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From the Editor 
 

ADRIAN COLLINS 

 

 
 
We’re back after a one-issue hiatus while I went off to 
get married and lock a poor woman into being with an 
obsessed publisher, for life. 
 While we have plenty of exciting things happening 
both in this issue and in other projects, the most 
important thing happening this quarter is that our long-
standing artist Jason Deem is moving on. Jason has 
been with GdM for four years and has created the 
visual presence for our ezine to the market. His art is 
dark and broody, violent and full of movement. I love it. 
 Jason jumped on board back when we had no idea 
how many issues we might last. He submitted through 
our page, and kept submitting until I could no longer 
say, “No thanks, mate.” Since then he’s been a stalwart 
of our team, and with his excellent final cover of Lee 
Murray’s Lifeblood we bid him all the best. 
 I tip my glass to Jason for four years of putting up 
with me, for a job well done, and for being a good bloke 
to work with.  

Cheers mate. 
 
Adrian Collins 
Founder 
 
Subscribe to Grimdark Magazine: 
https://patreon.com/user?u=177000  
 
Connect with the Grimdark Magazine team at: 
 
facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine 

https://patreon.com/user?u=177000
http://www.facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine
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twitter.com/AdrianGdMag  
grimdarkmagazine.com  
plus.google.com/+AdrianCollinsGdM/ 
pinterest.com/AdrianGdM/  
  

http://www.twitter.com/AdrianGdMag
http://www.grimdarkmagazine.com/
https://plus.google.com/+AdrianCollinsGdM/posts
http://www.pinterest.com/AdrianGdM/
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The Fool Jobs 
 

JOE ABERCROMBIE 

 

 
 
East of the Crinna, Autumn 574 
 
Craw chewed the hard skin around his nails, just like 
he always did. They hurt, just like they always did. He 
thought to himself that he really had to stop doing that. 
Just like he always did.  

‘Why is it,’ he muttered under his breath, and with 
some bitterness too, ‘I always get stuck with the fool 
jobs?’ 

The village squatted in the fork of the river, a clutch 
of damp thatch roofs, scratty as an idiot’s hair, a man-
high fence of rough-cut logs ringing it. Round wattle 
huts and three long halls dumped in the muck, ends of 
the curving wooden uprights on the biggest badly 
carved like dragons’ heads, or wolves’ heads, or 
something that was meant to make men scared but 
only made Craw nostalgic for decent carpentry. Smoke 
limped up from chimneys in muddy smears. Half-bare 
trees still shook browning leaves. In the distance the 
reedy sunlight glimmered on the rotten fens, like a 
thousand mirrors stretching off to the horizon. But 
without the romance. 

Wonderful stopped scratching at the long scar 
through her shaved-stubble hair long enough to make 
a contribution. ‘Looks to me,’ she said, ‘like a confirmed 
shit-hole.’ 

‘We’re way out east of the Crinna, no?’ Craw 
worked a speck of skin between teeth and tongue and 
spat it out, wincing at the pink mark left by his nail, way 
more painful than it had any right to be. ‘Nothing but 
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hundreds of miles of shit-hole in every direction. You 
sure this is the place, Raubin?’ 

‘I’m sure. She was most specifical.’ 
Craw frowned. He weren’t sure if he’d taken such a 

pronounced dislike to Raubin ’cause he was the one 
that brought the jobs and the jobs were usually 
cracked, or if he’d taken such a pronounced dislike to 
Raubin ’cause the man was a weasel-faced arsehole. 
Bit of both, maybe. ‘The word is “specific”, half-head.’ 

‘Got my meaning, no? Village in a fork in the river, 
she said, south o’ the fens, three halls, biggest one with 
uprights carved like fox heads.’ 

‘Aaaah.’ Craw snapped his fingers. ‘They’re meant 
to be foxes.’ 

‘Fox Clan, these crowd.’ 
‘Are they?’ 
‘So she said.’ 
‘And this thing we’ve got to bring her. What sort of 

a thing is it, exactly?’ 
‘Well, it’s a thing,’ said Raubin.  
‘That much we know.’ 
‘Sort of... this long, I guess. She didn’t say, 

precisely.’ 
‘Unspecifical, was she?’ asked Wonderful, grinning 

with every tooth. 
‘She said it’d have a kind of a light about it.’  
‘A light?’ asked Craw. ‘What? Like a magic bloody 

candle?’ 
All Raubin could do was shrug, which weren’t a 

scrap of use to no one. ‘I don’t know. She said you’d 
know it when you saw it.’ 

‘Oh, nice.’ Craw hadn’t thought his mood could drop 
much lower. Now he knew better. ‘That’s real nice. So 
you want me to bet my life, and the lives o’ my crew, on 
knowing it when I see it?’ He shoved himself back off 
the rocks on his belly, out of sight of the village, 
clambered up and brushed the dirt from his coat, 
muttering darkly to himself since it was a new one and 
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he’d been taking some trouble to keep it clean. 
Should’ve known that’d be a waste of effort, what with 
the shitty jobs he always ended up in to his neck. He 
started back down the slope, shaking his head, striding 
through the trees towards the others. A good, confident 
stride. A leader’s stride. It was important, Craw 
reckoned, for a chief to walk like he knew where he 
was going. 

Especially when he didn’t. 
Raubin hurried after him, whiny voice picking at his 

back. ‘She didn’t precisely say. About the thing, you 
know. I mean, she don’t, always. She just looks at you, 
with those eyes...’ He gave a shudder. ‘And says, fetch 
me this thing, and where from. And what with the paint, 
and that voice o’ hers, and that sweat o’ bloody fear 
you get when she looks at you...’ Another shudder, 
hard enough to rattle his rotten teeth. ‘I ain’t asking no 
questions, I can tell you that. I’m just looking to run out 
fast so I don’t piss myself on the spot. Run out fast, and 
fetch whatever thing she’s after—’ 

‘Well, that’s real sweet for you,’ said Craw, ‘except 
insofar as actually getting this thing goes.’ 

‘As far as getting the thing goes,’ mused Wonderful, 
splashes of light and shadow swimming across her 
bony face as she looked up into the branches, ‘the lack 
of detail presents serious difficulties. All manner of 
things in a village that size. Which one, though? Which 
thing, is the question.’ Seemed she was in a thoughtful 
mood. ‘One might say the voice, and the paint, and the 
aura of fear are, in the present case... self-defeating.’ 

‘Oh no,’ said Craw. ‘Self-defeating would be if she 
was the one who ended up way out past the Crinna 
with her throat cut, on account of some blurry details 
on the minor point of the actual job we’re bloody here 
to do.’ And he gave Raubin a hard glare as he strode 
out of the trees and into the clearing. 

Scorry was sitting sharpening his knives, eight 
blades neatly laid out on the patchy grass in front of his 
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crossed legs, from a little pricker no longer’n Craw’s 
thumb to a hefty carver just this side of a short-sword. 
The ninth he had in his hands, whetstone working at 
steel, squick, scrick, marking the rhythm to his soft, 
high singing. He had a wonder of a singing voice, did 
Scorry Tiptoe. No doubt he would’ve been a bard in a 
happier age, but there was a steadier living in sneaking 
up and knifing folk these days. A sad fact, Craw 
reckoned, but those were the times. 

Brack-i-Dayn was sat beside Scorry, lips curled 
back, nibbling at a stripped rabbit bone like a sheep 
nibbling at grass. A huge, very dangerous sheep. The 
little thing looked like a toothpick in his great tattooed 
blue lump of a fist. Jolly Yon frowned down at him as if 
he was a great heap of shit, which Brack might’ve been 
upset by if it hadn’t been Yon’s confirmed habit to look 
at everything and everyone that way. He properly 
looked like the least jolly man in all the North at that 
moment. It was how he’d come by the name, after all. 

Whirrun of Bligh was kneeling on his own on the 
other side of the clearing, in front of his great long 
sword, leaned up against a tree for the purpose. He 
had his hands clasped in front of his chin, hood drawn 
down over his head, just the sharp end of his nose 
showing. Praying, by the look of him. Craw had always 
been a bit worried by men who prayed to gods, let 
alone swords. But those were the times, he guessed. 
In bloody days, swords were worth more than gods. 
They certainly had ’em outnumbered. Besides, 
Whirrun was a valley-man, from way out north and 
west, across the mountains near the White Sea, where 
it snowed in summer and no one with the slightest 
sense would ever choose to live. Who knew how he 
thought? 

‘Told you it was a real piss-stain of a village, didn’t 
I?’ Never was in the midst of stringing his bow. He had 
that grin he tended to have, like he’d made a joke on 
everyone else and no one but him had got it. Craw 
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would’ve liked to know what it was, he could’ve done 
with a laugh. The joke was on all of ’em, far as he could 
see.  

‘Reckon you had the right of it,’ said Wonderful as 
she strutted past into the clearing. ‘Piss. Stain.’ 

‘Well, we didn’t come to settle down,’ said Craw, ‘we 
came to get a thing.’ 

Jolly Yon achieved what many might’ve thought 
impossible by frowning deeper, black eyes grim as 
graves, dragging his thick fingers through his thick 
tangle of a beard. ‘What sort of a thing, exactly?’ 

Craw gave Raubin another look. ‘You want to dig 
that one over?’ The fixer only spread his hands, 
helpless. ‘I hear we’ll know it when we see it.’ 

‘Know it when we see it? What kind of a—’ 
‘Tell it to the trees, Yon, the task is the task.’ 
‘And we’re here now, aren’t we?’ said Raubin. 
Craw sucked his teeth at him. ‘Brilliant fucking 

observation. Like all the best ones, it’s true whenever 
you say it. Yes, we’re here.’ 

‘We’re here,’ sang Brack-i-Dayn in his up-and-down 
Hillman accent, sucking the last shred o’ grease from 
his bone and flicking it into the bushes. ‘East of the 
Crinna where the moon don’t shine, a hundred miles 
from a clean place to shit and with wild, crazy bastards 
dancing all around think it’s a good idea to put bones 
through their own faces.’ Which was a little rich, 
considering he was so covered in tattoos he was more 
blue than white. There’s no style of contempt like the 
stuff one kind of savage has for another, Craw 
guessed. 

‘Can’t deny they’ve got some funny ideas east of 
the Crinna.’ Raubin shrugged. ‘But here’s where the 
thing is, and here’s where we are, so why don’t we just 
get the fucking thing and back fucking home?’ 

‘Why don’t you get the fucking thing, Raubin?’ 
growled Jolly Yon. 

‘’Cause it’s my fucking job to fucking tell you to get 
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the fucking thing is why, Yon fucking Cumber.’ 
There was a long, ugly pause. Uglier than the child 

of a man and a sheep, as the Hillmen have it. Then Yon 
talked in his quiet voice, the one that still gave Craw 
prickles up his arms, even after all these years. ‘I hope 
I’m wrong. By the dead, I hope I’m wrong. But I’m 
getting this feeling...’ He shifted forward, and it was 
awfully clear all of a sudden just how many axes he 
was carrying, ‘like I’m being disrespected.’ 

‘No, no, not at all, I didn’t mean—’ 
‘Respect, Raubin. That shit costs nothing, but it can 

spare a man from trying to hold his brains in all the way 
back home. Am I clear enough?’ 

‘Course you are, Yon, course you are. I’m over the 
line. I’m all over it on both sides of it, and I’m sorry. 
Didn’t mean no disrespect. Lot o’ pressure, is all. Lot o’ 
pressure for everyone. It’s my neck on the block, just 
like yours. Not down there, maybe, but back home, you 
can be sure o’ that, if she don’t get her way...’ Raubin 
shuddered again, worse’n ever. 

‘A touch of respect don’t seem too much to ask—’ 
‘Enough.’ Craw waved the pair of ’em down. ‘We’re 

all sinking on the same leaky bloody skiff, there’s no 
help arguing about it. We need every man to a bucket, 
and every woman, too.’  

‘I’m always helpful,’ said Wonderful, all innocence.  
‘If only.’ Craw squatted, pulling out a blade and 

starting to scratch a map of the village in the dirt. The 
way Threetrees used to do a long, low time ago. ‘We 
might not know exactly what this thing is, but we know 
where it is, at least.’ Knife scraped through earth as the 
others gathered, kneeling, sitting, squatting, looking 
on. ‘A big hall in the middle, with uprights on it carved 
like foxes’ heads. They’re dragons, you ask me, but, 
you know, that’s another story. There’s a fence around 
the outside, two gates, north and south. Houses and 
huts over here. A pigpen there, I think. That’s a forge, 
maybe.’ 
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‘How many do we reckon might be down there?’ 
asked Yon. 

Wonderful rubbed at the scar on her scalp, face 
twisted as she glanced up towards the pale sky. ‘Could 
be fifty, sixty fighting men? A few elders, few dozen 
women and children, too. Some o’ those might hold a 
blade.’ 

‘Women fighting.’ Never grinned. ‘A disgrace, is 
that.’ 

Wonderful bared her teeth back at him. ‘Get those 
bitches to the cook-fire, eh?’ 

‘Oh, the cook-fire...’ Brack stared up into the cloudy 
sky like it was packed with happy memories. 

‘Sixty warriors? And we’re but seven—plus the 
baggage.’ Jolly Yon curled his tongue and blew spit 
over Raubin’s boots in a neat arc. ‘Shit on that. We 
need more men.’ 

‘Wouldn’t be enough food then.’ Brack-i-Dayn laid a 
sad hand on his belly. ‘There’s hardly enough as it—’ 

Craw cut him off. ‘Maybe we should stick to plans 
using the number we’ve got, eh? Plain as plain, sixty’s 
way too many to fight fair.’ Not that anyone had joined 
his crew for a fair fight, of course. ‘We need to draw 
some off.’ 

Never winced. ‘Any point asking why you’re looking 
at me?’ 

‘Because ugly men hate nothing worse than 
handsome men, pretty boy.’ 

‘It’s a fact I can’t deny.’ Never sighed, flicking his 
long hair back. ‘I’m cursed with a fine face.’ 

‘Your curse my blessing.’ Craw jabbed at the north 
end of his dirt-plan, where a wooden bridge crossed a 
stream. ‘You’ll take your unmatched beauty in towards 
the bridge. They’ll have guards posted, no doubt. 
Mount a diversion.’ 

‘Shoot one of ’em, you mean?’ 
‘Shoot near ’em, maybe. Let’s not kill anyone we 

don’t have to, eh? They might be nice enough folks 
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under different circumstances.’ 
Never sent up a dubious eyebrow. ‘You reckon?’ 
Craw didn’t, particularly, but he’d no desire to 

weight his conscience down any further. It didn’t float 
too well as it was. ‘Just lead ’em a little dance, that’s 
all.’ 

Wonderful clapped a hand to her chest. ‘I’m so sorry 
I’ll miss it. No one dances prettier than our Never when 
the music gets going.’ 

Never grinned at her. ‘Don’t worry, sweetness, I’ll 
dance for you later.’ 

‘Promises, promises.’ 
‘Yes, yes.’ Craw shut the pair of ’em up with another 

wave. ‘You can make us all laugh when this fool job’s 
done with, if we’re still breathing.’ 

‘Maybe we’ll make you laugh, too, eh, Whirrun?’ 
said Wonderful. 

The valley-man sat cross-legged, sword across his 
knees, and shrugged. ‘Maybe.’ 

‘We’re a tight little group, us lot, we like things 
friendly.’ 

Whirrun’s eyes slid across to Jolly Yon’s black 
frown, and back. ‘I see that.’ 

‘We’re like brothers,’ said Brack, grinning all over 
his tattooed face. ‘We share the risks, we share the 
food, we share the rewards, and from time to time we 
even share a laugh.’ 

‘Never got on too well with my brothers,’ said 
Whirrun. 

Wonderful snorted. ‘Well, aren’t you blessed, boy? 
You’ve been given a second chance at a loving family. 
You last long enough, you’ll learn how it works.’ 

The shadow of Whirrun’s hood crept up and down 
his face as he slowly nodded. ‘Every day should be a 
new lesson.’ 

‘Good advice,’ said Craw. ‘Ears open, then, one and 
all. Soon as Never’s drawn a few off, we creep in at the 
south gate.’ And he put a cross in the dirt to show 
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where it was. ‘Two groups, one each side o’ the main 
hall there, where the thing is. Where the thing’s meant 
to be, leastways. Me, Yon and Whirrun on the left.’ Yon 
spat again, Whirrun gave the slightest nod. ‘Wonderful, 
take Brack and Scorry down the right.’  

‘Right y’are, Chief,’ said Wonderful. 
‘Right for us,’ sang Brack. 
‘So, so, so,’ said Scorry, which Craw took for a yes. 
He stabbed at each of ’em with one chewed-to-

bugger fingernail. ‘And all on your best behaviour, you 
hear? Quiet as a spring breeze. No tripping over the 
pots this time, eh, Brack?’  

‘I’ll mind my boots, Chief.’ 
‘Good enough.’ 
‘We got a backup plan?’ asked Wonderful. ‘In case 

the impossible happens and things don’t work out quite 
according to the scheme?’ 

‘The usual. Grab the thing if we can, then run like 
fuck. You,’ and Craw gave Raubin a look. 

His eyes went wide as two cook-pots. ‘What, me?’ 
‘Stay here and mind the gear.’ Raubin gave a long 

sigh of relief and Craw felt his lip curl. He didn’t blame 
the man for being a hell of a coward, most men were. 
Craw was one himself. But he blamed him for letting it 
show. ‘Don’t get too comfortable, though, eh? If the rest 
of us come to grief these Fox fuckers’ll track you down 
before our blood’s dry and more’n likely cut your fruits 
off.’  

Raubin’s sigh rattled to a quick stop. 
‘Cut your head off,’ whispered Never, eyes all scary-

wide. 
‘Pull your guts out and cook ’em,’ growled Jolly Yon. 
‘Skin your face off and wear it as a mask,’ rumbled 

Brack. 
‘Use your cock for a spoon,’ said Wonderful.  
They all thought about that for a moment. 
‘Right, then,’ said Craw. ‘Nice and careful, and let’s 

get in that hall without no one noticing and find us that 
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thing. Above all...’ And he swept the lot of ’em with his 
sternest look, a half-circle of dirt-smeared, scar-
pocked, bright-eyed, beard-fuzzed faces. His crew. His 
family. ‘Nobody die, eh? Weapons.’ 

Quick sharp, and with no grumbling now the work 
was at their feet, Craw’s crew got ready for action, each 
one smooth and practised with their gear as a weaver 
with his loom, weapons neat as their clothes were 
ragged, bright and clean as their faces were dirty. 
Belts, straps and bootlaces hissed tight, metal 
scraped, rattled and rang, and all the while Scorry’s 
song floated out soft and high.  

Craw’s hands moved by themselves through the old 
routines, mind wandering across the years to other 
times he’d done it, other places, other faces around 
him, a lot of ’em gone back to the mud long ago. A few 
he’d buried with his own hands. He hoped none of 
these folk died today, and became nothing but dirt and 
worn-out memories. He checked his shield, grip bound 
in leather all tight and sturdy, straps firm. He checked 
his knife, his backup knife, and his backup backup 
knife, all tight in their sheaths. You can never have too 
many knives, someone once told him, and it was solid 
advice, provided you were careful how you stowed ’em 
and didn’t fall over and get your own blade in your 
fruits. 

Everyone had their work to be about. Except 
Whirrun. He just bowed his head as he lifted his sword 
gently from the tree-trunk, holding it under the 
crosspiece by its stained leather scabbard, sheathed 
blade longer’n one of his own long legs. Then he 
pushed his hood back, scrubbed his dirty fingernails 
through his flattened hair and stood watching the 
others, head on one side. 

‘That the only blade you carry?’ asked Craw as he 
stowed his own sword at his hip, hoping to draw the tall 
man in, start to build some trust with him. Tight crew 
like this was, a bit of trust might save your life. Might 
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save everyone’s. 
Whirrun’s eyes swivelled to him. ‘This is the Father 

of Swords, and men have a hundred names for it. 
Dawn Razor. Grave-Maker. Blood Harvest. Highest 
and Lowest. Scac-ang-Gaioc in the valley tongue, 
which means the Splitting of the World, the Battle that 
was fought at the start of time and will be fought again 
at its end.’ For a moment he had Craw wondering if 
he’d list the whole bloody hundred but thankfully he 
stopped there, frowning at the hilt, wound with dull grey 
wire. ‘This is my reward and my punishment both. This 
is the only blade I need.’ 

‘Bit long for eating with, no?’ asked Wonderful, 
strutting up from the other side. 

Whirrun bared his teeth at her. ‘That’s what these 
are for.’ 

‘Don’t you ever sharpen it?’ asked Craw. 
‘It sharpens me.’ 
‘Right. Right y’are.’ He hoped Whirrun was as good 

with that great big blade as he was supposed to be, 
’cause he surely brought nothing to the table as a 
conversationalist. 

‘Besides, to sharpen it you’d have to draw it,’ said 
Wonderful, winking at Craw with the eye Whirrun 
couldn’t see. 

‘True.’ Whirrun’s eyes slid up to her face. ‘And once 
the Father of Swords is drawn, it cannot be sheathed 
without—’ 

‘Being blooded?’ she finished for him. Didn’t take 
skill with the runes to see that coming, Whirrun must’ve 
said the same words a dozen times since they left 
Carleon. Enough for everyone to get somewhat tired of 
it. 

‘Blooded,’ echoed Whirrun, voice full of portent. 
Wonderful gave Craw a look. ‘You ever think, 

Whirrun of Bligh, you might take yourself a touch too 
serious?’ 

He tipped his head back and stared up into the sky. 
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‘I’ll laugh when I hear something funny.’ 
Craw felt Yon’s hand on his shoulder. ‘A word, 

Chief?’ 
‘Course,’ with a grin that took some effort. 
He guided Craw away from the others a few steps 

and spoke soft, the same words he always did before 
a fight. ‘If I die down there—’  

‘No one’s dying today,’ snapped Craw, the same 
words he always used in reply. 

‘So you said last time, ’fore we buried Jutlan.’ That 
drove Craw’s mood another rung down the ladder into 
the bog. ‘No one’s fault, we do a dangerous style o’ 
work and all know it. Chances are good I’ll live through, 
but all I’m saying is, if I don’t—’ 

‘I’ll stop by your children, and take ’em your share, 
and tell them what you were.’ 

‘That’s right. And?’ 
‘And I won’t dress it up any.’ 
‘Right, then.’ Jolly Yon didn’t smile, of course. Craw 

had known him years and hadn’t seen him smile 
more’n a dozen times, and even then when it was least 
expected. But he nodded, satisfied. ‘Right. No man I’d 
rather give the task to.’ 

Craw nodded back. ‘Good. Great.’ No task he 
wanted less. As Yon walked off, he muttered to himself. 
‘Always the fool jobs...’ 

* * * 
It went pretty much just like Craw planned. He wouldn’t 
have called it the first time ever, but it was a pleasant 
surprise, that was sure. The six of them lay still and 
silent on the rise, followed the little movements of leaf 
and branch that marked Never creeping towards that 
crap-arse of a village. It looked no better the closer you 
got to it. Things rarely did, in Craw’s experience. He 
chewed at his nails some more, saw Never kneel in the 
bushes across the stream from the north gate, nocking 
an arrow and drawing the string. It was hard to tell from 
this range, but it looked like he still had that knowing 
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little grin even now.  
He loosed his shaft and Craw thought it clicked into 

one of the logs that made the fence. Faint shouting 
drifted on the wind. A couple of arrows wobbled back 
the other way, vanished into the trees as Never turned 
and scuttled off, lost in the brush. Craw heard some 
kind of a drum beating, more shouting, then men 
started to hurry out across that bridge, weapons of 
rough iron clutched in their hands, some dragging furs 
or boots on still. Perhaps three dozen, all told. A neat 
piece of work. Provided Never got away, of course. 

Yon shook his head as he watched a good chunk of 
the Fox Clan shambling over their bridge and into the 
trees. ‘Amazing, ain’t it? I never quite get used to just 
how fucking stupid people are.’ 

‘Always a mistake to overestimate the bastards,’ 
whispered Craw. ‘Good thing we’re the cleverest crew 
in the Circle of the World, eh? So could we have no 
fuck-ups today, if you please?’ 

‘I won’t if you won’t, Chief,’ muttered Wonderful. 
‘Huh.’ If only he could make that promise. Craw 

tapped Scorry on his shoulder and pointed down into 
the village. The little man winked back, then slid over 
the rise on his belly and down through the 
undergrowth, nimble as a tadpole through a pond.  

Craw worked his dry tongue around his dry mouth. 
Always ran out of spit at a time like this, and however 
often he did it, it never got any better. He glanced out 
the corner of his eye at the others, none of ’em showing 
much sign of a weak nerve. He wondered if they were 
bubbling up with worry on the inside, just like he was, 
and putting a stern face on the wreckage, just like he 
was. Or if it was only him scared. But in the end it didn’t 
make much difference. The best you could do with fear 
was act like you had none.  

He held his fist up, pleased to see his hand didn’t 
shake, then pointed after Scorry, and they all set off. 
Down towards the south gate—If you could use the 
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phrase about a gap in a rotten fence under a kind of 
arch made from crooked branches, skull of some 
animal unlucky enough to have a fearsome pair of 
horns mounted in the middle of it. Made Craw wonder 
if they had a straight piece of wood within a hundred 
bloody miles. 

The one guard left stood under that skull, leaning 
on his spear, staring at nothing, tangle-haired and fur-
clad. He picked his nose and held one finger up to look 
at the results. He flicked it away. He stretched and 
reached around to scratch his arse. Scorry’s knife 
thudded into the side of his neck and chopped his 
throat out, quick and simple as a fisher gutting a 
salmon. Craw winced, just for a moment, but he knew 
there’d been no dodging it. They’d be lucky if that was 
the only man lost his life so they could get this fool job 
done. Scorry held him a moment while blood showered 
from his slit neck, caught him as he fell, guided his 
twitching body soundless to the side of the gate, out of 
sight of any curious eyes inside. 

No more noise than the breeze in the brush, Craw 
and the rest hurried up the bank, bent double, weapons 
in hand. Scorry was waiting, knife already wiped, 
peering around the side of the gatepost with one palm 
up behind him to say wait. Craw frowned down at the 
dead man’s bloody face, mouth a bit open as though 
he was about to ask a question. A potter makes pots. 
A baker makes bread. And this is what Craw made. All 
he’d made his whole life, pretty much.  

It was hard to feel much pride at the sight, however 
neatly the work had been done. It was still a man 
murdered just for guarding his own village. Because 
they were men, these, with hopes and sorrows and all 
the rest, even if they lived out here past the Crinna and 
didn’t wash too often. But what could one man do? 
Craw took a long breath in and let it out slow. Just get 
the task done without any of his own people killed. In 
hard times, soft thoughts can kill you quicker than the 
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plague. 
He looked at Wonderful and jerked his head into the 

village, and she slid around the gatepost and in, 
slipping across to the right-hand track, shaved head 
swivelling carefully left and right. Scorry followed at her 
heels and Brack crept after, silent for all his great bulk. 

Craw took a long breath, then crept across to the 
left-hand track, wincing as he tried to find the hardest, 
quietest bits of the rutted muck to plant his feet on. He 
heard the hissing of Yon’s careful breath behind him, 
knew Whirrun was there, too, though he moved quiet 
as a cat. Craw could hear something clicking. A 
spinning wheel, maybe. He heard someone laugh, not 
sure if he was imagining it. His head was jerked this 
way and that by every trace of a sound, like he had a 
hook through his nose. The whole thing seemed 
horribly bright and obvious, right then. Maybe they 
should’ve waited for darkness, but Craw had never 
liked working at night. Not since that fucking disaster 
at Gurndrift where Pale-as-Snow’s boys ended up 
fighting Littlebone’s on an accident and more’n fifty 
men dead without an enemy within ten miles. Too much 
to go wrong at night. 

But then Craw had seen plenty of men die in the 
day, too.  

He slid along beside a wattle wall, and he had that 
sweat of fear on him. That prickling sweat that comes 
with death right at your shoulder. Everything was 
picked out sharper than sharp. Every stick in the wattle, 
every pebble in the dirt. The way the leather binding 
the grip of his sword dug at his palm when he shifted 
his fingers. The way each in-breath gave the tiniest 
whistle when it got three-quarters into his aching lungs. 
The way the sole of his foot stuck to the inside of his 
boot through the hole in his sock with every careful 
step. Stuck to it and peeled away.  

He needed to get him some new socks, is what he 
needed. Well, first he needed to live out the day, then 
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socks. Maybe even those ones he’d seen in Uffrith last 
time he was there, dyed red. They’d all laughed at that. 
Him, and Yon, and Wonderful, and poor dead Jutlan. 
Laughed at the madness of it. But afterwards he’d 
thought to himself—there’s luxury, that a man could 
afford to have his socks dyed, and cast a wistful glance 
over his shoulder at that fine cloth. Maybe he’d go back 
after this fool job was done with and get himself a pair 
of red socks. Maybe he’d get himself two pairs. Wear 
’em on the outside of his boots just to show folk what a 
big man he was. Maybe they’d take to calling him 
Curnden Red Socks. He felt a smile in spite of himself. 
Red socks, that was the first step on the road to ruin if 
ever he’d— 

The door to a hovel on their left wobbled open and 
three men walked out of it, all laughing. The one at the 
front turned his shaggy head, big smile still plastered 
across his face, yellow teeth sticking out of it. He 
looked straight at Craw, and Yon, and Whirrun, stuck 
frozen against the side of a longhouse with their 
mouths open like three children caught nicking 
biscuits. Everyone stared at each other.  

Craw felt time slow to a weird crawl, that way it did 
before blood spilled. Enough time to take in silly things. 
To wonder whether it was a chicken bone in one of their 
ears. To count the nails through one of their clubs. 
Eight and a half. Enough time to think it was funny he 
wasn’t thinking something more useful. It was like he 
stood outside himself, wondering what he’d do but 
feeling it probably weren’t up to him. And the oddest 
thing of all was that it had happened so often to him 
now, that feeling, he could recognise it when it came. 
That frozen, baffled moment before the world comes 
apart. 

Shit. Here I am again— 
He felt the cold wind kiss the side of his face as 

Whirrun swung his sword in a great reaping circle. The 
man at the front didn’t even have time to duck. The flat 
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of the sheathed blade hit him on the side of the head, 
whipped him off his feet, turned him head over heels in 
the air and sent him crashing into the wall of the shack 
beside them upside down. Craw’s hand lifted his sword 
without being told. Whirrun darted forward, arm lancing 
out, smashing the pommel of his sword into the second 
man’s mouth, sending teeth and bits of teeth flying. 

While he was toppling back like a felled tree, arms 
spread wide, the third tried to raise a club. Craw 
hacked him in the side, steel biting through fur and 
flesh with a wet thud, spots of blood showering out of 
him. The man opened his mouth and gave a great high 
shriek, tottering forward, bent over, eyes bulging. Craw 
split his skull wide open, sword-grip jolting in his hand, 
the scream choked off in a surprised yip. The body 
sprawled, blood pouring from broken head and all over 
Craw’s boots. Looked like he’d come out of this with 
red socks after all. So much for no more dead, and so 
much for quiet as a spring breeze, too.  

‘Fuck,’ said Craw.   
By then time was moving way too fast for comfort. 

The world jerked and wobbled, full of flying dirt as he 
ran. Screams rang and metal clashed, his own breath 
and his own heart roaring and surging in his ears. He 
snatched a glance over his shoulder, saw Yon barge a 
mace away with his shield and roar as he hacked a 
man down. As Craw turned back, an arrow came from 
the dead knew where and clicked into the mud wall just 
in front of him, almost made him fall over backwards 
with shock. Whirrun went into his arse and knocked 
him sprawling, gave him a mouthful of mud. When he 
struggled up, a man was charging right at him, a flash 
of screaming face and wild hair smeared across his 
sight. Craw was twisting around behind his shield when 
Scorry slid out from nowhere and knifed the running 
bastard in the side, made him shriek and stumble. 
Craw took the side of his head off, blade pinging as it 
chopped through bone then thumped into the ground, 
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nearly jerking from his raw fist. 
‘Move!’ he shouted, not sure who at, trying to 

wrench his blade free of the earth. Jolly Yon rushed 
past, head of his axe dashed with red, teeth bared in a 
mad snarl. Craw followed, Whirrun behind him, face 
slack, eyes darting from one hut to another, sword still 
sheathed in one hand. Around the corner of a hovel 
and into a wide stretch of muck scattered with ground-
up straw. Pigs were honking and squirming in a pen at 
one side. The hall with the carved uprights stood at the 
other, steps up to a wide doorway, only darkness 
inside. 

A red-haired man pounded across the ground in 
front of them, a wood-axe in his fist. Wonderful calmly 
put an arrow through his cheek at six strides distant 
and he came up short, clapping a hand to his face, still 
stumbling towards her. She stepped to meet him with 
a fighting scream, swept her sword out and around and 
took his head right off. It spun into the air, showering 
blood, and dropped in the pigpen. Craw wondered for 
a moment if the poor bastard still knew what was going 
on. 

Then he saw the heavy door of the hall being swung 
shut, a pale face at the edge. ‘Door!’ he bellowed and 
ran for it, pounding across squelching mud and up the 
wooden steps, making the boards rattle. He shoved 
one bloody, muddy boot in the gap just as the door was 
slammed and gave a howl, eyes bulging, pain lancing 
up his leg. ‘My foot! Fuck!’ 

There were a dozen Fox Clan or more crowded 
around the end of the yard now, growling and grunting 
louder and uglier than the hogs. They waved jagged 
swords, axes, rough clubs in their fists, a few with 
shields, too, one at the front with a rusted chain 
hauberk on, tattered at the hem, straggling hair tangled 
with rings of rough-forged silver. 

‘Back.’ Whirrun stood tall in front of them, holding 
out his sword at long arm’s length, hilt up, like it was 
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some magic charm to ward off evil. ‘Back, and you 
needn’t die today.’ 

The one in mail spat, then snarled at him in broken 
Northern. ‘Show us your iron, thief!’ 

‘Then I will. Look upon the Father of Swords, and 
look your last.’ And Whirrun drew it from the sheath. 

Men might’ve had a hundred names for it—Dawn 
Razor, Grave-Maker, Blood Harvest, Highest and 
Lowest, Scac-ang-Gaioc in the valley tongue which 
means the Splitting of the World, and so on, and so 
on—but Craw had to admit it was a disappointing 
length of metal. There was no flame, no golden light, 
no distant trumpets or mirrored steel. Just the gentle 
scrape as long blade came free of stained leather, the 
flat grey of damp slate, no shine or ornament about it 
except for the gleam of something engraved down near 
the plain, dull crosspiece. 

But Craw had other worries than that Whirrun’s 
sword weren’t worth all the songs. ‘Door!’ he squealed 
at Yon, scrabbling at the edge of it with his left hand, all 
tangled up with his shield, shoving his sword through 
the gap and waving it about to no effect. ‘My fucking 
foot!’ 

Yon roared as he pounded up the steps and 
rammed into the door with his shoulder. It gave all of a 
sudden, tearing from its hinges and crushing some fool 
underneath. Him and Craw burst stumbling into the 
room beyond, dim as twilight, hazy with scratchy-sweet 
smoke. A shape came at Craw and he whipped his 
shield up on an instinct, felt something thud into it, 
splinters flying in his face. He reeled off balance, 
crashed into something else, metal clattering, pottery 
shattering. Someone loomed up, a ghostly face, a 
necklace of rattling teeth. Craw lashed at him with his 
sword, and again, and again, and he went down, white-
painted face spattered with red. 

Craw coughed, retched, coughed, blinking into the 
reeking gloom, sword ready to swing. He heard Yon 
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roaring, heard the thud of an axe in flesh and someone 
squeal. The smoke was clearing now, enough for Craw 
to get some sense of the hall. Coals glowed in a fire-
pit, lighting a spider’s web of carved rafters in sooty red 
and orange, casting shifting shadows on each other, 
tricking his eyes. The place was hot as hell and smelled 
like hell besides. Old hangings around the walls, 
tattered canvas daubed with painted marks. A block of 
black stone at the far end, a rough statue standing over 
it, and at its feet the glint of gold. A cup, Craw thought. 
A goblet. He took a step towards it, trying to waft the 
murk away from his face with his shield.  

‘Yon?’ he shouted. 
‘Craw, where you at?’ 
Some strange kind of song was coming from 

somewhere, words Craw didn’t know but didn’t like the 
sound of. Not one bit. ‘Yon?’ And a figure sprang up 
suddenly from behind that block of stone. Craw’s eyes 
went wide and he almost fell in the fire-pit as he 
stumbled back. 

He wore a tattered red robe, long, sinewy arms 
sticking from it, spread wide, smeared with paint and 
beaded up with sweat, the skull of some animal drawn 
down over his face, black horns curling from it so he 
looked in the shifting light like a devil bursting straight 
up from hell. Craw knew it was a mask, but looming up 
like that out of the smoke, strange song echoing from 
that skull, he felt suddenly rooted to the spot with fear. 
So much he couldn’t even lift his sword. Just stood 
there trembling, every muscle turned to water. He’d 
never been a hero, that was true, but he’d never felt 
fear like this. Not even at Ineward when he’d seen the 
Bloody-Nine coming for him, snarling madman’s face 
all dashed with other men’s blood. He stood helpless. 

‘Fuh... fuh... fuh...’ 
The priest came forward, lifting one long arm. He 

had a thing gripped in painted fingers. A twisted piece 
of wood, the faintest pale glow about it. 
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The thing. The thing they’d come for.  
Light flared from it brighter and brighter, so bright it 

burned its twisted shape fizzing into Craw’s eyes, the 
sound of the song filling his ears until he couldn’t hear 
anything else, couldn’t think anything else, couldn’t see 
nothing but that thing, searing bright as the sun, 
stealing his breath, crushing his will, stopping his 
breath, cutting his— 

Crack. Jolly Yon’s axe split the animal skull in half 
and chopped into the face underneath it. Blood 
sprayed, hissed in the coals of the fire-pit. Craw felt 
spots on his face, blinked and shook his head, loosed 
all of a sudden from the freezing grip of fear. The priest 
lurched sideways, song turned to a guttering gurgle, 
mask split in half and blood squirting from under it. 
Craw snarled as he swung his sword, chopped into the 
sorcerer’s chest and knocked him over on his back. 
The thing bounced from his hand and spun away 
across the rough plank floor, the blinding light faded to 
the faintest glimmer. 

‘Fucking sorcerers,’ snarled Yon, curling his tongue 
and blowing spit onto the corpse. ‘Why do they bother? 
How long does it take to learn all that jabber and it 
never does you half the good a decent knife...’ He 
frowned. ‘Uh-oh.’ 

The priest had fallen in the fire-pit, scattering 
glowing coals across the floor. A couple had skittered 
as far as the ragged hem of one of the hangings. 

‘Shit.’ Craw took a step on shaky legs to kick it 
away. Before he got there, flame sputtered around the 
old cloth. ‘Shit.’ He tried to stamp it out, but his head 
was still a touch spinny and he only got embers 
scattered against his trouser leg, had to hop around, 
slapping them off. The flames spread, licking up 
faster’n the plague. Too much flame to put out, spurting 
higher than a man. ‘Shit!’ Craw stumbled back, feeling 
the heat on his face, red shadows dancing among the 
rafters. ‘Get the thing and let’s go!’  
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Yon was already fumbling with the straps on his 
leather pack. ‘Right y’are, Chief, right y’are! Backup 
plan!’ 

Craw left him and hurried to the doorway, not sure 
who’d be alive still on the other side. He burst out into 
the day, light stabbing at his eyes after the gloom. 

Wonderful was standing there, mouth hanging wide 
open. She’d an arrow nocked to her half-drawn bow, 
but it was pointed at the ground, hands slack. Craw 
couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her 
surprised. 

‘What is it?’ he snapped, getting his sword tangled 
up on the doorframe then snarling as he wrenched it 
free. ‘You hurt?’ He squinted into the sun, shading his 
eyes with his shield. ‘What’s the...’ And he stopped on 
the steps and stared. ‘By the dead.’ 

Whirrun had hardly moved, the Father of Swords 
still gripped in his fist, long, dull blade pointing to the 
ground. Only now he was spotted and spattered head 
to toe in blood, and the twisted and hacked, split and 
ruined corpses of the dozen Fox Clan who’d faced him 
were scattered around his boots in a wide half-circle, a 
few bits that used to be attached to them scattered 
wider still. 

‘He killed the whole lot.’ Brack’s face was all 
crinkled up with confusion. ‘Just like that. I never even 
lifted my hammer.’ 

‘Damndest thing,’ muttered Wonderful. ‘Damndest 
thing.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Can I smell smoke?’ 

Yon burst from the hall, stumbled into Craw’s back 
and nearly sent the pair of them tumbling down the 
steps. ‘Did you get the thing?’ snapped Craw. 

‘I think I...’ Yon blinked at Whirrun, standing tall in 
his circle of slaughter. ‘By the dead, though.’ 

Whirrun started to back towards them, twisted 
himself sideways as an arrow looped over and stuck 
wobbling into the side of the hall. He waved his free 
hand. ‘Maybe we better—’ 
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‘Run!’ roared Craw. Perhaps a good leader should 
wait until everyone else gets clear. First man to arrive 
in a fight and the last to leave. That was how 
Threetrees used to do it. But Craw weren’t Threetrees, 
it hardly needed to be said, and he was off like a rabbit 
with its tail on fire. Leading by example, he’d have 
called it. He heard bowstrings behind him. An arrow 
zipped past, just wide of his flailing arm, stuck wobbling 
into one of the hovels. Then another. His squashed foot 
was aching like fury but he limped on, waving his 
shield-arm. Pounding towards the jerking, wobbling 
archway with the animal’s skull above it. ‘Go! Go!’  

Wonderful tore past, feet flying, flicking mud in 
Craw’s face. He saw Scorry flit between two huts up 
ahead, then swift as a lizard around one of the 
gateposts and out of the village. He hurled himself 
after, under the arch of branches. Jumped down the 
bank, caught his hurt foot, body jolting, teeth snapping 
together and catching his tongue. He took one more 
wobbling step then went flying, crashed into the boggy 
bracken, rolled over his shield with just enough thought 
left to keep his sword from cutting his own nose off. He 
struggled to his feet, laboured on up the slope, legs 
burning, lungs burning, through the trees, trousers 
soaked to the knee with marsh-water. He could hear 
Brack lumbering along at his shoulder, grunting with 
the effort, and behind him Yon’s growl, ‘Bloody... shit... 
bloody... running... bloody... shit...’ 

He tore through the brush and wobbled into the 
clearing where they’d made their plans. Plans that 
hadn’t flown too smoothly, as it went. Raubin was 
standing by the gear. Wonderful near him with her 
hands on her hips. Never was kneeling on the far side 
of the clearing, arrow nocked to his bow. He grinned as 
he saw Craw. ‘You made it, then, Chief?’ 

‘Shit.’ Craw stood bent over, head spinning, 
dragging in air. ‘Shit.’ He straightened, staring at the 
sky, face on fire, not able to think of another word, and 
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without the breath to say one if he could have. 
Brack looked even more shot than Craw, if it was 

possible, crouched over, hands on knees and knees 
wobbling, big chest heaving, big face red as a slapped 
arse around his tattoos. Yon tottered up and leaned 
against a tree, cheeks puffed out, skin shining with 
sweat. 

Wonderful was hardly out of breath. ‘By the dead, 
the state o’ you fat old men.’ She slapped Never on the 
arm. ‘That was some nice work down there at the 
village. Thought they’d catch you and skin you sure.’ 

‘You hoped, you mean,’ said Never, ‘but you 
should’ve known better. I’m the best damn runner-
away in the North.’ 

‘That is a fact.’ 
‘Where’s Scorry?’ gasped Craw, enough breath in 

him now to worry. 
Never jerked his thumb. ‘Circled around to check no 

one’s coming for us.’ 
Whirrun ambled back into the clearing, hood drawn 

up again and the Father of Swords sheathed across 
his shoulders like a milkmaid’s yoke, one hand on the 
grip, the other dangling over the blade. 

‘I take it they’re not following?’ asked Wonderful, 
one eyebrow raised. 

Whirrun shook his head. ‘Nope.’ 
‘Can’t say I blame the poor bastards. I take back 

what I said about you taking yourself too serious. 
You’re one serious fucker with that sword.’ 

‘You get the thing?’ asked Raubin, face all pale with 
worry. 

‘That’s right, Raubin, we saved your skin.’ Craw 
wiped his mouth, blood on the back of his hand from 
his bitten tongue. They’d done it, and his sense of 
humour was starting to leak back in. ‘Hah. Could you 
imagine if we’d left the bastard thing behind?’ 

‘Never fear,’ said Yon, flipping open his pack. ‘Jolly 
Yon Cumber, once more the fucking hero.’ And he 
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delved his hand inside and pulled it out. 
Craw blinked. Then he frowned. Then he stared. 

Gold glinted in the fading light and he felt his heart sink 
lower than it had all day. ‘That ain’t fucking it, Yon!’ 

‘It’s not?’ 
‘That’s a cup! It was the thing we wanted!’ He stuck 

his sword point-down in the ground and waved one 
hand about. ‘The bloody thing with the kind of bloody 
light about it! ’ 

Yon stared back at him. ‘No one told me it had a 
bloody light!’ 

There was silence for a moment then, while they all 
thought about it. No sound but the wind rustling the old 
leaves, making the black branches creak. Then 
Whirrun tipped his head back and roared with laughter. 
A couple of crows took off startled from a branch, it was 
that loud, flapping up sluggish into the grey sky. 

‘Why the hell are you laughing?’ snapped 
Wonderful. 

Inside his hood, Whirrun’s twisted face was 
glistening with happy tears. ‘I told you I’d laugh when I 
heard something funny!’ And he was off again, spine 
arching like a full-drawn bow, whole body shaking. 

‘You’ll have to go back,’ said Raubin. 
‘Back?’ muttered Wonderful, her dirt-streaked face 

a picture of disbelief. ‘Back, you mad fucker?’ 
‘You know the hall caught fire, don’t you?’ snapped 

Brack, one big, trembling arm pointed down towards 
the thickening column of smoke wafting up from the 
village. 

‘It what?’ asked Raubin as Whirrun blasted a fresh 
shriek at the sky, hacking, gurgling, only just keeping 
on his feet. 

‘Oh, aye, burned down, more’n likely with the damn 
thing in it.’ 

‘Well... I don’t know... you’ll just have to pick through 
the ashes!’ 

‘How about we pick through your fucking ashes?’ 
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snarled Yon, throwing the cup down on the ground. 
Craw gave a long sigh, rubbed at his eyes, then 

winced down towards that shit-hole of a village. Behind 
him, Whirrun’s laughter sawed throaty at the dusk. 
‘Always,’ he muttered, under his breath. ‘Why do I 
always get stuck with the fool jobs?’ 

* * * 
The Fool Jobs was originally published in Swords & 
Dark Magic: The New Sword and Sorcery (June 2010) 
edited by Jonathan Strahan and Lou Anders.[GdM] 
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An Interview with Syama 
Pedersen 

 

ADRIAN COLLINS 

 

 
 
Syama Pedersen is the creator of the phenomenal fan 
animation series Astartes, based on this interviewer’s 
favourite sci-fi universe, Warhammer 40,000. We were 
lucky enough to grab a few short minutes of his time to 
talk with one of the most talented fan-creators out 
there. 
 
[AC] Your depiction of Warhammer 40,000’s Astartes 
is more fluent, faster, tactical, and less bulky than 
those we're accustomed to, which tend to be more 
tank-like in their approach. What made you want to do 
it differently than what many would argue is the 
established canon? 
 
[SP] While in media they’re often more tank-like (hard 
to avoid with 8ft tall armored super-soldiers), in most 
fiction they’re actually described as very agile. I really 
wanted to try and find the right balance of power/weight 
with them while also very efficient and coordinated in 
their movement and quick when they need to be. 
Things that IMHO help portray them as the elite 
soldiers they’re described as. 
 
[AC] The first four episodes feature no, "For the 
Emperor!" or "Burn the heretic!" In fact, they feature no 
dialogue whatsoever. Why? 
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[SP] I’m a big believer in no dialogue is better than bad 
dialogue. And in my mind I see Marines as doing what 
they day in/day-out with cold, grim determination. 
They’re all veterans and I think a certain taciturn nature 
comes with that. That being said, if the moment is right 
and the build-up warrants it, a good old, “For the 
Emperor!” is always satisfying. 

From an artistic view I wanted the series to feel like 
observing one of countless operations going down in a 
cold, grounded way and felt letting the action do the 
talking would work better. 
 
[AC] How many episodes will this story include, and 
how far apart do you envisage future episodes to be 
released? 
 
[SP] I planned this short-story as five parts and looking 
to stick to that. After that I’ll re-evaluate things and 
decide whether to continue or switch something up. 
 
[AC] Can you tell us a little bit about the chapter you 
created for this video and why you didn't go for one of 
the established chapters? 
 
[SP] Nothing against the big boys but I wanted 
something of a clean-slate that would let me portray 
my personal take on what a ‘Space Marine’ is. The 
‘Retributors’ are also a more militaristic chapter more 
interested in operating in small numbers to take on as 
many elite targets as possible rather than massed 
battle glory like you might find on some box art. 

It’s also a pet peeve of mine when the same old 
established factions show up in every story, I think it 
makes the universe feel like a smaller and less epic 
place. 
 
[AC] How much effort goes into each episode's 
creation? 
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[SP] I think it’s been 4-5 months average per episode, 
slightly getting faster considering the last was a 
whopping 2 minutes (Woohoo!) hahaha. A lot of hours 
going into them but it’s something I enjoy and I’m 
leaning lots along the way which is great. I have come 
close to going Khorne on an uncooperative computer 
many times however… 
 
[AC] When did you get into 40K, and what drove you 
to aim your animation ability at this universe and not 
another project where the IP isn't pre-established or 
controlled by a third party? 
 
[SP] I was probably 8 years old when I stormed in on 
my older brother and his friends playing Space 
Crusade (an old 40k themed board game). I wasn’t 
allowed to touch anything but I fell in love with the 
Space Marine figures and ever since wanted to see 
them animated. 40k is also a big setting with many dark 
corners and things open to interpretation which makes 
it fun to create a story within. 

I have other interests I’ll pursue eventually, 
particularly game-design but at the moment I’m happy 
to be animating Space Marines. 
 
[AC] Where can our fans best support your video 
creation efforts? 
 
[SP] Fan feedback and support has been amazing! If 
anyone wishes to they can add their support via 
Patreon to help me spend more time on Astartes. 
 
https://www.patreon.com/astartesfilm  
 
[AC] Thank you for your time, Syama! I’m sure I’m 
amongst a growing legion of people who can’t wait to 
see what you release next![GdM] 

https://www.patreon.com/astartesfilm
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Review: Blood of an Exile 
 

AUTHOR: BRIAN NASLUND 

REVIEW BY JAMES TIVENDALE 

 

 
 
I received an uncorrected proof copy of Blood of an 
Exile in exchange for an honest review. I would like to 
thank Brian Naslund and Tor. 
 
Bershad the Flawless is a dragon-slayer. After 
betraying the King fourteen years ago Bershad was 
exiled and given a brutal sentence. To spend the rest 
of his days trying to kill the flying lizard behemoths that 
roam around Terra. To most, this is a fate worse than 
a simple execution and very few dragon-slayers ever 
actually complete the deed even once. Sixty-seven 
dragons later Bershad's feats have become the tales 
of legend and he is the most successful dragon-killer 
of all time. Unfortunately, he is still shunned by the 
majority of the world's inhabitants due to his tattoos 
which mark him as an exile. After his most recent 
mission, disposing of a Needle-Throated Verdun, a 
surprising proposition is offered to Bershad by the king 
who sentenced him. If he murders the emperor of a 
neighbouring kingdom he will walk away from the task 
a free man. 

Blood of an Exile is a thrilling, action-packed 
rollercoaster ride of a dark fantasy debut and I 
devoured the four hundred plus pages in three days. It 
should not be confused with Mitchell Hogan's equally 
excellent Shadow of the Exile. Naslund's debut is 
predominantly set in a medieval-inspired world that 
features dragons, jaguars, vampires, strange snails 



 
 

 

39 

that cause terrible diseases, and an adorable pet 
donkey. There is also a more advanced nation and this 
area showcases elements of steampunk too. The 
world building is topnotch and the uniqueness of the 
environment is presented deftly. Blood of an Exile only 
follows one timeline and the details of the character's 
pasts and intricate notions regarding Terra are 
presented through the characters’ thoughts and 
conversations throughout and comes across 
organically. 

There are five point of view perspectives that we 
follow in Blood of an Exile. The most frequent is that of 
Bershad's where readers follow him on his numerous 
missions alongside his only friend Rowan who is a 
forsaken shield, and his trusted donkey companion 
Alfonso. We are also welcomed into the minds of an 
assassin Garret, an alchemist's apprentice Jolan, the 
daughter of the king who exiled Bershad, Ashelyn, and 
a mysterious and talented 'widow' Vera. Those familiar 
with John Gwynne's novels, especially Of Blood and 
Bone will be used to the type of chapter presentation 
showcased here. Named chapters, frequent point of 
view switches, and occasionally more than one 
character analysing the same event when their paths 
cross, although often taking into consideration very 
different views, motives, and agendas. 

Blood of an Exile deserves a place on the middle to 
the higher end of the grimdark scale. Terra is a 
horrendously brutal world and there are some truly 
gruesome moments. As well as Bershad's 
assassination attempt the narrative features a potential 
civil war, an assassin assigned to murder very 
important individuals, duels for honour, and a potential 
cull of wildlife that could dramatically change the whole 
world. I became attached to many of the ensemble 
members even though it is littered with murderers, 
scumbags, schemers, and thieves. Without going into 
spoiler territory, some important players might not 
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make it to the second book in the trilogy. One moment 
in particular nearly made me sling the book across the 
room! The ending is pretty exceptional and wraps up 
everything nicely. Blood of an Exile could work as a 
standalone but there are more than enough teasers 
and loose ends that mean I'll definitely be continuing 
Bershad's adventure. If I had to quickly summarise this 
novel I'd say it's a darkly-tinged mixture of John 
Gwynne's—Of Blood and Bone and Andrzej 
Sapkowski's The Witcher Saga and is recommended 
for fans of both series.[GdM] 
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Eye of the Beholder 
 

TRUDI CANAVAN 

 

 
 
“You say you want my life story, young man. I know 
what you really want, and I’m not going to give it to you. 
We’re going to start at the second chapter. It’s a far 
more interesting chapter, in my opinion, to the one 
before.  

All you need to know is I’d lost a great deal. 
Reputation. Station. Trust. My family had disowned 
me, as had most of my friends. But not all of my friends. 
Not the knowledge and skill I’d gained, either. What I 
lost led to an unexpected gain: I was free to turn what 
had been an interest and pastime into a source of 
income, with a little help from the friends I had kept. 

No, not magic. Not yet.  
For a time, I was the most popular miniature 

portraitist at court. Yes. Me. A woman artist, in those 
times. It was the size I worked at that made it possible. 
I made miniatures: small, insignificant portraits that 
could not compete with all those proud figures standing 
amid the splendour of their possessions, natural or 
otherwise, from the walls of the rich and important. My 
miniatures had more in common with the tiny pictures 
painted upon porcelain, more delicate and sentimental 
than grand and imposing. They were seen as 
decorations rather than art, therefore acceptable work 
for a woman—though I’d wager none of the portraitists 
could have done what I did, if they ever deigned to try.  

If you needed a likeness to present when arranging 
a marriage, you came to me. If you wanted a keepsake 
to remind you of a loved one, or remind a loved one of 
you, you came to me. If you desired a portable image, 
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not too expensive, to keep by your side, you came to 
me. 

Of course, none of the people I had wronged in the 
past came to me. Some who knew of my reputation 
visited to gloat at my reduced circumstances. Some 
were drawn out of curiosity. Some expressed their 
support for my role in… that other business. Strange 
how the latter made me feel most like a failure.  

I wasn’t the only one producing miniatures—or the 
first to do so—but I was the best. I had practiced the 
art for a long time before needing to make an income 
from it. I’d had good teachers, too. Women hired to 
encourage the improvement of young ladies with 
suitable leisure activities, who could be surprisingly 
exacting in their lessons for occupations that weren’t 
supposed to matter that much. 

Miniatures had always fascinated me. I’d searched 
books and interrogated my teachers for information 
about them. They have a long history, filled with 
superstition and unlikely stories. Sorting the truth from 
the myth was an endlessly attractive puzzle for my 
young mind.  

I did not attempt anything illegal, of course. Not 
before I was ordered to. I want to be perfectly clear 
about that. Write it down. Good.  

* * * 
The dark magic behind miniature art is a foul thing. You 
would have to be a soulless being to want to employ it. 
Or a coward, forcing others to do what would repel and 
sicken you. Or a coward with a rotting soul. 

The first whiff I caught of that rot came from a soul 
I never suspected of it.  

The friends I’d retained and gained since my early 
years gathered every half-moon night in the Golden 
Chalice, a respectable tavern in the Middle. Some 
believed my earlier actions had been the mistakes of 
youth, some admitted they’d have easily fallen in the 
same manner, and all did not care much for the social 
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hierarchy of the Mountain. I owed two—a husband and 
wife—a great deal of gratitude for help they’d given me. 
Let’s call them the Husband and the Wife, as I don’t 
wish to speak their names.  

The group had been meeting for a few years without 
fail, with the usual absences due to illness, family 
matters and duty. The Wife had not joined us for 
several months, the Husband giving vague excuses for 
her. One night, after the others had left, he told me they 
were at odds. The Wife had turned cold toward him. 
She had always been critical, but in a teasing way that 
had made us laugh and to which he would smile and 
shrug as if he didn’t mind.  

But now the teasing had become savage, a 
constant litany of criticism and insult. I pressed him for 
the source of the change. His reasoning was simple, 
but I could not believe it at first. Surely she understood 
that it was not his fault that taxes had risen and his 
trade declined? I knew that he had been forced to close 
down some of his storehouses in the Lower Mountain, 
but not that all were either empty or sold. Still, he had 
healthy investments and savings that would provide a 
comfortable income for many years yet. They were not 
as wealthy as before, but they were far from poor.  

“Is there anything I can do?” I asked, thinking that 
perhaps I could repay the favour they made me with 
help in return. 

“Talk to her,” he begged. 
I resolved to do so, reasoning that he was taking 

her expressions of concern as personal attacks or 
perhaps failing to assure her that they were not facing 
imminent disaster. At first she turned down my 
invitations to meet, but then her attitude abruptly turned 
around, and she sought me out in my studio.  

“He is making no effort to find another source of 
income,” she complained. “He seems content for us to 
stay like this.” 
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I took her hand, as was the acceptable gesture of 
friendship between women at the time. “Forgive me, 
but until now the impression I had was you are not in 
great trouble. Am I wrong? Are the debtors calling?” 

She shook her head quickly. “No. Nothing like that.” 
She spread her hands. “It’s… he promised me that we 
would build a new stable, and I’d have another mare, 
once the children were older. Now I can’t even afford 
the flying instructor as well as the greatharp lessons.” 

Of course, I had to pretend sympathy. Owning one 
of the great flying creatures was well beyond my 
capacity, and to be honest, I’d always found them 
smelly, contrary beasts, that delight in pecking me 
when my attention is elsewhere. They did provide a 
quick method of traversing the Mountain in those days, 
and they were a marvel to behold in large numbers. It 
is a shame they have nearly died out. 

So I attempted a sympathetic smile. “It was unwise, 
perhaps, for him to promise so much,” I told her. “None 
of us can predict the future.” 

Her eyes flashed with anger. “He would live up to 
them if he tried harder.” 

“Could he?” I asked, genuinely wondering if I hadn’t 
seen the laziness that she saw in him. “Starting afresh 
takes time and money.” 

“He has plenty of time now!” she exclaimed. 
“And money?” 
She frowned.  
I drew a deep breath. “Perhaps if you sold 

something—” 
“No! A promise is a promise. He has to earn it.” 
“How?” 
“That’s for him to work out, not me!” 

* * * 
Needless to say, my compassion at this point remained 
with the Husband. We began to linger at the Chalice 
after our monthly gatherings to discuss his situation. 
He agreed that she had not the experience or 
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temperament to easily accept setbacks. Seeking a way 
to help them, I sought and found employment for him, 
but it did not suit him. He reasoned that they were not 
so badly off that it was worth spending his efforts on 
labour that did not suit his skills or temperament.  

The attempt did, for a while, regain him the Wife’s 
approval, but of course once he was idle again their 
relations grew fractious once more. She sought me out 
in my small studio.  

“You found him the job?” she asked. 
“Yes—but I would not have recommended it if I’d 

known how unsuitable it was. Still, success rarely 
comes on the first try. I am looking for—” 

“No,” she interrupted, her eyes bright with intensity. 
“He has to find one himself.” 

I opened my mouth to point out that their 
circumstances obviously weren’t that great if she was 
willing to impose such impractical rules, but she had 
turned away and was inspecting my current work: a 
portrait of a wealthy young heiress.  

“You’ve done quite well for yourself,” she said.  
I nodded. “In no small way thanks to you two.” 
“Yes,” she said. Her attention turned to my small 

collection of books. “I remember you telling us stories 
about miniatures—in particular, the ones about eyes. 
Have you ever seen one of these eye pictures?” 

A chill came upon me then. “Once. Master Jowen 
has one. The source was dead, of course,” I reassured 
her. 

Master Jowen was the king’s sorcerer, at the time. 
He was tasked with controlling all magic performed 
about and within the Mountain. His regular visits were 
a source of both excitement and dread for me. Tall, as 
dark as shadow. Impeccably dressed and with piercing 
blue eyes that seemed to see beneath the surface of 
everything, I was attracted to and frightened of him in 
equal measure—and was embarrassed by both 
because I’d once considered his kind my enemy. 
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“It’s against the king’s law to make an eye,” the Wife 
stated. 

“Indeed.” 
“So you’ve never tried?” 
“Of course not,” I assured her. Have you met Master 

Jowen? I wanted to ask. 
“Not even when—?” 
“No,” I said firmly. 
“If it wasn’t illegal, would you be tempted?” 
“Definitely not.” 
She turned to me and raised her eyebrows. “Why 

not? You were always so interested in miniature 
portraits.” 

I shrugged. “I’d have to acquire and process a dead 
foetus. That isn’t an appealing prospect.” 

“Oh.” She grimaced and turned away to examine 
the painting again. “How revolting.”  

“Very. It’s disgusting enough preparing calf 
foetuses to make the fine vellum for these legal 
miniatures.” 

“Surely you could give that work to others to do for 
you.” 

I glanced around the small room. “I may be doing 
well,” I told her, “but not well enough to hire servants.” 

She snorted. “You should charge more.” 
* * * 

Some weeks later, the Husband arrived at my door 
without arrangement. He told me the Wife had expelled 
him from their rooms. Could he stay a while? It would 
be only for as long as it took for him to find alternative 
accommodations. I agreed that he could sleep on the 
studio floor so long as he was absent whenever I was 
working, removed all signs that he was living there, and 
paid for his food, lamp oil and other personal 
necessities.  

He stayed far longer. I made more attempts to find 
him employment. The jobs he did manage to pick up 
did not last long and when he turned all the money he 
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earned over to pay for his children’s education I did not 
have the heart to ask for anything to cover his meals 
and such. What if he refused the Wife’s requests and 
she refused to let him see them?  

Though he was a polite guest, he grew less and 
less careful about hiding signs of his presence in my 
studio, and I knew it was only a matter of time before 
my customers began to notice and gossip. I did not 
need another scandal ruining what little respectability I 
had regained. Thankfully, just when it seemed like I 
would have to ask him to go, he found lodging with 
other friends.  

The Wife immediately took the opportunity to visit.  
“So do you see now what I had to put up with?” she 

asked.  
I shrugged, there being no good answer to that 

question. She appeared to interpret my lack of 
response as agreement. “Do you know anything about 
this friend he is staying with?” 

I told her the little I knew. Another couple. Friends 
of friends. They seemed nice enough, and had a room 
to spare in a higher part of the Mountain to my locality. 

“Would you take him back in if he needed it?” she 
asked. 

I held back a sigh and reminded myself of the help 
she and the Husband had given me. “Yes, if he really 
needed to. He doesn’t need to, does he?” 

She shook her head and turned away, but I’d seen 
a glint of judgement in her gaze. I wasn’t sure how to 
interpret it. Approval? Contempt?  

“He’s supposed to be becoming a good husband 
and father, not enjoying the charity of all our friends. 
When I suggested he go to you it wasn’t to laze around 
your studio all day, and who knows what else, it was to 
scare some sense into him. Show him what we might 
have to resort to, if he didn’t. Instead he’s treating it like 
a… a chance to fool around.” She turned to regard me. 



 
 

 

48 

“He isn’t compromising himself with any of these 
friends of friends, is he?”  

I gazed at her in disbelief, and not just that she 
would suggest he would be so disloyal. She had 
suggested he stay with me!  

“No,” I told her. But then I realised I had no idea 
what he’d been doing while I’d been working in the 
studio. Looking for work, I’d assumed. 

“Are you sure?” she pressed. 
I could not lie. “I wasn’t watching him every hour of 

every day,” I told her. “But he’s not that sort of man. 
Even if he was… he wouldn’t risk losing his children.” 

She nodded and might have said more, but a 
customer arrived then and she left quickly, as if 
embarrassed to be seen with me.  

* * * 
At the next of the monthly gatherings the Husband 
revealed that he had moved into yet another friend’s 
home after finding employment nearby. He was able to 
pay them rent as well as fund whatever activities the 
Wife had arranged for their children. From his 
accounts, she had warmed to him again, inviting him 
to visit and attend family celebrations. Then some days 
later he came to my studio as I was packing up one 
evening, and told me she had even taken him to bed 
one night.  

“I think she may take me back, soon,” he said 
hopefully. 

That I felt such immediate doubt and worry made 
me feel guilty. I could not help thinking he was such a 
fool and that she would not be so easily satisfied.  

* * * 
“I hate it,” she told me a few days after the next 
gathering. “I hate the way our friends look at me now. 
They think he is the injured party. They blame me for 
everything, when he is the one who started this. It is 
his fault, not mine.” 
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I started tidying the studio. Anything to avoid 
meeting her gaze and revealing my dismay. 

“I don’t know what he’s been doing all these 
months,” she continued. “Has he been loyal? How can 
I let him back into my home not knowing what he has 
been doing? What he told people about me?” 

“Have you asked him?” 
She shook her head. “He’d lie, if he had.” 
“Trust is essential to marriage—or so they say.” 
“Exactly,” she said, leaning over my desk in an 

attempt to catch my eye. “I have to know I can trust him 
before I let him back into my home.” 

I steeled myself and met her gaze. “I don’t think 
that’s how trust works.” 

“Do you trust him?” 
She knew the answer I would give. “It’s going to be 

a long time before I trust anyone that much,” I reminded 
her. “But I do acknowledge that not all men are 
scoundrels. Like your husband.” 

Her eyes narrowed. “Did you sleep with him?” 
“No!” I suppressed a shudder. “He’s a friend—and 

not the type of man I am attracted to. I wasn’t here 
when he was, and he wasn’t here when I was. It was 
part of our agreement.” 

“But you talked. You must have met elsewhere.” 
“At the Golden Chalice, at the meetings.” 
“And every night he came here at a set time. You’d 

let him in and sometimes you’d stay and talk to him. 
About me.”  

I hid my anger. The Husband had agreed it was 
best she hadn’t known about our occasional 
discussions.  

“He needed someone to talk to. And he only ever 
talked about you.” 

“Indeed. He said the same about you.” The corner 
of her mouth curled. “He says you think I’m 
manipulative and unreasonable.” 
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My stomach sank. What was he trying to achieve 
by telling her? Proof of his honesty, perhaps? “That’s 
not what I said,” I told her. “It was the worst of a list of 
possible reasons for you doing something, meant to 
nudge him into considering a more sensible reason for 
something you had done.” 

She took my hand. “I believe you didn’t do anything 
more, but how can I be sure about the others? How 
can I be sure of him?” 

Her voice held a lament. She sounded genuinely 
distressed. Her eyes expressed a plea for help. 

“You can’t,” I told her gently. “You can only choose 
to believe what he says.” 

She let go of my hand and sat down, shoulders 
slumped and lips pursed in thought. I waited, hoping 
that this was a sign of acceptance at last. She looked 
up at me. 

“Or we could trick him.” 
I frowned, not understanding. “How?” 
“We spy on him. Test his honesty.” She fairly leapt 

out of the chair, energised by her idea. “All we have to 
do is find a way to watch when he is with these friends. 
And listen. Hear what he says. See what he does.” She 
took both of my hands. “Will you help me? Will you help 
us?” 

Though I had misgivings, I agreed. 
* * * 

I did not see her for a while. Nor did I see the Husband. 
He was staying with new friends living in another part 
of the Mountain. When I did finally speak to him 
privately, I asked why he had told the Wife about our 
discussions. He looked guilty and apologised, saying 
he had done it out of panic, fearing she would not allow 
him to see his children if he wasn’t honest. I wanted to 
warn him about her plans to spy on him, but the real 
possibility that he would tell her made me hesitate.  

Whatever she attempted, did not work, however. I 
knew this the moment she next came back to my 
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studio. Her eyes were bright, her skin flushed. She did 
not hesitate to remind me of my apparent promise to 
help.  

“Finding a way to watch him when he is alone with 
his friends has been impossible. I’ve tried to sneak into 
their homes and hide, but most of them don’t have staff 
to bribe. There’s one servant girl at the Chalice who 
has agreed to report to me, but how do I know I can 
trust her? If she has revealed that I asked for 
information he might be telling her what to tell me. No, 
we have to be smarter than them. We have to do 
something unexpected.” 

She had begun pacing my studio, but now she 
stopped and fixed me with a manic stare.  

“We have to make an eye.” 
I took a step back, repelled and disbelieving. “I can’t 

do that,” I told her. 
“That’s not true,” she said. “You can. You won’t 

because it’s unlawful. It’s unlawful because it could be 
used to compromise the safety of the Mountain. But I 
am not some enemy spy hoping to listen in on the 
King’s business. I am your friend. All I want is to know 
my husband is faithful. I want us all to be together 
again. A family.” 

“And if he ever found out about it? What would he 
think of you, let lone of your inability to trust him?” 

Her eyes filled with tears and she reached out 
toward me. Fortunately my hands were behind my 
back, resting against a table, and she let her arms fall. 
“He will never know. I’d know he could be trusted. For 
that I’d do anything. I wouldn’t ask him to work. I would 
learn to live with our diminished circumstances. 
Please, please help me.” 

“I can’t. It’s not just unlawful,” I told her. “It’s wrong.” 
“Because it means killing an innocent?” she asked. 

Reaching under her skirts, she brought out a parcel. 
“That night we… well, seems I’m not too old to 
conceive another child, but I am too old to sustain one 
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to birth. And it wouldn’t be right to have one without a 
father to support it.”  

I stood frozen in horror, staring at that little package. 
When she held it out to me I didn’t move, so she set it 
down on the edge of a bookcase.  

“And my children—our children—need a father. A 
trustworthy father. They need your help.” 

I could not speak. In the silence that followed, my 
feelings toward her swelled, expanded and hardened. 
It began as disgust and anger, then all of that blended 
into a rage that filled all of my being. Just as quickly it 
cooled into cold, icy hate.  

Though I owed them a great deal, I had never asked 
of them anything unlawful or morally wrong. I had 
never sought something that would risk their very lives.  

Looking into her gaze, I saw something more. A 
warning lay in those feverish eyes. I know many things 
about you, it said. I can take away what I helped you 
build here. 

I was already too cold to feel chilled. Instead, the 
threat warmed me. The heat of it cauterised any doubts 
I had about my next course of action. 

“Very well,” I said. “I’ll do it. But you must promise 
never to tell anyone. Promise on the souls of your 
children.” 

“Of course,” she replied.  
And then she left. 

* * * 
When I saw her next, I had become a different person. 
Even if it had involved no magic, the result would have 
been the same. Creating an abomination changes you. 
I had done unscrupulous things in the past but they 
were petty schemes and have never affected me as 
deeply as creating an eye. Though I had not killed the 
unborn child, I had to harden myself in order to skin it, 
to make the delicate vellum for the miniature. I did not 
tell myself that this was not my choice. Though I could 
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not refuse to do it once I’d received the King’s order, 
the decision to go to Master Jowen had been my own.  

It was one of my best portraits, despite the subject.  
Jowen showed me the cell they had locked her in. I 

think he wanted to see how I reacted. Later he told me 
my calmness had impressed him, and that he had 
decided, then, to make me his apprentice. 

To be honest, I did not want to see her, and yet I 
needed to know all had progressed as they had 
assured me it would. After all, I had discovered they 
knew everything about my past.  

The Wife sat on the cold stone floor, back slumped 
against the far wall, head now and then rising, slowly 
and reluctantly as if compelled by a will not her own, to 
stare in despair at the miniature somewhere above the 
peephole in the door, through which she would always 
see her wretched self, staring back.  

I felt no regret, just relief.  
* * * 

No, I did not speak to the Husband again. I found my 
tolerance for foolishness and selfishness greatly 
diminished, especially in myself. Which was perhaps 
due to the influence of Master Jowen—but that is 
another story for another time.”[GdM] 
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(Almost) Total Failure: 
Succeeding in the Short 

Story Market 
 

T.R. NAPPER 

 

 

 
Be prepared for almost total failure. That’s what it 
means to be a writer. Gut-punched, ridiculed, and far, 
far more frequently, ignored.  

I’ve fired 260 shots in my ongoing campaign to have 
those motherfuckers out there read one of my stories. 
Not many have hit: 18, to be precise, new sales*. 

Good sales, most of them, to be sure, many 
professional: seven to the excellent Interzone; one to 
the venerable Asimov’s; three to the publisher of the 
magazine you now have in your hands; some others. 
But fuck-a-duck—this is what moderate success looks 
like relatively early in a short fiction career: failure, 93 
per cent of the time. 

Being a writer means typing into the void. That vast 
chasm of indifference the universe has for your work. I 
don’t blame the universe; nearly everything out there is 
shit. But still. 

I don’t know if I’ve learned any lessons, 260 
attempts later. But you haven’t come here for my 
salon-quality hair and roguish good looks. So let’s 
begin with this:  

You need to sit down, every damn day, and produce 
words for the void. Now, this advice is obvious, and 
most other writers will say the same. They’ll also tell 
you to write a lot and read a lot. And to start at the best 
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markets and work your way down, and when a story is 
done, just send the fucker out and move on to the next 
piece. Yeah, all that, true. 

But you’ll be able to find the obvious stuff out there, 
everywhere, so let me give you something a little more 
niche.  
 
Write shit down straight away, and use it as soon 
as possible. No ideas are so good they will inhere in 
your creative impulse to be brought forth when 
inspiration requires. Nah, fuck that. Write good ideas 
down, use them in the story you’re currently writing. 
Maybe the idea is so good you reckon it is worth a short 
story of its own – fine, write it down, vomit whatever 
related inspiration follows onto the page, save it, then 
go back to the story you’re currently on. 

Want to save a particularly good line for a novel? 
Use it twice. Perfect it. Plagiarise your best 
stuff, especially when no-one is reading it yet. 

Here’s the thing: if you’re really a writer, you’ll get 
good ideas all the time. Don’t save the bloody things: 
leave it all out there, all on the page, nothing held back. 
 
Good people are hard to find. The writing community 
is ‘transactional’—sometimes it feels like other writers 
only want to know what you can do for them. In that 
sense it reminds me of my days in Foreign Affairs, 
where I was surrounded by diplomats who wanted to 
know what aristocratic school you went to, who you 
knew in the diplomatic or political elite, and whether 
you could help them get posted to New York. 

In publishing, people want to know if you went to 
Clarion, if you know any famous authors who can give 
them a book blurb, and whether you can recommend 
them to a New York agent. 

I’m 0/6, if you’re wondering. 
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Which is to say: when you find someone who gives 
a shit about your writing, no strings attached, treat 
them well. They are a rare beast indeed.  

This is, I know, a comment about the industry more 
broadly, rather than the specifics of 260 short story 
submissions. What I’m saying is: this an ultra-
competitive business filled with semi-talented 
desperados, full-blown narcissists, and mealy-
mouthed hustlers. Don’t be one of them. Don’t treat this 
calling as a transaction. 
 
Learn the art of disagreeing with authors better 
than you. This is a tough one, and may seem to 
contradict my recommendation you cherish the few 
people in this game who genuinely want to help. Most 
of the time, better, more experienced writers will give 
you good advice. Until they don’t. Until the time a short 
story of mine was savaged by an experienced writer in 
my crit group. I thought about what he said seriously 
and at length, and did the following: not a goddamn 
thing. Kept the story as is, and sold it to Interzone.  

Later, Neil Clarke selected it for his Best Science 
Fiction of the Year Volume 2. All because I didn’t 
change a damn word. 
 
Fuck the crowd. Don’t follow trends. Don’t base 
stories on the outrage of the moment on Twitter, or 
what all the cool kids are writing about. Good lord, if 
you’re from outside of the US, like me, use that 
difference of perspective as an asset; use it to write 
things the mainstream has never seen before. If 
Americans are obsessing about something on social 
media, or in their discourses, their art, let them obsess. 
Write your own your stories, from your own passions—
don’t borrow someone else’s. 
 
(it doesn’t hurt to) Learn the basics. I didn’t. I never 
took a course, never went to a workshop, never read a 

http://neil-clarke.com/bsfoty-2/
http://neil-clarke.com/bsfoty-2/
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how-to. Never learned about structure, setting, 
character all that. Personally, I think a lifetime as a 
voracious reader teaches these lessons, and right from 
the start I was structuring short stories correctly, 
without realising what ‘correctly’ was. 

However, it doesn’t hurt to know these things in 
advance. It doesn’t hurt to know the theory, to think 
about where your work conforms to narrative norms, 
and where it deviates. 
 
Love what you do. Yeah, cheers Einstein. Pretty 
goddamn obvious, but good lord there are a large 
number of writers in the community who complain 
incessantly about the field. 

I came to writing fiction at the age of 37, after a 
decade in semi-skilled labour followed by a decade as 
an aid worker. Writing, as a way of life, beats all of 
these hands down (though being an aid worker is 
rewarding in different ways). As a writer your work 
requirements are to write, read, and think as much as 
you can. Never bemoan such a privileged, intellectually 
satisfying, rewarding calling. 

I’d add this: write your passions. Political, 
environmental, military, sexual, whatever. Again, 
seems obvious, but my oh my there’s a lot of writers 
out there who seem passionate about nothing bar their 
own careers. Passion gives the work a beating heart. 

Ah look, that’ll do, because what the fuck do I 
know? 260 submissions, and I’m a better writer than I 
was at #1, yes. But that don’t matter a hill of beans 
unless I shoot another 260 out into the void. Then 
another 260 after that. You get the drift. 
 
*There’s a few translations, reprints, and so forth I 
could add to the figure, but I don’t always record those 
submissions. So I’ve probably made a lot more than 
260. And this doesn’t include novel submissions, which 
I’m at about zero from about 20 attempts (via my 
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agent). But that’s a whole other pit of teeth gnashing 
and despair.[GdM] 
  



 
 

 

60 

T. R. Napper is an award-winning short story writer. 
His work has appeared in annual Year's 
Best Anthologies, and in highly respected magazines 
in the US, the UK, Australia, and Singapore. His work 
has been translated into French, Hebrew, German, 
and Vietnamese.  

T. R. Napper is also a former diplomat and aid 
worker, having lived and worked throughout Southeast 
Asia for over a decade delivering humanitarian 
programs. He is a scholar of East and Southeast 
literature, and has a creative writing doctorate in Noir, 
Cyberpunk, and Asian Modernity.  

He does not own a cat. Two young boys are quite 
enough. 

 

 
  



 
 

 

61 

Under Calliope’s Skin 
 

ALAN BAXTER 

 

 

 
Andy Collins flicked his eyes to operate his virtual 
HUD. An adrenaline suppressant dumped into his 
bloodstream along with a tweak of endorphin as the 
Alliance Battlecruiser Belvedere fell out of jump with a 
bone-deep whine. He hated the inertia of re-entering 
real space. 

“Take a moment to message your loved ones,” 
Capstan barked. “We drop in three minutes.” 

The massive Lieutenant stomped from one end of 
the dropship to the other, enhanced musculature 
rippling under his form-fitting battlesuit. He paused at 
each team member to stare hard into their eyes, his 
virtual HUD extracting reams of data—pulse rate, 
blood pressure, serotonin levels, a hundred other 
markers. You couldn’t hide a thing from a party 
Lieutenant. When he reached Collins, Capstan stared 
a moment longer. 

“You okay, buttercup?” he asked, almost a whisper. 
His eyes were mean and his mouth pressed into a flat 
line as he waited for a response. 

Collins watched the golden flicker across Capstan’s 
eyeballs, wondered just what data he was reading. 
“Fine,” he said, pleased his voice was strong. “You 
know I hate interstellar.” 

Capstan nodded once, paused to read another roll 
of information. His deep forehead relaxed under a mat 
of salt and pepper hair shaved close. “Just as well 
you’re a good soldier. Makes up for your flaws.” 

He stalked away before Collins could respond, but 
Collins allowed himself a smile. Capstan always acted 
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the hardass, but he was a father to the whole squad. 
Though no one would ever say so to his face. He might 
love them all, but he’d kick seven shades out of anyone 
who suggested he had emotions. 

“We green, Daisy?” Capstan called out. 
“Across the board.” The dropship AI’s voice was a 

soft, velvety feminine. 
Capstan turned at the head of the bay and scanned 

the two rows of marines facing each other, four along 
one side, three the other. 

“We are eight of the best,” he said, smiling to reveal 
the chromed shine of replacement teeth. He could bite 
through steel with those and his jaw augments. “In fact, 
we are the best eight and that’s why we get sent out to 
these shitheaps on the edge to do things no other fool 
would do. But this one is pretty routine, right?” 

Laughter rippled around the bay and Capstan 
grinned wider. 

“Fuck yeah, ain’t no such thing as routine if we’re 
involved. So here’s what we know, and it ain’t much.” 
He tapped at his wrist pad and a holographic cube 
sprang to life between the two rows of warriors. A small 
moon swelled into view, orbiting a massive gas giant. 
“This is Calliope,” Capstan said. “Fourth moon of the 
third planet in the Arteeria system. Distant scans 
revealed huge deposits of allerinium beneath the crust, 
and you don’t need me to tell you what lengths the 
Alliance will go to for interstellar jump fuel. So a remote 
unit was sent to build a habitat. Once the robots had 
finished, a scientific team of twenty specialists was 
sent in to survey. Results were good for about two 
months and then all communications ceased. This is 
the last transmission.” 

He tapped his pad again and the three-dimensional 
map switched to a recorded video. A face leaned close 
to the camera, sweat running down the brow from 
soaked hair. The man’s mouth was stretched in a wide 
grimace and his teeth were stained. 
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“That blood in his mouth?” Aiko Hayashi asked, her 
eyes narrowed. 

“Looks like it,” Tanveer Malik said. He glanced at 
Hayashi with a smile. “But is it his or someone else’s?” 

She flicked him a sour look, shook her head. Collins 
smirked. Those two were about due their occasional 
hook-up. It was a good tension diffuser that otherwise 
saw them fighting. 

The man continued to stare and grin at the camera. 
“He gonna say anything?” Collins asked. 
Capstan shut off the image. “Nope. He stands there 

like that, not moving, not even fucking blinking, for 
three hours and fourteen minutes.” 

“The fuck?” Kirsten Watts said quietly. 
“The transmission ends with a power drop,” the 

Lieutenant continued. “Remote connections confirm 
the power was only out for a few minutes. As far as 
anyone can tell, the whole operation is still green. 
Except now there’s no response to hails and none of 
the cameras inside the station are working.” 

“So they’re sending us in,” Charlie Finlay said. 
Capstan pointed one finger at the tall, burly marine. 

“That’s right.” 
Finlay grinned, his teeth like Capstan’s, even 

brighter against sun-tanned skin. Wisps of blond hair 
poked from under the front edge of his helmet, an 
affectation that never failed to annoy Collins. “Cool,” 
Finlay said in a low growl. 

Collins scanned his squad mates, all buzzing with 
the excitement of a job about to start. He buzzed along 
with them, always keen for action, though the image of 
that sweating, staring guy with blood on his teeth gave 
him pause. But what threat were scientists to this 
team? 

Red lights flashed and a siren wailed. “Ten 
seconds,” Daisy said calmly. 

“Here we go, my flowers!” Capstan shouted as he 
jogged to his rack and strapped in. 
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The dropship detached and fell for Calliope. The 
display up front showed the battlecruiser disappearing 
away from them, then space folded around it as it 
jumped away to sit far from the gravitational pull of the 
system and await the hail to pick them up again. Collins 
dumped a little pick-me-up into his blood as Daisy 
guided them in. 

* * * 
“Locked and docked,” Daisy said. “Pressures 
equalised. You’re good to go.” 

“Keep the engines ticking,” Capstan said. “In case 
we need to facilitate a quick exit.” 

“I’ll be ready,” the dropship replied. 
The Lieutenant moved to the hatch. “Form up.” 
The squad unbuckled and arranged themselves. 

Capstan took the lead, flanked by Hayashi and Finlay. 
Behind them were Alex Lau and Malik, followed by 
Henna Sterns and Collins. Watts, the medic, brought 
up the rear. 

“All comms to closed group,” Capstan said. “Inter-
squad hails only, and keep those to a minimum. 
Rebreathers on.” 

Full face masks slipped from their helmets and 
joined seamlessly to their battlesuits. As soon as the 
toughened flexiglass was down, Collins felt the familiar 
tightening of his fatigues, every tiny gap closing, tight 
against even the hint of microbial attack. The flex-
armour plates in the super-tough fabric swelled and 
shifted into place, a form-fitting carapace with micro-
gyro strength and movement assistance. He felt safe 
in the body-hugging outfit, the familiar weight of his 
pack, ammo and weapons pressing down on him, the 
air in his helmet lightly scented with ocean salt as it 
passed through the suit’s filtration system. 

“Move out!” Capstan barked. 
The hatch irised open and they jogged into the 

docking corridor of the station. Lights were on, 
everything appeared normal at first glance. 
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“Check the map,” Capstan said, knowing floor plans 
of the station appeared to each of them at a virtual 
distance of about thirty centimetres along with the rest 
of their HUD data. Each squad member was marked 
by name and a glowing icon. “I’m taking Hayashi and 
Finlay to the location of the last transmission, which is 
the engineering and mech bay. At the end is a vehicle 
bay for EVAC, so we’ll account for assets there too.” 
He highlighted the area off to one side of the sprawling 
habitat. 

“Big fucking place for twenty scientists,” Lau said. 
“They intended it to house a lot more once mining 

commenced,” Capstan said. “So it’s going to take a 
while to cover everything.” He zoomed out. “Malik, Lau, 
you two head north and start checking each of the 
sleeping quarters and lounges.” He blipped a collection 
of about two dozen rooms along the northern edge of 
the centre. “Report as you go. Then work your way 
back towards Command and Control, where we’ll all 
regroup.” A central room blinked. 

“Hai,” Lau said and peeled off, Malik jogging 
alongside. 

“Sterns, Collins and Watts, you three need to go 
west and search the labs.” A collection of six large 
rooms flashed three times. 

Without waiting for a reply, Capstan hustled away 
to the right with Hayashi and Finlay on his heels. 
Collins turned to his companions. “Ladies, after you.” 
He gestured to his left. 

Watts laughed. “Fuck you, soldier.” 
“I’ll take point,” Sterns said. “You two can enjoy my 

ass as we go.” 
Collins grinned. He most certainly would. And so 

would Watts for that matter. Though bonds throughout 
their squad were tighter than family, it was Henna who 
touched him most deeply, and he knew he was not 
alone. Sterns was a little bit mother and a little bit lover 
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to most of them. And probably the most deadly when 
shit went down. 

Watts nudged him with her rifle butt. “Wipe the grin 
off and focus, dickwad.” 

Collins winked at her. “I’ll bring up the rear.” 
“Sure you will.” 
They moved forward, heavy assault rifles cradled 

ready, scanning as they went. 
“It’s too quiet,” Sterns said. 
“We know they’re here somewhere,” Collins said. 
The corridor led to a large double door that hissed 

open as they approached. A lab lay beyond, all manner 
of survey equipment and data stations. Lights flashed, 
information rolled through holo-displays, everything 
looked normal. Except for the lack of surveyors. Collins 
approached one desk and leaned over to look at a 
coffee mug, still half full with black liquid. He blinked up 
his helmet scanner and it confirmed filter coffee, now 
long cold. 

Watts gestured to a series of large tanks along one 
side. “What the fuck are they doing in a mining survey 
station?” 

“What are they?” Collins asked. Pale blue liquid 
rippled in each one, shimmering under bright lights 
embedded in the top. Each could easily fit three large 
men. 

“Uterotanks,” Watts said, eyebrows knitted. When 
the others gave her blank looks, she said, “Breeding 
tanks.” 

“For what?” 
The medic shrugged. “No idea. But I’ve never seen 

them that big before.” 
“Well, doesn’t that just bode all kinds of good,” 

Sterns said. “Let’s spread out, search the room.” 
They moved apart, helmet scanners processing 

reams of data as they looked for anything that might be 
a clue. 
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“Here,” Watts said. She pointed with the barrel of 
her assault rifle. 

A chair was pushed out from under a desk, the seat 
and the floor around it smeared with blood. Scarlet 
drops sprayed across the desk and holo emitters. 
Watts stood back, hands raised as though framing up 
a photograph. They waited while she used her scans, 
then she said, “Best guess is a heavy blow to the back 
of the head, then another across the face.” She mimed 
the actions, indicating the direction of blood spatter. 
“The victim fell here and was dragged a short way.” 
The smears ended only a metre or so from the desk. 

“Then what?” Sterns asked. 
Watts shrugged. 
“Picked up and carried off?” Collins suggested, his 

stomach tight. 
“Maybe,” Watts said. “But there’s no more blood. 

Someone doesn’t just stop bleeding when they’re 
carried.” 

“Maybe they got wrapped up.” 
“Again here,” Sterns said from across the room. 
A similar pattern covered more equipment. 
“When I was growing up,” Sterns said, “my father 

used to tell this story about the draugen. It was an old-
fashioned monster story, you know, a kind of 
Norwegian ghost or bogeyman. Bullshit designed to 
scare us. He used to say, ‘Henna, if you don’t behave, 
the draugen will come to get you!’ I always thought that 
was an asshole way to make your kids do the right 
thing.” 

Collins had seen Henna take out an enemy squad 
single-handed while he was close to bleeding out. 
Then she had carried him back in. But in that moment 
he felt strangely protective of her. 

“That’s fucked up,” Watts agreed. “But what’s your 
point.” 

Sterns turned to face them with a grin. “I’m thinking 
maybe the bogeyman lives on Calliope, not Norway.” 
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Collins was about to suggest they move on to the 
next lab when Sterns suddenly arched forward. A hole 
twenty centimetres across appeared in her chest, 
blood spraying forward as her ribs angled out like 
reaching bony fingers. She looked down in surprise, 
uttering a quiet, “Oh.” The desk behind her was clearly 
visible through the hole, then she collapsed. 

“The fuck?” Watts screamed, rushing over. 
“Scan the fucking room!” Collins shouted. Not 

Henna. No, no, no, not Henna! 
He crouched, moved in a circle looking for the 

source of the attack, but the lab was unchanged. There 
had been no muzzle flash, no sound. He quickly 
rewound the footage recorded in his HUD and watched 
again, playing close attention to Sterns. Nothing 
anywhere around her, then she launched forward, her 
chest exploded. Oh. She dropped. 

Watts crouched beside the fallen marine shaking 
her head. “Dead before she hit the ground. Fuck. 
Henna!” As she rose to face Collins, she staggered to 
one side, then screamed as her left arm fell, sheared 
off at the shoulder. She sat down hard, blood arcing 
from the gaping wound. She scrambled for a patch can 
and frantically sprayed fast-expanding foam across the 
injury. 

Collins began cycling through light bands. He swept 
his gaze left and right, looking through infra-red, 
microwave, gamma, ultraviolet, around and around, his 
vision a kaleidoscope of changing images, looking for 
anything that might be a source of the attack. Then 
movement. Subtle, almost immediately ceased. 
Without giving himself away, moving only his eyes, he 
looked back into the corner of the lab. Under the arm 
of some strange mechanism like a giant dentist’s light, 
something stood stock still. Visible only in ultraviolet, it 
was a shape made of mirrors, quicksilver. No 
discernible features or details. 
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Collins raised his weapon and it came directly for 
him. Bigger than a man, it seemed to project itself 
forward on four pounding legs that thrust vertically up 
and down against the floor without a sound. Four upper 
limbs stretched out, reaching for him, each ending in a 
long hand of three blade-like fingers. Its head was a 
flat wedge, arrowing forward. 

Collins fired, his finger grinding against the trigger 
on full auto. The weapon barked deafening projectile 
death and gouts of fire, ripping into the creature. It 
staggered back, the wedge head splitting open as 
though it were screaming in agony, but still it made no 
sound. With less than five meters between them, 
Collins thumbed a mini-grenade from the barrel-
mounted launcher and it exploded against the thing’s 
torso, threw it back into the corner where it lay still. 
Collins staggered under the shockwave, but kept his 
feet. 

“Lieutenant, everyone, we have enemies here!” he 
yelled over a squad-wide waveband. “Use ultraviolet!” 

There was no reply. No blips marked their positions 
on HUD. He realised he hadn’t seen their blips for a 
while. How long? 

“Lieutenant?” Nothing. “Daisy?” Nothing. “Fuck.” 
Collins hurried over to Watts, turning slow circles as he 
went, scanning everywhere. 

“Make sure it’s dead!” Watts said, waving him 
towards the creature he’d shot. Her face was pale and 
sweaty behind her visor, the slash of freckles across 
her nose standing out clearer than ever, but her 
shoulder was sealed up in med-foam. “I’m dumping 
painkillers like a junkie,” she said. “I’m okay for now.” 

Collins nodded once. His eye fell on Sterns and he 
tore his gaze away, stifling a sob of grief and fury 
equally combined. Weapon trained on the inert thing in 
the corner, he approached cautiously. It seemed to 
flicker slightly, the mirrored body switching between 
invisibility and a dark, shining greenblack shell. 
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“Cloaking device?” Collins whispered, as much to 
himself as to Watts. “And a sound suppressor?” 

The thing’s chitinous exoskeleton was revealed in 
the flickers to be split in several places by his bullets, 
a wider rent in the centre of its torso where the mini-
grenade had exploded. Thick, black fluid leaked 
everywhere, presumably its equivalent of blood. The 
bladed fingers were extensions of its carapace, one or 
two of them spastically extending and retracting, a 
smaller many-tentacled hand-like appendage quivered 
under the shifting knives. It twitched and shivered, 
seeming to swell and collapse, its form fluid. It had no 
face to recognise, but a wide mouth in its wedge of a 
head and a thin, glistening line around the upper ridge 
that might have been some kind of visual organ. 

It reached up weakly, blades flicking forward. 
Collins skipped back. Those things had gone right 
through Watts’ armour and her shoulder. Right through 
Henna’s body. He stepped back in, pressed the muzzle 
of his rifle to the band of maybe-eye, and fired a burst 
into its head. It danced and writhed under his attack 
and fell still. The flickering ceased and it lay there, a 
dark, ugly, armoured thing. 

“Fuck you,” he said and went back to Watts. He 
helped her up and she leaned on him heavily. “We 
can’t leave Henna.” 

“We’ll come back for her,” Watts said. “The drugs 
are kicking in but I’ll need your help for a minute. We 
gotta regroup.” 

“Stay on ultraviolet and be extra eyes for me.” 
She threw her arm over his shoulder and 

brandished her weapon. “I can still fire one-handed.” 
Collins glanced at the rifle so close to his head, 

nodded. “Just keep the muzzle up.” 
“Took my fucking arm,” she said, voice low, 

incredulous. “Took Henna!” 
“They’ll build you a new arm once we get out. And 

everything here will die in Henna’s name!” 
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He looked over at Sterns lying in a widening pool of 
blood as he led Watts away. “We’ll avenge her,” he 
said through gritted teeth, pushing away the emotion 
of the loss. He loved Sterns. They all did. She was the 
best of them. 

“Three o’clock!” Watts yelled. She grunted as she 
swung her rifle up one-handed and triggered short, 
controlled bursts. 

Collins winced against the thunder of her rounds, 
kept his left arm around her waist to keep them moving, 
and matched her method with his right, as three mirror-
bright shapes raced into the room from the lab next 
door. He pumped mini-grenades, drove them back. 
One broke right and tried to get behind them, so he 
swung Watts and they danced a pirouetting retreat, 
raking fire and grenades as they went, ears ringing with 
the ordnance in the confined space. Smoke and light 
filled the room, equipment shards rained down. Lights 
blew out and sparks fell like bright orange snow. 

They stumbled into the corridor and Collins spotted 
an emergency lock down beside the door and kicked 
it. His heel smashed through the glass covering and 
drove into the large button. Red lights flashed around 
the doorframe and a thick blast shield dropped as the 
double doors whooshed shut. Metallic thuds rang out 
as several masses hit the other side. The same three, 
unstopped by their bullets and grenades, or a new 
wave he couldn’t know. And he didn’t have time to 
care. 

“Let’s hope that holds them for now.” 
“There are other ways around,” Watts said 

breathlessly. 
“Let’s just get to the C and C.” 
They ran for the Command and Control Centre, 

Collins calling for Capstan and Daisy the whole way, 
but comms remained dead. As the C and C drew within 
about fifty metres on their HUD map Capstan’s voice 
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boomed out, “…asses in here now, we’re locking down 
in thirty seconds.” 

“We’re ten seconds away,” Collins yelled. 
Something smashed and clattered behind them, 

then a symphonic rain of shattered glass. Watts tipped 
her weapon upside down on her right shoulder, let 
loose random short bursts, strafing left and right. 
Collins glanced back to see two glimmering masses, 
wider and lower than before, galloping up behind them, 
less than ten metres away. 

The command centre came up on their left and he 
threw Watts forward. “Run!” 

Spinning in place, he plucked a concussion shield 
from his belt and slammed it into the ground only a 
couple of metres from his feet, way too close for safety. 
It pulsed into life, filling the corridor, and lifted him, 
threw him back. His vision crossed like he’d been 
punched in the jaw. The creatures bounced back the 
other way. 

Collins crashed hard against the C and C 
doorframe and fell inside. Capstan was at a control 
desk and punched a console. Heavy blast doors 
slammed closed and Collins lay face down on the hard 
floor, gasping. He looked up to see Capstan spare one 
narrow-eyed second for Watts’ foamed shoulder 
stump, then return his attention to the console. 

Hayashi stood beside the Lieutenant, Finlay 
nowhere to be seen. Of the four doorways leading into 
the C and C, only one remained open. 

“Hey Aiko,” Collins said, knowing better than to talk 
to Capstan at this point. “Finlay?” 

She sniffed, shook her head almost imperceptibly. 
“He’s in about six pieces back there. He just fucking 
split apart right in front of us. Henna?” 

“Same thing.” 
“Fuck me, man.” Hayashi looked back towards 

Watts. “Looks like you got too close as well.” 
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“Looks like I got lucky,” Watts said. “Finlay and 
Sterns! Shit. We’ve all been through too much together 
to lose two in a day. This ain’t fair.” 

“When is it ever fair?” Capstan said. “And brace 
yourselves, because we’re still two more down. Get 
over here and cover this door.” 

The four of them stood in a line in front of the only 
opening, weapons levelled. A corridor led away for 
about thirty metres before ending in another closed 
double door. Several doors on each side were also 
shut. Watts insisted she was fine but Collins scanned 
her vitals, saw that she was surviving on drugs and 
grim determination. She badly needed to go under and 
set reknitters to work. 

“Malik, Lau, respond!” Capstan said. The only 
answer was static hiss. “Seems like all comms are 
suppressed beyond about fifty metres. I can’t tell how. 
Internal interference.” 

“The fucking things have to be coming for us, right?” 
Collins said. 

Capstan gestured with his weapon. “Speculating is 
for stock brokers. Watch and respond.” 

“Did you see them?” Collins asked. 
Hayashi nodded. “Powerful cloaks, light and sound. 

Only UV works.” 
“You think the cloaks are tech or biological.” 
“Who knows.” 
“What do you think they are?” 
She turned cold eyes to him for a moment. “Death.” 
Collins swallowed. He’d seen fear in Aiko’s eyes 

and that made his stomach icy. He’d never seen her 
afraid of anything, didn’t think she could be afraid. He 
dialled a cocktail into his bloodstream to calm his 
nerves, sharpen his senses, boost his muscles. Limits 
and safe doses be damned, he needed every 
advantage he could get. 
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“…incoming, Lieutenant! Fucking loads of them!” 
Lau’s voice burst into their comms. “Can you fucking 
hear me?” 

“Roger, Lau, we hear you. Please repeat.” 
“I said there are invisible bastards coming after us, 

can only see ‘em on UV. We’ll need some heavy cover 
fire!” 

“Keep coming,” Capstan said calmly. “I’ve tagged 
the door on your map. Run straight for it and do not 
veer left or right. We’ll fire around you. Collins, 
Hayashi, either side of the corridor, halfway up.” 

“Right.” 
Collins ran, Hayashi right beside him, and they 

dropped into alcoves for cover. Bursts of gunfire and 
explosions echoed along with Lau’s voice screaming 
obscenities and promises of death and 
dismemberment, muffled by the double doors ahead. 
Lau and Malik’s blips pinged onto the HUDs, closing 
rapidly. 

“Here we go,” Capstan said, and triggered the far 
doors to open. 

Sound burst into full volume, Lau pumping bullets 
and mini-grenades blindly back over his shoulder as he 
ran, dragging the inert form of Malik with one hand. 
Blood smeared the floor where Malik passed. 

Collins and Hayashi began setting blasts of cover 
fire. They both pulled larger explosives from their 
webbing and lobbed bombs over Lau’s head. The 
corridor behind exploded into fire and smoke and 
resonating metallic screeches, and then Lau was 
through. Capstan slammed the far doors shut. 

As booming reverberated from the other side, 
Collins and Hayashi dragged Lau and Malik into the C 
and C and Capstan sealed those doors too. 

“Locking down!” he yelled. 
A siren bleated, red lights flashed and blast shields 

slammed over the last portal. The siren stopped and 
everything sank into a submarine silence, even the 
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compressors fell quiet as air recyc shut off. After a 
second or two, a new hum arose as the C and C went 
into defence mode, recycling its own air, providing all 
life support from inside the room, sealing itself off 
completely from the rest of the habitat. 

Watts hurried over to Malik’s prone form and 
crouched, wincing in pain, close to unconsciousness. 
She sat immediately back on her heels, deflated. 
Collins knew the others were seeing what he saw in his 
HUD. Malik’s life signs were flat. 

Lau put both hands on his head and turned in a slow 
circle. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” He stopped suddenly, looked 
around. “Henna? Charlie?” 

Watts shook her head. 
“Fuuuuck!” 
Watts tipped Malik half over. His back was torn 

open from right shoulder to left buttock. Stark white 
knobs of spine and a glistening half-orb of kidney 
showed through the blood and sliced flesh. With a 
grunt, almost a sob, she let him fall back. 

Capstan crouched beside her. “How bad is your 
injury?” 

She glanced at the mass of hardened foam 
covering her left shoulder. “Took it clean off. Got it 
covered pretty quick and I’m up to the eyeballs with 
antibiotics and painkillers.” 

“Okay. I want you to lie over there, put yourself 
under to reknit. We’re gonna need to fight our way back 
to Daisy and I need you fit if not whole.” 

“If I go under, I’m out for half an hour.” 
“I know how it fucking works, soldier. We’re safe in 

here. Go!” He turned to gaze at each of the survivors. 
“This room is in full bio-chem lock down and shielded. 
Let’s take stock.” 

They let their masks up and removed helmets, 
stretched stiff necks. Capstan turned back to Watts. 
“Go!” 
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She ran her remaining hand through her short red 
hair and nodded, moved to lie down under a desk unit. 
Collins went with her, made sure she was comfortable. 

“I’ll monitor,” he said. 
She smiled. “Hold the fort. I’ll be back in thirty.” 
“No problem. We got this.” He put a hand against 

her cheek, his dark skin a shadow against her paler-
than-ever alabaster. “Fix up.” 

He watched his HUD as she dialled in anaesthetic 
and her breathing settled deep and even. Nano 
reknitters in her blood, triggered awake by the 
anaesthetic release, would swarm to any areas of hurt, 
rebuilding the flesh, sealing off wounds. Similar 
microscopics in her fatigues would already be doing 
the same to reseal her where the sleeve had been 
sliced away. 

Collins stroked a hand over her sweat-soaked hair, 
then stood. “She’s under,” he said. 

Lau was crouched over Malik, his forehead pressed 
to the dead man’s brow. “I’m sorry, my brother,” he 
whispered. As he rose, his eyes were wet, but murder 
lived in them. 

Capstan flicked the map to front and centre of their 
HUDs. “Here’s our way back to the dropship. Once 
Watts comes around, we go. Then we call in the 
cruiser, and flatten this shithole from orbit. Whatever 
those things are, they die here. We don’t.” 

“Were there really loads of them?” Hayashi asked 
Lau. 

He shrugged, mouth twisted. “Felt like it, but I don’t 
know. I took out two, saw at least three more.” 

“You?” Capstan asked Collins. 
“Took out one, and there were three after that. Hard 

to tell. Maybe two more. I think they were breeding the 
fuckers here.” 

“What?” 
“The labs. It’s not a mining operation.” 
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Capstan nodded, lips pursed. “So what? Not our 
concern now. There’s at least six to eight of the fuckers 
out there. Or maybe hundreds. And five of us. Doesn’t 
matter. One door, three corridors, and we’re back on 
the dropship and away, but we have to assume it’s 
going to be a hell of fight to get there. You got thirty 
minutes. Check your gear and ammo.” 

Collins glanced at Watts, checked her vitals. They 
were already improving. Nano-reknit listed twenty-six 
minutes to go. He reloaded his assault rifle and hers, 
double-checked his remaining grenades and other 
armaments. They were still well equipped for a fight. 
To while away the time, he keyed up one of the 
consoles and started scanning through base logs. 

“Incoming,” Hayashi said quietly. 
Their HUDs showed five lifesigns moving towards 

the C and C. 
“Those things never showed up on our sensors 

before,” Collins said. “Why now?” 
“They’re not life as our gear knows it,” Hayashi said. 

“These must be something else.” 
“Cameras across the base are still out,” Capstan 

said. “Sabotaged beyond repair. We’d need new circuit 
boards and bio-processors. Same with all the vehicles 
and shuttles.” 

The lifesigns reached the western blast doors and 
there were three quick, sharp bangs. Pause. Three 
more. 

“They fucking knocking now?” Lau asked. 
“We assumed the scientists were all dead,” Collins 

said. “But are they?” 
Hayashi moved to the door. “What’s the code for 

the view pane?” she asked. 
Collins keyed up internal security and a moment 

later said, “Eight seven one hash D.” 
Hayashi tapped the code into a small pad on the 

door and a thirty centimetre square panel slid aside 
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revealing a thick glass pane with a speaker grill below 
it. A small crowd of people outside slumped with relief. 

“Please, let us in!” the front one said. His eyes were 
dark and haunted, his face blood-stained. 

“How do we know you’re safe?” Hayashi asked. 
The scientists kept looking frantically behind 

themselves. “Please!” the front man repeated. “Some 
of our people went mad, homicidal, but we managed to 
hide. We’re starving! We heard gunfire, knew rescue 
had finally arrived. Quickly, those monsters could be 
here even now. We can’t see them!” 

“And the ones who went mad?” 
The scientist shrugged. “No idea!” 
Hayashi turned to Capstan who returned her gaze 

with hard eyes. He ran his tongue along his top lip. 
He lifted his chin to Hayashi. “Weapons up,” he said 

quietly. Keeping his rifle level in one hand, he keyed 
the override with the other. 

The door hissed open and five people fell inside, 
faces almost melting with relief. The door whooshed 
shut quickly behind them and Hayashi closed the view 
pane. The lead man strode towards Capstan with both 
hands out as though he were coming in for a hug. Two 
more men followed close behind and two women hung 
back. 

“You’re in charge?” the first asked. “Thank you! 
Thank you so much.” 

Capstan backed up, took a two-handed grip on his 
weapon. “Stay back!” 

The front scientist shot forward, preternaturally fast, 
and fell on Capstan like a rabid dog. The lieutenant 
squeezed a quick burst of fire, but the scientist 
wrapped him up like an octopus even as exit wounds 
exploded from his back. The following two joined the 
first, inhumanly quick and strong, slamming the 
lieutenant to the ground. Capstan’s weapon barked 
from inside the scrum, and chunks of flesh and bone 
flew out of the attackers, along with sprays of blood. 
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But they continued their assault, growling and hissing, 
snapping their teeth, hands rending in a blur. 

Collins stepped forward and took line of sight to 
shoot without hitting Capstan. He squeezed off three 
quick headshots. As each skull exploded, its body fell 
still. 

Collins dragged the corpses off the lieutenant, but 
the man stayed down, blood-stained and twitching. His 
throat was a ragged mess, blood pulsing out across the 
floor. One eye was gone, his left cheek torn away from 
lips to ear, bite marks all over his face, head and 
shoulders, right through bone. 

He’d given as good as he’d got with his enhanced 
teeth. The attackers lay around him with chunks 
missing. Silica filaments striated their exposed bones, 
glistened in their wet, red tissue, glittering in their 
spilled blood. 

Collins pulled a med-foam can from his webbing 
and stood numb, staring. Where the hell did he even 
start? There was more injury than flesh across 
Capstan’s head, neck and shoulders. The lieutenant 
gargled on his own blood, his remaining eye swivelled 
hectically in its socket. Collins sighed as Capstan’s 
signs all flickered to a flat line. 

The C and C was strangely quiet. He turned to see 
Hayashi and Lau, each with a weapon levelled at the 
two remaining scientists. 

“Look in UV,” Hayashi said. 
The scientists stood as if frozen, not even blinking. 

Glass-like webbing criss-crossed their bodies like 
veins. 

“Remember that last transmission?” Lau 
whispered. 

“Poor bastards were already just puppets of those 
fuckers out there,” Hayashi said. “We should have 
looked with UV before we let them in. Stupid.” 

Collins moved a little closer, weapon ready. Their 
eyes were as still as their bodies. “Fuck ‘em,” he said. 
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Hayashi and Lau fired simultaneously and the 
women slumped to the ground as their heads 
disintegrated. 

“And then there were four,” Hayashi said quietly. 
Collins checked the medic’s signs and was glad to 

see improvement rather than degradation. “Nineteen 
minutes until Watts is back.” 

Lau sat and triggered a holo-display, began working 
through comms diagnostics, trying to raise Daisy. “We 
need her hardware!” he said to no one in particular. 

Collins returned to the console he’d been studying 
and continued to read. Eventually he found some 
encrypted logs and set about cracking them. It didn’t 
take long with the military software on board his neural 
boost. “Motherfuckers.” 

“What?” Lau asked. 
“This breeding program has been active for over 

nine years,” Collins said, anger starting a hot flood in 
his gut. “According to this, surveys discovered 
previously unknown silicon-based lifeforms on this 
moon, most likely introduced hundreds of years ago.” 

“How long? By who?” 
“It doesn’t say. They live in warren-like structures in 

the first few metres of crust. Small, eight-limbed 
creatures that can reshape themselves and remould 
their exoskeleton. They naturally generate a tight 
energy field that interrupts light and sound waves, 
renders them silent and almost invisible. 

“They were about the size of domestic cats, 
baseline intelligence roughly equivalent to a smart dog, 
no respiratory system to speak of, virtually no body 
heat, able to exist in vacuum and any temperature. 
They reshape their shells to carve through pretty much 
anything, including rock to make their homes, and 
consume silicate deposits in the crust to survive.” 

Lau shook his head. “Fuck me. But those things are 
bigger than cats!” 
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Collins read on silently for a few moments, flicked 
between reports. “The fucking idiots started genetically 
manipulating them. They codenamed it Project: Future 
Warfare, began enhancing size and strength. They 
wanted to breed these things into trained warriors, 
invisible fucking killing machines under Alliance 
control. And who knows what other applications.” 

“Shitheads!” Lau hissed. 
“According to the most recent reports, they didn’t 

understand the brain biology properly and the 
creatures’ intelligence was exponentially enhanced 
along with size. They first began escaping 
confinement, then quickly developed a method to infect 
the humans and came back to gain control of the 
scientists. The last entry is from a Doctor Alice 
Orszulok. She planned to sabotage all the vehicles so 
the things couldn’t escape and then blow the place 
after transmitting this full report.” 

“She was successful in the vehicle sabotage,” Lau 
said. 

“They must have caught her before she did any 
more.” 

“But her message got through,” Hayashi said. 
They turned to her. 
“What?” Collins asked. 
“It’s why we’re here.” 
“Then why didn’t they warn us?” Collins asked. 

“Send more of us. We’ve got sentry cannons on the 
fucking dropship we could have deployed from the 
outset.” 

“Future warfare, remember.” Hayashi shook her 
head, sighed. 

“What?” Collins asked again. 
“They wanted to watch us, see how their new 

soldiers perform. We’re fucking fodder. But I don’t think 
they realised the bastards had compromised all 
comms, base-wide, even the ones we’re carrying. We 
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can’t send a signal fifty metres, let alone back up to the 
Belvedere.” 

Silence fell over the room like a cold fog. 
Lau punched a console. “Motherfuckers.” 
“When have we ever been anything but 

dispensable?” Hayashi said. 
Collins caught a blip on another console and moved 

to check. It took him a moment to figure out what he 
was seeing. Then, “Hatches are opening and closing 
along the maintenance conduits. Several different 
locations, all leading towards the docking bay.” 

“Those things would never fit,” Lau said. “People 
can barely squeeze along those fucking tubes.” 

Hayashi laughed derisively. “Reshape themselves 
and remould their exoskeleton.” 

“They’re heading for the dropship!” Collins shouted. 
“We think we’re hiding in here safe to regroup and they 
don’t give a fuck. They’re escaping in our damn ship.” 

“What do we do?” Lau asked. 
“We have to stop them,” Collins said. 
Hayashi leaned back in her chair. “Why?” 
“What?” Collins was starting to feel like an idiot, 

repeating the same word. 
“Alliance threw us to the fucking wolves. Or silicon 

shapechangers or whatever. So why do we care?” 
“Two reasons,” Collins said, anger rising. “One, 

we’re soldiers and we defend. Two, if they take our 
dropship, how the hell do we get home? You think 
Alliance will rescue us now we know this bullshit?” 

Hayashi scowled. 
Lau nodded. “He’s right.” 
“Why are they in the conduits?” Collins asked. 
Hayashi stood. “Because the only way to the 

docking bay is through here and we’ve sealed them 
out. They’re bypassing. Let’s go.” She stepped over 
Capstan and tapped at the console he had been using. 
The southern door hissed open. 

“What about Watts?” 
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“She’s dead weight right now. We’ll stop those 
fuckers first, then come back for her.” 

Collins downloaded the command codes to his 
neural implant. “Let’s go.” 

The three of them resealed their suits and helmets 
and ran from the C and C, Collins remotely dropping 
the blast door behind them. Hang tight, Watts, he 
thought, then focussed all his attention on the imminent 
fight. Three corridors, two hundred metres, was all that 
stood between them and the dropship. He called out to 
the AI over comms. “Daisy, you hearing me?” 

No response. 
They ran on. Collins hailed Daisy again, still no 

response. They turned into the last corridor, maybe 
forty metres and one corner between them and the 
docking seal. “Daisy, you there?” Collins said. 

“I’m here. I’m reading something in the conduits.” 
“Prepare to defend yourself,” Collins said. “Deploy 

the sentry cann…” 
The ground between them and the dock exploded 

upwards. UV clearly showed three glassy serpent-like 
creatures, three metres long, erupt up from the 
maintenance lines, tiny legs scrabbling at the broken 
floor. The squad skidded to a halt and backed up, firing 
controlled bursts, deafening in the confined space. 
They pumped mini grenades, but the creatures twisted 
and writhed like sentient smoke to evade the attacks. 
Bullets and explosions that did hit their targets had less 
effect than before. 

“Their shells are flexible, must be thicker now!” 
Hayashi yelled. “They’re adapting to our attacks.” 

“Marines, hit the deck,” Daisy said over comms. 
The three of them fell to their bellies. Three sentry 

cannons rolled around the corner behind the creatures 
and barked fifty-calibre destruction into the corridor. 
The sweeping fire ripped through the aliens and 
howled by just over the marine’s heads, tearing the 
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walls to shreds. The creatures fell in several pieces to 
the ground and silence sank over them. 

Lau whooped and rose to his knees. “Way to go, 
Daisy!” 

“I’m compromised,” Daisy said in her calm, soft 
voice. “Get back to the C and C and lock down.” 

Lau frowned. “What?” 
The sentry cannons roared again and Lau burst into 

a spray of blood and body parts. 
“They’ve accessed my overrides from outside,” 

Daisy said. “They’re on the moon surface and gaining 
entry to me. I have no…” She fell silent. 

“This was all a fucking distraction,” Hayashi yelled. 
“Move!” She used elbows and knees to furiously snake 
her way back up the corridor. 

Collins matched her as the sentry cannons 
swivelled towards them. He lobbed a concussion 
grenade behind them, the explosion knocking the 
cannons over. Their deadly stream of ordnance tore 
open the corridor ceiling and sparks flew as the lights 
went out. The cannons quickly reasserted their 
equilibrium and rolled on rubber tracks in pursuit. 

Hayashi and Collins turned the corner as more fifty-
cal fire ripped up the walls and floor behind them, and 
they bolted for the C and C. They fell inside, Collins 
triggered the blast doors which rang with cannon fire 
as they slammed down. 

Lying on their backs, gasping, Collins and Hayashi 
listened as the dropship powered up and launched. 

Hayashi sighed. “Then there were three.” 
“With no hope of escape,” Collins said. 
He got up and checked Watts. Eleven minutes to 

go. He moved to the console and tried to key up a view, 
any view, to see what might be happening. None of the 
internal cameras were working, but an external array, 
watching the skies, was still operational. He tracked 
the dropship as it made orbit. 
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Space folded and the battlecruiser dropped out of 
jump only a few hundred clicks from Daisy. Collins and 
Hayashi watched in silence. The dropship veered, 
heading straight for it. 

“They recalled the Belvedere,” Collins said. “You 
think they can gain control of a ship that size?” 

Hayashi snorted. “Why not? They owned us since 
before we fucking landed.” 

“Reckon Alliance has any idea what’s coming on 
board?” He sent repeated hails to the battlecruiser, 
knowing there would be no response. “I wonder how 
many of those bastards are on Daisy?” he said. 

Hayashi shrugged. “Could be dozens. How many 
are still here? How big an army did those idiot scientists 
breed?” 

Collins zoomed in on Daisy as she entered the 
Belvedere’s docking bay. There were several moments 
of silence that seemed to drag into hours, then several 
hull panels around the bay split and buckled, and fire 
belched and billowed out into space. 

“Fuck,” Collins whispered. 
Nothing happened for several more minutes, 

Collins and Hayashi watched in silence.  
Watts groaned and sat up, shifted her wounded 

shoulder. “We ready? Where’s Capstan? And Lau?” 
Shuttles began launching from the Belvedere, 

headed for the surface a couple of hundred clicks from 
their location. Weapons ports opened along one flank 
of the battlecruiser and a wave of missiles launched, 
arcing down towards the station. 

“Motherfuckers,” Collins said. 
* * * 

Under Calliope’s Skin was originally published in 
SNAFU: Future Warfare (ed. Geoff Brown and A J 
Spedding, Cohesion Press, May 2016)[GdM] 



 
 

 

86 

Alan Baxter is a British-Australian author who writes 
supernatural thrillers, dark fantasy, and urban horror, 
rides a motorcycle and loves his dogs. He also teaches 
Kung Fu. He lives among dairy paddocks on the 
beautiful south coast of NSW, Australia, with his wife, 
son, and two crazy hounds. He’s the multi-award-
winning author of several novels and around eighty 
short stories and novellas. So far. Read extracts from 
his novels, novellas, and find free short stories at his 
website–www.warriorscribe.com–or find him on Twitter 
@AlanBaxter and Facebook, and feel free to tell him 
what you think. About anything. 
  

http://www.warriorscribe.com/


 
 

 

87 

Review: The Monster of 
Elendhaven 

 

AUTHOR: JENNIFER GIESBRECHT 

REVIEW BY MALRUBIUS 

 

 

 
The Monster of Elendhaven is the upcoming debut 
novella from Jennifer Giesbrecht, and, boy, it’s a 
doozie. It is mostly the story of Johann, who washes 
up on the poisonous black shores of Elendhaven, a 
foul, little city in the Nord. He is taken in, literally and 
figuratively, by a fragile little accountant, Herr 
Leikenbloom, the last of a historic family destroyed by 
plague, who is both more and less than he seems. 
When an ambassador from the south comes to 
Elendhaven with a female companion and a business 
entourage looking to set up mining and railways, Herr 
Leikenbloom sees an opportunity he cannot ignore. 
With Johann’s help he can achieve his life’s ambition. 
Can anyone stop him? It’s an interesting setup for a 
novella, but The Monster of Elendhaven is so much 
more than seems. Yes, it’s a dark fantasy thriller with 
plagues and monsters and evil people and a beautifully 
rendered nasty setting, but in Giesbrecht’s deft hands, 
it’s a compelling, psychologically gripping tale of lust 
and revenge, told in parallel, twisting narratives that 
ingeniously leave the reader sympathizing with the 
most horrible people imaginable. 

The Monster of Elendhaven features three main 
characters. The ‘monster’, Johann, is a cruel, 
murderous… monster who cannot die, and whom 
people seem to forget as soon as they meet. He robs 
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and kills for pleasure and education. He plots to kill the 
frail and richly attired accountant, Herr Leikenbloom, 
but falls under the little man’s spell. Yes, he finds out 
that Leikenbloom has some powers of his own, one of 
which is a preternatural power of persuasion that even 
Johann cannot resist. Leikenbloom entrances Johann 
and engages him to help plot revenge on all the people 
who forsook Leikenbloom’s family, fifteen years before, 
when it became clear they had contracted the plague. 
The plan moves along swimmingly until a third main 
character, Kanya, a mage hunter, makes her way to 
Elendhaven. Each of these characters is created with 
stunning psychological complexity (Kanya to a slightly 
lesser degree), physical uniqueness, and irresistible 
charm. You will cheer for each of them, even when they 
are pitted against each other.  

The main thread of The Monster of Elendhaven is 
told in Johann’s third-person point of view, and he is 
one creepy dude. He is addicted to the worst things in 
life—power, lust, killing, greed. But he is almost tamed 
by Herr Leikenbloom who seems to be the one person 
who doesn’t fear him… or anything really. This thread 
is interwoven with the story of Leikenbloom’s family, 
his anger at sadness at their downfall, and his deep 
sense of longing for his lost, plague-dead sister Flora. 
When she died, he threw her body into the Black Moon, 
the crescent-shaped body of poisonous black water 
that washes Elendhaven’s shores, because according 
to myth she can be washed ashore alive again by the 
goddess Hallendrette. But instead of getting Flora 
back, Leikenbloom gets Johann.  

The centerpiece of the story is Liekenbloom’s 
annual party in which all the dignitaries, Nord and 
south, descend on Elendhaven for a traditional feast of 
Norden cuisine at a restaurant featuring some local… 
uh… delicacies. And what a feast it is. But aside from 
roasted seal eyeballs with caramelized onions and the 
wine that tastes like hangover vomit, the real delight 
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here is Leikenbloom’s toast, which entrances, literally, 
all his guests… but one. It’s all downhill from there, as 
the story doesn’t exactly race to its inevitable 
conclusion, but more like it slithers there through the 
muck and blood and black boils and oil slick 
cobblestones.  

As simple as a story with three main characters 
might be, though, The Monster of Elendhaven is not an 
easy read. Most of the narrative is restricted tightly 
around Johann, who doesn’t know much except how 
to kill and who is further compromised by his 
mysterious compulsion to serve Leikenbloom. Add to 
that the strange mystery of the boy who washes out of 
the Black Moon sea and the body stuck on a rock there 
dripping pus from its wound, and you have some 
slightly perplexing backstory to an at times opaque 
narrative. However, aside from its compelling plot and 
damnably loveable characters, the real beauty of The 
Monster of Elendhaven is Giesbrecht’s use of mood 
and imagery. Her writing is lush and provocative, 
wanton and daring, and poignantly detailed. She 
describes Leikenbloom after his toast: “He held his 
pose—a prince triumphant painted in classical oils, rich 
and aqueous and just the slightest bit smudged around 
the edges…” And from the complementary narrative, 
when the locals trapped the plagued Leikenblooms in 
their manor, and Frau Leikenbloom locked the 
servants in their cellar without food and drink: “When 
the pounding under the floorboards stopped, their 
mother said, ‘Good riddance,’ and adjusted the fringe 
of her shawl.” At times Giesbrecht’s language and 
imagery reminded me of Susanna Clarke’s fantastic 
Jonathan Strange & Mr. Norrell (the book—I don’t 
watch TV), but a hundred times darker, which means it 
is pretty near brilliant and enticingly sinister. 

The Monster of Elendhaven is a story rich enough 
for a full-length novel yet beautiful enough for a 
poem—a strange, grim, and mesmerizing tale that will 
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leave you wanting to read it again immediately to find 
out what you missed, which is exactly what I did, and it 
was even better the second time. It is not a story about 
grim soldiers and hopeless military campaigns, but it 
definitely has the grimdark mentality. No one is good 
or bad—each character has their own agenda and 
goals, for better or worse. I recommend The Monster 
of Elendhaven to anyone who likes dark fantasy and 
horror, as well as anyone who is interested in reading 
a brilliant character portrayal of a sympathetic yet 
horrifying anti-hero. Though it has a few perplexing 
moments, and perhaps that part of its charm, I 
absolutely loved it, and I look forward to seeing what 
Giesbrecht does next.  

The Monster of Elendhaven is scheduled for 
publication by Tor.com on 24 September 2019.[GdM] 
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Death at the Pass 
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That this foul deed shall smell above the earth  

With carrion men, groaning for burial. 
-Shakespeare, Julius Caesar 

 

 
Somewhere there was a necromancer. Of that there 
could be no doubt.  

Khraen brushed a thousand years of dirt and rot 
from his robes, marvelling at how well preserved he 
was. Skin, sunken, cracked and grey, adhered to the 
bones of his long limbs. He'd never been muscular, but 
now he was downright skeletal. He chuckled at his little 
joke. A nearby dragon, still dragging its corpse from the 
earth and in a far more advanced state of decay, 
glanced towards him before shying from his gaze. 
Perhaps it recognised its ancient enemy. The creature 
was colossal—easily ten times the height of a man—
but centuries of carrion insects had reduced it to a 
ragged and ratty skeleton. Its wings, once mighty and 
proud, hung like moth-eaten canvas. Stained. 

Khraen examined the robes hanging from his bony 
shoulders. They were filthy but otherwise whole. 
Reaching back he felt for the cowl. It still hung behind 
him and was, as far as he could tell, intact. 

“Remarkable,” he muttered as he searched his 
memory. Though he had no doubt his brain had long 
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since rotted to nothing, thought and memory still 
seemed to reside within his skull. A name came to him. 
“Fel, you still live and serve?” 

The answer, heard only in what was left of his 
thoughts, was instant if somewhat faint. “Yes, Master.” 

Truly remarkable! That spirit-demon, bound to the 
very fabric of his robes of office, must have protected 
his body from insects and decay much as it had once 
protected him from the swords and arrows of countless 
assassins. 

Khraen frowned in thought, and dried earth 
crumbled from features that had not moved in 
millennia. Dirt dribbled unnoticed from empty eye-
sockets. Fel had been one of the first demons the 
Emperor had bound to Khraen's service and yet still 
lived. If it lived, perhaps others had also survived, 
scattered and buried in the earth around him. 

Khraen scanned his shattered surroundings. A few 
dozen leagues to the north the Deredi Mountains 
stabbed angrily at the sky, sharp, jagged, and black. 
Only at the peaks did they fade to an ashy grey. The 
ground around him was littered with rusted weapons 
and armour and fragments of broken stone, some 
larger than the dragon still trying to drag free its 
trapped leg. For the first time, he truly grasped the 
scope of the necromancer's plans. As far as the eye 
could see the dead stood motionless or staggered 
about in dazed confusion. Dragons, many still mounted 
by their reptilian Dragon Lords whose once gleaming 
dragon-scale armour was now pitted and matte, 
towered above the undead horde. There were 
thousands of Deredi giants and hundreds of thousands 
of men. The Melechesh Pass, the only way through the 
impassable mountains that divided the two great 
continents, had been the site of countless battles. The 
Emperor had not been the first to attempt to conquer 
the Dragon Lords and wrest from them control of the 
pass and, judging from the strange garb many of the 
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corpses wore, hadn't been the last. Some of the dead 
barely looked to have progressed beyond the first 
stages of decomposition. War had raged here recently. 

Whoever this necromancer was—Khraen couldn't 
see the man from where he stood—he had gathered 
for himself an impressive army. Even Palaq Taq's 
military, The Invincible Hand of Sorhd-Rach, paled 
before the host now gathered on the Deredi Steppes. 

Apparently not so invincible, thought Khraen with 
some grim humour. 

Palaq Taq, the small island kingdom had ruled 
much of the southern continent. Though he thought of 
it as home, he knew he had not been born there. 
Strange that some memories could be so diluted while 
others stood bright and sharp. Almost nothing of his 
day-to-day life remained to him and he missed none of 
it. What little he could remember consisted mostly of 
glowing success and crushing failure. Fear, he 
thought, had played an unhealthy role in his life. 

And yet no twinge of longing or regret had survived 
his death.  

“Time heals all wounds.” 
Dead or alive the days pass you by and time 

changes everything. When Khraen last walked the 
earth the Demonologists—under the leadership of 
Palaq Taq's Emperor—had subjugated the lesser 
magics. The Wizards with their filthy chaos-magic 
cowered in the far north where they'd fled after the 
Emperor's purging wars. Elementalists and sorcerers, 
understanding the true balance of power, knew their 
place while shamans were left to babble at their 
demented tribal spirits. Necromancers were all but 
unknown. This army of undead suggested that the 
balance had shifted in favour of the foul corpse-
worshippers. 

Khraen stepped around the struggling dragon to get 
a better look at the mountains. He couldn't remember 
the exact moment of his death, but his last memories 
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were of being at the mouth of the Pass. If his army had 
brought his corpse out they would have carried his 
belongings as well, but retreat and failure were never 
options for the Invincible Hand. They would have stood 
and died, fought to the last. Most likely the spring 
floods had washed the corpses and garbage from the 
Pass as it did every year. The thought of being 
deposited here like so much effluent normally would 
have tweaked at Khraen's pride. Perhaps it had rotted 
away with his eyes and brain. He no longer felt like the 
Fist of Sorhd-Rach, First General of the Invincible 
Hand, loyal servant to the Emperor of eternal Palaq 
Taq. He wasn't sure how he felt, but a weight had 
definitely been lifted from his shoulders.  

If the palace at Palaq Taq still stood, who ruled 
there now? The Emperor had been thousands of years 
old when Khraen had served, could he still rule? It 
seemed unlikely. If the Invincible Hand had failed, 
Palaq Taq, bereft of its army and First General, would 
have surely fallen shortly thereafter. That thought 
should have angered Khraen but instead left him 
feeling strangely... free. There were no demands being 
made of him. No Emperor gave commands he dared 
not question. No one begged his guidance and no god 
sought to dance him like a twisted marionette. The 
strings had been cut. His mind (and what little 
remained of his soul and sanity) were his. 

Interesting. He hadn't given his god much thought. 
“Sorhd-Rach?” Khraen asked quietly, neither 

dreading nor expecting a reply and yet still somehow 
pleased at the answering silence. 

Again Khraen surveyed the vast Deredi Steppes. 
The Sword of No Sorrows. If it was here it was hidden 
from sight. A thousand souls had been sacrificed in its 
making, fed to the ravenous evil the Emperor had 
summoned with the help of his deranged god. Khraen 
didn't miss the power that came with being First 
General and he certainly didn't miss the responsibility. 
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He didn't miss spending lives and souls for the 
Emperor's territorial hunger and the amusement of 
Sorhd-Rach. He didn't miss the emptiness he had 
become. The sword, that he missed. Its name had 
been a joke, told once to one of his subordinates in a 
flash of rare whimsy. Kantlament was the demon 
bound to the blade. In a moment of introspective 
honesty he had to admit he was relieved to be free of 
the blade. Unable to feel the cold, Khraen still shivered. 
Some appetites can never be sated.  

The Emperor had bound demons to Khraen's 
clothes, to his symbols of office, and to his very blood 
and bones. Dark deals were brokered with foul forces 
to extend Khraen's life and he had served the Emperor 
as First General for an unprecedented three hundred 
years. Demons might have protected him from rot and 
decay, but here he was. 

Dead. 
And yet not. 
Khraen shrugged. If there was a lesson here it 

escaped him. 
With a final heave the dragon pulled itself free and 

shook millennia of filth from cavernous bones. Its 
mouth yawned wide, exposing row upon row of 
massive yellow teeth as dried lips pulled back in a 
fierce snarl. It turned its head in his direction and 
wheezed a gout of dust that covered him in grit. No 
smoke, no fire. Whatever had powered those bellows 
was long gone. The creature growled in consternation 
and ambled away, dragging limp and broken wings. 
Khraen was glad it hadn't decided to try and claw him 
apart. Fel might still protect him from such abuse, but 
the demon was beyond ancient. Best not to test its 
strength unnecessarily. 

A wave of restlessness passed through the 
gathered dead and as one they turned to face north, 
Khraen included. He wondered at the strange 
compulsion that had suddenly overcome him. It had 
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never crossed his mind that the necromancer who 
could raise this field of dead might also be able to 
command it. Were he capable, he would have blinked 
in surprise. Whatever gods ruled now had a greater 
sense of humour than any he had known in his time. 

The dead began their slow shambling march north. 
Khraen walked alongside a man who looked like he'd 
been dead no more than a few weeks. The crows had 
been at him. One of his eyes was missing, the soft 
tissue a carrion delicacy, and his face had been 
ravaged by something other than the normal wounds 
of war. 

“You look fresh,” Khraen said. “Do you know the 
necromancer behind this magic?” 

The man's mouth opened spilling damp earth and 
writhing maggots down the front of strange armour 
made of human rib-bones bound in strips of leather. 
His remaining eye rolled in pleading terror as he 
stumbled on the intestines hanging from a rent in his 
belly. 

“Never mind.” Some people just couldn't stomach 
death. 

Khraen increased his pace and left the struggling 
corpse behind. He shouldered past men, ducked 
around giants and dragons, and steered well clear of 
the Dragon Lords. He didn't want to face one without 
the Sword of No Sorrows at his side. None of the dead 
seemed to pay particular attention to his passing, so 
lost in their own misery were they. He stumbled often 
on the uneven ground and several times found himself 
on hands and knees, crawling from craters blasted into 
the earth by ancient magics. He wondered how many 
of these his own demon-driven armies had caused or 
if the marks of his passing had been washed away by 
the ceaseless march of centuries. Emerging from a 
particularly deep crater, Khraen stood and brushed the 
dirt from his robes, more from force of habit than any 
desire to be clean. He marvelled at how little his pride 
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chafed at having to muck about like a common man. 
When you weren't the First General, you did whatever 
needed doing with no worry of how it looked or whether 
some up-and-coming officer might see it as weakness. 

He barked a dry laugh. 
Struggling through mud and corpses. 
Possibly enslaved by an unknown necromancer…  
He felt freer than he had in the last few hundred 

years of his life. 
The ground fell away into a shallow valley or 

perhaps a very deep and old crater. The valley was 
empty of the dead and the corpses gave it wide berth 
as they marched north. Half a league away, where the 
ground evened out, he could see three tents and the 
makings of a simple camp. Two of the tents were 
shabby and old and bore the markings of some military 
cadre unknown to Khraen. The third tent was bright 
and colourful and looked out of place in this pale land 
of death and the dead. 

It was no great stretch for Khraen to decide the 
necromancer would be found there. Once again 
longing for his lost sword, he stood staring down into 
the valley, hesitating. 

“No gods-damned necromancer's compulsion will 
stop me,” Khraen muttered as he pushed himself 
forward. Once he was moving it became easier, though 
his feet kept trying to take him around the camp. Only 
by concentrating on his goal could he move in the right 
direction. As the only corpse not avoiding the camp 
Khraen felt strangely exposed. 

They saw him coming. By the time he reached the 
camp there were five large men and women waiting for 
him with drawn blades. They looked discomfited at 
being confronted by the walking dead and, for a brief 
moment, he wondered what he looked like. One of the 
women, muscled arms stretching her chain hauberk to 
its limits, waved a greatsword in his face. She wielded 
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the ridiculous weapon single-handed, like it was a 
fencing sword. 

“Leave,” she commanded in a brutal mangling of 
the Palaq Taqi tongue. “Dead belong on ridge. Not 
camp.” She pointed the sword at the shuffling dead. 

Khraen grunted. “What are you going to do, kill 
me?” 

“Chop head.” 
Even dead that sounded unpleasant. 
Khraen straightened to his full height but she still 

towered over him. He'd have happily killed to have his 
sword right now. “I am here to see the necromancer,” 
he said instead. 

The woman's beady blue eyes darted towards the 
colourful tent. “She busy.” 

She? Khraen covered his surprise. “She expecting 
me.” He grimaced at the slip. 

The woman blinked in confusion and frowned 
thunder. No one expects the dead to lie. 

“You wait.” 
She spun away to march to the tent. 
Khraen watched the warrior-woman stand at the 

tent's entrance trying to decide how to knock. 
Eventually she cleared her throat loudly enough that 
some of the distant dead looked in her direction. 
Moments later a slim woman exited the tent and looked 
about, shading dark eyes with a long-fingered hand. 
Her short black hair barely moved in the breeze. When 
she caught sight of Khraen she lifted a quizzical 
eyebrow. The necromancer had no fear of the dead, 
no revulsion. 

Khraen bowed low. He couldn't remember the last 
time he'd shown obeisance to anything less than god 
and Emperor. “I am Khraen, Fist of Sorhd-Rach, First 
General of the—” 

“Sword-rock,” she interrupted. “Is that a god?” Her 
Palaq Taqi was oddly accented but easily understood. 
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Khraen swallowed the impulse to anger. “First 
General of the Invincible Hand,” he finished stubbornly. 
“And yes, Sorhd—” 

“Never heard of him. Or you.” 
“Well—” 
“When did you die?” 
Khraen shrugged. “How would I—” 
“You look remarkably well preserved.” 
“Does anyone ever get to finish a sentence around 

you?” Khraen caught the stifled smirks that passed 
between the necromancer's minions. 

“Turn and get down on your hands and knees,” she 
said and, without hesitation, he was on the ground 
before her. She sat on him as if he were a bench. “You 
are dead,” she told him from above. “A tool. An 
animated inanimate. An uncomfortable chair.” 

“I'm a bit more than that,” said Khraen. “I'm—” He 
stopped. The man he was now facing stood with sword 
drawn but dangling casually in his right hand. The 
sword drew Khraen's attention, became his universe. 
Kantlament, there in the hands of some mortal. He 
must have found it lying in the dirt and, thinking it a 
pretty and well-made blade, thought to make it his own. 
Khraen hid his disgust, swallowed the hunger to once 
again possess that foul blade. 

The necromancer grunted and, her point made, 
rose gracefully from Khraen's back. “A General, you 
said?” She glanced towards the army of corpses. “Only 
one person in charge here. Are you anything more than 
a scrawny corpse?” She squinted at his gaunt frame as 
if imagining how he may have looked in life. “A Wizard? 
Kazsh, how many powerful Wizards do I have?” 

“Dozens,” the large woman answered instantly, like 
she'd been waiting for the question. 

Khraen stood and didn't bother dusting himself off. 
It would seem like wounded pride and there was no 
point anyway. “Wizards.” He tried to spit but just 
sputtered dust. “We kept them as pets.” It wasn't strictly 
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true but sounded good. He'd hated Wizards and their 
easy power. 

The necromancer shrugged. “Elementalist? 
Sorcerer? Gods, not another necromancer!” 

Her squad of hired muscle laughed dutifully and 
Khraen used the distraction to edge closer to the man 
holding Kantlament. “You missed a couple.” 

“I did?” The necromancer frowned, searching her 
memory. “Shamanism hardly counts as a worthy 
branch of magic.” 

Khraen disagreed. He'd known a few dangerous 
shamans. Anyone with the power to manipulate 
countless tribal spirits (and a tribe's very spirituality) 
was worth some respect. He took another step towards 
his goal under the guise of a grand gesture to 
encompass the hordes of dead streaming past on the 
ridge. 

“I am what you might call a—” Khraen spun and 
kicked the man square in the fruits. He snatched the 
sword from the man's hands and gave him a shove that 
sent him sprawling. He turned and found himself facing 
four drawn blades and an annoyed necromancer. 

“You're a gods-damned swordsman?” she asked, 
incredulous. “All of that for another swordsman?” 

Khraen shrugged. “My sword,” he said as if that 
explained everything. 

The necromancer turned back towards her tent and 
called over her shoulder, “Kill him. Again.” She 
sounded bored. 

Khraen flicked the cowl into place and hoped that 
enough of Fel still lived to get him through this. 
Kantlament, the Sword of No Sorrows, hung in his right 
hand like a dead weight. Lifeless. “Death and 
destruction,” he promised the blade. “A thousand lives 
if you still live.” 

Nothing. 
A sword crashed into him from behind, breaking 

ribs but not puncturing the robe. There was a time 
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when Fel would have stopped everything and Khraen 
would have barely felt the attack, but the force of the 
blow sent him stumbling forwards. He barely got 
Kantlament up in time to stop Kazsh from decapitating 
him. He didn't know if such a blow would kill him, but 
didn't want to spend the rest of his 'life' carrying his 
head tucked under an armpit. He stabbed at the big 
woman and she batted it aside contemptuously. 

Four warriors now circled Khraen. They cracked 
jokes but knew that killing the undead was never a 
simple task. Feinting and probing, they tested his skill. 
The fifth, robbed of his blade, stood back and watched, 
calling out unwanted suggestions to his companions. 

Khraen narrowly avoided another attack only to feel 
something slam into his back again. Another rib might 
have broken. He wasn't sure, he couldn't feel much of 
anything and certainly no pain.  

At this rate they were going to pick him apart before 
long. Why am I so desperately protecting this dead 
body? No feeling. No pain. These were his 
advantages. 

Can the dead be suicidal? 
The next man that swung at Khraen met no 

defence. The once First General left himself exposed 
and, when his opponent's sword crashed against his 
body, stepped forward to run the man through. The 
demon-forged blade sheared banded mail, penetrated 
flesh and bone with ease. If there was resistance, 
Khraen couldn't feel it. Perhaps something of the old 
blade's strength remained. 

Khraen spun away from the dying man and hurled 
himself at the closest target with little regard for his own 
welfare. The woman, a smaller faster version of Kazsh, 
stumbled backwards in surprise. She was dead before 
she hit the ground, Kantlament neatly sliding free of her 
chest as she fell. The man Khraen had kicked in the 
groin leapt forward to snatch up a weapon from a fallen 
comrade. Khraen killed him next, stabbing through him 
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into the earth. He could feel the grinding grit on the 
blade as he pulled it clear and backed away to face his 
two remaining opponents. Glancing past them he saw 
the necromancer once again exit her tent. 

“Perhaps we can talk,” Khraen called out to her. “Or 
do I kill off the rest of your people?” This was more 
feigned bravado than confidence. Even if he managed 
to kill them, he was far from sure what condition his 
body would be in by the end. Already his torso canted 
at an odd angle where ribs were broken. 

Kazsh and the remaining man circled Khraen 
warily, awaiting the command to finish him. 

The necromancer glanced about, taking in the fresh 
carnage. “Why don't I just raise them and have them 
finish you off?” 

“I hadn't thought of that,” Khraen admitted. “But I'm 
guessing talking would be easier.” 

“Maybe,” she said, nodding at Kazsh. “Lower your 
weapons.” 

Kazsh, seemingly born to obedience, immediately 
sheathed her massive sword. Khraen drove 
Kantlament into her throat. Eyes wide with hurt 
surprise she stood motionless, trying to stem the 
torrent gushing from the wound with thick and blunt 
fingers before toppling like a felled tree. 

“Unquestioning obedience is a weakness,” Khraen 
told Kazsh's twitching body. Hollow words from a 
hollow soul. For three hundred years he had been the 
very model of perfect obedience. 

 The man, having seen his companions slain by an 
undead creature of unknown power, chose flight 
instead. 

Khraen watched the necromancer as she watched 
her remaining warrior disappear into the marching 
dead. 

“Was it always this hard to find good help?” she 
asked. 
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He shrugged, feeling the grinding of broken bones 
within his torso much as one hears a sound too low to 
be truly heard. “Do we talk now as equals or must I kill 
you too?” 

She lifted an eyebrow. “Equals? Have you forgotten 
already? Me necromancer. You dead. I think you can 
figure out the rest.” 

Necromancy was a mystery. Could she simply 
negate whatever magic kept him alive? But then what 
is death to the dead? He shrugged again and began 
stalking towards her, lifting Kantlament in quiet 
promise of the violence to come. He had hoped that 
the sword would have shown some signs of life by now, 
but still it remained quiescent. Deader than he. 

She frowned at his approach and waved a hand in 
his direction. “Drop your sword. Lie down in the dirt. Be 
a good corpse.” 

Khraen continued his approach. “The Emperor 
selected his Generals for their strength of personality. 
It takes a powerful will to command a demon, even one 
bound to eternal service. I was First General.” He 
smiled. “And I have commanded an army of demons. 
Entire legions.” 

Showing no fear, she stood her ground. “The bench 
thing?” She asked. 

“An act. It never hurts to be underestimated.” A half 
truth. Her compulsion had caught him off-guard and 
pushed him to his knees. Once there he had regained 
control and made the decision to go along with it. 

“You do realize that if you kill me, the spell I used to 
raise you ends and you fall back into the earth.” 

Khraen stopped. Death and dissolution should have 
been preferable to this pale shadow of life. Yet he 
clung to it as a drowning man clutches wood. He would 
not willingly slide back into darkness. Khraen might not 
be First General, but he was still the same man who 
had fought to achieve that position. Struggle was in his 
very blood. True dead was dead, devoid of options and 
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choices. Undeath at least gave him the possibility of 
changing things. Perhaps he could find someone 
capable of bringing him back to life. 

There was always the chance the necromancer 
was bluffing, but Khraen couldn't see the advantage in 
testing that theory. 

“So you can't command me, and I can't kill you,” he 
said. 

“Our relationship is a little more complex than that,” 
she said. “If I die, you die. Where I am going, that is 
fairly likely. Perhaps even a certainty.” 

Khraen gestured at the unending army of the dead 
marching past. “Even with this? In my day I could have 
conquered the Melechesh Pass and enslaved the 
Dragon Lords with a force such as this.” 

“Times change. The Wizard's Guild holds the Pass. 
They control the only route north and tax everything 
that comes through. They've grown wealthy and 
powerful beyond sanity.” 

“In my day we'd crushed the Guilds and subjugated 
the Wizards.” 

“In my day,” she mimicked scornfully. “There's only 
one Guild. It has always been that way. I've never 
heard of you or your silly sword god.” She shook her 
head. “And there is no such thing as demons. I've 
raised a delusional fool.” 

“No. Just someone from another time.” Khraen 
probed at broken ribs with skeletally thin fingers. “So, 
necromancer, seeing as we are stuck with each other, 
what do the dead do about healing?” 

“Leben, my name is Leben. Wait here,” she 
commanded and ducked into her tent. 

Khraen was glad that she'd turned away and not 
seen how her casually thrown command had 
momentarily rooted him to the ground. He'd have to 
keep his defences up at all times, ever ready to resist. 

Leben returned with twine and strips of leather hide 
in varying widths. “Off with the robe,” she commanded. 
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This time he was ready and barely twitched. “Why?” 
Though Fel hadn't sheltered him from all damage, the 
demon had still kept him from being hewn in half. 

“The dead don't heal—they're repaired.” 
Khraen shrugged the robe aside. If Leben wanted 

him dead, she could turn a small fraction of her army 
against him at any time. Standing naked before her he 
could see the true severity of the damage he'd 
suffered. The lower ribs along one side had been 
crushed in and the parchment flesh torn. Bone shards 
projected through skin in a dozen places. 

Leben prodded at his torso. “I think your spine might 
be broken. I'm amazed you're still standing.” She 
peeled a long strip of flesh away to expose the carnage 
below. 

“Do you really need to peel me like that?” Khraen 
asked. “I'm not an orange.” 

She slapped his hand away as he tried to fend off 
her less-than-tender ministrations. “This isn't hurting 
you and I need to see what I'm doing.” She drew forth 
a fragment of rib and tossed it over her shoulder. 
Reaching into his guts she felt around. “No, your spine 
is fine. The ribs supporting this side are broken. I'm 
going to tie them together and wrap some leather 
around your spine for additional support.” She pulled 
out a long coil of desiccated intestine and dumped it at 
his feet. 

“Might I not need that later?” Khraen asked. 
Leben snorted. “Always the same with the dead. 

'Don't toss my guts, I'll need them when I'm brought 
back to life.' Well it isn't going to happen. Dead is dead. 
This is as close to life as you will ever come. Don't 
waste your time on dreams of living.” 

It might be good advice, but Khraen was hesitant to 
accept it. There was always a way. He decided to 
change the subject. “So you plan to break the Guild's 
hold on the Melechesh Pass. And then what?” 
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Leben glanced up from where she knelt at his feet 
and Khraen could remember a time when that would 
have been an erotic sight. Now he didn't even want to 
think about what time had done to his manhood. For 
that matter, who knew the damage done to a mind long 
since rotted to dust? 

She talked as she worked, repairing ribs with twine 
and strips of leather, unaware of his distraction. Every 
now and then she'd grunt in disgust as she found 
something she couldn't fix and Khraen would feel a tug 
on his innards as she yanked something out and 
tossed it aside. “If I defeat the Wizards, I hold the Pass 
with my army of undead. I'll raise those Wizards that 
fall to help me with the reprisal they'll certainly launch 
from Paltaki when they learn what I've done. The more 
battles I survive, the stronger my army becomes as 
everyone who dies will fight on my side in the next.” 

“So, assuming you take the Pass and hold it... what 
then?” 

“Same as the W izards. Taxes and tolls. When I 
have my fortune, abandon my army in the Pass to act 
as a distraction as I flee to safety.” 

It seemed to Khraen a small plan, full of holes and 
wasteful. Something she had said caught his attention. 
“Paltaki. This is the Wizard's capital?” 

“Yes, they—” 
“An island kingdom, far to the south?” 
She looked quizzical and seemed to find humour in 

being interrupted. “Yes. Why?” 
After his death, had the Wizards taken Palaq Taq 

for their own? It couldn't be coincidence. He suddenly 
realized his fists were clenched and shaking. The 
thought of those filthy, godless mages walking the 
hallowed halls of the Eternal Palace rankled beyond all 
reason. 

Khraen thought death had rendered him incapable 
of feeling and emotion. He had thought himself free of 
purpose. 
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He was wrong. 
Life, even this anaemic imitation, required drive. 

One needed goals, something to live for. Well, he had 
found his. 

“I might suggest a change in plans. We should push 
south towards Palaq Taq, not north to the pass.” Even 
as he said this he was envisioning the war to come. 

“When you have something to offer we can talk 
about your goals. Until then, we do everything my 
way.” She began wrapping his spine—where it had 
been exposed by her repair work—in thick leather 
thongs. “This might reduce your upper-body mobility a 
bit, but if your spine gets severed you'll spend the rest 
of eternity face down in the dirt. I've met undead who 
spent centuries as little more than severed heads. 
They're never sane. I wouldn't wish that on anyone.” 
She looked up again, meeting his empty eye sockets 
unflinchingly. “Not even a delusional idiot.” 

There was a time when he would have killed 
anyone who talked to him in such a tone. That time was 
long gone. He found himself enjoying her blunt and 
fearless honesty. “Thanks.” 

Having completed her repair work, Leben stood and 
slapped him on the shoulder. “If you've been dead as 
long as you claim, you are remarkably well preserved.” 
She uttered a very unladylike grunt. “You must admit 
that it's more likely you haven't been dead all that long.” 
She looked him up and down, appraising his state of 
decay. “Though I confess you look more mummified 
than this climate would account for. Was your body 
somehow preserved or stored in something?” 

Khraen shrugged as he pulled on his robes. He 
didn't want to tell her that Fel had most likely preserved 
him. It never paid to give away secrets unnecessarily. 
Instead he pointed towards the Melechesh Pass. “So, 
how are we getting there? Walking?” 

“I thought we'd find ourselves a few undead 
mounts. There must be a few thousand horses out 
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amongst that crowd. They might not be the most 
comfortable ride—depending on the state of decay—
but they never tire. That can be handy when you're 
fleeing angry Wizards.” 

Khraen decided not to mention the possibility of 
other mounts. Any dragon that recognized him would 
no doubt hold a grudge—his army had killed 
thousands. Another thought occurred to him. “So you 
resurrected horses as well as fallen warriors?” 

Leben grinned, embarrassed. “I raised everything. 
Insects, rats, horses, men. If it was in the field of effect, 
it's out there wandering around and following my 
orders.” 

“Not a terribly specific spell, I take it. Seems 
wasteful,” said Khraen, subtly probing for information. 

She looked away, and watched the procession of 
dead for a moment. “Wasteful? Can you even begin to 
imagine how many dead animals and insects there are 
out there? I could probably take the Pass with them 
alone. To hells with your specificity.” 

Khraen examined her work on his torso. It was neat 
and effective. She'd obviously repaired corpses before. 
That lead to all manner of questions but instead he 
said, “Not everything you raised obeys your 
commands. You'd best hope there's nothing out there 
scarier than me.” 

“Everything out there is scarier than you,” Leben 
scoffed. 

Within minutes two skeletal horses presented 
themselves as mounts and Leben grumbled about the 
condition of their tattered leather saddles. Khraen 
asked why she didn't raise her fallen companions and 
she muttered something about the spell already being 
cast and not wanting to bother for a couple of half-wits 
who couldn't even kill a delusional and dead old man. 
He watched her as she talked and knew that she was 
hiding something. He might be dead and rotting, but 
his skills at reading people had not decayed to the 
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point where this tactless necromancer could hide 
something from him. For one thing she had called a 
horse for him. If she really had believed he was nothing 
more than a senile corpse, she wouldn't have 
bothered. 

Despite her claims of the stamina of undead 
mounts, she set a sedate pace when they finally left for 
the Melechesh Pass. She rode like someone 
unaccustomed to the saddle, jolting awkwardly with 
each step, unable to find the horse's rhythm. Khraen, 
with centuries of unending war spent in the saddle, 
ever marching towards the Emperor's next conquest, 
rode with an unconscious grace. He watched Leben 
watching him from the corner of her eye, knowing what 
she saw—a man accustomed to command and at ease 
with violence. It was an act, the reproduction of 
someone he had once been. He felt none of the 
confidence he'd known as First General. He was dead 
and staring into an eternity of slow decay as he fell 
apart piece by piece. Some day he would suffer a 
wound that string and leather couldn't repair. What 
then?  

Thinking back Khraen saw that his entire life had 
been an act up until the moment he'd bartered soul and 
sanity for power, trading them to become the crushing 
Fist of Sorhd-Rach. After that the act had been 
replaced by the reality of being the puppet of an 
Emperor hungry for power and demanding a never 
ending river of blood.  

River? 
Khraen had shed oceans of blood in Sorhd-Rach's 

name. He may have led armies, but he now saw what 
he truly had been; a slave. He wished he could close 
his eyes and ride in blissful darkness, allowing the 
horse to find its way. Empty sockets cared not what 
paper-thin crusts of eyelid did. There was no escaping 
the future he could so clearly see splayed out before 
him like the grisly corpse he already was. 
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“Kantlament?” he whispered, hoping for both a 
reply and silence. “Are you still with me, or am I truly 
alone?” 

There was no answer. 
* * * 

Khraen and Leben chatted as they rode. He spoke of 
the Emperor's wars to subjugate the five lesser magics. 
He told her of the wars to unite the southern continent 
under one rule and the later wars to take the 
Melechesh Pass from the Dragon Lords. Leben 
admitted she'd heard of Dragon Lords and demons but 
had always assumed them fanciful myths. She told him 
what little she knew of the rise of the Guild and how 
they had infiltrated virtually every kingdom. They talked 
of Paltaki, the Wizard's city and the centre of their 
power and when Khraen probed gently at her reasons 
for hating Wizards she snapped that they were at least 
as good as his and turned her back on him. All 
conversation died.  

As they rode in silence amongst the marching dead 
Khraen wondered at how the world could have 
changed so much that the Wizard's had taken Palaq 
Taq. 

* * * 
Kazsh rose to her feet, fierce eyes scouring the ground 
for her greatsword. That damned corpse would pay for 
what he'd—the sight of her companions also pushing 
themselves from the dirt stopped her. 

She'd seen them die. 
Kazsh glanced down at the red stain soaking the 

front of her hauberk and swore. That damnable 
necromancer had been the death of her. After finding 
her sword she joined the ranks of marching dead. Her 
fallen friends walked alongside her. 

“Idiots,” she told them. 
* * * 

The staggering horde took days to reach the walled city 
the Wizards had built to defend the Melechesh Pass. 
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Gone were the towering black citadels of the Dragon 
Lords. Gone was the colossal blood-red wall, fused 
with the stolen souls of those who had fallen trying to 
conquer it. The Wizard's city was small and mean in 
comparison, filthy with wretched humanity and reeking 
of their chaotic magic. Looking at this pitiful defence 
nestled between the peaks that framed the Pass, 
Khraen felt nothing but scorn. His own forces would 
have conquered this city in minutes. The Wizards 
would be nothing before the gathered might of Leben's 
dead. 

But the Wizards, unfettered by iron the rule of Palaq 
Taq, freed from the limits the Emperor had forced upon 
them, had been practising their magics. These were 
not the Wizards he had ruthlessly crushed under the 
heel of his demon-bound boots. One hundred 
generations of mages had gloried in their freedom, 
pushing the limits of their art far beyond what Khraen 
had ever seen. 

All hells broke loose. 
Foul clouds, boiling bruises of stained sky, erupted 

to rain thick oil upon the dead horde. Flaming 
meteorites shredded the clouds—exposing the burning 
red sky above—and crashed to the earth with 
devastating effect. In moments the oil was alight and 
Leben's army burned. Though they didn't feel the fires, 
the blast-furnace heat would eventually reduce them to 
ash. Even Leben, well back from the front lines, was 
soaked in sweat and stumbling as she screamed 
commands at her army.  

Leben's orders, rendered inaudible by the 
cacophony of destruction, punched through Khraen's 
mind like a stiletto through soft belly flesh. It took every 
ounce of will to resist joining the other dead in their 
charge to oblivion. Perhaps part of him desired that 
escape into death for he caught himself moving 
forwards. 
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Those dead who commanded Wizardry of their own 
began hurling spells, blasting the Wizards defending 
the wall. Though Leben's Wizards were largely 
countered by the living mages, she also commanded 
sorcerers, elementalists, and shamans.  

Figures darted into the air, twisted into alien and 
terrible shapes, and disappeared over the wall to reek 
havoc upon the city's inhabitants. 

The very earth turned against the Wizards. Massive 
sections of wall pulled themselves free to rise up into 
towers of shuddering stone and fall upon them. Winds 
howled, spinning sharp dust and sending shards of 
stone hissing amongst the mages. 

The sky over the city roiled. 
Hurricanes. 
Tornadoes. 
The tribal spirits of a thousand long-dead cultures 

swarmed forward, answering the call of their undead 
High Priests. Godless, the Wizards had nothing to 
protect their souls from such an attack and quailed, 
sanity teetering on the brink as their thoughts and life-
force were battered. 

By the time the corpses of millions of insects and 
rodents flooded over the crumbling wall there was little 
to be seen of the city's defenders. 

And still Leben screamed orders driving her army 
forward. Khraen's willpower shuddered under the 
assault and he found himself once again moving 
forward, Kantlament in hand, with the desire to kill 
Wizards. So closely did her commands mirror his own 
wants that he had trouble seeing where one ended and 
the other began. No matter how much he might desire 
vengeance on those who had desecrated his faded 
memories of all that was holy, this was not the way. If 
he followed her orders she would get him killed or 
worse. Khraen had no desire to spend an eternity as a 
rotting skull, screaming in silent insanity. No longer 
was he First General of Palaq Taq. He might not be 
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Fist to Sorhd-Rach, his ravenous and deranged god, 
but he was still Khraen, the man who had entered the 
Emperor's army as a lowly foot soldier and fought his 
way through the ranks. 

Leben hurled orders into his mind that threatened 
to fray all thought and bend him to her will. He had 
thought himself free, able to brush aside her 
commands if he focussed his considerable will. He saw 
now that he was wrong. Fear made her strong. In 
moments she would drive him away, send him into the 
city howling for blood and death. 

Freedom is more than just an abstract concept. 
Even to a corpse. 

Khraen ground ancient teeth, feeling them loose in 
his jaw, and turned to face the necromancer. “Stop!” he 
yelled. Dried lungs lacked the air for volume and if she 
heard she didn't react. He grabbed her arm, pulled her 
close and wheezed into her face, “Stop!” 

She yanked her arm from his grasp and 
unflinchingly met his empty gaze. “No.” She spoke so 
softly he couldn't hear her voice, but still it echoed in 
his thoughts. “I command, you obey.” She grinned and 
Khraen, for the first time, saw the insanity lurking 
behind her eyes. A memory clawed to the surface of 
his thoughts. He'd seen that look before: in the eyes of 
the Emperor as he sent Khraen and the Invincible Fist 
north; in the mirror on the morning he led his troops 
into the Melechesh Pass. He understood now that this 
war was not about money and taxes. Leben would not 
stop until she'd seen the death of the last Wizard and 
bent them to service. She would never free him. 

“The dead are my tools,” she said. “Mine. You are 
mine.” She pointed at the fallen wall. “Go,” she 
commanded, driving her orders into his thoughts. “Kill 
the Wizards. Kill them all.” 

Khraen had turned and taken a step towards the 
city before he managed to regain control. “No.” 
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All his life he'd been a slave. To the Emperor. To 
his god. To his own unrelenting needs. Death, he 
realized, had truly freed him from the bonds of his old 
life. 

He turned back and drove the Sword of No Sorrows 
into her heart.  

Let this free you from whatever wounds your soul, 
he prayed to no particular god. It worked for me. 

Eyes wide, she stared at the sword protruding from 
her chest. Her eyes spoke stunned disbelief.  

“I thought...” she said, lifting a hand to caress the 
blade. She looked past Kantlament to Khraen. 
“Bastard.” 

Knees buckling she crumpled to the earth.  
Khraen watched, waiting for dissolution. Waiting for 

that final end. He watched the light of life fade from her 
eyes. He watched the last small tremors as her dying 
body surrendered to the inevitable. He watched the 
dust of the Melechesh Pass gather in her staring eyes. 

The din of battle faded. 
The thunder of duelling magics echoed off the 

Deredi mountains and then fell silent. 
Still Khraen stood. Motionless. Waiting.  
Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, he 

looked up to find Leben's undead army watching him. 
“The necromancer lied,” he muttered in surprise. 
His second thought, born more of habit than desire, 

was 'Can I command this army?' With such a force at 
his beck and call he could retake Palaq Taq, drive the 
filthy Wizards from the palace. If Sorhd-Rach still 
existed Khraen could rebuild his Empire. Khraen could 
rule instead of serve. For a moment he stood, lost in 
the dream. But with the memory of one recent thought, 
that dream scattered like ash in the wind. 

“Death has changed me,” he told the gathered host, 
not caring if they heard. He drew the sword from 
Leben's chest and stood staring at the bloody blade. 

So many lives, so much death.  
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“Enough,” he said.  
Kantlament fell from numb fingers to lay at the 

necromancer's side. 
Khraen, once Fist of Sorhd-Rach, once First 

General of the Invincible Hand of Palaq Taq, turned his 
back on dead and living alike. He mounted his undead 
horse and rode out into the Deredi Steppes. 

The future shouldn't be an attempt to rebuild the 
past. 

Even for a corpse. 
* * * 

Khraen rode south, cutting a path through the army of 
corpses. The dead parted before him like a sea of 
grass. They watched with mute curiosity, not yet 
understanding. Could life (or unlife for that matter) be 
lived without direction, without goals? He would, he 
supposed, find out. 

Leagues behind him, nearer the shattered city that 
once defended the Melechesh Pass, Leben rose from 
where she had fallen. Sobs shook her body, but no 
tears fell. The dead can't cry. 

The spell went on as she had feared it might. Never 
again would the dead of the Deredi Steppes stay dead. 

 
* * * 

 
From cyberpunk to Manifest Delusions, A Collection of 
Obsessions is a collection of 17 short stories rife with 
Michael's obsessions. Some of these have previously 
been published, some have not.[GdM] 
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An Interview with Geoff 
Brown 

 

ADRIAN COLLINS 

 

 
 
Geoff Brown is the award-winning Australian writer and 
Australian Shadows Award finalist-editor owner of 
Cohesion Press.  

Cohesion Press is best known for its flagship 
military horror anthology series SNAFU, stories from 
which recently made up a decent percentage of the 
fiction used to create the Netflix series Love, Death + 
Robots helmed by Deadpool's Tim Miller. 

 
[AC] The biggest news for Cohesion Press this year 
was the release of its stories in Love, Death + Robots. 
How does a small publisher from regional Victoria in 
Australia end up with their stories in a Netflix series? 
 
[GB] Hard work combined with the best product 
possible. That is all. The Internet made it possible for 
us to reach anyone if we tried, so we tried, and we 
reached Hollywood. 

I knew right from the get-go what I wanted in 
SNAFU, which is the book that caught Tim Miller's eye 
in the first place.  

Tim has since told me he read the first SNAFU 
when it came out in 2014, and he went ahead and read 
every anthology we released after that. Tim loves the 
short story format. 

My advice to get the right attention? Just do a 
proper job. No cutting corners. No 'near enough is 
good enough'. Just do it as it should be done. 
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So many publishers these days do a half-arsed job 
with every aspect of their output.  

Crappy cover art and design, editing done by a 
friend who teaches high-school English (editing is a 
skill in itself, and being good at English and/or a heavy 
reader is NOT enough), layout done by Amazon when 
they upload a Word document.  

That was never enough for me. If I couldn't master 
a skill required, I would find an industry professional to 
do that aspect. 

Hell, some of the presses these days are started by 
people who are barely authors themselves, let alone 
professionals, but suddenly (thanks to the ease of 
publication as a result of Kindle Direct and print-on-
demand services) anyone can call themselves a 
publisher and release piles of crap on unsuspecting 
readers. No training, no industry awareness, and no 
care to gain any experience or knowledge.  

We worked hard to reach the audience we have 
with SNAFU.  

I've read my whole life, and then I worked in the 
publishing industry first as a beta reader, and after that 
I went on to study full-time for two years to gain the 
skills necessary to edit and perform layout for our work. 
I then opened as a freelance editor with the skills from 
study, as well as studying for a Bachelor of Arts in 
Writing and Publishing, online through a university. 
You can't just put half-assed crap out and then feel 
entitled to success. 

 
[AC] Not to make you pick from your babies, but which 
was your favourite adaptation and why? 
 
[GB] I loved them all, for different reasons.  

I thought Kirsten Cross' short, Sucker of Souls, was 
brilliant, both as a story and as adapted into the 
animation. The characters, the humour, the dialogue, 
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all made it across the process and were adapted 
beautifully. 

Steve Lewis' short story Suits had a real poignant 
humanity about it, how family and friends will do 
anything for each other, no matter the cost, and that 
was also brought perfectly into the short film. 

David Amendola's short, The Secret War, was just 
brutal in nature, and again, the animation sourced by 
Tim (Miller) and David (Fincher) was just right to 
convey this brutality in all its glory. Digic Pictures 
managed to make the short with almost photo-realism, 
capturing every spray of blood and head ripped from 
shoulders. Loved it, but I loved them all. 
 
[AC] SNAFU is Cohesion's flagship series. What is it 
all about and what can grimdark fans find in there to 
like? 
 
[GB] SNAFU is the dark horror of war, short and 
simple. So much horror is creeping, subtle and gothic... 
ours is violent, brutal, and desperate. We ask for 
action, violence, tension, and blood, all as a result of 
warriors pitting themselves against monsters. Think 
Aliens (the sequel with the Colonial Marines), Dog 
Soldiers, Predator, all that cool shit. Violence, betrayal, 
intestines... who could ask for more? 
 
[AC] You're also Tim Miller's senior story consultant. 
What does that role include? 
 
[GB] I'm one of the senior story consultants for Love, 
Death + Robots. There are a few of us. What we did, 
and still do, is read. A lot. 

After contacting Cohesion and buying rights to 
some of our shorts, Blur (Tim's studio) was still hunting 
for more stories for season one. Tim's taste was 
decisive for many of the final choices, and because he 
believed I had a similar taste in action/horror as he did, 
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he wanted me to read widely in my narrow area of the 
genre and let him know when I found a short that I 
would have included in a SNAFU if it had been sent in 
for consideration.  

All the story consultants were basically sending in 
the best stories we found. There was a spreadsheet 
Blur Studios had put together on Google Docs, a list of 
anthologies (hundreds and hundreds of them) that 
potentially may have something that could be used, so 
we slowly read through that list, but the beauty of 
having so many different readers in so many different 
genres was that we would likely come across stuff that 
wouldn't be on that list.  
 
[AC] What’s it like working with a famous Hollywood 
director?  
 
[GB] Just like working with anyone else, really. Tim is 
a decent, focused, driven, down-to-earth guy.  

He's not up himself, he's not pretentious or 
arrogant. He's just another guy. He and his wife, 
Jennifer, are both just nice people. 

They do hope one day to bring their family out to 
Australia to see the haunted asylum I own. That would 
be a very cool day, I have to say. 
 
[AC] What is the next year looking like for Cohesion 
Press? 
 
[GB] With SNAFU: Last Stand coming out at the end 
of 2019, and with a great selection of SNAFU stories in 
the process of being bought for season two of Love, 
Death + Robots, we're looking at a great year for 
Cohesion. We plan to continue the yearly SNAFU 
release, and leave our focus on that.  

AJ (Spedding) and Matt (Summers) are the two 
hardworking folk who keep the vision of SNAFU alive, 
and with their dedication to putting together the very 
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best SNAFU release every year, Cohesion will keep 
chugging along, putting out books and watching them 
come to life on the screen with Netflix. 
 
[AC] Running a small press is hard. What do you see 
as the biggest challenges facing Cohesion in the short 
and long terms? 
 
[GB] As always, marketing and reach are the 
challenges faced by small and mid-sized presses 
across the board. With Amazon leveling the playing 
field with Kindle, we all have to plough through the 
swamp of mundanity to attract the attention of readers. 
With thousands of books published every week, at 
least, there are a lot of things out there saying "Hey, 
buy me, read me!" And most of them are shit. 

We're lucky in that regard. You can't get much 
better marketing than Tim and Netflix. 

All we have to do is stay current. Adapt to the 
market, yet stay true to our core concept and to the 
faithful readers who buy every issue.  
 
[AC] What's your favourite part of running Cohesion? 
 
[GB] I have to say I love seeing authors we've put out 
there doing really well in all aspects of their career. 

Some of our SNAFU writers, due to attracting Tim's 
attention, ended up working on Love, Death + Robots 
in some other aspect as well.  

These are people who never would have thought 
they'd be working with Hollywood, yet there they are.  

I love seeing these writers feel positive and uplifted 
rather than constantly struggling to believe they are 
any good. 
 
[AC] For people wanting to check out Cohesion Press' 
productions, where should they start and what's the 
best way for them to support you? 
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[GB] Buy a SNAFU. Review a SNAFU. We sell 
exclusively on Amazon for now.  

We have eight SNAFUs out in ebook, and the latest 
one, SNAFU: Resurrection, is also in print.  
We'll be bringing more and more of the previous 
volumes back in print over the next year, as well. 

If you enjoy what you read, leave a review and/or 
talk about it. Word-of-mouth is still the best 
marketing.[GdM] 
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Lifeblood 
 

LEE MURRAY 

 

 
 
Nikola Silich drove his gum-spear into the ground and 
let it stand upright while he bent to lift the clod from the 
ditch. Crouched in the trench, he weighed the 
blackened lump in his hand, then rubbed at it with his 
thumbnail. What would he find beneath the grunge? 
Would there be a droplet of the kauri’s lifeblood, a 
golden bead of tree-sap, petrified for years and years 
beneath the soil and turned as dark and rich as good 
wine? 

His heart skipped and he breathed deep, his 
nostrils filling with the smoke of burning mānuka 
bushes. In his head, he whispered, Please, let it be 
good. 

The size wasn’t bad. Not massive—Nikolai had 
heard tell of a slab of gum the size of three well-fed 
men—but it was big enough to cover Nikola’s palm. 
Shaped like a half-moon, it was encrusted with debris. 
It would need lots of scratching and scraping by the fire 
to free it of its rind before Perkins, the storekeeper, 
would condescend to swap it for supplies. Taking out 
his penknife, Nikola gouged the surface of the nugget, 
cutting away a patch for a better look. Underneath the 
grime, the resin was golden and pure. 

Nikola smiled. These Northland swamps were full 
of kauri amber and all you had to do was dig it up. 
British and Americans couldn’t get enough of it for 
polishing their fancy carriages, although they needed 
deep purses, because the copal was fetching a 
colossal £43 per ton. He chuckled. It certainly beat 
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being back home in Vrgorac, where the grapes were 
rotting on the vines. 

His stomach growled. Where was Perkins? Still no 
sign of the storekeeper’s wagon. No matter. Nikola’s 
day was made. Even after paying the week’s bills, 
there’d be enough to buy him a good bit of lamb. He’d 
get himself some tea; soap too. A few more nuggets 
like this one and he’d have enough to send home for a 
bride. 

Furtively, Nikola glanced about him. The Chinaman 
was digging for gum just twenty yards off. His head 
bent to the task, he wasn’t looking Nikola’s way. 

Good. 
Working quickly, Nikola knocked the biggest 

clumps of dirt off his prize, slipping the nugget into the 
pikau-sack slung over his shoulder before he 
straightened. The gum fields were full of scum: 
runaway militiamen and drifters, but there was 
something especially unnerving about that Chinaman 
with his slanted eyes and wide smile. He was 
everywhere and nowhere at once. A dark scurrying 
thing, like a roach. Nikola didn’t trust him. 

“Look out,” said his friend and compatriot, George 
Unkovich, from an adjacent trench. “Here comes 
trouble.” 

Nikola looked up. A couple of the local constabulary 
were making their way across the scrublands. The pair 
skirted the patches of mānuka burn-off, walking with 
the swagger of men accustomed to getting their own 
way. Word about the settlement said the younger one 
was decent enough, but his senior, a fat balding man 
named Carter, was a mean-arse son of a bitch. 

George slapped the dust from his trousers. “Now, 
what do you reckon they’ll be wanting?” 

“Dunno. Guess we’re about to find out.” Whatever it 
was, it wasn’t good news; Nikola had never seen them 
carry arms before. He freed his spear and climbed out 
of the trench. 
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“You there! Dallys,” the constable said. “You need 
to clear off.” 

Nikola started. “What? Why?” he sputtered. “We’re 
not bothering anyone.” 

Carter sniffed. “It’s the Kauri Gum Industry Act, lad. 
Came into force yesterday, didn’t it? So if you want to 
work here, you’re going to need to get yourself a 
licence.” 

“What’s this about a licence?” asked Milos Vasyl, 
joining them from another ditch. “We never needed one 
before.” 

“You gotta see Perkins at the store,” the young 
constable said. “He’ll give you a paper to sign. Then 
you pay over a quid, and Bob’s your uncle.” 

“Bob’s your uncle,” George echoed. 
Except it wasn’t that simple. A pound was a lot of 

money, even for a gumdigger. And Nikola still had bills 
to square. Squinting, he looked across the swamp at 
the men still at work. “You kicking everyone off? Or just 
us Dalmatians?” 

The younger man lowered his eyes. “We’re telling 
everyone,” he mumbled. 

“What about the Chinaman?” 
“We’ll be getting to him,” Carter said. 
“I don’t see the Brits leaving,” Nikola replied. 
Carter raised the ancient musket and pointed it at 

Nikola. “You giving me trouble, Austrian?” 
“No, trouble here,” George said quickly. He clasped 

Nikola’s shoulder, holding him back. “A pound, 
though,” George said, sucking air through his teeth. 
“You have to admit, that’s lot of money.” 

The constable shrugged. “Not my problem, is it? I 
don’t make the laws, sonny. I just enforce them. 
Anyway, you should count yourself lucky. He jerked his 
head toward the Chinaman. The government makes 
their lot pay £100 before they’re even allowed off the 
boat. Prime Minister Seddon won’t let them bring their 



 
 

 

126 

wives with them, either. Good thing, too or the country 
would be overrun with the yellow devils…” 

Gripping his spear, Nikola stepped towards the 
trench. “We’ll see Perkins for your licences later.” 

Carter fired the musket at the sky. The roar split the 
air, making Nikola’s ears ache. All around them, men 
looked up from their work. 

“If you want to dig gum, you’ll see Perkins now,” 
Carter said when the smell and the noise had died 
away. His voice was calm, but the menace remained. 

“You want us to go right now?” George asked. His 
jaw twitched.  

Carter tilted his head to one side. “It’s like I said: 
law’s the law, isn’t it?” 

It was close to an hour’s walk into town. They’d 
never make it back before the sun went down. Seemed 
they were done for the day. While Milos went off to 
spread the word, Nikola and George collected up their 
belongings. They didn’t have much: a spear and spade 
each, and the pikau-sacks they carried on their 
shoulders.  

The constable and his man hovered near the ditch. 
When Nikola and George were about to leave, Carter 
stepped out in front of them. “Leave the bags, Dallys.” 

Nikola made to move around him. “No. We’ve little 
enough. What’s in here is mine.” 

But the fat constable shifted his finger on the trigger. 
“What’s in there is stolen goods. You dug up that gum 
without a licence.” 

“It’s only one day’s takings!” George complained. 
Carter thrust the barrel at George’s stomach. “Yes. 

Be a shame to die for a day’s takings.” 
His nostrils flaring, George gave in, scattering his 

gum on the ground. “There you can have it, but I’m 
keeping the bloody bag.” 

“Now yours,” Carter said, swinging the musket 
towards Nikola. 

Nikola frowned. 
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“Take it from him, Jones,” Carter said, jerking his 
head. 

“Yes sir.” Lifting the sack of Nikola’s shoulder, 
Jones took out the moon-shaped nugget and gave a 
low whistle. “Nice.” 

“Right now, clear off,” Carter said. “Don’t come back 
without a licence.” 

* * * 
Perkins’s store was still open. 

Squeezing inside, Nikola and George filled out the 
form. It was hard to know what they were signing; 
Nikola’s English was better than George’s and, even 
so, he only knew half the words. They waited in line 
behind the men, some of them waiting on licences, 
others ordering spades, salt, bacon, even a new pair 
of boots. By the time they reached the front, the 
afternoon sun was burning orange-gold streaks across 
the planked floors. 

Nikola slid his paper across the counter of rough-
cut Kauri—polished with wear. 

Perkins flicked his eyes over the words. “That’ll be 
a quid,” he said. 

“I haven’t got it,” Nikola replied. 
“Gum?” 
“No,” Nikola said, thinking of the moon-shaped 

nugget. “I’ll owe you the money.” 
Perkins pushed the paper back. “Can’t help you, 

sorry.” 
Nikola shook his head, incredulous. “Why not? I’ll 

pay the normal interest, same as I always do.” 
“Not any more. You Dallys are too much of a risk.” 
George elbowed his way forward. “What risk? We 

work as hard as anyone,” he said. 
Perkins scratched at his nose. “Makes no difference 

if the plots have already been worked over. Naturalised 
New Zealanders—the Brits and the Māori—they get 
the new plots, those who can afford the paperwork. 
Dallys and Chinamen get what’s left. I reckon there 
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won’t be much left to find, and if you don’t find any gum, 
I don’t get paid.” 

Nikola shivered. The British were forcing them out. 
“Hey, if you’re not trading, move out,” someone 

shouted from behind. 
Nikola thrust the paper at the storekeeper. “Help us, 

then,” he pleaded, “Give us a good plot.” 
Perkins waved to the next man in the line, gesturing 

him forward. “It’s not up to me,” he said to Nikola. “If 
you don’t like it, take it up with the government.” 

“You know us,” Nikola insisted. “We always pay…” 
But Perkins was done with them, already talking to the 
next man. 

They made the long walk back to the camp 
following the ever-present mists of burning mānuka. 
Their tent was just one of a hundred or more makeshift 
dwellings clustered on the edge of the gum fields, most 
nothing more than huts and bivouacs made from 
branches and bracken. The mood in the settlement 
was grim. True to their word, Carter and Jones had 
chased everyone off the field, even the Brits. One man 
had already acquired the precious licence. A group 
crowded about him, demanding to see it. 

“What’s it say?” one asked. 
“Read it out,” said another. 
The man who owned it couldn’t read, so Milos Vasyl 

did the honours, but nobody could glean anything new 
from it, so the men ambled away, off to their fires to 
drink, scrape gum, and tell stories. 

The Chinaman was sitting beside his campfire, his 
head bent scraping gum. 

Nikola’s breath caught. Wait! He’d seen that moon-
shaped nugget before. “Hey, where did you get that?” 
He strode across the campground and snatched it out 
of the Chinaman’s hands. 

The Chinaman jumped to his feet. “Not mine, not 
mine,” he said, dropping the knife and reaching for the 
nugget. 
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“Did you steal it?” Nikola roared. 
“No, I no steal. I scrape for policeman.” 
“This is my nugget.” 
The Chinaman bowed. “No, no. Police nugget. 

Police give to me. I clean for them,” he said. 
Leave it,” George said in Nikola’s ear. “It’s not his 

fault. Here, let’s just get some food, eh?” 
“It’s my nugget. He stole it,” Nikola said, but there 

was no conviction in it. George was right: it wasn’t the 
Chinaman’s fault. You couldn’t blame a cockroach for 
scuttling. Nikola released the gum, forcing the 
Chinaman to scrabble on the ground for it. When he 
stood up, he gave Nikola a sour slanty-eyed look, then 
returned to his spot by the fire. 

“There’s plenty of gum still in the ground,” George 
said, putting a heavy arm around Nikola’s shoulders. 
“I’ve got some stashed away. I’ll trade it for the licence, 
then I’ll work the plot they give us, and you can scrape 
any gum I find. Just until we get back on our feet.” 

It was a decent offer and a kind one, yet Nikola 
couldn’t help glowering as his friend led him away. 

* * * 
Nikola waited in line, his hat pulled forward on his 
head, and wiped a rag over the nugget’s surface. Even 
in the gloom of the store, the kernel gleamed like a new 
sovereign. This piece had been the last in the basket. 
Their last income, until George carried more gum 
home from gum fields. Nikola prayed his friend had 
better luck today. 

“Next.” 
Nikola stepped forward, handing the nugget over 

the counter. 
Perkins lifted it to the light and his eyes widened. 

“I’ll give you a loaf of bread and knuckle of lamb for it.” 
“What? It’s worth three times that,” Nikola said. 
“That’s my price.” 
“It’s robbery, that’s what it is.” 
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The storekeeper gave him a wolf’s smile. He held 
out the gum. “Take your nugget then. You can always 
walk to the docks. See if you can get a better price 
there.” 

Nikola kept his hands in his pockets. “There’s no 
meat on that knuckle,” he protested. 

Perkins shrugged. 
The bastard. The dock was a half-day’s walk and 

Perkins knew starving men don’t haggle. In the month 
since licences were introduced, the storekeeper had 
grown fat on the gumdiggers’ misery. Nikola imagined 
him soaking his bread in bacon dripping, grease sliding 
down his chin... 

Nikola’s stomach churned, the juice souring in his 
belly. It didn’t do to think about food, not when you 
hadn’t eaten since yesterday. Glaring at Perkins, he 
grabbed the bread and stepped outside into the 
scorching sun. The loaf was stale, but Nikola put his 
nose to the crust anyway and sniffed deep. It smelled 
heavenly. Saliva pooled under his tongue and he 
almost fainted with longing. Instead, he tucked the loaf 
into this pikau-sack out of sight. He mustn’t eat it. He 
had to save it for George. You couldn’t dig gum on an 
empty stomach, and the gum was their lifeblood. 
Grasping a handful of gum leavings from his pocket, 
he rolled them in his palm then stuffed the clod in his 
mouth, chewing on the salty resin to stave off his 
hunger on the hot walk back to the settlement. 

When he arrived, Carter and Jones were there 
again, stopping by to hand more confiscated gum to 
the Chinaman, and to take away their newly polished 
nuggets. The Chinaman held something up, displaying 
his handiwork. Nikola’s blood boiled. Why would they 
trust their gum to the Chinaman? The cockroach was 
eating better than he was. 

Nikola hovered in the alley. “I could scrape that gum 
for you,” he said, when Carter and Jones passed by. 
His stomach burned with shame. “I’m a hard worker.” 
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Carter just laughed. “Sure,” he said. “I’ll keep you in 
mind.” The pair sauntered away. 

The sun had set when George returned from the 
gum fields. He was too tired to wash. Slick with sweat 
and grime, he gobbled up the dense bread, washing it 
down with big mouthfuls of lamb broth. When he’d 
finished, he wiped his chin with his hand. “You’re not 
eating?” 

“I already ate,” Nikola lied. “You don’t get hungry 
scraping gum. How did you do today?” 

George dropped his eyes and waved a hand 
towards his pikau. “Nothing much. Just some peas.” 

Nikola opened the sacking bag and his heart sank. 
Even polished into diamonds, the tiny grains weren’t 
big enough to buy even half a loaf. He’d have to wait 
another day before going to the store. Fear seized him. 
What if the same thing happened tomorrow? What if 
the plot was empty and George was turning the earth 
over and over for nothing?  

“No matter,” Nikola said brightly. “You’ll do better 
tomorrow.” He could have saved his breath because 
George was already asleep. 

Nikola licked out the pan, slurping up the dregs of 
broth, but the emptiness clawed at his guts. He lay 
awake for long hours in the darkness. 

* * * 
With so little gum to scrape, and none to sell, Nikola 
had no choice but to follow the Māori women into the 
forest to forage for food. He wasn’t the only one; 
several of his compatriots had joined the group and he 
caught sight of the Chinaman through the trees, so 
scraping Carter’s confiscated gum wasn’t enough for 
him. 

One of the Māori women snipped a spiral fern frond 
off its stem with her fingertips, and put it into her flax 
basket. Good. The plant was edible. Nikola didn’t wait; 
he broke off three fronds and ate them raw. While he 
was eating, the woman cracked open a rotting log and 
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lifted out a fat white grub. She dangled it in his face. 
Nikola shook his head. Grinning, the woman bit the 
creature’s head off, chewing it even as it wriggled. She 
handed him the remainder of the grub. Nikola 
swallowed back bile and stepped away. 

“You get hungry enough, these grubs are pretty 
tasty,” Milos Vasyl said, taking the morsel from the 
woman and putting it in his own mouth. Nikola barely 
recognised the man. As thin as a spade handle, Milos 
had tied a strip of flax around his waist to keep his 
trousers up.  

The Māori woman had gathered up the last of the 
larvae and was hurrying after the other womenfolk. 

“There’s a river about a mile in,” Milos said. “They’ll 
be going to check their eel traps.” Together, they 
followed the women deeper into the trees, stray 
branches brushing at their thighs. “George is still 
working the plot, then?” Milos asked after a while. 

Nikola nodded. 
“Any luck?” 
Nikola sniffed. 
“Some of us are heading to the port tomorrow,” 

Milos said. “You can join us if you like.” 
“You’re looking for work there?” 
Milos exhaled. A long breath. “We’re going home. 

There’s nothing for us here now.” 
“How will you pay?” 
“We’ll work our passage.” 
Nikola’s heart thumped. Could he leave George 

and return to Vrgorac? The vines had failed. He might 
be going home to starve. “George might find something 
today,” he said finally. 

“Sure,” said Milos. 
They passed under a grove of thick-trunked kauri, 

their feet sinking in the swampy ground. Nikola looked 
up. The trees were as tall as a ship’s mast, their 
branches as wide as they were tall. 

“Look at that,” Nikola breathed. 
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Up high, out of reach on the stippled trunk, was a 
boulder of golden resin as big as Nikola’s torso, the 
result of an old injury, perhaps a branch broken off in a 
storm or by a bolt of lightning. If only he could reach it. 
A clump that size would fetch him an entire side of beef 
at Perkin’s store. 

Nikola sucked in a breath and it was as if the scent 
of the gum had cleared his head. These were kauri 
trees. They were full of gum. All you had to do was 
score them, and the trees would bleed. Why waste 
time digging when you could cut the trees and take 
what you wanted? Running to the nearest trunk, Nikola 
pulled out his blade. 

Milos snatched at his sleeve. “Don’t.” 
Puzzled, Nikola shook him off. “Why not?” 
“Because the kauri are protected. If Carter catches 

you bleeding one, he’ll lock you up.” 
“Look at us, Milos,” Nikola said, breathless with 

excitement. “We’re starving. You can hardly hold your 
pants up. So, we take a little gum. Who’s going to 
know?” 

“It’s not just the police. The Māori say bad things 
happen if you hurt the trees. The gods get angry.” 

Nikola rolled his eyes. “That’s just talk. Anyway, 
they dig for gum like everyone else.” 

Milos plucked at a fern and nibbled on the tip. “It’s 
not the same.” 

“How is it not the same?” 
Milos peered through the bush at the departing 

women. “The kauri in the swamp are dead; these trees 
are alive.” 

Nikola stared at him. 
“They say the gods punish you,” Milos whispered. 

“Years ago, there was a bleeder who lived in the 
settlement. He did all right for a while, before the gods 
came for him. Then he disappeared.” 

“Maybe he decided to go home.” 
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Milos shook his head. “He was cursed. Climbed up 
a tree to get a nugget like the one above us. But the 
gods stole his rope and he got stuck there. Loggers 
found his skeleton when they felled the tree.” 

Nikola scoffed. Lack of decent food was affecting 
the man’s brain. “You don’t really believe that. It’s just 
a story.” 

Milos spat out a green husk. “It’s their country, isn’t 
it? Their gods.” 

“What if we make a little cut? A tiny scratch just big 
enough to make the sap flow, but not enough to hurt 
the tree.” 

“There’s a bounty,” Milos said absently. 
Nikola felt his eyes narrow. Would Milos report him 

for the money? The man was little more than a 
skeleton, with big gaunt eyes and hollowed out cheeks. 
Hungry men did desperate things. Why risk it? Milos 
would be gone tomorrow. 

Nikola gave his compatriot a solemn nod. “You’re 
right. It’s their country. No need to upset the gods, is 
there?” He put a hand on Milos’ back and steered him 
away from the massive trunk. “Let’s get after those 
women and see if we can score ourselves a fish head, 
shall we?” 

On the way back from the river, Nikola stole away 
from the group. He selected a kauri well back from the 
others and chose a spot down low, hidden by a clump 
of fern. He didn’t believe Milos’ superstitious prattle, 
but he wasn’t about to get caught either. He’d make a 
little nick and squeeze out just enough gum to get 
himself a good meal and a licence. Who would know? 

Checking there was no one about, he took out his 
knife and set it against the wood. Blunted by a month 
of scraping gum, the knife slipped on the bark, gouging 
a chunk out of the tree and slicing deep into his palm. 
Nikolai sucked air in over his teeth. Dark red blood 
welled in the gash and sap melted into the wound, the 
mixture turning red-gold. 
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Biting back the pain, Nikola pressed his bloody 
palm to his trousers to staunch the flow. Already, the 
nick in the tree was beaded with golden sap. Despite 
the throbbing in his palm, Nikola felt a surge of hope. 
At this rate, the kauri would deliver him a nugget the 
size of a coconut in just a few days. Let’s see Perkins 
try and give him a loaf of stale bread then. 

* * * 
Two men carried George back from the gum field. He 
was burning up with fever. Sweat pooled beneath his 
arms and on his brow, yet he shivered beneath the thin 
blanket. Nikola lifted his head and fed him a sticky 
broth of fish and fern roots, but either the food was too 
strange, or his friend was too sick, because George 
vomited it up again. 

Milos’ voice buzzed in his ears. The gods will punish 
you. The gods will punish you. Nikola ignored him. 
Bleeding the kauri had nothing to do with George’s 
illness. It was a coincidence, nothing more. 

That night, as he slept on the ground beside his 
friend, Nikola had a nightmare: a tattooed warrior stole 
up behind him and sliced his throat with his greenstone 
club. Only, in the dream, blood didn’t gush from the 
wound. Instead, it beaded in the gash, dribbling slowly 
down his neck in a red-gold thread. He awoke to 
George’s moaning. 

In the morning, George was no better, so Nikola 
became a gumdigger again, leaving George in his bed, 
while he went to work the plot. The land was a sorry 
sight, the earth pitted with holes, evidence of a month 
of fruitless searching. 

Nikola’s palm throbbed where he’d sliced it, and his 
head buzzed with the heat, but he stabbed his gum-
spear into the ground and felt for the tell-tale tug of the 
resin beneath the blade. There was nothing. He was 
too weak to bury the blade in the dirt, the spear merely 
sliding across surface. He lifted the shaft and stabbed 
again, his head swimming. All he needed was a decent 
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nugget he could sell for real food, so George would get 
better. Then Nikola would harvest the resin trickling 
from the tree and everything would be fine again. 

The spear slipped, just missing his foot. Nikola 
giggled. 

A blurry figure appeared on the horizon. Nikola’s 
pulse thrummed. The warrior? No, it was the 
policeman. Carter. 

He was there in an instant. “What are you doing 
here, Silich? This isn’t your claim.” 

Nikola looked up, squinting against a blaze of pink 
light. “It’s George’s claim. He’s sick, so I’m working it 
for him.” 

“That’s what you say. How do I know you’re not 
stealing from him?” 

Nikola’s throat tightened, the pink fading. “George 
is my friend. You can ask him.” 

Carter raised the gun. “I could, but it’s easier to 
make you leave. Tell you what, I’ll let you keep your 
sack this time, since there’s obviously nothing in it.” He 
grinned. 

Nikola didn’t have the energy to fight him. He could 
barely lift his spear. He shuffled off, trailing the blade in 
the dirt. 

Someone followed him home. Carter maybe. Or the 
other one. Nikola was sure he could hear bare feet 
slapping behind him on the hard packed dirt. 

“Who’s there?” he said, stopping to look back. His 
heart leapt, and he tightened his grip on the spear. The 
wound in his palm throbbed, red-gold blood oozing 
down the shaft, making it slick. It was the warrior from 
his dreams. Covered in fearsome tattoos, the man was 
crouched in the road, the muscles in his thighs rippling. 
The warrior screamed, and brandished his greenstone 
club at Nikola, his tongue lolling out the side of his 
mouth. 

“What do you want?” Nikola shouted. 
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But the warrior was gone in the hazy drift of mānuka 
smoke. Beside the track, the brush stiffened and rattled 
in the wind. 

The gods will punish you, Milos whispered. Except 
Milos and the others had left for the port this morning. 

Nikola turned and spied the Chinaman through the 
smoky mist. Had it been him following Nikola all along? 
What did he want? And why was he slipping into the 
forest? Nikola shuddered. His skin prickled. Did the 
Chinaman know about Nikola’s kauri? Of course he 
did. The Chinaman was everywhere. He was planning 
to steal Nikola’s treasure. He’d stolen the big moon-
shaped nugget. Nikola had seen him with it, whittling 
away at it in the firelight. 

Well, he wouldn’t be stealing from Nikola again. 
The pain in his hand flaring, Nikola pushed through 

the prickly mānuka. 
The Chinaman was tricky. He pretended he was 

searching for food, stopping here and there to pinch off 
the spiral fern tips. Sometimes he’d pause to watch the 
birds flit about in the trees. Nikola wasn’t fooled. He 
was heading for the grove of kauri. To the tree Nikola 
was bleeding. 

Nikola frowned. That gum was for him and George. 
By the time Nikola returned, the nugget would be 
enormous. Nikola would sell it to Perkins at the store. 
He’d get two licences. Three. Good plots, too. Not 
barren bits of dirt that had already been picked over by 
the British. He and George would employ their 
countrymen to work the land. Maybe they’d get Milos 
to be their foreman. Why not? They’d be pulling so 
much gum out of the ground, they’d be able to send 
home for wives for everyone. 

The spear hadn’t pierced the ground at the gum 
fields, but it made easy work of the Chinaman’s thigh, 
the blade slicing through the artery at the top of the 
man’s leg. Nikola pushed the blade home, slicing 
lengthwise. Blood sprayed from the gash. So much 
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blood. Pink haze flooded Nikola’s vision, the spurt of 
liquid mesmerising him. 

The Chinaman slumped, his mouth open and 
closing like a fish. His fingers flailed, searching for the 
edges of the wound. It was too late. The gush was 
already slowing, the thick clots of blood seeping into 
the ground. 

Nearby, the leaves rustled. Nikola looked up. 
Crouched low in the bracken, the warrior was watching 
him. He grinned at Nikola, but he made no move to 
stop him. 

Grinning back, Nikola rifled through the dead man’s 
pockets and found the moon-shaped piece of gum. He 
held it up to the light. The Chinaman had whittled it into 
a fantail. 

* * * 
Nikola burst into the tent. “George, see what I’ve found. 
My nugget, only now it’s a bird. Just look at the size of 
it—” He stopped still. 

There were three men in the tent: Carter, Jones, 
and George. Of the three of them, only George didn’t 
look at him, staring instead at the roof with dull blank 
eyes. 

“Your friend’s dead,” Jones said. 
And people said the younger one was decent. 

Nikola’s lip trembled. His hand opened, and the bird 
tumbled to the ground. It was only then that he saw his 
clothes were covered in blood. 

“Jesus wept,” Jones said. 
“That’s the bird Yee was carving for me,” Carter 

said. “Grab him, Jones!” 
Nikola turned on his heel and ran. One thing about 

being thin; it makes a man nimble. He flew through the 
forest, easily outstripping the constable, but not the 
warrior, who was following him again. No matter. 
Nikola didn’t plan to stick around long. Just as soon as 
he’d harvested his gum, he’d go to the port and buy 
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himself a passage home. Maybe even catch up with 
Milos. 

He found the grove of kauri, and the tree, circling to 
the spot where he’d scored the bark. He sucked in a 
breath. The drizzle of sap had grown to the size of a 
man’s heart, the nugget hanging off the trunk like a 
perfect drop of honey. All he had to do was cleave it 
off.  

Nikola kneeled on the swampy ground. He took out 
his knife, and sliced at the edge of the nugget, each 
stroke loosening the amber but also causing him to 
sink a little more. By the time he’d prised the nugget 
free, Nikola was chest deep in the earth. He tossed the 
nugget up on higher ground and put his hands on the 
edge to pull himself out. The side of the hole broke 
away. He tried again. The edge crumbled. Nikola was 
dizzy with exhaustion. He didn’t have the strength to 
haul himself out. His body quivered with terror. He 
would drown here, petrified in the swamp like an 
ancient piece of gum. 

Unless… 
He twisted to look at the warrior who was watching 

from the bank. “Help me,” he gasped. 
Grinning, the warrior stood up and extended his 

club, beckoning to Nikola to grasp flattened end. 
Relief flooding him, Nikola lunged for it. But instead 

of pulling him out, the warrior swung the club and 
slashed it across Nikola’s throat. 

Nikola’s eyes widened as his lifeblood welled in the 
gash. 

I told you the gods would punish you, Milos said 
again. 

The warrior-god stepped forward, placing his foot 
on Nikola’s shoulder and pushed him beneath the 
swampy ground.[GdM] 
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