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From	the	Editor	
 

ADRIAN COLLINS 
 

 
 
It’s been an exciting quarter with what feels like a 
million things rolling at once. This quarter we popped 
all the paperback and hardcover Kickstarter backer 
copies of Evil is a Matter of Perspective in the post, we 
got our cover art and design done on Secret Print 
Project #2, we worked with debut author Anna Smith-
Spark (who is going to be epic), and, after almost three 
years of chasing one, finally got to publish a Luke Scull 
The Grim Company story. 

This issue also closes out three years of publishing 
Grimdark Magazine. Thank you, from the bottom of the 
pit where my soul is supposed to be, for continuing to 
back us to deliver the best in short grimdark fiction, 
articles, interviews, and reviews. It’s been a blast. 
 
Adrian Collins 
Founder 
 
Connect with the Grimdark Magazine team at: 
 
facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine 
twitter.com/AdrianGdMag  
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grimdarkmagazine.com  
plus.google.com/+AdrianCollinsGdM/ 
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A	Ring	to	Rule	Them	All	
The Grim Company 

 
LUKE SCULL 

 
 

 
The pyre had finally burned itself out. 

Borun stared into the mound of blackened timber. 
At the charred remains nestled within. There was 
nothing left of the woman he'd once known. Nothing 
recognisable in that twisted, profane shape. A 
kindness, all things considered. 

He wiped ash and a stray snowflake from his 
bearded face with one huge hand. Paused a moment 
to examine the scars written in his flesh. Those were 
good scars; the kind a man could be proud of. 

He stared beyond the pyre, at the wicker cage 
positioned before the Great Lodge—the household of 
the puppet king, Magnar, and the Highland people's 
immortal overlord, the Shaman. There was nothing to 
be proud of in the apology he'd just given to the man in 
that cage. The opposite, in fact. 

Brodar Kayne's fury had dwindled at last—just as 
the blazing inferno upon which his wife had met her 
end had finally fizzled out. He lay huddled in his 
torturous prison, broken and distraught. 
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Borun could hear his former friend's sobs above the 
gathering wind and the crackle of dying embers. He 
squeezed his eyes shut and tried to block it out. Scars 
of the flesh would fade given enough time. The scars 
of betrayal would follow you to the grave, only 
deepening as the years went by. They were his to bear, 
now. 

'Nasty business,' muttered a voice behind Borun. 
Footsteps crunched on fresh snow. Skafar came up 
beside him and spat. The guardsman seemed none-
too-pleased to be handed the job of watching over the 
prisoner. There was a storm in the air: the promise of 
a hellish night to come. 

'She was his world. The light that guided him from 
the darkness. He told me that once.' Borun's voice 
trembled slightly—an admission of weakness that 
would've shocked anyone familiar with his fierce 
reputation. Sometimes he would lay awake, wondering 
why he hadn't crept to the Great Lodge under the cover 
of darkness, attempted to free the man he had once 
called brother. The answer was waiting for him back at 
Eastmeet. He had a wife and daughters to think of now. 
Had to do what was right by them. When the Shaman 
was involved, sentiment got you killed. 

Skafar looked uncomfortable. The guardsman 
shifted one hand from his spear and shoved it down 
his breeches. 'Something the matter?' Borun asked. 

Skafar said nothing, merely winced and rummaged 
around in his pants. Borun sighed and glanced at the 
sky. Night was fast approaching. The horrors of today 
would give way to the horrors that waited on the 
morrow. 'Kayne made a choice,' he said slowly, 
seeking to convince himself as much as Skafar. 
Seeking to ease the guilt squeezing his chest like a 
giant's fist. 'He swore to serve the Shaman and chose 
to run instead of doing his duty. A man says a thing, he 
ought to do it.' 

The guardsman gave his cock another good itch. 'I 
heard you was close,' Skafar said, taking care to keep 
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his voice neutral. 'You and Kayne. They say he saved 
your life more than once, and you saved his. That you 
were Spirit Father at his wedding.' 

Somewhere distant, a wolf howled. Borun felt a chill 
that even the plunging temperature couldn't account 
for. 'What's your point?' he growled. 

'All this must be tough to swallow,' Skafar 
continued, nodding at the fire-blackened skeleton of 
Mhaira. 'Considering your own vows.' 

In Borun's skull, an old man's voice repeated words 
spoken long ago. 

He will be the stone that fortifies this couple in times 
of hardship, the bedrock that helps support the weight 
of years when they seem too heavy to bear. May he 
forever hold true. 

'I'm done here,' Borun grunted, turning away. Away 
from the ruin of once-bright memories. 

'Ain't no way for a man like him to die,' mused 
Skafar. 'They say he was the greatest of us. That none 
could match blades with him. Not even you.' 

Borun paused for a moment. Glanced back at the 
cage and its tragic occupant one last time. 'None of that 
matters now. Tomorrow—' his voice caught. 
'Tomorrow… he will be at peace.' 

He remembered the joy in Kayne's eyes as Mhaira 
had placed the plain silver band on her husband's 
finger all those years ago. 

He almost turned back then. Almost, but not quite. 
 

* * * 
 

Skafar watched Borun's halting departure and spat 
again. He'd never say it to the man's face but Borun 
struck him as a piece of work. It took a stone-cold 
bastard to turn your back on a friend in his hour of 
need. 

That was the trouble with most people, Skafar 
reflected. When push came to shove, they just wouldn't 
hold true to their word. 
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The snow was falling heavier now. Just his luck to 
be stuck on guard duty on a night like this, especially 
in the sorry state he was in. It wasn't as though anyone 
would be foolish enough to attempt a rescue, was it? 
He heard the rattle of armour and saw Raz making his 
way over. The spirits might've provided a better 
companion for him to pass the hours of darkness—but 
when had the spirits ever given two shits about old 
Skafar? 

His cock was itching something fierce. It felt as 
though he had an army of ants down there, all eager 
for a piece of him. Just like the whores at Dolly's over 
in the east side of town, in fact, except one of them had 
given him something in return. 

Raz began to pile kindling next to the wreckage of 
the pyre. Like Skafar, Raz wore a thick pelt over his 
shoulders, as well as a metal-studded leather hauberk 
and a spiked half-helm. He was a good decade 
younger than Skafar, a well-regarded warrior within 
Heartstone's walls. He was also known to enjoy a 
wager. 

'Sore down there?' Raz quipped, as Skafar 
continued digging around in his pants. 'Keeva working 
you too hard?' 

Skafar grimaced at the mention of Keeva. She did 
work him hard, inside the furs and outside them—but 
a man had needs, didn't he? She was away visiting 
family and what she didn't know wouldn't hurt her. 
Even if she had once told him she'd pickle his balls in 
vinegar if he ever lay with another woman. He would 
need to explain the ugly rash on his cock once she got 
back. That, or pray to the spirits for a miracle. 

Having succeeded in getting a fire going, Raz 
examined the remains on the pyre. He poked gingerly 
at the corpse with his spear. 'Not much left of her.' 

'Stop that,' Skafar snapped.' Ain't no honour in 
disturbing the dead. That woman was this man's wife.' 
He nodded in the direction of the prisoner. For some 
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reason he thought of Keeva. Saw her smile in his 
mind's eye and felt another pang of guilt. 

'I was just checking,' Raz replied. 
'Checking… what? That she ain't secretly still alive, 

somehow? Look at her.' 
A sob emerged from the wicker cage, and Skafar 

realised he'd spoken loudly enough to be overheard by 
the prisoner. He shook his head and turned back to the 
fire, now blazing merrily. 'It's going to be a long night. 
You got your dice?' 

It turned out Raz did indeed have his dice. 
 

* * * 
 

'Snake eyes. Hah! You lose again.'  
Raz stared at the treacherous dice on the upturned 

cask they were using as a makeshift table. His luck 
was rotten. Worse than rotten. He was surely under the 
influence of some kind of curse. He wondered if he'd 
accidentally pissed off a sorceress, or one of the wise 
men, the veronyi. He couldn't remember upsetting 
anyone. No one who could identify him as the culprit, 
at any rate. He'd killed the last man to catch him 
stealing and made it look like a worg attack. 

With a resigned sigh, he pushed the small stack of 
copper coins over to Skafar, who deposited them in the 
pouch hanging on his belt. 'Again?' asked Skafar. 

Raz resisted the urge to offer his cloak as a wager. 
It was so cold even the roaring fire couldn't keep the 
chill out of his bones. 'I'm all out.' 

Skafar scratched at his manhood again. Probably 
suffering for his whoring ways, Raz thought. It was a 
vice he himself couldn't abide. To his mind, if you gave 
your word to be true to a woman, you ought to stick to 
it. 

'Deli's not gonna be pleased,' Skafar said. 'You're 
the only guard I know who finishes a shift with fewer 
coins than when he started.' 
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Raz winced. It was Deli's naming day soon. She'd 
wanted a new scarf for months. The coins he'd just lost 
were meant to pay for just such a gift. Why hadn't he 
left his dice back at the cabin they shared? 

'You heard about the man they call the Wolf?' he 
said, voice full of righteous anger, eager for someone, 
anyone, to lash out at. 'They say he fled the Forsaken. 
Got himself exiled. It's a coward who lets down his 
brothers like that.' 

'Don't reckon you'd say that to his face,' Skafar 
replied. 

Raz frowned. The Wolf's reputation was near as 
fearsome as that of the man in the cage, but Raz 
himself had never backed down from a fight. He was 
about to say as much when the prisoner made a 
choking sound. The two guards rushed over to the 
wicker prison. 

Brodar Kayne was convulsing violently. Vomit the 
colour of old milk spilled from the bearded tangle of his 
mouth, blocking his airway, yet he could not or would 
not move his head to empty his mouth. The smell from 
the cage was overpowering: shit, piss, and now the 
acrid stink of bile. 

'Is he dying?' Raz exclaimed, dread worming its 
way into his stomach. If the Sword of the North croaked 
on them now, with his public execution due in the 
morning, the Shaman would be livid. An angry 
Magelord meant only bad news. 

'Not on our watch,' said Skafar. He poked his spear 
through the bars of the cage, jabbed the pointy end into 
the prisoner's ribs. Kayne flinched, his blue eyes 
narrowing in pain, but still he refused to budge. 

'Come on, you stubborn old bastard.' Raz jabbed at 
Kayne's flank, much harder than Skafar, feeling the 
steel tip of his own spear sink into the man's half-
starved body. 

Kayne's head finally jerked to the side. Steaming 
vomit spilled on to the soiled floor of the cage and he 
gulped in air, powerless to resist his body's will to live. 
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His eyes were wild with desperation. 'Let me die,' he 
croaked. 

Skafar and Raz exchanged a look. It wasn't an easy 
thing, seeing a once-legend reduced to a broken 
wretch. A hundred men could try and fail to reach for 
the sky and it couldn't move you like a single icon 
pulled back to earth, shown be flesh and blood, like any 
other man. 

Raz noticed something on one of Kayne's fingers, 
then. It was covered in mud and worse, but the gleam 
of silver beneath was unmistakable. He'd already 
checked the body on the pyre, but whatever jewellery 
the woman might have been wearing had melted in the 
heat of the fire. 

Tell me you won't steal no more. That you'll clear 
your debts and give up the gambling for good. Promise 
me, Raz, or we're done. 

He'd made that promise to Deli. The gambling he 
was still working on, but he hadn't stolen so much as a 
copper to feed his habit in months. 

Still. She'd really liked that scarf. And was it even 
stealing, if the victim was dead, or as good as dead? 

Kayne began to weep, tears from rheumy eyes 
leaving pale trails down his filth-caked cheeks. 'Come,' 
said Skafar. 'Best leave him to his grief.' 

 
* * * 

 
The snow was falling in sheets now. Skafar could 
barely see the southern wall of the Great Lodge. His 
manhood was causing him no end of strife. He was half 
of a mind to cut the damn thing off and be done with it, 
but he doubted Keeva would've approved of that. 

He glanced again at the cage. That ring on Brodar 
Kayne's finger would fetch enough coin to pay for an 
apothecary to take a look at him; maybe even a 
sorceress. He stared at at the copper band on his own 
finger. It was only a cheap ring, but he'd have fought 
tooth and nail for what it represented. 
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He sighed and put any thought of robbing the 
prisoner out of his mind. He would just have to face 
Keeva's wrath. That, or take up a guard job 
somewhere a long way away, until the problem sorted 
itself out. 

Raz also seemed to be preoccupied. He kept 
glancing at the prisoner when he thought Skafar wasn't 
watching. The two men made a sorry pair hunched 
there by the fire, the charred corpse of a woman and 
her tragic widower their only company. 

A grim company, all around. 
Skafar remembered what Borun had said earlier 

that night. A man says a thing, he ought to do it. 
'Reckon he deserved this?' he asked abruptly. 
'Kayne?' replied Raz. 'He swore to serve the 

Shaman. To obey his every order. You can't just break 
a vow like that and turn tail when it suits.' 

Skafar thought about that for a moment. 'He vowed 
to love his wife first,' he said slowly. 'By carrying out 
the Shaman's orders, he would've betrayed her. 
What's a man to do then? I reckon love can justify most 
anything. Otherwise it ain't love. Maybe you have to be 
married to understand.' 

Raz snorted, contempt plain on his face, but Skafar 
ignored it. All he could think of was Keeva's warm 
embrace. That and the incessant itching in his pants. 
He made a decision. 'I'm going to look for some ice,' 
he announced. 

Raz nodded distractedly. He glanced again at the 
cage. 

Leather boots leaving prints in the gathering snow, 
Skafar made his way south, away from the Great 
Lodge. He recalled there was a small pond nearby. It 
would probably be frozen over this time of year. He 
could break off some ice, shove it against his nether 
regions and, spirits be kind, give himself some blessed 
relief. 

He should probably talk to Keeva, let her know he'd 
done something stupid. Fuck, he was a damned fool. 
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Just as he had anticipated, the pond was frozen. He 
set about finding something with which to break the ice, 
discovered a small rock lodged between two boulders. 
He rested his spear against one and bent down to 
retrieve it. 

When he straightened again, a man was standing 
before him. 

The newcomer was broad and fire-scarred. His 
hairless brow was furrowed in a stare that seemed 
fierce enough to melt the ice. 

Skafar reached for his spear, out of instinct. Quick 
as a snake, a rough hand grabbed him around the 
throat while another knocked the spear away. 'Kayne,' 
the stranger rasped, in a voice like a barrelful of gravel 
filling an open grave. 'Where is he?' 

Skafar was a reasonably strong man, but the hand 
that gripped him might've been made of iron. 'The 
Great Lodge,' he managed, his words a strangled 
gasp. 

'Guards. How many?' 
'One. Two,' Skafar gulped. 'Including me.' 
The stranger spat and reached behind one 

shoulder with his free hand. A moment later he brought 
a wicked-looking axe up to Skafar's groin. 'You're 
gonna do what I say or else you're gonna be scrabbling 
around in the snow for your prick. Understand?' 

'Yes,' Skafar gasped. 
'You a man of your word?' 
No, Skafar thought. I wasn't. But I am now. He tried 

to nod, made do with a gurgled 'Yes.' 
'Aye,' growled the stranger. 'That's what I thought. 

You're gonna wait here. When the alarm goes up, you 
wander back, say you got lost in the storm. We never 
met. Got it? It's your word or your cock.' The vice-like 
grip relaxed a fraction; the axe moved a fraction closer. 

'My word,' Skafar said, his voice a squeak. 
The hand around his throat disappeared. As quickly 

as that, the stranger was gone. Only light boot prints in 
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the snow and deep finger marks on his neck provided 
evidence he had ever been there at all.  

It occurred to Skafar the itching had stopped. In 
fact, his pants felt strangely warm. 

He looked down and was only slightly surprised to 
find he'd pissed himself. 
 

* * * 
 

Raz was growing impatient. He'd never liked being 
alone for too long, and that was a problem when your 
profession chiefly involved standing around by yourself 
for hours on end. Still. Sometimes guard duty had its 
perks. 

Raz's fingers closed around the silver band in his 
pocket. It'd been a battle getting it off the prisoner—
Kayne had struggled as much as the tiny confines of 
his cage would allow, biting and spitting like a rabid 
dog. But eventually Raz had prised the ring away. It 
seemed the night might not be a disaster after all. 

He was imagining the scarf he would buy Deli when 
a dark figure suddenly entered the edge of the clearing 
and began to walk towards the fire. 'Skafar?' Raz 
called out. The old whoremonger had been gone a long 
while. 

There was no reply. Raz squinted though the 
blinding snow. The figure didn't look much like 
Skafar—he was too broad, for one thing, and instead 
of a spear, he carried an axe in each hand. 

Raz raised his own spear. 'Who in the hells are 
you?' he barked, though a suspicion began to take 
hold. 

'No one. I'm here for Kayne. Get the fuck out of my 
way.' 

Raz gave a cry of alarm—lost in the howling 
blizzard—and sprung into action. Many men fancied 
their chances against Raz when it came to dice or 
cards, but few when it came to violence. He aimed low, 
striking at the stranger's legs. 
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There was a cracking sound. Somehow, Raz found 
himself holding two halves of his spear. The flat of an 
axe hit him in the face and he fell to the snow, stunned. 

The stranger loomed over him. Knelt down. 
Retrieved something from the snow. 

Silver glinted in the light of the fire. 
'You stole this? From Kayne?' The question was 

delivered in a tone that made the snow against Raz's 
arse seem warm and inviting. 

'I—Wait. You're him! The Wolf! Let me live. Please. 
I don't deserve this.' 

The man they called the Wolf spat. 'You want to 
plead for mercy after what you did? Ask the Reaver for 
mercy when you see him.' 

As the axe fell, Raz's last thought was that maybe 
he should have kept his promise to Deli after all. 
 

* * * 
 

Borun stared grimly at the dancing flame of his 
campfire and scraped the whetstone against the edge 
of his great axe. The song of steel on stone helped him 
focus his thoughts. They'd been a raging turmoil ever 
since he'd left Heartstone, a match for the snowstorm 
beyond the shelter of the rock ledge under which he'd 
sought refuge. 

The worsening weather had forced him off the road 
to Eastmeet. The last thing he wanted was a delay in 
getting home. He was desperate for his wife and 
daughters to chase away the darkness that plagued 
his thoughts. Seeing Kayne there at the last, broken 
and sobbing, had almost undone him. They'd grown up 
together in the Keep. Fought and killed demons 
together. Bled for each other countless times—and in 
doing so, became brothers, as close as any born of the 
same womb. 

He stared at the gold ring around his huge index 
finger. That was the reason he'd turned his back on a 
brother. That ring was his crown, his privilege and his 
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duty to his own personal kingdom. A man had to 
protect his kingdom before anything else. 

Just as Kayne had tried to protect his. Like a 
winterfox squeezing into a chicken coop, the insight 
shattered his momentary calm and sent his thoughts 
into a chaotic flurry. He attacked the monstrous axe 
resting on his knees with renewed anger. 

Scrape. Scrape. Scrape. He clenched his jaw so 
tightly he tasted blood. 

'Borun.' 
The unexpected rasping of his name cut through 

the whistle of the wind and the crackling of the fire and 
the shriek of metal. He was on his feet in an instant, 
great axe raised, staring beyond the fire at the two men 
who had just emerged out of the swirling snow. Coal-
black eyes stared back at him from a heavily scarred 
face. 

The grim warrior known as the Wolf lowered Brodar 
Kayne, wrapped in what looked like Raz's prize cloak, 
except for the fresh blood stains, gently to the ground 
and unharnessed his twin axes. 'Saw a fire up ahead,' 
he snarled. 'Imagine running into you here.' 

'You freed him,' Borun said in astonishment, 
strange emotions warring inside him. 'The Shaman will 
you hunt you to the end of the world. Why throw your 
life away?' 

The Wolf spat. 'I made a promise,' he growled. 
'Difference between a man and a cunt is that a man 
sticks to his word.' 

'I have a wife and three daughters to think of!' Borun 
roared, all the frustration he'd been carrying within him 
for the last year bursting out. 

'That's the excuse every man gives when he stops 
being true. Me—I ain't the marrying type.' 

A hundred thoughts whirred through Borun's mind. 
He wanted to go to Kayne, to lift him off the ground and 
embrace him and tell him again how sorry he was. He 
wanted to offer to help them escape; to lend them 
whatever aid he could. He wanted to be true. 
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What he said was: 'I should head back to 
Heartstone. Raise the alarm.' 

The Wolf took a single step towards him. 'You can 
fucking try.' 

Borun took a deep breath. The Wolf was shorter 
than him by a good few inches and maybe not quite as 
strong or broad—but Kayne had once referred to him 
as the hardest bastard in a nation of hard bastards, and 
if anyone were in the position to judge, it was Brodar 
Kayne. Still. Borun was no coward. He'd killed demons 
and giants and worse. 

Just then his ring caught the fire. It gleamed prettily, 
and he thought suddenly of his daughters waiting for 
him back in Eastmeet. His wife, welcoming him with a 
soft kiss. He was no coward, but the realization he 
might not return home to his family caused Borun to 
hesitate. 'Perhaps I'll stay here a while,' he said slowly. 
'Give the two of you a head start. It's the best I can do.' 

'One of us ain't leaving here alive,' the Wolf snarled. 
'Jerek.' Kayne's voice was as weak as parchment. 

'I can't make it on my own.' 
It was the Wolf's turn to hesitate. Borun could read 

his uncertainty as though it were his own. If I fall here, 
Kayne dies with me. 

The Wolf had no kingdom. But he had his promise. 
Without a word, he bent and lifted Brodar Kayne off 

the ground, hoisting him over his shoulders. Then he 
turned and walked back out into the storm. They were 
free men. 

For now.[GdM] 
  



	 19	

Luke Scull was born in Bristol and lives in Warminster. 
Luke also designs computer roleplaying games and 
has worked on several acclaimed titles for Ossian 
Studios and Bioware. 

Luke's first novel, The Grim Company, was 
shortlisted for the David Gemmell Morningstar Award, 
2014. The trilogy has since sold over 100,000 copies 
worldwide. 
 
Visit his website at: www.lukescull.com. 

  



	 20	

 
 
 

An	Interview	with	
Richard	A.	Knaak	

 
TOM SMITH 

 
 

 
Salutations rogues and knaves! I recently caught up 
with fantasy great Richard Knaak. I don’t know about 
you, but Mr. Knaak composed a large portion of my 
younger fantasy reading years with his Dragonlance 
tales of Huma and Kaz the Minotaur. 

Mr. Knaak has his current Black City series keeping 
him pretty busy, having just released Black City Demon 
to follow up his fairly recent Black City Saint. Somehow 
I managed to pull him away from his next book for a 
chin wag in the seedy underbelly of the Black City. 
 
[TS] Richard, thanks for stopping by! 
 
[RK] Thank you! 
 
[TS] I’m jumping right in to my sentimental favourites, 
the Huma and Kaz books. They were the epitome of 
epic fantasy to the younger me and definitely brought 
out the feels, both with the interspecies friendships and 
with the depiction of Minotaurs as noble warriors 
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instead of the typical Greek epic mindless beasts. 
What inspired you to flesh out Minotaurs and their 
society? 
 
[RK] I always like utilizing nonhuman characters to 
contrast and compare various traits and emotions, but 
that wasn’t the only reason. When digging through the 
material, I kept reading that these supposed monsters 
had a very complex civilization. I couldn’t see that as 
possible, so I had to assume that they being called 
monsters was due to optics in part. Based on what little 
there was about their society, I created a combination 
Greek/Roman/Egyptian/Byzantine society based 
much on a very strict thinking concerning strength and 
honour. Over the years, I was better able to develop 
various matters, culminating in the Minotaur Wars. 
 
[TS] At the time you were writing The Legend of Huma, 
you were still somewhat of a newcomer to the 
publishing scene. Did you think it would be well 
received or were you cautiously updating your 
resume? 
 
[RK] I was hopeful, but obviously also very wary. I had 
had good comment about my short stories for the 
series, but now I was going to write about the very first 
wielder of the Dragonlance. I went through three 
versions, then just prayed that people would like it. 
Never expected it to reach the NY Times list, though. 
In fact, I’d moved on to selling the first two novels in my 
own series. Oddly, that meant less of Kaz in the long 
run. I was originally asked to do a trilogy, but could only 
afford time for a single novel! 
 
[TS] Your current Black City series has a definite Noir 
feel to it. What inspired that direction for you? 
 
[RK] Having grown up in Chicago, I’d often heard tales 
concerning the Prohibition Era. I knew that one way or 
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another, I wanted to write something in that time 
period. I tried a couple of other things, but only with 
Black City Saint did everything finally just come 
together right. 
 
[TS] When discussing the Black City series with 
others, I frequently hear “urban fantasy with mild 
grimdark elements”. How would you classify it as the 
creator? 
 
[RK] That’s a good description, actually. I also like to 
call it hard-boiled detective meets dark fantasy with a 
touch of myth and religion. 
 
[TS] What do you think it is about the urban fantasy 
concept of gateways from our familiar world to other 
strange dimensions (as shown in your Black City 
series) that captivates the fantasy readers’ 
imaginations? 
 
[RK] The thought of stepping into an entirely different 
world simply by turning a certain direction is 
fascinating. One moment you’re in the so very familiar 
world you grew up in, the next, a place out of your 
dreams and nightmares. Reading is always a bit 
escapist and this is the ultimate escape for any fantasy 
reader, the idea that there might be another world 
waiting for us to find. 
 
[TS] What works inspired you to write? Did you wind 
up in Dragonlance from a Dungeons and Dragons 
background or another route? 
 
[RK] I did play D&D and variations of it, but I’d always 
wanted to create my own stories since I first began 
reading. It just seemed a logical progression from 
reading. My first ideas worked off the novels I’d read, 
but soon I started creating my own. 
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[TS] Whose works or style do you currently enjoy? 
 
[RK] Glen Cook, especially his Black Company series. 
Brian Staveley is a new author making a big name for 
himself. Still enjoy epic fantasy and urban fantasy, with 
or without grimdark traits or noir. 
 
[TS] Are there any other mediums (film, TV, or graphic 
novel) that you would like to see your work adapted to, 
or are you pretty committed to novels for now? If so, 
which ones? 
 
[RK] Actually, Black City Saint has been optioned and 
they are working on presenting it in terms of a 
television series. I’d be very happy with that. I always 
envision my stories as a real world as I write them, so 
to see the characters come to life like that will be 
fascinating. Graphic novels would be nice, too. 
 
[TS] When not writing or reading, what kinds of 
activities fill your time? 
 
[RK] What time? 
 
[TS] Fans of your Dragonlance Huma and Kaz books 
are probably aware you have a new project out—Rex 
Draconis. Can you describe it in your own words for 
our readers? 
 
[RK] Rex Draconis is a recently-created crowdfunded 
world that is as near to Dragonlance/Krynn as I can 
legally come. For years, I’ve wanted to return to such 
a world—not that my Dragonrealm doesn’t have its 
own ties to Dragonlance—and after discussions in the 
Dragonlance Adventures group on Facebook, where I 
discovered many readers asking for the same, I came 
up with Rex Draconis. Here is a world where minotaurs 
and humans are at the edge of war, unaware of the 
secret war going on between other forces that intend 
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to use both races as pawns. Here is a world where one 
of the three moons is now a horrific debris field in the 
sky, the destruction of which brought down nearly all 
the civilizations of that time. 

And here is a world where it is said the greatest of 
dragons has been set out by the power that moulded 
the sky and land to judge even the gods. 

Thanks to support, there will now be two novellas, 
not one. The initial one Under the Dragon Moon, is well 
underway and will reveal the overall situation. The 
second will focus more on the Knights of Dracoma, one 
of the major forces involved. 

For those who would like to become involved, there 
are two ways. To receive the novellas when they come 
out and to get other extras, contact 
gryphonbooks@sbcglobal.net or go to 
https://www.facebook.com/rexdraconisworld/ and 
check out what you get for different levels of support. 
This is strictly a fan-supported world. 

With that in mind and in order to build more support 
to help Rex Draconis grow, I’ve created a reader club 
using Patreon, which had the best setup. While the two 
novellas must be supported directly by the first 
method, this page will allow me to move on to a full 
novel, which requires much more time and effort. It will 
also let readers of my other projects—Black City Saint, 
Dragonrealm, etc—to gain access to work I do in those 
worlds. Monthly contributions start at only $1 US! 
Receive in return digital and print copies of projects, 
depending on your support level. There are very low 
levels offering print copies for readers worldwide! Even 
better, all paper copies will be personalized at no extra 
cost! 

To join, go to 
https://www.patreon.com/RichardAKnaak 
 
[TS] What else can we expect to see coming off your 
desk in the next year besides the Black City series and 
Rex Draconis?  



	 25	

 
[RK] Dragonrealm fans will continue to see chapters 
culminating in the full Knights Of The Frost novel, 
which is the first volume of the Dragon Throne trilogy 
for the series. I’m also planning a short story in the 
Black City Saint series, that will feature Nick Medea 
and Fetch just prior to the first novel. Other projects 
cannot be mentioned until they solidify better on my 
schedule, but I will have a novel (new or brand new 
edition of an older one) out each month from July 
through December! This includes the Turning War for 
the Dragonrealm plus a novella collection in the same 
series, the first ever trade version of my urban fantasy 
Frostwing, and the Blizzard Legends editions of two of 
my best-known novels for their worlds, Well of Eternity 
for World of Warcraft and Legacy of Blood for Diablo! 

Subscribers to my Patreon reader club will be able 
to get many of these personalized! 
 
[TS] Richard, thanks so much for dropping in!  
 
[RK] Thanks for having me! Everyone please also go 
and Like my FB pro page at 
https://www.facebook.com/richardallenknaak/[GdM]  
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Peddler	
 

WILLIAM STITELER 
 
 

 
Pilgrim watched from his wagon as the thing killed the 
farmer. It was bigger than most he saw—larger than a 
cat so he could see it clearly a hundred yards away 
across the rolling field, and too big and clumsy to 
clamber its way up to the struggling man's face. The 
farmer might have been able to fight it off, but he tried 
to run instead, leaving his plow horse behind, and the 
thing easily dragged him down from behind. 

Pilgrim sighed and clicked his tongue at his team 
while he listened to the distant screams of the farmer. 
Nothing to be done for him now, but Pilgrim had 
nothing to fear himself, not with the partner he had 
seated next to him on the covered wagon's seat. They 
had quite a few miles to go before they reached their 
destination, so there was no time to tarry anyway. 

 
* * * 

 
The village, when they reached it, seemed to be 
slumbering in the heat of the afternoon. His traveling 
companion had returned to the back of the wagon as 
well, and Pilgrim felt oppressed by the solitude. He 
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gave the reins a shake, but it was a half-hearted 
motion. The horses knew their job, and they didn't 
really need direction from him. Animals that needed to 
be cajoled or guided overmuch weren't used these 
days—that had probably been what had doomed the 
farmer. 

The ruts in the dry dirt grew deeper as the road 
joined with another just outside the village, and the 
wagon rumbled past the first of the houses that actually 
had inhabitants, and weren't simply falling down from 
neglect. A man, leaning on his hoe out in front of one 
of those houses, silently watched them pass by, the 
first sign of life Pilgrim had seen in several hours. 

Another sign of life came a few minutes later when 
a figure shambled into view around the side of a 
house—a man with a small black creature clamped on 
him. He staggered along, his arms moving jerkily as 
the thing made it to his neck. A crowd appeared behind 
him a moment later, moving faster and with more 
purpose, half a dozen men with clubs and farm tools. 

Pilgrim reined in his team as the mob reached the 
struggling man and began to hack at the squirming 
thing with their weapons, the only sound the thud of the 
tools. The sound was muted when the impact was on 
the writhing mass of black, only slightly sharper on the 
man himself. 

The man was driven to his knees, then flat, and the 
horses shifted a bit, but the whole thing was quiet 
enough that they were not much bothered. Pilgrim 
glanced back into the wagon at his partner and shook 
his head, then flicked the reins to get the horses 
moving again as the crowd finished its business. 

 
* * * 

 
The team found its way to the village green and eased 
to a stop in a clear spot between a stand stacked with 
vegetables and a small enclosure of sheep. Pilgrim 
nodded to his neighbours as he swung down and 
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unhitched the horses. There were a few people 
wandering the green, making silent transactions, and 
the sight of the wagon, with its walls painted in arcane 
symbols, drew more from farther off. Some of them 
gave Pilgrim a curious look he'd grown familiar with, 
taking in his sallow skin and lank, greasy hair. Years 
ago he'd walked straighter and taken more pride in his 
appearance, like a performer should. But he didn't 
need to look the part to draw people in, not anymore. 

The slow trickle of market-goers grew as Jackalynn 
opened the little door at the back of the wagon and 
stepped out. Her eyes shone bright, and her raven hair 
fell in waves as she walked around the wagon. She 
was at least as much of a draw to passers-by as the 
mysterious wagon itself. It was why he'd partnered with 
her years ago, even when he'd been somewhat 
pleasant to look at himself. 

Jackalynn helped him fold down one side of the 
wagon and set up its hinged legs to form a small stage 
as more people gathered to look on silently. He 
laboriously mounted the stage and rummaged behind 
the curtain for his props as Jackalynn hopped up to sit 
on the boards then spun with a flash of petticoats 
before rising gracefully next to him. She stood, an 
adoring look on her face, as Pilgrim held two metal 
rings up to the crowd. He struck the rings together 
several times, hard enough for the clinking to be heard 
over the bleating of the nearby sheep, then linked them 
with a flourish. He swung them about, showing them to 
be firmly linked, then abruptly pulled them apart to a 
smattering of applause. 

More applause followed as he produced a pigeon 
from his sleeve. Then he actually drew some laughter 
from the onlookers as he knelt in front of Jackalynn and 
she placed a boot on his knee while he drew a 
seemingly endless multi-coloured streamer from 
beneath her skirts. 

A few more tricks, and he'd gathered several dozen 
appreciative gawkers. He could have passed a hat and 
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made a nice sum simply from the legerdemain, but of 
course it was only meant to draw in the people for the 
next act. As Pilgrim tucked the last of his props behind 
the curtain, Jackalynn stepped forward and made a 
slight curtsy. 

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ she said. ‘We've shown 
you wonders today. Now prepare yourself for a greater 
miracle still.’ 

The effect of her voice was electric. The whole 
crowd seemed to move back several steps in unison.  

‘Ladies!’ Jackalynn called. ‘Gentlemen! Draw near, 
have no fear.’ She gestured as she spoke, beckoning 
to the onlookers. ‘I assure you that I speak with 
confidence, secure in my own safety, and so can you.’ 
Pilgrim saw one man at the back of the crowd turn and 
run—someone always did when she spoke. Everyone 
else simply stared, even the sheep. Pilgrim stepped 
back as Jackalynn began to pace across the stage, still 
declaiming in a loud, clear voice. 

‘It has been five years now since the veil opened to 
that other world and the first of the Rastegarizat 
appeared, summoned by an incantation.’ She paused 
in her pacing and turned to the crowd. ‘Was that first 
invocation performed with some horrible purpose, or 
was it an accident? We can't know, ladies and 
gentlemen, but we know about all the tragedies that 
have happened since that day, once the Rastegarizat 
had a taste for our world and our flesh, and they began 
to stand ready with their ever-shifting summoning 
incantations. They may be unable to come here unless 
they are summoned, but we've learned, oh we've 
learned, that they can each decide the particular 
incantation that will perform that summoning, can 
change it as often as they like. Until some unfortunate 
man or woman utters it all unknowing—‘ she clapped 
loudly ‘—and suffers for the mistake.’ The crowd, 
mesmerized by her speech, flinched as one at the clap. 

Pilgrim didn't react—it had been his idea, 
something he'd worked into Jackalynn's patter back 
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when he'd first found her. Originally, of course, he'd 
brought her in to provide a distraction, and though she 
hardly needed to make a sudden noise to draw 
attention, it had helped with some of his tricks. There 
was no need for her to work to draw attention now, of 
course—the crowd could hardly have had any more to 
give her. 

Jackalynn began to pace again, the tap of her 
bootheels on the stage clear in the utter silence of the 
village green. ‘How many were killed or worse when 
one of those creatures created a spell from the words 
“How do you do?” or “I will have a glass of wine”?’ she 
asked. ‘Now we live in a silent world, communicating 
in grunts, or simple phrases that we hope none of the 
Rastegarizat have thought of.’ Her voice rang like a 
bell, but even if it had been a rasping squawk the crowd 
would have hung on every word. More people were 
drifting in now, attracted by the sound, or waiting to see 
something horrible happen, readying themselves to fall 
upon whatever appeared at Jackalynn's inadvertent 
summoning. Or flee, depending on how formidable it 
was. A few dogs had even showed up at the edge of 
the group, sitting heads titled to one side, and listening. 

‘But here I've been talking for some time now, 
without a flicker of fear,’ Jackalynn said. ‘And I've been 
doing so in town after town, never summoning a thing. 
How is this possible?’ 

She paused, long enough to make much of the 
crowd lean forward, then held up her arm with a 
flourish, displaying a gaudy bracelet. ‘This makes it 
possible,’ she said. ‘Proof against the Rastegarizat, a 
charm that deafens them to the invocations of its 
owner.’ She gestured to Pilgrim, who gamely held up 
his arm to display the bracelet he also wore. ‘Friends,’ 
Jackalynn said. ‘We are proof of the charms we sell—
we stake our lives on them every day as we travel from 
town to town, chattering like magpies, conversing of 
things great and small, recalling old memories.’ 
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She stepped closer to Pilgrim, grinning to the 
crowd, and he felt himself tense. ‘Of course, we've had 
to teach ourselves once again to speak quietly, when 
we discuss certain things,’ she said to the crowd. She 
draped an arm over his shoulder and tipped her head 
toward his. ‘Remember that village where I convinced 
you to let me try selling some of the amulets and 
potions, Pilgrim?’ she whispered. ‘I rehearsed that 
speech for weeks, telling you why you should let me 
talk to your crowd.’ Her breath was hot on Pilgrim’s ear. 
‘Aren't you glad I convinced you?’ 

He felt his leg shaking, and fought to still it as he 
turned and moved his lips near her ear. The 
whispering, like everything in their act, had been 
another one of his ideas. Originally, it had been a bit of 
comedy, amusing the crowd with a touch of mock 
intimacy that had sometimes been real. And of course, 
while Jackalynn's act was still limited to ideas he'd 
come up with, he never knew what memory she'd drag 
up on any given day. 

It was one of the things he most regretted teaching 
her. 

Jackalynn laughed and pushed him away. ‘It is a 
good life, ladies and gentlemen,’ she said to the crowd, 
‘and one you can have as well.’ 

She turned and gestured to the wagon. ‘We have 
enough for everyone, and we'll sell them at modest 
prices, for how could we grow rich on something that 
will keep you all safe? We charge just enough to allow 
us to keep body and soul together while we craft more 
charms, for they are sadly expensive to create. Just 
enough to allow us to keep traveling from town to town 
for the good of our fellow people. So come, come and 
buy. Buy, so you can talk to your loved ones. Buy, so 
you can curse your enemies. Buy an extra, in case you 
lose one. Buy for your family members who are sadly 
absent. Buy one for each of your children, so you can 
again teach them to talk. Buy one for all the children 
you intend to have yet, and I beg you, ladies and 
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gentlemen, estimate high, for once you find yourselves 
again able to talk I assure you your families will 
multiply, and who knows how long it will be before we 
return? We have many villages to visit, my partner and 
I.’ 

The crowd surged forward, already rifling pockets 
for coins, and Pilgrim moved to the curtain to haul out 
the first box of bracelets. He cuffed a tear from his eye 
while his face was turned away from the crowd. 

When had it happened, exactly? Jackalynn had 
been someone who'd tagged along after one show and 
from then on looked to him for every decision, the most 
enraptured member of his audience, there at the edge 
of the stage. But now his whole life was bent toward 
the time when Jackalynn would speak to the crowds, 
when he could let himself be swept away like everyone 
else. She'd begun to get so good at her spiel, though, 
that the speeches were getting shorter and shorter. 

The price they charged really was fairly modest, 
although the mob that pressed up to the wagon would 
have paid whatever they could afford, scarcely 
seemed to notice how much money they thrust at the 
two of them. 

The men and women who left with their new 
bracelets didn't quite seem to trust in the new artefacts, 
another thing Pilgrim had seen before. They were quiet 
as they moved off, for the most part. Soon, they'd begin 
talking, hesitantly at first, then with greater confidence. 
That was why Pilgrim was already stowing and 
securing their gear as Jackalynn handled a few final 
transactions. 

Soon, most of the crowd was gone, and the 
remaining merchants were packing up their tables and 
stalls. A man in a ragged outfit approached as Pilgrim 
and Jackalynn folded the stage back against the 
wagon side. 

‘Would... would you... like to join... me for... a drink?’ 
he asked Jackalynn, his voice sounding a bit rusty with 
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disuse. Pilgrim wasn't even quite sure what he'd said 
at the end, as it had trailed off to a mumble. 

Jackalynn smiled warmly. ‘We'll be along to all the 
taverns in the town soon enough,’ she said. ‘To enjoy 
some conversation and perhaps sell a few more 
bracelets to the unlucky ones who weren't here. But for 
now, I suggest you find your sweetheart and show her 
what a charming devil you can be, with the power of 
speech.’ She winked at the man, who promptly turned 
red. ‘We find that folks don't linger in the taverns 
anyway, once they rediscover talking, if you take my 
meaning.’ 

Pilgrim moved to hitch up the team, trying not to 
rush, as the man walked off. Once, a Rastegarizat had 
appeared at the summoning of one of their customers 
while they were still around, and they'd only made it out 
of that village because it had been a particularly nasty 
one, and caused a great deal of chaos. 
 

* * * 
 
He didn't begin to breathe easier until they were a mile 
away, with dusk falling to cover their progress. And of 
course, it was then, as they rolled slowly along, that 
Jackalynn rose from her seat and, without so much as 
patting his arm, headed back into the wagon. 

A few moments later the little Rastegarizat emerged 
and settled into the seat next to him. It liked to take the 
air, especially after the sun had gone down. Pilgrim 
glanced back to see Jackalynn's empty shell of a body 
slumped in the back of the wagon, her mouth hanging 
open. He wished it wouldn't leave her like that, but he 
didn't dare try to argue with it. He had an idea that it 
didn't really like clamping itself to the back of her head, 
flattening itself under her hair, and it removed itself as 
soon as possible, to stretch its... limbs. 

As far as he knew, the Rastegarizat that Jackalynn 
had accidentally summoned a few months ago was the 
only one cunning enough to actually take over its target 
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rather than simply kill it and any other humans it could, 
or head off into the hills. He'd spent a fair amount of 
time looking at the flexible, questing proboscis on this 
one, with its three jagged protrusions that matched the 
wounds on the back of Jackalynn’s neck, and he hadn't 
seen the same arrangement on any other 
Rastegarizat. But then he'd never taken a close look at 
any others, and he'd hardly know if there were others 
doing what this one did. It was eerie, how much this 
one could bring what was left of Jackalynn back to life 
like she’d been years ago when they'd first started 
going from town to town selling trinkets. 

He shook his head. There was no point in mulling 
over such things, and a bargain was a bargain. And it 
was a good one; he still told himself that he believed 
that. True, one could argue that he was betraying his 
race by convincing otherwise cautious people to begin 
speaking again, thereby bringing across more 
Rastegarizat, but what sort of lives was he 
interrupting? A silent slog. Clustered together in half-
empty, isolated villages in the hope that if one did 
summon something, or if something came out of the 
hills, neighbors might gather to kill it before it was too 
late. In return for this minor betrayal, he got to be with 
the old Jackalynn again, for an hour or two, sometimes 
several times a week. 
 

* * * 
 
That evening, a strange noise startled Pilgrim from a 
doze, where he sat staring at the fire. He stood, head 
cocked, and heard it again, a metallic clink from behind 
the wagon. He made his way toward the sound, hand 
on the knife at his belt, and it came again. It took a few 
seconds for him to understand what he was seeing, 
once he rounded the wagon, and only in part because 
of the dim moonlight. 

Jackalynn was standing in the road, her back to 
him, working with his trick rings. The clink came again 
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as she tapped the rings together, showing an 
imaginary audience that they were unbroken, then 
sliding them together. It was difficult to tell in the poor 
light whether she was hiding the break in the rings 
properly, but the motions looked smooth to Pilgrim, 
and he wondered... 

In the early days of their partnership, the little 
creature would make Jackalynn practice her patter in 
the evenings, looking to him for a nod or shake of the 
head to indicate how she was doing. But she'd been so 
good at it to begin with that watching her practice was 
a treat he'd not had for a long time now. Lately she'd 
simply eat dinner with him, then abandon Jackalynn's 
body until the next day. As far as he knew, the 
Rastegarizat could only make Jackalynn do things 
she'd known how to do before, and she'd never done 
any sleight of hand. 

Jackalynn's form spun gracefully and dropped into 
a deep curtsy. The moonlight gleamed off her teeth as 
she straightened up and looked at him. ‘There are so 
many memories, here, Pilgrim,’ she said. ‘It takes me 
time to sort through them all. I used to spend hours at 
this, practicing tricks. But then, they weren't so hard to 
pick up after watching you every day. You were my 
whole world, you and your tricks.’ 

Her head tipped to one side. ‘You never knew how 
much time I spent working on this, did you?’ She 
stepped towards him and leaned close. ‘You would 
have been very cross, if you'd known, wouldn't you?’ 

She laughed, and took a single step back before 
vaulting gracefully into the back of the wagon. Pilgrim 
stood in the darkness for a time, lost in thought, then 
he made his way back to the fire. Things had changed, 
it seemed. 
 

* * * 
 
Three nights later found them camped near a deep, still 
lake. Pilgrim lay awake on his bedroll for hours, until 
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finally, in the depths of the night, he threw back the 
blankets and rose to a crouch. Jackalynn had been 
practicing magic tricks every night, showing 
recollection of more and more of the repertoire, getting 
closer and closer to the point where she'd no longer 
need him to draw in the crowds with a hint of magic 
that made their bracelets plausible. But now her limp 
form lay neatly arranged next to him, as always. The 
Rastegarizat was off in the darkness somewhere—it 
didn't trust him enough to sleep nearby. 

With a stifled grunt he picked her up. He staggered 
slightly as her form lolled bonelessly in his arms, then 
he started slowly off toward the lake, moving as quietly 
as he could. He arrived at an overhang above a pool, 
lowered the body, then knelt for a time, breathing 
heavily, before rising to find a large rock and dragging 
it close. He pulled a length of rope from his pocket. It 
took a few minutes, in the dim moonlight, to tie it 
securely around the rock, then around Jackalynn's 
ankles. 

He sat for the better part of an hour in the darkness, 
staring into the water and holding Jackalynn's cold 
hand, before he finally tipped the rock off the overhang 
and into the lake. Jackalynn followed it with a splash, 
and he rose to return to the campsite. 

It didn't affect him as much as he thought it would—
in a way she'd been dead for months after all. But 
rather than go to sleep he sat, leaning against the 
wagon wheel and waiting for the Rastegarizat. 

It didn't come that night, nor even after dawn broke. 
He'd expected it to attack him once it found Jackalynn 
gone, and he was prepared to kill it or die. But he sat 
next to the wagon for the better part of the day, until 
thirst drove him to stand up. and There was no sign of 
the Rastegarizat. 

He moved on the next day—his water barrel was 
nearly empty and he couldn't bear the thought of 
drinking from the lake. He could make a living of sorts 
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with legerdemain alone, and it seemed he'd have to, if 
the Rastegarizat had decided to leave him alone. 

What would the Rastegarizat do without a shell? Kill 
people until someone managed to kill it in turn, he 
supposed, like the rest of them did. 

He arrived in a village, and had nearly finished 
setting up his stage when the thud of a drum caught 
his attention. He glanced over to see a tall, rangy man 
with long wild hair standing in front of a wagon of his 
own. He gave one last thump on his drum, then 
produced a cloth mask festooned with metal beads, 
which he fastened over his nose and mouth, leaving 
only his eyes visible. 

The stranger looked around for a moment, taking in 
the small crowd that had gathered. ‘Ladies!’ he said. 
‘Gentlemen! Draw near, have no fear.’ His voice was 
muffled slightly by the cloth, but still loud. ‘I assure you 
that I speak with confidence, secure in my own safety, 
and so can you.’ 

Pilgrim staggered away from his stage and moved 
closer, staring. 

‘It is this mask that lets me do so,’ the man said. ‘A 
mystical construction that alters what I say and makes 
it inaudible to the Rastegarizat, even as humans hear 
it clear as day.’ 

Pilgrim pushed through the jittery, gathering crowd. 
‘And how did I discover this, ladies and gentlemen?’ 

the man asked, pacing back and forth. ‘Hard to believe 
as it may seem, not long ago I was a traveling peddler 
selling masks enchanted to cut down on dust, among 
other near-useless trinkets, like bracelets. And I fear 
we overcharged for these things, my partner and I. But 
when I discovered the small changes to the masks that 
would make them so useful, so very vital to us all, I had 
a revelation, and it came to me that I had to sell them 
cheaply to anyone I could. It caused a bit of a falling 
out with my former partner, I'm afraid, because he had 
always thought he was the one who really knew how 
to do what we did, that I was merely an assistant.’ 
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He paused in his pacing and shook his head. ‘I think 
he thought of me almost as a parasite, sad to say, but 
the important thing is that now I'm doing good and 
spreading the word.’ With that he turned and winked at 
Pilgrim. His mouth was hidden, but Pilgrim had the 
feeling he was grinning beneath the gray mask. ‘No!’ 
Pilgrim shouted, his voice unfamiliar even to himself. 

He heard the quiet pop of a Rastegarizat arriving 
with that common invocation, but barely noticed as he 
stared at the man in the mask. He was only distantly 
aware of the frantic movement from the crowd all 
around him as he felt something clamp tight on the 
back of his neck. Just before everything went black, he 
heard the man, not needing to raise his voice over the 
silent crowd. 

‘A pity he did not have one of these masks. Pray, 
don't make the same mistake, any of you.’[GdM] 
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Faithless, the new novel from Graham Austin-King 
(The Riven Wyrde Saga), is an intelligent, complex, 
exciting, dark, and somewhat transgressive story 
about a young man’s journey from poor son of a farmer 
to, well, you’ll have to read it to find out. It is an 
enjoyable, if not perfect, read that is chock full of clever 
ideas and resonant themes delivered passionately by 
its author. The e-tome we received at Grimdark 
Magazine, weighing in at a hefty 136,000+ words, is 
labeled as a draft, so I will not be directly quoting from 
the text in this review. It is the hope of this reviewer that 
the book that Austin-King ultimately publishes will be 
significantly shorter. 

The story follows parallel narratives. First we are 
introduced to the boy Wynn via the obligatory scene in 
which the child of a family too poor to nurture him is 
sold into a brutal life at a dreadful institution (Blood 
Song, Red Sister, etc). In this particular case, Wynn is 
sold into the service of the temple of the Forgefather 
and relegated to the work in the mines, breaking rocks 
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and mining ore for the temple Forge. Wynn’s narrative 
takes turns with the narrative of Kharios, a young man, 
novice of the temple, caught between a rock and a not-
so-hard place. (You’ll get the joke when you read it.) 
These two narratives are both told in very close, limited 
third-person and converge somewhat late in the novel, 
but the whole ploy is cleverly planned and deftly 
handled. 

Neither Wynn nor Kharios is an exceptional 
character and both seem a bit like milquetoasts for 
most of the story until the final climactic challenge. 
Similarly both characters are do-gooders, for the most 
part, though they occasionally regret having to leave 
friends behind on their way up the temple’s 
political/religious ladder. Near the end Kharios 
develops a relationship with Leesha, a girl his own age, 
and some YA romance is implied (though this is, 
thankfully, not a YA story. Sorry, kids.) Wynn also has 
a few friends in the mines and eventually the temple, 
but no one of special interest to this reviewer, other 
than Brial, his partner at the forge, who is of limited 
interest in and of himself but is essential to the plot and 
the characterizations of the other characters. As such, 
the characters in Faithless would have been somewhat 
ho-hum were it not for the Priest, Ossan, who pretty 
much steals the show. 

Austin-King keeps his cards close with Ossan, 
revealing him at times to be a kindly old Priest, 
supportive of the boys’ efforts to master the various 
chants and strokes required to earn their rings of 
mastery for forging special metalworks inscribed with 
questionably magical glyphs. At other times, Ossan is 
a brutal taskmaster, a mean and nasty paternal figure, 
and much, much worse. Austin-King must have loved 
creating this character, and it shows. Ossan is deep 
and dark, yet fatherly and wise, and he speaks 
beautifully and ponderously, reminding me of old 
Ultan, the librarian in Gene Wolfe’s Book of the New 
Sun. It is a beautiful job of characterization, and almost 
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had me rooting for the old Priest despite his numerous 
egregious faults. 

The plot of Faithless takes a while to unfold, 
perhaps slightly too long. It revolves around Wynn’s 
episodes experiencing the extremely harsh life of the 
mines and his wondering what the hell he is doing 
there when he is supposed to be serving the temple. 
This is interwoven with Kharios’s search for artifacts 
related the Fall of the Forgefather and his religion from 
great mythical power to sniveling servants and 
peddlers of material goods, metalworks, etc. There has 
been a physical Fall as well, as we find out that the 
temple itself was a massive structure before the 
religion and the building imploded. It’s a clever 
backstory, and well developed, with a beautifully 
realized setting, but at times I felt I was reading a 
Scooby Doo novel in which Shaggy and Scooby are 
trapped in the mines with scary creatures while Fred 
and Velma search the library for clues to the mystery. 
Fortunately, Austin-King turns the action up to eleven 
as the story rolls toward its frantic, harrowing climax, 
and ferocious ending. 

Adding depth to this overall intelligently constructed 
story is its main theme, which can be described in a 
nutshell as Do We Serve God or Does God Serve Us. 
The question is adeptly presented albeit conclusively 
answered without much room for speculation, but it 
does form a solid, thought-provoking glue that holds 
together the action, suspense, and delightful mayhem 
in the second half of the story. 

The other main element that holds this story 
together is the very creative and vivid setting Austin-
King has created, where most of the action takes 
place. It’s an underground dystopian city, Aspiration, 
built in a huge cavern with only a small crack at the top 
to let smoke out and occasionally a few drops of rain 
in. The characters must access the cavern through a 
series of ladders or a makeshift elevator, and from 
there they can access the mines below, and below 
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that... who knows what lurks? It’s at times 
claustrophobic, but also gritty, dark, and exceedingly 
grim. Not only does it serve to set an appropriately 
hopeless, moody background setting, but it also serves 
to contain what is often a meandering story. If the old 
cliché is true that the setting should be a character in 
the story, then that job is done well here. 

While there are many good (and some really good) 
things going on in Faithless, there are still some things 
that give me reservations about giving it an unqualified 
recommendation. I hope some of these things will be 
addressed before it is released. First of all, it’s way too 
long for what it is. There are elements that probably 
could be cut, perhaps even one whole narrative strain 
could have been folded into the other. It is also riddled 
with bloated narration in which the author reveals the 
characters thoughts excessively about things we 
already know from the action and dialogue. At times, 
lots of times, I found myself skimming the text in 
between patches of dialogue since much of it seemed 
excessive and self-indulgent. The dialogue, other than 
the speeches made by Ossan, is dull and lifeless and 
seems to exist only to dump information and plot clues. 
Some matters of craft also twisted my nipple, such as 
forced simultaneity, pronoun-antecedent ambiguity, 
and lack of sentence structure variation, among 
others—stuff you don’t see as much in fiction 
published by the big houses, I’m sorry to say. 
Hopefully, these few little things will be ironed out in 
the final edit, and even if they are not, only the most 
knit-picking of dickheads will probably notice them. 
Hey... wait... a... minute. 

Anyhow, for those of us who press on to the end of 
Faithless, the payoff is big, and overall, it is an 
intelligently conceived, exciting, and passionately told 
story. 

But is it grimdark? There is certainly no moral 
ambiguity in the main characters, with the possible 
exception of Ossan, but despite his split personality, I 
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think it’s a stretch to say that even he is a morally grey 
character. Yep, there are good guys and bad guys 
here—and more morally right and wrong situations 
than you can even guess. So, despite its violence and 
its persistent and overwhelming grimness, I’m not sure 
it doesn’t fall more toward heroic fantasy than 
grimdark. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. 
Nevertheless, I guess readers should decide for 
themselves whether this fits into their category of 
grimdark. For me, it doesn’t really matter. It’s a 
delightfully grim and dark story that, despite a few 
minor hiccups, should be a crowd pleaser. Check it out. 

 
Faithless is scheduled for release on June 30, 
2017.[GdM] 
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An	Interview	with	
Richard	Lee	Byers		

 
TOM SMITH 

 
 

 
One of the major projects we’re excited about in 2017 
is the joint venture grimdark occult horror Grimdark 
Magazine is putting together with Dirge Magazine. We 
have a crack team of fantasy authors with Jesse 
Bullington (Alex Marshall), Anna Smith-Spark, Michael 
R. Flectcher, and Angela Meadon charging into a 
shared world collated and managed by Games 
Workshop alumni Matthew Ward. 

Titled Landfall, we have a world built upon the 
Australian First Fleet and American Pilgrims, a team 
chomping at the bit to explore it, and a Kickstarter 
almost ready to go. We can’t wait to show it to you. 

When we first planned out the project, we knew we 
had to go big with not only brilliant authors and 
worldbuilders, but also with finding authors with a 
dearth of shared world work experience. As our Lead 
Writer, we’ve entrusted our overarching story and 
continuity to none other than Richard Lee Byers. 
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Richard has written over 15 Forgotten Realms 
books, has written for Warhammer and released 
several on his own including his more recent Blind 
God’s Bluff. I have talked to Richard online for several 
years and I’m excited to sit down and pick his brain. 

Mr. Byers has had his hands full with Landfall and 
his own projects, but he took time out of his busy 
schedule to sit down with us. 
 
[TS] Richard, thanks for joining us. 
 
[RLB] Happy to do it. 
 
[TS] A lot has happened in the fantasy writing world 
during your time in it. What would you say is the 
biggest or most drastic change? 
 
[RLB] This isn’t a very profound observation, but the 
most fundamental change is that everything keeps 
getting longer. Back when dinosaurs walked the Earth 
and I was a kid discovering fantasy, short stories were 
often considered significant works as were short 
standalone novels. That started to change when 
Tolkien hit big, the change was well underway by the 
time I became a pro writer, and it continues today. 
Everything has to be epic. I realize there are 
exceptions, but short stories don’t loom large in the 
average fantasy fan’s consciousness, novels tend to 
be long, and even when they’re not, they tend to be 
episodes in a lengthy series. I’m not saying that’s good 
or bad—it probably depends on whether a particular 
idea merits that sort of exploration—but it is how things 
are. 
 
[TS] Not a lot of people know that you like to fence in 
your spare time. Would you say that has had any 
impact on the way you write fight scenes, or is it just 
an enjoyable pastime for you? 
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[RLB] I feel like a bit of a fraud answering this because, 
much as I love fencing, I haven’t made it to the salle in 
a while. Here’s hoping I get back before too much 
longer. Anyway, fencing has definitely influenced the 
way I write about combat. Modern fencing is, of course, 
a very safe sport and thus vastly different from a 
martial art where you study real fighting involving real 
pain, real injury, and real death. Still, fencing gives you 
an understanding of timing, distance, deceptive 
actions, blocking, and other elements that would come 
into play in an actual sword fight or what have you. 
 
[TS] How do you approach worldbuilding? Do you 
outline many ideas first or kinda just go for it and write 
it all as you go and tweak later? 
 
[RLB] I’m somewhere in the middle. I figure out the 
broad parameters of the world and work out the 
specific area where the story begins in greater detail. 
Thus, I’m neither one of those guys who begins by 
figuring out the whole history of a continent going back 
a thousand years in excruciating detail nor one of those 
other guys who just sits down at the computer and 
sees what bursts forth from his mind. 
 
[TS] In the upcoming Landfall series, you will be 
sharing writing duties with grimdark scribes Michael R. 
Fletcher and Anna Smith-Spark. How is writing in a 
shared world different for your process than writing in 
a world entirely of your own imagination? 
 
[RLB] In shared-world fiction, you have to maintain 
consistency lest you make it impossible for readers to 
suspend disbelief and enjoy the stories. That’s true in 
non-shared world fiction, too, but maintaining 
consistency with only yourself is easier than keeping 
track of what other writers are doing. You also have to 
avoid writing things that, however cool you think they 
are, would impair everybody’s ability to tell good 
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stories going forward. Many shared words are built 
around fundamental conflicts and mysteries, and the 
first impulse of some writers who aspire to work on 
those franchises is to resolve the basic conflicts and 
solve the core mysteries. There are exceptions, but in 
general, those are the very stories you absolutely can’t 
write unless the series is ending. 
 
[TS] You aren’t usually who springs to mind when 
someone says “grimdark”, although an argument could 
be made for your Szass Tam books in the Forgotten 
Realms. What is your opinion of the darker side of 
fantasy that has emerged in recent years? Why do you 
think it appeals to so many fantasy readers? 
 
[RLB] I’m a horror writer as well as a fantasy guy, so 
I’m fine with grim, dark stories. To me, they’re just a 
particular flavour of good old sword-and-sorcery. 
There’s plenty of darkness in Robert E. Howard and 
Karl Edward Wagner, for example. To that, I’ll add that 
to me, fiction is one big pie, and genre and subgenre 
categories are how we slice the pie. A particular slicing 
system can be useful in various ways, but we should 
keep in mind that it’s ultimately arbitrary and there are 
other reasonable, useful ways to slice. So while I may 
have genre definitions firmly in mind when I’m trying to 
sell to a particular market or group of readers, when 
I’m just being a guy who muses about fiction, I’m not 
all that hung up on them. I’m not someone you’ll see 
locked in a bitter, deadly serious debate about whether 
something is or is not grimdark, steampunk, or 
whatever. Now as to why grimdark is in vogue, I can 
only look to my own response and suggest that other 
readers may feel similarly. I like stories that are 
suspenseful and feel true to my perhaps cynical ideas 
of what people and social systems are actually like. 
Much as I enjoy Tolkien, The Lord Of The Rings didn’t 
fill me with anxiety as to whether everything was going 
to come out all right, and Frodo, Sam, Aragorn, and the 
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rest of the gang are too nice for me to completely 
believe in them. I have to go to grittier fiction for nail-
biting suspense and fully credible characters. 
 
[TS] When growing up, who were your earlier go-to 
writers? And which early writers steered you in the 
direction of fantasy? 
 
[RLB] The first fantasy (on in his case, science 
fantasy) writer who wowed me as a kid was Edgar Rice 
Burroughs. From him, I moved on to Fritz Leiber, 
Robert E. Howard, Michael Moorcock, Karl Edward 
Wagner, Roger Zelazny, Poul Anderson, L. Sprague 
de Camp, and Fletcher Pratt. And many others, too, 
but those were the main fantasy guys. 
 
[TS] Which character of yours would you say is the 
most grimdark? Do you have a character you’ve written 
that you modelled more or less after yourself? 
 
[RLB] Who’s most grimdark is a tough call. Many of 
my antagonists are hardcore enough that it’s tough to 
choose among them. Whereas my protagonists mostly 
turn out to have the right stuff when crunch time comes 
even if they aren’t all that thrilled about being involved 
in the big crisis to begin with. I guess my protagonist 
Matt Brown (from my post-apocalyptic superhero 
series The Impostor) might be the most grimdark guy. 
He allies himself with some really nasty super-villains 
in pursuit of his goal. It’s a lofty, important goal, but still. 
As to who’s most like me, it’s tough to say. Perhaps my 
character Selden? I’d like to think he’s shrewd, tough-
minded, but also compassionate because I have a bit 
of those same qualities myself. 
 
[TS] What genre do you prefer to read when you have 
time, and what was the last book you read? 
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[RLB] I’ve been reading a lot of horror, but I don’t read 
it exclusively. I’m currently reading The Night Ocean 
by Paul La Farge. I honestly don’t remember what 
book I read immediately before that, but one novel I 
highly recommend is The Fisherman by John Langan. 
It’s a brilliant horror novel that just won the Bram Stoker 
Award. 
 
[TS] If you weren’t writing, what career could you see 
yourself doing? 
 
[RLB] I wish I could say astronomer, physicist, 
astrophysicist, cosmologist, or something like that, but 
I don’t have the math chops for it. Archaeology would 
be cool. I could also see myself as a private 
investigator, although probably not quite in the grand 
Raymond Chandler style. 
 
[TS] Besides the aforementioned Landfall, what other 
works are you releasing in the near future? 
 
[RLB] As though engaged in some fiendish conspiracy 
to gaslight me, my various publishers have all started 
shuffling their schedules around, and as a result, I don’t 
have firm release dates for anything. But over the 
course of the next few months, you’ll see (I hope) Black 
Crowns (Privateer Press), This Sword For Hire 
(Rothco Press), Ire Of The Void (Fantasy Flight 
Games), Dark Fortune (Crossroad Press), and The 
Things That Crawl (Crossroad Press.) I’ll also have 
short fiction cropping up in various places. The best 
way for interested parties to keep track of it all may be 
to connect with me on Facebook, where I’ll plug each 
new thing as it becomes available. 
 
[TS] RLB, thanks for taking the time to sit with us 
today! 
 
[RLB] Thanks for asking me![GdM] 
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Brainstorming	and	
Plotting	

 
ALIETTE DE BODARD 

 
 

 
Writers are often placed on a scale between pantsers 
and plotters: between those who start with an idea and 
then let the story accrete as they write it, and those 
who like to plan ahead. I'm most definitely an architect: 
I prefer to plan ahead as much as possible, and to 
always have an outline to refer to. 

There's no one superior path: you genuinely have 
to find what works for you and your current project. 
(Your own writing process is going to evolve and 
change as time goes on!) With that in mind though, I 
thought I'd share some of the things that have worked 
for me when putting together a project. The advice I 
give here is length-agnostic, but I'm going to talk 
particularly about novels, since these are the pieces 
that are in the most need of some kind of structure. 

The first step towards a completed novel is getting 
the idea. The idea doesn't need to be resoundingly 
original: some subgenres (hard extrapolatory SF, for 
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instance) will attach more weight to this, but what I've 
found is that a lot of the value lies not in the idea, but 
in the way that you develop it and breathe life into it. 
I've also found that one idea in and of itself will seldom 
carry a story: what I usually need is two or so for a short 
story, and then an intersection of a growing number, 
depending on the length of a piece. A typical novel for 
me will merge three or four ideas, if not more. For my 
novel The House of Binding Thorns, I smashed 
together "Paris in the wake of a devastating magical 
war" and "the Opium Wars with magical drugs", added 
in a bit of "arranged queer marriage", and sprinkled it 
with "difficult pregnancy with political ramifications" in 
order to get the plot started. 

Second for me is the research. I find that in genre I 
can get a lot of worldbuilding help by leaning on 
historical parallels. I don't copy from history because 
by and large I don't write historical fiction, but 
researching historical precedents allows me to have a 
wealth of details and events to draw on, rather than 
merely making up things myself. (Experience has 
shown that when I'm left to my own devices to make 
things up, I will fall back on media clichés and ingrained 
prejudices, neither of which are good for writing!) So, 
for The House of Binding Thorns, I researched daily life 
in the grand mansions and the poor neighbourhoods of 
nineteenth-century Paris; the French incursions into 
pre-colonisation nineteenth-century Vietnam, and of 
course medical practises and medical issues 
surrounding pregnancy. (My number one rule for plot: 
"what's the worst that can happen to this character? 
Then it needs to happen at some point.") 
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A fragment of the mindmap for The House of Binding Thorns 
 

When I've done all this, I can start to brainstorm. 
I've found mindmaps very useful. Scapple and other 
mindmapping software do them very well, but for me 
nothing beats a piece of paper and a pen. There's 
something very freeing about simply going from idea to 
idea and drawing lines between them: it enables me to 
forge connections I wouldn't have found otherwise. 

Free writing is also quite useful. I'll simply jot down 
my thoughts in a word document and work my way 
through a problem by essentially dissecting it in text. 
My draft documents for The House of Binding Thorns 
included such gems as "this is just stupid, it can't work 
that way" and "let's try making A the lynchpin of the 
pregnancy plotline. Hmm. Maybe not". 

Another tool I've used before is index cards. I'll write 
down particular scenes or key plot points as they occur 
to me, then clear a large table area and set all of them 
on there, and try and link them together in order to get 
a plot. 

The goal of any plotting for me is hammering out a 
rough shape of the book, a skeleton to hang events 
onto. Around the 25-30% mark, some kind of game-
changer has to happen, some kind of large event that 
has repercussions and highly impacts the plot. And 
75% of the way into the book, I'll look at heading into a 
climax--which means some convergence of threads, 
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some quickening of the pace (whether it's a final battle 
or a high emotional point or both--really depends on 
the character arcs!). In The House of Binding Thorns, 
one character gets kidnapped around the 25% mark, 
which in turn sets a host of other events into motion 
(rescuing them, finding out who was responsible, and 
the political consequences of another character getting 
wounded in the kidnapping). Theoretically, at 50% I 
should also be looking at the same kind of game-
changing event, but I have to confess the midway point 
of the plot always ends up taking care of itself in all my 
projects! 

Once I have the skeleton in place, I can draw lines 
again: basically, I know I have to get from point A to 
point B, and I can then work out how to do that--
drawing the consequences of A, working out what kind 
of pre-conditions I need for B to happen, etc. Then, if 
needed, I can go back and tweak A and B as much as 
needed. 

I develop my plots into a lot of details, which I know 
isn't necessarily usual: for a lot of writers, just having 
the skeleton (the broad idea of where the book is 
headed) is enough. I, on the other hand, turn this into 
a list of scenes. Focusing on the small details helps me 
know how the scenes fit together best and also gives 
me better control over the length of the book. (Quick 
rule for me is 1 scene = 2000 words on average.) Lest 
this make me sound like a control freak, I'll point out 
the detailed scene by scene outline only extends so 
far: the further we are from the beginning, the fewer 
details I'll have. The last three chapters of The House 
of Binding Thorns in my original outline were simply 
"climax, the characters somehow beat the threat" 
(gotta love that "somehow"!).  

When I start writing, it's inevitable that the outline 
won't survive fire. I'll go one way, discovering things as 
I write; the outline will remain pointing the original way. 
So, regularly, I'll update the outline. I'll use 
brainstorming and mindmapping and free writing 
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again. I was, in fact, brainstorming the ending of The 
House of Binding Thorns as little as two weeks before 
actually finishing the first draft of the book, and 
retconning bits and pieces of the draft in order to make 
what I had on the page fit what I wanted to do next! 

So there you go: this is how I write a piece. 
Hopefully there is something in here that will be of use 
to you--whether it's research or mindmaps or 
something else altogether. Oh, and lest I forget, here 
are my cardinal rules of writing: keep improving, never 
give up.[GdM] 
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Aliette de Bodard writes speculative fiction: her short 
stories have garnered her two Nebula Awards, a Locus 
Award and two British Science Fiction Association 
Awards. She is the author of the Dominion of the Fallen 
series, set in a turn-of-the-century Paris devastated by 
a magical war, which comprises The House of 
Shattered Wings (2015 British Science Fiction 
Association Award, Locus Award finalist), and its 
standalone sequel The House of Binding Thorns (Ace, 
Gollancz). She lives in Paris. 
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An	Interview	with	
Michael	J.	Sullivan	

 
TOM SMITH 

 
 

 
Greetings grim ones. I finally managed to catch up with 
Michael J. Sullivan. 

For those of you not familiar with Mr. Sullivan’s 
work, he is probably best known for his Riyria series 
featuring the warrior Hadrian and the rogue Royce. He 
is not generally considered grimdark, although I think 
a compelling case could be made for Royce and would 
love to see a grimdark story about his beginnings, hint 
hint…. 

 
[TS] Michael, thank you for peeling away from your 
scribing long enough to chat with us. 
 
[MJS] Hey there, thanks for having me. I do tend to 
have a bit of an “optimistic view” of my fellow man at 
least more so than those famous for grimdark tales, but 
I think all good story telling is based on struggle and 
challenges. That being the case, my books aren’t all 
sunshine and buttercups. Plus, an astute reader once 
pointed out that about half of my characters die over 
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the course of the Riyria Revelations, so that’s a kinda 
on the grim dark side… right? 
 
[TS] Michael, not many people know that you came 
from the self-publishing arena and the trials and 
tribulations you went through to get where you are. 
Can you please describe that a little for our readers? 
 
[MJS] Sure, although technically I started with a small 
press (Aspirations Media, Inc.), then self-published, 
and nowadays I’m primarily released through two of 
the big-five (Orbit, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, 
and Del Rey, an imprint of Penguin Random House). 
To understand the path I took, you need to know that I 
spent eleven years writing thirteen novels. I also rode 
the query-go-round with several of those books and 
received my stack of agent rejections. Getting 
nowhere, I eventually quit writing altogether (after 
dramatically vowing never to write creatively again). 
Never turned out to be about a decade, as that was as 
long as I could hold out. The stories didn’t stop coming, 
I just didn’t bother writing them down. So, I picked up 
the pen again but on one condition: that I wouldn’t seek 
publication (that way leads to the dark side). After 
reading the firsts three books of the Riyria Revelations, 
my wife proclaimed they had to “get out there” and 
since I wouldn’t submit them she took it upon herself to 
take on the “business responsibilities.” 

After many additional rejections, Robin found an 
agent who shopped the series around, but Cat didn’t 
get any nibbles. Then Cat quit the business (her 
husband’s Leukemia was relapsing), and she 
suggested we try some small presses. Robin 
submitted The Crown Conspiracy to four or five 
publishers and AMI picked up the first two books. 
There was no advance, and we never made a penny 
from them (they were well-meaning but financially 
strapped). Anyway, when it came time for them to 
release Avempartha (the second book) they confessed 
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they didn’t have money for the press run, so we took 
the rights back and self-published it. 

The entire series had been written before 
submitting the first book, and we wanted a six-month 
release cycle. The only way to meet that deadline was 
to self-publish, so that’s what we did. Around the time 
of the third book’s release, AMI had sold out the print 
run of The Crown Conspiracy. Because they didn’t 
have the cash for reprinting, the rights reverted, and 
we self-published it as well. By the time the fifth book 
was released, sales were pretty respectable (about 
2,500 a month across all titles), and Robin (my wife), 
suggested we try New York again. By that time, we had 
a foreign rights agent (because a number of foreign 
publishers had picked up the books for translation), 
and between her and my wife, they put together a 
proposal and submitted it to 13 editors. About half of 
them expressed an immediate interest and Orbit (who 
was our first choice), came in with a really good pre-
emptive offer, so we took it. 

So, yes there were trials and tribulations, but the 
self-publishing side was remarkably smooth. Each 
release brought in a few more readers and at my peak 
we were selling 10,000-12,000 copies a month. 
Because the books were priced at $4.95 to $6.95 (and 
we were making 70% of the list price), we did quite 
well, and for a time, we debated whether we should 
sign with Orbit. With 20/20 hindsight I can say that 
transferring those rights was indeed the right thing to 
do. Nowadays, most of my titles are with the big-five, 
but hybrid authorship (using both self and a traditional 
publisher) provides great freedom and flexibility. I 
currently have two books self-produced (Hollow World 
and The Death of Dulgath), and I’ll have another one 
out in December (The Disappearance of Winter’s 
Daughter). My plans are to keep doing both. 
 
[TS] What would you say is your biggest takeaway 
from your experiences in publishing? 
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[MJS] Wow, there are so many “lessons learned.” I 
guess the biggest one is that this profession requires a 
tremendous amount of persistence. Almost everyone 
has their own story filled with struggle; even big names 
like Stephen King had rough rows to hoe. So, the only 
way to guarantee failure is to quit trying. I now see that 
my early decade (and the thirteen novels I wrote during 
that time), weren’t wasted effort, it was what I had to 
go through to learn how to write. Of course, not 
everyone is as slow of a learner as I am, but Malcolm 
Gladwell says it takes 10,000 hours to become 
proficient at any task, and Stephen King says you 
should treat your first 1,000,000 words as “practice.” I 
think those stats are pretty accurate. It’s a business 
that takes a LOT of time and effort… and all that is a 
pre-requisite to taking your first “real step.” 
 
[TS] Even though you are considered more of a sword 
and sorcery/high/epic fantasy type of writer, what do 
you think is behind the success of grimdark and darker 
fantasy works in general? 
 
[MJS] Oh, I’m sure there are many factors coming into 
play. The first is the “pendulum.” For many years the 
core of fantasy was providing happily ever after stories 
that were all fine and good, but when they all turned 
out the same way, it got boring. So then writers try to 
“do something different” and anti-heroes were born, 
and the worlds became dark and there was a certain 
novelty in not knowing what would happen because 
you couldn’t count on things working out for the “good 
guys.” 

I also think the world became more cynical and 
suspicious of others. When I was young, we roamed 
miles and miles from home and our parents were never 
worried. Now we have helicopter parents and if you let 
your child walk home from the playground without 
“adult supervision” you can be brought up on child 
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neglect charges. The news is 95% negative, people 
are frightened about terrorists (but not driving cars 
which result in far more deaths). And we all look at 
“strangers” with a bit more fear than we once did. In 
this way, many people see grimdark fantasy as “more 
realistic” because they see corollaries. There is also 
the “reality show” effect where people enjoy watching 
the lives of extremely messed up people because it 
makes their own lives look better by comparison. 

Maybe I’m just a rose-coloured glasses guy, but I 
don’t see the world in these negative ways. If 
someone’s car is broken down, I stop and give them a 
lift. I’m not afraid of being killed for doing so. I’ve also 
witnessed people rising to the occasion and even put 
their own lives in danger to help others. So, I believe in 
the good of people, and I write characters that mirror 
our best instincts rather than our worst depravities. 
Even if I didn’t feel that way, and I became as jaded as 
everyone else, I would still write the books I do, if for 
no other reason than to escape to a better place. To 
me, reading is entertainment and I don’t want to pop a 
few anti-depressants before opening a book. I want to 
feel better than when I started, so for me grimdark tales 
doesn’t hold the same appeal that it does for many. 
 
[TS] If you had the time to explore one of your 
characters in more depth, which one would you choose 
and why? 
 
[MJS] There have been many characters that I wanted 
to explore in more depth, and, in general, I do!! I plan 
on continuing that practice, so I’ll talk about some of 
the ones that I ended up revisiting as well as future 
plans. 
• Gwen DeLancy—Royce’s love interest has a 

great backstory, but it didn’t make sense to 
expose it in the Riyria Revelations. To do a 
proper job would require flashbacks and I hate 
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that technique. When the idea of the Riyria 
Chronicles popped up, I realized I could make 
her a POV character and provide her full tale. 
That was one of my favourite parts of that series. 

• Rueben Hilfred—Arista’s bodyguard, is a great 
character and quite tragic. For most of the Riyria 
Revelations it was important to keep him in the 
shadows. I treated him almost like furniture, 
which was sad because only I knew “the real 
Hilfred.” Again, The Riyria Chronicles gave me 
an opportunity to shine a spotlight and let others 
see him as I did. 

• Novron and Persephone—are two historical 
characters that are mentioned often in the Riyria 
Revelations. We learn how Novron saved 
mankind and formed the First Empire, he’s a 
demi-god (son of the god Maribor) and his 
exploits are legendary. But as we all know, 
history is written by those who win, and the 
actual events may be different than what we’ve 
been told. Were our own founding father’s great 
freedom fighters or traitors? It depends on who 
you ask. Separating truth from myth is what the 
Legends of the First Empire is all about, so I was 
able to explore both of these characters in 
significant depth. But even more important than 
that, I was able to tell the stories of the “little 
people” who no one remembers but were 
instrumental in the monumental changes that 
occurred during that time period. 

• Esrahaddon—In the Riyria Revelations, he was 
imprisoned for more than a thousand years after 
being tried and convicted for high treason and 
bringing about the destruction of the First 
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Empire. His story, as well as the tales of Jerish 
(Guardian of the Heir), and Nevrik (last Heir of 
Novron) is a big part of the story in the “bridge 
books” which I’ll be writing next. These are the 
tales that tell of the time between Legends of the 
First Empire and the Riyria books. 

So, that’s a long way of saying that when there is a 
character that I want to dig deeper into, I do. Assuming 
of course the books are written and get “out there.” 
 
[TS] One thing I liked about your Riyria series is that it 
doesn’t rely heavily on a lot of traditional fantasy 
elements like magic and fantastic creatures but 
focuses more on stories and interpersonal 
relationships with the characters. What made you 
choose that direction for the books? 
 
[MJS] I’m more of a “storyteller” than a “writer,” and I 
think at the heart of any good story is the characters 
and the arc they go through as the plot plays out. This 
“core” is the same whether you are writing fantasy or 
thrillers or just about any kind of fiction. For some 
authors, it’s all about world building, and many times 
when you ask an aspiring author about their fantasy 
novel, you’ll get back a bunch of details about the world 
they created. Books like that will often times lose the 
forest for the trees. In my writing, the world is merely 
the plate on which the meal is served. I want people to 
notice the food, not what kind of china it’s served on.  

Regarding magic, it’s one of the things that requires 
great care. Too much power can circumvent any real 
danger because any problem can be easily solved. I 
spend a lot of time figuring out how to handicap those 
with magic so they can’t just snap their fingers and get 
exactly what is needed at a crucial time. I’ve always 
been a bit disappointed with Tolkien’s addition of the 
eagles sent to get Sam and Frodo. Given their 
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existence, there seemed to be no reason for the 
hobbits to wander for weeks in Mordor. I would have 
excluded them from my world because it breaks the 
story. That’s a long way of saying that by keeping the 
magic “low” I don’t have to worry too much about 
having it screwing things up. 
 
[TS] In your current series The First Empire, you 
chronicle the transition between the world being run by 
gods to men seizing their own destinies. I saw some 
interesting parallels to when some of our own societies 
transitioned from polytheism to monotheism. What 
inspired you to visit this point in that world’s history? 
 
[MJS] Well, there are certainly some religious 
corollaries that I drew from, but to be honest what I was 
really exploring was the inequities between a highly 
advanced civilization that exerts power over a more 
primitive society, and what would need to happen to 
turn the tables on that dynamic. I like playing devil’s 
advocate, like in Hollow World I made a world that 
should be perfect (no wars, discrimination, death, and 
a complete freedom from want), but for that world to 
exist, you would have to also lose individuality, and 
have nothing to strive for. Exploring such “what if” 
scenarios and creating the constructs they would 
operate under is one of the best things about writing. 
You essentially get to “play god” and invent a world that 
follows your rules.  

As for why I chose that point in Elan’s history, it’s 
because I wanted to expose the differences between 
myth and reality. And also chronicle how the tables 
flipped and humans defeated elves, despite the 
inequities between the two people from a standpoint of 
technology and their ability to use magic. 

 
[TS] In Riyria, the focus seemed to be more on 
character, story and plot development. However, in 
building the world of The First Empire the magic and 
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belief system required much more fleshing out. Were 
you influenced at all by our own world’s history and 
mythologies, or was your goal to come up with 
something completely different? 
 
[MJS] When writing Riyria, I purposefully used a 
Medieval setting, (which is so common to fantasy). 
This allowed me to “cheat” a bit, as I didn’t have to 
spend time on the “dishes” because everyone already 
had a good idea of what they look like. But Legends 
happens 3,000 years before that, so the world could 
be whatever I wanted. Because there wasn’t this 
predetermined familiarity, it did require more fleshing 
out and it’s one of the reasons that Book #1 was a 
challenge. It had a lot to do all at once. 
 
[TS] What was the first moment where you wrote 
something and thought to yourself, “I can do this!”? 
 
[MJS] Wow, I don’t know that there was ever such a 
time. You have to remember that my “career” spanned 
from when I was very young (8 or 9 years old) until 
now, when I’m in my mid-50’s. I certainly know now 
that “I can do this.” But there wasn’t a single Eureka 
moment. A better analogy would be putting a frog in 
water and slowly applying heat. 

When in high school, I thought just the opposite. I 
“knew” that I couldn’t make writing a profession. That 
was before computers and spell checkers, and when 
armed with terrible grammar and atrocious spelling 
there was no point in considering writing as a 
possibility. 

By the time I reached my forties (and started writing 
Riyria), I had no desire to “make it.” I just wrote books 
that I wanted to read. It was my wife who took care of 
the publishing end. The “I can do this” realization 
wasn’t the by-product of something I wrote, it was 
when the money generated was at the level of a “living 
wage.” Once I was earning more than my wife (who 
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had been the sole-income supporter of our household), 
AND we had a large enough nest egg to pay all our 
expenses for a year, that’s when I felt writing could be 
my “job.” It was at that point that I knew I could be a 
“professional” author if the definition of “professional” 
was an ability to pay your bills from making stuff up. 
 
[TS] Who were your early writing inspirations and 
which turned you in the direction of fantasy? I have to 
say that I see a little bit of Fritz Leiber’s Fafhrd and the 
Gray Mouser in Hadrian and Royce. 
 
[MJS] This isn’t the first time Lieber’s characters have 
been brought up. Here’s a little story behind that. I was 
reading a review of one of my books, and that person 
was praising my cleverness for paying a homage to 
Lieber when I named a place “The Gray Mouse Inn.” I 
was totally confused. I didn’t know anyone named 
Lieber and couldn’t figure out what was significant 
about the name I had chosen. So, off to the Internet I 
went, and that’s how I learn about the infamous duo… 
something that I should have known about all along, 
but didn’t. 

Needless to say, I’ve never read any of Lieber’s 
stories, and now that I know of their existence, I’m 
purposefully avoiding them. You see, I’m afraid any 
knowledge of that pair could change my interactions 
with Royce and Hadrian, because I’d try to distance my 
stuff from Lieber’s. If I remain oblivious, then I’ll 
continue to write the way I always have. I’ve even had 
nice fans give me copies of Lieber’s books, but the day 
I crack one open will be the day that I’m 100% sure 
there will be no more Riyria tales, and I’m not there yet. 

Okay, so on to writing inspirations. Well, of course, 
there is Tolkien, and I do put little homages to him in 
my books. I also study Stephen King quite a bit and 
really appreciate how he gets into his character’s 
heads, and I love the way he can make his imaginary 
people seem so real. From Rowlings, I picked up how 
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fun a good adventure with people you like can be. 
From Watership Down (by Richard Adams) I learned 
about the power of friendship and the bonds that tie 
people to one another. But many times I don’t realize 
an inspiration at a conscious level. Sometimes when 
my wife reads something she’ll say. “I know where you 
got that... it’s from xyz.” And I have to think a minute 
and usually the answer is, “Really? Hmmm, maybe. It’s 
not what I was thinking when writing it, but I can see 
that it could have come from there.” When I was a kid 
I used to watch a television show called “I Spy” and 
some number of years ago I was flipping through 
channels and ran across a rerun. After watching it a bit 
I couldn’t help but notice that the characters in that 
show had a lot of similarities to Royce and Hadrian, so 
I’m sure there was something from that being pulled at 
the subconscious level. 
 
[TS] With the huge success of Game of Thrones and 
shows like the Shannara Chronicles, and the 
upcoming American Gods and The Black Company, 
have you given any serious thought to optioning out 
your properties for film or TV? 
 
[MJS] Many readers write to me and say, “Your books 
are so good, you really should do a television show or 
a movie.” I always chuckle because their comments 
(and your question) makes it seem like I have any say 
in the matter. Well, yes, I have some say, because I 
could say no, but first the question has to be asked. So 
far, I’m nowhere near the point of having to think about 
adaptation. I’ve recently hit the 1,000,000 books sold 
mark, and while it is an accomplishment I’m proud of, 
it’s miniscule by Hollywood standards. They want 
books that have been read by tens of millions of 
people. Yes, I have agents that shop the books around, 
and I have had some interest, but not much. I don’t’ 
even have an option yet (which is step #1). Even after 
having a book optioned only about 1 in 1,000 of those 
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go to the next step (having a screen play written and 
actors/directors approached), and even for those that 
get to that step, the likelihood of getting to the funding 
stage is still very remote. 

So, no, I don’t think about options with regard to my 
books. I think the chances are so infinitesimal that it’s 
not worth spending time on such activities. Instead, I 
concentrate on the things I can control, like writing 
more books. 
 
[TS] When you have the time, whose work do you like 
to read? 
 
[MJS] My reading is a bit all over the place. I read a 
little Stephen King every day before I start writing. 
Usually it’s only a few pages, but it helps get me “in the 
right head space.” I read a good deal of non-fiction (for 
research purposes) and have enjoyed: Salt: A World 
History, Guns, Germs, and Steel, A Short History of 
Everything (and just about all of Bill Bryson’s books), 
Why Nations Fall, many books on Rome (both its rise 
and fall). I read “the competition,” so I don’t sound 
stupid when I meet authors at a convention. Then there 
are a number of books I read (or try to) because I’ve 
been asked to blurb them. I’ve endorsed very few 
books, so when I do (like for Anthony Ryan’s Blood 
Song), it speaks volumes. As far as what fiction I enjoy 
reading, here are some recent favorites: The Martian 
by Andy Weir, Red Rising by Pierce Brown, Name of 
the Wind by Patrick Rothfuss, Lies of Locke Lamora by 
Scott Lynch, Mistborn by Brandon Sanderson (I’ve 
also have enjoyed his Legion novellas), City of Stairs 
by Robert Jackson Bennett, Ready Player One by 
Ernest Cline, Uprooted by Naomi Novik, The Golem 
and the Jinni by Helene Wexler, Goblin Emperor by 
Katherine Adison, The Legend of Eli Mon Press by 
Rachel Aaron, The Girl with all the Gifts by M.R. Carey. 
For the record, my all-time favourite books are: 
anything by Tolkien and Rowlings, The Stand by 
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Stephen King, and Watership Down by Richard 
Adams. 
 
[TS] What works are you currently juggling Michael? 
We would love to hear more about your up and coming 
projects! 
 
[MJS] Juggling is a good way of putting it, as I always 
have several books in various stages. 
• Age of Swords (Book #2 of Legends of the First 

Empire) comes out on July 25th, it’s pretty much 
“in the can” but I did get an email recently with 
some questions the proofreader flagged. It 
ended up changing a few words here and there. 
Also, when I’m not typing this interview, I’m 
reviewing the audio recordings of that book. 

• The Disappearance of Winter’s Daughter (Book 
#4 of the Riyria Chronicles) comes out on 
December 5th. I finished writing it May 18th and 
I’m down to the last chapter on my second pass 
editing. It should be going to my wife for alpha 
reading today or tomorrow. 

• Age of War (Book #3 of Legends of the First 
Empire) has been patiently waiting for post 
alpha changes to be incorporated. Robin’s input 
has been good, and the changes should be easy 
to implement. 

• Age of Legends (Book #4 of Legends of the First 
Empire) is in a holding pattern until Del Rey 
makes a decision on whether they are going to 
pick up book #5 and #6 of that series. If they do, 
then they’ll also get this book as well, and I can 
start implementing alpha changes for it. If not, I’ll 
have to write some other story based in Elan to 
satisfy the 4 book contract. That would mean 
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that the last three books will shift to self-
publishing. As for a 4th book substitution, I 
already have that story plotted out, so it will be 
quick to write. I just don’t know if I should start 
on it, and I have plenty of other things to keep 
me busy while Del Rey waits for sales data from 
Age of Swords. 

• The Bridge Series (temporary title)—is 
something I’m working on in the evening hours. 
Right now, I’m trying to scope out how many 
novels it will be and what story will be told in 
each. As I mentioned, these books take place 
between the time of Legends and Riyria and 
they won’t be released until 2020, but I already 
have a deal on the table for the audio rights with 
a record-setting advance. Like Legends, they 
will be a standalone series that can be read 
without any prior knowledge of my other books, 
but for those that have read the other stories, I 
want to provide various Easter eggs for people 
to find. To do this, I have to release these books 
after the entire Legends tale has been 
published. 

[TS] Michael, thanks so much for stopping by! 
 
[MJS] Hey, thanks for having me. It’s been fun—great 
questions! I’ve really enjoyed spending time with you 
and your readers. Feel free to check back with me any 
time.[GdM] 
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Swarm and Steel, Michael R. Fletcher’s new 
standalone novel in his Manifest Delusions world, is a 
horrific book. I don’t mean that in a negative way, quite 
the opposite. It is one of the grimmest, darkest books 
I’ve read, and I loved it. The story is a heartfelt tale 
about two lost souls, who’ve never truly had anyone 
they cared about, finding solace in each other. It just 
so happens that one of these characters is a rotting 
corpse, and the other is an insatiable cannibal. 

The plot revolves around a church that worships 
suffering and two unlikely protagonists’ relentless 
desire to destroy it. Our main protagonist, Zerfall, 
wakes up in an alleyway with the back of her head 
caved in. With no memory of her past, she sets off to 
escape the strange people who pursue her by fleeing 
into the desert, armed with nothing but a few knives, a 
book of terrible poetry and a banknote. Meanwhile, 
Jateko is a teenage warrior of the Basamortuan tribes, 
who spends his days being rejected for raids due to his 
weakness and small stature. The lives of Zerfall and 
Jateko become bloodily intertwined and things swiftly 
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go downhill. Way, way downhill. Zerfall and Jateko are 
the main point of view characters, but we also see 
through the eyes of Aas, an intelligent yet repulsive 
shape-shifter who is hunting them down, and Hölle, the 
wounded leader of a pain-worshipping Church that 
seeks to send all of humanity into the Swarm, a hell of 
endless, naked humanity. All of them are broken, 
insane people, but after gaining insight into their 
backstories, it’s easy to understand why they are the 
way they are, and how they are victims themselves. 
Fletcher has developed a deft hand at creating 
essentially grimdark characters, it’s hard not to like 
these protagonists, despite the fact that they are, 
objectively, more ‘evil’ than most of the protagonists in 
the earlier Manifest Delusions books. Fletcher’s 
narration is a very close third-person limited, and much 
of the writing is about the internal conflicts of the 
characters, which is fitting for a book about insanity. It’s 
easy to read, which, given the heavy content, is a relief. 

The world is just as messed up as the characters, 
as you’d expect from a place shaped by the beliefs of 
a society of grimdark characters. One of the 
characters, Hölle, even remarks upon this, musing that 
“filth and depredation—deceit and violence—lay at the 
core of every human soul; reality offered irrefutable 
proof of this. This could be utopia and instead we make 
it our hell.” Garbage and corpses line the streets of the 
city-states, and everything is bleak and gray. Reality 
twists at the whims of the deluded, warping space, time 
and perception. The internal logics of insane people, 
and the nuances of their delusions, are well expressed. 
One nice addition in this book is that about a third of 
the book takes place in a desert, among the 
Basamortuan tribes, providing contrasting light beyond 
the relentless grey. The city-states that form the core 
setting of the Manifest Delusions world fit the tone of 
the books well, but after three books set in them, a 
shake-up was definitely needed, and Fletcher provides 
it with an equally-bleak yet totally different setting. One 
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area in the desert is even filled with thousands of 
undead corpses embedded in cacti. It’s also interesting 
to see how other cultures rationalise the insane world 
they find themselves in, and Jateko’s perspective on 
the world is completely different from any other 
character in any of the books. 

However, one complaint I have is that most of the 
character and place names are German words that 
relate to the nature of that character. For example, the 
banking city that the plot centres around is called 
‘Geld’, which means ‘money’ in German. As someone 
who speaks a bit of German, this threw me out of the 
story every now and then, since it seems unlikely that, 
for example, Aas (‘carrion’), would be given such a 
name at birth, as seems to be implied, when he only 
developed the ability to shapeshift into a carrion-eating 
condor in his late childhood. Fletcher also uses 
Basque words for the names of the Basamortuan 
tribes (Basamortua means ‘desert’), but this wasn’t 
distracting to me since I don’t speak Basque. On the 
whole, I’m conflicted about this use of language, since 
on one level it’s immersion-breaking, but on another, 
the German words suit the dreary world of Manifest 
Delusions so damn well. Overall, it didn’t really hinder 
my enjoyment of the book, and is only an issue of you 
speak one of those languages, and Fletcher even 
expresses an awareness of this in a tongue-in-cheek 
note at the beginning of the book, where he apologizes 
to German speakers for his ‘horrendous borrowing of 
their language’. 

The pace of Swarm and Steel is quick, and I once 
found myself late for work because I’d lost track of time 
reading it. It’s easy to get sucked in to Zerfall and 
Jateko’s journey, and more specifically, their brilliant 
character arcs. Each of them is unrecognisable by the 
end of the novel, a completely different person, and 
this is handled so deftly that it creeps up on you. 

Fletcher dials the grimdark notch up to eleven, and 
when you find yourself laughing over a funny moment 
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of light-hearted banter between the protagonists as 
one of them is cracking ribs open to get at a deliciously 
still-warm human heart, you know the author is doing 
grimdark right. As one character remarks, “’Evil is 
doing the right thing no matter what the cost.’ She 
laughed without humour, tears spilling free. ‘Evil is 
thinking you know what the right thing even is.’” 

Personally, I had great fun with the book, and found 
it to be my favourite of Fletcher’s work yet. Zerfall and 
Jateko are a good duo, the world is explored in more 
depth than ever, and there’s real thematic depth that 
stuck with me after finishing. Fletcher is clearly staking 
out turf on the dark end of grimdark, and he’s 
publishing books with pleasing regularity. This book is 
proof to any doubters of grimdark out there, that a book 
can be absolutely, unrelentingly dark and still not be 
‘gratuitously’ so, if handled by a skilled writer. 

Swarm and Steel is one of the grimmest, darkest 
books in our beloved genre, combining the depths of 
depravity with heart-warming love in a tale that will 
leave you retching and chuckling in equal measure. If 
you like grimdark fantasy, then you need to check it 
out.[GdM] 
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‘That’s a mighty fine sword you got there’. 

‘Yeah.’ Maerc pulled it out. ‘He obviously thought so 
too.’Ripping noise. Red white splashes. Sweet horrible 
pig shit stink. Lidae thought: I’m not looking not 
watching. Looking. Watching. Staring. Breathing in the 
stink. 

Acoll kicked the body. ‘Stupid bastard. Fancy killing 
yourself over a sword.’ 

‘Yeah… I did spill his pint first, mind. And it’s got a 
real ruby in the hilt, look. Valuable.’ 

‘Yeah? Let’s see…’ 
Pause. Acoll studying the sword really careful. 

Turning and turning it in his hands. 
‘That’s not a ruby.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘That’s bloody glass.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Bloody glass. Really sorry. Under the blood, that’s 

just glass.’ 
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‘Oh, bugger and fuck.’ Crash of metal as Maerc 
threw the sword down. Squelch of blood. ‘I got beer all 
down my trousers for bloody glass?’ 

‘It’s still a mighty fine sword,’ said Acoll. ‘You really 
just going to throw it away? You killed him for it. And 
spilled his pint. What are we going to do with him, then, 
anyway?’ said Acoll. 

Acoll and Maerc looked at the body. Looked over at 
Lidae, standing not looking listening feeling… 
something. New feeling. Just watched someone get a 
sword in the gut for no reason. Go down bleeding, 
blood coming up bright out of his nose and his gut and 
his mouth. 

Seen someone die, Lidae. You’ve just seen 
someone fucking die right in front of you a hand’s 
breadth away from you. Yeah? Look. Try not to look. 
Look. Breath it in. 

‘What the hell you looking like that for?’ said Acoll. 
‘I—’ Funny hot feeling in her, her belly, her toes, hot 

in her face. 
‘Dump him behind the privy,’ said Maerc. ‘Get his 

feet, Lidae, girl. Since you’re so practised at lugging 
dead bodies around.’ 

Lidae shuddered. Helped them carry the body over. 
Dumped it in a big pile of horse dung someone had 
dumped there previous. Great big fat black flies came 
up buzzing. Started buzzing all over the dead man. 
Covered it quicker than you’d believe, crawling up its 
nose in its mouth inside the hole in its stomach, singing 
with joy. 

Lidae gagged. Tried not to vomit. Failed. 
‘Bloody glass!’ Maerc went to dump the sword on 

top of the body on top of Lidae’s sick. 
Red glass. Flickering. Winking. Bright and shiny like 

the blood. Lidae reached out. Drawn. Pretty. Her face 
felt hot. 

‘You want it?’ Maerc held it out to Lidae. 
‘I—’ 
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‘You want it, you can have it, girl. Useless thing to 
me if it’s just glass. Bit embarrassing, I got beer down 
my trousers so it looks like I pissed myself, for a lump 
of red glass.’ 

Lidae took the sword. Stroked her hand over it. 
‘I—’ 
Blood. On her hands. Someone’s blood. Smelled 

strange. A butcher’s block. Her mum cooking beef 
steak. Her brother when he cut her knee. On her 
hands, and a man was dead, and his blood was on 
Lidae’s hands, and she was holding the sword that 
killed him. 

‘It’s beautiful,’ she said. 
‘Just bloody glass,’ said Maerc. 
‘It killed a man,’ said Lidae. 
‘That’s hardly a special thing,’ Maerc said. 
 

* * * 
 

Soldiers in the Army of Amrath. Spreading out over the 
world like a fucking stain. Beautiful murder. Beautiful 
killing. Cities with gold and silver towers, fruit trees in 
blossom, fields rich with golden corn. Temples, 
palaces, gardens. Houses for the rich. Houses for the 
poor. The Army of Amrath rushed over them at knife-
point. Tore then ripped them shattered them burned 
them destroyed them all. Everything that lives. They 
came to the walls of a city and the walls broke before 
them. They took the people that lived there and broke 
them open like digging earth. The fields were black 
with ashes. The trees were uprooted. Everything that 
lives, crushed down into dust. 

You ever see gangrene taking hold of a man? Acoll 
had said to Lidae when they first met her. Eating its 
way up a man’s leg? Tracing up, running up the skin, 
looks like frost running up metal, writhes its way up like 
a snake. You ever seen that? That’s what we are, 
Lidae. Fucking glory to it. We’re rotting the world, 
Lidae. And it’s the greatest thing. 
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Once in a lifetime chance, this, Lidae, Acoll had 
said to Lidae. Once in a fucking lifetime. People lived 
and died waiting out their whole lives yearning for this. 
People who’d give their right arm for this. People who 
have given their right arm for this, come to that. Seat 
at the table at an all-you-can-eat slaughterfest. 

You in? Have I got to kill you? Or are you in? 
 

* * * 
 

Maerc and Acoll were old hands. Been there since right 
back when. Right back at the beginning, when the 
Army of Amrath was first marching, happiest days of 
their lives. Killed more people than they could 
remember. Burned so many cities they all blurred into 
one. It got kind of repetitive, actually, after a while, 
Maerc said to Lidae. Storm a city. Put it to the fire and 
the sword. March on. Sweetest thing you can imagine. 
But kind of repetitive, at the same time. 

Lidae was the new girl. Signed up after Bakh fell. 
The army had stormed into Bakh and killed everyone 
like they were ordered to every time, every place, 
made your arm ache, killing that many people, Maerc 
said, ten, twelve hour shifts of it, queues of people 
waiting to get slaughtered all moaning, blokes with 
whetstones hanging around to resharpen your sword 
for you, finally get to stop for a quick meal break and a 
piss then straight back to it no rest for the wicked eh? 
On and bloody on with nothing to look at but bloody 
blood. 

Anyway. Wait. Where were we? 
Bakh. Lidae. New girl. Yeah. 
Lidae was born in Bakh, grew up there, worked in a 

tavern, had never left the damn place. The Army of 
Amrath came roaring up smashed the walls in quicker 
than you’d bloody believe it. Orders came down as per, 
telling them to kill every single living thing there down 
to the sodding cockroaches. The Army fanned out 
through the streets, swords out. 
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Lidae… didn’t want to die. Obviously.The kids in the 
next door house, the Flet boys, all three of them, went 
running off shouting ‘death to the invader!’ Lidae 
watched them go. Lidae found a pile of rubble and 
dead people, hid herself underneath. Stay alive. Just 
stay alive, Lidae, girl. A single invader came careering 
round past the rubble Lidae was hiding under, the Flet 
boys came careering after him, to Lidae’s 
astonishment the Flet boys actually managed to hack 
him down. Killed him. Nasty creepy boys who tried to 
look down her dress, those whiny stupid Flet kids. So 
a mixture of shock and deep down deep down hidden 
satisfaction you’d never admit to when a whole load of 
the invader came up and saw what the Flet boys were 
doing, hacked them down. Killed them. Then went off. 
So Lidae was left crouching there in her corpse pile, 
looking dead-on at three dead kids and a dead 
invading soldier. Stay alive. Just stay alive. Trembling, 
knowing they’d find her. Terror of dying. Looked at the 
dead kids and the dead soldier. The dead soldier, small 
skinny bloke which explained how the Flet boys had 
managed to kill him. The dead soldier, wearing shiny 
silver armour that covered the whole body, with a 
helmet that covered most of the face… 

Stay alive, Lidae, girl. 
Anything’s got to be better than what just happened 

to the Flet kids. 
Stay alive. 
The order came out a while later to start building the 

slaughtered dead of Bakh into corpse towers. Lidae in 
blood-sticky not quite fitting dead man’s armour started 
hauling corpse bricks. More horrible thing than you can 
possibly conceive. Started hauling a body, it flopped 
over, turned out to be the top half of the boy she’d been 
dreaming about all last summer. It flopped over, its 
intestines fell out over her legs. Stopped. Puked. Wept. 
Sat down. Another soldier saw her. Yelled at her for 
slacking. Put her on latrine trench digging duty for the 
rest of the day as punishment. The other guys on 
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latrine duty saw through her in all of one shit shovel. 
Fortunately or unfortunately, they thought what she’d 
done was the funniest thing they’d heard. When she 
got to the bit about the boy she’d had a crush on, the 
bloke who turned out to be Maerc laughed so much he 
almost pissed himself. 

‘You’re joining up for real,’ the bloke who turned out 
to be Acoll told her. ‘Going to make you a soldier like 
us. You’ve got some guts, girl. Boom boom.’ 

So here she was. Lidae, a soldier in the Army of 
Amrath. New girl. Taken under Maerc and Acoll’s wing. 
Marching on to war. 

You’re alive, Lidae tried to tell herself. You’re alive. 
You could have been dead. Your mum’s dead. Your 
dad’s dead. Your brother’s dead. Your house is 
smoking ruins. You had a crap job in a tavern, and the 
tavern’s smoking ruins, and you helped Maerc and 
Acoll build a tower that had the tavern-keeper’s head 
for a top. You got any better options right now? 

 
* * * 

 
After leaving Bakh smoking and reeking behind them, 
they camped for a few days in a town off west to 
recuperate. Rolled into the town, occupied all the 
houses, set the locals to work waiting on them. Acoll’s 
squad—their squad—her squad lucked out with the 
billets, got rooms above a baker’s with blankets and 
beds. Stone walls. Dry, louse-free bedding, a window 
to let in the air. A tree in flower outside with the 
blossom showing at the window, white flowers that 
smelled of honey, made the sunlight and the shadows 
dance in the morning when the breeze blew the 
branches of the tree. Birds sang in the morning in the 
branches. The smell of baking bread came up in the 
afternoon. Better lodgings than Lidae had had back 
home in Bakh squashed in with her mum and her dad 
and her brother. She stretched out in the bed in the 
morning, listened to the birdsong, watched the light 
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and the shadows and the white dancing flowers, 
breakfasted on fresh white wheat bread and hot meat, 
went out drinking with Maerc and Acoll, watched Maerc 
spill someone’s pint down his trousers and end up 
sticking the man’s own sword in the man’s own gut. 
Held the sword in her hand. Watched the man die. 

Red glass. Winked at her. 
‘So you’ve got a sword of your own now,’ said Acoll. 

‘Nice one, too. You’ll be needing to learn to use it, I 
should think. What with being a soldier and all.’ 

I…. But…  
I… 
They went out into the garden at the back of the 

baker’s, where the tree grew. Lidae drew the sword. 
The red glass sparkled. Bloody glass. Pretty. Shiny 
bright. 

‘That really is a damn fine sword,’ said Acoll. ‘You 
really sure you want to give it away to her, Maerc?’ 

‘It’s only red glass in it. And it suits her.’ Maerc 
pointed to the tree. ‘Start off by trying to hit that.’ 

Lidae looked at the tree. All in flower, and the 
smooth pale mossy trunk like a child’s waist. Almost as 
pretty as the sword. She held the sword up. Felt like 
the most stupid useless thing in the world. Swung it. 
Tried to hit the tree trunk. 

Missed. She dropped the sword. Her wrist hurt. 
‘Uh...’ said Acoll. 
‘You’re kind of meant to hang on to it,’ said Maerc. 

‘Your weapon. You tend to try to keep them in hand. 
For when you need to hit something more than once.’ 

The red glass winked at Lidae. She picked the 
sword up. Gripped harder. Swung. Hit the trunk. Slight 
mark. 

Felt so, so stupid. Frightened. Hitting things. Trying 
to break things. This is not right. Not right. 

It killed a man. In front of her. Blood on it. Ground 
in. 
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‘Better,’ said Acoll. ‘If that tree was a person… you 
might have given it a bit of graze that time. Might have 
noticed something was poking it.’ 

‘I—’ 
Lidae’s face felt red glass hot. 
 

* * * 
 

That night she woke up screaming. Her mum. Her dad. 
The boy she’d had a crush on, his body flopping over, 
insides all running out as she tried to lift him. Her 
boss’s severed head. 

‘Shut up and go back to sleep,’ Maerc called to her. 
Lidae closed her eyes. Her mum. Her dad. The boy 

she’d had a crush on, his body flopping over, insides 
all running out as she tried to lift him. Her boss’s 
severed head. 

‘I said shut up,’ Maerc called to her. ‘We’re 
marching out tomorrow. Need a decent bloody kip.’ 

Lidae lay there trying to be silent. Eyes open, 
staring at the window and the dark outlines of the tree. 

You’re alive. Just stay alive. 
I… But…  
I... 
You want to be dead and dumped behind a privy? 
Mum would want you to stay alive. Would want this. 
‘I see them too,’ Acoll said to her the next morning 

as they packed up their gear. Maerc and Acoll had bag-
loads of it. Fancy cloth, gold drinking cups, a silk coat 
with a fur trim. ‘I see them, the faces of the people I’ve 
killed. I’ve killed a lot of people. I’ve had friends die 
fighting beside me. I killed a friend of mine, to stop him 
dying worse than he needed to. I know what you’re 
seeing. It’s not just you.’ 

You’re a hardened killer, Lidae thought staring at 
him. A soldier. I’m a girl who didn’t want to be dead. 

‘I’m a man,’ said Acoll. ‘I see them. All of them.’ 
Sighed at her. ‘You just got to relax into it, Lidae. Let it 
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drift over you. Go with the flow. You’re here now. A 
soldier. Go with it.’ 

‘I—’ 
‘You two ready yet?’ Maerc called. ‘Need to get 

moving. Go go go.’ 
They lined up in the market square with all the 

others. Lidae tried to count the number of soldiers lined 
up waiting there. Hundreds. Thousands. An army like 
a flood tide. 

A woman rode into the square. A young woman, 
shiny hair, rosy skin. Silk flowers in her hair. She 
looked like the dreams Lidae had once of being a 
princess in cloth of silver, dancing at a ball, flirting with 
princes and kings. Silver dress and a white horse. 

The beautiful young woman drew her sword. The 
white horse reared up. 

‘Burn the town!’ the beautiful young woman 
shouted. ‘Kill everything living here! Tomorrow we 
march!’ 

The soldiers exploded in cheering. The beautiful 
young woman rode straight at the nearest weeping-in-
terror townsman, took his head off with one stoke. 

The soldiers followed her. 
Spreading out like gangrene. Spreading out over 

the town like a fucking stain. 
 

* * * 
 

They set fire to the bakery. Maerc stood in the garden 
behind it, grinning at the smoke starting to curl out of 
the downstairs windows, looked with a grin at the tree. 

The white flowers on the tree dancing. The leaves 
rustling. Fresh pale clean green leaves. Bees 
humming round. Wonder what kind of tree it is? If it 
fruits or anything? The flowers looked a bit like the 
flowers the beautiful young woman wore in her hair. 

Acoll and Maerc went at the tree with their swords. 
The tree broke up into bits. Hacked up splinters. 
Looked a bit like when someone dropped a pint-pot in 



	 85	

the tavern Lidae had worked in, fragments 
everywhere, and she had to clean it up. 

‘It was all rotten through, look,’ said Acoll. 
‘Dangerous, that is. Safety hazard. If we hadn’t come 
and chopped it down, that big branch might have 
broken off any time, fallen on someone’s head.’ 

The baker was tied up in the garden. Gagged and 
bound, sweating, grey, pale, cold, twitching, moaning 
through the gag. Thrashed his legs about when Acoll 
brought the tree down. Leaves and flowers and twigs 
came down on him. Leaves and flowers and twigs in 
the baker’s hair. 

‘He’s pissed himself,’ said Acoll. ‘Gods, that’s 
disgusting. Looks almost like your trousers did.’ 

‘It’s a tree,’ said Maerc. ‘It’s a bloody tree, man. Not 
worth getting that upset about. And it was all rotten. 
Would’ve had to come down sooner or later anyway.’ 

‘I don’t think it’s the tree he’s upset about, Maerc,’ 
said Acoll. ‘Yeah?’ 

Maerc looked at the baker. Looked at Lidae. 
Looked at Lidae’s sword. 

‘I gave you a sword, Lidae,’ he said. ‘You should be 
dead and rotted. You’re a soldier. One of us. So let’s 
see you use the sword.’ 

‘It’s a mighty fine sword,’ said Acoll. ‘A man died for 
that sword. So you use it. Yeah?’ 

The red glass in the sword winked at Lidae. Pretty. 
Sparkly. Pretty thing.  

I… But…  
I… 
Stay alive, Lidae, girl. Just stay alive. 
Lidae raised the sword. The red glass flashed. 
Terror of dying. You got any better options? 
Anything’s got to be better than dying. I’m not stupid 

enough to die for this. 
And the sword came down. The red glass flashed. 
 

* * * 
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Easier than hitting the tree. Easier than pouring a beer 
in a tavern. Like she knew what she was doing. Like 
the sword knew. Didn’t feel stupid. The sword came 
up. The sword came down. The man under the sword 
blade died. The man was cut open. Red and shiny like 
the glass. Lidae raised the sword again. Brought it 
down. The man was broken. Ripped apart. Red. Raw 
meat. Like someone breaking a pint-pot. Again. Again. 
His insides came out. Flopping out like the boy she’d 
had a crush on, when she’d hauled his body about. 
Flopping white red shit-brown shiny, maggoty fat 
things flopping out of him, floppy soft like his unbaked 
bread. The smell that came out him. Vile. Single most 
disgusting thing Lidae had ever smelled, and his guts 
falling out of his broken-up body were the single most 
disgusting thing she’d ever seen. 

Gods. I did that. Gods. 
Stay alive. I’m alive. I’m not that. I’m not stupid. I’m 

not dead. 
Once in a lifetime chance, this, Lidae. People lived 

and died waiting out their whole lives yearning for this. 
People who’d give their right arm for this. People who 
have given their right arm for this, come to that. You 
in? 

Maerc and Acoll applauded. 
‘That’s a mighty mighty fine sword you got there,’ 

said Acoll. ‘Sure you don’t want it back, Maerc?’ 
 Maerc smiled at Lidae. ‘Well done, girl. You’re 

more than worthy. We’re making a real proper soldier 
of you, yeah?’ 

Lidae bent forwards. Puked her guts up over the 
dead man she’d killed. Blood and meat and guts and 
sick and puke and leaves and flowers and twigs. 

Acoll rolled his eyes. ‘Stop that. You’re not 
supposed to start puking till we’ve finished killing and 
got on to drinking till we puke.’ 

Lidae got herself upwards. Stroked the sword 
blade. Stuck it in the dead body again. 

It just killed a man. 
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‘I want to do that again,’ Lidae said. 
 

* * * 
 

Soldiers in the Army of Amrath. Spreading out over the 
world like a fucking stain. Beautiful murder. Beautiful 
killing. Everything that lives, crushed down into dust. 
Gangrene. That’s what we are, Lidae. We’re rotting the 
world, Lidae. And it’s the greatest thing. They marched 
on west. Lidae marched with her hand on the hilt of the 
sword. The red glass in the sword flickered. Pretty. 
Sparkling. Pretty thing. 

I… But… 
I… 
Stay alive. Let it wash over you. Your mum would 

have wanted you to stay alive, Lidae, girl. Yeah? You 
got three meals a day and the pay’s better than being 
a barmaid. What better options you got? Being dead? 

You’re alive. Your mum would want this. 
Two weeks marching. Lidae’s feet were blistered. 

Faces every night in her dreams.  
I… But… 
I…  
A soldier. A killer. Killed a man. 
I… 
Want to do it again. 
 

* * * 
 

And then there was another city looming up on the 
horizon. Raen, someone said it was called. Big. Rich. 
Lots of people living there. Lots and lots. Living people. 
Just waiting to be made dead. 

‘Captain says we’ll be part of the first assault for 
sure,’ Acoll told Lidae. ‘Ladder men, up over the walls, 
first in.’ 

Tried to imagine it. Big city, high walls, coming in at 
a rush, breaking down the defences, tearing it open, 
taking it apart, butchering it. Like they did in Bakh, to 
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her city. Like the tree. Like the man. Like breaking a 
pint-pot. Only more. And more. And more. And more. 
Waves and waves and waves and waves. Again and 
again and again. 

‘When…. When does it begin?’ asked Lidae. Could 
hear her voice shaking. ‘Tonight?’ 

Acoll laughed. ‘A few days yet. Things to get ready 
first. Don’t want to rush things.’ 

Maerc said. ‘Be patient. Don’t want to climax too 
soon.’ 

Lidae stroked the hilt of the sword. Her face felt red 
glass hot. 

 
* * * 

 
Soldiers in the Army of Amrath. Gangrene. They lined 
up in the dark before the walls of the city. Raen, rumour 
said it was called. Rean. Raene. Reane. Something. 
‘Who cares?’ said Maerc. ‘Won’t matter, whatever it’s 
called, in a couple of hours’ time. Just smoke and flies 
and bloody ash.’ 

First grey ghost light of dawn. First dawn birdsong. 
Wind blowing fresh grass scent from the west. The 
beautiful young woman with flowers in her hair rode up 
in front of them. Beautiful princess on a white horse, 
silver armour and a cloth of silver dress. She raised her 
sword. Pointed to the walls. Dropped her sword 
downward. Screamed. The soldiers exploded in 
cheering. The siege engines loosed fire. The city walls 
shook. Lidae was running. Up the ladders. Up up up to 
the top of the walls where the defenders were waiting. 
And behind them… all the people of the city. So many 
people. All waiting to die under her sword strokes. I’ll 
do that. Kill them. Me. 

I… But… 
The sword leapt in Lidae’s hands. Mighty fine 

sword. Red glass winking. Shiny, pretty thing. Up the 
ladder. Up and over. All around people dying. Lidae’s 
arm holding the sword started hitting things. Hitting 
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things so they got cut open. Cut open opened up and 
they were red inside, like the glass. Came apart like 
you wouldn’t believe. Just. Came. Apart. Under her 
sword strokes. Hack! Hack! Hack! And they were just… 
just opened up. Broken. Dead. Opening the city up, 
breaking down the defences, tearing it open, taking it 
apart, butchering it, ripping it like earth. More and more 
dead things. Swings the sword and every swing 
catches something, breaks it, takes something alive 
and makes it dead. Like some kind of marvel, that she 
can do this. Who’d have thought that she could do this? 
So easy. Killing things. Her face red glass hot. Panting 
breathing breathless. Up the ladders, over the walls, 
into the city. Killing things. 

Acoll ran past her, howling laughing, blood all over 
his face. A man with a sword ran at Acoll. Hit him. 

Acoll… Acoll fell down dead. Cut open. Guts 
unravelling. Sweet horrible pig shit stink. 

Breath it in. Breath it in. 
Maerc screamed, ‘Acoll!’ Ran at the man who’d 

killed him. Fighting. Screaming. 
Maerc died. Blood spilt on his trousers. Like he’d 

pissed himself. 
Stupid bastard. Killing yourself over a man. 
Lidae ran on over their bodies and into the city. 
Someone dying. 
Hardly a special thing. 
Killed people. Killed. Killed. She found a girl 

crouched beneath a pile of rubble. Big sad staring 
terrified eyes. Hiding. Trying to hide from the butchery. 
Somehow stupidly wanting to stay alive. Thinking she 
might live. The red glass in the sword sparkled. Pretty 
thing. Lidae raised the sword up. Brought it down. The 
girl died. Cut up cut open. Red blood like the red glass. 
Three young boys came running at her. Brothers, 
maybe. Looked like brothers. ‘Death to the invader!’ 
Lidae killed them. 

Once in a lifetime chance, this, Lidae. Once in a 
fucking lifetime. People lived and died waiting out their 
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whole lives yearning for this. People who’d give their 
right arm for this. People who have given their right arm 
for this, come to that. Seat at the table at an all-you-
can-eat slaughterfest.  

A soldier in the Army of Amrath. Spreading out over 
the world like a fucking stain. Beautiful murder. 
Beautiful killing. Fucking glory to it. We’re rotting the 
world, Lidae. And it’s the greatest thing. Lidae strode 
through the city. Danced through the city. Killing. 
Rejoicing. Her face felt hot like red glass. The red glass 
sparkled. Winked. 

Your mum would want this for you. What better 
option could there possibly be in life?[GdM] 
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