three owners, two men and a woman, sat near the 
performer on the stage. I couldn't see their faces, but 
body language was no mystery to me; any good singer 
learns to read his audience. The trio sat in rapt 
attention, practically hanging on the young man's lips. 

They'd winnowed through ten performers until only 
two were left, Jesse Anton and me. My audition had 
been first, but when Anton took the stage, I knew I was 
outclassed. He would be singing at the Cobalt Club, 
not me. 

I should just leave, save myself the humiliation of 
being told that I was their second choice. That's me. 
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Nicolai "Second-choice" Adams. Humiliation or not, I 
knew I had to wait it out. I had five greasy bills and a 
metro ticket in the front pocket of my jeans. I needed 
to make a good impression on these people with the 
meagre hope that Anton got creamed by a bus before 
his opening night. 

The problem was that I couldn't count on Anton's 
untimely demise. My rent was overdue and I'd missed 
the five o'clock subway crowd. Busking late on a 
Monday night was a waste of time, too few riders and 
most without a dime to spare. I could always borrow a 
friend's guitar and go down to Times Square to play for 
the tourists, but I didn't have the advance funds to bribe 
a cop into looking the other way. 

The point was moot. Although my voice usually won 
my bread and board, busking wouldn't net me the 
necessary funds in time for my rent. I was a month 
overdue with nothing but promises and an ugly bastard 
of a landlord who wasn't turned on by my rough good 
looks. He'd padlocked my apartment around 
lunchtime, so I was officially homeless. A friend offered 
to store my two duffel bags, but he made it clear he 
had no room for me. 

Hopefully, my landlord had scored some Oxycontin 
and was blitzed in front of his computer, looking at 
porn. If so, I had a slim chance of jacking the basement 
window open unnoticed. The warmth of the room offset 
the discomfort of the concrete floor. Meanwhile, I had 
nowhere to go so I lingered in the Cobalt. 

On the stage, Anton accompanied himself on his 
guitar and decreased his pitch until the notes faded into 
a moan. His voice was raw—painful but sweet, like that 
first orgasm after a long, dry spell. 

Something cold touched my arm and I jerked in 
surprise. A woman had sidled up beside me while I was 
lost in Anton's music. I'm not sure which irked me 
more: being surprised, or being captivated by the 
enemy's song. 



	 76	

‘Have a beer,’ she whispered as Anton launched 
into the refrain. 

I slipped my hand in my pocket and touched my last 
crumpled bills. 

She either read my gesture or my mind. ‘On the 
house.’ She slipped the wet bottle into my free hand. 
‘A consolation prize.’ 

I accepted the beer and took a sip. Obviously, the 
Cobalt had a new bartender. I'd frequented the club for 
the last six months and would have remembered her 
striking features. She reminded me of a picture that I 
once saw in a history book—a statue of an Iberian 
queen with a proud mouth and high cheekbones. Like 
the woman beside me, that long ago likeness 
possessed dark, dark eyes and an aquiline nose. With 
her intelligent gaze fixed on my face, the problems of 
Anton and my landlord slipped to the back of my mind. 

She glanced at the stage. ‘He's very good.’ 
And just like that, the reprieve from my problems 

was over. Anton and my landlord came clanging back 
into my thoughts with all the grace of a garbage truck. 
My lip curled and I hid my disappointment with a long 
pull from the bottle. 

‘You deserve that kind of success,’ she said. ‘Your 
voice is excellent and you understand style.’ She 
spoke with a slight accent and I tried to place it. 
Mexican? Spanish? Did it matter? She was beautiful, 
and she was talking to me, acknowledging my talent 
with sincere praise. That was all that mattered. 
‘It's duende, you know.’ 

I didn't want her to leave, so I snapped at the bait 
like a good fish. ‘What is duende?’ 

‘The dark sounds.’ 
‘To the dark sounds.’ I raised my bottle to her and 

took another drink. 
‘Duende.’ She breathed the word like an omen. 
I hadn't eaten since breakfast and the booze left me 

dizzy, or maybe it was her perfume, something subtle 
and musky, honeyed like her voice. 
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‘Come.’ She took my hand and tugged gently. ‘I will 
show you something.’ 

I glanced at the owners who leaned forward in their 
chairs, mewling in appreciation of Anton's talents. They 
chatted and laughed with one another, a coterie of the 
elite, the employed. 

‘I don't even know your name,’ I whispered. 
‘Adriana.’ Her tug became a pull. 
I set the bottle on the bar and allowed her to lead 

me outside. Maybe if she liked me, she'd let me spend 
the night and give me a bite to eat before sending me 
on my way. That was my hope as we followed the 
cracked sidewalk south. The setting sun cast shadows 
as if the buildings were mountains and we, Adriana and 
I, paraded through a valley of dusk. 

She spoke to me of Andalusia and a sparkling city 
by the sea where caverns riddled the earth. She told 
me the story of a beautiful maiden who created a 
magnificent tapestry, but one day, a dragon came and 
rendered her work to threads. The dragon scattered 
the strands to the ends of the earth and the doomed 
lady could not finish her work until the tapestry was 
rendered whole once more. 

I followed the melody of Adriana's voice, which rose 
and fell in accordance with the volume of the city's 
noise. We walked close together, arm in arm. When 
she finished her story, she stroked my unshaven chin. 
I shivered beneath her spell. 

We paused at a street corner, and I realized that I 
didn't recognize my surroundings. Odd, I thought I 
knew every nook and cranny of New York. Now I stood 
on a lonely street that seemed to be nothing but 
abandoned storefronts and warehouses. 

Across the pockmarked road, a building stood 
against the city sky, a yawn of black beneath a rising 
yellow moon. The windows of the lower floors were 
devoid of life, but high up on the seventh floor, soft blue 
light spilled down the old building's gothic façade. 
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A streetlamp crackled and sputtered. A pothole 
loomed just ahead and I harboured a strange notion 
that if I accidentally stepped into it, I'd fall into a deep, 
black pit, into another land. Vague disquiet gave me 
pause as I surveyed the grimy neighbourhood. 

Adriana frowned at my hesitation. ‘Be brave, 
Nicolai. Cross with me, and I will give you the secret of 
the duende.’ 

My surroundings faded as I zeroed in on her face 
again. The knowledge in her eyes intoxicated me. She 
didn't lie—she knew the secret of the duende and had 
the ability to change my song, but I had to be 
courageous enough to seek it. Excitement uncoiled in 
my stomach like a snake. I was a poet, an artist, a 
singer. How could I sing the truth if I was afraid of the 
unknown? 

‘I want the duende,’ I said, and I did, with all my 
heart and all my soul. ‘I want the dark sounds.’ 

She smiled and took my hand. Effortlessly, she 
dodged the ruts and hurried us to the broken sidewalk 
on the other side. 

I dismissed my fear, opened my heart, and became 
aware of the night. We bypassed the building and 
approached a subway entrance. Faded fluorescents 
buzzed like shadowy ghosts and barely lit the dim 
passage that led underground. 

Adriana stopped and turned, pressing her body 
close to mine. ‘I need a champion, Nicolai. Are you 
strong enough?’ 

Yes, yes, God yes, I was strong enough and I 
whispered my vows into her hair. ‘I am. I swear I am.’ 

Her touch set my nerves on fire. Drunk on her gaze, 
I momentarily forgot the lonely street. I didn't move 
when she leaned forward and kissed me. I tasted the 
sweetness of her mouth and thought of roses and 
wine. My blood beat a gentle percussion that gained 
intensity with her nearness. 

Her hand snaked around the back of my neck. Her 
teeth ticked against mine, like a single snap of 
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castanets. She forced her tongue deeper, down into 
my throat. 

The kiss turned uncomfortable. I gagged and tried 
to pull away. Her grip on my neck suddenly went hard. 
Fear killed the pleasant buzz encircling my brain. 

The old buildings that surrounded us murmured 
with creaks and groans. The hum of a train rumbled 
through the soles of my boots and into my shins. I felt 
the night sounds pulse through the concrete, up 
through my veins, and into my flesh. 

A groan vibrated in the back of my throat. I couldn't 
breathe. I placed my hands on Adriana's shoulders and 
shoved. She was strong, Christ, she was strong. I 
couldn't budge her. I tried to whip my head to the side. 
Her fingers entwined in my hair and held me still. 

A scream built inside me. Something sharp touched 
the back of my throat. Then her tongue withdrew—
back into my mouth, between my teeth, my lips, as she 
withdrew her poison kiss. 

I went to my knees and gasped for air, gagging on 
my own blood. A sneeze tore through me and I spewed 
red droplets onto the pavement. I heard each drop 
splash to the ground, blood raining on stone, a sacrifice 
of me. 

I tried to speak. No sound came to my lips. My 
voice. Fuck. My voice was gone. I grasped my throat 
and stared up at her. 

She spat a small golden globe of light into her palm. 
‘For the duende to come, you must surrender 
something precious.’ She reached down to touch my 
brow and I cringed. Undaunted, she brushed my bangs 
from my eyes. ‘Be calm, my Nicolai. I have your voice 
and when I return it, you will possess the ability to 
charm the hardest hearts. In exchange, you are going 
to perform a deed for me.’ 

Silent words whistled through my throat. A sob 
shook my chest. I had to get out of here and find a 
doctor. She'd obviously slipped something in my beer. 
My vocal cords were paralysed. My mind seized that 
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reasoning and expanded it to an allergic reaction. Or 
maybe I was dreaming ... was she going to rob me? 
Laughs were on her if that was the case. I had nothing. 
I was nothing. 

‘Nicolai!’ She slapped me. 
My head rocked from the blow. Tears slid down my 

face. 
‘Listen to me: a great dragon came to me, Nicolai, 

and he stole my beautiful tapestry. He guards the 
threads deep beneath the earth.’ She gestured toward 
the subway entrance. ‘I cannot finish my work and am 
trapped on this plane. You must help me, Nicolai. The 
dragon knows my sounds, but he will be deaf to you. 
Bring me a thread. A single thread and I will restore 
your voice, but you must return before the dawn.’ 

She believed this shit. She was insane. I'd followed 
a crazy woman, and she'd poisoned me. 

‘You don't believe me.’ She slipped the globe of 
light into her mouth. ‘Ask me a question.’ 

How could I ask her a question? 
‘Say something, Nicolai.’ 
I took a deep breath and formed the words. ‘What 

happens if I don't return by dawn?’ My voice came from 
Adriana's mouth. 

I opened my mouth wide but no sound emerged 
from me. 

Adriana screamed with my voice. 
My muscles went rigid with terror. 
She spat the globe of light back into her palm. ‘If 

you don't return by dawn, your voice becomes mine, 
and I will add you to my chorus.’ 

The chorus was for losers, for those who weren't 
strong enough to make it on their own. I was a soloist, 
the lead—I'd settle for nothing less. 

As if she read my thoughts, she said, ‘Then find the 
dragon.’ Without another word, she vanished as if she 
never was. 

I stared at the spot she'd occupied, unable to 
believe my eyes. 
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The wind rushed along the avenue and ruffled my 
sweat-damp hair. In the centre of the street, the 
pothole bubbled, and then widened until it became an 
obsidian river. Behind me, the sidewalk that led back 
into the city disappeared into blackness deep as 
velvet. Overhead, stars winked out one by one as if 
snuffed by an unseen hand. 

Somehow I knew that if I remained on the street, I 
would be sucked into a fathomless void. I staggered to 
my feet and moved toward the pallid light of the 
subway. I plunged down the stairs and into the 
terminal. Out of habit, I fished my metro card out of my 
pocket. My crumpled bills hit the floor. For the first time 
in my life, I didn't bother to retrieve my money. 
Panicked, I swiped the card three times before the light 
went green and the turnstile moved. I emerged on the 
other side. 

The rumble of an oncoming train shook the platform 
in a great rush of wind and silver. 

Numbness seeped over me as the train screeched 
to a halt. 

I looked over my shoulder. The darkness crept 
down the steps and toward the turnstiles. 

The train's doors whooshed open. 
Was this a psychotic episode? 
The cars were empty. 
Was this what it meant to be insane? 
Empty cars on the crazy train. 
I would have giggled, had I a voice. 
I boarded. 
The doors shut and the train rumbled forward. 
Too amped to sit, I held onto the safety bar and 

rocked with the train. I glimpsed my image in the 
window, haggard eyes shadowed by long hair. Dried 
blood flaked from the corner of my lips. 

The train shot through the tunnels, a long silver 
worm with me in its belly. 
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I spied a thread caught in the crack between two 
seats. The strand fluttered gently with the motion of the 
train. A thread. She wanted a single thread. 

I inched my way over and sat next to the strand. I'd 
have to be careful. If I pulled too hard, the string might 
break. Reaching down, I grasped the end of the cord. 
Fire shot up into my arm, through my shoulder and into 
my heart. 

My vision dimmed, but my mind clearly saw a void 
divided by points of light. Vibrations filled the 
emptiness, like a sad whale-song. Hearts beat in 
rhythm with the night, and the city came alive with 
sound. Waves of black and umber, indigo and crimson, 
all mingled to form a throbbing bruise of noise. The 
colours pierced my soul and I felt the hunger of a 
homeless man growl in my stomach. Somewhere a 
child sobbed as he hid beneath his bed, terrified that 
his father would find him. The falling of his tears played 
muted counterbeats to the blows that landed on a 
woman's flesh as her lover beat her to death. 

The dark sounds. I heard them now, saw them 
made manifest, stripped of my rationales. I empathized 
with people I never met; I saw their dreams as my own. 
Tomorrow I will be warm ... tomorrow my parents will 
love me ... tomorrow I'll leave him ... tomorrow ... and 
naked, the night sang of their agony, their hope ... 

The car bumped over the track and jolted me in the 
seat, breaking my hold on the thread. The vision ended 
but now that I'd seen their pain, I couldn't forget them. 
Were these the dark sounds Adriana had spoken of? 
Empathy? Was that what I lacked, the ability to feel and 
see the world through eyes other than my own? And 
now that I'd felt their pain, could I champion them 
through my songs? Was I strong enough? 

I grasped the string again. The cord's fire seared 
my fingers and although the strange music filled me, it 
wasn't as intense this time. I gently worked the thread 
back and forth. 
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The car lurched and I fell against the window. 
Outside, the columns flew by so quick I couldn't read 
the numbers in the tiles. The train approached an 
empty platform, then shot past as we hurdled into the 
tunnels once more. 

I returned to my task, my fingertips numb. A final, 
sharp tug freed the strand. The car jumped the tracks. 
My body left the seat; the sickening feeling of being 
airborne plummeted through my abdomen. The train 
was like a horse trying to buck a rider. 

The wheels hit the rails again. I landed on the hard 
plastic, and my teeth clicked together painfully. The 
thread scalded my hand. I wrapped the long strand 
around the middle joints of my right fingers so I 
wouldn't accidentally drop it. 

I grabbed the handrails and pulled myself toward 
the doors. The cars behind mine stretched into forever 
and likewise the front. The train had no beginning, no 
end, a snaking dragon that devoured itself. I rode 
Ouroboros. 

And now I have to find a way off. 
Another platform shot by, the columns blurred by 

our speed. 
Yet the train had stopped for me. If it stopped once, 

it could stop again. I located the emergency brake and 
put my right hand around the handle. I hooked my arm 
and leg around a safety pole, and then I pulled the 
brake. 

The threads smoked around my fingers, burning 
into the emergency brake handle. A shock went 
through my body and I suspected this is what it felt like 
to be struck by lightning. My hair stood on end. I 
clenched my jaw until I felt a molar crack. 

Shrieks tore through the tunnels. Sparks flew by the 
windows. The scream turned into a howl. The thread 
pulsed against my fingers and fire shot from my hand 
into the brake. 

Another platform was just ahead. The train slowed 
to a crawl. I wouldn't get another chance. I released the 
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brake and lurched to the door, where I pried the sliding 
doors apart. Without giving myself a chance to think, I 
heaved my body through the opening. I left a fingernail 
in the cracked rubber of the seal. 

My foot barely cleared the exit before the maw 
snapped shut. Concrete rose to meet me. I rolled and 
left a trail of flesh across the filthy platform. Behind me, 
the train picked up speed. It rolled so fast, the metallic 
doors turned into scales. I glimpsed the tail and then 
the head, one baleful eye glittered. The secrets of the 
aeons spun like dangerous clouds in the depths of that 
pupil. I heard the shrieks of the damned, a long 
plaintive chorus that never ended ... 

... I will add you to my chorus ... 
Adriana. Jesus. 
I struggled to my feet. My left ankle almost gave 

beneath my weight. I forced myself toward the exit and 
up the dusty stairs. My fingers burned then turned 
numb, but that was okay. I had plenty of agony 
throughout my body to supplement the loss of feeling 
in my hand. 

The steps rose before me and the stairwell 
narrowed. I should have come to the street by now. 
Instead, the stairs continued upward with no end in 
sight. I climbed. I had no choice. In order to distract 
myself from my pain, I counted measures in my head 
and composed a song of darkness with lyrics made of 
night. 

I reached a landing. The hall grew dim. The scent 
of mould tickled my nose. My foot hit a depression. The 
carpet sagged beneath the sole of my boot and ripped 
with a thin noise. The wallpaper bulged and peeled 
from the plaster. Ahead, delicate blue light whispered 
over the threshold of an open door. A woman sang a 
song in a foreign language with a voice wine-dark and 
bittersweet. Adriana. 

I limped as fast as I could, praying that I'd beaten 
the dawn. 
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The short corridor opened into a loft, filled with blue 
light. On the other side of the room, Adriana sat on a 
stool before a long, wide table. 

My ankle gave out, and I fell to find that the 
hardwood floor suffered none of the building's rot. The 
boards hit my chest, and the wind rushed from my 
body. 

Adriana tilted her head in my direction but made no 
effort to rise. ‘A champion does not give up.’ 

I sucked air into my lungs and raised myself to my 
knees. I wondered if champions crawled. This one did. 

As I drew closer, I saw that instead of a table, she 
sat before a loom. Only a quarter of the tapestry was 
complete. From my position on the floor, I saw nothing 
of the design. The upper half of the loom contained 
ivory threads that awaited a pattern to be born. 

When I reached her side, I held up my right hand. 
She unwound the cord from my blackened fingers 

and threaded it onto the shuttle. With a nimble touch, 
she expertly parted the ivory strands to weave the 
newest piece into the pattern. She battened the thread 
into place, and then ran her palms over the cloth, 
strumming a section as if it were a guitar. 

The vibrations bled from one cord to the other and 
a low hum vibrated through my bones. Dread settled in 
my stomach. I wondered if this was how animals felt 
just before an earthquake. The discordant hum faded, 
and beneath the final notes, I heard shrieks and 
gibbering laughter, the chorus of the damned. It was 
the cacophony of hell. 

Adriana plucked another thread and a thin black 
shadow wafted into the air. She wove that shade 
around my voice until the golden sphere deepened and 
turned a dusky brown. Then she left her seat and knelt 
before me with my new voice in her palm. 

‘You kept your bargain. I shall keep mine.’ She 
slipped my voice into her mouth and kissed me. This 
time I leaned into her, hungry for that which was mine. 
Her tongue slid down my throat and pricked me once 
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more, but instead of emptiness, I felt the fullness of my 
voice return. 

She withdrew and returned to her loom. 
I tested my voice and asked, ‘What are you 

making?’ 
‘Armageddon.’ She picked up her shuttle once 

more. 
Outside, a car horn blared. I started and looked 

toward the windows, where sunlight whispered across 
the sky. 

When I turned back, Adriana and her loom had 
vanished. I knelt in a derelict room filled with trash and 
mouldering furniture. A black rat chittered at me, and 
then scuttled toward a crack in the wall. 

My body ached right down to my soul. 
 

* * * 
 
And now ... the requiem. 

Adriana kept her bargain. All good demons do. 
I'd been missing for over a month—no one had 

seen me leave the Cobalt with Adriana. The few friends 
that I possessed had been frantic. In spite of my pleas, 
the doctors amputated the fingers of my right hand at 
the joints. Obviously, the thread had cut off the 
circulation for too long. A clever friend designed picks, 
which fit over my stumps and allowed me to develop a 
unique way of playing my guitar. 

My voice became richer, more vibrant with the 
songs of the night. I heard the tears of the oppressed, 
and I translated their dark sounds into lyrics. My 
mournful tunes won me accolades and fame. 

The horror is that I can never shut out the sounds 
of their despair. Over the years, the resonance of their 
grief has become more intense, more vibrant. It's as if 
someone has turned the volume up, clarified the 
sound. 
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Tonight, I'm in a hotel room in Mexico City—it might 
as well be London or Atlanta or Tokyo, the cities are all 
the same. I sit and hold my revolver loosely in my hand. 

Somewhere nearby an infant wails for her mother, 
a shrill counterpoint to a man dying an alcoholic death, 
his heart slowing one faint beat after another. A 
shirtless youth kneels in a square and places broken 
glass on a blanket. When someone passes by, he 
flings himself on the glass—over and over—until an 
empathic pedestrian gives him money to stop. His 
tears splash upon the sidewalk. 

The dark sounds. I can't get away from them: 
tomorrow my mother will feed me ... tomorrow I will not 
drink ... tomorrow I will find a home ... naked, the night 
sings of their sorrow, their hope denied ... 

I met another singer this evening, a Mexican whose 
world renown surpasses mine. We were at one of 
those parties where everyone talks but no one really 
says anything. I knew him for a kindred soul the 
moment our gazes touched. 

We found a lonely spot by the pool and shared a 
bottle of Tequila while our bodyguards kept the 
sycophants at bay. He told me the story of how he met 
a beautiful woman who taught him to render the dark 
sounds into song. He wept and begged me not to think 
him mad. 

Of course, I didn't, because his story mirrored mine. 
I asked him how much of the tapestry was complete, 
and though my question surprised him, he answered 
nonetheless. 

Halfway, he said. The tapestry is halfway finished. 
While onstage tonight, I struck a chord on my guitar 

that caused a discordant hum to vibrate through my 
bones. It lasted only a moment, just long enough to 
trigger the memory of shrieks, gibbering laughter—the 
chorus of the damned. 

Halfway to Armageddon. 
In my room, I spin the revolver's cylinder and snap 

my wrist to seal my fate. 
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If taste were sound, this would be a song of steel. 
A cold hard bite upon my tongue. 
A song of blue. 
Bittersweet.[GdM] 
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Teresa Frohock has turned a love of dark fantasy and 
horror into tales of deliciously creepy fiction. She lives 
in North Carolina, where she has long been accused 
of telling stories, which is a southern colloquialism for 
lying. 

Her newest series, Los Nefilim, is from Harper 
Voyager Impulse. 
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An	Interview	with	Tim	
Waggoner	

 
TOM SMITH 

 
 

 
Greetings Grimdarkians! This issue we are catching up 
with Tim Waggoner. For those of you that aren’t 
familiar with Tim’s work, he has been publishing novels 
since the early 2000’s - primarily fantasy and horror. 
He has written books for the Supernatural, Grimm and 
Stargate TV shows as well. I first noticed Tim’s work 
when he was writing for Wizards of the Coast in the 
Eberron setting. You might remember Wizards of the 
Coast as being the honchos behind Dungeons and 
Dragons. 

While most readers would say that Tim’s work isn’t 
Grimdark, as a writer of both fantasy and horror -this 
sounds like a match made in heaven for Grimdark fans! 
Check out his grimdark short story also in this issue. 

We managed to catch Tim on summer break from 
his day job as a professor of English at Sinclair 
Community College in Dayton, Ohio. 
 
[TS] Tim, thanks so much for taking time to talk with us 
today. 
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[TW] Thanks for having me! 
 
[TS] As I alluded to in the intro, some of your stories 
skirt the borders of some of the themes that we 
consider grimdark—dark and gritty, with morally 
ambiguous protagonists. What drives you to write the 
darker kind of stories? 
 
[TW] I’ve always been fascinated by the darker side of 
existence. For some reason, it sparks my imagination 
more than anything else. We all have a dark side that 
whispers to us, a side that we struggle against and 
ultimately need to make peace with one way or another 
if we don’t want it to destroy us. In many ways, that’s 
probably the most primal story of humanity. Darker 
stories allow for greater conflict and deeper, more 
intense emotional reactions from characters. And 
morally ambiguous characters are interesting because 
you don’t always know which way they’re going to go 
or how they’ll change during the course of a story. 
 
[TS] From a fan’s perspective, I loved the Eberron 
books and the world building and magic system in that 
setting. In your opinion, why did Eberron seemingly 
fade away? 
 
[TW] Honestly, I’m not sure why it faded away. I 
thought it was a great setting. I was in the process of 
writing a three-book series set in Eberron featuring a 
character named Lady Ruin. After the first book was 
published, the last two were canceled, with no real 
reason given. Around that time Hasbro—Wizard of the 
Coast’s parent company—decided to focus on what it 
saw as its core properties, namely games. So Hasbro 
had Wizards cut way back on the game-related fiction 
they published. But as for the Eberron setting itself, I 
suspect it didn’t sell as well as Hasbro liked. Perhaps 
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the company also thought Eberron was a bit too far 
afield from their core Dungeons and Dragons brand. 
 
[TS] As a writer, what do you find most challenging 
about writing stories in a shared world versus writing in 
a setting of your own making? What part do you like 
best about it? 
 
[TW] Writing in a shared world is a bit like collaborating 
with someone without ever actually speaking to them. 
That part’s both fun and challenging. Working with an 
established setting and characters gives you a lot to 
play with creatively and it stretches you. You might find 
yourself writing stories that you’d never think of on your 
own. It’s also challenging to try to capture the voice, 
feeling, and style of a shared world or a media property 
like Supernatural. For example, Middle Earth, Narnia, 
and Westeros are all fantasy settings, and while they 
share a lot of basic similarities, they couldn’t be more 
different in tone and style.  
 
[TS] What genre do you prefer to read for fun? Who 
are some favorite go-to authors for you when you have 
the time? 
 
[TW] I read books in any kind of genre if I think I can 
learn from them. That said, I Iove to read Lawrence 
Block, Mike Resnick, Laird Barron, Shirley Jackson, 
Robert B. Parker, Joe Abercrombie, John D. 
MacDonald, Caitlin R. Kiernan, Simon Green, and so 
many others. For pure fun, I read straightforward 
adventure, like Mack Bolan and Deathlands novels.  
 
[TS] What book or books would you say influenced you 
the most growing up to make you want to write, and in 
what way? 
 
[TW] My formative influences in the mid 1970’s to mid 
1980’s were Stephen King’s early novels, Piers 
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Anthony’s Xanth series, J.R.R Tolkien’s The Lord of 
the Rings, Terry Brooks’ The Sword of Shannara, 
Stephen R. Donaldson’s The Chronicles of Thomas 
Covenant the Unbeliever (for me, the progenitor of 
grimdark in many ways), Philip Jose Farmer’s 
Riverworld series, Jack Chalker’s Well World series, 
Robert R. Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land and 
Time Enough for Love, and Marvel and DC comics of 
that era. All of these books fall into two basic (but not 
mutually exclusive) camps. Some present in-depth 
characters and explore the intricacies of human 
nature, while others offer wildly imaginative 
worldbuilding. Both of these aspects of storytelling 
captured my imagination and made me want to create 
my own characters and worlds to explore. And comics 
influenced me not only because of their 
characterization and worldbuilding, but because they 
incorporated all kinds of different genres into their 
stories. One month Spider-Man might be battling a 
supervillain, the next a vampire, the next a clone, the 
next a crime lord, etc. The cross-genre approach of 
comics influenced a lot of writers in my generation, I 
think. 
 
[TS] What is your take on the grimdark genre in 
general? Are there elements of grimdark you really like 
or wish you could change? 
 
[TS] One of the things that’s cool about grimdark—or 
any type of noir or dark fiction—Is that the characters 
aren’t stereotypical good guys and bad guys. Because 
of this, the plots aren’t as simple as in other fiction, and 
since you don’t know who to root for, there’s a greater 
moral complexity in these stories. They’re far less 
predictable than “regular” types of fiction, and while 
readers—especially of genre fiction—enjoy a certain 
amount of familiarity with tropes, predictability is death 
to storytelling. 
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One of the downsides to grimdark or dark 
storytelling in general is when stories are only about 
brutal sociopaths and psychopaths battling each other 
for survival and dominance. That’s one of the reasons 
I’ve never been able to get into the Warhammer 
books—either the 40K or the fantasy setting. The tone 
seems unvarying to me, and the brutal action seems to 
have no mental or emotional impact on the characters. 
And since nothing impacts the characters, nothing truly 
vital seems at stake in the stories. There are some 
people at the beginning of a story, a lot will die along 
the way, and one person survives at the end, and 
because he or she survived, that person counts as the 
hero. The only thing that’s changed in the world or 
society is that there are now a lot more corpses lying 
around. I’ve only read about a dozen Warhammer 
books, so don’t come after me Warhammer fans! I’ve 
no doubt there are plenty of exceptions in those series, 
but it’s that survival of the biggest, baddest, bastard 
motif that doesn’t do much for me, and which I think 
can be a trap for anyone seeking to write dark fiction. 
 
[TS] Have you ever been involved with any comic 
books or screenplays? If not, is that an idea you have 
entertained before? 
 
[TW] When I was in junior high and high school, I wrote 
and drew a comic called The Bionic Team, which 
featured myself and my friends as cyborg 
superheroes. The Six Million Dollar Man was a hit TV 
series back then, and I shamelessly stole the basic 
concept for my comic. I wanted to be a comic artist 
back then, and I only wrote the issues so I would have 
something to illustrate. I used to get mad when my 
friends told me how much they enjoyed the story, even 
though my art wasn’t so great! Eventually, I realized 
that drawing ideas took more time than writing them, 
and I could communicate a lot more through writing, so 
I left art behind to concentrate on writing fiction. 
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As for scripts, I wrote a couple plays while I was in 
college. I was a theater education major during my 
undergrad years, and I directed one of my plays for my 
directing class. But that’s the last time I wrote a script. 
I love comics and movies, though, and while neither 
could replace writing prose for me, I’d enjoy getting a 
chance to try my hand at them. Maybe someday. 
 
[TS] What do you gather the most inspiration from for 
your story ideas? 
 
[TW] I get a lot of my ideas from interacting 
imaginatively with the world around me. I’ve always 
had a strong imagination, and I spend most of my time 
living in my head. I only seem to be present in the 
physical world! So if I see something that strikes me as 
odd, it sparks ideas. For example, a couple days ago, 
I found a large wooden stake in my yard. I know the 
stake was left by people doing construction on the 
street, but my imagination immediately thought: This 
was left by a vampire hunter during the night. This is 
how I think all the time, so whatever I’m doing—taking 
a walk, reading a news article, watching a TV show—
I’m constantly responding to whatever stimuli are 
around me. I also get ideas from misperceptions. A 
word I misheard, or something I saw out of the corner 
of my eye that I mistook for something else. A few 
minutes ago as I was driving home, I saw a woman in 
her front lawn. As I passed, I caught a glimpse of her 
face, and it looked as if she had the skull of some 
prehistoric beast for a head, with long, curved upper 
and lower fangs. I have to record these kind of details 
because I experience so many of them throughout the 
day that I’ll forget them if I don’t write them down. They 
don’t all become inspiration for stories, but a lot do! 
 
[TS] If you could pick any writer (alive or dead) to have 
a conversation with (or pick their brain about their craft) 
who would you choose? 
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[TW] That’s a tough one. It would be cool to discuss 
writing with a younger or older version of myself. 
Imagine what you could learn about yourself if you 
could that. Neil Gaiman is so thoughtful about the craft 
of writing that I think it would be a pleasure to talk with 
him. Stephen King has explored so many different 
genres and experienced success on a level 
unimaginable to most artists, and I think he’d have 
such fascinating artistic and business perspectives to 
offer. Douglas Adams had such an inventive mind ... 
Agatha Christie was such a good plotter ... There are 
far too many great writers for me to choose just one! 
 
[TS] What can we expect to see from you in the way of 
books or projects in the near future? 
 
[TW] In November, I have a horror/dark fantasy novel 
coming out from DarkFuse called Eat the Night. In 
January, I have two movie novelizations coming out 
from Titan Books: Resident Evil: the Final Chapter and 
xXx: The Return of Xander Cage. I’m going to be 
writing three new books in my Nekropolis urban 
fantasy series, and I really enjoyed writing Torvan and 
Queg in “The Law of the Harvest,” and I’m thinking 
about doing a novel with them. 
 
[TS] Tim, thanks so much for taking time to talk with us 
today. We look forward to checking out your next work. 
 
[TW] Thanks for recruiting me into the ranks of 
Grimdarkians! Where do I pick up my battle ax?[GdM] 
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Pre-emptive	Revenge	
 

ROB J. HAYES 
 
	

 
The rope pulled taught and the poor bastard on the end 
started kicking and choking as though any of it might 
help. Betrim Thorn watched through a pitiless eye. 

It wasn't that he didn't feel a little sorry for the man 
with his hands tied behind his back and a length of 
hemp cutting off his air supply. Actually, Betrim knew 
just how it felt to be hanged. He rubbed a three-
fingered hand across his neck where the rope had 
bitten into his own skin long ago. 

Just outside of Sorrowvale he'd been, and none too 
happy to be there, but jobs were jobs and that one paid 
well. At least it would have paid well if they had 
completed it. Unfortunately the bounty on the Black 
Thorn paid better at the time and the rest of his crew 
made the more lucrative choice. 

Betrim remembered just how it felt as his legs 
kicked out beneath him, searching for something to 
stand on, searching for a way to take the pressure off 
his neck. He also remembered just how it felt beating 
Sugar Sally to death a few days later for being the 
dumb fuck to turn him in to the lawfolk. 
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The man on the end of the rope stopped kicking, his 
face an ugly purple and his eyes bulging out of their 
sockets. Betrim stared at the fellow for a few seconds 
longer. ‘Reckon that's another one gone.’ 

‘This isn't working, Thorn,’ said his General, Kurt 
Verit. 

Betrim looked up at the high walls of the city of 
Reingarde and nodded in agreement. 

‘Reckon ya right on that account,’ Betrim said, 
scratching at the burn scar on his face. He glanced 
around for something to lean against, but the only 
structure close enough was the gallows. With a shrug 
Betrim leaned back against the wooden beams, the 
smell of corpse strong in his nose. 

‘That's the tenth soldier we've hung today,’ Kurt 
Verit pressed. ‘The Jogarens don't care one drop about 
the people they left outside their walls. They're tucked 
up nice and tight in there. Hiding. Cowards.’ 

Betrim had to agree with the giant, at least in part. 
The Jogarens didn't care who died outside their walls. 
They weren't cowards though. There was no 
cowardice in hiding when your enemy outnumbered 
you so badly. Betrim had two thousand fighting men 
and women at his back. At least that's what the big 
general told him. Truth was Betrim couldn't count much 
past the number of fingers he had and that was less 
than most folk. He knew a lot when he saw it though, 
and he had a lot of soldiers behind him. Not that they 
were really his. They all belonged to Rose. She was 
the one in charge. She was the one with the plans. 
Betrim just led them where he was told and murdered 
whoever needed murdering. 

The Blooded folk were dying quickly these days and 
Rose was behind all of it. She wanted to wipe clear the 
families who'd been crushing the life from the Wilds for 
generations and start anew with herself in charge. 
Betrim was her tool to do it. She needed a big name to 
lead her armies and wrestle control from the Blooded, 
and names didn't come much bigger than the Black 
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Thorn. Still, Betrim had to admit, if Rose did succeed 
and ended up sat upon a throne, he'd be sat right 
beside her. There had to be some benefits to having a 
queen as a wife. 

‘We could lay siege,’ Kurt suggested. 
‘Ain't that what we are doing, General?’ asked Six-

Cities Ben. 
‘I mean we could attack. We have ladders and a 

ram. We could storm the walls. They do not have 
enough soldiers to withstand us.’ 

Betrim looked up at the walls and the Jogaren 
soldiers patrolling atop them. There were a lot of them 
and he wagered they were armed with bows. They 
probably had oil up there as well. He'd seen folk 
burned with oil before. Just the thought sent shivers up 
and down his spine. 

‘The wife wants this done without too many losses,’ 
Betrim said from his spot leaning against the gallows. 
The smell of the hanging corpse and loosened bowels 
was getting a bit much, but Betrim had smelled far 
worse. There was that time he'd crawled through a 
burial pit, surrounded by week-old bodies on every 
side. He'd spent half a day in that grave, but the ploy 
worked. General Adnam knew just how well it had 
worked ... for the ten seconds before Betrim's axe had 
split his skull. 

‘She wants everything done without too many 
losses,’ Kurt complained. ‘She has no idea what war 
really is.’ 

Betrim snorted out a laugh and spat on the floor 
beneath the hanging body. ‘Reckon Rose has a better 
idea of it than any of us. She wants those fucking 
Blooded dead and buried and she wants them soldiers 
fighting fer us. Need as many as we can get if we're to 
lay siege to Crucible an' kill the damned Brekovichs.’ 

‘You hired me to fight a war,’ Kurt Verit said through 
a clenched jaw. The man was big and scary and Betrim 
wouldn't like to cross steel with him, but Betrim was 
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pretty big and scary himself. ‘I did not come here to sit 
outside city walls and grow bored on rations.’ 

‘You'll get ya war,’ Betrim assured the man. ‘Maybe 
not today though. Somebody fetch me a flag, a white 
one.’ 

‘Parley?’ asked Six-Cities. 
‘I got a plan,’ Betrim said with a grin that he knew 

would stretch out his scars and make him even uglier. 
‘Gonna challenge that Blooded fuck Willem Jogaren to 
a duel.’ 

‘Uh, boss,’ Six-Cities Ben said with a worried look 
hiding behind his bushy moustache. ‘Are you startin' ta 
buy into ya own legend? There's a reason Willem 
Jogaren is called the Hammer.’ 

‘Oh aye, is there?’ Betrim said, snorting a laugh. ‘Do 
enlighten me, Ben.’ 

‘Well for a bloody start, he's as big as this Five 
Kingdoms fuck,’ Ben said, throwing a thumb towards 
Kurt Verit. The exiled prince glared at Six-Cities, but 
said nothing. ‘He's never lost a fight.’ 

‘Neither have I,’ Betrim said. 
‘Boss. I've seen you lose fights,’ Six-Cities said in a 

matter-of-fact tone. ‘Quite a few of 'em.’ 
‘Right,’ Betrim said with a shrug. ‘But I've never 

been killed in any. Always win when it matters, eh?’ 
‘This is a bad idea,’ Kurt said. ‘If someone is to fight 

him, it should be me.’ 
‘Aye?’ Betrim pushed off from the gallows and 

squared up to the exiled prince. He was a couple of 
inches shorter and a fair bit less stocky to boot. ‘Ya 
reckon you can take me?’ 

‘Yes.’ 
‘Well ain't that a fuckin' shame, cos you work fer me. 

Ya all work fer me, so what I say goes. Good?’ Betrim 
waited for a few seconds for anyone to argue. No one 
did. 

‘Right then. Someone fetch me a flag.’ 
 

* * * 
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Betrim would have been lying if he'd said he wasn't 
close to shitting himself as he approached the walls of 
Reingarde holding nothing but a white flag. He could 
already see a good few archers atop those walls had 
arrows drawn and the pointy ends aimed right at him. 
Still, the Black Thorn wasn't the type of person to fear 
a couple of arrows so he showed none of it. 

He planted the flag in the ground within shouting 
distance of the gate and waited, staring up at the wall 
and ignoring the urge to find something to lean against. 
He hated having nothing solid against his back, always 
felt like there was a dagger just inches from his skin. 

The silence between Betrim and the wall stretched 
out so long he started to reconsider his plan and it 
started to sound real foolish even in his own head. 
More and more folk crowded the top of the walls and 
only fifty feet up they had a right good sight of Betrim. 
So good a sight it was unlikely any of them would miss. 

‘One eye, missing fingers, and uglier than a sore 
arse. You must be the Black Thorn,’ said a man from 
atop the wall. Betrim focused on him and found him 
handsome with close cropped hair and a rugged 
stubble that ran along his strong jawline. He looked just 
like every young Blooded lord. 

‘You Willem?’ Betrim shouted up at the wall. 
‘I am,’ Willem Jogaren shouted down at Betrim. ‘I'm 

wondering why I shouldn't stick you with a dozen 
arrows right now, Black Thorn.’ 

Betrim grinned. ‘Wouldn't be very honourable. Not 
when I've come to parley with ya. Also wouldn't win ya 
this little war we got goin' on.’ 

Willem Jogaren remained silent, staring down at 
Betrim like he still wasn't convinced. It took a lot of will 
power for Betrim to stand there under that scrutiny. 
Really felt like turning and running was the better 
option. 

‘Speak your piece, Black Thorn,’ shouted the 
Blooded lord. 
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Betrim grinned wide, showing a set of yellowing 
teeth. ‘Thought we might settle this like you Blooded 
folk sometimes do. Champion against champion, 
right? You an' me. You win ... well, I'll be dead, I guess. 
My army'll fuck off back to Chade. I win, the rest of your 
family give up the city an' fuck off out of the wilds. We'll 
let 'em all go. No bloodshed.’ 

‘I win, your army goes back to Chade and then 
Rose sends it right back here,’ Willem argued. 

‘Maybe so,’ Betrim admitted. ‘Bit of a reprieve 
though. Better chance of holding out in six months' 
time than now.’ 

Willem paced along atop the wall. He was a big 
bastard; Betrim could tell that even from a distance and 
with only the one eye. Still, the Black Thorn had killed 
big bastards before. Big bastards, small bastards, and 
all sorts of bastards in between. 

‘Down there,’ Willem shouted and pointed. ‘Equal 
distance between the walls and your army. Dawn. I'll 
end the Black Thorn for everyone to see.’ 

Betrim nodded. ‘Maybe so. Maybe you'll see just 
how hard it is to kill me.’ 

With a raspy laugh, Betrim turned on his heel and 
walked slowly back towards his army, ignoring the 
prickly sensation of a dozen arrows pointed at his back. 
 

* * * 
 
Dawn rolled around all too soon. One moment it was 
dark and hundreds of torches lit the front line, then the 
first rays of light started to peek over the horizon and 
Betrim felt that nervous tension he got when he was 
about to get himself killed. 

His troops lined up behind him. Ranks of soldiers 
hundreds long all turning up to see the fight between 
the Black Thorn and the Hammer. Looked like a similar 
number of troops up on the walls of Reingarde. Betrim 
reckoned near every soldier they had was up there 
watching. 
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‘You sure about this, Thorn?’ asked Henry. Wasn't 
often the little murderess visited the front lines, but she 
was here for this. She was Betrim's oldest friend, even 
after that one time she'd tried to kill him. 

‘It works, might be it breaks their spirit,’ Betrim said 
with a shrug. 

‘Might be you die out there an' I have ta drag your 
sorry dead arse back ta Rose. She already don't like 
me.’ 

Betrim glanced down at the little woman and gave 
her a nudge. Henry tipped her hat and grinned up at 
him. There were times when she looked something 
approaching pretty, and times when she looked as 
gruesome a sight as Betrim himself. Now was one of 
the former. 

‘Here ya go, boss,’ said Six-Cities Ben, holding out 
the reins of a horse. 

Betrim stepped up onto the stirrups and swung a 
leg over, kicking the beast into a slow trot. He wasn't 
the biggest fan of horses, but it made him look a bit 
more lordly and, married to the lady of Chade, a lord 
was what he was these days. 

He stopped the horse a bit shy of half way between 
the city and his army, dismounted, and waited for 
Willem Jogaren to show himself. He waited and he 
waited some more. Took a long time before the 
Blooded lord finally opened the gates and appeared. 
So long Betrim had taken to leaning against his horse 
as it grazed on the grass of the killing field. 

The Hammer seemed an apt name for the man that 
trotted out of the gates of Reingarde. He was broad 
and tall and damned near covered in metal. Betrim had 
seen the sort of armour before; it was what the knights 
of the Five Kingdoms liked to wear. Made them 
damned near unkillable except for a few vulnerable 
points. Also made them slow. 

Betrim liked to fight light, wearing leathers and cloth 
and relying on his uncanny ability to survive anything 
his enemies could throw at him. 
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Even the Hammer's massive horse was covered in 
metal plates. Betrim glanced at his own mount and 
wagered the poor creature felt a little bit lacking. 

The Hammer dismounted a couple of dozen feet 
from Betrim and clanked as he walked forwards a few 
paces. Under one arm he carried a metal helmet that 
would protect all but his eyes, and in his other hand he 
held a sword almost as long as he was tall. 

Betrim glanced back at his own army, and then 
towards the Hammer. Depth perception with only one 
eye was never easy, but he reckoned he was a little bit 
off. He took a few more steps towards the city and the 
Hammer responded opposite him. 

‘Are you ready to die, Black Thorn?’ the Hammer 
shouted loudly enough so both the troops in front and 
behind would hear. 

Betrim considered taking his duster off. It was long 
and heavy and cumbersome, but it might provide him 
with a bit of protection. 

‘Well?’ shouted the Hammer. ‘Shall we do this?’ 
They were only twenty paces apart. It was too close 

for Betrim's comfort. He took a deep breath. 
‘Now!’ Betrim roared. 
The twang of bowstrings filled the air from behind 

the first few ranks of Betrim's soldiers. A hail of arrows 
dimmed the low morning sun. They rained down upon 
the Hammer, punching through his armour, and the 
pretty Blooded lord collapsed. He'd barely had time to 
move, so unaware he had been caught. 

Betrim grabbed the rope from his horse and 
launched into a run towards the body of the Hammer. 
A good few arrows had fallen close to him, far too close 
for his liking. They littered the ground like blades of 
grass. 

He reached the Hammer's corpse just as the first 
few arrows started to fly from the walls of Reingarde. 
The gate was already closing and a few soldiers atop 
the walls found their senses, and their bows. 
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Betrim wasted no time looking at the body of the 
Blooded lord. He wrapped a loop of rope around the 
corpse's metal plated boot and pulled it tight before 
turning and running back towards his own lines. 

More arrows fell around him now and they were 
close, far too close, but Betrim reached his horse 
unscathed. He slapped the beast on the arse and leapt 
up into its saddle as it broke into a gallop, dragging the 
body of the Hammer behind it. 
 

* * * 
 
‘Don't reckon ya broke their spirit, Thorn,’ Henry said 
as they stared towards the walls of Reingarde. 

The Hammer was the Jogarens favourite son and 
the commander of the city's forces. His head made a 
pretty ornament for a pike thrust into the ground just 
outside of the range of the city's bows. An arrow was 
lodged deep into Willem's skull and Betrim had 
decided to leave it there. Reckon it looked sort of poetic 
given the circumstances. 

The soldiers of Reingarde were, if anything, more 
agitated than before. The patrols atop the walls had 
doubled and shouts occasionally drifted across to the 
army's lines. Not that anyone could hear what was 
shouted, but it certainly sounded like insults. 

‘Aye,’ Betrim agreed. ‘Don't reckon that worked 
quite like I intended. Still, the Hammer's good an' dead 
now. Don't reckon whoever they got left up there is as 
good as him.’ 

‘Don't reckon anyone's like ta parley with you ever 
again,’ Henry shot back. 

‘We found it, boss,’ Six-Cities Ben said as he 
finished jogging towards them, a wild grin on his face. 
‘Far from pretty though. Henry ain't gonna like it.’ 

‘Eh?’ Henry grunted from beneath her large cavalier 
hat. 

‘Best we do this somewhere a little more private,’ 
Betrim said. ‘We'll try my tent.’ 
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As the leader of the armies of Chade, Betrim was 
entitled to a nice, comfy tent. It held all the trappings a 
lord out in the field would normally desire, but Betrim 
was far from normal. He rarely used the tent, truth be 
told, preferred to bed down under the moon with the 
rest of the soldiers. Many years and more he'd spent 
out in the wilderness of the Wilds and that wasn't 
something a few weeks here and there in a comfy bed 
would ever rid him of. He slept like every other poor 
bastard in his army and he slept with a knife in hand. 
Never knew when someone might try for him and he'd 
long ago learned the hard way it was easier to start a 
fight armed than try to take theirs. 

That didn't mean the tent was unoccupied though. 
When times were slow and there was no fighting to be 
done, Kurt Verit often took the opportunity to visit the 
tent's cot with a camp follower or two in tow. The exiled 
prince fucked women like he had something to prove 
and Betrim had to wonder if the man would wear his 
cock away into a stump. 

Betrim ignored the grunting coming from within and 
lifted the tent flap, passing into the dim light beyond. 
Henry and Ben followed him without hesitation. 

‘We got business, Kurt,’ Betrim growled, sparing 
only a glance towards the cot. The woman was face 
down with her arse up in the air and Kurt towered over 
her, humping away despite the interruption. 

‘Almost finished,’ the exiled prince said between 
grunts. 

Betrim wandered into the centre of the large tent 
and leaned against the wide wooden pillar that held the 
roof up. Ben found a half-full bottle of something 
alcoholic and poured himself a cup. Henry slumped 
down into a chair and gave Kurt a good staring. 

Didn't take much longer for Kurt to go red in the face 
and stop. He drew in a deep breath and slapped the 
whore hard on the arse before pulling himself out and 
lacing up his trousers. 
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‘Out,’ Betrim ordered the camp follower and the 
woman quickly received her coin and stumbled from 
the tent looking a little sore. 

‘Do you have ta do that here?’ Henry asked with a 
sneer. ‘You do got ya own tent.’ 

Kurt shrugged as he stood up and stretched his big 
arms. ‘It's small and I can never find it. This one stands 
out and the Black Thorn never uses it.’ 

‘Looks like my plan to kill the Hammer didn't work 
quite like I meant,’ Betrim said, interrupting before an 
argument could start. He scratched at his burn with a 
three-fingered hand. ‘Reckon it might have made 
things a bit worse.’ 

Kurt Verit laughed. ‘Was fun to watch though. I 
believe I saw real fear in his eyes just before those 
arrows hit him.’ 

‘Aye,’ Betrim said. ‘Funny like a pack of laughing 
dogs. Think I might have pissed the rest of the 
Jogarens off a bit, an' I reckon they intend me some 
harm now. Don't think I'm gonna let them. Plan is ta kill 
'em all first before they can try to kill me. Call it pre-
emptive revenge.’ 

Henry took off her hat and spat on the ground. 
‘Sounds like something Anders would say. Call it what 
it is, Thorn. Murder.’ 

‘There was a time you wouldn't have a problem with 
that,’ Thorn said. 

Henry fixed him with a stare. Her left ear was long 
gone, nothing but a puckered red scar remained, and 
it was joined by a few more over the rest of her face. 
Made for a rather intense look when she put her mind 
to it. 

‘Ain't like that no more, Thorn,’ Henry said slowly. 
‘Yeah you are,’ Betrim argued, hating himself for 

doing it. ‘'Cos I need ya ta be Henry the Red one more 
time.’ 

Henry spat and then set to grinding her teeth so 
hard Betrim could hear it from half the tent away. She 
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was good and settled into the glare now and not even 
blinking as she sent it his way. 

‘I ain't her no more. Don't do that sort of thing.’ 
‘Aye, you are. And you do, 'least one more time.’ 

It was fairly damning that neither Ben nor Kurt were 
joining into the discussion. Henry might be small, but 
she scared men thrice her size. 

Henry seemed to mull it over for a good long time. 
Eventually she quit her glare and let out a loud sigh. 
Betrim had known she'd do it from the start. Henry 
would do 'most anything he asked. They were bonded 
together stronger than blood. They were bonded 
together by trust. 

‘How am I gettin' in?’ Henry asked. ‘And don't you 
fuckin' say...’ 

‘Sewer,’ Betrim interrupted. 
‘Damnit, boss,’ Ben piped up. ‘I wanted to tell her.’ 
The force of the stare Henry turned Ben's way put 

Six-Cities well and truly on the side of silent. 
‘Better than that, Ben,’ Betrim continued. ‘Ya goin' 

with her.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘It'll be easier on my own,’ Henry argued. 
‘Nah,’ Betrim said with a shake of his head. ‘Ain't a 

more unremarkable bastard than Ben here an' I reckon 
ya might need someone ta watch ya back. Break in, kill 
every Jogaren they got holed up in there, an' sneak out 
again. Soon as those soldiers realise they ain't got no 
one left to protect, they'll give up the city. If even one 
of those Blooded bastards survives they'll lock up 
tighter than a miser's strings an' we'll have to storm the 
walls. Good?’ 

‘Aye,’ Henry said without much conviction. ‘Good.’ 
 

* * * 
 
The city of Reingarde by night was a startling sight and 
no mistake. Henry liked to think she'd seen most of 
what the wilds had to offer, but Reingarde was a bit 
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different. Never had she seen so many multi-storied 
buildings clustered together so tightly. Seemed every 
home, business, warehouse, and everything in 
between had at least three floors. It made a certain 
kind of sense. Reingarde wasn't the largest of cities, 
but it had a fair population. Some folk liked to build 
upwards instead of outwards. 

Ben shook his foot until something slimy detached 
itself and spread across the dirt of the street. They both 
likely smelled something worse than foul, but Henry 
couldn't tell. She found that after a while of smelling 
like shit, she just kind of got used to it. Didn't mean she 
was happy about having to walk through a sewer. 

‘Seemed right funny when I was jus' findin' the 
sewer fer you to walk through,’ Ben whispered as they 
crossed the street into a nearby alleyway. 

Henry snorted. ‘Ya ain't been with Thorn since the 
beginnin'. He always loved to break into places by the 
sewer. Says it's the best way 'cos no one expects it. 
Bastard ain't entirely wrong. 'Sides, as sewers go it 
weren't really a bad one.’ 

They stopped for a few moments to change into a 
new pair of boots and then Ben led the way. Reingarde 
wasn't the largest of cities, but Henry didn't know her 
way around—Ben did. He'd been before and he knew 
where the Jogarens were likely to be resting. 

The streets weren't busy so late into the night, but 
there were a few folk out and about. Henry and Ben 
slipped into their ranks and walked without remark. It 
was why Thorn couldn't come along for the murdering, 
he was too easily recognised these days. His time of 
sneaking about was long over. Now he commanded 
armies and sat on the right hand of the most powerful 
woman in the Wilds. These days Thorn was a powerful 
lord in his own right, but at least he remembered where 
he came from and remembered who helped to put him 
where he was. 

‘Not many guards around,’ Ben whispered as they 
slipped into another alleyway opposite a building taller 
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than most and a fair bit grander too with ornate 
carvings all over the window ledges and actual glass 
in those windows instead of wooden shutters. 

‘All on the walls, I reckon,’ Henry replied. ‘Makes 
sense. Kurt lit a bunch of big fires earlier. Tryin' to draw 
attention away from the city. Away from us.’ 

‘So over the wall?’ Ben asked, pointing to the ten 
feet of stone that surrounded the Jogarens' home. 

Henry snorted out a laugh. She sometimes forgot 
that Six-Cities Ben wasn't used to this sort of work. 
He'd been a hunter all his life, tracking down and 
bringing folk like Henry to whichever lawman put the 
highest price on her head. 

‘There,’ Henry pointed to a small gate set into the 
wall. A single guard stood outside, lazily keeping track 
of the nearby street. A street that was both empty and 
mostly dark. 

‘Alright,’ said Ben. ‘What's the plan?’ 
‘Go fer a wander,’ Henry said with a crooked grin 

from beneath her wide cavalier hat. ‘Make sure ya get 
close ta him.’ 

Ben shot her a quick look, then strolled out of the 
alleyway and towards the guard. As he passed close 
by, the guard turned, watching Ben go. Henry took her 
chance and darted out of the alleyway, running up to 
the man on near silent feet. 

Skidding to a halt behind the guard, Henry whipped 
one hand under his chin and pulled his head upwards 
to stop him from crying out. Her other hand plunged 
one of her little daggers deep into his back in just the 
right spot so he'd die quickly. Henry knew all the best 
ways to murder a man. Lots of experience. 

As the guard groaned and wheezed out his last, 
with Henry pressed up close behind, she saw grey hair 
underneath his helm and found the scent of cinnamon 
in her nose. She scooped the keys from his pocket and 
let his limp body drop to the ground, sparing his death 
barely a thought as she unlocked the gate. 
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‘Drag him inside,’ she hissed at Ben and he leapt to 
the job. 

They stashed the guard's corpse inside a small 
bush. It wouldn't conceal it under any sort of real 
scrutiny, but from a distance and in the dark of night, it 
wouldn't be discovered. Henry's right hand was sticky 
and slick. Spilled blood always calmed her nerves.. 

‘Henry,’ Ben whispered, shaking her shoulder. ‘Ya 
with me?’ 

‘Aye,’ she hissed back. It had been a long time 
since she'd felt blood on her hands and it stirred 
something inside, something she thought she had left 
behind. 

They slipped into the house as silent as ghosts and 
stole from room to room, hunting the Blooded lords and 
ladies within. Their first they found were holed up in 
something that looked like a study. Three men, one 
older and two young, were drunk and still drinking. 
Henry listened to them for a few minutes and heard 
them singing the praises and recounting the victories 
of Willem Jogaren. Henry guessed the older man to be 
Larolt, the head of the Jogaren family, and the two 
younger men to be his surviving sons, Willem's 
brothers. 

The first of the three Blooded to die was the one 
who looked the youngest with barely a wisp of hair on 
his chin. He announced he needed to piss but never 
made it to the toilet. As soon as the lad was out of sight 
of his family, Henry slipped up behind him and slit his 
throat from ear to ear and then dragged his body into 
a nearby room and closed the door. There was blood 
on the floor, deep and red and beautiful, but Ben 
snuffed out the lantern in the corridor. 

The other two died in their study, drinks still in hand. 
They were sitting in chairs and facing the fire and it was 
an easy thing to sneak up behind them. Henry killed 
Larolt Jogaren. Ben did for the son and made a mess 
of it, but the man died quietly enough despite having 
half his head hacked in. 
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Ben looked a little uneasy after that, a haunted look 
about his eyes. Henry didn't blame him. It was easy 
enough to take a man's life in a fight, but murder was 
something else entirely. Not everyone was cut out for 
it. 

Before they left in search of the remaining two 
Jogarens, Henry watched the blood on the floor of the 
study for a few moments. It was such a deep, beautiful 
red, almost hypnotizing. She loved the complexity of 
blood. Sometimes it could gush like water under 
pressure, sometimes it could seep like running honey. 
It kept everyone and everything alive, and tasted like 
coins in the mouth, metallic and warm. 

Henry shook herself out of her trance to find Ben 
watching her, all concerned-like. She sneered at him 
and they set off to find the two Jogaren women. 

The older of the women died in her bed and never 
woke. Olegra Jogaren was ancient by most standards 
and grey and wrinkled, covered neck to toe in thick 
blankets despite the warmth. Her blood trickled from 
the wound like water from a well and stained the bed 
sheets.They found the second woman in a small room 
lit only by a crackling fire. She was sitting in a rocking 
chair, quietly sobbing. Leesha Jogaren was a widow 
now; Thorn had made sure of that. 

Henry slipped into the room like a shadow and 
Leesha didn't even notice. It was likely she couldn't see 
her own hand with so many tears in her eyes. Henry 
crept up behind the chair and shoved a dagger up 
through the woman's neck and into her skull. Leesha's 
body jerked and the sobbing stopped. Henry sighed 
and felt her legs wobble a little. She pulled her dagger 
free and watched the blood pour over her hand and the 
hilt of her knife, turning both a deep red. 

It seemed she was still Henry the Red. She just 
didn't want to be anymore. 

‘Fuck,’ Ben said quietly. He was staring at the 
woman's lap, his eyes wide with horror. 
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Henry walked around the chair and saw a baby, no 
more than a few months old, sleeping in Leesha 
Jogaren's lap, its swaddle soaking up the deep red of 
its mother's blood. 

‘It's a baby,’ Six-Cities Ben said as though the fact 
weren't obvious. 

‘It's a Jogaren baby,’ said Henry, wiping her blade 
on the young mother's nightgown. 

‘Didn't even know the Hammer was expecting,’ Ben 
said. 

‘Nope.’ 
‘Boss said all the Jogarens had to die.’ 
‘Aye.’ 
‘Not a one left alive.’ 
‘Aye.’ Henry stared down at the little sleeping 

bundle. It wouldn't be the first babe she had murdered, 
but it sure would be the youngest. 

A scream erupted from behind them and they both 
turned to find a maid standing in the doorway. 
 

* * * 
 
Dawn found a lot of activity on both sides of the siege. 
The walls of Reingarde were alive with soldiers in shiny 
armour marching back and forth. The army of Chade 
seemed agitated too, as though they sensed 
something was about to happen, even if they had no 
idea what. 

Betrim leaned against the gallows and stared at the 
wall with his one good eye. He was nervous and more 
than a little of it, but he refused to let any of his troops, 
or even his general, see it. Henry and Ben had been 
gone far too long. Something must have happened to 
them to be so late. Betrim couldn't shake the feeling 
that his friends were dead and he'd been the one to 
send them to it. 

‘Thorn,’ Kurt said as he approached. ‘That looks like 
every soldier they've got up there. I think something is 
about to happen. Your plan failed.’ 
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Betrim sniffed and spat. The bodies had been 
cleared away from the gallows, but the construct still 
smelled like death. 

‘I can have the men ready to attack in a few hours,’ 
Kurt continued. ‘We'll take the city by force.’ 

The activity atop the wall started to look even more 
agitated and Betrim squinted to see it a bit better. The 
soldiers were cheering, or shouting. Looked like they 
were facing inwards though, not out towards the army 
camped outside their walls. Betrim felt his gut loosen. 

‘Is that...’ Kurt started to ask and stopped short. 
Betrim couldn't see the top of the wall very well, but 

he didn't need to see the figure wearing a big blue 
cavalier hat. The soldiers were pushing Henry along 
and being none to gentle about it. 

‘If we storm the walls now ...’ Kurt started to say. 
‘We'd never get there in time.’ Betrim scratched at 

his patchy beard. ‘An' we ain't even approachin' ready 
ta take that fight.’ 

The gate to the city started to open and a single 
figure holding a white flag stepped out and started 
walking slowly towards them. It was hard to tell at a 
distance, but it looked like the man wore no arms or 
armour. 

‘They've wrapped a rope around her neck,’ Kurt 
said quietly. 

Betrim refused to look. 
There was some commotion in the lines behind 

them and Kurt turned to find out what it was. Betrim 
kept his eye on the approaching figure, a hand 
hovering near his axe. 

‘Get out of my way.’ Henry's voice rang loud over 
the din. ‘Thorn. Thorn!’ Betrim turned to see her limping 
towards him. She looked a right mess with blood all 
over her clothes, her shit brown hair hanging lank and 
wet across her face, and a limp that spoke of a twisted 
ankle. But she was alive. 

Betrim let loose a horrific grin and crossed the last 
two steps between them, gathering Henry up into a 
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crushing hug. She smelled of blood and shit and sweat, 
but Betrim didn't care. 

‘Where's Ben?’ Betrim asked as he put Henry 
down. A moment later it dawned on him and he turned 
back to the walls and the figure wearing the cavalier 
hat and a noose. ‘Fuck.’ 

‘Got caught in the act,’ Henry said as she joined 
Betrim staring up at the wall. ‘Maid sent up a scream 
'fore we realised she were there. We ran. Lost my hat, 
I guess. Lost Ben too. Weren't 'til I was at the sewer I 
realised he weren't.’ 

‘Fuck,’ Betrim breathed. 
The figure with the white flag was getting closer and 

almost within hailing distance. Betrim strode forwards 
to meet him with Kurt and Henry just a step behind. 

‘Black Thorn,’ said the man with the flag, which he 
planted in the ground just a few feet from the gallows. 
He was tall and stocky with short grey hair and tired 
brown eyes. 

‘Aye,’ Betrim said, struggling not to glance up at the 
wall. ‘Who're you?’ 

‘Keiran Hurtz, commander of the garrison.’ 
‘Want my man back,’ Betrim said, nodding towards 

the top of the wall but not taking his eye off the 
commander. 

Keiran Hurtz coughed and drew in a deep breath. 
‘The Jogarens are dead. All of them. Congratulations, 
Black Thorn. The city is yours. Gates are open, you'll 
find no resistance.’ 

‘Want my man back,’ Betrim repeated. Kurt walked 
away, already hollering at the troops to march into the 
city. 

The commander looked up at Betrim and there was 
something in his eyes then. Sorrow and hatred mixed, 
it looked like. 

‘The city is yours, Black Thorn,’ the commander 
repeated. ‘But the murder of a child must have justice.’ 

The commander picked up the white flag and 
dropped it on the ground. Up on the wall the figure in 
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the cavalier hat pitched forwards, dropped a few feet 
then stopped as the rope pulled taught. Even from that 
distance, Betrim could see Six-Cities Ben's legs 
kicking, searching for some relief against the bite of the 
rope. 

Betrim stood there and watched for a long time. 
Long past the point where Ben's legs stopped kicking. 
Long past the point where his own troops started 
marching towards the city. The world seemed to 
recede around him as he watched his friend's corpse 
hanging from the grey stone wall. Someone shoved a 
bottle into his hand and Betrim looked down to find 
Henry standing next to him. She had her own bottle 
and she raised it towards the wall. 

‘Drink to the fallen,’ the little murderess said quietly. 
Betrim finished the toast. ‘We'll be joining them 
soon.’[GdM] 
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