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Artwork 
The cover art for Grimdark Magazine issue #16 was 
created by Jason Deem based on Ed McDonald’s story 
To See a Monster. 
 
Jason Deem is an artist and designer residing in 
Dallas, Texas. More of his work can be found 
at: jdillustration.wordpress.com, on 
Twitter (@jason_deem ) and on Facebook 
(https://www.facebook.com/JasonDeemIllustration). 
 
Language 
Grimdark Magazine has chosen to maintain the 
authors’ original language (eg. Australian English, 
American English, UK English) for each story. 
 
Legal 
Copyright © 2018 by Grimdark Magazine. All rights 
reserved. 
 
All stories, worlds, characters, and non-fiction pieces 
within are copyright © of their respective authors. 
 
The characters and events portrayed in this book are 
fictitious or fictitious recreations of actual historical 
persons. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, 
is coincidental and unintended by the authors unless 
otherwise specified. 
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From the Editor 
 

ADRIAN COLLINS 

 

 
 
I feel like I say this every quarter lately, but bloody hell, 
what a quarter it’s been—non-stop pressure and 
deadlines from all angles, another bloody delay on 
Knee-Deep in Grit (a mercifully short one, this time), 
our new website hitting its straps, and the good fortune 
to all-but finish reading through our submissions inbox 
to pick out a few good ones. 

Of particular interest to the GdM team this quarter 
was the release of The Poppy War. The team and I 
hadn’t heard of the author or the book until we were 
offered a review copy by the publisher. Matthew 
Cropley called it “one of the most punishing and brutal 
military fantasies one could find”, so make sure you 
read the review and author interview in this issue. 

This quarter, as with every quarter, the GdM team 
have done their upmost best to bring you a heady mix 
of fiction, articles, reviews, and interviews. Enjoy. 
 
Adrian Collins 
Founder 
 
Connect with the Grimdark Magazine team at: 
 
facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine 
twitter.com/AdrianGdMag  
grimdarkmagazine.com  
plus.google.com/+AdrianCollinsGdM/ 
pinterest.com/AdrianGdM/  
  

http://www.facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine
http://www.twitter.com/AdrianGdMag
http://www.grimdarkmagazine.com/
https://plus.google.com/+AdrianCollinsGdM/posts
http://www.pinterest.com/AdrianGdM/
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A Hero’s Guide to Fairy 
Tales 

 

STEVEN FISCHER 

 

 
 
When he returns to the kingdom, they put a crown on 
his head. They hold feasts in his name, carnivals in his 
honor, and sit him on a throne of iron and glass. The 
bards sing of his bravery and the strength of his sword. 
How he struck down the Demon King and saved the 
world from ruin.  

He wears a smile, like any hero should, and tells 
them it was a wonderful adventure. He doesn’t tell 
them he wishes he hadn’t come back.  

*** 
When he visits his farm after the coronation, he tells 
his vanguard the story of his first triumph here—when 
the Flamehound burst from beneath the earth and laid 
his family’s cottage to ruin, he took his father’s sword 
and faced her alone. How, as just a boy, he descended 
into the tunnel, found the monster in her den, and 
lanced her heart while she slept.  

He shows them the scars that stretch across his 
shoulder like a pauldron. Splatters of char on the side 
of his neck, from when he was too young to know 
demons bled fire.  

He doesn’t tell them about the other scars. The 
ones scratched across his stomach. From when he’d 
found the hound’s brood huddled in the dark, terrified, 
the light of their mother extinguished. He doesn’t tell 
them how he held the whimpering pups against him 
and slit their throats, his tears falling down beside 
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sparks that burned him. Praying they’d forgive him. 
Praying he’d forgive himself. 

*** 
When he lies in bed on his wedding night, he tells the 
princess he’s had too much to drink. He doesn’t tell her 
that despite how beautiful she is, he can’t bring himself 
to lie with her. That he fears he might never be able to 
lie with any woman.  

He doesn’t tell her that each time he sees her bare 
skin, he can’t shake the Witches of Tyron from his 
mind. That when they’d finally found the coven, after 
tracking them through swamps for half of a year, most 
were scarcely more than young girls. 

He doesn’t tell his new wife that he stumbled on the 
camp last, and the men were already having their way 
with the prisoners. He doesn’t tell her that he did 
nothing to stop them. Not because he was afraid of the 
witches, but because he was afraid of his men. 

*** 
When he visits his squire’s mother, he tells her that the 
boy died bravely. That he fell swinging his sword as 
they charged the Nether Gate. That he’d taken a dozen 
imps to the grave with him. 

He doesn’t tell her that her son cowered behind a 
rock, hiding from the djinn like every man in the troop. 
A young, scared boy with half the training he’d needed. 
Screaming his mother’s name. 

He doesn’t tell her the reason he brought the shield 
back is that her son dropped it as he tried to flee, and 
the shield was the only piece of him that wasn’t burned 
to ash. 

*** 
When he wakes in the night with screams on his lips, 
he tells the servants he’s dreaming of the Demon 
King’s keep. He’s remembering the burning, and the 
smoke, and the flames as he fought through hordes of 
draugar and efrite. That he escaped from his chains 
only to find his companions dead. 
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He doesn’t tell them the other men were dead 
already. Not killed by the armies of the damned, but 
each by his own hand. Choosing to take their lives 
rather than endure further torment. He doesn’t tell them 
that he would have joined them, had he not been such 
a coward. 

He doesn’t tell them that while he lay trapped in that 
prison, steeped in fever dreams and delusions, he 
dreamt of being here. That he dreamt of ten thousand 
futures in which he was happy and free. And that each 
time he woke in the darkness of that cell, his torment 
was worse because he’d believed the illusion was true. 

He doesn’t tell them that he screams not because 
of dreams but because of waking. That each time he 
opens his eyes, he doesn’t know if he’ll find himself 
back there. That he’s no longer certain which life has 
been the illusion. 

He doesn’t tell them that he thought he escaped, 
but now he knows he was released. That living this way 
is torture worse than death. 

*** 
When his children ask, someday, of his life before the 
castle, of how a farmer’s son became a king, he will tell 
them that fortune smiled on him. That through honor 
and courage, he won fame. That one day they will do 
the same. 

He won’t tell them that he’d give anything to be a 
simple farmhand again. To have never seen a throne 
room or vaults stacked with gold. Or the corpse of 
every friend he’d ever known. 

He won’t tell them that all of this means nothing. 
That even they are not worth the price he paid. 

But most of all, he won’t tell them the truth. Because 
they won’t want to hear it. Just like everyone else. 
Because lies are sweeter and softer on the ears, and 
truth rarely makes for good fairy tales.[GdM] 

  



 
 

 

9 

Steven Fischer is a resident physician in the Pacific 
Northwest. When he’s not cracking open a textbook (or 
a patient’s thorax), he can be found exploring the 
Cascades by bike, boat, or boot. You can read more of 
his work at stevenbfischer.com 
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An Interview with Dean 
Samed 

 

ADRIAN COLLINS 

 

 
 
If you’re into cover design, you know of Dean Samed—
the UK artist responsible for a range of well-known 
covers for authors such as Stephen King, Clive Barker, 
H.P. Lovecraft, and Graham Masterton, pretty much all 
of the Cohesion Press covers, and now also the owner 
of NeoStock stock photography. Having recently 
compiled a list of my favourite NeoStock covers on the 
GdM blog, I thought it was time to have a chat with 
Dean about his work. 
 
[AC] Dean, thanks for coming by for a chin wag. 
 
[DS] Thanks for having me team, glad to be here! 
 
[AC] NeoStock has taken the self-publishing and small 
publishing SFF cover world by storm. What was it that 
drove you to hang your hard-earned reputation, your 
living, and your time on NeoStock? 
 
[DS] I’ve been a freelance artist for 20 years now, and 
I’ve had a great run producing art for many talented 
people all over the world… this is a passion project I’ve 
been nurturing for a couple of years now. 

This foray into stock photography, is a new 
opportunity to solve a LOT of problems for my 
colleagues in the publishing community - issues that 
I’ve wrestled with myself over the past decade!! There 
just isn’t enough stock photography out there, 
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particularly for genre-fiction such as Grimdark and 
other fantasy sub-genres. 

It’s a brand new set of challenges: I’m a small fish 
in a big pond now, and it’s all very exciting. Not only 
that, the new kids coming up in the cover-art sphere 
are crazy good... it’s hard work keeping up with those 
guys 
 
[AC] What challenges have you met so far in driving 
your stock products and getting into the right markets? 
 
[DS] To be honest, the process / evolution of the 
business has been very organic and enjoyable… I 
started the venture with a set of assumptions, then built 
up a Focus Group to bounce ideas off and iterate / 
improve as necessary. That’s been the secret-sauce 
behind the project, hyper-involved consultation with 
the publishing professionals who will be using the 
images. 

The biggest challenge, was financing the business 
(it’s a very expensive pursuit) for the first 1.5 years of 
operation. This thing was built from the ground-up with 
zero capital investment, loans, or crowdfunding. Each 
month I financed a new photo-shoot using my earnings 
as a cover artist, that’s how we got the gears moving!! 
 
[AC] What markets / genres have you seen the most 
success in, and where do you see the biggest growth 
opportunities? 
 
[DS] Urban Fantasy has been our biggest seller by far!! 
Contemporary models, in dark / urban clothing wielding 
weapons and magic. The neutral attire means there’s 
a lot of crossover, meaning the images get used for a 
lot of other genres outside of Urban Fantasy. 

After looking at the numbers, we’ll be making a big 
push toward Mystery, Thriller & Suspense themes over 
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the coming year… and SHOCK HORROR, start 
experimenting with Contemporary Romance too. 

Because we work so closely with thousands of 
multi-genre authors, publishers, and artists - we’re 
building up the confidence to produce work outside of 
our immediate areas of expertise... 
 
[AC] For those newer cover artists and designers out 
there, what advice can you give them to make sure 
they are putting out quality covers? 
 
[DS] Everyone and their dog is a cover artist these 
days. It’s a viper-pit out there; a fiercely competitive 
buyers market, where it takes serious effort to rise 
above the noise. 

Don’t let this put you off though… You can avoid 
being commoditised, by developing a style that no one 
else on the planet can offer. Dig in deep within a 
particular niche, and stamp your mark on it. Become a 
known entity, and always be courteous with your 
interactions. 

If you can do the above, AND be punctual / 
professional in your work—good things will happen. 
 
[AC] You’ve been posting guides on how you’ve 
created some of your most recognisable works—such 
as for Stephen King’s The Dark Tower—where can 
designers find these guides, what can they expect to 
find in there, and what’s going to be coming if they 
subscribe to these releases? 
 
[DS] Due to popular demand I setup a private 
members platform—to share video tutorials, PSD 
downloads (project files), and much bigger stock 
photography galleries, with images that can’t be found 
on our main platform. 

The initial reception has been insane, with 100 
signups within the first 48 hours, which really blew my 
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mind. As the platform has become so popular - we’ll be 
rebranding, and relaunching to really showcase the 
resources we have in there. 

The Members Area is suitable for anyone using 
Photoshop—be it Beginner, Intermediate, or 
Advanced. We will teach you how to create 
professional photomanipulation art within 3 months, 
give you PSD documents (for real book cover projects) 
to reverse-engineer / explore, provide you with tonnes 
of full-resolution images to use in your personal and 
commercial projects, aaannnnddd there’s 
smorgasbord of extra goodies in there also. 

Head over to neo-stock.com to find out more. 
 
[AC] Has it been difficult taking a step back from 
actually driving the design in your own works to 
providing the materials for others to create their own? 
 
[DS] It’s been a seriously refreshing change of pace, 
facilitating and celebrating the art of my peers, as 
opposed to being a ‘producer’ myself. After so many 
years of aggressive pursuit in the field of book cover 
art—the more gentle work day has really been 
welcomed!! 
 
[AC] I saw on Facebook that you’re hanging up your 
stylus when it comes to creating your own covers. 
What’s driven that decision and how far along the 
process of transitioning from full time artist to full time 
business owner are you? 
 
[DS] NeoStock is financially self-sufficient now, and 
has also fully replaced my prior book cover income - so 
I’d say that transition is fully complete now. 

The main factor behind the decision, is that I’m an 
artist with my own stories to tell (first and foremost)... 
With the high-level of energy expenditure (producing 
work for others )—there was never any ‘creative juice’ 
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left at the end of the day, to produce art for the pure joy 
of it. 

Don’t get me wrong, creating artwork for the 
authors and genres I love was a privilege I will forever 
be grateful for - but moving forward, I’m really looking 
forward to creating art without revenue, straight from 
the heart. 
 
[AC] What’s next for NeoStock? Do you have anything 
in the works from NeoStock similar to the Grimdark 
Knight that cover designers working for grimdark 
authors or presses should be keeping a keen eye out 
for? 
 
[DS] Our next Grimdark-y shoot is actually landing next 
month!! It’s a Fantasy Rogue concept, with a beautiful 
persian-looking female model. Think cape, lots of 
leather / buckles, mongolian horse bow, and LOTS of 
knives.  

It will be a high attitude concept, the likes of which 
you’ve never seen before in the stock photography 
world!! 

I’ve been looking forward to this one for a few 
months now. 
 
[AC] In a perfect business world where most of the 
50/50 calls go your way, where is NeoStock going to 
be in a few years? 
 
[DS] NeoStock will no longer be a ‘boutique’ provider, 
but one of the big dogs… We’ll operate on a custom 
platform, with website functionality that does 
everything we want it to. 

We’ll produce stock resources faster than the 
publishing community can use them. We’ll completely 
revolutionise the stock photography paradigm, and 
solve the creative problems of digital artists, cover 
designers, authors, and publishers worldwide. 
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[AC] For designers, authors, and publishers looking to 
use SFF stock photography, what’s the best way to get 
the most out of NeoStock? 
 
[DS] If you’re an author / publisher—listen to your 
cover artist. You spent a long time picking them out, 
have faith that they want the best for your cover art. 
Every cover created, is the latest advertisement for 
their work.  

Don’t get too bogged down with finnicky narrative 
details, ALWAYS go for maximum ‘sizzle’. If you have 
a choice of being 100% accurate to the narrative, or 
going for something badass—ALWAYS go for badass. 
Your aim is to stop the customer scrolling, to say 
‘WTF?? DAMN THAT’S KOOL!!’ You sell the sizzle, by 
playing on the hooks of your given genre. If it’s a horror 
tale, go all-in on the monster, if it’s a Grimdark 
release—give them what they want, a grizzled 
protagonist (antagonist), battered and dishevelled on 
the field of battle… you get the picture!! 

I always hark back to the glory days of VHS. As a 
kid, why did you pick that video-tape off the shelf? It 
was because there was a hot zombie chick in fishnet 
tights with bits of glass and metal sticking out of her 
body!! 

If you can capture that magic when you work in 
genre-fiction, you’re onto a winner... 
 
[AC] Dean, mate, thanks for stopping by for a chat. I 
appreciate it. 
 
[DS] Always a pleasure Adrian, thanks for having me!! 
[GdM] 
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Review: War Cry by 
Brian McClellan 

 

MALRUBIUS 

 

 
 

War Cry is the new novella by Brian McClellan (The 
Powder Mage Trilogy), continuing the Tor.com series 
of shorter-than-novel-length fiction that has also 
included familiar names like Martha Wells and Myke 
Cole. It’s a wicked fast-paced story that takes place 
over a couple of days, perfectly utilizing this short 
format. Despite its compact length it still manages to 
develop some emotionally moving character 
relationships, a vivid setting, tricky plot twists, and 
some interesting magic and monsters. At 112 pages, 
it’s a book that can be read in one sitting, and then 
probably reread in the same sitting if you’re a fast 
reader like I’m not.  

Set in an all-new story world, War Cry tells the tale 
of Teado and his platoon in their battle against an 
unknown ‘enemy’ in a war that always seems close to 
won but never actually ends. Teado’s platoon has been 
hunkered down in the Bavares high plains for years, 
plaguing the enemy with little sabotages and 
skirmishes, but supplies are getting scarce and they 
must do something radical to stay effective and alive. 
Joining Teado are Aleta, a good woman and sure shot; 
Giado, their tough but compassionate commander; 
Bellara, a Smiling Tom wizard; Rodrigo, the pilot of 
their one small airplane; and a few others. In addition 
to the plane, the platoon is equipped with guns, 
grenades, and some motorbikes. But if they don’t get 
some food and other supplies soon, they’re done for.  
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Propelling this narrative at lightning speed is the 
first-person narration by Teado. Teado tells the story 
as he experiences it, not only intimately, like only first-
person can achieve, but also immediately, using the 
present tense. It’s a combination that thrusts the reader 
into the action and pushes relentlessly through to the 
end, giving the reader the feeling of riding through an 
intense video game. I’ve read in McClellan’s bio that 
he’s a videogame addict, and it shows here in the way 
the action never lets up and the intensity is constant, 
even when Teado must replenish his health, to use a 
videogame term. I’m not a gamer—I like videogames 
but I like my guitar more—but I definitely enjoyed the 
rush of adrenaline the narrative provides.  

In addition to narrating the story, Teado is also a 
Changer. He can wilfully change himself into an almost 
unbeatable lizard-humanoid for extra strength, night 
vision, endurance, etc. It’s similar to a temporary burst 
of power that is often a feature of videogames. Some 
of his enemies are also Changers, which makes for 
some powerful and gory fight scenes. Other elements 
that lift this story from war drama into SFF are the 
Smiling Toms, like Bellara. Smiling Toms can 
magically create illusions that mask where the platoons 
are hiding, hide Rodrigo’s plane in flight, and basically 
provide illusionary cover for tactical operations. Last 
and possibly least, since they don’t make an actual 
appearance in this short tale, are the Fire Spitters, who 
presumably spat fire, but are now all dead. 
Nevertheless, there’s enough magic, monsters, and 
mayhem here to please discerning fans of SFF.  

There’s also plenty of fighting, clawing, bombing, 
falling out of airplanes, falling off motorbikes, jumping 
on grenades, etc., to please the fighting fantasy crowd. 
The action is fierce and unrelenting, suitable for the 
compact format. It does, however, take some pretty 
strong suspension of disbelief to be given Teado’s 
play-by-play of every gashing talon swipe, bullet spray, 



 
 

 

18 

and rifle butt to the face in real time present tense, but 
we’re SFF readers so we likely can make the jump into 
Teado’s mind without a problem, at least I could.  

Thematically, War Cry deals mainly with loyalty and 
sacrifice. Teado is willing to die to keep his platoon 
from disbanding or worse, perhaps starving, and his 
compadres are willing to do the same. However, 
adding a lot a complexity to this conventional hero 
story is that the enemy is basically unknown and the 
characters often wonder if the people they are trying to 
kill are any different from themselves. Interestingly, 
several of Teado’s platoon mates agree that the 
enemy’s music, that they clandestinely listen to on the 
propaganda networks, is better than their own. And 
several of the characters wonder if they wouldn’t be 
better off just surrendering and making a new life on 
the other side. This ambivalence drives some of the big 
plot twists that take place near the story’s climax, which 
make for a compelling story even if it requires some 
exposition at the end. But this situation, endless war 
against an unknown enemy, also reflects today’s 
global war clusterfuck, especially for me as an 
American. Why do our governments continue fighting 
these endless wars in faraway places that most 
Americans couldn’t find on a map to save their own 
lives? War Cry left me with these types of compelling, 
lingering questions that make for intelligent, resonant 
fiction.  

But is it grimdark? We at GdM have resigned 
ourselves to let you decide since the definitions of 
grimdark seem to be individualistic and varied. To me, 
however, I found War Cry to fall into my own category 
of grimdark because Teado doesn’t really know whom 
he’s fighting or why. He doesn’t know and rarely 
contemplates if he is on the right (or moral) side of 
history, as we sometimes say. He fights to stay alive in 
system that is nebulous at best, entirely broken and 
corrupt at worst, but he doesn’t even know which. So, 
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yes, I call this grimdark, and although War Cry didn’t 
blow me away, I enjoyed it very much, was thoroughly 
entertained, and I think GdM readers should definitely 
pick this one up. Recommended.  

War Cry will be published by Tor.com on 28 August 
2018.  [GdM] 
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The Bronze Gods 
 

JEREMY SZAL 

 

 

 
Originally published in Dimension6 #8, 2016. 
 
Even from up here, Sebastian Eber could smell the 
poison mist, sour in his nose. He hugged his chest, 
trying to ward off the gust of wind that streaked from 
down below. They must have been bringing the gases 
higher up. What if they eventually reached his level? 
The Steel Legion assured them that it wouldn’t happen, 
but Sebastian wasn’t buying it. When could you trust 
anything they said? 

He gripped the rails tighter, the icy metal sinking 
through his gloves. That was another problem: it was 
freezing down here. The higher levels had a proper 
heating system, or at least one that worked. The 
heaters down here had broken down months ago, and 
no matter how many requests he filed, the mechanics 
never replied. 

He heard footsteps approaching and turned around 
to see Zachary Barker, dressed in a smartly clipped 
uniform with studded buttons and the embroidered 
insignia of The Steel Legion, a winged griffin with a 
carbine clutched in its talons. 

“You dressed already?” Sebastian asked. He didn’t 
envy Zachary, all bundled up in that outfit. Even if it 
was warmer. He wasn’t ready to become one of them 
just yet; even though they did supply you with a high-
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grade house. He wasn’t quite prepared to stoop to that 
level. 

Zachary shrugged, clearly uncomfortable in the 
military get-up. “Got to depart soon. Thought I’d come 
around before then.” 

“I don’t know how you do it.” Sebastian turned back 
to the railing. 

“It’s only for a few weeks. Long enough to clear 
some of the mist away.” 

“Might be longer. You know what they’re like.” 
Zachary shivered despite the uniform. “Man, it’s 

cold.” 
“The heater’s broken,” Sebastian replied flatly. “The 

bastards forgot about us.” 
“Don’t be ungrateful,” Zachary muttered. “We could 

have been living down there.” He pointed to the Land 
Below, the endless stretch of terrain shrouded in 
poisonous mist. “I’ll never forget that day,” he said as 
his electric blue eyes seemed to dim. “All those 
people...” 

Sebastian’s hand tightened on the railing. He 
remembered what it was like when the mist first came. 
The lucky ones had died; the rest went insane. The 
antidotes did more harm than good. The Steel Legion 
had managed to erect the Lunascraper Tower in a 
matter of weeks, creating a network of bronze and 
steel in the sky. Sebastian never fooled himself; the 
only reason he and Zachary had managed to get on 
was because of how close they lived to the base of the 
Lunascraper. The latecomers had to bribe their way on 
with cash. 

Years later, the Lunascraper was still being 
expanded. But not fast enough. It was still 
overcrowded and the population wasn’t showing any 
signs of slowing down. 

He made his way back inside, fed up with the wintry 
wind. The clunky record player was spinning a mellow 
tune, bronze speakers crackling. He’d found the thing 
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on the scrap heap, likely thrown out by some rich family 
from up above. It was a miracle it still worked. 

“I can’t believe you’re still living in this dump,” 
Zachary murmured, prodding the rusty springs welded 
to the frame to prop the window open. “You need to get 
something better.” 

“Don’t have the coin for it.” 
Zachary planted himself down on the overstuffed 

couch. “You could always volunteer.” 
Sebastian snorted. “It’s not exactly much of a 

volunteer program, is it?” 
“It’s a means to an end.” 
“If they tell me I have to go, I’ll go. But I’m not 

running to them and begging.” 
“You always were a stubborn bastard.” Zachary 

seemed to be deep in thought. “When I get back from 
below, what do you think about moving in with me?” 

Sebastian blinked. “Seriously?” 
Zachary shrugged, metal buckles jingling. “Why not? 

The place is big enough for two. And the sooner you 
move out of this place the better. It’s falling apart.” 

The wind howled outside, dislodging the springs 
and slamming the window shut, the stained glass 
starring into a spider’s web. Zachary bit his lip, but 
Sebastian suspected he was trying to stifle a laugh. He 
was right; the place was crumbling around him. With 
the mist rising it was only a matter of time before this 
level became too hazardous to live on. He was sick of 
the cold, sick of the pollution, sick of nothing working. 

“I’d love to,” he said. “I really can’t take this 
anymore.” 

Zachary brightened up. “Excellent. I shouldn’t be 
longer than two weeks. Then I’ll get the keys to the 
place.” An urgent horn blasted from outside, the sound 
rippling through the air. Zachary sighed. “That’s me.” 
He turned to Sebastian. “See you in two weeks, I 
guess.” 

“Do try and not get yourself killed.” 
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Zachary was about to depart when he pivoted back. 
“Almost forgot. Look after this for me?” A small metal 
object dropped into Sebastian’s palm. It was a loaded 
dice, designed to land a six every roll. He’d had it on 
him that night they’d first met at the gambling den. 
Sebastian had spotted it almost immediately and 
traded his silence for a good meal and drink at 
Zachary’s expense. It had been smooth sailing from 
there. 

“I’ll do my best.” Sebastian slid it into his pocket. 
Zachary gave him a nod. The door flapped open 

and shut with a clang. 
And then he was gone. 
Just two more weeks, Sebastian thought. Just two 

more weeks... 
* * * 

Everyone on the arrivals deck was restless, pacing up 
and down, some in tattered rags, some in elaborate 
suits and gowns. A loud hiss of steam and the clunking 
of cogs rang out, everyone rushing to the edge of the 
dock to see what it was. But it was just a freight train, 
delivering goods to and from different levels. 

It had been this way for weeks now. 
Sebastian sat on the rickety bench, hard wood 

digging into his back. He didn’t bother to get up when 
the engine sounded, it wasn’t worth raising his hopes. 
But he didn’t want to give up, either. That was why he 
came here every day at sundown, waiting with all these 
people for the Battalion to arrive and rejoin their loved 
ones. 

But something was wrong. He could smell it in the 
air. It wasn’t unusual for the Battalion to return with less 
than half the volunteers they set out with. But to not 
return at all, even after nearly a month? 

Definitely not right. 
An icy gale sliced across the deck, ruffling clothes 

and scattering rubbish. Sebastian hoisted himself off 
the bench, exiting the dock. It was clear they wouldn’t 
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be returning today. It wasn’t worth trotting off to the 
head office to get the same non-response. No one 
would tell him anything. 

Sebastian crossed the bridge, a blimp roaring 
somewhere above him and trailing thick ropes of brown 
smoke into the sky. The markets were open tonight, 
but they were only selling junk, people trying to scrape 
a few extra coins together for the coming winter. At this 
rate, he’d definitely need to sell some of his old 
possessions to keep the fridge stocked. Maybe 
another visit to the scrap heap was due. There was 
always stuff he could see off at the markets. 

This is what I’ve come to, he thought, the realization 
hitting him like a punch in the gut. Trading junk to keep 
my stomach full. 

He exited the main square, starting the descent 
down the corkscrew stairs that led to his place. He 
wanted to tell himself that things would soon perk up, 
but it was a lie. Something was wrong. They should 
have come back by now. They— 

Voices wafted out of his flat. He froze on the step 
and then inched forward. The door was smashed 
inward, splintered timbers hanging on their hinges. He 
descended the stairs, treading carefully. There was a 
curse inside, followed by something shattering. It 
couldn’t have been thieves; he didn’t have anything 
worth stealing. He slithered up to the window, bending 
low to keep out of sight and stole a glance inside. 

Three men, rummaging through his possessions. 
He didn’t even need to see their insignias; their dark 
brown leather jackets and high-class rifles told him who 
they were. 

Inquisitors of the Steel Legion. 
He flattened himself against the wall, his gut 

twisting and his head spinning. Bad didn’t even begin 
to cover this. 

Zachary had to be involved in this. No question. 
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 “Find anything?” The voice came from the one in a 
bulging jacket with heavy black studs. A steel mask 
covered his face, interwoven with intricate cogs. The 
leader, no doubt. The others shook their heads. “We’re 
not leaving until you find something.” 

“We could wait for him to come back,” one of them 
muttered. 

“If he’s smart he’ll be long gone. We’ll find him.” 
Sebastian’s chest tightened. What had Zachary 

done? The Inquisitors only ever turned up when there 
was serious trouble to be found. They weren’t packing 
those rifles just for intimidation. 

I’ve got to get out of here. 
He was about to scoot away when one of the 

Inquisitors strolled out to the railing, blocking the path. 
He set his rifle on the ground and cursed as he 
struggled to light his pipe. If he turned around now 
Sebastian would be dead in his sights. 

He didn’t think; he just moved. He slammed into the 
Inquisitor. Hooked his feet out from under him. Pivoted 
him around, hefted him up with his shoulder harness 
and propelled him over the railing. He didn’t even 
scream. He had that look of wild bewilderment as he 
plummeted down and vanished into the mists. 

Sebastian’s breath burned in his lungs as he 
scooped up the heavy rifle. A shout burst from inside 
the house and on instinct he rolled to the side just as a 
series of muffled pats erupted, punching holes in the 
wood. They were shooting at him! Heart in mouth and 
his head swimming, he scuttled to the wall, his stony 
fingers fumbling with the rifle. They tore outside in 
pursuit, boots like hammers on the wood. Sebastian 
targeted the nearest soldier and swung the rifle like a 
club. The butt smashed into the soldier’s unprotected 
head, caving in his skull with a wet bloody crunch. 

The leader pivoted, steel hissing as he unsheathed 
his knife and lunged. The serrated edge swiped along 
Sebastian’s shoulder, biting into his flesh. He ignored 
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the pain and charged headlong at the Inquisitor, 
sending the two of them crashing to the ground. The 
blade spun across the floorboards. Inquisitor’s fists 
slammed into his face and gut, punching the breath out 
of his. He fought off the blows, fumbling for the blade. 
His fingers brushed against the cool metal. He 
snatched it up, rammed into the Inquisitor’s throat with 
a sharp gasp. 

Sickly warm blood splattered down on his face like 
rain. The Inquisitor’s eyes bulged as he feebly tugged 
at the blade. Sebastian rolled off him, wheezing and 
clutching his stomach, fresh bile rising in his throat. His 
movements died down, a lake of crimson pooling under 
his body. 

Sebastian climbed to his feet and observed the 
carnage. His head swam and he fought back the urge 
to throw up. What had he done that people were willing 
to hunt him down and kill him for? 

Whatever it was, they’d never stop. Once they 
started something, they didn’t ever give up. Every 
instinct was telling him to run, to hide, to get the hell 
out of here. But he found himself rooted to the spot. His 
whole life had been spent trying to get by, slipping 
under the radar and hoping he wouldn’t draw unwanted 
attention. It wasn’t living, it was just surviving. 

No longer. 
Whatever had happened to Zachary, whatever 

they’d done to the volunteers, he was going to find out. 
People deserved to know. The Inquisitors didn’t get to 
trample over everyone like this and get away with it. 
Not this time. He should have done something years 
ago. 

He wiped the sheen of blood off the rifle’s stock. It 
was time to take back control. 

* * * 
Fear spread across people’s faces as he approached, 
making sure to keep a healthy distance and pretending 
to ignore him. Sebastian smiled behind the Inquisitor 
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mask. It was working. He shifted uncomfortably in the 
thick jacket, chafing around his neck. He fought back 
the urge to scratch. But it was working. Hopefully the 
rest of The Steel Legion would be so easily fooled. If 
they caught him like this it’d be a mercy if they only 
killed him. 

The lead Inquisitor had quite the inventory: 
switchblades, keys, a 9mm Luger, and more money 
than Sebastian had ever seen in his lifetime. Was this 
what Inquisitors carried around as spare change? He 
didn’t even want to know how much they got paid per 
season. 

A trio of drunks skittered out of the way as he 
walked along, bloodshot eyes swelling in terror. 
Tension hung heavy in the air, so thick you could 
almost chew it. He made his way over to the service 
elevator, the one used by members of The Steel 
Legion for swift access to all levels. Anyone else found 
using it was given a prompt execution. 

Sweat slid down his cheeks and fogged up the one-
way visor. An officer in a tightly pressed uniform stood 
in a compartment barely big enough for him to stand 
up in. He took one glance at the armored figure before 
him and couldn’t have opened the gate fast enough. 
Sebastian resisted the impulse to nod, looking dead 
ahead and striding over to the elevator, the security 
rails parting as he approached. He grinned behind his 
mask. It worked. 

For something that was used by The Steel Legion, 
the elevator was in a pretty rough shape. Rust and 
chemicals had chewed away at what was probably 
once polished bronze, leaving behind a hideous tinge. 
At least it was large. Sebastian guessed that at least 
six Inquisitors would be able to fit in here comfortably. 

A series of clunky levers were fixed onto the side, 
numbers etched into the knobs. He guessed it stood 
for each floor of the Lunascraper. In any other 
circumstance, he’d have gone straight to the top floors; 
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places where he’d never been permitted to access 
before. Perhaps he would once all this was over. And 
maybe Zachary would come with him. 

But a tightness in the basement of his stomach told 
him that it wasn’t going to be over. Whatever had 
happened, he wasn’t going to get out of this one. 

But he’d be damned if he died without finding out 
the truth first. 

* * * 
Light spluttered through the metal cage, the occasional 
glint striking Sebastian’s eye. He resisted the impulse 
to peel off his Inquisitor’s mask and wipe the sheen of 
sweat on his forehead. How much longer could he 
keep this up? They’d discover him eventually. He’d get 
the death penalty at the very best. 

But not before he found Zachary. 
They were approaching the mists now. He could 

smell it, sense it, breathe it, even with the elevator tube 
that supposedly protected the occupants from the 
deathly gas outside. Sebastian gazed through the thin 
layer of glass that separated him from the poisonous 
mists swirling outside. How did the Inquisitors do it, 
knowing there was such a thin barrier between life and 
death? 

The cage ground to a halt with the screech of 
tortured metal. The lights above him sputtered, gears 
wheezing like an old man’s dying cough. The doors 
dilated open. 

Sebastian was half-expecting a mob of Inquisitors 
to be waiting for him, pointing rifles at his chest. 

What he wasn’t expecting was for the halls to be 
completely deserted. 

He was in some sort of lobby, a long teak desk 
dotted with spatters of ink, stationary spilled on the 
floor. Steel pipes were sparsely aligned on the wall, 
intertwined with a cocoon of tight mesh. One of them 
had burst, trickling out water and soaking into the thick 
burgundy carpet. Glass crackled beneath his boots as 
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he stepped forward, hugging the rifle to his chest and 
his own heartbeat roaring in his ears. 

What happened here? 
There was thumping in the distance. Like someone 

pounding on a metal drum, calling out. He followed the 
warbling, chant-like sound down the halls, barely 
taking the time to register the lavish wall-to-ceiling 
paintings. 

The pounding was getting louder, the voice more 
distressed and savage. It seemed to be coming from a 
steel door at the far end of the room, a red light pulsing 
on the side. “I want it!” the person seemed to be 
screeching, over and over again. “I want it now!” There 
didn’t seem to be any lock on the door; it was just a 
solid slab of steel. 

“Hold on!” Sebastian was almost at the point of 
shooting at the door when he noticed a small switch. 
He pulled it down, the light on the side of the door 
switching to a warm green. 

Gears clanked and wheezed, steam hissing as the 
door unlocked, opening by a fraction. Before he could 
move it swung open and he was bulldozed to the 
ground. A mix of saliva and blood flooded his mouth, 
black dots dancing before his eyes. Something was on 
top of him, screeching and yelling and chanting, iron 
blows raining down. It seemed to be a human, face 
plastered with hideous scabs. Sebastian raised his 
arms to shield himself, struggling to throw it off him. 

He thinks I’m an Inquisitor. Sebastian wrenched the 
mask off, hurling it away. “I’m not one of them!” he 
shouted, but the attack didn’t stop, it was thudding into 
his chest and stomach, knocking the air out of his lungs. 

“I want! I want it now!” it screeched, clubbing stony 
fists into his gut. There was no plan of attack, no 
rhythmic bouts. Just a blurred frenzy of blood and teeth 
and sweat and hair. 

Sebastian reached out, gloved fingers grasping the 
rifle. The butt smashed into his assailant’s head and he 
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went down like a clubbed snaked. Sebastian 
scrambled to his feet, readying the rifle. 

“Don’t!” Sebastian yelled as the thing in the corner 
untangled its limbs and reared its head, eyes darting 
back and forth. “I’m not one of them!” he screamed, 
trying to knock some sense into whatever was 
attacking him. It was getting ready to leap back at him, 
eyes filled with malice. “I’m not—” 

Crack. The rifle coughed, jerking in his hands as a 
bullet spat out. Burrowing straight into his assailant’s 
skull with a sickly crunch. The thing was whipped 
backward; flopping to the ground. Blood already 
welling across the carpet. 

Ears filled with white noise, Sebastian squatted 
down and inspected his attacker with numb hands. He 
tried not to look at the entry wound as he turned over 
its head. The skin seemed to be tougher. Almost 
leathery. He took in the bald head with the rapidly 
thinning hair, the bleeding fingernails, the twisted face. 
Definitely human. At least it had been at some stage. 
Not anymore. 

He gripped his rifle tighter, grateful that he’d thought 
to bring it with him. He’d taken the compulsory training 
service in case they were ever called upon years and 
years ago. He thought that it had all gone away. 
Apparently not. 

But whatever this was, it didn’t matter. Zachary was 
the priority right now. 

He scooped up picked up his Inquisitor’s mask, 
shaking free the red droplets as he continued down the 
hall. He heard it before he saw it: the low and rhythmic 
clunking of gears and furious hiss of steam, followed 
by angry calls and distressed shouts. He hurried down 
the hallway, finding himself on a low metallic bridge, 
stretching over a large room with clunky machines, 
glass tubes and several projectors, splattering images 
on a screen. Webbing clung to the vaulted ceiling. The 
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tables were cluttered with utensils, spilled liquid, and 
crushed glistening glass. 

And in the middle of the chaos stood what seemed 
to be the only human being in this godforsaken place. 
A woman, dressed in a grey lab coat that had probably 
been white when she put it on. 

She turned around. Shock spread over her face. He 
stiffened, then remembered the Inquisitor mask. “What 
are you doing here? I thought you went to the Vault 
with everyone else for protection.” Sebastian noticed 
the front of her coat was also spattered in a familiar 
crimson substance. “It doesn’t matter. The Legion will 
be there soon to save them. You need to help me here.” 

Sebastian clunked down the stairs. The woman 
was wringing her hands, chewing at her lip. He 
tightened his grip on the rifle and tried to sound 
indifferent, like the way Inquisitors always spoke. 
“What is it?” 

“They got through the quarantine,” she spluttered. 
Thumps echoed from somewhere far away, followed 
by howling. “They killed some of the staff. One of them 
has a gun!” As if to confirm it, a blasting shot rang out, 
vibrating through the walls. “They’ve reset all my 
controls from the other panel room. Go in there and 
boot it up!” 

“How did this all happen?” demanded Sebastian. 
“One of the recruits,” the woman said. “They forgot 

to up the knockout dosage and the little bastard got out 
of Containment.” She straightened her prim glasses 
indignantly. “They tried to attack me, you know!” 

“Recruits?” A coldness crept through him. “What 
recruits?” 

“It doesn’t matter!” the woman hissed. “Get in there 
and do what you’re supposed to do!” 

He hoped it wouldn’t come to this. He hefted up his 
rifle and pointed it at her chest. She turned a ghostly 
pale. “What recruits?” 
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“Don’t!” All austerity had drained from her face like 
water through sand. “I haven’t done anything. I wasn’t 
part of—” 

Sebastian prodded her sternum with the deathly 
cold muzzle. “I’m not asking you again.” 

“Please, I—” 
The projector screen behind him flickered, the 

images focusing. What was this? The picture quality 
might have been hazy, but Sebastian would have 
recognized that face anywhere. 

Zachary. 
He was locked in some sort of cell, hammering on 

the door, kicking, screaming, cursing. After a minute he 
seemed to give up, retreating to the corner of the room 
and cradling his head in his hands. 

Was this some a live feed? He felt a spark of hope, 
for only for it to be extinguished like a flame in the 
winter wind when the projection cut to the next section. 
Zachary was being held down, struggling as blank-
faced scientists injected liquid into his arm. Gun-toting 
Inquisitors watched as one scientist wheeled over a 
nasty looking cinderblock-shaped machine with a twin 
pair of gas tanks. A tube and a mouthpiece were 
attached. The tanks were filled with a familiar 
substance. Not liquid, but what looked like compressed 
air, a foul grey in colour. 

The realization hit him like a sledgehammer. Mist, 
he thought. It’s mist. 

Sebastian watched, unblinking as they strapped the 
mouthpiece to Zachary’s head and forced him to 
breathe in. He fought it as long as he could, but they 
were pinching his nose and he had no choice. He 
struggled and spasmed. Retched and gurgled in his 
chair before his eyes rolled to the back of his head and 
went limp. The video ended and jumped to what 
appeared to be another recruit, undergoing the same 
treatment. 
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“You were experimenting on them.” He was 
strangely calmly, every cell in his body rigid and coiled. 
Ready to be released. “You were—” 

“Do you want to keep living in this godforsaken 
tower?’ The woman demanded, gesturing at the 
screen. “We were close. We were so close to finding 
out how to fix this, how to cure it! The last lot—” 

“What?” His finger was almost throttling the trigger 
now, just begging to finish the job. “How many?” 

She swallowed. “Not all. We’d send some out in 
squads, made them think there were others in different 
areas. Those ones we let return.” 

A pit of turmoil had opened underneath him. He 
could feel the slippery hands grasping at him, trying to 
pull him under. He could almost taste the evil. “Why?” 
was all he could say. 

“Do you even remember what grass looked like? 
The feel of earthy soil beneath your feet? The smell of 
the sea?” 

“I remember,” growled Sebastian. “What does it 
matter? Nothing is worth this.” He watched the crazed 
results of the experiments waddle around the hallways. 
The voice in his head was yelling at him, screaming, 
demanding that he shoot this bitch where she stood. 
But instead he was anchored to the floor. 

“It’s our duty,” she insisted, pushing the glasses up 
to the bridge of her nose. “Our responsibility to clear 
the mess we created.” 

Something inside him cracked. “What did you say?” 
Silence. His finger moved closer to the trigger. “Speak. 
Now.” 

“It was an accident.” The words fountained out of 
her mouth. “An experiment gone wrong, you see. We 
were trying to harness fossil fuels... convert it to energy 
for humans!” 

“And you screwed up.” His voice was just a whisper. 
“The Lunascraper got erected pretty damn quickly.” 
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“T-there was always the risk. We took precautions. 
Had we not, all humanity would have been doomed. 
Don’t you understand?” 

Sebastian shook his head and gazed around at the 
wreck of a lab. Pointed to the horrors on screen. “And 
now you’re trying to ease your consciences, are you?” 
He gave her a violent jab with the rifle’s muzzle. She 
stumbled but regained her balance against the desk. 
“You killed my friend. He was all I had.” He turned back 
to the screen. “I should—” 

Something scrapped against the metal table. He 
swerved out of the way just before a shard of broken 
glass came scything towards him. Not fast enough. 
The glass slashed through his jacket and slicing his 
flesh. White hot pain spiked through him as he dodged 
the next swipe. The third slash was clumsy; she 
overreached and stumbled forward blindly. Now. 

Too close to use the rifle. He slammed a fist into her 
face and felt her nose crack. She twisted and collapsed 
to the ground, scrambled for another shard of glass. 
Sebastian pumped two rounds in her back and another 
in her head for good measure. 

She lay still. 
He didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, 

weapon in hand, blood dripping from his arm as he 
breathed in and out, in and out. 

The world spun around him. Everything made 
sense now. The lower-level volunteers, called on to 
venture into the mists. Almost none of them ever 
returning. All this time, experiments for the Steel 
Legion to learn more about the mists, to repair the 
damage they’d created. 

This can’t go on. Not anymore. 
The blinding pain in his arm hooked him back. He 

tugged away the torn fabric to inspect the wound. It 
was worse than he originally thought; already starting 
to fester, tiny fragments of glass stuck in his flesh. He 
grabbed a roll of bondage and made an attempt to bind 
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the wound up. But it didn’t matter. He’d been dead the 
moment the Inquisitors came looking for him. 

But there was something he could do. He staggered 
over to the control panel, squinting at the projection. A 
logo in the corner indicated that this footage was a live 
feed. Figures sliced past, screeching, clawing at each 
other. One of them was waving a gun around, cursing 
as he tried to fire the empty weapon. 

No way he could leave them like this. What if 
Zachary was still in there somewhere? Suffering? He’d 
never forgive himself if he didn’t do something. He had 
to fix this. 

She’d said there was another control room at the 
other end. A map fastened to the wall indicated its 
location. All he had to do was get there. 

A sharp stab of pain shivered up his arm as he 
moved. The wound was getting worse by the minute. 
He didn’t have much time. 

* * * 
Rotating strobes of red and yellow flashed as he ran, 
boots skidding on the tiled floor. It stunk like hell in here. 
He turned a corner and saw three dead bodies, all piled 
up in a heap, with a recruit dancing around them, 
waving a crowbar in the air. Almost without thought, 
Sebastian took aim and fired. One squeeze and the 
recruit’s head whipped back in a brutal red blur. The 
crowbar ringing as it hit the ground. 

He turned the next corner and immediately ground 
to a halt, heart wedged in his mouth.  

On top of the stairs, missing three fingers and caked 
in grime and blood, was Zachary. 

Sebastian’s entire body threatened to seize up, 
rooting him to the spot. He didn’t want to face this. He 
couldn’t. But he kept moving anyway. One foot after 
another. 

Zachary’s face had deteriorated. The flesh was 
starting to sag and peel from bones. His once electric 
blue eyes were now a hideous yellow. What was once 
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his finely pressed uniform hung from his body in 
tattered rags, bright red and a dusty grey. He opened 
his gaping pit of a mouth, revealing teeth blackened 
like ash. That pained him more than anything. Zachary 
had always maintained perfect care of his teeth, 
keeping them a pristine white. 

But this wasn’t Zachary anymore. He’d been 
scraped clean, leaving a shell of a man behind. A 
shadow of his former self. 

He couldn’t let him live like this. 
There was only one thing to do. 
But his finger was paralysed on the trigger, stony 

and unable to move. He squeezed his eyes shut. Tried 
to breathe in, tried to focus, but it was useless. His 
throat was filled with concrete, pain shooting behind his 
eyes. 

There was a low grumble. Sebastian frowned. 
Zachary seemed to be hard at work, straining his 
jawbones. Was he trying to say something? Sebastian 
leaned in, closer, closer, until he heard the words. 
Clearer than anything in the world. 

Do it. 
Sebastian stepped back, biting away tears as he 

pressed the gun to what was once his friend’s head 
and pulled the trigger. 

The rifle’s roar in the confined space almost blew 
his ears out. But he didn’t care. He stepped into the 
control room and melted into a wooden chair, not even 
bothering to smear away the blood and fleshy chunks 
from his jacket. Despair loomed over him, the weight 
of it crushing down. 

A small knob with the words toxic cleansing 
gleamed out at him like a candle in a pitch-black room. 
He was about to twist it when something caught his 
interest. There were identical knobs for other locations, 
too. One of which was the entire lab floor, including the 
safe zones. There was even one marked Vault. What 
had the scientist said about it? It was where everyone 
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had gone, anxiously waiting for the Top Floor Legion 
members to come along and save them. 

They wouldn’t find anyone to save. 
With a twinge of grim satisfaction, Sebastian 

twisted the knob under each heading, releasing toxic 
gas into each and every section of the floor. Everyone 
who worked on this evil project, anyone who knew how 
to operate it, would fall. 

Now it was his turn. 
He was about to twist the final knob when he felt 

something hard in his side. He dug around in his 
pocket and pulled out the loaded dice Zachary had 
given him the day of his departure. His heart slid up to 
his throat as he dropped it on the control panel and 
watched it clatter to a six. Just as it always did. 

They’d gambled and lost. But for once, so did The 
Steel Legion. It was the best anyone could ask for. 

Eyes blurry with tears, he grabbed the final knob 
and wrenched it to the side. An orange light in the 
corner jerked to life. 

It’s done. 
Sebastian smelled the sour reek of poison before 

he saw it ooze from the vents in thick ribbons. The red 
surface of the dice gleamed at him in the watery light, 
the six stencilled dots like eyes boring into him. He 
heard the screams and retching in the distance, 
succumbing to death one by one. 

He inhaled deeply and let it take him.[GdM] 
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The Dark Lord and 
Grimdark 

 

C.T.PHIPPS 

 

 

 
Is there room for Dark Lords in grimdark? The big 
tyrannical rulers who often wield powerful magic, 
unstoppable armies, and terrify subjects into 
submission? Are they not inherently one-dimensional 
characters that cause the narrative to be warped? 
Recently, I came across this quote by George R.R. 
Martin (Assignment X interview, 2011) and it made me 
think about my own writing: 

 

 "Much as I admire Tolkien, and I do admire 
Tolkien—he’s been a huge influence on me, and 
his Lord of the Rings is the mountain that leans 
over every other fantasy written since and 
shaped all of modern fantasy—there are things 
about it, the whole concept of the Dark Lord, and 
good guys battling bad guys, Good versus Evil, 
while brilliantly handled in Tolkien, in the hands 
of many Tolkien successors, it has become kind 
of a cartoon. We don’t need any more Dark 
Lords, we don’t need any more, ‘Here are the 
good guys, they’re in white, there are the bad 
guys, they’re in black. And also, they’re really 
ugly, the bad guys.” 
 
I both agree and disagree with this sentiment 

because while I absolutely love deep, well-written 
characters, I also think the Dark Lord is something that 
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has a role to play even in deeper three-dimensional 
works of fiction. The Dark Lord is a figure who can 
provide the protagonists with questions of what 
methods are justifiable in facing them, how low they 
are willing to sink to achieve victory, and whether 
resistance is not worse than submission. It is the sheer 
power and majesty of Sauron, which ultimately 
corrupts Saruman the White: 

 
'"And listen, Gandalf, my old friend...!" he 

said, coming near.... "I said we, for we it may be, 
if you will join with me. A new Power is rising. 
Against it the old allies and policies will not avail 
us.... There is no hope left in Elves or dying 
Númenor. This then is one choice before you, 
before us. We may join with that Power. It would 
be wise, Gandalf.... Its victory is at hand; and 
there will be rich reward for those that aided it. 
As the Power grows, its proved friends will also 
grow; and the Wise, such as you and I, may with 
patience come at last to direct its courses, to 
control it.” 
 
Sauron, the archetype of the Dark Lord, is 

noteworthy because he never actually appears on 
camera. He's a pure antagonist with as much 
characterization as a zombie or a typhoon because 
he's a being who exists solely as a threat to our heroes. 
If we ever actually sat down to speak with Sauron, we'd 
probably be exposed to any number of his justifications 
and viewpoints.  

Tolkien even defends Sauron in his letters to his 
son Christopher in a surprising display of empathy for 
his villain: 

 
“In my story I do not deal in Absolute Evil. I 

do not think there is such a thing, since that is 
Zero. I do not think that at any rate any 'rational 
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being' is wholly evil. Satan fell. […] He had gone 
the way of all tyrants: beginning well, at least on 
the level that while desiring to order all things 
according to his own wisdom he still at first 
considered the (economic) well-being of other 
inhabitants of the Earth. But he went further than 
human tyrants in pride and the lust for 
domination, being in origin an immortal (angelic) 
spirit.” 
 
The corrupting force of needing to oppose the Dark 

Lord is something that provides some of the more 
interesting layers of the story. While Gandalf is willing 
to lead a suicide mission to Mount Doom to make a 
Hail Mary pass and defeat Sauron outright, individuals 
like Saruman argue there’s no possible way to win and 
they need to simply accept the new reality: 

 
'"And listen, Gandalf, my old friend...!" he 

said, coming near.... "I said we, for we it may be, 
if you will join with me. A new Power is rising. 
Against it the old allies and policies will not avail 
us.... There is no hope left in Elves or dying 
Númenor. This then is one choice before you, 
before us. We may join with that Power. It would 
be wise, Gandalf.... Its victory is at hand; and 
there will be rich reward for those that aided it. 
As the Power grows, its proved friends will also 
grow; and the Wise, such as you and I, may with 
patience come at last to direct its courses, to 
control it.” 
 
Indeed, some of the best moments of moral 

ambiguity come from the enemies of Sauron seeking 
various ways of wining the conflict without facing him 
directly. Saruman, despite his above statement about 
victory being impossible, believes that defeating him 
can be done from within.  
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“We can bide our time, we can keep our 

thoughts in our hearts, deploring maybe evils 
done by the way, but approving the high and 
ultimate purpose: Knowledge, Rule, Order; all 
the things that we have so far striven in vain to 
accomplish, hindered rather than helped by our 
weak or idle friends. There need not be, there 
would not be, any real change in our designs, 
only in our means." 
 
Saruman is not a loyal servant of Mordor but 

believes a military victory against Sauron is impossible. 
The only way to defeat him is from within. Gandalf 
rejects Saruman's policy but in strategic terms, 
Saruman is not wrong since the War of the Ring is a 
calamity from beginning to end.  

In a less idealistic fantasy series, Saruman's raising 
his own army of orcs as well as seeking the One Ring 
might have allowed them to overthrow Sauron and 
save the day. Of course, in doing so, Saruman 
becomes not unlike Sauron himself with his own tower 
as well as an army of orcs, but fighting power with 
power to the point you become equivalent to your 
enemy is a common feature in grimdark as we see with 
Bayez and the Prophet in Joe Abercrombie’s First Law 
Trilogy. Tolkien commented on this kind of ambiguity 
in the letters to his son: 

 
“Some reviewers have called the whole thing 

simple-minded, just a plain fight between Good 
and Evil, with all the good just good, and the bad 
just bad. Pardonable, perhaps (though at least 
Boromir has been overlooked) in people in a 
hurry and with only a fragment to read and of 
course without the earlier-written but 
unpublished Elvish histories [The Silmarillion]. 
The Elves are not wholly good or in the right. Not 
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so much because they had flirted with Sauron, 
as because with or without his assistance they 
were 'embalmers'. In their way the Men of 
Gondor were similar: a withering people whose 
only 'hallows' were their tombs. But in any case 
this is a tale about a war, and if war is allowed 
(at least as a topic and a setting) it is not much 
good complaining that all the people on one side 
are against those on the other. Not that I have 
made even this issue quite so simple: there are 
Saruman, and Denethor, and Boromir; and there 
are treacheries and strife even among the Orcs.” 
 
Still, as a child, I couldn't help but wonder about the 

Dark Lords (Saruman and otherwise) as well as those 
individuals who not only were evil but appeared to be 
evil. It seemed like something you would want to avoid 
if you were trying to rule the world. Tolkien himself 
addressed this. In his notes he considers Sauron to be 
a beloved friend of man in the Eastern lands as well as 
fostering worship of Morgoth so Sauron would not 
appear to be a figure of monstrosity. 

It occurred to me a Dark Lord may well be a 
necessity for the people of your typical fantasy 
universe. If nothing else, in a world of chaos and 
monsters, they provide a sense of stability even if it is 
by giving everyone something to concentrate their 
hatred upon.  

Grimdark is a genre which thrives in moral 
ambiguity. Surely, George R.R. Martin is not the sort of 
author who would make use of such a figure. However, 
the White Walkers are a major source of tension in A 
Song of Ice and Fire and draw heavily from the kind of 
imagery that Tolkien inspired. They are cold, elegant, 
and inhuman creatures who command endless armies 
of the living dead. Tywin Lannister, while ultimately a 
figure ignominiously assassinated on his toilet, serves 
as the patriarch and embodiment of Lannister power 
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for much of the first three books. The White Walkers 
are certainly Dark Lords as is Tywin himself. This 
shows George R.R. Martin does use the concept, 
using terrifying near-unstoppable tyrants as a driving 
force for his series. 

The First Law Trilogy also parodies as well as 
subverts many of the traditional ideas about the Dark 
Lord but still relies on them. The Prophet Khalul is 
initially depicted as a sinister figure who controls 
cannibalistic magi apprentices, a vast army of religious 
fanatics, and serves as the seeming ultimate evil of the 
milieu. Abercombie actually apes Tolkien by revealing 
that Khalul’s opponent, Bayaz, is every bit as evil (if not 
worse) than Khalul. Like Sauron and Saruman, they 
are both Dark Lords locked in a power struggle with the 
protagonists caught between them. 

The Dark Lord serves as the focus for the 
protagonist's ire but blinds them to the subtler, more 
insidious evils beside them like Bayaz and his tool in 
the Imperial Bank. This does not reduce the threat 
which Khalul represents but reduces the heroes’ 
awareness to the greater threat of the Dark Lord in their 
midst. 

There is a similar treatment of the Dark Lord 
concept in The Witcher series by Andrzej Sapkowski. 
In that book series, the ultimate antagonist is Emperor 
Emhyr var Emreis "The White Flame Dancing on the 
Barrows of his Enemies." He is the Emperor of the 
Nilfgaard Empire and has absolute authority over them 
compared to Northern kings. The Nilfgaardians are 
portrayed as a terrifying force, one which is superior to 
the entirety of the Northern armies.  

The Nilfgardians are seemingly a typical example of 
a fantasy Dark Lord's army. They dress all in black, 
have a far larger army than the protagonists, practice 
slavery, and are terrifying in their use of force. Although 
Emhyr, himself, isn’t a wizard, he has many of them in 
his service and they add the supernatural edge that 
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elevates him from being a mere tyrant to the 
embodiment of evil a Dark Lord represents. 

Take this scene from The Sword of Destiny in which 
Geralt's friend, Dandelion (Jaskier in the original 
translation) says: 

 
"Not this war, Geralt. After this war, no-one 

returns. There will be nothing to return to. 
Nilfgaard leaves behind it only rubble; its armies 
advance like lava from which no-one escapes. 
The roads are strewn, for miles, with gallows and 
pyres; the sky is cut with columns of smoke as 
long as the horizon. Since the beginning of the 
world, in fact, nothing of this sort has happened 
before. Since the world is our world. You must 
understand that the Nilfgaardians have 
descended from their mountains to destroy this 
world." 
 
The twist is the Northern nations prove to be every 

bit as brutal, corrupt, and treacherous as Nilfgaard. 
The Nilfgaardians, furthermore, are never beaten but 
merely driven back with a set of permanent gains. 
Indeed, Emhyr manages to win the conflict between 
him and the heroes. Grimdark fiction has no guarantee 
of happy endings and the Dark Lord triumphing is one 
of the biggest signs of how they can differ from 
traditional fantasy’s use of them. 

A Land Fit for Heroes by Richard K. Morgan also 
subverts the concept of the Dark Lord as the 
protagonists do their best to fight against a seemingly 
unstoppable invasion by elf-like enemies called the 
Dwenda. The irony is the protagonists are hamstrung 
in their efforts to oppose the Dwenda because their 
Emperor is a Dark Lord himself. The Emperor 
commands a religious tyranny and wields absolute 
authority as a God King over his subjects. In a conflict 
of evil versus evil, the protagonists are still forced to 
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take sides, fitting the grimdark mythos nicely.  
The Dwenda's defeat is carried out for the 

protection of their land even though the biggest threat 
is royalty (who is a Dark Lord in himself). During this 
time, one of the heroes, Archeth, is given the 
opportunity to become a God Empress of the land. The 
imagery of an immortal terrifying queen used is the 
same for a Dark Lord or Lady in all respects yet is 
viewed as a positive outcome because the problems 
facing the nation of Yhelteth are coming from the 
people rather than the ruler above them. They are 
superstitious, ignorant, and savage. The hero, by 
becoming a tyrant, becomes a savior. It shows the 
Dark Lord concept as a morally ambiguous one that 
can fit well with the non-binary and cynical morality of 
grimdark. 

Finally, another popular grimdark series which both 
uses as well as deconstructs the Dark Lord concept is 
the Black Company series by Glen Cook. The premise 
of that series is the titular company are mercenaries 
working for a Sorcerer-Queen known as The Lady. The 
Lady used to be the Saruman-like lieutenant of a much 
more terrifying villain. Levels of evil are acknowledged 
with the Dominator being the most terrifying figure, the 
Lady competent yet still ruthless, and the White Rose 
being a heroic woman still bringing devastation to the 
land with her revolution. Much is made of the fact the 
‘rightful’ heirs and nobility of the lands conquered by 
the Lady are no different from those conquered by the 
White Rose save they inherited their lands rather than 
conquered the lands themselves. 

The Dark Lord does have a place in grimdark. They 
are the focus for the fears and anxieties of our heroes 
but defeating them isn't necessarily going to result in a 
victory for our heroes. The problems of grimdark 
worlds are much more complex than the defeat of any 
individual dictator can overcome. The Dark Lord is also 
something that is looked at far less critically in grimdark 
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worlds because the people themselves are bad, so an 
omnipotent tyrant isn’t necessarily worse. Dark Lords 
are an easy antagonist but also a great character to 
analyze. It may just be the Dark Lord is the enemy 
because he's strong enough to be opposed by those 
who fancy themselves heroes.[GdM] 
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Review: The Poppy War 
by R.F. Kuang 

 

REVIEW BY MATTHEW CROPLEY  

 

 

 
The Poppy War by R.F. Kuang does what grimdark 
fantasy should do: it explores truths about our world 
through the lens of the fantastical. It’s based heavily on 
the second Sino-Japanese war, which included such 
horrors as the Rape of Nanking and Unit 731. As such, 
it contains as much horror as even the darkest 
grimdark book and all of it is based on history. It’s a 
powerful, challenging read, and it’s most definitely not 
one to miss. 

Rin is a young war-orphan in a nowhere town 
determined to make something of herself. She begs, 
bribes and steals her way into attaining some tutoring 
for the big test that allows the best and brightest of her 
country, Nikan, to attend prestigious academies. 
Despite Rin’s gritty determination and the extreme 
difficulty of her studies, the first half of the book is a 
relatively light, but still very entertaining, magic school 
story. From there, however, it descends into one of the 
most punishing and brutal military fantasies one could 
find. Things get even more interesting when Rin is 
introduced to shamanism: the ability to call on the gods 
to perform magic with the help of psychotropic drugs. 
The idea that magic users have to get high to work their 
magic is a wonderfully unique, and despite sounding 
humorous it’s treated very seriously. 

Rin is an engaging protagonist, and will appeal to 
any grimdark reader. She’s so damn stubborn and 
determined that she manages to power her way to the 
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top of a world reserved for the most elite of Nikan’s 
youth. She burns herself with candle wax to stay 
awake in order to study; she mutilates herself to 
become a more effective student of war; she refuses 
to break against the most intense pressures. When 
introduced to shamanism and the reality of the gods, 
her immediate thought is to turn that power to her 
advantage. She’s no selfless, pure hero: she’s a force 
of vengeance, an unashamedly power-hungry and 
violent being, but only because a harsh world has 
forced her to be. When told that to harness the power 
of the gods would go against the heavenly order of 
things, her response is ‘Well, fuck the heavenly order 
of things.’ Despite this, she’s very sympathetic and one 
can’t help but ache for her as the novel progresses. 
She tries so hard, and witnesses such horrors, that she 
must either become hard herself or perish. She makes 
the only possible choice. 

The supporting characters are good too, with the 
clear frontrunner being Altan, a complex and flawed 
scion of a doomed race. Jiang, Rin’s failed mentor, is 
also great. He’s a sort of humorous, quirky Yoda-type 
master, preaching peace and spirituality, and his 
friction with Rin’s quest for vengeance subverts the 
traditional fantasy relationship of master and 
apprentice. There are many colourful and varied side 
characters, and most of them have unexpected arcs 
that subvert fantasy stock-character tropes in pleasing 
ways, so grimdark readers will have a lot to love. 

Because it’s based on late 19th/early 20th century 
China, the world is one that many fantasy readers 
won’t have encountered. There’s plenty of mysticism, 
which is based on real-world Chinese mythology. 
There are swords, martial arts, allegories for Sun Tzu 
and classical Eastern ideas about war. However, all of 
these things are smashed apart by modern tools of war 
like gunpowder and mustard gas. What use is it being 
the best martial artist in the country, or even a powerful 
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shaman, when the enemy can just blow up your city? 
The juxtaposition of magic and technology provides a 
compelling subversion of fantasy norms that any 
grimdark reader will love. It’s not clear if guns exist in 
this world, however, because no character actually 
seems to use a gun, so while the events in the novel 
are based upon China in the early 20th century, the 
level of technology is a blend of this era and earlier.  

The Poppy War grabs the reader and speeds them 
along with the force of Rin’s dedication to her journey, 
and I found myself unable to put it down until about 
halfway through. When the entire dynamic changes at 
that point it is a little jarring, since it breaks genre 
conventions and throws Rin into a conflict that feels like 
it would normally be saved for a sequel. This 
destruction of convention, however, is part of what 
makes the book so great. Rin is utterly unprepared for 
the conflict she finds herself embroiled in, and as 
readers, so are we. I found that the book slowed down 
a little about two-thirds in, when Rin and her team are 
stuck in an entrenched conflict that doesn’t change for 
quite some time, but things quickly speed up again, 
and the slower portion makes the book stronger as a 
whole by allowing time for deeper characterisation and 
reflecting the frustrations of powerful characters who 
are still unable to make a difference in a war that 
dwarfs even their abilities. 

Some of the most brutal parts of the book are 
difficult to read, even for a hardened grimdark fan, so I 
wouldn’t recommend it to anyone more sensitive to 
such things. It’s an important story that Kuang tells, 
since the atrocities committed in the second Sino-
Japanese war are some of the most depraved and 
inhuman in history, and it is a story that needs to be 
told. Kuang handles it deftly, and makes it palatable by 
removing it from reality using the fantasy genre. The 
book is a fun, entertaining read, but is also a 
challenging and deeply important one. 
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The Poppy War is a terrific debut, and any fan of 
grimdark will love it. The magic system, level of 
technology, and world are a breath of fresh air from the 
huge list of books based on medieval Europe, yet the 
subversions of fantasy tropes that grimdark fans are 
looking for still abound. This book is only the first in 
R.F. Kuang’s new series, and this author will surely 
prove herself to be a notable name in fantasy for years 
to come. 
 
The Poppy War is available now from Harper 
Voyager.[GdM] 
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On the Dragonroad 
 

TIMANDRA WHITECASTLE 

 

 

 
After the fire, they hunted game in the bush valley. 
Among the flakes of soot still raining down, the animal 
scavengers roamed the burned land to catch another 
day of survival. And so the woman and the girl did, too. 

“Here,” the woman pointed at a hole in the red earth 
beneath the charred remnants of a bush. “You see it?” 

“Lizard?” The girl crouched to peek inside the small 
opening. 

Her mother nodded and stepped back, frowning at 
the open horizon to the west, looking for movement; 
the slopes of the mountain to the east, the receding 
tree line far above them.  

No cover but for the shreds of smoke. And yet the 
fire and its prospect of food were too bright an 
opportunity to miss. For now the fire’s smoke hung in 
the low underbrush, shrouding them in a scent of 
burned sage while they hunted. The woman briefly 
wondered how many of the warped shadows she could 
make out in the distance were not flickers of heat but 
other survivors, come down out of their hiding places 
on the mountain to rustle up food. Far off, she thought 
she could make out a rickety cart of the Knights of the 
Silver Cross, the people herders. But that’s just a 
nightmare vision creeping into the day’s work. 

She turned back to the hole, and prodded her long 
walking staff into it. The lizard snapped his tail, 
throwing up the rust red earth. 

“Its burrow is under the bush,” she explained to the 
girl. “The head of the burrow is there, the larger hole 
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on the other side. But on that side, we’d have to deal 
with the lizard’s head, its teeth.” 

“Sharp?” 
“Very. And its bite is poison, as are its claws. So we 

go for the tail. Here, you take the staff, I pull him out.” 
The woman opened the hole. With her bare hands, 

she tore down the sides of the burrow while grasping 
firm hold of the tail. The lizard fought to flee, shoveling 
itself deeper, its wicked claws trying to take a chunk 
out of the woman’s forearm. 

“Careful, mama.” The girl danced from one foot to 
the other, one hand holding the heavy oak staff, the 
other bunched to a fist, raised in the air. “Careful!” 

The woman drew the struggling creature out of its 
lair and grabbed the head tight. 

“You do it. I’ll hold him down,” she told the girl. 
The girl whacked the heavy staff down on the 

spitting head of the lizard—only inches from the 
woman’s fingers—until it was left twitching. Only then, 
when it was dazed, did the woman let go of the neck 
and twist the limbs with a crack of bone. 

“So it doesn’t claw you?” 
“Claws carry poison, too.” Crack. “These lizards eat 

everything, plants, animals, eggs. Everything.” Crack. 
“We eat everything, too,” the girl flashed a grin at 

the lizard’s dangling head. “They’re a bit like us.” 
The woman shook her head, taking hold of the 

stronger hind legs and twisting the joint. 
“They devour their food raw, tear it apart with their 

teeth and claws.” Crack. “And the meat—it rots 
between their teeth. Their claws are foul with death and 
diseases. They bite you, or claw you, you’re as good 
as dead even though you might survive.” Crack. 

The woman wiped away the sweat from her brow, 
and scanned the area once more. The sun was farther 
west than she’d like. 

“Come on. We’ll eat this one later, under the trees.” 
* * * 
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The woman dug a shallow hole and put the lizard in it, 
heaping the coals over it, shoveling earth on top to trap 
the heat within, and then they waited. 

Leaned against a tree trunk, the girl in the crook of 
her arm, the woman dozed. In the snatches of dreams 
she ran for her life, ran for her daughter’s life, and yet 
failed to escape every time. When she woke, heart 
beating furiously, eyes scanning the dim light beneath 
what remained of dense woodlands at the foot of the 
mountain, she held the girl closer. The animal warmth 
beneath the rags and grime, the rise and fall of the 
ribcage, a tiny heart embedded deep within, beating, 
beating, beating under the palm of the woman’s hand. 

Still alive. 
We are still alive. 
How many times did Abraham check his son’s 

breathing as they made their way up the mountainside 
to sacrifice? 

After the fire storm, a rain of soft soot fell in loose 
swirls among the ghost limbs of the trees. The girl 
blackened the end of a pointed stick with charcoal and 
scratched it across a free page in her sketchbook. She 
nudged her mother’s tight grip away, annoyed that a 
stroke had gone awry. 

“Hey,” the mother said, sitting up and rubbing her 
numb face. “You hungry?” 

The girl grunted, busy with her drawing. The lines 
were hard and ragged, but the mother recognized the 
scene, repeated again and again on the pages, in 
numerous variations.  

The creature they had seen only once, as it raised 
its huge head from the ash-colored pool—its long stiff 
neck stretched out low over the water. The long, 
pointed snout, the skull crest aflame in warning, the 
dark leathery skin strapped over bones so light, they 
had seen its heart. In the pages of her book, the girl 
had drawn the black curve of its claws, thick wing 
muscles. A bipedal scavenger when on land. It had 
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swung its head from side to side, as though trying to 
muster them first with its left eye, then with the right, 
white and sightless. It had sounded a low moan, a 
rumble, and lurched into the sky, leaving the still air 
around the watering hole filled with the stink of 
predator. The girl had drawn a little stick figure girl 
beneath the folded wing, its face turned away from the 
beholder. Black and grey on the smudged sheet of 
paper. No colors. Even blood congeals black. The 
woman felt choked. This was her whole world. 

She made the girl eat first. Her daughter hesitated. 
“Go ahead,” the mother said. 
The girl looked at her, head tilted, eyes narrow. 
“Won’t you have some?” she asked. 
“Later,” she shrugged. “I want you to eat something 

first.” 
“I’ve gotta grow?” 
The mother nodded. 
“Big and strong,” she said. 
The girl grinned her feral smile and dug into the 

steaming lizard meat. “It’s good,” she slurred around 
the meat in the pocket of her cheek. 

“Hot?” The mother smiled. 
“Ya.” A sliver of white meat fell out of the girl’s 

mouth onto the ground, and she picked it up and blew 
on it before popping it back into her little hungry bird 
mouth. “You have some, Mama.” 

“Later,” she repeated. 
Only when her daughter started chewing 

thoughtfully, savoring the taste, she reached over and 
took a morsel for herself.  

“Do you remember the little girl?” The girl asked. 
“The one who flew away with the dragon?” 

“I do,” she said. 
“Do you think she’s all right? Or do you think the 

dragon ate her?” 
The mother took her time to swallow before 

answering. “I think she’s all right.” 
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“Really?” 
“Really.” 
“Good.” 
In the night, under the dead trees, she sat dry-eyed, 

watching her girl sleep. So thin. Oh God, so thin. She 
told herself that if only they can reach the top of the 
mountains, they’ll be safe. Safe among the fire lizards. 
Safe among the dragons’ nests. God’s forsaken 
children now dancing in the serpent’s lair. On the 
heads of cobras. 

The picture of the little girl next to the huge creature 
haunted the mother. The memory of that well-fed 
virgin, her face turned into the crook of the dragon’s 
wing, as though hanging onto the skirts of a mother.  

Well, one must have faith.  
In the stories, every dragon’s hoard is made of cold 

coin and gems and human-tainted metals. But what do 
you really treasure most when the world ends and all 
your gold and silver is worthless? 

They made their camp in the dry dirt and fallen pine 
needles under a rock overhang. The mother sat with 
her arms around the girl, wrapped in their blankets, 
warming each other while the world vanished in 
darkness around them. She stared up at the clouded 
sky, and prayed. 

* * * 
On the dragonroad, you follow the path of 
enlightenment. At the foot of the mountains, at the first 
gentle slopes, people discard what they think they can 
bear to leave behind. Travel light. Unburden 
themselves. 

No one had yet come back down to collect what 
they had thrown away. 

The mother and her girl had crossed the river and 
walked through the droppings of those that went before 
them. The girl found a tattered doll, a button eye 
missing, its soft wool hair ripped out. Farther up, they 
found the sketchbook, pages of precious paper, 
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waterlogged once, but dry now, wavy and badly bound, 
the glue of the spine come undone when the cover was 
lost. 

In the entrance to a small cave on the first leg of the 
road, more litter. They passed it by. There’s a smell of 
rot in the cave, though inside it seemed deathly quiet. 

“What do you think is in there?” the girl asked. 
“I don’t know,” her mother answered. 
“A dragon?” 
“Too low for a dragon. They live on the top of the 

world,” she smiled. 
“We’re not the first ones here, are we?” 
“No,” the mother said. 
“So maybe there’s nothing in the cave? People will 

have picked over what is there again and again, won’t 
they?” 

“It’s what scavengers do,” she shrugged. 
“Aren’t we scavengers, Mama?” 
The precise way the entrance was littered with left-

behinds reminded the woman of spiders’ webs. 
“Not today.” 
They walked on. 
Higher up, it was colder. Nothing stirred in the 

empty world of the naked slopes, and sometimes 
they’d see something of worth left by the wayside. A 
cup made of sea green glass. Gem studded jewelry. 
Books with illustrations, the colors burning brightly 
even as the soft rain of ash blunted them. The girl 
picked them up and carried them for a few days, 
studying the beautiful lines and drawings. But they 
couldn’t read the script, and the books were heavy. 
The girl lodged them carefully in a crag where they 
slept the night, and there the books stay. Maybe 
forever. 

They moved on, a few miles every day. The woman 
had no notion how far the summit might be. How long 
it’d take them to reach the snowy tops. Not with the girl. 
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Not in the cold. They ate sparely, holding on to their 
rations, and they were hungry all the time. 

In the evening she’d find a spot away from the road, 
covered and hidden, and as the girl slept, she’d look 
out over the country, the river they’d crossed. How far 
had they come now? How far would they still have to 
go? 

Her world had ended quietly, with a sigh and a 
tremble of her infant child, racked with a fever. A 
strangling sickness, a harbinger of death walking 
among the streets of the cities and villages of the 
realm, claiming lives at random. Wailing women sat in 
the streets, half mourning for their lost ones, half 
mourning for themselves—their faces wrapped in veils, 
black marks beneath their skin. 

Others helped them, at first. The woman and the girl 
had buried their dead with the aid of friends and family. 
Later, they burned those in the fields outside the town, 
heaving the bodies onto the long pyres. Later still, they 
simply moved into the empty houses, and took what 
they needed from the stores. 

Within a year, their town was nearly empty. A place 
of strangers and wild dogs. On the hilltops and ridges 
around them, strange fires burned at night, and the 
woman heard deranged chanting. Screams. During the 
day, the groans of the dying, crucified alongside the 
road; the black welts on their tainted body visible to all.  

Faithless sinners. 
How far had they come? How far to go?  

* * * 
The morning after they had eaten the lizard, the 
woman stood by the roadside, her staff raking through 
spilled coins in a ditch, the copper turned slightly 
green. She examined a silver coin carefully, palming it. 
To remember what is truly important. All those riches, 
now worthless, were nothing but a steady trickle of 
bloodletting up the trail. 
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The air was filled with burned juniper, the fumes of 
the cleansing below still wafting up, caught among the 
pines. 

A shadow glided over the tip of the trees, and she 
cowered low, following the dragon’s flight with 
trepidation, an ancient inborn terror. It flew northeast. 
Its powerful wings could carry it far, much farther in a 
day than she could ever range for food. So easy. A 
mother looking out for her adopted children. 

Maybe. 
She must have faith. 
A gentle patter made her think of rain, and she tore 

her gaze away from the creature and into the ash-filled 
sky, but instead of a heavenly burst, she realized it was 
the sound of bare feet on the road ahead. So she 
turned and slipped away to where the child lay 
sleeping. Stood guard with the hard staff, the tip still 
caked with lizard blood, a hand ready to throw her 
single hatchet. 

Another woman shuffled around the bend, her 
footfall unsteady. She dragged her left leg behind her, 
the foot scraping some pebbles loose that pitter-
pattered down the road. She kept her charred head 
down, tufts of hair clinging to a blistered scalp. 
Occasionally she stopped and stooped low, one arm 
held protectively over her belly, before setting off 
again. 

“Who is it?” the girl whispered. She lay very still 
between her mother’s legs, but her eyes were open. 

“I don’t know,” the woman whispered back. 
They watched the other woman until she finally just 

stopped and sat in the middle of the road only a few 
meters away from their camp. She didn’t get up again. 

Her clothes were rags, scorched and black, still 
smoldering in places. One of her eyes was burnt shut, 
her lips burst open like overripe berries. One clear line 
ran from the corner of an eye down the woman’s grimy 
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cheek, and she made a keening sound on every 
exhale. 

“Mama,” the girl asked, “what’s wrong with the 
woman?” 

The mother’s mouth worked out which words to 
speak. 

“Maybe she met her god on the mountaintop,” she 
suggested. 

The girl frowned. 
“Can’t we help her?” 
“No.” 
The girl kept tugging at her sleeve, while the mother 

hastily packed their camp. “Mama? Is there nothing we 
can do to help?” 

“Stop it!” The mother hissed at the girl.  
“Can’t we do something?” 
The mother pressed her lips together and glanced 

over at the woman still sitting in the middle of the road. 
Collapsed in a heap. Another discarded thing left on 
the dragonroad. 

“No,” she told her daughter. “We can’t do anything.” 
“But she’ll die!” 
“If we help, so will we.” 
The girl’s lower lip trembled, and the mother 

squatted down to look into her eyes.  
“I’m sorry, but we have nothing we can give her. 

Whatever we give her is lost to us. She’s beyond my 
help. But you aren’t. You understand why I say no?” 

The girl refused to meet the mother’s eye. But she 
nodded. 

“I hate this,” she said, her voice quivering. “I hate 
this so much.” 

“Come on.” 
They stepped out onto the road next to the woman 

who paid them no heed. The sitting woman shook her 
head slowly.  

Or maybe it was lolling. 
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“I have nothing left to give,” she said over and over 
again in a hoarse whisper. Her voice as though she 
had swallowed coals. “God, I have nothing left to give.” 

As they walked by, the girl looked up at her mother, 
crying silently, face scrunched up and ugly like a newly 
born.  

They walked on, tracing the other woman’s 
footsteps, imprinted on the road in blood. At the bend, 
the mother turned and looked back. The other woman, 
the burned woman, had fallen over and was stretched 
out on the road, and even at this short distance, you 
couldn’t tell what lay there. 

* * * 
They were all day on the climbing road, stopping in the 
late afternoon to eat a silent meal of cold lizard. The 
sun was setting orange in the lingering haze, and the 
girl took out a scrap of a picture, another little girl, and 
dragged the paper doll through the dirt and ash. She 
muttered unintelligible little things while the mother 
fought the need to sleep. Snatches of phrases from 
another life. It was nearly twilight when the woman 
startled awake, and the girl fussed at the fright her 
mother gave her.  

It ruined her picture. 
She was balancing the sketchbook on her scrawny 

knees, scratching across the paper. 
“Show me?” The mother rubbed her numb face 

awake. It was cold. So cold upon the mountain, but the 
air was lighter. She wondered briefly whether to light a 
fire for the night. After the encounter with the other 
woman, though, she didn’t want to leave the girl behind 
on her own in the dark. And she had no firewood with 
her. 

“Show you what?” The girl asked, crawling over to 
her mother with her blankets. 

“Your picture.” 
The girl shook her head and held the book close to 

her chest. 
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“It’s ruined. I have to start over.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“Do you think that’s what God does?” The girl asked 

after a while. “When something is ruined, he blots it out 
and starts over?” 

The mother held the girl against her, the ribs 
beneath her hands, the shoulder blades pointy, each 
knob of her spine. So thin. Her throat tightened. 

“What makes you think that?” 
“Remember the priest in our old town? He said God 

told Noah that the whole earth was ruined, so he made 
the flood and everyone who wasn’t in the ark died. 
Maybe this time instead of using water, God’s using 
sickness?” 

“I don’t know.” 
“Are we like Noah, Mama? Or are we like the bad 

people who die in the flood?” 
“We’re not sick. And besides, the ark came to rest 

on top of the mountains. And look how far up we are. 
Have faith, little one.” 

“We didn’t help that woman, though. That’s not 
good.” The girl shook her head, then pressed her cold 
nose into her mother’s neck. 

The mother waited until the child fell asleep and 
only then did she let herself cry.  

* * * 
Something woke her. She turned on her side and lay 
listening, eyes fixed on the road, the hatchet in her 
hand. She looked down at the girl and when she looked 
back toward the road the first of the Knights were 
already coming into view. 

Oh God. 
She shook the girl awake, one finger pressed to her 

lips. 
They came shuffling up the dragonroad, ropes, 

whips, and chains in their hands, some wearing the 
remnants of priestly robes. Others, the beaked masks 
of pestilence. All of them stained and filthy. Wandering 
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monks of death, slouching along with morning stars in 
their hands. Behind them the creaking wheels of a cart. 

“Quickly,” she breathed against the girl’s ear. 
“Quickly now.” 

She grabbed the girl by the hand and dragged her 
behind a boulder. The girl was frozen with fear, staring 
at the procession below. 

“We have to run,” the woman told her, turning the 
girl’s face towards her. “We have to run up the 
mountainside, do you hear? Don’t look back.” 

She slung their knapsacks over her shoulder and 
they tore through the brown bracken. 

“Run,” she whispered, pulling the wide-eyed girl 
alongside her. “Come on.” 

She looked back. 
The cart had rumbled into view. 
Men stood in the rickety cage looking out, bruised 

and maimed. Women, naked, blood leaking down their 
flogged backs. And children. Dull-eyed children sat 
between the adults’ legs. 

The girl fell and the mother pulled her back up. 
“Come on!” They ran towards a break in the trees 

that she thought might be a ditch and they came out 
through the weeds into an old clearing, the roots of a 
tree high in the air like penitent fingers. She pulled the 
girl down and they crouched in the cover of the fallen 
tree, listening, gasping for breath. She cradled the girl 
with one arm, her other hand gripping the hatchet. 

The staff was still down there. 
“My book.” The girl whimpered, her eyes filling with 

tears. “I lost my book.” 
“Shhh,” the woman said.  
“We have to go back!” 
“We can’t.” 
“My book fell. Please, Mama. Please.” 
“No. Shhh.” 
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They could hear the cart rattling, hear the priests 
chanting to their vengeful God. Then suddenly, they 
heard nothing. The cart had stopped.  

The woman raised her head slowly. Coming 
through the brown weeds was one of the masked men, 
unbuckling his belt. 

They both froze. 
She raised the hatchet, made ready to throw. 
“Come here,” she ordered him quietly. 
The man turned, the mask making his face look like 

the pointy snout of the dragon she and the girl had 
seen.  

“Don’t look back. Look at me,” she hissed. “If you 
call out, you’re dead.” 

He came forward. He carried no weapon, only a 
large silver cross around his neck. He was lean, wiry, 
riddled with plague, streaks of black discoloring the 
veins on the back of his hands. 

She edged around the roots as he came closer. 
Through the ill-cut holes in his mask he stared at her 
hatchet, and then he saw the girl. 

“Where are you going?” The woman asked him to 
draw his attention. 

“To heaven,” he said, his voice muffled by the mask. 
“Oh yeah? You taking those poor souls with you or 

what?” She nodded at the cart. “So where are you 
really going?” 

He cocked his head. 
“They say there’s a dragon’s lair at the top of this 

mountain. A devil’s serpent who steals virgins to ravish 
and devour them. We are the Knights of the Silver 
Cross, here to purge evil from this world.” He bowed 
his head, one hand over the cross. 

“You don’t even know what evil is anymore,” she 
spat at him. “What are you eating? I see no food on 
that cart, only other people.” 
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“We eat whatever we can find.” The mask did 
nothing to stifle the grin in the man’s voice. “God 
provides.” 

“God provides.” 
“Yes.” He came another step closer. “You won’t kill 

me,” he said, fixed on the girl. 
“That’s what you think.” She pulled her arm back.  
“Not in front of the child.” 
He came around the roots, trying to position himself 

between her and the girl. 
“Don’t you dare look at her, filth!” 
“I can look at whatever I w—” The man dropped and 

dove towards the girl. 
The woman buried the hatchet into the side of his 

neck. He yelled. Or tried to. One hand over the blood 
bubbling forth. 

The woman raised the hatchet again and struck the 
man’s forehead, again and again. She stepped around 
him and—crack—twisted his flailing arms at the joint.  

“They’re a bit like us,” the girl had said. 
They’re nothing like us, the woman thought. 
An outcry below. Footsteps. Someone must have 

heard the man’s shout. 
 The girl lay under the tree trunk with no expression 

on her face at all, eyes still wet with tears, face 
streaked with crimson.  

The woman tucked the hatchet away, then slung 
their knapsacks over her shoulder. She picked up the 
girl and set off up the mountain slope at a dead run, 
holding the girl’s knobbly back, the girl splattered with 
the man’s blood and limp as though dead. 

How far had they come? How far to go?  
She ran on, her calves burning, every gasp of 

breath like flames in her chest. Up the mountain, up, 
up—the tree line receding, a patch of light above. The 
girl’s ragged whimpers in her ear drowning out the 
heavy footfalls of the Knights, so close behind her.  
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We are still alive. The woman gritted her teeth and 
pushed on. I just need faith. 

She stumbled out from among the trees and onto 
the bare rock. She fell with the girl, rolling to protect 
her, catching the fall on her elbow. A loud crack. Her 
arm, useless, and the girl tumbling out of her hold. 

A man with a beaked mask grabbed the girl’s ankle, 
and she shrieked. The mother launched herself at him, 
one arm flapping, the other gripping her hatchet. She 
swung it down upon his face again and again until he 
let go. 

More were coming. 
Panting, she grabbed the girl’s knapsack and 

hauled her to her feet. 
“Go up,” she told her. “You go on up as fast as you 

can.” 
“I don’t wanna.” The girl’s eyes were wide. “I don’t 

want to go alone.” 
“You go on up, now,” the mother snarled, and 

shoved the girl away. “You won‘t be alone.” 
She turned back to the approaching men, couldn’t 

bear the look in her daughter’s eyes, couldn’t bear to 
see whether the girl would disobey. Still clutching the 
blood-soiled hatchet, she raised it in salute. 

My God, take this, my Abrahamic sacrifice. It is the 
most precious treasure I have. 

There, in the dim light beneath the pine trees, the 
dark-clad men in masks. And there, in the ash-filled sky 
above, the huge winged beast. At the end of the 
dragonroad, you give up everything you have, and 
walk freely. 

The creature swept over head, then circled back. It 
opened its long snout, and the last thing she saw was 
a tiny patch of light at the back of its maw, a spark that 
hailed a fire storm. [GdM] 
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Timandra Whitecastle lives on the original Plains of 
Rohan (Lower Saxony) in Germany, with her family. 
She is a native speaker of both English and German, 
but she's also fluent in Geek, Gaming, and Whale. 

Reading is an obsession that borders on 

compulsion most days. 

Tim has never bothered to get a life because she 
feels like she’s been trying to lead three different ones 
already—and, yes, she totally stole that line from Terry 
Pratchett. Also, she's partial to Mojitos and Baileys… 
er, just in case you meet her in a bar and want to buy 
her a drink, say. (She knows people don't actually read 
author's biographies, but feels mentioning this might 
be worth a shot… or two.) 

  



 
 

 

68 

An interview with R.F. 
Kuang 

 

MATTHEW CROPLEY 

 

 

 
Bursting onto the grimdark scene with the brilliant 
debut The Poppy War (reviewed in this issue), we were 
lucky enough to get R.F. Kuang to drop by for a quick 
chat about magic, dealing with intense scenes, and 
inspiration. 

 
[MC] How long has The Poppy War existed as a 
project? 
 
[RFK] I started writing the first book in late 2015. Years 
later, I’m three quarters of the way done drafting Book 
3! 
 
[MC] The Poppy War begins as a magic school, 
underdog rising in power story, and then changes to 
something much darker and more brutal. Why did you 
choose to take the novel in this subversive direction? 
 
[RFK] I’m not terribly interested in magic school 
underdog stories where everything ends up shiny and 
happy. That’s not how life works, or how privilege 
works. I opened in a school setting only because Rin’s 
early adulthood provides important context for her later 
actions, but I’m much less interested in school stories 
than I am in war stories. That, and I like my fiction dark.  
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[MC] The Poppy War contains some brutal moments, 
and a lot of morally ambiguous choices for Rin and the 
secondary characters. Why did want to include such a 
complex, grounded view of humanity? 
 
[RFK] There are very, very few people who are wholly 
good or wholly bad in wartime, and it’s just not accurate 
to write as if there are. When wars have gone on for 
that many generations, we’re all on the wrong side. 
The road to peace doesn’t come from obliterating who 
we think is evil, but that’s how you’d imagine wars work 
based on popular culture. I think that the fantasy 
tradition has been stuck in the good vs evil binary for a 
long time, and only recently have we seen works that 
question that dichotomy.  
 
[MC] Rin is such a fantastic heroine, and feels like a 
real, flawed, complex person. Was she inspired by 
anyone in particular? 
 
[RFK] Her character arc is based on Mao Zedong, 
which should spoil you for how the rest of the trilogy 
goes.  
 
[MC] The Poppy War is has a strong foundation in 
relatively recent history compared to many other 
fantasy novels. For those who haven’t read the book 
yet, can you talk about what historic events did you 
draw upon and why? 
 
[RFK] This book broadly covers the Second Sino-
Japanese War and its atrocities, particularly the 1937 
Rape of Nanjing. The trilogy draws heavily from the 
rise of Mao Zedong and the growth of the Chinese 
Communist Party through the Chinese Civil War and 
the devastation that followed.  
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[MC] Was it difficult to write any of the more intense 
scenes, especially those based on historic events? 
 
[RFK] Yes, extremely. I struggled the most with the 
Rape of Nanjing chapter–that’s Chapter 21. I went for 
long walks. I watched The Office. I spent a week doing 
anything except writing. It stays with you.  
 
[MC] The magic and mythology in The Poppy War is 
wonderfully realised. How deeply did you draw from 
mythology, and how did you put your own spin on it? 
 
[RFK] The mythology is a syncretic mix that draws very 
heavily from several main traditions (Buddhism, 
Daoism, and Chinese shamanism) as well as the 
Fengshen Yanyi, a Ming dynasty epic that is one of the 
several great works of Chinese popular culture. My 
“spin” was to simplify all that high theology just enough 
to make it work for popular entertainment. It’s 
reductionist in a way that hurts my academic 
sensibilities, but it works.  
 
[MC] The use of drugs to access magic is wonderfully 
unique. How did you develop this idea? 
 
[RFK] I wish I could say that it was an entirely original 
concept, but it’s really not. Many cultures around the 
world use psychedelics and/or hallucinogens to access 
their idea of the divine. I was inspired by a lot of Asian 
shamanic traditions.  
 
[MC] What fiction were you inspired by? 
 
[RFK] That’s really difficult to answer, because I read 
so much. I think you can see hints of Ender’s Game in 
the plot structure and dialogue. For aesthetic, I 
examined how Ken Liu handled China-inspired 
worldbuilding in The Grace of Kings. During revisions, 
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I read Peter V. Brett’s The Warded Man which helped 
me figure out how to do pacing right. 
 
[MC] What projects do you have coming up that those 
who enjoyed The Poppy War can get excited about? 
 
[RFK] Books two and three will be out in short order (: 
[GdM] 
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Crushing Dreams 
 

MICHAEL R. FLETCHER 

 

 

 
Dreams are a motherfucker.  

Dreams will drag you through the dirt, kick you in 
your most sensitive places, and crush your every 
accomplishment until it’s nothing. 

Ok. Deep breath. I should probably back up and 
explain. 

In 2008 I wrote 88, a science fiction novel. I’d never 
written a book before and knew nothing about writing. 
But I had a dream: Someday I was going to be a 
published author. I was willing to work my ass off to 
achieve that mad dream. 

Four years later, after having been rejected by 
virtually every publisher on the planet, 88 was picked 
up by a Canadian micropress. And then they had me 
rewrite the entire thing with a lot less suck in it. But I’d 
done it! I’d achieved my dream! I was a published 
author. Never mind that the book pretty much 
disappeared into the ocean of publishing with the 
tiniest bloop! sound.  

I wanted more. 
I’d caught the bug and I had a new idea for a story, 

and so I wrote another book because I’m an idiot. This 
one was strange. It was about madness shaping 
reality, and there were no heroes. Every single 
character was a shitty human. Most of them were ugly, 
and even the pretty ones were shitty on the inside. 
Proud as I was of my second novel, I was pretty 
damned sure Beyond Redemption would never get 
published. It was too weird, too fucked up. Too 
gawddamned filthy. I hadn’t yet heard of grimdark.  
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And yet... I dreamed. 
Whereas I sent my first book to every agent I found 

contact info for, this time I picked six I thought looked 
like a good fit. Within a month I heard back from one 
and wound up with representation. I had an agent! 
Kindling was tossed upon the dream, stoking the 
flames ever higher.  

When she said she was going to start by submitting 
it to the Big Five publishers, I braced for 
disappointment and dreamed of advances and 
royalties and book tours and publishing groupies (even 
though I told my wife they didn’t exist).  

Two months later Beyond Redemption sold to 
Harper Voyager. I did interviews, and sat on a panel at 
New York Comic Con with Myke Cole and Peter 
Orullian. Apparently publishing groupies really don’t 
exist. At least not for the likes of me. But I did get to sit 
around my minimalist New York coffin-hotel room floor 
drinking whiskey with some awesome folks. 

I’d done it! Yet again I’d achieved my dream! 
I first dreamed of simply being published. Now I 

dreamed of multi-book deals, of quitting my day job, of 
hanging out with Anna Smith Spark whilst doing vodka 
shots out of Mark Lawrence’s belly button. 

Here’s the thing about publishing: A book can do 
well and flop at the same time. Beyond Redemption did 
both. It appeared on a pile of Best-of-the-Year lists 
such as Beauty in Ruins, Fantasy Faction, The 
Speculative Herald, Smash Dragons, Smorgasbord 
Fantasia, Mighty Thor JRS, Book Frivolity, 
Bibliosanctum, Fantasy Book Critic, and others, and it 
even took Joseph Mallozzi’s coveted (in my head) 
Rogue Star Award for best book of 2015 (he’s the 
creator and producer of Dark Matter). 

And sales tanked.  
My memories of this time are a bit hazy, but as best 

I remember, after about six months the publisher was 
hoping the novel would have sold somewhere around 
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10,000 copies worldwide. It sold less than half of that. 
A lot less. I knuckled down and did a huge publicity 
push, received an amazing amount of support from 
bloggers who’d loved the book, and... not much 
happened. Although there was a sizeable jump in sales 
(a BookBub promotion and Kindle book of the month 
sale helped), it was too little too late. 

The thing is I got so excited about being a famous 
and internationally published author that I’d charged off 
and written The Mirror’s Truth, the sequel to BR. And 
then I wrote another book, Swarm and Steel, set in the 
same world. I did all of this before learning that sales 
were “disappointing” and that the publisher wasn’t 
interested in either. 

The dream died a sad and ugly death. 
I couldn’t even judge how bad the damage was. 

Had I blacklisted myself by writing a flop? Would 
another publisher even look at me? Was I incapable of 
writing a marketable book? What if I’d written the best 
book I could write, and no one gave a flying fuck? 
People keep going on about how important it is for the 
writer to market their books, but I’m a quiet shut-in 
alcoholic introvert! What the hell was I supposed to do? 

Being of a self-destructive bent at the best of times, 
I proceeded to be extremely drunk for the next three 
months. I did it at night so as not to bother my wife and 
daughter, but still managed to kill a 26er of Jameson 
every week.  

This roller coaster of dreams was fucking killing me. 
I needed to step off. 

I had a dream and I achieved it. I had another, 
bigger dream, and achieved that too. Why was I 
depressed? Why was I disappointed? There are a few 
million writers who would have been happy to trade 
places or take a stab at slapping some of the stupid out 
of me. 

Much as fame and fortune would be lovely, the fact 
is I’d keep writing even if I never achieved those things. 
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So why base my feelings of success and self-worth on 
them? Dreams and goals are lovely things when they 
work for us, when they push us to be better. But why 
was I letting failure (funny how landing a publishing 
deal with a Big Five publisher had suddenly become a 
“failure”) stop me? 

There I was with two finished novels and no 
publisher. It was time to embrace a more Taoist 
approach to this publishing biz.  

I went into self-publishing filled to the brim with 
ignorance and the sure knowledge I hadn’t a clue what 
I was doing. I hired an amazing artist (John Anthony Di 
Giovanni) and a mad skilled typographer (Shawn T. 
King) and was prepared to never see a return on my 
investment. If I was going to self-publish, I still wanted 
the books to look great, to look slick and professional. 

While my perceived failures prepared me for utter 
disaster, I was pleasantly surprised when I failed 
somewhat less than expected. 

Beyond Redemption sold translation rights to 
German, Polish, and Russian publishers. A Czech 
publisher bought rights to BR, TMT, and Swarm and 
Steel. It turns out some foreign publishers buy 
translation rights based on fan and reader 
recommendations and the right people were passing 
on the good word. None of these were huge deals, all 
falling in around two thousand euros per book, but it 
was a nice bonus on top of my day job. Then BR 
earned out its German advance and an actual royalty 
cheque appeared, equal to the initial advance! I was 
stunned. I thought royalties were a myth. Well, they still 
kinda are. Haven’t seen a penny in royalties for BR and 
probably never will. 

And things kept happening. 
The Mirror’s Truth won an r/Fantasy STABBY 

award for best self-published novel and appeared on 
several Best-of-the-Year lists. Swarm and Steel ended 
up selling to Skyhorse Publishing. I wrote some new 
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scenes and self-published 88 as Ghosts of Tomorrow 
(same cover art team as TMT... more on them later) 
and it’s received great reviews and even managed to 
appear on a few best-of lists. TMT made back my 
investment (I spent ~$1200CAD on art and editing) in 
the first month. Ghosts of Tomorrow, which cost about 
the same, took two months to break even.  

I have to be up front about this: The success of 
these novels had little to do with my own promotional 
efforts. Two factors made all the difference.  

First, I somehow seem to have been adopted by the 
grimdark community. The bloggers who loved Beyond 
Redemption gave me a huge amount of support. 
Without them, these books would have disappeared 
into the black hole of publishing. I gave advance reader 
copies to any reviewer who would take one, and was 
very pleased to see how many were willing to accept 
my self-published work. Whereas I’d done a ton of 
promoting (guest posts, articles, Q&As, book tours, 
and interviews) for BR and burned myself out, I did very 
little for either of these novels. I couldn’t, didn’t have it 
in me to hustle. My earlier efforts broke me. 

Second, I hired the right art team to do my covers. 
John Anthony Di Giovanni arted the art like only an 
artist can art art. He fucking killed it both times. Shawn 
T. King is a god of typography and fantastically skilled 
artist. I dubbed these guys the Dream Team and 
they’ve since done a pile of covers together. Check out 
Rise of the Fallen by Peter Fugazzotto, A Star-
Reckoner’s Lot by Darrel Drake, In Shadows We Fall 
by Devin Madson, The Hidden Face by S.C Flynn, 
Paternus by my arch-nemesis Dyrk Ashton, 
Booknest’s The Art of War anthology, Red Season 
Rising and Too Cold to Bleed by D.M Murray. Perhaps, 
if the GdM team is comfortable with shilling my books 
a little, they’ll include the cover art with this article so 
you can get a look at the Dream Team’s fantastic work. 
Or maybe they’ll have a laugh and include the other 
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covers they’ve done and not mine. As long as it isn’t 
that Sloth Lord Dyrk Ashton’s cover. Hell, maybe they 
won’t do any of that and this is just me talking to myself 
and daydreaming about sweet free publicity. We’ll find 
out!  

So my books were making some money. I wasn’t 
going to quit my job, but I was interacting with readers, 
talking with folks who’d enjoyed my books, and finding 
that interaction amazingly fulfilling. 

What if the dream wasn’t dead? What if it just 
needed a little rewriting? What if instead of being an 
unhappy failed famous author, I was a happy writer? 
What if my dream was to write books people enjoyed? 

I picked myself up, brushed off my tarnished and 
much damaged dream, and soldiered on.  

In the last year I wrote three more books. One is in 
the hands of test-readers, one is with my agent 
awaiting her attention, and the third I’m currently 
editing. Even though I have no idea whether it will sell, 
I’ve started writing the sequel to one of those new 
books. I don’t know if I’ll self-publish or try to sell it to a 
publisher. Either way, I’m going to complete the trilogy. 
I want to tell this story. I’ve also launched two secret 
collaborative projects I’m excited about and have ideas 
scribbled down for three more novels including the last 
Manifest Delusions novel, a sequel to Ghosts of 
Tomorrow, and a noir SF novel. 

The dream is alive and this time I’m doing the 
crushing. 

Remember that scene at the end of Terminator 2, 
where they’re driving along the highway at night, the 
road lit only by their headlights, babbling on about the 
future?  

It’s like that.  
Except I’ve turned the headlights off because I’m 

tired of thinking about where I’m going. 
Okay, enough of the rambling history lesson. 



 
 

 

78 

There’s nothing wrong with having goals and 
dreams. The problem comes when you let those goals 
and dreams define your happiness. Go ahead and 
dream, but live in the moment. Be happy with what 
you’re doing now. 

I’m not a famous writer. So what? I’m still writing. 
I’m still enjoying writing. I now look back on my 
achievements with pride instead of looking at them as 
failures. When I wrote that first book I was willing to pay 
someone to print it for me just so I could hold it in my 
hands and say, “I wrote this thing.” It doesn’t hurt that 
this year my writing income pushed me into a new tax 
bracket and, where last year I received a lovely return, 
I actually had to pay additional taxes. No, that totally 
hurt! What the fuck?!  

I still have dreams. I still have goals. They’re still 
insane and completely unreasonable. But they’re 
secondary to enjoying the moment, to revelling in the 
process. Writing. Editing. Rewriting. Re-editing. 
Rerewriting. Hating that novel for not being awesome 
and then seeing what I need to do to fix it and loving it 
all over again. And then editing it some more. You get 
the idea. 

Whatever level of success you’ve achieved, 
whether you’re right at the beginning and have just 
finished writing your first novel (which is a huge deal 
and should never be ignored!), whether you’ve self-
published your third novel, or are hunting that elusive 
publishing deal, enjoy the process.  

Dream the dreams, write the books. 
Who knows, maybe we’ll accidentally achieve a few 

new dreams along the way.[GdM] 
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To See a Monster 
 

ED MCDONALD 

 

 

 
This story takes place twenty years before the events 
of Blackwing in the world first explored in The Raven’s 
Mark series. 
 
The wind was up, and factory smog drifted in through 
the courthouse doors, hiding the mosaics beneath dirt-
grey folds of vapour. 

I’d arrived early and sat alone in the courthouse, 
waiting. The clerk had admitted me without speaking. 
Hadn’t looked me in the eye. I enjoyed making self-
important pricks feel uncomfortable. Knowing one’s 
place in society was essential. Sometimes I thought 
that if people all learned where they belonged in the 
pecking order, this whole unpleasant business might 
have been avoided. 

Men get involved in duels for stupid reasons. Some 
for pride, some to prove themselves, some for drink. 
The attributes of fools. 

The courtroom, a huge hall with a high ceiling, had 
been cleared of all furnishings save for three throne-
like chairs. The statues of Justice and Mercy stood tall 
and proud over the wash of smog, the clinging tendrils 
refusing to touch them. Decadence and squalor, 
coming together to watch senseless violence. Is there 
a more fitting analogy for Valengrad? I thought about 
my old university tutor and thought I might write that to 
him. He’d always appreciated a word’s clever turn. 
When this was all over, and people got their heads 
back to normal, there’d be plenty of time. 
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The day came up quickly, sunlight slanting through 
arched windows. The petitioner would be here soon. 
Time to make a few preparations. 

I walked into the centre of the courthouse floor, the 
iron-grey mist clinging to my legs. A duel with the rapier 
wasn’t my first choice—give me a two-handed war-
sword or a good cutlass any day—but the rapier was 
the duelling blade, and so I’d give my opponent what 
he wanted. A good scar across the face, if that’s what 
he forced me to! What a fool he’d been to think he 
could challenge me. I crouched deeply after the 
Iscalian style, made a quick lunge. I was quick for my 
size, my fencing masters had always said so. People 
expect a man of six-foot-six to be slow, ponderous, 
ungainly, but I’d never had that problem. I was twenty-
one, in the best shape of my life. Hah! I fenced against 
the air, rolling my wrist and slicing through drifting 
tendrils of smoke. Not my first choice of sword, but any 
man who’d challenged me had to have a high opinion 
of himself. I had the reach, the speed, and when 
necessary, the monster inside me. Torolo Mancono 
was about as far up his own arse as a man could get 
without disappearing inside it entirely, but he was still 
a good sort of chap on the inside. I was only going to 
clip him and let him bow out with his own honour intact. 
It was generous of me. This was all for show. 

I made sure that I was done limbering up before the 
court began to fill. Never a good idea to let them know 
that you’ve felt a need to practice. A man needs to keep 
his reputation. I needn’t have turned up so early, but 
the dreams had come again. Dreams of the rout from 
Adrogorsk. Just the workings of a sleeping mind, but 
they’d forced me from my bed. 

Clerks and lawyers came first, green robed, solemn 
and keeping their eyes from me. Most days the 
magistrates heard simple civil cases. They listened to 
alewives who’d paid for stock that had soured before it 
arrived. They heard from crofters and farmers who 
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travelled in to complain that a neighbour’s cows had 
trampled their fields, noble ladies who found the 
diamonds they had been sold were zircons, and 
tenants whose landlords had tapped their phos-pipes. 
Even in a city as crammed with fighting men as 
Valengrad, judicial duels were a rarity. For every 
twenty challenges laid down, nineteen challengers 
backed out, were bought off, or the duel was declared 
not legally binding by scuttling, black-shelled lawyers. 
Of those that made it into the court, at least half found 
a reason not to cross blades on the day. 

Today was not one of those days. 
The nobility began to file in; for the cream who 

chose to attend this was a highly diverting spectacle, 
one that would be spoken about over tea and cakes for 
weeks. The centre of the courtroom was roped off, an 
area thirty feet to a side. That was where I’d have to 
prove myself. Prove myself against a liar. A man who’d 
been a friend until the nightmare at Adrogorsk.  

A preening young fop who’d never seen military 
service in his life came to stand before me. He must 
have thought himself something special to have the 
gall to look me up and down the way he did. I was a 
count’s son and a brigadier, and had been forced into 
service as general when I had to lead the rout from 
Adrogorsk. A bloody war-hero, though nobody else 
seemed to see it. I hadn’t wanted the command, but all 
the other officers had managed to get themselves 
gracked. 

“You still have time to back down before Mancono 
arrives,” the peacock said, twiddling a silver stud in his 
ear. “He’s a dab hand with the long blade. A lumbering 
brute like you won’t last half a minute.” 

“Doesn’t sound like you’ve much care for my 
wellbeing,” I said, channelling as much disgust as I 
could muster. 
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“I don’t,” he said down the fine line of his nose. “But 
this is all so... undignified.” He turned on his heel and 
stalked away. 

I waited. The clock hands circled the dial slowly.  
Range Marshal Venzer appeared at the head of a 

gaggle of senior officers. He had to be sixty years old. 
Any other man would have been thought too old to be 
fighting wars in the Misery, but Venzer was a legend. 
The Iron Goat, they called him. He was missing half of 
his teeth on one side of his face, but cut an imposing 
figure nonetheless. He was headed to one of the 
thrones, but he paused and walked towards me 
instead. that the crease in his brow, the lines around 
his eyes said he knew I hadn’t asked for this, but he 
didn’t speak. He gave me a slow nod, and that was all 
I was going to get from him. He was my commanding 
officer, had been the one that sent the army out to 
Adrogorsk, but he couldn’t be seen to be taking sides. 
The other officers kept their eyes from me. They’d 
been my peers, my comrades. I’d studied with some of 
them at the university. How the fuck had they turned 
on me so swiftly? 

What did I care? I didn’t need them. After first blood 
was spilled, my honour would be beyond question. If 
anything, Torolo Mancono had done me a favour in 
challenging me. All I needed was my honour. 

“May I offer you something, sir?” an attendant said. 
He had a tray of refreshments, intended for the 
assembled spectators—wine, brandy and beer. 

“Alcohol? Before a duel? Only the weak need an 
intoxicant to stir their courage,” I said. I despised 
drunks. A lesser man might drink before a fight, but I 
supposed that lesser men than I probably needed a 
boost before they got down to business. The kind of 
fools that fought duels probably hadn’t seen any actual 
combat outside of the training hall. 

I had seen more action at the ruins of Adrogorsk, 
deep in the Misery, than I had ever wanted to see. 
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More than I ever wanted to see again. Men 
dismembered by artillery fire. The squeals of the 
enemy below as I poured hot oil through the murder 
holes. The screams of the sharpshooters as a Darling’s 
sorcery turned their lungs to liquid tar. I shook my head. 
I didn’t want to think of that now. Couldn’t think of that 
now. I’d done what was right in trying to get us all out 
of there. I’d seen the game was up and signalled the 
whole force to retreat back to the safety of the Range. 

So few had made it. 
I’d taken command, but I’d lost control. I had so little 

left. The fighting men who’d stayed behind to secure 
the retreat had been those without the guts to fight. The 
best of the army lay dead in the sand. That was my 
doing, they told me. My fault. I pressed my eyes shut 
and shook my head until the staring eyes and agonised 
screams faded. When I opened them again, my 
opponent had arrived. 

Torolo Mancono. Five feet and nine inches of 
service-dodging, perfumed luxury and bottomless 
pockets. He came dressed all in white; a conceit 
intended to intimidate me, a declaration that he had no 
fear of seeing his own blood. Handsome, 
moustachioed, surrounded by friends and supporters. 
They cast scathing looks in my direction. They wanted 
to see a monster, had come to stare and sneer. He’d 
even brought his wife and children. 

Confident, then. 
He shouldn’t have been. He should have paid 

closer attention to my reputation. 
A chilling little voice at the back of my mind said that 

he probably had, and he was confident anyway. Maybe 
he was as good as I’d heard. Mancono’s followers slid 
away into the front rows of what was now a crowd of 
expectant, perfumed, blood-hungry aristocrats. He 
walked towards me. There wasn’t so much as a 
whisper of nerves about him. 



 
 

 

84 

“One last chance to back out of this, Ryhalt,” he 
said. Not my real name. A nickname I’d earned during 
our time together at university. It was almost a peace 
offering. 

“You offended my honour,” I said. “I intended to 
restore it today.” 

He nodded slowly as though he’d expected nothing 
less. 

“You didn’t bring your family,” he said. “You should 
have.” 

“For a trifle like this?” I said. I gave him my best 
sneer. “They’re happily back on the estate. I’ll mention 
it when I write to them, or maybe I won’t.” 

Mancono frowned, his lips pursed. 
“This does none of us a service,” he said. “I can’t 

take back what I said. You led the rout from Adrogorsk 
badly. You sacrificed good men as a rearguard to 
secure your own retreat. I cannot condone that, not 
even for you, old friend. Were I to take the words back, 
I dishonour the most valiant of our dead. But you can 
still avoid all this.” 

“You think to lecture me?” I said. Anger flared 
beneath my skin. “I made the choices I had to make. 
You weren’t there. You don’t know.” 

“So it is, then,” he said. He retired across the smog-
coated floor to speak with his family. His wife looked 
pale. She’d seen the size of me. Didn’t like what she 
saw. Mancono knelt and spoke with his son and 
daughter. 

Seated upon the central throne, Marshal Venzer 
rang a bell. 

“We all know why we’re here,” he called. His voice 
was well used to command. “A duel of honour shall be 
fought, until one party calls for a halt, or is unable to 
continue. Upon the honour of the duellists, this matter 
shall be considered settled once I ring this bell again. 
No woman or man may take issue with the outcome. 
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No grievances may be filed, or retribution taken. Do 
any dispute this course upon which we are set?” 

Silence. 
I shrugged out of my coat. Venzer looked at me, 

sadly, sternly. Trying to tell me something. Something 
hard, something dark. But I’d seen worse. Something 
had died in me at Adrogorsk. The man I had been 
might have recognised it, but I didn’t. 

“Let’s get on with this so I can get back to my 
command,” I said, casting my voice out across the 
floor. “This war won’t win itself, no matter what this 
civilian fails to understand about my methods.” 

Marshal Venzer raised his hand. 
“Upon your honour, give quarter when the word 

‘enough’ is spoken,” Venzer said. He shook his head 
at the futility of the situation. “When you are both 
prepared, you may begin.” 

An attendant offered me a choice of swords. They 
were all beautiful weapons, their guards arcing twists 
of gilded steel, the blades long and deadly. I chose one 
that bore the stamp of a maker I respected. I removed 
my shirt and Mancono did the same. We would duel 
bare chested, as was tradition. His torso was lean, 
pale, athletically muscled. Mine was broad, hairy, and 
I had an embarrassing series of haphazardly chosen 
regimental tattoos on my right shoulder. We faced one 
another. Mancono gave a salute. I did not return it. 

I advanced. 
The rapier has never been my first choice. It is a 

weapon of tricks and timings, of choosing a precise 
distance and working it against the man. It’s a weapon 
that takes training in a fencing hall, lots of it, if you want 
to avoid simply throwing yourself onto someone else’s 
point. And the point is long; it will pass through you and 
you won’t feel a thing until it’s already happened. 

I let the confidence flow through me. I’d killed my 
enemies out in the Misery, things that were twisted and 
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warped by the Deep Kings’ sorcery. This was child’s 
play by comparison. 

From the first clash of blades, I knew I was 
outmatched. 

I’d not practiced the rapier for years. A duelling 
weapon, a formal weapon, a blade that has no place 
on a battlefield where its length is a hindrance and its 
cutting power is insufficient and of little use against the 
things that haunt the poisoned sands. As we worked 
the circle, probing each other’s guards and testing for 
weaknesses, I could feel through his blade that he had 
the control, that he had the upper hand even though no 
blood had been drawn. He was watching, waiting for 
me to try something reckless, an attack that would let 
him take control of my extension, let him drive me back. 

Fuck it. 
I went for the thrust, simple and direct but 

disengaging from his blade and slipping around, 
avoiding the natural parry. I burst forward with all of the 
speed that I had available. My point sped forwards, like 
a loosed arrow. Mancono parried it, drove it down even 
as he slipped back out of distance, upright and 
unconcerned, graceful as a dancer. He bound my 
blade down, then stepped back again and brought his 
point back up. I brought mine, and again we found 
each other’s blades, pushing and turning, testing, a 
gentle play between us. 

“You’re not bad, for a coward,” I said. 
“I am the best in the states,” Mancono said. “Your 

folly in insisting on this is as—” 
I waited until he was mid-sentence and then beat 

down on his sword, driving it out of the central line, 
windmilled my weapon around and sliced at him. 
Mancono parried easily, driving the blow off to his left, 
brought the locked blades around, then stepped in fast 
as a cat. He grabbed the guard of my rapier, tore it from 
my hand and sent it clattering across the hall as he 
thrust. 
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Mancono’s sword point bit into my left arm, slicing 
through a layer of skin and scoring through the muscle 
beneath. Disarmed, I made a grab for him, but he had 
his distance all right and sprang back out of reach, 
whipping out with his sword. He caught me across the 
cheek with the flat of the blade, a slap that stung and 
drew blood, and the bright shock caused me to stumble 
and fall to a knee. A surge of panic struck me, 
disarmed, winged, down—but Mancono had backed 
away. 

I could have ended it then. Blood drawn, honour 
satisfied. But no. Honour lost. It was all for honour. Hot, 
coal-red anger glowed within my chest. Nobody had 
ever made me bleed before. 

Mancono strode to the fallen rapier.  
Kicked it across to me. 
“Pick it up.” 
Blood trailed down my left arm. No matter. I’d had 

worse and more in the Misery. Little more than a nick, 
a sting. I gathered up the sword, levelled it towards 
him, took a square-on stance again, the way they teach 
it in Hyspia. Mancono matched my posture, switching 
from one school of fencing into another. Our blades 
clanged their connections again as we each sought 
advantage. 

Whip fast, Mancono sprang forwards and struck me 
in the right pectoral. The point bit muscle, but not 
deeply and I clattered it aside and made a huge swing 
at him. He moved back and parried with absurd ease. 
All my muscle meant nothing in leverage at the end of 
those long blades. I pressed my left hand to my chest, 
wiped away blood. He’d not gone past the ribs. It could 
have been a killing blow, a heart strike. 

“You don’t know anything,” I said, the pain a fire 
beneath my words. “How could you understand what I 
had to do?” 

I hacked at him. Unskilled, stupid, hacking. He 
parried my blade aside, stepped inside my guard took 
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hold of me and twisted on his hip. Somehow my legs 
went out from under me and I went down hard on my 
back, my sword clattering away over the tiles. 

Mancono looked down on me. This was his 
moment. His victory. The bright blade shone in the 
weak light. 

He stepped away, kicked my sword over to me. 
 “Speak the word,” he said, “or pick it up.” 
I met his gaze, stared right back at him. I could feel 

the blood running hot down my chest, hot down my 
arms. The heat was nothing. My anger was a furnace. 
The faces were all around me, staring, judging. Taking 
from me the little that I’d clung to since I’d sent my 
friends into certain death. 

“No,” I said. 
“Pick it up,” Mancono said again, the heat in his 

voice causing his hand to tremble. “I’ll not fight an 
unarmed man. Pick it up.” 

I ignored the sword. Found my feet instead. 
“They knew what they were doing,” I spat. “Every 

one of them. Every one of them knew what they were 
doing when they marched into the Misery. Every one 
of them knew that they might not come back. What 
would you have done?” 

So many eyes on me. All around me, watching, 
staring. Hating. They didn’t believe me. They didn’t 
understand. I looked to Venzer. He knew. He 
understood. But he saw me bleeding, and he mouthed 
one word at me: enough. 

It wasn’t enough. It was never enough. If I lost here, 
then it was true. It was all true and I was disgraced, not 
just as a soldier but as a man. The Spirit of Judgement 
stared down on me with stony eyes. 

“What would you have done?” I roared again. 
“I would have died with them,” Mancono said. And 

by the look on his face, for all that he’d never been a 
soldier, for all that I’d endured the nightmare and he’d 
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sat here on the Range drinking tea, I knew that he was 
telling the truth. 

“For what?” I screamed at him. “For nothing? For 
honour? I’ll show you your fucking honour!” 

I advanced upon him, blood streaming down my 
arms, my chest, from the wound inside that was never 
going to heal. He levelled his sword point at me. I 
ignored it and closed the space, four feet, two, none, 
and then I was pressing up against the tip of the blade. 
The rage coursing through me was blinding. The 
shame, the knowledge that he was right and I should 
have died out there on the field with all those brave 
fucking soldiers. I pressed myself against his sword. 

Mancono lowered the sword and I stood panting 
before him. 

“What do you know of honour?” he said quietly. 
I swung a fist into his face, shattering his jaw. He 

crashed down and I followed him into the smog. I heard 
the screams again. A demon had hold of me. I swung, 
again and again and Mancono fought back in the 
blinding cloud. The edge of his long blade pressed up 
against my side, sawing at me, but he had no leverage 
with my weight on him, no chance to use the deadly 
point. Distant screams filtered through the fog, 
drowning out Mancono’s broken-jawed attempts to say 
something. Those sneering fools had come to see a 
monster, and now they’d see one. There was no 
quarter here, only an ending. Animal, savage, I bit 
down. 

Dimly I became aware of the clanging of a bell. I 
could scarcely hear it. I could hear only the screams all 
around me as the smog turned red, red, red like the 
sky over Adrogorsk the day it had all gone to fire and 
nightmare. 

Everything ceased. 
Everything. 
When I climbed to my feet, the world had changed. 

The silent people seemed different. The room seemed 
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different. I was different. There was gristle between my 
teeth, a taste that hadn’t been there before. 

Marshal Venzer stared at me with hollowed eyes. I 
shook my head to try to clear the screams of the men 
from Adrogorsk, but they were close now, all around 
me. I spat, and I spat scarlet. Not my blood. But it was 
mine now, in a way. 

“Enough,” I said. 
The echoes of the bell’s tolling fell away. Nobody 

moved to stop me as I staggered through the smog to 
the attendant with his tray of bottles. 

I reached for the brandy, and I began to 
drink.[GdM] 
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Ed McDonald has spent many years dancing between 
different professions, cities and countries, but the only 
thing any of them share in common is that they have 
allowed him enough free time to write. He currently 
lives in London, a city that provides him with constant 
inspiration, where he works as a university lecturer. 
When he’s not grading essays or wrangling with 
misbehaving plot lines he can usually be found fencing 
with longswords, rapiers and pollaxes. 

Ed’s debut novel Blackwing is the first part of The 
Raven’s Mark trilogy. Blackwing was published in July 
2017 by Gollancz in the UK, and October 2017 by Ace 
in the United States. German, Spanish, French, 
Hungarian, and Russian translations will be available 
from 2018. 

The second epic instalment of the Raven’s Mark 
series, Ravencry, is due for release in June 2018 in the 
UK and August 2018 in the US.  
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Justin James, Corbin Talley, James Gotaas, Leonard 
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