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From the Editor 
 

ADRIAN COLLINS 

 

 
 
This issue wraps up an exciting and brutal 2017 for the 
team here at Grimdark Magazine. 

The team has done an amazing job in 2017. 
They’ve read hundreds of submissions, proof-read and 
edited tens of thousands of words, created covers, 
brainstormed, written articles, interviewed authors, and 
supported GdM. They are the backbone of this ezine, 
and I can’t thank them enough. 

And you, you magnificent bastards, have backed us 
now for three and a half years. Fourteen quarterly 
issues. Authors that I never really thought would even 
give us the time of day have done so because you lot 
give us a good name. Three and a half great years. 

Thank you. 
Now, off the backslapping train and on to what 

you’re in for. 
This issue we’re featuring an Alex Marshall novella 

set in his Crimson Empire world, the trilogy I’ve just 
wrapped up reviewing over on the GdM blog. Fans of 
the war nun Portoles and the Burnished Chain: you’re 
in for a deadest treat. We’ve also got an author article 
from one of the most unique author voices of 2017, 
Anna Smith-Spark, reviews of Smoke Eaters by ex-
GdM article writer Sean Grigsby and Myke Cole’s first 
big dip into fantasy The Armoured Saint, and 
interviews with Steven Erikson and Erik Scott de Bie. 

Might look a little skinny on the fiction side, but trust 
me, the 15,000 word Marshall Novelette is one helluva 
roller coaster ride. 
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An Interview with Steven 
Erikson 

 

TOM SMITH 

 

 
 
Greetings and salutations grimfolk!  

After many months of cyberhunting, I have finally 
tracked down Steven Erikson of Malazan Book of the 
Fallen fame. For those of you that have been under a 
fantasy book shaped rock, this series is incredible. It’s 
very detailed with many interwoven storylines 
crisscrossing and merging from Gardens of the Moon 
until the emotion packed finale in The Crippled God.  

I highly recommend you pick these up, but be 
forewarned, this is no casual read. They demand your 
full attention. I read the whole series in about 6 months 
or so and was blown away.  

Now onto the main event! 
 
[TS] Steven, thank you so much for swinging by! 
 
[SE] My pleasure. 

 
[TS] Your educational background is Anthropology. 
How would you say that has manifested itself in your 
writing?  
 
[SE] Anthropology is the study of human culture: in 
essence, it’s about exploring the many diverse ways in 
which people see the world and their place in it. This 
includes social interactions, formal and informal 
hierarchies, beliefs in the sacred, modes and 
approaches to spirituality, subsistence practices—
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what, you didn’t want a textbook? Well, at the 
university I attended, Anthropology was the 
department and area of study that included ethnology, 
archaeology, linguistics and physical anthropology. I’m 
aware that in the UK, for example, you can get a 
degree in archaeology without taking any 
anthropology. That’s always baffled me. It’s one thing 
digging shit up and it’s entirely another fitting all that 
shit into a cultural context. So, I consider myself lucky 
in that my studies (and the degree produced) included 
all the sub-disciplines I just mentioned, because if you 
want to write fantasy, your first task is world-building, 
and if you need to world-build, then a firm grounding in 
anthropology is your ticket. Other tickets? History, 
Classical Studies, Geography. The history of humanity 
is all about cultures. Cultures surviving, failing, 
expanding, contracting, clashing, imposing, 
assimilating, absorbing, changing, resisting change, 
burgeoning, decaying, transitioning, and so on. A 
recount of such forces at work and the snapshot you 
take of your newly built world at the point at which your 
story starts, represents all the ground-work of 
generations of (fictional) people and their cultures. So, 
anthropology gave both me and Ian Esslemont the 
foundations of the world we built for, first, gaming, and 
then fiction. 

 
[TS] Did you base any of your races (however loosely) 
on civilizations you studied as an anthropologist? If 
yes, can you give us an example of one? 

 
[SE] Never directly. Never ever directly. In fact, we 
made a point of confounding that easy transposition, of 
avoiding the obvious similitudes that often plague 
generic epic fantasy. After all, if your first working 
premise is that magic works, the only Earth cultures 
you can even look at which might (might) exhibit the 
sensibility of real magic, are the oldest ones of all, and 
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to be honest, we don’t know enough about those to get 
a true sense of the mindset that existed back then. In 
fact, one of the first things we do (we who study this 
stuff) is to relegate the miraculous to superstition, thus 
reducing vast and profound belief systems to the 
curious and quaint, to mere products of the ignorant 
mind. And having done that, we pronounce ourselves 
superior. This is the shell-game of the rational mind, 
which employs rational constructs constructed 
rationally to rationally argue for the superiority of 
rationality. Contrary to popular belief, the rational mind 
is a closed mind. It is intellectually bound and more 
often than not, that binding excludes the experiential. 

The notion of real magic will alter the structure and 
dynamics of a culture. We used that realization in our 
world-building, and made the distinctions (between our 
world and the created one) the means by which we 
could examine and occasionally critique real-world 
beliefs and sensibilities (especially modern ones). 

People talk and write a lot about Fantasy tropes. 
They list them, find them in books, and occasionally 
challenge them regarding their structural, functional 
purpose. At other times, they mock those tropes. Okay, 
so that’s fantasy tropes categorized and effectively 
dismissed. But what about our tropes? Our day-to-day 
living-in-this-world tropes? You know, patriarchy, racial 
identity, cultural appropriation, nationalism, 
corporatism, capitalism, economics, globalism, the 
free market, monetarism, and so on? 

When you create an alternate world, you raise up a 
counter-point to this one. 

 
[TS] Your current series focused on the Tiste and 
Anomander Rake seems to have divided your fandom 
somewhat. Some love it and some want you to jump 
back into Malazan judging by the feedback I see 
online. Why do you think that is? 
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[SE] I don’t know. I will say that the Kharkanas books 
are the least ‘fantasy’ of all of my fantasy works to date. 
I sensed I was pushing at the limits of the genre. 
Always risky. Some follow, some pull back. It’s down 
to what the reader’s looking for, and that varies from 
person to person. As a writer, I needed something 
different, something that would be as challenging to me 
as possible. That said, when with one more book to go 
to complete the trilogy, you suddenly find yourself 
walking a near solitary path, with few following, it will 
make you stop and give it a think or two. Will I return to 
that third Kharkanas book? I imagine so. But not right 
away. 

 
[TS] In case not everyone knows, you co-author in this 
setting with your longtime friend Ian Cameron 
Esslemont and used to base game campaigns in it. 
What made the two of you decide to jump from gaming 
in this setting to writing stories in it? 
 
[SE] Well, we kinda tried everything else! It seemed 
tragic to let all that gaming and the world we’d built for 
it, all go to waste. Besides, we’d both set out to become 
writers, and so, beyond the contemporary lit we were 
writing, here we had something unique to us: an entire 
world and its history, just begging to be explored. And 
once we committed to doing that, we had the time of 
our lives. 

 
[TS] What is your take on the popularity of the darker 
direction fantasy has taken in the last couple of 
decades from high or epic fantasy to dark fantasy, 
post-apocalyptic, dystopian and grimdark? As an 
anthropologist, do you think this is because our society 
is trending darker or is it something else? 
 
[SE] Geez, is our society trending darker? Why would 
you say that? Okay, I’ll just wing this for a minute or 
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two here…as a culture matures, or, one might say, 
edges past its heyday period, it tends to solidify and 
the more it solidifies (via pressure from above and a 
countering pressure from below), cracks begin to 
appear. Now, that might sound clinical, but here’s the 
thing. You, me, every reader here and everybody else 
everywhere, we’re all feeling that pressure. It stifles 
hope, it crushes belief and faith in humanity, it hardens 
us, or enforces our own mini-solidifying and contraction 
in the face of what appears to be overwhelming 
confusion, distrust, and possibly despair. Here and 
now, every gesture of humanity, or compassion or 
expression of love, is raised up like a flag of 
desperation, a frantic waving above the masses 
seeking to remind ourselves that we’re not that bad, 
we’re not this cruel, or unmindful, or dismissive of 
suffering. I don’t know about you, but when I see some 
clip online about a bunch of people showing up to save 
a dying animal, or just do a good deed to some other 
person, it feels like a fucking lifeline to sanity. 

Meanwhile, the cracks keep spreading. Grimdark? 
Yeah, well, anyone calling my stuff grimdark hasn’t 
read me carefully enough (or at all). So, 
anthropologically? Well, if one looks at this entire 
collection of ethospheres we call the modern age 
(rather than particular cultures within it), it may be that 
the grimdark phenomenon is a bleak but clear-eyed 
affirmation that as things stand, we’re all fucked. And 
that whatever authority exists out there does not have 
our best interests at heart, and that we may be nearing 
the stage where the sensibility of life being every-man-
for-himself and every-woman-for-herself is the only 
recourse left to us. This is why I find Grimdark to be 
depressing. Why? Because it might not be wrong. 

I do, however, query the reveling in the worst of us. 
But that’s just me. Whatever floats your boat… 

 



 
 

 

11 

[TS] What books, movies or TV shows were your 
gateway to fantasy? How old were you when you got 
into it? 
 
[SE] My earliest reads were the books of Edgar Rice 
Burroughs and then R. E. Howard, Fritz Leiber, Karl 
Edward Wagner and Leigh Brackett. I started up on the 
Burroughs books when I was about eleven or twelve 
(the only full novel I’d read before that was Jack 
London’s Before Adam, which gave me nightmares). 
These were the Ace editions, with stunning Frazetta 
covers. To be honest, it was those covers that made 
me buy the books. In fact, anything with a Frazetta 
cover, I bought. But once into Burroughs, I drifted into 
his Tarzan series (Ballantine editions) and then his 
John Carter series (can’t recall the publisher but they 
had amazing, dreamy cover illustrations). I still own all 
of them, the original paperbacks. Same for the Conan 
(and not-so-Conan) run of books from Lancer(?). 

 
[TS] If you could write a short origin story based on one 
of your villains or darker characters, who would you 
choose? 

 
[SE] Kallor, I suppose, but then, Kallor wouldn’t be the 
mystery he is, and I like the mystery, that blank past. 
Always more interesting (to me) when the villain walks 
out of the mist. 

 
[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 you 
could adapt it, what would you like to see? 

 
[SE] I wouldn’t do any adaptations myself, at least not 
for anything as big as the Malazan books. I would 
consider a home-grown Willful Child webisode series, 
along the lines of Star Trek Continues (and hey, Vic, 
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now that CBS had shut down the ST stuff, care to try a 
comedy for a change? You can use all the old sets!). 
As for rights, etc, well, I do think it’s possible to do the 
Malazan Book of the Fallen (or even just the first three 
books) for television. From our perspective, it’s just 
wait and see. 
 
[TS] What was the last book you read that you really 
enjoyed? 

 
[SE] Reid’s After On. 
 
[TS] When not writing or reading, what kinds of 
activities fill your time? 

 
[SE] I begin to understand why I avoided social 
networking for so long! That said, I do enjoy interacting 
with fantasy readers and fans, and I also greatly 
enjoying talking about writing and narrative structure in 
fiction, for what that’s worth. Sure, it eats up time, but 
this is just how things are these days, so even if I’m not 
getting as much fiction-writing in at the moment, I’m still 
having fun. That’s got to count for something, don’t you 
think? 

As for other activities, well. Of necessity I am taking 
a crash course in Tai Chi and Chi Gon (I think my 
fencing days are done). It’s been an illuminating year 
and no, I won’t expand on that right now. Maybe 
someday. 
 
[TS] Question for my own personal curiosity: Have we 
seen the last of the Bridgeburners? 

 
[SE] Oh, we might drop in on Picker, Antsy and Blend 
at some point. Assuming you’d like that. 

 
[TS] What big projects can we expect to see coming 
off your desk in the near future? 
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[SE] Hah! Once I finish off the third Willful Child novel, 
I’m turning to the first Karsa Orlong novel. My next 
book release will be my sf first contact novel, Rejoice, 
A Knife to the Heart, in October, 2018, and that’s a 
book that might ruffle a few feathers.  
 
[TS] Steven, thanks so much for dropping in! 
 
[SE] Thanks for the questions. It was fun. Sorry for the 
rants.[GdM] 
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Review: The Armored 
Saint 

 

BY MYKE COLE 

REVIEW BY MALRUBIUS 

 

 
 
The Armored Saint is the new novella from Myke Cole 
(Shadow Ops) and the beginning of a new fantasy 
trilogy, The Sacred Throne. The publication seems to 
be part of Tor’s novella series, but at 208 pages, it 
reads more like a short novel than a novella. No matter 
what you call it, though, Cole makes the format work 
exceptionally well with tight prose, a close third-person 
single narrative, a condensed story world, and intense 
conflicts all stuffed into a smaller-than-door-stopper 
package. As most readers are aware, there is not 
enough time to read all the great fantasy and sci-fi 
available, and I have been wanting to read some of 
Cole’s highly regarded Shadow Ops series, but never 
got there. So I was glad to be given a chance to read 
and review the beginning of this new series, which 
looks to be a good one. 

The Armored Saint follows the story of Heloise, a 
teenage girl living in a quasi-medieval village on the 
outskirts of an extremely oppressive empire under the 
rule of the religious Order and their Holy Writ. The job 
of the order is summed up in one line from the Writ: 
“Suffer no wizard to live.” The Order gallops around 
from village to village dispensing brutal justice on 
anyone suspected of wizardry or any village suspected 
of harboring a wizard. The Order is relentless and, 
even worse, accountable only to themselves. True to 
the short-form novel, Heloise and her father, Samson 
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Factor, encounter the Order in the story’s first chapter. 
They stop Heloise and her father on the road. The 
effect is truly frightening, setting the mood for the entire 
story, and the hook, the inexorable, gripping, 
frightening conflict, of the story is set, never to let go. 

While some, perhaps many, longer novels sag in 
the middle, get muddled down with seemingly 
irrelevant subplots, long descriptions, and/or episodic 
events, The Armored Saint has no time for bullshit. The 
story races along like a forest fire. When Heloise sees 
her friend murdered by the Order in a horrifying 
“Knitting” of a nearby village, she is determined to fight 
back. She is joined by her village who are fed up with 
the oppressive Order and skeptical about its intentions. 
Only Heloise knows the real secret that need to be 
protected from the Order to save her friends and 
family. But does she really know everything she thinks 
she knows? There are twists and turns aplenty, 
especially for such a short novel, and as should be 
expected, the whole fucking thing blows up in an 
explosive, magical, and pleasantly unexpected climax. 

Cole’s prose is fast and direct. There’s no space for 
self-indulgence here; the author/narrator almost 
disappears behind Heloise’s thoughts and actions. 
Characters’ voices, dialogue, and language are 
consistent and diacritical, which helps create a distinct 
feeling for the culture of these villagers without the 
need for a lot of exposition. Cole also uses dialogue to 
move the story along briskly while adroitly avoiding 
info-dumping. The effect is a very fast moving tale, full 
of energy, excitement, and the type of character depth 
one would expect from a full-length novel. It’s not 
perfect, though. Heloise’s mother, Leuba, who appears 
sparingly in the story, is particularly without description 
or voice, a mere placeholder for a character, but that’s 
part of the tradeoff between a lengthy tome and a 
densely packed short novel. 
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Despite its short form, The Armored Saint is replete 
with thematic significance. Readers must ask 
themselves what rights do authorities have to govern 
people in extremely dangerous situations, a theme that 
seems extremely compelling given the expanding role 
of government in the so-called War on Terror. The 
nature of forbidden love and sexual attraction is called 
into question as well, with surprising results. Loyalty is 
another significant theme that drives the action in The 
Armored Saint: at what point are family ties in conflict 
with the good of society? Of course, the role of 
sexuality and gender in a male-dominated society is 
also explored. Are women worthy of traditional male 
roles in society, and why must it always be men who 
raise them to such positions (with the highly significant 
exception of Kameron Hurley’s The Stars are Legion—
see review in GdM #11)? These are complex questions 
that are significant both in fiction and with regard to the 
resurgence of a global women’s movement. 

Heloise joins a seemingly rising number of young, 
tough-as-nails female protagonists written by male 
authors in grim fantasy, including Nona from Mark 
Lawrence’s Red Sister, Thorn from Joe Abercrombie’s 
Half the World, and Pyrre from Brian Staveley’s 
Skullsworn. And Heloise is not alone in this story. She 
has other female friends, which separates The 
Armored Saint from a lot of old school fiction that 
features female characters who only relate to male 
characters, like the nearly non-existent female 
characters in The Lord of the Rings and the powerful 
but isolated female characters in A Game of Thrones, 
which shows that male writers are starting to “get it”: 
women are literally Half the World. I wonder if Heloise 
will continue to be the featured protagonist of The 
Sacred Throne trilogy; I can think of no reason why she 
shouldn’t. She is a complex, flawed, sympathetic 
character with huge balls...uh...I mean, gonads. If 
anything, she might be too ‘good’. 
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Which brings us to the big question. The Armored 
Saint is billed by its publisher as the start of “a new epic 
fantasy trilogy.” It remains to be seen how grimdark 
purists will receive it. Heloise and her father are ‘good’ 
people; there can be little argument about that. 
Because this is only the first entry in a trilogy, we 
cannot know yet if good will triumph over evil, but I 
expect it will. However, even though I enjoy grimdark 
as a favorite subgenre (IMHO) and love the morally 
grey sentiments that are central to it, I am very much 
looking forward to revisiting these complex characters 
and this terrifying world in the next installment in this 
gritty, dark, brutal, grim, fearsome but perhaps merely 
‘epic’ series. Highly recommended. 

The Armored Saint is expected to be released by 
Tor.com Books/Tom Doherty Associates on Feb 20, 
2018. Our thanks go out to the publishers for sending 
us an advance copy.[GdM] 
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An Interview with Erik 
Scott de Bie 

 

TOM SMITH 

 

 

 
Well met loyal readers! This issue I found Erik Scott de 
Bie in a seedy, darkened tavern and for the price of a 
watered down ale and some gamey meat, was able to 
pick his brain. 

Erik is probably best known for his Shadowbane 
novels in the Wizards of the Coast (D&D) Forgotten 
Realms setting. For some reason, WotC greatly 
trimmed their roster of writers right before their 
Sundering storyline which annoyed a lot of people (like 
me) because there were some really talented writers in 
that stable—Erik included. Now he is solo and has 
been writing books in his World of Ruin series as well 
as some other projects. 

 
[TS] Erik, thanks for stopping by! 
 
[ESDB] *glances around at the table* Wait, how’d you 
find me? Darn stealth check…. 

 
[TS] Your Shadowbane books are about as grimdark 
as WotC ever got in my opinion. What was your 
inspiration for the books?  
 
[ESDB] As a dark sort of writer who writes morally gray 
fiction, I’ve always been both fascinated and repulsed 
by the idea of paladins. The shining exemplar of Good 
and Light and Justice (all with capital letters) is 
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something to aspire to but also to, perhaps cynically, 
want to upset and undermine. 

Hence, Kalen “Shadowbane” Dren—a rogue turned 
paladin, mild-mannered/feeble city guard by day, 
avenging knight with a gray cloak and a burning sword 
by night. He constantly walks a fine line between the 
shifty, sneaky, treacherous ways of his youth and the 
noble, just, and honest ways of the path he’s chosen. 
It’s a fascinating dichotomy that produces some great 
story. 

Plus when he sneak attacks with his bastard sword, 
it is (1) mechanically fantastic, and (2) allows me to use 
the “sneaky bastard sword” pun. So there’s that. 

Also, I really like superheroes (morally gray ones), 
and Shadowbane is frequently called “The Batman of 
the Realms.” I won’t deny some resonance there, 
though Daredevil might be a better analogy. 

I’ve carried my love of grim, dark, gritty fiction to my 
World of Ruin series—I’ll talk about that more later. 

 
[TS] I know you are a huge D&D gamer in addition to 
your writing, how much influence did that have on you 
wanting to write? What are your favorite setting and 
character class when you play? 
 
[ESDB] They are directly, inextricably related.  

The first long fiction I ever wrote was in middle 
school, when I wrote a backstory for my 2nd edition elf 
thief, whose name was Whisper (herself named after a 
minor character in Streams of Silver, who was her 
teacher). It was supposed to be a 10 page short story 
but ended up being 45 pages or so. Which told me 
something was terribly wrong: I was a writer. 

That game was a Forgotten Realms game, and 
that’s always been my favorite setting. And, as you 
might have guessed by this point, I am naturally 
inclined to play rogues and skill types. During the 3e 
days, almost all of my characters dipped into rogue or 
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a level or two, because those abilities and skill 
versatility appealed to me very brightly. To this day, my 
initial character in any new tabletop, board, and video 
games will be a rogue of some kind. 

I also routinely use my Realms characters in my 
Realms games. My PCs can expect to cross swords 
with Shadowbane or trade spells with Myrin or match 
wits with the Fox-at-Twilight on the regular. 

 
[TS] Having been friends with you for a few years, I 
know you have a strong sense of justice and advocate 
strongly for equality. You also write very complex and 
diverse characters, is it sometimes difficult to throw 
tropes and old stereotypes to the wind when you write 
or does it come pretty naturally? 
 
[ESDB] I’d like to say it’s easy, and in one sense, it is—
particularly when creating your own world. If you’re 
making up the society of people in your own setting, 
the inclusion of sexism, racism, homophobia, etc., is 
entirely your choice. I’ll say that again—ENTIRELY 
YOUR CHOICE as the writer. 

It isn’t “historical accuracy,” because there’s no 
period of history where dragons flew around and elves 
loosed arrows from bows while riding unicorns. When 
you offer a “historical accuracy” defense of your work’s 
sexism, for instance, what you’re saying is that you’re 
(1) including tropes to appeal to a (sexist) modern 
audience because you’re worried no one will get into it 
if they don’t get to be sexist, which is gross and kind of 
insulting to your readers, (2) you’re sexist yourself and 
this is how you get away with expressing it, which you 
should really work on, and/or (3) you’re falling back on 
the tropes because you just can’t or won’t think of a 
way not to use them, which is lazy. 

This is not to say one can’t or shouldn’t include 
injustice in one’s work. Fiction can be a powerful tool 
for working through those issues, and offering useful 
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commentary on society can make people think. If a 
character demonstrates sexist attitudes, for instance, 
and they prove that character’s undoing, that might stir 
some readers to examine their own attitudes. There’s 
plenty of social injustice in my work, and it is explicitly 
included to be inverted, undermined, and presented for 
the self-defeating evil it is. 

If you’re including injustice in order to offer useful 
commentary, then great. But don’t pretend you don’t 
have a choice but to include it. It’s always the writer’s 
choice. 

And finally, I implied that I’d “like” to say it was easy, 
and in a very real sense, it’s not. I'm a straight cis white 
dude, culturally Christian and financially comfortable, 
which in America puts me pretty near the apex of the 
privilege ladder. I grew up that way, and it’s no surprise 
that my mind is riddled with all kinds of misogynist, 
racist, homophobic garbage that I’ve spent years 
cleaning out. Even so, some of that shit sneaks into my 
work, and I often don’t even realize it. I’ve had the 
advantages of very great editors as well as a wide and 
diverse circle of friends who have been both pivotal to 
my growth and very patient. I make mistakes. I will 
make mistakes. I will do better. 

 
[TS] If you could write a backstory for one of your 
villains, who would you choose and why? 
 
[ESDB] I'm tempted to say Lilianviaten Dlardrageth the 
Last Prince (from Shadowbane), but I feel like that’s 
cheating a little bit, since that would also involve Ilira 
“Fox-at-Twilight” Nathalan, who is one of my favorite 
characters to write about. And I guess she’s *kind of* 
a villain in Shadowbane: Eye of Justice, depending 
how you look at it, so maybe it works out. 

I really like writing dark, complicated female 
characters with an infamous or villainous past. I'm 
currently writing a novel for my Justice/Vengeance 
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superhero universe, which stars Vivienne “Lady 
Vengeance” Cain, a middle-aged, alcoholic super-
villain-turned-hero with fear-based powers. As you 
might expect, she’s kind of the “dark” hero on the team: 
the one who will cross the line when it needs to be 
crossed.  

 
[TS] What books/movies/cartoons/video games/TV 
shows drew you to fantasy initially? 
 
[ESDB] I discovered my love of reading through those 
early Realms books: Darkwalker on Moonshae, The 
Crystal Shard, and Elfshadow were among the first 
fantasy novels I remember reading, back when I was 
about 9 or 10. My early writing ideas were literally “hey, 
I would have ended that book way differently. Hmm…” 

I also watched Flight of Dragons and the old 
animated Hobbit movie some, I don’t know, 500 times? 
I had them back-to-back on a VHS tape, and there 
were a couple of years between ages 6-8 where I 
watched them both every other day or so, on average. 

A good bunch of my storytelling ideas are spawned 
from a wide variety of other things I watched and/or 
played: 90s X-Men, X-Files, Alias, Final Fantasy 
(specifically 6, 7, 8, and 10). My first novel, 
Ghostwalker, came from a mixture of Desperado and 
the Matrix. 

 
[TS] When you do have time to read, who are your 
favorite writers? What is the best book you have read 
in recent months? 
 
[ESDB] Neil Gaiman is my favorite writer, and when I 
that, I suspect you’re going to guess that American 
Gods is my favorite of his books. Not so! I actually 
really, really love Anansi Boys, and have either read or 
listened to it some 6-7 times. It is a brilliant fusion of 
humor and urban fantasy with just enough darkness. 
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And Sandman, of course, which is fantastic. I’ve 
read/listened to multiple interpretations of Neverwhere, 
and enjoyed them all. 

Recently, I’ve been reading Joe Abercrombie’s First 
Law series, Jim Butcher’s Dresden Files, and Andrzej 
Sapkowski’s Witcher series. That last one I picked up 
because I recently played the Witcher 3: Wild Hunt, 
which was pretty fantastic. The books are also well 
worth checking out and written with a voice and feel 
that’s fundamentally different from American or British 
fiction. 

I also recommend Jacqueline Carey’s Kushiel’s 
Dart and the rest of the Kusheline saga, which is a very 
dark, very adult fantasy series. Reading those books 
back in the day stoked my interest in writing romantic 
and erotic themes into some of my work, and I'm very 
happy with the result. 

 
[TS] Genres like dark fantasy, grimdark, dystopian, 
post apocalyptic and several subgenres of horror seem 
to be flooding the market in recent years, why do you 
think there has been a surge in popularity for the darker 
side of fantasy? 
 
[ESDB] My theory is that as the world gets brighter, 
happier, and more optimistic, people naturally gravitate 
toward fiction that shows such a thing. Star Trek shows 
us a future society wherein humanity transcends its 
challenges and thrives through community, altruism, 
and cooperation. Which is great. That’s a world I’d love 
to live in. 

But that’s not what’s been happening. The world 
seems to be caught in a downward spiral of moral 
decay, political corruption, and increasing oppression 
by awful, awful people. And the dark stuff offers us an 
outlet to vent our frustrations and maybe reassure 
ourselves that, “well, at least it’s not that bad.” I think 
that’s a primary function of watching simulated 
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suffering—so that we get that rush of endorphins 
without actually putting ourselves in danger. 

Maybe that’s cynical, but I think it tracks. 
Also, dark fantasy and its various cousins and 

manifestations allows us to find something very, very 
important: hope in the darkness. 

Or, as my friend Elaine Cunningham put it once, 
“cope” in the darkness. 

 
[TS] If you could write again in a shared setting, which 
one would you choose and who would you like to write 
with? 
 
[ESDB] Well, other than finishing the Shadowbane 
series (y’all didn’t think that was the end, did you?), I 
would LOVE to write in the fantastically crafted Dragon 
Age or Mass Effect settings (my friend Patrick 
Tomlinson and I have been talking about it for a while 
now), and I’ve always wanted to write a Star Wars 
novel. (Call me, Disney!) 

As for collaborative writing, I don’t know, really. I’ve 
written a little with other writers, and it’s been very 
enjoyable. I’d love to write with Nathan Crowder, 
Rosemary Jones, Gabrielle Harbowy, or the legendary 
Ed Greenwood. (Man, that would be a wacky story.) 

 
[TS] For someone aspiring to write, would you 
recommend writing groups, education or something 
entirely different? 
 
[ESDB] I recommend reading. Read a lot—in your 
genre, out of your genre, things that you wouldn’t 
normally read. And analyze what you read. Think about 
what makes something good or why a certain passage 
didn’t snag you. Steal idea you really like and recycle 
it into your own work. I don’t mean plagiarism, I mean 
homages and emulation. Then write your own stuff. 
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I'm mostly a self-taught writer. I don’t have a lot of 
formal training—just a wide base of reading and 
gaming and storytelling, and a lot of good writerly 
friends to depend on for insights, advice, and 
anecdotes. Classes and instruction can be helpful, but 
primarily you need to trust yourself and your own 
vision. Draw every bit of skill you can from everywhere 
you can find. 

I have a whole write-up about writing a book on my 
blog, in fact: https://erikscottdebie.com/welcome/how-
to-book/ 

 
[TS] When not writing or reading, what kinds of 
activities fill your time? 
 
[ESDB] I mentioned being a major gamer before—
both tabletop and video games. I'm currently running 
two Forgotten Realms games, one at the table and one 
Play-by-Post, and I have a rotational RPG group that 
plays different things with different GMs, and it’s 
currently my turn to run Shadow of the Demon Lord (a 
great system, horror fantasy, well worth the look). I'm 
also playing in a Cypher system superheroes game in 
the Cobalt City Universe (created and owned by my 
friend Nathan Crowder), I'm running an on-again, off-
again Dragon Age game (using Green Ronin’s AGE 
system), and I'm designing a RPG campaign based on 
the Shin Megami Tensei: Persona series of video 
games (big fan). I also love Mass Effect so much I 
created a tabletop RPG to run adventures in that 
setting and genre, but don’t worry—it’s only for 
personal use; I have no interest in infringing on 
anyone’s copyrights. 

Animal welfare is something I care about deeply. 
When I'm not taking care of my own zoo of pets 
(multiple cats, chickens, a dog, fish), I volunteer at the 
cat rescue where my wife works in Seattle.  

https://erikscottdebie.com/welcome/how-to-book/
https://erikscottdebie.com/welcome/how-to-book/
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I also enjoy boxing, fencing, Frisbee, hiking, 
movies, anime, and good Ethiopian food.  

 
[TS] What books or projects do you currently have in 
the works and where would our readers find them? 
 
[ESDB] If you like Grimdark, you should read my World 
of Ruin series, which is a dark, gritty, adult, apocalyptic 
fantasy world set centuries after the near total 
destruction of the world in a magical world war. I 
describe it as Game of Thrones meets Fallout by way 
of Assassin’s Creed. I'm currently writing Scourge of 
the Broken World, the fourth and (for now) final book. 
The first three are available now, starting with Shadow 
of the Winter King: 
http:/erikscottdebie.com/WorldofRuin 

I'm working on publishing a near-future urban 
fantasy novel about gunslinging witches and I recently 
signed on to write a bunch of tie-in fiction for Louis 
Porter’s NeoExodus setting (in which I’ve written two 
serialized pieces of fiction). I also had a killer grimdark 
fantasy idea just last night, and I'm going to start writing 
some of that and see where it goes. 

My bibliography can be found on my website: 
http://erikscottdebie.com/bibliography 

 
[TS] Erik, thanks so much for dropping in!   
 
[ESDB] Of course, friend. Now, about that no-good we 
were about to get up to…[GdM] 
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Finding Your Voice as a 
Fantasy Writer 

 

ANNA SMITH-SPARK 

 

 

 
An author’s ‘voice’ is a difficult thing to define. It’s not 
quite ‘literary style’. Not quite ‘good prose’. There’s an 
element of the political about it, the author’s take on 
society and religion and class and gender and 
economic systems and all that. An element of personal 
writing style, the rhythms and cadences and literary 
ticks the author can/can’t pull off. Kind of posh speak 
for ‘it’s the way she tells it’, perhaps. Like that thing that 
makes one cover version of a song better than the 
original, and another version a total yawn-fest. You 
know? That…thing a book has that makes it special, 
distinctive, that makes you want to keep reading, that 
makes you feel what the characters feel, that gives you 
pleasure thinking about the book. A book’s energy. 

A distinctive authorial voice is usually a marker of a 
higher quality of prose style, yes, she says with 
sweeping arrogance. But more than this, a distinctive 
voice is an emotional thing, an author taking risks, 
challenging herself and the reader, baring her soul, 
making the reader see through her eyes. Not telling. 
Not showing. Feeling, and making the reader feel. 
When the book is more real than the real world—that’s 
a good authorial voice. 

‘Giving voice to something’: letting it speak and sing 
and yell and howl and curse and scream and pray and 
moan with delight. 

You can’t be taught to have a distinctive voice. 
That’s kind of the point of it, that it’s yours. I can tell you 
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what decent grammar looks like. I can tell you that most 
stories need a beginning, a middle and an end. I can 
mention things like ‘back story’, ‘narrative hooks’, 
‘structure’. I can make constructive suggestions about 
chapter and book length (it’s too long. Shorten it. But 
stick some more female characters in while you do). 
But I can’t teach you to have a voice. You have to find 
your voice. 

You find it by writing. 
Writing a lot. 
Write and write and write and write. Lose yourself 

in words. Loose yourself in words, too. Take yourself 
apart in your writing, face up to your deepest fears, 
pour your soul into it, confess everything. Then do it 
again and again and again. No fear, no limits. Writing 
like you’re breaking your heart to shreds. 

Writing’s like sex and binge-drinking, yeah, in that 
the more you put into it the better your technique gets. 

So far, so ‘all writerly advice ever’. To write, you 
need to write. Who knew? 

But, unlike almost all writerly advice ever, there are 
some practical exercises that can help you develop 
your voice. Actual practical things you can do as soon 
as you’ve finished reading this. 

Writing’s also like sex and binge-drinking in that 
what does it for you personally probably won’t quite hit 
the spot in quite the same way for the guy next to you. 
With writing, sex, and getting hammered, what you 
really need to do is…experiment. 

Write a scene. Any scene. A big scene, obviously, 
a fun scene, a fuck-off massive battle or a good one-
on-one knives’n’fists’n’teeth to-the-death mauling. But 
not a scene from your novel. No story. No plot. No 
explanations. No ‘how did we get here?’, no ‘where are 
we going?’, no need to worry about the inherent 
implausibility of whatever happens next. Kill everyone. 
Blow the city up. Have the Chosen One throw down his 
sword and leg it. Take your favourite scene from GoT 
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or LotR and rewrite it from a different perspective. A 
dragon fight from the point of view of the dragon. A 
battle as seen by a camp follower. A siege as 
experienced by a kitchen maid. 

Ignore all those things I mentioned above, plot and 
structure and back story and narrative hooks and 
grammar and any idea at all that you’re writing a novel 
about anything for any purpose that anyone will ever 
read. Relax and enjoy and explore. Play around. Let 
rip. Just WOOHOO I’M WRITING MUM. Play, explore, 
push it to the limit. Bare your breast and cut your heart 
out. Scream and beat the keys. Rant. Rage. Take the 
piss. Do the unthinkable. Forget all the rules of writing 
a commercial book. 

The books with a really distinctive, strong voice to 
them often weren’t written to be ‘a fantasy novel’. They 
weren’t even written to tell a particular story. They were 
written to enjoy the experience of writing and losing 
oneself in the words as you write. When I wrote Broken 
Knives I had no idea I was writing a grimdark epic 
fantasy novel about masculine power and violence. I 
had no idea about the plot or who the characters were. 
I started writing about some blokes fighting a dragon, 
because I was feeling depressed and who wouldn’t 
cheer up writing about some blokes fighting a dragon? 
WOOHOO I’M WRITING MUM. Like dancing in my 
bedroom in my underwear. Like singing in the shower 
at the top of my lungs. Pure absolute fucking pleasure 
self-indulgence. My voice, just for me. 

Write the scene again in a different literary style and 
narrative structure to the one you’re used to. First 
person, third person, present tense, omniscient 
narrator with a line in snarky metacommentary, limited-
perspective POV character who’s ignorant and 
blinkered and full of shit. More playing. Throwing words 
around in different styles, seeing what does it for you. 
Some authors can write superbly in the first person but 
struggle to come alive in the third, or vice versa. You 



 
 

 

31 

might have always written in third person past tense 
POV and been perfectly happy doing it—but try an 
exercise writing in a different narrative structure 
anyway. You never know. A bit off-piste here, but take 
Jane Austen’s Lady Susan. It’s her first novel, a story 
told through a series of letters. It’s really rather dull. 
Until the end, when Austen realizes she can’t say 
what’s necessary to conclude things through the letters 
device, ditches it, writes a final wrap-up chapter from 
the perspective of a third-person omniscient narrator. 
It spoils the whole structure of the book, obviously. But 
it catches fire there. You can see her discovering her 
authorial voice as she writes. If that structural cock-up 
hadn’t happened, Austen could have been a third-rate 
literary footnote, rather than the face of the new £10 
note. 

And, speaking of Miss Austen (my second favourite 
author in the world after R Scott Bakker, btw) read in 
different ways, too. Read a thousand thousand 
different voices, read poetry, plays, non-fiction, high 
literature, don’t don’t don’t just read fantasy books. 
Explore styles, genres, literary forms. Push your 
boundaries—write love scenes, write about shopping 
trips, write a nice long description of a tree. Tell a story 
through diary entries or letters. As a radio drama. As a 
series of haiku. In the style of the divine Jane. See what 
happens if you stretch yourself to try something outside 
your normal reading and writing zone. 

It’s that stretching, that willingness to experiment, 
that’s the mark of a really interesting, exciting authorial 
voice. Like cover versions, to come back to that. A 
black metal band covering their favourite black metal 
band? Meh. Bor-ing. What’s the point? Like all those 
arse-holes who cover ‘Hallelujah’ all pious and 
respectful and should be banned from doing it. But 
then Jonny Cash covers Nine Inch Nails, and it’s 
fucking perfect, and you’d never have expected it and 
it makes the song mean a completely new thing. 
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That’s a distinctive voice. 
This is not, I repeat NOT, advice on writing a 

publishable finished novel. More like a guide to 
producing one of those twenty-minute guitar solos 
when the guitarist is achieving personal apotheosis 
and everyone else is close to punching him. What I 
might charitably describe as ‘a few nuggets of genius 
inside a load of self-indulgent self-pleasuring over-
literary empurpled rubbish’ (just check the goodreads 
reviews of my book). The amount of frottage I’ve had 
to cut in my time, I’ve got another couple of volumes 
for the special edition collector’s text of Empires of 
Dust. But you’re not writing a commercial novel here, 
remember? You’re exploring. Experimenting. Getting 
lost in words. Shedding your inhibitions. Discovering 
things. You’re baring your naked soul for the world to 
laugh at. So you’ll need to edit a lot afterwards. Get the 
knives out. Like a true masochist, let yourself go in 
order to rein yourself right back in tight. 

It can hurt, finding your voice. Experimenting with 
prose can even make writing ‘a commercial novel’ 
harder, your book harder to write and read and sell 
(see Joyce’s Ulysses. Or the comment on my reviews 
above). But, neatly tying up all the disjointed, over-
suggestive and positively Freudian similes I’ve used 
here, you’ll know a lot more about your writing if you 
push yourself to the limit, and you’ll also have a lot of 
fun.[GdM] 
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Anna Smith Spark is the author of the critically 
acclaimed Empires of Dust grimdark epic fantasy 
series. The Court of Broken Knives is out now with 
Harper Voyager (UK/world) and Orbit (US/Can); The 
Tower of Living and Dying will be published in summer 
2018. Her favourite authors are Mary Renault, R Scott 
Bakker and M. John Harrison. Previous jobs include 
English teacher, petty bureaucrat and fetish model. 
You may know her by the heels of her shoes. 
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Review: Smoke Eaters  
 

BY SEAN GRIGSBY 

REVIEW BY DURAND WELSH 

 

 

 
Dragons, fire-fighters, post-collapse America, powered 
mech suits, robots, ghosts: Smoke Eaters by Sean 
Grigsby is a heady mash-up of tropes and genres. The 
novel could loosely be described as a mix of cop 
drama, urban fantasy and Robotech that is, fortunately, 
held together by refreshingly authentic characters. And 
while the worldbuilding is unapologetically ludicrous, 
it’s a self-aware sort of ludicrous, not so farcical that it 
fails to provide the necessary conflict and tension for 
the characters. 

Smoke Eaters is not grimdark fiction, but it borrows 
from enough genres to defy classification. The setting, 
for example, is an almost even split between fantasy 
and SF: a future America besieged by hordes of 
dragons. These beasties first emerged from hidden 
subterranean burrows on the fateful occasion known 
as E-Day and have continued to pillage and burn the 
countryside ever since. In a strange quirk, people killed 
by the dragons become homicidal wraiths that attract 
even more dragons. Thinking too hard about the logic 
of the premise will only result in a headache. Best to 
go with the flow. Trust me. 

Our hero, Cole Brannigan, is a rank-and-file 
firefighter just shy of retirement, looking forward to all 
the things retired guys look forward to. (Actually 
Brannigan dreams about spending his days having 
great sex and learning how to oil paint, so he’s perhaps 
more optimistic than the average near-retiree.) 
However, in a world teeming with dragons, firefighting 



 
 

 

35 

is a particularly hazardous business, and during one of 
his final call outs Brannigan gets trapped in a burning 
house with a dragon. In the course of trying to save his 
similarly trapped colleague, Brannigan discovers that 
he is a smoke eater, a person immune to dragon 
smoke and gifted with supernatural tolerance to heat. 
Only a cursory hand-waving attempt involving dragon 
DNA or some such silliness is made later in the novel 
to explain why some people possess these gifts, but as 
with much of the novel’s world building it’s best to just 
go with it. 

His talents revealed, Brannigan is inducted, or more 
precisely press-ganged, into the service of the Smoke 
Eaters, the arm of public service specifically tasked 
with neutralising the dragon threat. It’s the standard 
fish-out-of-water scenario, and Brannigan’s grizzled 
fire fighter’s cynicism and less-than-youthful age make 
him particularly out of place as a raw recruit. 

His classmates are Afu, an affable Samoan chap; 
Thomlin, the requisite pain-in-the-ass young gun 
wanting nothing better than to put the “old man” in his 
place; and Williams, who in a similar though more 
understated fashion than Thomlin, is dismissive of 
Brannigan. Captain Jendal and Sergeant Puck, the 
recruits’ direct supervisors, round out the Smoke Eater 
roll call. 

As for the brass higher in the chain, you probably 
know the script for how Brannigan gets along with 
them: he fast establishes himself as someone who acts 
first and does paperwork later, a trait generally frowned 
upon in public service. For example, when a bunch of 
expensive droids financed out of the Mayor’s budget 
block Brannigan’s way, he’s got no problem lopping 
them into scrap. Cue the obligatory chewing out in front 
of the Smoke Eaters’ boss, Chief Donahue. 

If you’ve watched your share of cop dramas, then 
you know how that dynamic works. Part of Brannigan’s 
struggle is the need to win over his classmates and 
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supervisors so that they’ll back him up with the boss. 
Of course, we know that it’s only a matter of time before 
his firefighting experience and brash mettle impress his 
classmates and immediate superiors as they trudge 
through basic training. Sure enough, he begins to 
prove his worth during a forest fire after dragons set 
fire to the brush around them and he uses his fire 
fighter’s wisdom to save his colleagues from being 
roasted alive. Slowly, the other recruits come to 
respect him, although it is a rocky road with plenty of 
failures. 

Bundled alongside this narrative of Brannigan’s 
struggles is a deceptively innocuous mystery. 
Brannigan is haunted by what he believes he saw at 
the house when his smoke eater talents first became 
apparent: a white fire that attracted the dragon to the 
house. He suspects someone is manipulating the 
dragons for their own ends, and as the novel 
progresses this plot-line begins to assume 
precedence. 

By now it’s probably obvious that rigorous logic 
testing isn’t this novel’s strength. There are times when 
the fantasy rubs uncomfortably against the science-
fiction, and I really had to suspend my disbelief when 
there were wraiths, dragons, and laser sword wielding 
mechs all crowding the same page. The science fiction 
world building also felt hurriedly conceived. I struggled 
at times to reconcile the discrepancies in how different 
types of technology had advanced. For example, 
robotic droids able to perform the functions of 
firefighters and police are on the horizon, but these 
advances in technology didn’t feel consistent across 
the whole world. The firefighting equipment, for 
example, is decidedly archaic. Fortunately the setting 
as a whole is tongue-in-cheek, so it is a forgivable 
shortfall. For the most part the logic holes don’t get in 
the way of the story. 
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Brannigan’s humanity carries the narrative, so no 
matter how ridiculous his surrounds, his character 
comes across as authentic. Never mind the mash-up 
of firefighters and dragons, we can feel for a guy who 
cares enough about his workmate to remove his mask 
and dash into almost certain death in a burning house 
to rescue her. Brannigan’s the sort of guy who we hope 
we’d be if we spent our lives in service to the fire 
department: tough as nails, but tempered by a deeply 
caring nature and an incisive wit. 

Grigsby’s bio says he’s a professional firefighter in 
Arkansas, and this is a book that only a firefighter could 
have written. It’s one thing to know the technical 
aspects of a profession; it’s another thing entirely to 
know how the people within that profession relate to 
each other within their own world. The 
brother/sisterhood, the ribald humour, the gentle and 
not so gentle razzing all ring true for a group of people 
involved in a high-risk profession where their lives 
depend on each other. So while the world-building’s 
fantastical elements might be a bit on the soft side, 
Grigsby’s portrayal of his characters has the ring of 
truth. 

Another plus is the punchy, fast-paced narrative, 
with Brannigan literally hot-footing it from one disaster 
to the next. One moment he’s using a mech suit with a 
laser sword to decapitate dragons, the next he’s 
battling a robotic training dragon with an old-school 
lance, and then he’s jetting off to Canada to investigate 
how the Canadians deal with the wraith problem. 

I enjoyed Smoke Eaters. It was old-school fun that 
doesn’t take itself too seriously. The raw recruit in basic 
training narrative is balanced nicely with the mystery of 
the epidemic of wraith-summoned dragon 
appearances. It’s also a fast read, unapologetically 
hooning along like a fire truck with all lights and sirens 
blazing. Admittedly, when your hero is fighting three-
headed dragons that disgorge EMP pulse blasts, the 
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narrative is unlikely to park itself for too long in the slow 
lane. Unfortunately for grimdark lovers the world-
building isn’t aiming for gritty realism and the 
characters aren’t morally grey, but it’s definitely worth 
a shot if you’re after something pacey and energetic. 
 
Smoke Eaters (Angry Robot) drops March 6, 2018 in 
the US.[GdM] 
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Beasts of the Burnished 
Chain 

 

A CRIMSON EMPIRE NOVELETTE 

ALEX MARSHALL 

 

 

 
Every army needs to eat, and even crusaders like 
cantaloupe. That’s how simple the thinking must have 
been. Nothing wrong with a simple plan, so long as it 
works. 

The farmers fled the field as soon as the 
Agallochian scouts appeared on the road, tarrying just 
long enough to unhitch their carthorse from a melon-
laden wagon before abandoning their harvest. By the 
time the rest of the regiment caught up with the 
outriders the sun was high over the sprawling field and 
surrounding forest. The sweat dripping off the infantry 
was the first rain the baking earth had tasted all day, 
and far more sustained than the brief thundershowers 
that rolled through most afternoons. Summer in the 
westernmost province of the Crimson Empire was so 
infernally hot the superiors in the Chainite attaché had 
given their soldiers dispensation to remove the sleeves 
from their heavy black habits. Between this concession 
to the climate and the officers’ insistence that, for the 
sake of security, the anathemas should go without the 
black cloth masks the church usually insisted their 
most wretched servants wear to spare the pureborn 
from the sight of their sin-twisted features, Sister 
Portolés felt practically naked. 

It was not a pleasant sensation, but that was all 
right. Pleasant sensations were but snares of the 
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Deceiver, just like the pity she felt for the poor wretches 
who had tended this field from seed and sprout only to 
have their regent’s peckish regiment arrive at the worst 
possible moment. Such impure sentiments must be 
ripped out by the root before they could grow. 
Whatever petty noble or local collective owned this 
field, they owed fealty to the Lord of Agalloch, who in 
turn gladly served the Burnished Chain. In times of 
crisis such as this, all true servants of the Fallen Mother 
should be thankful to feed the righteous army of the 
faithful. 

And if this bounty of ripe melon was grown by rebels 
who had pledged allegiance to the Crimson Queen 
instead of the Black Pope and their own liege, then 
they deserved far worse than empty bellies. Far worse 
was just what the joint force of Agallochian soldiers and 
Chainite crusaders on retainer from Diadem intended 
to pay the guerilla army who hid out here in the 
borderlands between their native province and the vast 
Witch Wood. Just as soon as they could find the 
godless turncoats, that was. Civil war might be tearing 
the rest of the Empire apart, provinces fighting one 
another in the name of Crown or Church, but out here 
in the Imperial boonies the Lord of Agalloch had to take 
his own traitorous vassals in hand before he could 
even think about marching on his neighbors. Hence his 
request for Chainwitch reinforcements—the holy 
monsters of the mother church could end the 
insurrection before it spread. 

Yet, obvious as such a tactic appeared on 
parchment, even simple plans can go awry. Thus far 
the strategy had proven damnably difficult to 
implement. This was largely due to the cowardly tactics 
of the rebels, who staunchly refused to engage their far 
more numerous and better equipped adversaries on 
the open field. Their hidden stronghold remained just 
that—hidden and strong. While the fort was 
presumably tucked away in the depths of the devil-
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haunted Witch Wood, that didn’t make the task of 
pinpointing its location any easier. The ancient forest 
was as vast as it was thick, and save for breathless 
tales of hideous beasts, the scouts who ventured into 
its interior returned empty-handed...if they returned at 
all. 

Then there was the further complication that 
despite all the rumors—rumors the Church did little to 
dispel—the Chainite troops did not actually seem to 
wield devastating arcane power. The ominous covered 
wagons at the rear of their caravan had yet to disgorge 
an elite unit of Chainwitches, sorcerous artillery, or any 
of the other potential war-winning weaponry the grunts 
gossiped about. This begged the question of whether 
the black-draped vehicles weren’t just an ostentatious 
but ultimately mundane addition to the regiment’s 
baggage train. And seeing how many of their holy 
soldiers fell during the first engagement with the rebels, 
the Agallochian officers had come to realize the 
reformed anathemas weren’t actually unstoppable 
fiends. They weren’t monsters at all. Not anymore. The 
ecclesiastic barbers had seen to that by removing the 
manifest corruption of the witchborn with blessed 
blades and sacramental saws, taking their miserable 
scraps of humanity and stitching them into something 
that might actually serve their maker. Any true 
monsters were beyond redemption and burned 
accordingly. 

Like Portolés’s sisters. Even after all the years since 
she had been saved, she couldn’t stop her treacherous 
heart from aching at the thought of them. Crossing the 
cantaloupe field dredged up unhappy childhood 
memories of gleaning all-but-barren farmlands with her 
inhuman siblings at her heel. Such desperation and 
hunger, and always the bestial need to look after her 
malformed kin. How she wished she could forget those 
dark days that chilled her even here, under the blazing 
sun…but everything happens. That is the will of the 
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Fallen Mother. Looking around at her new family, 
Portolés gave silent thanks to the mercy of her savior. 
She would protect these spiritual siblings the Allmother 
had granted her far better than those vile things the 
Deceiver had burdened her with by birth. 

“Broken axle,” Father Noumena observed as they 
surrounded the abandoned wagon piled high with 
melons. He snuffled his malformed nose. Even without 
three flaring nostrils Portolés could smell the sweet 
musk hanging in the air. “That explains why they didn’t 
try to make a run for it.” 

“Alas for our pureborn betters!” cried Brother Iqbal, 
mopping his sopping tonsure with the old mask that he 
now used as a kerchief. “They shall have to march out 
here themselves rather than waiting for us to drag it 
back.” 

“Alas for Brother Iqbal!” said Portolés. “The 
exercise should have done you good.” 

“Permission to tuck in, Father?” asked Sister 
Morsest, scanning the bed of the low wagon for the 
most promising fruit. She licked the ragged scars the 
ecclesiastic surgeons had given her in place of lips. 

“Patience, patience,” said their captain. He hoisted 
his heavy maul into the heavens, waving it back and 
forth to give the waiting regiment the all clear. Now that 
they’d confirmed the wagon indeed held nothing but 
fruit, the pureborn infantry followed the advance 
anathema squads out into the fertile field that bordered 
the northern side of the road. The black Chainite 
wagons could just be glimpsed at the rear of the 
convoy. “Back to it, my flock. We secure the treeline 
before we eat.” 

“Begging your pardon, sir…” said Iqbal, nervously 
eyeing the forest and no doubt thinking of all the songs 
the scouts had sung of monsters creeping through the 
Witch Wood. “But don’t Mother Vektor and Father 
Norther’s squads already have it well enough in hand?” 
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“The Father gave an order,” Brother Beherit 
growled. The tense war monk still held an arrow 
nocked in his longbow, as though any moment a 
rampaging rebel horde might explode out of the dense 
wood that surrounded the wide field. “Something 
wrong with your ears, Icky?” 

“Other than the obvious, you mean!” Sister Sylvaine 
called from the other side of the wagon. 

“No need to be rude, dear!” said Iqbal, self-
consciously touching one flappy ear. It was a wonder 
the barbers hadn’t taken them off entirely. Nothing 
about their sweat-glistening layers and folds appeared 
remotely human. 

“Vektor and Norther may have a head start,” said 
Father Noumena as the other anathema squadrons 
fanned out across the field on either side of the wagon, 
“but I’m confident my stalwart soldiers can outpace 
them. Double-time, now, these are going to taste a lot 
better in the shade.” 

They obediently hoofed it down the rows between 
the vines, the promise of warm, moist melon making 
Portolés salivate. Moving out so quickly also made the 
rope harness she had secretly donned beneath her 
robe that morning scrape harshly against her calloused 
flesh, every rub of the rough hemp both reminder of 
and reprimand for her base nature. She remembered 
how Brother Wan had taught her to tie the knots with 
his deft little fingers back in her cell in Diadem’s Dens 
during one of their final trysts, before he had decided 
the carnal transgressions were too sinful to continue. 
The memory of his rejection turned her stomach, as it 
always did, yet she found herself unable to stop reliving 
it over and over again, day after day, night after night. 
If only the Allmother would let her forget that agony… 

Sister Sylvaine claimed such intercession was well 
within the Fallen Mother’s purview. The warn nun had 
overheard Mother Vektor and Bishop Lifsins 
discussing a possible ritual to heal the minds of shell-
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shocked soldier. They would call on their savior to cut 
out the offending memories as if they were mold 
spreading across a loaf of black bread. Portolés 
fantasized about taking part in this ceremony, falling to 
her knees in front of her superiors and performing 
whatever devotions were required to forget Brother 
Wan’s last visit to her cell. 

Which just went to show how lost Portolés truly was. 
A worthy penitent would pray to forget the shame of 
her many sins, but instead she wished only to erase 
the memory of her lover’s rejection. Vile, lascivious 
Portolés—she should cherish the thought of Wan’s 
rebuff. He sought to save both their souls, souls she 
had imperiled with her lewd appetites. The pain of 
remembering, she decided, was not a punishment of 
the Fallen Mother but another one of her bountiful gifts, 
a necessary reminder that Portolés must strive against 
her disgusting nature. Only once she overcame her 
witchborn blood and acted as a devote Chainite might 
the Fallen Mother reward her with such balms as 
forgetfulness.  

“Hold!” Father Noumena called from just ahead, 
interrupting Portolés’s bittersweet daydreams of 
Brother Wan. The squad’s sandals kicked up a cloud 
of dust as they slid to a collective stop. They were 
halfway between the wagon and the treeline. 

Portolés chastised herself for letting her thoughts 
drift. She was on patrol. Her brethren depended on her 
to stay alert. Yet considering her comrades’ confused 
expressions, none of the others seemed sure of why 
their captain had stopped them, either. The next row 
over, Brother Beherit drew back his bow, eagerly 
looking around for a target. With significantly less 
enthusiasm, Portolés hoisted her battleax in both 
hands. It turned out their captain’s attention hadn’t 
been captured by an enemy unit, but one of their own. 
“What have they got there?” 
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Mother Vektor’s squad had stopped advancing 
some fifty yards off, gathering around one of their war 
nuns. She had been crouched over but now 
straightened up, holding a cantaloupe that must be 
unnaturally heavy, given her strained expression as 
she lifted it— 

And dropped it, staggering back as a flaming arrow 
struck her shoulder. Hot black smoke curled up into the 
sky. All eyes traced its trajectory back to the shadowy 
wood. A second burning missile arced out. This one fell 
mercifully short, striking the melon at the war nun’s 
feet, and— 

It was as if the melon had been swapped out with 
the sun. The flash blinded Portolés. The sound hit her 
a moment later, a blast so violent the field trembled 
beneath her feet. The report echoed just beside her, 
somehow louder this time, and then her ears were as 
insensate as her eyes. Someone tackled her to the 
ground. Even with their warm bulk pinning her flat 
against the warm ground she felt herself continue to 
spin and spin, spiraling down into the dizzying light that 
enveloped her. She clutched at the fuzzy vines, trying 
to arrest her endless fall, and at last her streaming eyes 
and ringing ears recovered enough for her to again 
take in the world. She was sprawled amidst the tangled 
vines with Brother Beherit on top of her. Their 
commanding officer was shouting. 

“Move out, move out!” 
“Come on,” Portolés managed, choking on the 

smoky air that now smelled of grilled pork instead of 
ripe muskmelon, but Beherit wouldn’t get off of her, the 
big man’s face so close to hers she could see the 
blackheads blooming in the depression where his horn 
had been removed. “You heard the captain, Brother, 
not like you to sit…to sit…” 

Brother Beherit was the most experienced in their 
squad, a veteran of even more engagements than 
Father Noumena, and now the Fallen Mother had 
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finally rewarded him for his devotion. As Portolés’s 
eyes came fully into focus she saw his had been 
cooked white. The dampness she felt seeping through 
her robes and into the rope of her hemp harness was 
not her own sweat, but his boiled blood. Shoving his 
corpse off her in revulsion, she found his bulk far lighter 
than she expected, no doubt the result of his missing 
both legs from the knees down. 

A small crater smoldered a few rows over, just by 
where Brother Beherit had been standing. More 
explosions echoed through her confused skull. Father 
Noumena shouted at his squad to move out, move out, 
and somebody else screamed and screamed. As she 
struggled to take all that in, another tidal wave of heat 
and sound broke over her, and Fallen Mother forgive 
her, she closed her eyes and begged her savior to 
spare her just a little bit longer, to let her live so that 
she might yet prove herself to be something more than 
a polluted waste of flesh and spirit. That she might 
redeem herself. 

Portolés felt herself lifted up, but not by angels. 
These hands were too rough. For a second time the 
world that had seemed lost to her swam back into oily 
focus, only now the pastoral scene that always filled 
the center of a Chainite triptych was replaced with the 
sort of hellscape that traditionally occupied the left-
hand screen. A wall of smoke obscured where the 
broken wagon had been, and out of this grey cloud 
staggered maimed soldiers and Chainites. The rest of 
the regiment were somewhere beyond that veil, but 
Father Noumena turned her away, toward the dark 
forest where Sisters Sylvaine and Morsest were 
already waiting… 

“Can you move?!” Noumena shouted in her ear. 
“I can…I can try,” Portolés managed. 
“Then move out! We’re catching those fucking 

heretics and paying them back a hundredfold!” 
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“Shouldn’t we wait for reinforcements?” asked 
Brother Iqbal, his sword shaking in his fat fingers. 
“Running in after them is probably just what they want. 
To lead us into a trap.” 

“This is the trap, you fucking coward,” spat 
Noumena. “Doubt they needed more than half a dozen 
archers to light us up, archers that are already getting 
away. Now fucking move!” 

“Yes, Father,” said Iqbal, his shoulders slumping. 
He and Portolés followed their captain toward the 
deep, dark forest where they had all been looking 
forward to relaxing in the shade and having a spot of 
lunch before the Agallochian rebels detonated the 
melon field. Joining their fellow war nuns at the edge 
of the underbrush, Portolés saw that while Morsest had 
only picked up some smudges of ash and blood, 
Sylvaine’s entire left arm was blistered like the skin of 
a roast chicken. Perhaps cutting the sleeves off their 
robes hadn’t been such a prudent decision after all… 

“Hold,” said Father Noumena, snuffling the air again 
with his cavernous nose. Portolés had marveled that 
her captain had been allowed to retain his monstrous 
deformity when her own forked tongue had been 
stitched together, amongst other corrective surgeries, 
but now it all made sense—the papal barbers must 
have known the unfortunate anathema was destined to 
put his curse to use in the service of the Fallen Mother. 
“North, all right—I can smell the pitch from their 
arrows.” 

Portolés’s couldn’t help but think that if only his 
sensitive snout had scented the black powder packed 
inside the melons, they never would have blundered 
into this trap. 

“We move fast and we move silent,” the captain 
continued, “and we take them alive if possible. Got it?” 

“Yes, sir!” Portolés, Iqbal, and Sylvaine all spoke in 
tandem, but Morsest held up one scarred, declawed 
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paw. The other still held the cantaloupe she’d pulled off 
the cart. 

“Permission to just have a quick bite, captain, to get 
our strength up?” 

“Drop that fucking thing and move out,” snarled 
Father Noumena, plunging ahead into the underbrush. 
It wasn’t as thick here as it had looked from the field, 
mostly tall weeds and saplings springing up amidst the 
majestic oak and elm. 

“Don’t see how you could even eat at a time like 
this,” Sylvaine called over her shoulder as they began 
the chase. “You’ve got bits of Brother Beherit all over 
your face.” 

“Do I?” Morsest wiped her blood-spattered cheek 
with the back of her sword arm but didn’t ditch the 
cantaloupe. “Well, at the risk of sounding callous, I 
didn’t really like him.” 

“Neither did I, but he was still our brother,” said 
Portolés, shoving Iqbal ahead of her so she could take 
up the rear. No way was she giving him the opportunity 
to conveniently fall behind the squad and abandon his 
duty. They were in shock, that was obvious, and none 
other than Brother Beherit himself had told her, after 
their calamitous first engagement with the rebels 
several weeks before, that shock could take many 
forms. But understanding the underlying cause of 
Morsest’s heartless disregard for their brother’s death 
and Iqbal’s cowardice didn’t make their reactions any 
more palatable. 

Portolés tripped over a root and almost fell, but 
caught her balance and kept moving through the trees, 
trying to keep the momentum of the squad as they 
raced through the dimming forest. The patches of sky 
she saw through the canopy had darkened from light 
blue to gunmetal, and when the first peal of thunder 
rumbled through the trees she initially mistook it for 
another explosion, her heart lurching in her chest. 
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“I hope you made sure…that’s merely a melon,” 
panted Iqbal, out of breath before they were even a 
league into the woods. “Obviously they planted…a 
different sort of crop…amongst the real ones…” 

“One way to find out,” said Morsest, cracking the 
cantaloupe against a tree trunk without even slowing 
her pace. Ripping the broken melon apart, she tossed 
a dripping hunk behind her, arcing it high over Iqbal’s 
head to reach Portolés. Normally Portolés would have 
been happy to idly harass Brother Iqbal, who earned 
all the abuse his fellows gave him and then some, but 
she didn’t even try to catch the bright orange chunk, 
running on as it hit the ground and rolled away through 
the leaves and dirt. It was everything she could do not 
to throw up with the sickly sweet barbecue scent of 
Brother Beherit clinging to her blood dampened robe. 
The secret rope bindings that had previously made her 
stand erect and proud at being able to withstand their 
mortification now made her feel like she was tangled in 
a hammock high off the ground, careening back and 
forth through the air with nauseating speed… 

“Come now, Sister, give us a nibble,” whined Iqbal. 
These two carrying on as if nothing had happened 
further twisted Portolés’s stomach. The trees had 
grown thicker, and so had the underbrush. Father 
Noumena ripped his way through a blackberry bush, 
sending purple fruit and spatters of his own blood flying 
as he cleared their path onto a narrow deer trail. A deer 
trail, or one carved through the dense forest by a more 
promising sort of prey. 

Father Noumena stopped. He jammed his maul into 
the bushes and hoisted the mass of briars up to form a 
pergola of pregnant brambles. The storm broke, pelting 
them with heavy, thickening drops as they passed 
under the impromptu arch in the wall of underbrush, 
the thorny corridor rippling in the wind. Morsest bolted 
down another mouthful of melon, her dirty chin now 
slick with rain as well as juice. The torrent hit so hard 
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Portolés could feel the thumps of rain on her scalp 
through her sodden wimple. She shook her head, 
again declining an offered wedge of melon. Sylvaine 
managed to crack a pained smile as she reached her 
burned arm for the cantaloupe Morsest offered, to 
Iqbal’s great annoyance. Father Noumena hissed at 
them to shut up, they must be close, when the rebels 
confirmed they were even closer than anticipated. 

This arrow wasn’t on fire, but then at such short 
range it didn’t need to be to deliver impressive results. 
The shaft skewered Sylvaine’s throat, and the war nun 
spat out a mouthful of blood and half-chewed melon as 
she collapsed into the wet briars. Despite the mortal 
nature of the wound, death came neither quickly nor 
cleanly for Sylvaine. She writhed in pain, tangling 
herself in thorns as she pawed at the arrow jutting from 
her neck. Her efforts only drew forth more blood. 

Portolés had not seen a great deal of action in her 
short life. Those times when she had, the Deceiver was 
always quick to thwart her potential. Indecision locked 
her mind just as surely as fear froze her limbs. It was a 
minor miracle she had lasted this far into the campaign, 
given how clearly unsuited she had been for military 
service. 

Now, though, it seemed her prayers to be a better 
soldier had been answered. Before she even became 
aware of her own actions, Portolés dashed down the 
rain-blurred deer trail, gaining ground on the figure she 
had glimpsed retreating into the stormy wood. The 
faster she ran the more the path contracted into a slick 
brown tunnel through the dark verdure of the forest. 
The previously silent setting became a cacophony of 
rain on leaves and skull, the slapping of her heavy 
sandals on the muddy path, the squeaking of her wet 
hands on the handle of her ax, the murmured prayer of 
distant thunder…and then the startled shout of the man 
up ahead as he glanced over his shoulder and saw the 
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Fallen Mother’s judgment bearing down on him in the 
form of a furious war nun. 

He wore a brown cloak, brown breeches, and a 
brown kerchief pulled up as a mask. The rebel held a 
bow in one hand and an arrow in the other. He slowed, 
stopped, and spun around. 

Portolés charged down the slippery path, closing 
the distance between them. 

He nocked an arrow, keeping his eyes fixed on her. 
She was too far away to strike him, a dead woman, 

nothing but the heavy rain between them…but the 
Chain Canticles say the dead travel fast, don’t they? 

His eyes were on his hands, now. His shaking, 
gloved hands. He was trying to nock the arrow, 
flinching as a scream cut through another rumble of 
thunder. 

Her scream.  
He finally fitted his arrow in place. 
She drew back her ax. 
He drew back his bow. 
She swung her ax. 
He loosed his arrow. 
The missile flew off into the brambles as Portolés’ 

ax cleaved deep into the rebel’s chest. The impact was 
swift and bright as lightning, the rope harness beneath 
her robes biting into her breasts and hips and crotch, 
the edge of her ax biting through his sternum, ribs, and 
spine. The speed of her assault and the force of the 
blow carried them both off their muddy feet. Their limbs 
tangled together just as hers had with Brother Wan’s 
back when their minor transgressions had flirted with 
becoming major ones, and then they both hit the wet 
ground and rolled apart. Only one of them rose. 

Portolés was still trying to free her ax from the 
oozing wreckage of the man’s corpse when another 
figure burst through the rain…and rushed past her. 

Father Noumena. Followed hot after by Sister 
Morsest. Brother Iqbal jogged after them through the 
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downpour. Before he could overtake her, Portolés 
wrenched her weapon free and rejoined the hunt. She 
felt just like she did upon seeing Brother Wan after a 
long separation—giddy yet frightened of that 
giddiness, and unable to quell the desire that burned 
her cheeks. This was not her first kill, but it was the first 
she took pleasure in. Her soul sang with pride at having 
dispatched Sister Sylvaine’s wretched assassin, and 
then sang louder still at the prospect of catching the 
rest of the sinners who had dared ambush the loyal 
servants of the Burnished Chain. She would catch 
them and she would kill them. She would kill them all. 

First she had to catch them, though. Following the 
flapping battle-habits of Sister Morsest and Father 
Noumena through the rain, Portolés saw that the trees 
thinned out just ahead. They were fast approaching 
another field, and all that openness curdled her 
excitement into sour fear at the prospect of another 
ambush. The rainy blur of brambles on either side of 
the path now felt like a chute she was sliding down, 
unable to stop her doomed course. 

Instead of another melon field or exposed meadow 
where the rebel archers might pick off their pursuers, 
the Chainites burst from the woods into a wall of 
wavering green vegetation as tall as Portolés. They 
hesitated on the edge of the dense field, the rain 
beating down on their bloodied habits and the broad 
leaves of the plants. It was obvious the rebels had 
recently fled this way, leaving paths of broken stalks 
and torn leaves in their wake. 

“Each of you take a trail,” hissed Father Noumena, 
“and remember, we want them alive. One of them, 
anyway. Now move fast, before they realize we’re on 
them and have time to turn.” 

He plunged forward, pushing through the wet green 
rows with his black steel maul. Sister Morsest took the 
trail to his left, Portolés took the one to his right. The 
water-heavy leaves scratched at her exposed arms 



 
 

 

53 

and face. She moved quickly through the press of 
sopping vegetation, not quite tall enough to see over 
the tops of the plants. Then she stopped short. 

The trail she had so easily followed into the field had 
disappeared. She turned in a full circle, but while the 
wide path her bulk had cleared through the tall plants 
was obvious, there was no hint of where her more 
slender quarry had gone. No sign of Father Noumena 
or Sister Morsest, either. The rain fell harder and the 
shining leaves gathered so close around her she 
couldn’t see beyond this overgrown row. Despite the 
ongoing deluge, her eyes stung with sweat and her 
arms stung from the dozens of scrapes and shallow 
cuts she had acquired crossing the tight-packed field. 
Rubbing her eyes only made the burning worse. 

A whistle, just behind her. Not one of the signs she 
and her fellow Chainites used. Portolés wheeled 
around and lurched through the wet plants, ax held 
high, but found only another empty row of sharp green 
leaves and muddy black earth. She noticed her ax felt 
heavier than it should, and the scratches on her arms 
weren’t just stinging, they were beginning to itch as bad 
as her eyes. A queer tingling spread through her upper 
extremities. 

Another whistle from beyond the curtains of leaves 
and rain, from back the way she had come…she 
thought? All these big dripping plants made it 
impossible to be sure, but one thing was certain: these 
wicked rebels were in here with her, trying to trip her 
up before making their move. She would have to move 
first. 

Far, far down the row she glimpsed an openness 
that must be the edge of the field. Another whistle, this 
one even closer. Her bestial instincts compelled her to 
flee, to dash as fast as she could from this trap. But 
Portolés was no longer a beast to be prodded and led 
by her vile nature, much less the schemes of rogues 
and rebels. Instead of turning tail, she crashed through 
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the wet plants as fast as she could toward the closest 
whistle, reaping through the rain and the rows as if her 
heavy ax were a scythe. 

A brown smear of movement through all the wet 
green. Portolés swung her ax, but the blur vanished so 
quickly she couldn’t be sure she had seen it at all. The 
rain slackened. She pivoted around in the muck, 
unsure of her next move. Her heart pounded and her 
stomach twisted with nausea. The itching had become 
a searing burn that covered her arms and face. The 
rain stopped. 

Another whistle just ahead. She cleared another 
swath through the dripping leaves, toward the sound. 
The sun reappeared overhead, drawing steam from 
the sultry terrain. The disoriented anathema flashed 
back on the melon field, smoke everywhere; the stink 
of burnt flesh from Brother Beherit and burnt sugar 
from the cantaloupe bombs making her sick to her 
stomach. Her mouth tasted bitter as bad vinegar, her 
head pounded as hard as her heart, and she swayed 
in place, trying to support herself against one of the 
plants only for the stalk to buckle under her weight. She 
stumbled but regained her balance. The sunlight 
reflecting off the shiny leaves felt like chisels jammed 
through her burning eyes into her skull… 

A few feet down the row, a masked woman in brown 
stood watching her. How long had she been there? 
Portolés swung at her, but the ax slipped from her 
hands as she reeled into a row of plants, bringing them 
down with her. She vomited up her morning rations, 
shuddering from whatever sudden sickness had laid 
her low. Then the boots and cudgels found her. There 
were only two of the rebels, she thought, but it was 
hard to tell as her vision doubled and the sun blinded 
her. She threw up again until she dry heaved, too weak 
to protect herself. 

The war nun tried to offer a final prayer to the Fallen 
Mother, but her attackers ripped off her wimple, tugged 
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a burlap sack over her dizzy head, and beat her until 
she forgot everything but the blinding brightness of 
pain. 

* * * 
Portolés awoke to screams. Not her own. She tried to 
open her itchy eyes, but either they were swollen shut 
or it was too dark to see. The scent of puke invaded 
her nostrils, and the aftertaste of bile coated her 
tongue. Better than blood, maybe, but the stink of it 
made her gag all over again. Woozy and disoriented, 
she tried to remember what had happened, then 
immediately wished she hadn’t. Memory was always a 
torment for the iniquitous, when would she learn that? 
Bad as her bludgeoned flesh felt, the pain of her 
failures ached worse. Well, almost. 

The rebels had taken her alive, which meant that 
while she had yet again failed her savior, the Fallen 
Mother had granted her yet another chance at 
redemption—the same thought she always awoke to, 
though admittedly not usually under such dramatic 
circumstances. Her self-loathing was strong enough on 
an average morning, but here and now it was positively 
monstrous…but so was her commitment to do better 
this time, to prove herself worthy of the Allmother’s 
love. 

The rebels had taken her alive, and she would 
make them regret that. She tried to take stock of her 
surroundings, of her body, the nearby screams lending 
unholy strength to her headache. She tried to ignore 
her own pain, and that vocal evidence of more being 
visited on somebody else. Shifting position, she winced 
as her hemp harness scraped over rope-burned skin. 
When she had tied it in place that morning, she had 
expected the day to hold nothing more than another 
dull march, and thought the makeshift cilice would 
show the Fallen Mother how eager Portolés was to 
suffer in her name. Apparently the Allmother had 
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decided the war nun deserved far more than she could 
administer to herself. 

Squirming a bit more, Portolés found she was 
sitting upright. Her hands were tied behind her back, 
flush against some sort of post. Turning her head, she 
felt rough cloth against her cheek and caught a glimpse 
of light seeping up from below. The rebels had put a 
sack over her head, she remembered, and it was 
cinched tight as a collar around her throat. At least she 
wasn’t blind. Trying to move her numb legs made her 
gasp. They were folded underneath her and tied so 
tightly together she wondered if the rope had broken 
through the skin and sawed into her flesh. 

“Portolés?” The whisper came in a lull between 
screams. A scared voice. “Can you hear me, Sister?” 

Brother Iqbal. 
“Did they take us all?” she asked, impressed with 

herself for keeping her voice steady, and for thinking to 
ask this question before any other. The screaming 
started up again, then abruptly cut off. 

“They’f gone and killed him…” Portolés recognized 
the faint lisp Sister Morsest fell into when she was 
nervous, which meant she wasn’t the one who’d been 
screaming. 

“Father Noumena?” asked Portolés. “That’s the 
captain?”  

“I warned him,” moaned Iqbal. “You heard me, 
Portolés, back in the field, I warned him they wanted 
us to give chase, and right enough—” 

“Shut up, Icky,” hissed Morsest. “Portolés, can you 
see, can you move? If they’re done with him one of us 
is probably next.” 

“No,” said Portolés, testing the rope at her wrists 
again and finding no give. The mild exertion made her 
light-headed all over again. “They poisoned us?” 

“The cantaloupe.” Morsest groaned. “That damn 
cantaloupe.” 

“But I didn’t eat any,” Portolés thought out loud. 
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“Neither did I,” grumbled Iqbal. “But they were 
talking about tubāq when they were carrying us back 
here. That was the field they lured us into—no wonder 
that vile weed is forbidden, its very touch is sickening.” 

“Did you hear anything else?” asked Portolés. “How 
many of them are there? How far did they take us?” 

“Only question worth asking is what do they want to 
hear,” said Morsest. “Just before they took Father 
Noumena they said something about a secret 
weapon—you know anything about that, Portolés?” 

“A secret weapon?” Under other circumstances 
Portolés would have laughed. “The Fallen Mother 
favors our cause and we outnumber them five to one. 
Why do they think we need some gimmick out of a 
bard’s song?” 

“Beats me, but they just tortured the devils out of 
Father Noumena for information about it,” said 
Morsest. 

“Perhaps it has something to do with those covered 
wagons at the rear of the convoy,” said Iqbal. “The 
superiors won’t let me get within fifty paces of them. 
Queer as a three-footed duck, I thought, all that 
secrecy even amongst we faithful.” 

“I heard we had somebody important along for the 
ride,” said Morsest. “Maybe even the Lord of Agalloch 
himself, come to preside over our glorious victory.” She 
made an ugly sound that might have been a laugh. “We 
were supposed to be closing in on their stronghold. We 
were supposed to catch them and kill them, to end this 
bullshit once and for all, and instead—” 

“Shut up,” Portolés snapped, a dire possibility 
occurring to her. “Can either of you see where we are?” 

“No?” said Iqbal. 
“They put something over my head,” said Morsest. 

“A bag or—” 
“So how do you know we’re alone right now?” After 

her brilliant brethren had silently contemplated this for 
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a moment, she said, “Neither of you say another 
fucking word, understand?” 

Somebody snickered at this. Not Iqbal or Morsest. 
Someone closer to Portolés than either of their voices. 
Wood creaked just beside her 

“Fallen Mother forgive me,” squeaked Iqbal. 
“I’d direct my prayers a little closer to home, fat 

boy.” The man had a western accent, and seemed to 
be standing right over Portolés. “You’re obviously the 
smart one, sister, so we’ll be interviewing you next.” 

“If you heard everything we said you know we don’t 
know anything!” Morsest cried. The rope at Portolés’s 
neck loosened, a blinding flash of light stinging her raw 
eyes as the sack was yanked off her head. 

“Maybe,” said the masked man who came into 
bleary focus over Portolés. “Or maybe you witchborn 
freaks could see through your hoods or smell me or 
something. Maybe you knew I was here the whole time 
and put on a nice little show for me.” 

“We didn’t!” said Iqbal. “I swear on His Grace’s 
holiness, we didn’t!” 

“I reckon you’ll all be swearing a lot tonight,” said 
the rebel. Even with the brown kerchief covering half 
his face, Portolés could see he was even younger than 
she was, and for all his talk his eyes looked frightened. 
Just as hers must, as she desperately took in her 
surroundings: a small barn or warehouse with great 
yellowing leaves hanging from the low rafters, lit by a 
solitary lantern that sat on the floor beside the man’s 
stool. She was bound against a corner post, Iqbal and 
Morsest against two others, and loose ropes lay piled 
in front of the fourth. At a whistle from their captor, a 
door set in the ancient boards of the nearest wall 
swung inward. Two more brown-garbed thugs carried 
in a large, limp figure. 

Father Noumena. Even with the bag over his head 
it was obviously their captain, but they had stripped him 
of his battle-habit, leaving him naked save for a 
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loincloth. It was hard to tell this at first, though, on 
account of his being so covered in blood that it looked 
as though he wore a tight red suit. 

The rebels flopped Father Noumena’s bulk down in 
front of the empty post. As they tied him back up, 
Portolés began to shake uncontrollably. Not from fear 
at the prospect of being tortured to extract information 
she didn’t even possess, but strangely enough her 
panic stemmed from their impending discovery of the 
harness she wore underneath her robe. Her private 
mortification was not for their profane eyes…but did 
her horror at being discovered hint at some ulterior 
motive for her donning the abrasive ropes, something 
she was loathe to admit even to herself? She had told 
herself she wore it only to offer her suffering to the 
Fallen Mother, but if that were truly the reason, why 
should she be ashamed of their witnessing her 
devotion? 

No, the truth she had sought to hide even from 
herself was that she had tied it in place solely as a 
memento of Brother Wan. The discomfort it delivered 
to her most tender regions triggered delicious 
memories of their sins. Sins she would now pay for. 

Yet when they untied her, dragged her to her 
unsteady feet, and led her through the door, it seemed 
they were in no hurry to strip her of her vestments and 
begin their torments. Instead she found herself 
directed to a bench at a well-laden table in a spare but 
brightly lit farmhouse that abutted the small barn. A 
fourth rebel awaited her on the opposite bench, a 
young woman whose skin and short-cropped hair 
matched the buff of her armor. No kerchief hid her 
pleasant features. She motioned at the spread of roast 
lemur and sliced cantaloupe. Portolés slumped down 
on the bench, but the mere sight of the orange melon 
brought on a fresh surge of nausea and chills. She 
gripped the edge of the table to keep herself from 
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swooning. The woman smiled sympathetically and 
poured her a bowl of water from an earthen jug. 

“You must be parched, sister,” she said, pushing it 
across the table. “And the melon will help you recover 
from the tubāq sickness. Nobody’s quite sure why—
the sweetness, I’ve heard. On the southern farms the 
pickers drink mead instead. Or they did, before you 
executed them.” 

“I haven’t executed anyone,” said Portolés. She 
sipped the water, shivering with relief. It was as cool 
and soothing as the bench of an innocent’s 
confessional. Though it turned her stomach, she forced 
herself to pick up a slice of melon. She would need her 
strength to resist these traitors to the Onyx Pulpit in 
whatever fashion she could. The crisp sweetness of 
the cantaloupe made her file-dulled teeth ache, but 
before she knew it she was wolfing it down, the 
honeyed taste of it almost painfully sharp after a 
lifetime of beans, seaweed, and black bread. It made 
her feel alive and whole and happy, as only forbidden 
fruit ever could. As she ate, one of the masked rebels 
returned to the barn to watch the other prisoners, 
leaving Portolés unbound and facing the three 
remaining pureborn enemies. 

Well, she assumed they were pureborn. Tight as 
they were bundled, it was impossible to be certain. 
Whatever they were, though, she was a holy warrior of 
the Burnished Chain, and if she could only seize a 
weapon… There was no knife on the table, but a 
surreptitious scan of the open farmhouse revealed her 
ax amidst a pile of gear, both her brethren’s and the 
rebels’. The long haft of Father Noumena’s blessed 
maul leaned against the wall, but closer than that she 
noticed a bucket with various bloody handles 
protruding from it. It sat off beside the nearest wall, 
beneath a pair of manacles that hung down from an 
exposed beam. Blood pooled on the floor below. 
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“We know what they do to your kind, in Diadem,” 
said the woman, and Portolés realized she had been 
caught staring. “Yet while such barbarism may seem 
humdrum to a woman of the cloth such as yourself, I 
can assure you that out here in the country we’ve 
devised some flourishes that will keep it interesting. I 
promise you won’t be bored.” 

“How considerate,” said Portolés, because instead 
of chilling her marrow this evil woman’s threat only 
inflamed her bile. The war nun was an old hand at 
being interrogated by her superiors; the innate 
sharpness the church had tried in vain to blunt from her 
witchborn tongue now stabbed at a far more deserving 
target than she had ever before faced. “Seeing as you 
have nothing but my comfort in mind, I will endeavor to 
ensure you aren’t bored, either. Since I don’t actually 
know anything, I imagine you’ll be able to torture me 
for some time.” 

“Don’t sell yourself short, sister. Everybody knows 
something. I’m sure you’re no exception.” The woman 
cocked a calloused thumb at her own chest. “Take me, 
for example. I’m just a simple subject of the Crimson 
Queen, but I know you Chainites have spent the last 
few weeks hauling half a dozen mysterious wagons all 
over our bucolic countryside. Your officer swears 
they’re only carrying whatever supplies and 
sacraments you people need to carry out your 
devotions, but I know there’s more to it than that.” 

“And how do you know that?” asked Portolés, 
raising another slice of melon in her shaky hand. 

“Because you aren’t the first missionaries we’ve 
entertained of late.” One of the other two rebels 
snorted at that, and the woman gave him a black look 
before continuing. “We know you’ve got more artillery 
than you’re letting on. And we know you’re keeping it 
secret to provoke us into ambushing your seemingly 
vulnerable army as you march down the open road 
through our homeland.” 
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“Is that what happened in the field, then?” Portolés 
slurped down another mouthful of melon and dropped 
the tooth-scarred rind on the table. “We provoked you 
into blowing up your fellow Agallochians? The ones 
who faithfully serve the Lord of this province, trying to 
protect their homeland from your rebellion?” 

“Any traitors who raise arms against the Crimson 
Queen are no longer true Agallochians,” said the 
woman, taking a horn-shaped wooden pipe from the 
bench beside her and puffing it alight with one of the 
notched candles that lit the table. “And that…very 
much includes…the so-called…Lord of Agalloch.” 

“Lord Honus the Second obeys the divine 
command of His Holiness Pope Shanatu,” said 
Portolés, knowing she couldn’t talk reason to this 
heretic, but needing to try. “Queen Indsorith has fallen 
under the sway of the Deceiver, and those who follow 
her will find naught but damnation. The Burnished 
Chain isn’t your enemy, we’re your salvation. We’ve 
come here to save your souls.” 

“And fickle mortal that I am, it’s my skin that most 
concerns me,” said the woman, offering Portolés her 
pipe. “Fancy a pull? It’s burly plucked from the very 
field you inspected earlier, splashed with ‘loupe juice 
and pressed to perfection.” 

“Respectfully, no.” In truth, Portolés had always 
longed to try smoking, among so many proscribed 
indulgences, but after how sick the green leaves had 
made her, she found resisting this temptation 
refreshingly easy. “I’ve heard tubāq is bad for one’s 
health.” 

“Yes, well, so is being a smartass, but that hasn’t 
seemed to put you off the practice.” The woman blew 
a spicy plume into the rafters. Portolés finally dared to 
try the lemur meat, popping a greasy morsel into her 
mouth and rolling it around as the fat melted against 
her melon-sweetened tongue. “My name’s Avataria, by 
the way, but seeing’s how we’re about to become 
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pretty intimately acquainted, you can call me Ava. 
Everyone does.” 

“You’ve let me see your face and told me your 
name?” Portolés gulped down the gamey flesh. “I must 
be in even deeper shit than I thought.” 

“Deeper than a Gate and just as black,” said Ava, 
smiling through her smoke like a sin-fattened fiend. “Do 
you think your people would go any easier on me and 
my soldiers if we’d been daft enough to walk into one 
of your traps?” 

“No, I imagine we’d treat you a lot worse, as we’re 
a lot smarter than you doomed fucking heathens,” said 
Portolés. She seized the edge of the table and leapt to 
her feet, straining to flip it on top of the startled rebel 
captain. It was a big table, but Portolés was a big 
woman. If she could pin Ava underneath and stomp her 
throat before the other two rebels reached her, she 
could go before the Fallen Mother as a righteous 
martyr. 

Either the fucking table was bolted to the floor or 
Portolés was still weaker than she’d thought. It didn’t 
budge, leaving her standing there with melon and 
lemur grease all over her face. 

“Bored already?” Ava frowned, not even rising from 
her seat. “Oh well. Be a good girl and walk over to that 
corner without any more trouble and I give you my word 
we’ll go easier on your friends. That’s the most I can 
offer, and we both know they don’t know anything, 
don’t we?” 

Not quite the glorious martyrdom Portolés had 
envisioned, but it was better than nothing. She 
obediently crossed the room to where the chains 
dangled from the rafters and raised her hands over her 
head. Moving her shoulders tugged her harness 
against her rope-bruised crotch, distracting her from 
what the rebels were about to do with warm memories 
of Brother Wan smiling down at her, revealing the 
wooden teeth the church had given him when they 
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corrected his face. She remembered tracing his scars 
with her tongue, imagining what it would have felt like 
to have him peck at her with his beak, if he still had it. 
He would give her strength in the ordeals to come; 
perhaps she could even find pleasure in their cruelties, 
for she surely deserved all they could give her and 
more, and if she pretended Brother Wan were inflicting 
them… 

The screaming began moments after the manacles 
were locked around her wrists. 

Not hers, but someone far off, outside the 
farmhouse. Distant, but coming closer. Then it 
stopped. The two guards who’d locked her in place 
looked nervously at their leader. Ava didn’t look too 
happy, either. She jumped to her feet and slipped her 
pipe into a holster on her belt. 

“If I’m not back before that candle hits the quarter 
mark, execute the lot of them and institute tits-up 
protocols,” said Ava, retrieving a crossbow and sling-
quiver from the heap of gear. Looking at Portolés, she 
said, “For the sake of your neck and that of your 
brethren, is there anything you want to tell me before I 
go out there? Last chance.” 

“Yes,” said Portolés, unable to stop herself from 
grinning as she imagined their regiment surrounding 
these godless fools. “Safe roads guide you to her 
breast.” 

“No such thing,” said the woman, though Portolés 
didn’t know if she referred to safe roads here in the 
Witch Wood or the Fallen Mother herself. Ava was 
about to lift the board that barred the front door when it 
rattled in its frame, a frantic banging on the other side. 
The banging stopped and three sharp whistles 
sounded, a pause, and then two more, the last one 
carrying on— 

The signal was overwhelmed by a cry the likes of 
which Portolés had never heard before. It sounded 
somewhere between a higher pitched whistle and a 
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warbling howl, drifting in through the boarded up 
windows from somewhere far off. Far off, but not nearly 
far enough, as far as Portolés was concerned. 
Anything that made such an eerie call needed to stay 
as many as leagues as possible away from her. 

“Get ready to open it,” Ava hissed at the other 
rebels, backing away from the door and cranking her 
crossbow. Louder, she called, “Will no one help the 
widow’s daughter?” 

“There is but one mother!” A shrill voice cried from 
the other side of the door. “And she’s Queen fucking 
Indsorith, now let me the fuck in! Please!” 

One of the rebels slid the wooden bar out of its iron 
latch as Ava and the other guard leveled their 
crossbows at the door. As soon as the butt of the bar 
clomped down on the floor, the door flew open and 
another figure in brown burst inside. Portolés squinted 
past the crowded doorway, trying to get some hint of 
where she was being held, but it was too dark to see 
anything out there. Night had fallen while she was laid 
out with the tubāq sickness. 

“Fucking devil!” the new arrival gasped, yanking the 
mask off his beet-red face. “Fucking devil monster out 
there! Hunted us! Satariel and Khanrad are dead! 
Fucking monster!” 

“Sit down,” ordered Ava, steering him over to the 
bench she had vacated. The other two rebels stood in 
the doorway, anxiously pointing their weapons into the 
night. “You two lock that fucking door. What kind of 
monster?” 

“A fucking monster?” The man collapsed onto the 
seat, moaning out words Portolés couldn’t make out. 
She wanted to lean as close as the shackles tethering 
her to the ceiling would allow, but since her captors had 
temporarily forgotten her, she didn’t want to remind 
them by rattling her chains. Everyone had heard songs 
of vicious creatures stalking the Witch Wood, but 
Father Noumena had assured them that such things 
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were merely long songs the rebels propagated to 
frighten folk from venturing into the forest where the 
villains launched their dastardly attacks on those loyal 
to the Lord of Agalloch. 

“What the fuck’s a jelly bear?” asked one of the 
masked rebels gathered around their distraught fellow. 

“Sounds like a centipede dream,” said the other. 
“I’m not on fucking bugs!” the man cried, his tear-

dewed beard trembling. “It’s fucking real! It’s all soft—
like jelly—pulled in the arrows—pulled in fucking 
Satariel—and it wasn’t burning but it burned her—her 
hair, skin, melting off her fucking bones, oh fuck—” He 
tried to cover his mouth, but only succeeded in 
increasing the spread of the vomit arc he spewed all 
over the sliced the cantaloupe and grilled meat. 

Ava scowled at her soldiers. She opened her mouth 
to speak, but another trilling whistle silenced her. It 
sounded much closer this time. Everyone froze as it 
echoed through the night. Ava’s head snapped over to 
Portolés. The rebel captain bolted across the room, 
snatched an awl out of the bucket on the floor, and 
pressed its cold edge against Portolés’s cheekbone, its 
point a blur in her left eye. 

“You know about this monster, Chainwitch? Lie and 
I’ll pop your eye.” 

“No,” said Portolés, struggling not to blink—the tool 
was close enough to split her eyelid if she did. “I don’t 
know anything about monsters. I swear it on my soul.” 

“You sure it’s not some Chainite trap?” Ava 
demanded. “Some overgrown anathema your church 
decided not to cut the devil out of?” 

“The righteous have no need of traps,” said 
Portolés, eye watering. “Unlike you heretics, the 
Burnished Chain would never sacrifice their honor to 
win a battle. We would sooner bow down before the 
Crimson Queen than traffic with devils and monsters.”  

“Present company excluded, huh?” Ava sneered. 
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“I have been saved so that I may serve,” gasped 
Portolés. Her eye twitched as the exquisite pain of 
keeping it open became unbearable. “I know but one 
thing, and I’ll gladly tell it if you take the blade away. 
Please!” 

It was too late. Portolés’s blinked…but felt no pain. 
Ava had lowered the awl. “Speak your truth, 
Chainwitch. Quick.” 

“The truth…” Portolés stood taller to accept the 
certain reward for her honesty, her harness tugging on 
her mortified flesh. “The truth is that any devils that 
hunt you heretics have surely been set in motion by the 
Fallen Mother as punishment for your sins.” 

“Is that so?” Ava’s eye gleamed like the bloody awl 
in her hand. 

“Rejoice that the Allmother has seen fit to grant you 
time enough to repent,” said Portolés, the gospel 
flowing out of her. “Would you like to pray with me, 
Ava? Perhaps it is not yet too late for both of us to—” 

Ava jabbed Portolés so hard in the stomach it took 
her a dozen aching, eye-watering breaths to realize the 
woman had dropped the awl. It was her steely fist 
alone that had delivered such a brutal rebuke to 
Portolés tubāq-twisted guts. 

“—and whatever it is, it’s out there and we’re in 
here,” Ava was telling her trio of soldiers when Portolés 
was able to pay attention to more than the agony in her 
stomach. “So we’ll keep our weapons ready and—” 

The entire farmhouse shook. Wood splintered. The 
weird whistling cry shivered through the room, chilling 
the blazing knot of pain in Portolés’s abdomen. As 
soon as the keening faded from her ringing ears, 
screams took its place. Screams from the attached 
drying shed where her brethren were still tied up. The 
door to that outer room swung open, and the rebel who 
had been guarding the Chainites bolted into the 
farmhouse. He slammed the door shut behind him and 
blocked it with his body. His dark complexion had gone 
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as white as a communion grub, and when his lips 
wiggled no sound came out. No sound that could be 
heard over the screams, anyway. 

The rebels were too stunned or scared to move. 
Hearing Iqbal’s desperate squeal, Portolés added her 
own to the chorus. 

“Help them! For the love of the Allmother, help 
them!” 

And here on this dark night in a heretic camp, a 
miracle occurred: Ava seized her loaded crossbow 
from the table and answered the prayers of a reformed 
anathema. 

“Shoot it!” Ava bellowed to her troops as she strode 
to the back of the farmhouse. “Now!”  

Her terror-stricken subordinate wouldn’t move away 
from the door he pressed his scrawny back against. 
She shoved him aside. The rebel who had thrown up 
on the table now crawled under it, but the other two 
soldiers stepped up beside their captain with bows of 
their own. She grabbed the knotted rope handle of the 
door and threw it open. 

Portolés struggled against her bonds but couldn’t 
see into the drying shed as the trio of rebels fired. Ava 
slammed the door shut again. Iqbal’s scream trailed off 
into a plaintive moan. At least he was alive. Maybe 
Morsest and Father Noumena were, too. 

One of the rebels scrambled to reload, but the other 
dropped his crossbow and made the sign of the Chain 
with his shaking fist. Contrary to her previous 
declaration, Portolés was not cheered to see these 
heathens finding religion, given the circumstances. 
Ava didn’t even pause: she crossed the room again 
and got back in Portolés’s face. Portolés wanted to 
scream at this woman that there were more important 
monsters that demanded her attention, but she just 
heard herself repeating the same words over and over 
again like an idiot prayer. 

“Help them, please, help them, please—” 
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“Swear to fight it with us and I will.” 
“…What?” Portolés stared past Ava, at the door to 

the drying shed. She could still hear Iqbal whining on 
the other side. 

“I heard the Fallen Mother helps those who help 
themselves,” said Ava, and Portolés saw that instead 
of an awl she now held up a key. Her voice might be 
steady, but her hand was trembling. “So swear a truce 
and I’ll let you help your friends.” 

“Truce…” The very word tasted blasphemous, but 
like so many of Portolés’s sins, it was out in the world 
before she could help herself. “I swear it, a truce.” 

This was how a sister of the Burnished Chain found 
herself seizing up her ax from the mound of gear and 
advancing on an unseen, inhuman enemy with an 
Imperial loyalist at her side. At least the mortal terror of 
what might be awaiting her on the other side of the door 
distracted her from her spiritual misgivings. Mostly. 

The rebel who had initially dropped his crossbow 
now recovered his weapon along with his nerve. He 
borrowed his ally’s crank and winched back the string 
as Portolés squared up in front of the door. Ava stood 
against the wall. Balancing her heavy crossbow 
against one hip, she stretched out to grab the rope 
handle. The war nun and the rebel captain exchanged 
a nod, and Ava yanked the door open so Portolés 
could do what she had done all campaign long—
plunge headfirst into peril while the pureborn hung 
back, waiting to see what hell their anathema stirred 
up. 

And hell was exactly what she found. As the door 
swung open, the heat nearly knocked Portolés off her 
feet. Columns of fire danced in the air like devils. The 
drying tubāq leaves, she realized, burning up along 
with half the buckled ceiling. Squinting through the 
pungent blue smoke, she saw most of the rear wall had 
caved in. The lantern must have broken when the 
monster came through, setting the place aflame. There 
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was no sign of any beast now, though. Portolés braved 
the intense heat to save her slumped brethren, who 
were still tied up in the corners of the drying shed. 

“Father!” 
If Noumena responded to her cry, she couldn’t hear 

it over the crackling flames. She knelt beside him and 
worked at his bonds with the head of her ax. Brother 
Wan had taught her well how knots married together, 
and she soon cut him loose. She tugged off his hood 
and she gagged from more than the fumes as his wide, 
unblinking eyes met hers. The rebels had clipped off 
his eyelids. Even so, he seemed alert, and crawled 
toward the door of his own accord while Portolés 
tended to the others. 

Even moving hunched over, her head felt on fire. 
Her own sweat scalded her as steam rose from her 
habit. Huge embers swirled down from the burning 
tubāq leaves. She felt her way along the wall to reach 
the next corner through blinding smoke. When she 
bumped into a post, she knelt down beside it, sucking 
in air that felt cooler and fresher here. The post must 
be near the collapsed wall, where the heat and smoke 
poured out into the night. But when she reached out to 
free whichever of her comrades was tied there, she felt 
only loose rope. 

Of all the Deceiver’s luck, Portolés must have 
blundered over to the post where they had kept her tied 
up…except when she wiped her stinging eyes before 
plunging on to the next corner she realized it wasn’t. 
This was where Morsest had been bound. Portolés 
was sure of it, because the war nun’s skinny arm was 
still tied to the base of the post. It looked as if it had 
been ripped out by the root. 

Portolés staggered away from the sickening sight, 
nearly blundering into a burning heap of debris before 
sharply averting her course. The smoke and heat 
suffocated and blinded her, but she kept moving, trying 
to find Brother Iqbal. She reached out for the wall to 
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follow its course but felt nothing. Lost in the inferno, 
she tripped over a flaming log. It burned the skin off her 
calf, but she barely registered the sharp sting as she 
staggered forward. If she fell now she would never 
stand again, yet she was stumbling, falling... 

The Fallen Mother must have interceded on her 
behalf, because the war nun regained her balance. 
The flames cooled and fell away. The smoke thinned 
and rose. Portolés gasped to breathe again, wept to 
see again. She was saved. She had— 

Blundered outside the burning shed. Through 
streaming eyes she saw she had escaped through the 
collapsed wall and now stood on the edge of the tubāq 
field. The wall of plants swayed in the cool night 
breeze. The firelight behind her shone on the broad 
green leaves…and flashed red across the eyes of the 
great dark shadow that stood behind the rows, 
watching her. 

Portolés didn’t have time to raise her ax before it 
charged, but as it came for her and the firelight 
illuminated its bald, glistening hide, she found herself 
with ample time to turn on her heel and run. The 
conflagration she had escaped reared up before her, 
and she didn’t hesitate at choosing a pure death in the 
flames over the devilish fate at her back. She crashed 
through a wall of coals and fell on the scorching 
earthen floor of the drying shed, the furious whistling of 
the beast just behind her. The anathema dragged 
herself forward, gibbering prayers to the Fallen Mother 
that she burn alive before the fiend could catch her and 
carry her back outside. Smoke and flame, flame and 
smoke, the fate of all agents of the Deceiver—the fate 
she had fought all her life to avoid. The fate she had 
brought on herself. 

* * * 
Portolés was saved to the sound of screams. Her own. 
Hands grabbed her, lifted her up. Too soft to be devils’.  
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They swatted her over and over again, beating the 
blisters that bloomed beneath her burning habit, then 
pulled the flaming robe off her altogether. She coughed 
and wept, only becoming aware of her nakedness 
when someone lay a brown canvas cloak over her 
shivering body. Well, she wasn’t quite naked, was she? 
When she tried to pull the cloak tighter around her, the 
rope harness reminded her of where she was and what 
she had become. The tugging of the hemp cords 
through the indentations they had dug in her flesh felt 
so sharp and cruel she awoke from the haze of smoke 
and fear. 

“You’re alive!” Portolés exclaimed as Brother Iqbal 
came into focus, the sooty-cheeked war monk leaning 
over her. 

“No thanks to you,” he said rattily, reminding her 
why she had never warmed to the churl. “Father 
Noumena crawled on bloodied hand and foot to save 
me, while you tried to skive off on your own!” 

“I did no such—” 
“Enough,” croaked Father Noumena from where he 

sat sprawled against the wall of the farmhouse, just 
below the chains where they had tortured him. “Instead 
of pointing fingers, Brother Iqbal, it is time to make a 
fist.” 

“Yes, sir,” said Iqbal, narrowing his eyes as he 
hoisted his sword. Following his gaze, Portolés saw 
Ava and the four other rebels in her command 
gathered around the table shoving gear into their 
satchels. Smoke rapidly filled the room, the smoldering 
rear wall already wavering from the heat. “Father 
Noumena no doubt wants their leader for himself, and 
I’ll let you have the greater share of glory, sister—you 
can take out the archers.” 

“Attack them?” Portolés never in a hundred songs 
would have believed it would come to this, Brother 
Iqbal proposing an outright offensive—or that she 
would shoot him down. “We’ve got a far greater foe in 
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common, Icky, and until that enemy is dealt with I 
swore a truce.” 

“There is no greater foe than the sworn enemies of 
His Holiness,” countered Iqbal with contempt, showing 
more spine than had ever been hinted at beneath his 
doughy exterior. Or perhaps it was just the tubāq 
fumes giving him courage? Hard to say. “Father 
Noumena, surely you cannot countenance Portolés’s 
cowardice, not when we have a chance to catch the 
rebels unaware!” 

“In a war amongst mortals you would be correct, 
Brother Iqbal,” wheezed Father Noumena. Using his 
sainted maul as a crutch, he climbed to his bare, 
partially skinned feet. “Yet when the agents of the 
Deceiver hunt the night, all imperfect children of the 
Allmother must struggle together. These wretches may 
yet be saved, but whatever devilish beast awaits us is 
beyond redemption. We must banish it back to the First 
Dark.” 

“Well said,” Ava called from the table. The cluster of 
rebels appeared as gauzy ghosts spied through the 
cloud of prickling smoke. “Lucky for you Chainwitches 
your captain’s wits are as sharp as my ears, or we’d 
have to dull our blades on your thick skulls before 
dispatching this jelly bear.” 

“Jelly bear?” Iqbal snorted. “Funny name for a 
devil.” 

“Didn’t look so funny to me out in the field.” Portolés 
planted her hands to get up and her fingertips brushed 
a damp rag left on the floor. No, not a rag—her rain-
soaked wimple. The rebels had torn it from her brow 
when they ambushed her. They must have brought it 
back to their hideout with the rest of the Chainite’s 
stolen gear, oblivious to the fact that they were carrying 
out the Fallen Mother’s will. This was the Allmother’s 
sign to Portolés. She reverently picked up the wet, 
grimy headwrap and fitted it back over her burned 
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scalp, shuddering at the sensation of half-birthed 
blisters bursting at its touch. 

Now Sister Portolés was ready to serve her savior. 
Though she still groaned in pain as she clambered to 
her feet, and groaned louder when she tied the long 
brown cloak around her scalded shoulders. She looked 
for her ax, but it was nowhere to be found—she’d 
dropped it somewhere along the way. 

“You saw it?” asked Iqbal. “What was it—” He 
coughed on the thickening fumes. “What did it look—” 
Coughed again. 

“We’re all about to find out!” shouted Ava, her 
silhouette almost lost in the giant’s pipebowl the 
farmhouse had become. “Which fearless soldier of the 
Fallen Mother volunteers to lead the charge?” 

Portolés thought of how desperately she had fought 
to live this long, to find herself unarmed, all but naked, 
and still facing the same unstoppable foe. If that wasn’t 
a metaphor for life she didn’t know what was. Cupping 
her hand, she called back, “Guess that’s me, Captain 
Ava. Last in, first out, right?” 

“Take it, Portolés,” wheezed Father Noumena, 
rocking the long haft of his maul in her direction. “I can 
barely carry myself, so it falls to you to carry Saint 
Orakulum.” 

Portolés gasped at the honor, but inhaling such a 
mighty lungful of the smoke made her retch. Then they 
were all staggering through the dizzying miasma 
toward the door. Toward the beast. Toward redemption 
or ruin, the Fallen Mother only knew which. 

For the second time that night Portolés was outside 
before she knew it, the smoke swirling around her, a 
wave of embers cresting through the brightness of the 
night. Try as she might to take the lead, others were 
moving in front of her. Or maybe she was falling 
behind, it was hard to tell. Her head swam, threatening 
to let her float up and away with the ashes, but the 
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heavy maul in her hands weighed her down, helping 
her keep both feet on the ground… 

That ground felt warm and soft between her toes as 
she marched forward. She’d lost her sandals. And as 
a gust moved through the Witch Wood, she saw she 
was about to lose a lot more than that. They had 
advanced through the smoke of the burning 
farmhouse, and as the wind pushed their cover aside 
the enormous, naked horror appeared before them, 
loping out of the swaying fields of tubāq. 

Portolés had seen a bear once, chained up at the 
fairground where she and her sisters had briefly found 
employ. This thing didn’t look anything like a bloody 
bear. It was a lot bigger than a bear, to start with, and 
instead of dark fur, its pale, oozing flesh shimmered in 
the light of the blazing farmhouse. Bears roared 
through a mouthful of fangs. This thing issued that 
haunting whistle through the small puckered opening 
at the end of its long, crenulated snout. A cluster of 
bulbous, ruby eyes protruded from the center of its 
misshapen head. And for all its terrible size and 
obvious intention, the monster moved less like a dire 
predator and more like a drunkard, careening straight 
at Portolés only to trip over its front paws and crash 
down at the edge of the tubāq field. 

Portolés hesitated; the rebels did not. Quarrels 
thudded into the beast, but instead of drawing blood 
the missiles began to shudder and smoke. The 
feathers of the fletchings curled inward as if brushed 
by invisible flames. With a shrill howl, the beast lurched 
to its feet, and the bolts embedded in its glistening hide 
were sucked inside, leaving no wounds to mark their 
passage. 

Portolés hesitated no longer. She rushed forward to 
meet the monstrosity with her hammer held high. A pair 
of brown cloaks flapped beside her, the charge as 
glorious as any holy crusade in the Chain Canticles. 
The massive fiend reared up on its hind legs to meet 
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them…and the rope harness that had heretofore 
stayed snugly in place shifted ever so slightly as she 
ran pell-mell toward her destiny, dragging across her 
crotch and utterly poleaxing her with rapturous pain. 

Perhaps the Fallen Mother had decided to present 
her with a final trial and she had been found wanting. 
Or perhaps the cords had simply been stretched loose 
after her many exertions. Whatever the cause of the 
slip-up, her legs went out from under her and she 
crashed face first into the grass. She shuddered there 
for a moment before she wrenched the migrating rope 
out from where it had lodged against her pulsing flesh. 
Everything happens, she reminded herself. Even this. 
She scrambled back to a crouch, grabbing the heavy 
maul—and gasped at the horror before her. 

The abomination had dropped back on all fours, 
and in the time it had taken her to trip and recover, it 
had eaten both of the rebels who had rushed in beside 
her. No, that wasn’t right—it hadn’t eaten them, it was 
eating them. Not with its bizarre snout—that ring-like 
orifice at the end of its muzzle was contracting as it 
purred a softer sort of whistle—but it must have other, 
bigger, hungrier mouths. Portolés gawped at the sight, 
struggling to make sense of seeing two screaming men 
dangling from its gleaming belly, pawing at the air as 
they were slowly pulled inside its torso. 

One of the men still clung to his short sword and 
stabbed it into the creature, but whether he meant to 
cut himself free or simply repay his murder by gutting 
the fiend, it proved unsuccessful. The steel passed 
easily into the soft interior but refused to come loose 
again. Blobs of molten metal dripped out around the 
crossguard, burning the trapped man who wielded it. 
As the beast absorbed the poor bastards, their leather 
armor smoldered and fell away in smoking flakes. Their 
skin and the fat beneath it bubbled and ran down their 
clutching fingers. The rebels’ eyes popped from their 
broiling skulls even as they wailed their last. Then they 
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disappeared like dolls sinking beneath the surface of a 
fen. 

Portolés could still see their shadows beneath the 
creature’s soft, shifting skin. She focused her eyes on 
them, wondering if her sainted steel would fare better 
than their mundane weapons against an agent of the 
First Dark. Godless heretics they surely were, but they 
had died fighting beside her, and in the short time she 
had remaining she would not forget their sacrifice. 

The behemoth’s cooing trill turned sharp and loud 
again, its many eyes fixed on Portolés. It charged 
forward, slow and clumsy, but dangerous as anything 
that had ever drawn breath upon the Star. Portolés was 
about to meet its lumbering attack with her own when 
another brown blur brushed past her. Ava rushed at the 
beast, and the beast reared up again to embrace her 
just as it had taken her soldiers. 

Except instead of throwing herself at the enemy, 
Ava threw something else. She skidded to a stop and 
let her momentum send a striped ball flying from her 
arms. It didn’t look very big. It didn’t even look ripe. But 
as the cantaloupe thudded into the monstrosity’s sticky 
chest, Portolés was reminded that you can’t always 
judge a melon by its rind. 

Unlike when the rebels had ambushed the 
Chainites that morning, the first flaming arrow hit its 
target dead center. The creature barely had time to 
cock its long, alien face at the melon it had mostly 
absorbed—and the burning stalk it had just sprouted—
before the explosives went off. It was just enough time 
for Portolés to tackle Ava to the ground. 

The impact hit them hard as a runaway supply 
wagon, and the rain that followed burned through 
brown cloak and brown flesh alike. A fat glob of 
scintillating grease spattered Ava’s hand, enveloping it 
completely, pulsing with nauseating grey light. She 
shrieked and writhed as it oozed its way up her 
forearm. Her two remaining soldiers swiftly held her 
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down to amputate the limb before the toxic jelly could 
spread any further. Portolés ordered them to wait just 
long enough to put a tourniquet above Ava’s elbow. 
They had no rope strong enough, they said, but taking 
one of their knives, Portolés cut herself free of her 
sacramental harness and tied a length of the hemp 
around Ava’s bicep. The Fallen Mother needed no 
further proof of her profound devotion, and even if she 
did, Portolés couldn’t suffer the cilice another moment. 

It was strangely beautiful, watching Father 
Noumena say a prayer for the rebels over the sizzling 
wreckage of their dire foe while the two rebels hacked 
Ava’s arm off, the heretic speaking in tongues all the 
while. Brother Iqbal helped Portolés to her feet, and for 
once in his miserable life he didn’t ruin the sanctity of 
the moment by saying something arch. They both 
knew that any moment Father Noumena must give 
them the order to attack the maimed rebel captain and 
her last soldiers, but for now they were all mere mortals 
who had fought together to push the ambitions of the 
Deceiver back into the First Dark. Embers fluttered 
overhead like shooting stars streaking through the 
heavens. Father Noumena turned his face to the sky, 
his misshapen nose snuffling the smoky night air. 
When he did look back at his bedraggled flock, his 
mutilated face looked as beatific as the image of Saint 
Orakulum embossed on the head of his mighty maul. 
Yet the order he gave was not the one they expected: 

“Run.” 
Then they caught the flash of red eyes in the fading 

glow of the burning farmhouse. Two sets of them, on 
the far side of the field but moving through the 
uppermost leaves of the tubāq like seawolves gliding 
through the shallows in pursuit of seals. Slow, for now, 
whether by their infernal nature or perhaps from the 
onset of their own green tubāq sickness, but however 
clumsy and plodding they might be, the monsters were 
almost upon their exhausted prey. 
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“Powder melons!” Portolés turned to the pair of 
rebels who were lifting their insensible captain. “You’ve 
got more, don’t you?” 

The woman holding Ava up let go, staring slack-
jawed at the terrible shadows moving toward them 
through the flickering firelight. 

 “Your bombs, where are they?” Portolés took up 
the captain’s limp shoulder, shouting over her head to 
get the other rebel’s attention. “It’s our only chance!” 

“None here,” he said quietly, following his 
comrade’s gaze. “We used them all up on you, ‘cept 
for that one she had us hold back in case you lot 
trapped us in the farm.” 

“None here,” Portolés repeated, refusing to give up 
even as she watched Brother Iqbal fall to his knees and 
Father Noumena stagger off into the tubāq to meet the 
monsters. He was sacrificing himself to give them time. 
The only explanation. “If not here, then where? 
Where?” 

“Too far,” the young man’s voice cracked as he 
tugged off his brown mask to reveal a beard that was 
little more than peachfuzz, tears shining on his cheeks 
in the firelight. “We’ll never make it.” 

“We have to try,” growled Portolés. “We can’t let the 
Deceiver win without a fight!” 

“Listen…to the Chainwitch…” Ava’s head lolled 
forward as she addressed her soldiers for what must 
be the last time, or close enough as made no bloody 
difference. “Tits-up…protocols…time to…go home.” 

“And double time at that,” said Portolés, finding her 
second wind as she lost sight of the two giants in the 
fading light. Last she had seen of them they, were 
converging on something in the middle of the field. She 
grabbed the fearstruck rebel by her shoulder and 
redrafted the young woman into helping carry her 
captain. Hoisting her hammer, she went to where Iqbal 
knelt in prayer on the edge of the field. Tempting 
though it was to let him find his own way home, she 
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nudged him with her bare foot and said, “You heard the 
captain, Icky—run.” 

Portolés had never seen him so enthusiastically 
carry out an order. 

* * * 
They ran, treading deftly along midnight paths that 
would have proven difficult to follow under a midday 
sun, with the warbling cries of the two beasts growing 
ever closer through the dark forest. It was a nightmare 
made manifest. Portolés fell repeatedly, too tired to 
move despite the danger. The monsters were almost 
on top of her before she regained her feet and picked 
up the trail of the rebels again. They almost caught her 
in another briar patch, but she ripped herself free even 
as they became entangled, buying her precious 
moments to crawl into a ditch and wriggle away into the 
night. 

No matter how many times she escaped them, the 
horrors always found her again. Just as she was 
always able to find the rebels carrying Ava, thanks to 
Iqbal’s labored panting. So it went all through the 
exhaustion-blurred night, until dawn stained the 
horizon and she again spied human silhouettes up 
ahead. 

Here the forest yielded to a stretch of swamp. 
Portolés trudged after the rebels, but saw no trace of 
Brother Iqbal. She would have called out for him but 
dared not, lest the sound of her voice draw the fiends 
that even now splashed through the shallow pools 
behind her. Instead she prayed that the monsters 
would pick up his scent, wading through the knee-deep 
sludge as quietly as she could until she overtook the 
grim-faced rebel who helped Ava along. Now that light 
was creeping through the bog, Portolés noticed the 
other rebel was missing too. Just she, Ava, and this 
scraggle-bearded boy remained. This was the boy who 
had first alerted them to the danger, she realized. The 
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one who’d absurdly dubbed a nightmare beyond all 
reckoning a bloody jelly bear. 

“Please shut up,” he begged, but Portolés couldn’t 
stop laughing. She tried—really, she did. But once the 
delirious cackling started there was no stopping it, 
especially not with the creatures in question emerging 
through the morning mist to demonstrate just how 
fucking inadequate his little sobriquet really was. Bad 
as they’d looked by firelight, the fiends were far more 
grotesque in the light of morning, splashing through the 
misty fen toward the trio they had hunted all through 
the night… 

The arrows weren’t much more than a distraction, 
but a distraction was just what they needed. The 
creatures diverted their awkward course, no longer 
charging at Portolés, Ava, and the rebel boy, but at the 
huddle of brown-cloaked archers who had fired on 
them from a nearby hummock. The sentries who 
guarded their destination. 

They had made it. The rebel hideout that 
supposedly held more of their explosives. Those 
archers were as good as dead, or worse, as good as 
drawn inside the living hell of a monster’s toffee-soft 
flesh. Yet their sacrifice would not be in vain. It would 
give Portolés and her new friends time to secure the 
melon bombs and send this pair of living nightmares 
back into the First Dark. 

The marshy turf solidified beneath their feet, and as 
the mists parted, the ruins of a dark castle rose up 
before them. Portolés felt as though she had arrived at 
the gates of paradise, the Garden of the Star ready to 
receive her. A dozen figures in brown moved out from 
the mossy arch of the gatehouse to greet them. 
Blessedly human whistles and nonsense passwords 
flew hither and yon even as the hair-raising cries of the 
monsters closed back in on them. It was all a dream, 
but was it getting better or worse? The last thing 
Portolés remembered before she collapsed was a 
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squad of skeptical guards at the rust-warped portcullis, 
and Ava pointing her stump at the wretched war nun 
who wore naught but a borrowed brown cloak, a 
stained wimple, and a web of bruises to mark her 
devotion. 

“It’s alright,” the rebel captain panted, “she’s with 
us.” 

* * * 
Voices. Arguing. Arguing about her. Arguing about 
what to do with her. 

Another nightmare? It had to be. Everything hurt. 
Everything hurt so much, the ropes of her harness tight 
against her chest and thighs. Except she had cut the 
harness off back at the farmhouse, hadn’t she? Or had 
that all been a dream? Memories and nightmares were 
all stirred together into a muddy mess, and while the 
pain spreading through her battered body told her she 
was returning to reality, those voices just didn’t make 
sense. 

They should be rebels debating what to do with the 
Chainwitch they had captured, but instead they 
sounded just like…Bishop Lifsins and Mother Vektor? 
As if that wasn’t already too ridiculous to consider, she 
heard Brother Iqbal pipe in. At hearing his whiny voice 
she moaned despite her intention to stay quiet and 
eavesdrop for as long as possible. If Icky still haunted 
her this must be a nightmare. 

“You are awake, Sister Portolés?” asked the bishop 
who commanded all the Chainites on retainer to the 
Lord of Agalloch. 

“Yes, sir,” she admitted, opening her sore eyes. 
She lay on a cot in a dank cell, the walls of the stone 
room coated in black mold. Brother Iqbal lay on a bed 
across the chamber from her, and Bishop Lifsins and 
Mother Vektor sat on chairs between them. They had 
a tea service set out on a collapsible table, which was 
so incongruous with the night Portolés had just 
endured that she burst out laughing. It hurt her smoke-
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caked throat to do so, but that just made her appreciate 
the humor all the more. 

“Do you know where you are?” asked Mother 
Vektor, pouring herself tea and blowing on the green 
ceramic bowl. 

“I…no,” said Portolés. “Last I recall we’d reached a 
rebel hideout.” 

“Not just a hideout, sister, but the hideout!” Iqbal 
cried from the opposite bed. “Those loyalist berks led 
us straight to their stronghold!” 

“Stronghold?” Portolés licked her parched lips. “We 
found the rebel stronghold?” 

“You found the stronghold,” said Bishop Lifsins, and 
Portolés blushed to hear the obvious approval in his 
voice. “You did an excellent job, Sister Portolés. Your 
brother here wandered off and was picked up by the 
regiment as we surrounded their keep. You’ve 
apparently slept through a full day’s siege, and a 
bloody one at that.” 

“A miracle, to find you safe and sound in this cell 
when we finally overpowered the rebels,” said Mother 
Vektor, but she didn’t sound like she thought it was 
much of a miracle. “You must have made quite an 
impression, for them to take such good care of an 
enemy spy.” 

“Captain Avataria…” Portolés tried to remember 
what had happened after their grueling slog to the 
castle. “A woman with one hand, did you capture her?” 

“We’re asking the questions here, Sister,” snapped 
Mother Vektor. “Now I asked why they didn’t execute 
you at once, let alone when they knew the stronghold 
was about to fall. Have you been working for them all 
along?” 

“Have I what?” Portolés tried to sit up so she might 
properly defend herself from this scurrilous accusation, 
but found herself unable to rise. She hadn’t been 
dreaming the sensation of ropes lashed across her 
chest and thighs, tying her to the bedframe. Rather 



 
 

 

84 

than being alarmed by their tightness she took succor 
in the bondage. Her only regret was that her superiors 
doubted her so much they felt the bindings were 
necessary. “I swear on my love for the Fallen Mother I 
don’t know what happened after I came here, and I 
don’t really know much of what happened before—
everything after the ambush in the melon field is like 
some horrible dream. Those awful things…” 

“Yes, yes, we’ve definitely learned our lesson on 
that account,” said Bishop Lifsins, and now he was the 
one who looked peevish as Mother Vektor grimly 
shook her head.  

“A lesson that some of us already knew,” said 
Mother Vektor. “The Burnished Chain is both the leash 
that keeps the pure at the Allmother’s heel and the 
whip that holds the unclean at bay, but you willfully 
conflated the two.” 

“I was assured we could control them,” said Bishop 
Lifsins. “And you have to admit they seemed docile 
enough before we turned them loose. Weeks on the 
wagons without incident—” 

“And wouldn’t you know it, as soon as you 
unstoppered their snouts and ripped off their shells 
they went berserk,” said Mother Vektor. “Speaking of 
miracles, it’s a wonder the rebels took the bait, and a 
greater one that those four behemoths did as they 
were supposed to and followed after the scent of 
Noumena’s sainted steel. If the whole pack of them 
had turned on the regiment instead of just the two, we 
wouldn’t be here right now. We could have lost the 
whole damn campaign on account of your experiment.” 

Portolés didn’t know exactly what they were talking 
about—her head pounded, and she still felt half-deaf 
from the explosions—but what she could parse of the 
exchange she didn’t like one bit. Had their superiors 
intended for her squad to be captured by the rebels? 
Remembering Father Noumena sniffing the air beside 
the melon cart, she wondered if he had actually 
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smelled the black powder but ordered them to advance 
anyway, knowing what must happen next. She wished 
she had never awoken, to hear such depressing 
news—she doubted herself, of course, constantly, and 
with good reason, but she had always possessed 
absolute faith in her superiors, in the justness of their 
cause and the purity of their methods. This exchange 
shook her to the core, and she did not know how she 
could ever go back. 

Iqbal was evidently less concerned about the wider 
implications of the conversation than certain specifics. 
Clearing his throat, he said, “Begging your pardons, 
zirs, but we only encountered three of the creatures. 
You just mentioned four, so I thought it best to let you 
know we only saw—” 

“Three?” Bishop Lifsins seemed even more 
perturbed. “Three, you’re quite sure?” 

“Wonderful,” moaned Mother Vektor. “Just 
wonderful. You said this couldn’t come back to bite us, 
Lifsins, but if there’s another bugbear on the loose, 
well, I can’t think of anything I’d rather be bit by less.” 

“Well, what’s one more monster in the Witch Wood, 
more or less?” said Bishop Lifsins. “And even though I 
shan’t be recommending we continue with the project, 
there’s no denying it all worked out in the end—they 
helped us find the rebel stronghold and wipe out the 
resistance.” 

“With more than twice the collateral damage I’d 
previously estimated, based on a monster-free 
offensive,” said Mother Vektor. 

“But in half the time, in half the time,” said Bishop 
Lifsins. “Who wants to spend all summer chasing 
rebels through Agalloch? I’m ready to get on to 
Brockie, that’s shaping up to be one devil of a 
showdown with the Crimson Queen.” 

“I’ll drink to that,” said Mother Vektor, raising her 
bowl of tea in salute. 
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“And I suppose outside of this room nobody ever 
has to know just how wrong things went this time 
around.” 

Portolés remembered just how deeply her stomach 
had dropped when Ava had told her her name. She 
hadn’t felt half as doomed then as she did now. 
Clearing her throat, because it didn’t do to be rude to 
one’s superiors—especially when asking for 
dispensation. “Begging your pardons, zirs?” 

“Yes, Sister Portolés?” said Bishop Lifsins. 
“If you’re planning on executing me and Iqbal to 

protect whatever secrets you’ve got, may I be granted 
the privilege of going second?” Portolés looked past 
her commanding officers at where Iqbal was tied down 
on his own cot. “I’d feel better about my own end if I got 
to watch his first.” 

“I say!” cried Iqbal, “that’s just not on, Portolés. 
What a grotesque notion. To even suggest our 
superiors would…would…” His fat face fell as he 
caught up with her. “Would you?” 

“Perish the thought!” said Bishop Lifsins, getting to 
his feet and reaching into his ornately brocaded robe. 
“Unless, that is, you would prefer a quick and certain 
reckoning with the Fallen Mother to making a further 
contribution to the war effort. I leave the choice in your 
worthy hands, heroes of the Burnished Chain that you 
surely are.” 

“I hope by now I have made it abundantly clear I 
intend to assist you in any fashion that I can,” said 
Brother Iqbal as Bishop Lifsins approached his cot. 
“Just give the order to hop and I’ll ask how high…just 
as soon as you loosen these straps! After all, I…after 
all, I…I say, what have you got there, Bishop? It—” 

Brother Iqbal’s scream was very loud but very brief. 
Portolés hadn’t been able to see what the bishop had 
deposited on the war monk’s face, but she now saw 
copious grey foam bubbling out of Iqbal’s nose. Even 
from across the room the insect stink of it made her 



 
 

 

87 

gag, and Mother Vektor quit the room without so much 
as a backwards glance for the restrained anathemas. 
Portolés tried to turn her thoughts to Brother Wan, to 
steal a last few precious pleasures from this wicked 
world, but she found herself unable to avert her 
thoughts or her eyes from the small jar in Bishop 
Lifsins’s hand. The shadow that squirmed inside the 
frosted container reminded her of the poor rebels 
drawn into whatever fell abomination the Burnished 
Chain had set loose upon the Star. For being so very 
much smaller than the creatures that had hunted her 
throughout the night, the occupant of the jar filled her 
with just as much dread. 

“Will you…will you say the prayer of exodus for 
me?” she asked her superior, the straps heaving 
against her pounding chest. 

“Oh sister, I dearly hope that won’t be necessary,” 
said the bishop, giving the jar a little shake. “As I 
understand it this little pilgrim isn’t capable of 
consuming enough to actually kill you. You’ll lose the 
last few days, certainly, maybe even a full week or two, 
but not much more than that—it eats and eats and 
eats, you see, but that isn’t actually very much at all, 
and then it pops like an overfed tick. You’ll have a bit 
of a nosebleed, maybe the occasional nightmare, but 
no memory of all this unpleasantness. A gift. A 
miracle.” 

“A miracle,” repeated Portolés. When she had 
daydreamed of a ritual that would free her of the hell of 
her memories this was not at all what she had pictured. 
Yet would it have made any difference if the fusty air 
was redolent with incense, if Chainite chanting filled 
her ears instead of the pounding of her own witchborn 
heart? As he uncorked the jar for the second time, she 
forced herself to stare up at her savior instead of 
looking across the room to see what Iqbal was making 
of his own gift. It was all such a convoluted scheme, 
but then she supposed that the number of twists in a 
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knot were ultimately irrelevant, so long as it held fast. 
“But if it eats too much, sir…If something goes wrong, 
like Mother Vektor said happened with those 
monsters…” 

“To say something could go wrong is to say the 
Fallen Mother is fallible,” said Bishop Lifsins with a 
serene smile as he brought the jar down in front of her 
face, furry grey legs creeping up over the lip of the 
glass. “To which I say, again—perish the thought.” 

It hurt, but did it hurt worse than the poison of her 
memories? 

Yes. It hurt worse than Portolés could have possibly 
imagined.  

But since she wouldn’t remember it, anyway, did it 
even matter? 

In the moment, she rather thought that it did.[GdM] 
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