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From the Editor 
 

ADRIAN COLLINS 

 

 
 
Sweet literary gods this year just keeps escalating, 
doesn’t it? Australia burned at the start of the year, now 
the US burns at the three-quarter buzzer, and over all 
of that madness the plague runs rampant, a huge 
chunk of our species still starves and thirsts anyway, 
and global superpowers have decided that this year is 
the year to really see how close to the line they can 
push each other. I’m pretty sure Death has had all of 
his lunch breaks and evening plans cancelled for 2020. 

However, amongst it all, we’re still fortunate enough 
to be alive and publishing, a fact for which I am 
incredibly grateful for. Whoever you are, and wherever 
you are, I hope you and yours are safe and healthy, 
you have a cupboard full of food, and you’ve retained 
employment or have a government that’s looking after 
you. 

There are still plenty of amazing books and stories 
coming out this year for us to escape in to—it’s so good 
to see the creative world keep rolling on, despite the 
apocalypse seeming like it’s on our doorstep. And I 
hope, that in these pages, our dedicated team have 
brought some of that amazing fiction, and those 
brilliant voices right to your imagination.  

So, I hope you enjoy this issue of Grimdark 
Magazine. As I have said all year, if you know 
somebody, anybody, anywhere, who is really 
struggling—they’ve lost their job, said goodbye to a 
loved one, are locked down without any mates to bring 
them out of dark times—give me a shout and I’ll hook 
them up with a few free issues of GdM.  
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Happy reading, mates.  
 
Adrian Collins 
Founder 
 
Subscribe to Grimdark Magazine: 
https://patreon.com/user?u=177000  
 
Connect with the Grimdark Magazine team at: 
 
facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine 
twitter.com/AdrianGdMag  
grimdarkmagazine.com  
  

https://patreon.com/user?u=177000
http://www.facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine
http://www.twitter.com/AdrianGdMag
http://www.grimdarkmagazine.com/
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A Slow Kill 
 

PETER ORULLIAN 

 

 
 
Spring sun came down hard. Left everything dry. 
Dusty. Hot. Jak Mylen stepped back from the irrigation 
ditch he and his employer were digging, and eyed the 
wide tract of newly tilled earth. Setting the tip of his 
shovel in the dirt, he leaned forward over the tool, 
resting his back and arms. Felt good to have his 
muscles ache. Forty-five was a good age for hard 
work. Next to him, Murar Narya, the farm owner, 
rested, too. After a long silence, Jak’s boss spoke 
softly, “I didn’t always lay seed to soil, Jak. As a 
younger man, most my life... I killed for a living.” 

The words settled on the hot air with more reflection 
than regret. Jak had waited three years for the farmer 
to admit it. Three years of field-hand work. Three years 
with Murar and his family in this small valley a day’s 
ride from the city. But men share things after enough 
time, and often when they’re working out in the sun. 

“That makes us a pair, then,” Jak said matter-of-
factly, and kept watching the dry, dusty field. 

“That so.” Murar nodded as if it made sense 
enough. “You have an affiliation? Or run alone?” 

Jak caught a hint of skepticism. Didn’t matter. And 
it was time to tell him. “Dannire.” 

His employer swallowed hard, the sound loud in the 
dry silence. Murar turned to look at Jak, his eyes 
scrutinizing, searching for a lie. He found none. And 
the skin on his arms prickled as if brushed by a winter 
wind. 

“Dead gods, really? A holy clipper?” Murar’s voice 
tried to sound incredulous, but hinted of a tremble. “I 
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figured Dannire was a thought model. A sort of kill-
without-prejudice technique.” 

“I think the Dannire are misunderstood” was all Jak 
offered. Sweat dripped off his nose. “What about you?”  

Murar didn’t seem to hear the question, muttering 
to himself. He was mumbling through the many myths 
about the Dannire: that they only worked cathedral 
districts and enemies of faith, that they could kill by 
thought, a handful more. But he kept circling back to 
the notion that the Dannire existed at all. He seemed 
stuck on it.  

“Couple of knife-and-alley men, out to pasture, 
then. That it?” Murar asked, making a poor laugh.  

Jak shrugged and mopped his face with a kerchief. 
“You needed help opening up new land for a beet crop. 
I’m not above shovel work.” He lifted the tip of his tool, 
then slid it back into the dry-tilled soil. 

“Come, then,” Murar pressed, getting a shade of his 
grit back. “Share a kill with me. Let’s have a Dannire 
story.” 

Jak smiled more genuinely. “I could use a break,” 
he said, and eased into a memory of the time when— 

* * * 
I waited outside the door until the soft sounds of two 
people together—bed-linen sounds—came to an end. 
Then I slid into the room. In the dim light of a low-wick 
candle, the woman lay beneath a sheet, the man was 
already dressed. I cleared my throat. The woman 
turned to see me standing there, her expression one of 
confusion and irritation. 

“Jak Mylen,” I said, announcing myself to solve the 
mystery. “And you are Pamala Wright. Mrs. Pamala 
Wright.” 

The man stood and gathered a few things from the 
bed-table. I handed him three realm handcoins and a 
small vial as he passed me. He drank down the liquid 
before he’d left the room.  
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“Think you’re clever, do you? Finding a woman with 
a man other than her husband?” From a tin tray on the 
bed table, she picked up a lit tobacco stem. After a 
deep pull, she blew the smoke out in a slim stream. 
“And you needn’t have paid him. It’s not like that.” 

I smiled. “Like what?”  
Her expression twisted. “I’m no whore.” 
Shaking my head with amusement, I drew a chair 

from a small table and set it bedside.  
She flipped her tobacco stem at me, which was a 

nice surprise. I’d frankly expected more shame. Maybe 
pleas to keep it quiet. Promises to reform. 

“My husband’s a sheep,” she argued, answering an 
unspoken question. She lit another tobacco stem. 
“Follows the rest of the wagon-trade labor. No 
backbone.” 

“Married you when he’d rather not, though.” I sat 
and crossed my legs as one who’s keeping an 
appointment. “Because he got you pregnant. Seems 
like there’s some backbone to all that.” 

She shot a burst of laughter.  
I joined her. Why not? Then I looked around the 

small apartment. “I suspect this place has but one 
purpose, am I right?” 

She eyed me. “You’re a man who asks questions 
he has answers for.” 

“Guilty,” I said.  
“Is it names you want?” She took a long draw of her 

tobacco. “Or do you have something else in mind.” Her 
gaze grew suggestive. 

“You are remarkable,” I said. 
“Thank you.” She gave an impish look. 
“I don’t think you took my meaning.” I shook my 

head, still smiling. 
“I think I can take—”  
I held up my hands to stop her. Much as I might 

have enjoyed the barb-filled banter, time was short. 
“You’re spreading around a chlymic disease.”  
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She looked down at her own womanhood, as if she 
might see something there. When she looked up again, 
her smile had returned. “I see. And you’re here to 
admonish me. For the public good.” Her eyes 
narrowed, searching for an insignia on my clothes. 
“You work for the League of Civility?” 

That’s when seriousness entered in. Into me. Into 
the room. “The husband you shame,” I pointed at the 
bed, “raises a child born crippled because of the 
disease you carry. He knows you take men into your 
bed in this private apartment.” 

She laughed again. This time it came caustic and 
casual. “I know he knows. I told you: no backbone.” 

I leaned forward, the chair legs creaking under my 
weight. I wanted to be sure she saw my eyes clearly 
for the next part.  

“Your husband won’t leave you because there’s 
honor in him. Honor for your child. For your marriage. 
Even, by every deafened god, for you.” I paused. 
“There’s a small bit of foolishness in that. But I respect 
the last hell out of him for it—” 

“Fine,” she blurted, “then you marry him.” 
I held my tongue a moment. Smiled. “I also won’t let 

his shame go on.” 
The woman opened her mouth to argue back, but 

said nothing. Her eyes slid to my long knives. Worry 
furrowed her brow. 

To settle her nerves, she took several long pulls on 
her tobacco. Her eye caught something on a short 
chest of drawers. “There,” she pointed, “I have 
bladders and sheaths for them all. Every last one of 
them. Their choice if they wear them or not.” 

I nodded. “Like this last fellow, right?” 
“Yes, that’s right. And this one,” she wagged a 

finger at the door, “skittish he was. Wore both.” 
I stared at her a long moment before saying, “I 

know.” 
This time, her brow positively tied itself in knots.  
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I sat back, crossing my legs again, examining my 
bootlaces, as I explained, “The bladder was protection 
from the sheath. You see, that batch of linen sheaths 
there,” I pointed to the chest, “has been soaked with a 
tincture of monkshood and belladonna.” 

Confusion spread on her face. “Linen sheaths are 
dipped in salt and herbs—”  

“Not this time,” I said. 
Another long silence stretched between us. We 

stared at one another. The woman raised a hand to her 
throat, sucking a lungful of air as if it was getting hard 
to breathe. 

“I added the belladonna for irony,” I explained. 
“Monkshood would have been enough.” 

“You bastard!” 
I shook my head. “Who am I kidding, the whole 

thing was ironic.” 
She looked past me to the door, as if to escape, or 

maybe with hate for the man who’d just left her bed. 
Then she lunged at me, fingernails angling for my 
eyes. I slipped to the side, and watched as she fell half 
out of her bed. She couldn’t gather enough air to push 
herself back up. I obliged, setting her again on her 
pillow, and pulling the coverlet up. 

“There, feeling better?” I asked. 
She gulped for air like a banked carp. Anger and 

despair mingled in her eyes. 
“I’ll take that as a gracious farewell, then.” I stood 

up, turned down the lamp to nothing, and slipped from 
the room as quiet as a prayer. 

* * * 
Murar was nodding. “More poetic than I might have 
done,” he observed. 

Jak looked back over the irrigation ditch and its 
several turns between here and the river. “It doesn’t 
hurt for the one who’s dying to be reminded of her part 
in it, does it?” 
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The story had eaten up the rest of the day, the sun 
now half below the western hilltop. Shadows were 
claiming the valley. 

“Let’s be done for the day,” Murar suggested. 
“Light’s mostly gone anyway.” 

Jak nodded and picked up his shovel, heading for 
his field-hand shack. He could feel Murar’s eyes 
following him. But he left that alone. No harm in it. 

When he got back to the ditch the next morning, 
Murar was already at work. The sun hadn’t risen yet, 
but there were shadows around the man’s eyes. He 
hadn’t slept.  

Before Jak had scooped a single bit of dirt, Murar 
asked, “The Dannire, they work for the Church of 
Reconciliation, don’t they?” 

Jak broke ground a few strides ahead of the ditch, 
working the furrow back toward Murar. “Common 
mistake,” he said. 

“Another church?” Murar pressed. 
“Dannire work for themselves,” Jak explained. “But 

I understand the confusion. Reconciliationists call on 
the Dannire when things go bad. And I suppose our 
relative interests share more in common than most 
groups.” 

“I suspect they pay handsomely.” Murar grinned, 
his lower lip protruding as it did when money was 
mentioned. 

Jak laughed as he threw a shovelful of dirt. “Dannire 
don’t kill for pay. You might have just asked me if that 
rumor was true, rather than back into it with a clumsy 
comment.” 

Murar lowered his eyes to his work for several long 
moments. He kept shoveling as he asked, “How do you 
come by coin, then?” 

Jak’s laugh came easier this time. “We dig ditches.” 
The answer relaxed Murar, who chuckled as the 

two men connected their work to lengthen the irrigation 
trench. 
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When they paused for their first break, resting their 
shoulders and backs, Jak broke the silence. 
“Occasionally, even a Reconciliationist needs to be 
corrected.” 

“You call them ‘corrections?’” Murar wiped sweat 
from his face with a dirty hand. The smear of dirt made 
his smile seem clownish. 

“You can have influence when you kill,” Jak 
explained. “Even if you’re doing it for coin, the death 
can have effect beyond your contract.” 

“You mean mourners?” Murar asked. 
“Not exactly.” Jak began again to dig, as he 

explained... 
* * * 

I finished putting on the last bit of my disguise, then 
turned into the city square where thousands had 
gathered for the beheading. 

I’ve always found the mix of emotions at these 
things interesting. Some folk are somber. Some 
prayerful. Some nervous. And there are always a few 
who seem eager. It’s as though they would wield the 
ax themselves, given a chance. Made me think of 
wolves with the scent of blood in their noses. They bare 
their teeth, lower their heads. And follow.  

I wound through the crowd, no hood. Hoods invite 
attention. Stupid thing for a killer. As I neared the 
platform, I heard the blackcoat giving a sermon. This 
one was a Reconciliationist. I knew him well enough.  

“It grieves me that it comes to this,” Asedia, the 
blackcoat, was saying. “But my commitment to you all 
is that even our own prelacy is not above our law.” 

On the platform before a wood block knelt another 
blackcoat, bound at the wrists. Marcus Chadburn was 
his name. A good man. Perhaps a bit dim, but that’s no 
sin. An executioner with a double-bladed ax stood at 
the rear of the platform, waiting. 

“Idleness,” Asedia explained. “Idleness that made 
him unresponsive to your needs. And while he was 
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idle, spending his time at the supper table. For hours. 
Dining well from collected tithes. Growing fat on your 
labors.” 

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Asedia’s gut couldn’t be 
harnessed by a belt—he wore his sash above his 
mighty belly. And by that time I was at the front of the 
crowd, a few strides from it all. 

“You find this humorous?” Asedia asked, looking 
down at me. 

I wanted to say, Not humorous. Hypocritical. But I 
held my tongue. I had a different purpose here today. 
And instead, I mounted the platform stairs and stood 
facing Asedia. 

“If you’re going to plead for Marcus’ release, you’re 
too late.” Asedia spoke less to me than to the crowd. 
“We presented it all to a temple jury. The sentence is 
final.” 

“No pleading,” I said. 
The truth was, Marcus was innocent. I’d been at the 

Cathedral for the jury. I’d followed up on the evidence 
presented to convict him. I’d trailed every person 
associated with the whole damned affair for weeks. I 
had evidence of my own. There was idleness and 
appetite aplenty. But it belonged to Asedia, not 
Marcus.  

When the rumors grew loud enough that the Prelate 
herself was hearing them, Asedia needed a goat. 
Someone to pin the rumors to. There were things not 
getting done. Needs not being met. Storehouses 
running low. The work of the prelacy languished. And 
who better to pin all that to than one too slow to really 
defend himself? One who might just believe the 
charges because, while he wanted nothing but to help, 
he also knew he was slow, and so might not think 
himself worthy of his place among the others. 

Marcus had given himself to this, thinking his 
sacrifice might set things right. I knew it, because I’d 
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visited the man the night before. Took a final 
confession, of sorts. 

I turned to the crowd of wolves. “Take a good look 
at us,” I called out. “You’ve come here to see blood. 
Justice, you think. And this man uses words to make 
you feel justified in your bloodlust.” 

Asedia reached out to try and silence me. I caught 
his hand and squeezed until he grimaced and ripped 
his hand away. 

But the fat prelate wasn’t done. “None of us is eager 
for blood,” he countered, appealing to the wolves. “But 
if we, your servants, are not accountable to you, then 
who are we accountable to?” 

Our deafened gods? I thought. 
“I challenge you,” I cried out, pacing the front of the 

platform, glaring at the crowd. “Go back to your homes. 
We’ll see justice done, and you can be sure of it.” 

I knew none would leave.  
Silence and stillness fell over the square. Far off, a 

dog barked, the echo haunting, like an omen. Not that 
I believed in such things, but the timing couldn’t have 
been better. I might almost have thought that Asedia 
had it planned. 

“You see,” the fat prelate whispered at my side. 
“Accountability must sometimes be witnessed. This is 
not a bad thing. I commend you for your attempt. It 
sickens me, too, that we delight so in blood. But I’m 
afraid it’s not to be avoided.” 

The fat prelate’s look of shared concern was what 
sickened me. I couldn’t stand it a moment more. I 
nodded as though agreeing with Asedia—so as not to 
alarm him—and stepped behind him on my way from 
the platform. 

This would take some concentration.  
I stopped directly behind the fat man, put a foot 

around in front of his right boot, and pushed hard 
enough to trip him forward. I followed fast, in case he 
didn’t go down. He did, stumbling on his hands and 
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knees into the block. In one swift motion, I ripped the 
ax from the executioner’s grip and took Asedia’s head 
off.  

I didn’t need the backstop of the wood to do it, 
either. My stroke was strong and clean. Asedia’s 
immense form slumped forward and rolled off the 
platform to the ground. His head tumbled and landed 
near Marcus’s knees.  

Gasps and howls and angry shouts erupted from 
the crowd. A few swords were raised. A chase would 
fast ensue. I gave Marcus a nod. Then I leapt from the 
back of the platform and raced up a rear alley. I had 
my escape route planned. And really, most the city folk 
are pretty slow on their feet. 

* * * 
“You killed a Reconciliationist blackcoat?” Murar 
asked, incredulity in his eyes. 

“Dannire share common ground with clergy, but 
we’re not slavish to them. Though, I’d say they’re 
closer than the rest. On right ways, I mean.” Jak pried 
a large rock loose from the soil and rolled it out of the 
ditch.  

“Killers are all slavish to something. If it isn’t coin, 
it’s usually the thrill of it.” Murar stood bent over, his 
eyes fixed on Jak’s face. “What was it for you?” 

Jak straightened, stretching his back. “The right 
kill,” he answered. After a long moment, he added, 
“Avoiding the wrong kill.” 

“Doesn’t sound like the Dannire do work for hire?” 
Murar stood up, too, joining Jak in an unspoken break 
from their digging. 

“Aside from ditches, you mean.” Jak smiled. He 
really was enjoying the hard labor.  

Murar waited. He clearly wanted a response. 
Summarizing a killing way of life seemed trite, but 

Jak settled on, “Dannire try to make things right. For 
wrongs.” 
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“Wrongs?” Murar asked. “And who decides these 
wrongs?” 

“Some are big wrongs,” Jak explained, “things you 
or I might hear about because they have broad 
implications.” He paused a long moment. “Some 
wrongs... no one hears about. They’re quiet wrongs. 
Made in small rooms or far places. Some of these... we 
answer.” He let his smile return. “When we’re not 
digging ditches.” 

Murar squinted, as a man does when he thinks. “But 
who do the Dannire answer to, then?” 

“Ah, I see,” Jak said, nodding to the apparent need 
his employer had to understand the flow of authority. 
“Let me answer with a question: When you were killing, 
why did you cloak your movements, hide your identity, 
kill at night?” 

“The strong law,” Murar said, as if it should be 
obvious. “Assassination is a death-crime.” 

“Precisely,” Jak agreed. “But Dannire don’t regard 
the authority of men. I don’t mean we ignore it. Though 
we do. It simply doesn’t enter into our plans. I guess 
you’d say it’s not a caution for us. And, if I may say so, 
civil guards—even army guards—pose little threat to a 
Dannire. We train... differently.” 

Murar was visibly struggling with such loose 
constraints. “But if you observe even a titch of 
Reconciliationist doctrine, you’re accountable—”  

Jak held up his hand. “That’s what I’m telling you: 
We’re not accountable. Probably because we don’t 
seek any reward. Not here in this life. And not in any 
life that might follow it.” He thought for several 
moments, then added, “There’s a unique liberation 
when you don’t regard the law, or even heaven, and 
only look after the right kill. Gives a man some 
sanction. A kind of peace.” 

The sun suddenly felt heavy. The broad yard close. 
On a sunny day, talking of death. Of Dannire killers. 
They were the unknowable threat. What little was said 
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of them was misspoken. They were often called holy 
nightmares. The real nightmare, Jak thought, was that 
the Dannire were needed at all.  

Murar’s expression had paled. “That’s what I’ve 
heard. That you kill in peace.” 

“Not apathy,” Jak clarified. “Assurance. Big 
difference.” Then he smiled to lighten the mood. 
Conversationally, he asked, “What about you?” 

“I’m too old for skulking down alleys.” Murar looked 
out over the beet field they were preparing. “I plant 
now.” 

“I think we’re past lies,” Jak said, driving his shovel 
back into the dry earth. “I’ve been here long enough to 
know beets aren’t good business.” 

Murar gave his easiest laugh yet. “You have me. I 
don’t skulk myself. But I have a crew. Several, actually. 
You don’t live as long as I have in this trade without 
some wit. When the reflexes go, wit remains.” 

Jak nodded, smiling. “That was my guess. And 
beets are your cover.” 

“I just happen to like beets.” Murar licked his 
extended lower lip, signaling his penchant for the red 
vegetable. Then his eyes grew distant. “My son liked 
beets, too.” 

Jak held the silence that followed. 
“Wish that boy would come home,” Murar finally 

said. “I miss him.” He looked over at Jak. “But he was 
getting to an age. Boys have to starting playing at 
manhood, don’t they?” 

Jak left that unanswered. 
Just then, a squeal of delight rose from the house. 

Murar’s daughter, Cheyn shot through the door on a 
dead run for him. Becka, his wife, came smiling after 
her. Each carried a tall glass of something cold.  

Cheyn spilled close to half getting it to Murar, who 
wrapped her in a smothering hug, spilling another good 
bit of it. She laughed into his neck. Becka arrived, and 
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handed Jak a glass. He drank. Cool and with a plum 
tang. He finished it off and handed back the glass.  

“You make this?” Murar asked his little one. 
“Yes. By myself,” Cheyn answered in a proud voice. 
“Well, let me have a taste, then.” Murar drank his 

half-a-glass down, and smacked his large lower lip 
against his teeth. “Best drink I ever had.” He winked at 
Cheyn. 

The girl laughed. “You promised to play knots with 
me tonight.” 

“I haven’t forgotten.” Murar handed her his empty 
glass. “Now, you better let me get back to work, so I 
can keep that promise.” 

The girl nodded and hurried back to the house, as 
if doing so would hasten her father’s return, too. Becka 
smiled at Jak and Murar and followed her daughter to 
the house.  

Murar watched until the door had closed, an 
unmistakable fondness in his eyes. A simple, pleasant 
smile hung on his lips. With satisfaction lingering in his 
face, he bent back to their ditch. 

They worked companionably until the end of day, 
Jak again retiring to his shack with his shovel, Murar 
heading up to the house with a bit of spirit in his step. 

The following morning, Jak dammed up the ditch 
near its end with a pile of fieldstones. He then broke 
the dam at the riverbank. Water moved down their 
trench. Worked perfectly. Satisfaction filled him. Not 
only did it feel good to exercise new muscles, but 
seeing the fruit of his labors had palpable rewards.  

As Murar arrived, crunching over dry ground in his 
boots, he raised a hand toward the flowing water. “Hey, 
hey. Works like a charm. You’ve a future in ditches.” 

Jak smiled as he traced the water’s course all the 
way back to the small river.  

“We were talking about accountability yesterday,” 
Murar said, picking up their conversation of the day 
before. 
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“I was telling you Dannire are not.” Jak swished the 
water with his shovel. 

“Fair enough,” Murar conceded, “but then how does 
the kill process begin? Who names the mark?” 

“That’s where our ties with Reconciliation come 
from,” Jak explained. “They’re good about letting us 
know when we’re needed. But,” he said, looking Murar 
in the eye, “we often find those needs ourselves.” 

“Judge and executioner,” Murar quipped. “Nice.” 
“Well, not always,” Jak said. “And since we’re 

talking about accountability, let me tell you about the 
time—”  

* * * 
I took a meeting with a money lender. Ponderously big 
man. He wore his success in layers of fat, just as he 
did layers of fine cloth. Immaculate dresser. I 
understood it wasn’t always that way with him, but that 
in his later years he expanded beyond lending. Started 
taking deposits. A banker, then, but not one on the 
finance ministry’s roll. No taxes, you see. A man who 
doesn’t pay taxes can afford to be fat. To have his skin 
brushed by Su’winde cotton. 

“You wish to borrow?” Wilem Beattie, the corpulent 
lender asked. 

I didn’t immediately answer, and strolled deeper 
into the man’s office. I stopped beside the leather chair 
opposite Beattie. “I’d like to make a deposit. Establish 
some credit. With interest.” 

Beattie sat back in his own deep-back chair and 
templed his fingers in thoughtful consideration. “I see. 
And you’d like it kept off the public record of depositors 
maintained by ministry banks.” The man gave a 
knowing smile. 

“Naturally,” I replied, and sat. “But then ministry 
banks have the protection of the city and her army. 
How will you keep my money safe?” 

The fat man laughed. “Ah, but telling you makes it 
immediately less safe. Do you see?” 
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I smiled. I already knew how the man safeguarded 
his money. “Then you don’t trust me.” 

“And you should be glad of it,” he said, his jowls 
rolling into warm smiles. “Lending money isn’t a 
trusting trade. And taking deposits even less so. Makes 
a target of a man. My only protection against theft is 
that only I know where I keep my vaults.” Beattie sat 
forward, more business-like, shuffling a few papers on 
his desk. “I’ll turn you three percent. Low risk, as I make 
good investments. But still some risk. Are we made?” 

I sat a moment, waiting for him to look up at me. 
“What’s your lending rate?” 

“You want to borrow, too?” he asked, sounding 
confused.  

“Your rate?” I repeated. 
“I see. You want a sense of my solvency. Very well. 

Thirty percent.” He grinned as he spoke the number. 
I nodded. I knew all this already, too. I simply 

wanted it at the top of his mind. “And how many of your 
borrowers default? Not able to pay?” 

“Half,” he stated. “More in winter. The collateral I 
keep in a number of warehouses around the city. 
Auctions turn the goods back to me in coin at roughly 
a 42% net gain. Now,” he said, losing his patience, “is 
that enough information for you? I don’t mind, to a 
point, since I have my own protections.” 

I knew about his hired guard. This may be the first 
time he was seeing me, but I’d been his shadow for 
weeks. That was the part I really enjoyed. Every time. 
The preparation. The patient collection of necessary 
information to bring a kill off in a satisfying way. Knives 
placed quickly in throats had their place. And I had 
done my share. But it was lazy. Not purposeful. And a 
powerful kill, one that resonated, one that did more 
than put out a life, it deserved careful thought. There 
wasn’t always time for it. But where there was—like 
now—it was the only way. 
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“What happens when a borrower hasn’t enough 
collateral for the money they need?” I asked. It was 
another leading question. I knew what happened, I just 
didn’t know how. Though, I had my suspicions. 

Beattie got quiet. His eyes flicked to the window, 
then to the depths of the office behind me. Finally, he 
steadied his gaze, and folded his hands on his desk. 

“People who borrow come in two stripes. The first 
are gamblers who need to cover a debt. I never lend to 
them. The second are parents who are in a state 
because they have mouths to feed. Hard working lot. 
Most believe Reconciliationist tales of gracious gods. 
Which is to say, they believe their luck will change. So, 
with a bit of a nudge, many will agree to my suggestion 
to indenture themselves, even their small ones, should 
it come to that.” 

I kept the disgust off my face. Also, the desire to kill 
him now. Myself. A knife through his teeth. 

His smile spread over his face like a slow blossom. 
“Do you see? The borrower, himself, becomes the 
collateral. Or, as I say, his family. I have a rate sheet 
based on age, sex, and current market value.” 

By now, I knew Beattie had a percentage for 
everything. “How many of these indentured borrowers 
ever earn back their freedom?” 

The following silence was deafening. It was the first 
question the man didn’t answer.  

“But you’re depositing,” Beattie finally said, sitting 
back in his chair. “Would you like now to know the 
nature of those who deposit? Or can you summarize 
from the fact that I’m not a ministry bank? And that you, 
yourself, are requesting deposit?” His smile turned 
arrogant. 

That would be enough. I smiled in return, giving it a 
menace that Beattie couldn’t escape. 

“What?” the man said. 
“Two guards on the opposite side of every street 

that runs adjacent this building,” I began. 
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Beattie sat forward, his brow furrowing deep. 
“Four men on the roof, one at every corner.” I began 

to examine my nails casually as I continued.  
“You bastard.” The money lender began reaching 

beneath his desk for a weapon. I let him. This wasn’t 
my fight. 

“Six on the main floor,” I continued. “Two more on 
every floor, near the stairs. Another at the door to this 
office. Several more that roam. And none of them louts. 
They keep to the shadows. They look like normal folk.” 

“I won’t tell you where my vaults are.” Beattie smiled 
wide, and drew out the weapon he’d been reaching for.  

It wasn’t an ornamental knife. Or a crossbow gun. 
Instead, he held what looked like a silver hemisphere, 
about the size of a small melon. Around its edge ran a 
frame of engraved faces, though it appeared 
unfinished. Room for more faces. 

“You mean to buy me off?” I asked, pretending I 
didn’t know what he held. Of course I did, weeks of 
surveillance had revealed this article. I knew it’s uses, 
too. 

“Of course not,” Beattie said with a mockingly 
wounded voice. “No, this fine little item is called a 
‘mazieur,’ tooled in Mason Dimn. See here.” He 
pointed to one of the faces in the frame around the 
reflective half globe. “This is Silas Copern. Another 
money lender hereabouts. He thought it might be good 
to eliminate the competition. We could have gotten into 
a war about it. Lots of hirelings. Lots of death. But that’s 
a waste of good money, don’t you think?” 

“Obviously,” I agreed. 
“So, I take a meeting with him on the pretense of 

ceding my stake. As a token of good faith, I offer him 
this.” Beattie raised the item. “When he looks into the 
polished surface, his intent to eliminate me is captured. 
Taken. His desire to kill me is literally stolen, and 
moved in form to this decorative frame. Lovely, don’t 
you think?” 
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Mazieurs were enormously rare. They could pluck 
a man’s harmful purpose and seal it in the metal.  

Then I smiled again, and sat forward, staring into 
the mirror of it. Beattie’s sense of triumph faltered when 
my face didn’t materialize in the frame. He spun the 
mazieur around, searching for my likeness at the edge 
of the hemisphere.  

“I don’t understand,” he mumbled. 
To which I leaned forward and knocked on the front 

of his desk, as I might for admittance to an office. 
A moment later, no less than thirty of Beattie’s 

borrowers streamed into the room. They came forward, 
crowding around us. Some carried cudgels. Some 
kitchen knives. One woman had a nasty set of iron 
knuckles that looked natural on her hand. Two men 
held heavy chains with sharp twists of metal woven 
through the endmost loops.  

“You see, it’s not me who intends to kill you.” I 
stood, readying to leave. 

“I’ll forgive all their debts,” Beattie rushed to say. 
“Please, don’t leave me alone with them. And for you, 
anything you want. Name it.” 

I’ve never been one to salt a wound. And I didn’t 
need to gild the moment with anything poignant. I 
simply offered the man a sad smile and left. 

I wasn’t far beyond the door when the screams 
started. 

* * * 
“Interesting approach,” Murar said. He appeared 
genuine. “And again, poetic.” 

“If by poetic you mean apropos, then yes.” Jak 
removed a shovelful of dirt from the ditch. 

“And of course, the odds were in your favor,” Murar 
observed. “A gang to take out one.” 

Jak stopped digging, hearing something in his 
employer’s words. He studied the man’s eyes for 
several long moments. Then, on the hot spring air, rose 
the sound of many pairs of feet crossing the broad 
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yard. One of Murar’s crews. Come to remove the threat 
of a middle-aged Dannire given to ditch digging. 

Jak nodded. “I knew you’d call them in. No matter 
my assurances, you had to assume poor intent on my 
part.” 

“You don’t get to be our age in this trade without 
making some assumptions,” Murar agreed. “I like 
beets, but I also run a set of successful kill crews. You 
like digging ditches, but I doubt it’s all you do.” 

Jak took several long breaths, readying himself. 
“Will you find this poetic, too?” he asked with a smile. 

“Nah. Prudent, more like.” He took several steps 
back. 

Jak turned a slow circle. Six men were converging 
on him from different directions. Two walked right over 
the field he’d tilled up a few days prior. Footprints 
marred his neat rows. Asses. 

It appeared they’d do this brute style. Murar could 
have poisoned him with a fresh, cool drink during one 
of their many digging breaks. Or surprised him in his 
sleep. Or use archers. Instead, it looked like Murar 
wanted a demonstration of the legendary Dannire 
fighting techniques.  

Jak looked down at his shovel. Maybe it would be 
poetic, after all. 

The first man hastened his step, then came in low 
and balanced, knives raised. He simply misjudged both 
the length of the shovel and the speed with which Jak 
could thrust it. The blade lodged itself in the man’s 
throat with much the same sound as it did going into 
dry dirt. 

He fell back, gripping his neck.  
Another man used the distraction to come at Jak’s 

back. His steps were silent. But Jak felt the change in 
proximity—a resonance fighting technique—and 
whipped the shovel around, arcing low. He took the 
man in the ankle, the shovel steel clanging brightly. 
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The man stumbled, but got his balance and came up 
with a swift stab at Jak’s belly. 

The tip of the knife caught Jak’s loose shirt. But 
before the blade found his skin, he thrust up with the 
shovel handle and knocked the man’s hand away. He 
kicked his attacker in the tender parts. And without 
dropping his leg, kicked again, higher, into the man’s 
nose. A wet, shattering sound spoke of crushed 
cartilage. Blood spattered across the dry ground. The 
man stepped back. His eyes glazed. He fell. 

“Quite the showing so far,” Murar said. He sounded 
like a man at a cattle auction.  

No matter. 
This time, two came at once, trying to divide Jak’s 

attention. The one on the left threw a short knife to 
push Jak out of his stance so that the other could dart 
in. Gauging the angle, Jak bobbed back. The knife 
sailed past his chest.  

The second man still came at him, his attack timed. 
Dual swords, short and quick, sliced in at him. Another 
thrust of his shovel, and Jak put the blade into the 
man’s belly, using the other’s momentum to drive it 
deep. The attacker slumped before him, a confused 
look on his face. 

Then something bit Jak’s rear thigh. He looked 
down and saw a knife buried in the flesh of his leg. One 
of Murar’s crew had sized the situation and stopped to 
hurl knives from ten paces back. The man raised his 
arm, preparing to throw again. 

Jak dropped the shovel, pulled the knife free, and 
darted toward the thrower. He’d thought coming at the 
man would startle him. But this killer was older. 
Seasoned. His arm came forward, his eyes steady. 

Jak dove into a forward roll, the knife whistling just 
over his head. After a single turn, he shot up from the 
ground and buried the knife in this one’s chest. He felt 
it glance off a bone, plunging between two ribs into the 
man’s inner organs.  
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Assuming the others would follow suit—throwing or 
shooting rather than fight him by hand—Jak whirled. 
He’d have to close the distance again. Fast. 

No need. The last two had followed after him. One 
had picked up Jak’s shovel. The first tackled him, 
driving him over the dead body of his fellow. They went 
down on the hard-packed yard. This man had to be a 
grappler. He maneuvered his body in a series of 
choreographed positions, leveraging his weight to try 
and pin Jak. 

Jak wasn’t new to ground forms. But this fellow 
seemed to have made a deeper study of it. He 
managed to get behind Jak, wrapping his legs around 
Jak’s waist. The man then pulled his arm up around 
Jak’s neck, and cinched it tight. Jak struggled to 
breath. The last man sauntered up and began raising 
the shovel. Seemed he wanted to put it into Jak’s body, 
as Jak had done his mates. 

Jak kicked up, deflecting the attack. He then 
hooked his boot around the shovel blade and twisted 
the tool from the man’s grip. He reached up and 
grabbed the shovel, gripping it with both hands part 
way up the shaft. Then he pulled it down hard at his 
own face, bobbing aside at the last moment. The sharp 
edge caught his choker in the mouth, shattering his 
teeth. 

The other’s stranglehold loosened. Jak tore himself 
free. He slammed the heavy, metal end of the shovel 
down on the grappler’s chest. The cracking of ribs 
echoed across the yard. 

The last killer stood several strides away, breathing 
hard. He held a knife and sword. His eyes began to 
glint. He wasn’t giving up. 

The man took two steps and threw the knife with 
great speed and precision. Jak held up the shovel. The 
steel spade clanged loud, like a church bell. But 
brighter. 
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“Send him away,” Jak said to Murar. “No need to 
lose one more.” 

“You want a real weapon?” Murar asked. “Erik there 
has twenty years of training with a blade.” 

Jak sighed. “Nah, the shovel will do.” 
Erik circled in, keeping a low stance. When he’d 

gotten close, he feinted in, trying to draw Jak out. Jak 
didn’t flinch. He simply kept his shoulders square to the 
man, the shovel held loosely in his hands.  

Erik struck. Jak parried with the shovel handle.  
Erik whirled, mixing the angles. Jak stepped back. 
Erik swiped, then lunged, trying to catch Jak on the 

weak side. Jak twirled the shovel, deflecting the clever 
attack. 

On they went, Jak measuring every move. Until 
finally, Jak faked a strike with the blade end of the 
shovel. Erik took the bait, moved to defend. Jak pivoted 
the shovel and slammed the hand-burnished end 
against the man’s temple.  

Stunned, Erik sank to his knees. Jak took the 
fellow’s sword from his limp fingers and slowly pushed 
it through his heart. He left it there, and walked back to 
Murar with his shovel. 

They stared at one another for many moments.  
Jak finally spoke. “Two men can’t irrigate a field 

together if there’s no trust between them.” 
Murar laughed. “You’re handy with a shovel. They 

teach that to all Dannire?” 
“We all have aptitudes, I guess,” Jak said, bridging 

to the last story he meant to tell his employer. “Trick is 
nurturing the right ones, don’t you think?” 

“You’re not talking about farming,” Murar said. 
“One time—”  

* * * 
I met a teenage kid in an alley gang. The kind of thing 
that for some kids became the classroom for crew 
work. Cutter work. Young ones who run in alley packs 
fell into different adulthoods. Some got the delinquency 
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out of their blood and went on to respectable trades, 
had families. Some decided theft and larceny were the 
way. Some never made it out of the alleys. A fair 
portion died there. And some. Some chose killing. Or, 
as I suspected, killing was already in them.  

I stood in the shadows of a tall building watching 
five teenage boys, a prowler gang, holding a court of 
their own in a cobbled courtyard. I’d learned their 
leader’s name was Aron. 

“You squawked on Pete,” Aron was saying. “We 
can’t have that, Myer, even if it was your da’s place. 
Hells, we didn’t take much anyways.” 

“Da knew,” Myer argued. “If I hadn’t given him a 
name, we’d all be done. One name and he can get it 
back through the courts. Pete’s family will have to 
make it good. But what’s that to us?” 

“We’re family,” Aron said. “The five of us. You 
squawk on one, you hurt us all.” 

“That’s crap. Pete won’t even do locks time. He’s 
fifteen. Mischief they’ll call it.” Myer made as if to leave. 

“Hold him,” Aron ordered with a cold, even tone. 
The two boys who hadn’t spoken yet stepped into 

Myer’s path. The nook where they all stood served as 
a receiving area at the back of a couple of warehouses 
at the edge of the working district. One narrow alley 
served the courtyard, and it ran a hundred strides to 
the street. They were alone. 

“I want out,” Myer said. 
“We’re not done talking,” Aron replied.  
“No, I mean out of the gang. This is getting stupid. 

We run around in a little pack like dogs. We fight other 
little packs.” Myer looked at Pete. “And we steal from 
our families. Sooner or later the strong law is going to 
catch us, and we’re going to spend real time in the 
locks.” He paused. “Not me.” 

“We all took an oath.” Aron turned to face the 
dissenter. “You don’t break an oath.” 
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Myer crossed slowly to the gang leader, staring him 
down. He was actually taller and broader than Aron.  

“I’m leaving.” His voice held clear threat. “You going 
to stop me?” 

Aron wasn’t a specimen of a youth. He had a bit of 
a gut, and while he had broad shoulders, they were 
slopes. Not working shoulders. He had the beginnings 
of jowls, too. And by the look of it, he’d wind up bald.  

“We,” Aron answered. 
“We?” Myer squinted in confusion. 
Aron gestured, and the three other boys closed on 

Myer, binding his hands behind his back. Aaron 
sauntered to a crate at one side of the small courtyard 
and picked up a rope. He tossed it up over a narrow 
walkway that traversed the alley between rooftops. He 
motioned again, and the boys manhandled Myer to 
Aron’s side. 

“If this is some kind of test…” Myer’s voice 
trembled. 

“Pete might do some lock time,” Aron began to 
explain. “It won’t be long. And it’ll be meant to scare 
him. But he shouldn’t even have to worry about it. And 
you”—he shoved a finger in Myer’s face—“have 
proven you can’t be trusted. This time it was a few 
stolen goods. Skiller grift we turned for coin to buy a 
few nights with sheet-women and meals on Marcel 
Row. But what happens when it’s for real. When we put 
a turn on a ministry bank or a merchant off the hill?” 

A long silence hung in the little courtyard. 
Aron drew close to Myer, speaking softly. “You 

hang for that if you’re caught, Myer. You hang.” 
Myer pled, “Don’t do this, Aron. I’m sorry. It won’t 

happen again. I swear it.” 
“But you swore before, remember.” Aron tied a 

noose in the end of the rope. “You broke your oath. 
Now, I have just one question for you.” 

Myer struggled, trying to break free. The boys 
knocked him to the ground. 
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Aron hunkered down, like a father wanting his son 
to fully understand his question. “Do you want to fall? 
Have your neck snap? Die fast? Or, we can ease you 
up, and you’ll gradually pass out. Go to sleep... for 
good.” 

Myer shook his head. “My da will know who did it. 
He’ll send the strong law. You’ll all be sent to the locks.” 

Aron clucked his tongue in a reproving manner. 
“You notice Gus isn’t here. He’s waiting on my signal 
to alert the city watch that the dockside gang has hung 
you. That he saw them do it. In retaliation for beating 
their drippy asses a few days ago.” 

A look of horror stole over Myer’s face.  
“Now. Again,” Aaron said, with a patient smile, “Fall, 

or sleep?” 
“Please,” Myer whispered. He began to sob. 
Aron shook his head. “Sleep is for cowards. So, 

we’ll go that way.” 
The gang leader fastened the noose around Myer’s 

neck, tightened it up, and walked to a stack of crates. 
He climbed up, pulled the rope tight, then gracefully 
stepped off. His far greater weight pulled Myer up. The 
boy dangled a boot’s length from the ground. Aron tied 
the rope off to a horse hitch and came around in front 
of the dying kid. 

Myer kicked. Began to sway a little. His face 
darkened, even in the shades of night. He fought for 
breath. Minutes passed. The boy cried silent tears. And 
then he stopped moving, though his body still swung in 
slow arcs. 

The alley gang said nothing and began to move 
toward the street. I stepped out, culling Aron from the 
rest. 

“You boys go home,” I said. For good measure, I 
nicked one with my knife. 

The boys scattered down the alley. They’d think 
twice about bringing help, given what they’d just done. 
What Aron had done. 
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“What in all hells do you want,” Aron said, raising a 
defiant chin. 

“First kill?” I asked. 
He didn’t answer, which meant yes. 
“How’s that feel? To kill someone?” I waited, but I 

could see it already on his face. 
“Just something that had to be done,” Aron said with 

a smirk. “He put us at risk. Can’t have that.” 
“Then killing is justified if the one you’re killing puts 

others at risk.” I smiled, too. 
The boy gave me an insolent look. “You threatening 

me?” 
“No, son, I think I’m asking you a question.” 
“Yeah, and what’s that?” The kid widened his 

stance, the way killers do when they sense conflict. 
“Just this.” I leaned close, so that he could see me 

plain and whispered. “Fall, or sleep?” 
* * * 

“You killed a kid, then,” Murar said matter-of-factly. 
Jak looked out at the beet field they were preparing. 

“It’s like beets,” he said. “You have to thin them before 
they overgrow. Take out a few.” 

“Even I don’t take contracts on the young.” Murar 
looked a bit sanctimonious. 

“You’re a model of ethics,” Jak said. Then he added 
the simple fact of it. “I stopped a lifetime of wrong kills.” 

“How do you know?” Murar asked. “Maybe the kid 
would have changed.” 

Jak considered the question. It wasn’t that he took 
delight in killing. Not a kid. Not anyone. But it didn’t 
torture him, either. It had to do with how they taught 
him. The ones who put him on this path. The Dannire 
way. The things that were taken from him to be sure he 
wasn’t vulnerable. It all gave him a very clear sense of 
killing. Of killers. He’d learned their resonances. Which 
wasn’t something he could explain even to other 
cutters. Not because of its secrets. But because they 
just couldn’t understand.  
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Jak shook his head. “Shall we bury your crew?” 
Murar look around at his dead assassins. “Are you 

here to kill me?” 
Jak shared a long look with his employer. “I was 

sent to kill a man once. A farmer like you. He’d been a 
cutter. A good one. Successful is what I mean. He had 
a lot of blood on his hands. And by law should die. 
Even blackcoats would have cited ‘justifiable 
vengeance.’”  

Jak paused, remembering his aim drawn down on 
the farmer, who’d been with his son, plowing in a field 
not too different from the one he stood next to now. He 
could have released his arrow, killed the killer. No one 
would have spoken ill of it. Not even if he’d dropped the 
man next to his boy.  

Jak didn’t do it. 
“Did he squeal for mercy?” Murar asked. 
Jak turned to Murar, drawn from the past. “He’d left 

the killing behind. Started a family.” 
Murar laughed. “A woman’s heart beats in your 

Dannire chest. You let him live.” 
“I think you’re missing the point.” Jak decided it was 

time. 
“Enlighten me,” Murar said with a foppish bow. 
“Your men.” He pointed around at the crew he’d 

dispatched with his shovel. “Young. Like to wear 
hoods. Like to wear scolding expressions. They kill all 
right. But they don’t take life.” 

“You’re a philosopher now.” Murar shook his head. 
“Let’s get back to our digging.” 

Jak lifted his shovel high above his head. A signal. 
Then he put his back into it, and started to extend the 
irrigation ditch. Murar worked beside him. 

As they removed more earth, Jak continued. “I 
should make my stories complete.” 

Murar grunted. 
“The blackcoat I told you I killed...”  
“Yeah.” 
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“When I did it, the disguise I wore was you.” Jak felt 
Murar’s eyes on him. He kept on. “You should know 
I’m excellent with disguises. Everyone in that square. 
A few thousand at least. They saw you kill their 
prelate.” 

Murar stopped digging. “What? Why?” He paused. 
“When?” 

“A few months back,” Jak said, still working at the 
ditch. “You’re a day’s ride from the city. And as a 
practice, you don’t go there. You run your crews from 
here. But I wouldn’t give a thin plug for your reputation 
there. Or anywhere in all of Maerde, for that matter. 
Hells, anyplace you can find a Reconciliationist. Your 
face has been posted far and wide. You’re a wanted 
man.” 

“You son of a whore,” Murar seethed. His hands 
tightened on his shovel handle. “You said the blackcoat 
was corrupt.” 

“Oh, he was. But the people who saw you kill him 
don’t know that.” Jak stood up, looking into Murar’s 
angry face. “He needed to die. I let him do it and earned 
you some disgrace in the offing.” 

“I’ll kill you,” Murar promised darkly. 
“You tried that once, didn’t you?” Jak said, nodding 

to the yard of bodies. “And the money lender I 
mentioned killing. He was your banker. Smart of you to 
avoid the ministry banks with all your contract money. 
Those moneys have been redistributed to your lender’s 
debtors.” 

Murar took a threatening step toward Jak. Clearly 
his money meant more to him than his reputation. Jak 
narrowed his gaze. “Careful, Murar.” 

“I will have it back,” he declared in a low, serious 
voice. 

“That’ll be a fine trick, as you’ve no idea to whom 
it’s gone.” Jak smiled with mock sympathy. “You, sir, 
are broke.” 
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Grief then rose in Murar’s face. His eyes softened a 
shade. “The boy. The alley kid.” 

Jak nodded. “Your son. First kill I did when I came 
here. I changed his name in my story for obvious 
reasons.” 

Several long moments passed. Murar’s eyes grew 
distant, remembering, mourning. Then those eyes 
hardened, and he looked up at Jak.  

“You will suffer,” Murar assured him. 
From behind Jak, not far down the road, the sound 

of footsteps. At the same time, the door to the house 
opened, and Murar’s wife and little girl came out, each 
carrying a small bag. 

“You loved your son, didn’t you?” Jak asked. It was 
a serious question. 

Murar looked from Jak to the man approaching from 
the road to his wife and daughter nearing from the 
house. “What is happening?” 

“Love endures. The real kind, anyway. That’s the 
root of any real suffering.” Jak leaned over his shovel, 
watching Murar’s wife take slow but sure steps. 
“Sometimes a man makes a mistake. He sleeps with a 
woman he doesn’t mean to, and a child comes of it. 
And sometimes that man was in love with another 
woman when he made that mistake. And sometimes 
that man has honor. So, he marries the woman he gets 
pregnant. Raises the child. While the woman he truly 
loves goes on with her life, marries a killer, raises a 
family of her own. But all the while, she harbors a 
secret love for an honorable man.” 

Murar’s stare returned to Jak. Understanding and 
dread bloomed in his face. “You killed the loose woman 
to free her husband of his marital vow.” 

“She was spreading disease, besides,” Jak added. 
“This one,” he pointed at the man now well inside 

the yard, “he loves my wife.” 
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“And she loves him,” Jak said. “Always has. She 
told me she didn’t know your trade when you started 
your family. She stayed. She’s her share of honor, too.” 

Murar glanced at his little girl. Shook his head. “I 
won’t allow it.”  

“You won’t stop it,” Jak said. 
“By every deaf god, I will.” Murar fixed his gaze on 

the man approaching and started toward him. 
Jak whipped the shovel down and slammed Murar’s 

knee. He fell hard, but still managed to find his knives. 
Jak gently placed the shovel blade against Murar’s 

throat. “You don’t have to say goodbye this way,” Jak 
said. “Maybe you should think about your little girl. 
What you’ll want her to remember.” 

Murar’s anger burned hot in his eyes. Jak saw the 
killer he’d been. The killer he still was. But something 
else entered in. Something of the man who’d drank half 
a glass of cool plum punch. A man who didn’t want his 
little girl to watch him get killed. And the anger faded.  

Becka paused near Murar. She showed him a 
sympathetic look, said a quiet goodbye, and walked on 
to where the man she loved waited at a discreet 
distance. 

Then Cheyn came near, looking at her da, who 
knelt on the hard hot earth. “We’re going away,” she 
said, her voice thick with regret. 

“I know, honey,” Murar said. 
“Why, Da?” 
Murar looked long at her questioning eyes, then 

over to her mother. Jak thought he saw a great many 
deaths in Murar’s eyes. 

Then the man turned back to his daughter. “I love 
you so much,” he said. “Try to remember just the good 
things, will you? The fun things we did. And that your 
da loves you.” 

She nodded, and gave him a tight hug. It lasted 
quite some time. Then he gently pried her away, and 



 
 

 

35 

smiled for her to go to her mother and the man she 
stood next to. 

The three of them turned and walked on down the 
road, away from the beet farm. Murar didn’t move, 
watching them go. 

When he and Jak were alone again, Murar said, 
“You... All these years. All these kills. To take 
everything away.” 

Jak said nothing. But yes. And the pain of it, mostly 
losing his family, had set deep in Murar’s face. This 
was grief. Suffering. Of the most painful kind. 

“Is this what they teach you? Is this how the Dannire 
do it?” Murar finally looked away from the road, at Jak. 

“Not every time.” 
“What will you do next?” Murar asked with an empty 

tone. “Redirect the river? Kill my beets?” 
Jak didn’t reply.  
“Or leave yourself? My last godsdamn friend.” 

Murar gave a weak, despairing laugh. 
That laugh fell away, leaving them in silence. The 

broad yard had that heavy feeling again. Like the 
sunlight carried its own awful weight. Like gravity had 
multiplied. 

“Just kill me,” Murar finally said.  
Jak picked up his shovel. “What do you say we 

finish this ditch?” 
 
 
Originally Published in Unfettered II from Grim Oak 
Press. 
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An Interview with 
Richard K. Morgan 

 

BETH TABLER 

 

 

 
Richard K. Morgan is a Multi-talented bestselling 
author of the Takeshi Kovacs novels: Altered 
Carbon(2002), Broken Angels(2003), and finally, 
Woken Furies(2005). In Altered Carbon, the main 
protagonist Takeshi Kovacs is an ex-envoy now 
convict, downloaded into the body of a "nicotine-
addicted ex-thug and presented with a catch-22 offer," 
to discover who murdered the body of a billionaire in a 
locked room mystery. Kovacs is pulled into a never-
dying society of the ultra-rich, where intrigue and 
conspiracy abound, and death means little if you have 
enough money. All set within a gritty and futuristic 
world. Broken Angels takes place thirty years later. 
Takeshi has again changed bodies, and now instead 
of a private investigator, he is a mercenary soldier, 
"and helping a far-flung planet's government put down 
a bloody revolution." Finally, in Woken Furies, Kovacs 
is back on his home of Harlan's World, investigating 
Kovacs past relationships. Much to fans delight,  

Altered Carbon was adapted to a Netflix series in 
2018, starring Joel Kinnaman as Kovacs in season 1 
and Anthony Mackie for season two. 

In 2008, Morgan took a break from gritty science 
fiction with his series in A Land Fit for Heroes, starting 
with the first book, The Steel Remains, Morgan takes 
on a typical sword and sorcery novel but adds a gritty 
noir feel with more modern characters. "Ringil 
Eskiath—Gil, for short—a washed-up mercenary and 
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onetime war hero whose cynicism is surpassed only by 
the speed of his sword." 

Additionally, Morgan has written more award-
winning science fiction in the Black Man novels, first 
with Thirteen(2007) and Thin Air(2018.) 

In the back and forth conversation below, Richard 
answers questions regarding the hero myth, 
influences, cancel culture, and more. 
 
[BT] Your first novel Altered Carbon is the story of an 
envoy, now-convict Takeshi Kovacs. It created its own 
genre with a combination of the hard-boiled noir of 
Raymond Chandler and William Gibson’s 
Neuromancer’s feel. Did either of these writers 
influence you? 

 
[RKM] Very much so, yes. Gibson’s short stories in 
Omni Magazine in the early eighties were a 
crystallising moment for me—the moment I realised 
This! This is the sort of thing I want to write! The 
Chandler influence came later, and was consequent; 
everyone was referring to Gibson as The Chandler of 
SF, so I wandered over into the crime genre looking for 
this guy Chandler, to see what he was about. After that, 
I never looked back! 

  
[BT] Cyberpunk as a genre came to mainstream 
attention in the early 1980s with Blade Runner and 
Neuromancer by William Gibson, though arguably, it is 
seen in the earlier works of Phillip K. Dick. Either way, 
cyberpunk is the evolution of technology, leading to a 
dystopic future. Where do you think cyberpunk is going 
as a genre in the future? 

 
[RKM] I don’t know that cyberpunk is “going” 
anywhere, any more than its non-SF antecedent “noir” 
has ever “gone” anywhere. I think in both cases what 
has ended up identified as a subgenre is in reality more 
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of an aesthetic or, in musical terms, a backbeat. 
Cyberpunk showed up in the eighties as a conscious 
rejection of both the Big Shiny Futures of the Golden 
Age (an easy enough target!), but also the weird-ass 
speculations of the New Wave. CP was eminently 
pragmatic in both its approach to technology and to 
socio-political trends. Look it said, Here’s some cool 
new tech, and look how little it’s actually changed the 
way humans behave. Cyberpunk insisted, in much the 
same way as noir, that we are our own worst enemies, 
that there aren’t really any Good Guys or Bad Guys, 
and that the human condition has some uncomfortable 
eternal verities to which we’ll likely always be subject. 
And to be honest, those were assumptions that had 
been kicking around in mainstream literary fiction for a 
very long time indeed. There is, in fact, a case to be 
made that all Cyberpunk really represented was the 
final unavoidable seepage of that modernist literary 
aesthetic into the rarified ghettoes of genre (just as the 
New Wave had smuggled in experimental writing a 
decade or so earlier). So, while there’s been a lot of 
talk about The Death of Cyberpunk, or how The 
Cyberpunk of Today Just Ain’t The Same As The 
Cyberpunk of Yesteryear (a sort of genre-based 
“Today’s Music Ain’t Got The Same Soul” whinge), the 
truth is that the aesthetic of Cyberpunk has taken the 
world by storm, sunk into every aspect of it at every 
level, and endures as a major defining factor in the 
stories that we continue to tell, not only in genre but 
across the whole literary firmament. 

 
[BT] There has been quite a lot of societal and political 
upheavals in the world this year. Do you think that this 
year will affect your writing in the future? And if so, 
how? 

 
[RKM] It probably will at some point, but it’s hard to say 
how right now. I find that any new input needs to 
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marinate for a while before I find a use for it. The car 
lease agreement I signed that triggered the idea of the 
sleeve rentals in Altered Carbon was something I 
encountered in Vancouver back in early 1991. It didn’t 
crop up in my writing until some time in ’93 or ’94. The 
argument I had with a buddhist that underlies the main 
storyline in the same novel happened even earlier. So 
yeah, all the shit that 2020 brought in will likely make 
its way into my fiction somewhere down the line, but as 
to when and how—watch this space! 

 
[BT] I remember reading about that argument with a 
Buddhist, and I found that your statement, ‘So I’m 
suffering and I can’t remember what I did to earn this 
suffering? That’s not right, is it, because I’m not that 
person?’ And he said: ‘It’s the same soul.’ I said: ‘It 
doesn’t fucking matter. What matters is whether you, 
as an experiential being, remember it. Otherwise, I’m 
being punished and I don’t know why. That’s the height 
of injustice.’” to be true. It is the height of injustice when 
distilled like that as an idea and I can see how that 
reflected in Takeshi Kovacs. What other broad 
concepts would you like to tackle someday?  
 
[RKM] I think if we’re talking about broad moral 
concepts, I tend to mix the same basic palette into most 
of what I write—I’m concerned above all with injustice 
and human stupidity, and Buddhism, for all its 
superficially non-judgemental appeal, is still a religion, 
still an example of human stupidity. (Not sure on this? 
Go ask the Rohyinga). My protagonists tend to be 
exasperated with the world, because I am too—as 
Quellcrist Falconer puts it "The human eye is a 
wonderful device; with a little effort it can fail to see 
even the most glaring injustice.” The brutality we 
cheerfully inflict on our fellow humans in the scramble 
for ascendancy, the self-serving lies we tell about it, the 
sheer infantile cognitive dissonance of the dynamic—
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that’s the enduring texture of the backdrop my stories 
tend to play out against. 

 
[BT] You have written both a fantasy series in A Land 
Fit for Heroes and genre-bending series in Takeshi 
Kovacs and the novel Thin Air. Is the process of writing 
a fantasy novel different than a science fiction one? 
 
[RKM] For me, it wasn’t. In fact, I’d made myself 
something of a tacit promise that I’d simply hump all 
the usual noir furniture from my SF work over the fence 
into the field of fantasy and see how it panned out. 
Turns out it works there pretty much as well as 
anywhere else. Of course, you have to pay attention to 
some basic differences—journey times for example; in 
the Altered Carbon universe, I could get a character 
across interstellar distances “so close to 
instantaneously that scientists are still arguing about 
the terminology”. In a fantasy context, you need a 
horse (or magic, of course!), and even then it can take 
weeks. Similarly with information transfer—in my 
futures, there’s not much you can’t find out pretty much 
instantaneously wherever you are, whereas in a 
fantasy context, whole wars can break out and people 
only a few hundred miles away might never know. But 
as with anything in fiction, you look for ways to turn 
these limitations to your advantage. For example, in 
The Steel Remains, Ringil ends up having to make a 
long, dull journey on horseback, but I used that interval 
to allow him to think something through and arrive at a 
revelation which serves him in the next chapter. All 
told, to me it feels like a minor change of tools to do 
essentially the same job—or like swapping out one 
weapon for another then getting on with the fight. 

 
[BT] Do you believe Ringil is a heroic character, and if 
not, how would you describe him? 
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[RKM] Ringil absolutely is a hero—but one cast very 
much in the classical mould. He’s brave, brash, good 
in a fight, and in the very best tradition of Greek and 
Norse hero mythology, haunted by his doom. What 
more could you want!? This maybe doesn’t read as 
heroic in the way we use the term these days, but that’s 
because the concept of hero has been sanitised and 
abraded beyond recognition by Hollywood and its 
associated industries. In fact, contemporary 
entertainment is so befuddled by this sanitising, 
sanding down process that it has had to invent a whole 
other category—the antihero—to cover the aspects of 
the hero that we now find unpalatable. But the truth is 
that heroes are unpalatable. If you look back at the 
Greek or Norse myths, you see this very clearly. Their 
heroes are characters of great strength and will, but 
their actions routinely include behaviour we would find 
completely unacceptable. Their violent prowess isn’t 
safe, it’s partisan, careless and flawed. And there is a 
simple wisdom in this, I think, in the understanding that 
there’s nothing safe or comfortable about violence, 
regardless of who the perpetrator is; that for every act 
of violence there is a price to be paid, and who pays 
and how is rarely simple. Into that context, Ringil fits 
like a hand in a steel mailed glove. 

 
[BT] Why do you think Hollywood has created this 
sanitized hero myth? Even with the Norse and Greek 
pantheon, I always assumed that their behavior was 
wholly excused because they were gods or heroes. 
They behaved abominably, but it didn’t matter because 
“gods will be gods.” Do you think it is that humans 
crave something outside of the moral grey that is life? 
Or, is it that humanity genuinely believes that there is 
a perfect hero out there somewhere? 
 
[RKM] At the heart of Hollywood—as at the heart of 
any artistic endeavour—Is the eternal tension between 



 
 

 

43 

Art and Commerce. You want to tell the stories you 
want to tell. But in order to do that, you have to sell 
them to someone. It’s all very well writing—as I 
invariably do—for yourself; but unless there are a fair 
few people out there on the same wavelength as you, 
then prepare never to make a living from your art! That 
problem becomes all but insurmountable when we 
start to deal in the scales and costs of movie making. 
Making deep and meaningful movies that no-one 
wants to see simply isn’t a viable model. The issue then 
arises of who your audience is, and what they want to 
see. And while America is a wealthy enough nation to 
support a sizeable intellectual class and the artistic 
sophistication that goes with it, the bulk of consumers 
have always come from a far more basic cultural 
matrix, and they want far more basic things. Middle 
America is, after all, the place that gave birth to the 
term “corny”—referring to the kind of stories that 
travelling theatre troupes knew would appeal to their 
audiences in those rural places. And this has never 
gone away. America is still, in the main, a deeply 
insular, small-town conservative culture with a clear 
sense of itself as the good guy and the other as evil. 
It’s boyish and puritanical in instinct, regarding sex and 
therefore women with deep suspicion, and it thinks that 
violence is good healthy stuff, just so long as it’s being 
deployed by the good guys against the bad (read Our 
Tribe against Some Other Tribe). While, of course, 
there have been waves of revolt against this matrix in 
Hollywood—the noir films of the interwar years, the 
morally gray, dystopian tones of movie-making during 
the late sixties and the seventies when rebellion 
became briefly chic; the odd one-off triumph 
like Unforgiven—the simple inertia of that corn-
consuming audience has ensured that Hollywood 
always returns to safe territory because that’s where 
the real money is. Star Wars in 1977 was really only a 
precursor of the Reaganite regression that followed on 
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its heels. Suddenly, the Vietnam war was a “noble 
cause” again, the Soviet Union was The Evil Empire 
and American heroes were once again (with a few 
honourable exceptions like Platoon) morally spotless 
warriors for the Good against whatever encroaching 
Evil threatened. They fight the good fight, they win, 
they get the girl and go home to the reward of a white 
picket fence paradise. No morally compromised, 
doomed classical heroes need apply. (Meantime, the 
CIA and the American military sponsored death 
squads in central America and the Taliban in 
Afghanistan). Nothing that’s happened since Reagan 
has allowed any real interruption in that hegemony—
9/11 kicked it into high gear, and the Marvel/DC 
superhero ascendancy has hammered home the 
tendency. If you want morally compromised these days 
in US entertainment, you pretty much have to go to 
HBO, Netflix et al. 

Now, you could, of course, argue that all Hollywood 
is doing is reflecting back a general human tendency—
as you say, the craving for something outside the moral 
grey of reality—and certainly the success of Hollywood 
product globally points to that being true. But I hold out 
hope that this isn’t the whole story—for one thing, 
you’ve got the massive popularity of more morally 
ambiguous programming on those TV services we 
mentioned above. And elsewhere on the planet, I see 
signs of other inclinations; Japanese and Korean 
cinema, for example, seems to have no problem with 
morally ambiguous heroes, nor for that matter does 
Australian, British or French. (Chinese cinema, 
interestingly enough, seems right now to reflect the 
simplistic corn model of Hollywood, if anything at an 
even more debased level—which implies some 
interesting correlations between imperial/colonial 
power and simplistic hero narratives!). And of course, 
there’s also the issue of who made whom—to what 
extent is Hollywood moulded by its audience’s 
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expectations, and to what extent does it in turn mould 
those expectations in its consumers’ minds. Culture is 
not static, it can move, and be moved, and indeed does 
move, all the time. Condition the populace to expect 
only brightly confected superhero flashbang, and 
sooner or later they lose the capacity to parse anything 
else. Offer a more distributed palette, and you maybe 
grow the audience for something more sophisticated. I 
like to think that we all have the capacity to understand 
the brutal truths behind the hero narrative—the 
question is how many of us have the appetite to face 
those truths in our entertainment, and how many of us 
are just too tired, worn down or ill-informed to stomach 
it.  
 
[BT] Ringil is a gay protagonist in a fantasy series, 
which is few and far between in the fairly conservative 
fantasy genre. Thankfully we see that changing as 
more diverse characters are being written. This is 
thanks in large part to characters like Ringil and 
Archeth. Did Ringil’s orientation evolve as he was 
written, or was that a part of the series from the start? 
 
[RKM] Ringil first popped up in a short story/mood 
piece I wrote back around the turn of the century, can’t 
remember exactly why; it might have been for a short 
story competition (one I didn’t win, obviously!) or simply 
me playing around with ideas, test-bedding a notion. 
The story was called Hero (you can read it more or less 
intact by simply reading the first chapter of The Steel 
Remains), and it leaned heavily on the distinctly 
unheroic context in which Ringil finds himself. At initial 
draft, I had Gil lusting after serving wenches in the 
tavern, but it occurred to me that this simply wouldn’t 
cut it in terms of the marginalisation I was looking for in 
the character—in a medieval context, that kind of 
behaviour wouldn’t be frowned upon, in fact it would be 
pretty much standard practice for any red-blooded 
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male. So I swapped out wenches for stable boys, and 
it was as if I’d grabbed hold of a live cable. I got this 
sudden massive cascade of inspiration from the basic 
shift in Gil’s sexuality—here were the reasons for his 
marginalisation, his revolt against his family and his 
noble blood, his scorn for the society which, as a high 
status straight male, he would have had no reason to 
question and every reason to revel in. And that refusal 
of status, that revolt, then went on to define the entire 
trilogy from end to end. 
 
[BT] Did you get any blowback from that character 
choice? 
 
[RKM] Yeah, I had handful of angry emails (though I 
hasten to add none ever contained either insults or 
threats—ahh, those were the days!) from readers 
who’d been blindsided by the gay content in The Steel 
Remains, and variously swore to throw the novel 
away/burn it/never read anything I ever wrote again. 
But on the other side of the balance, the gay 
community were very supportive of the book—it got 
lavish coverage in the gay press, even went on to win 
the Gaylactic Spectrum award for 2010 (something I 
remain inordinately proud of to this day)—so I think 
things evened out. And I still remember one particularly 
touching e-mail from a borderline case, pleading with 
me that he loved the book and the character of Ringil, 
but why oh why did I have to make him gay, goddamnit! 
I wrote back saying, gently, that perhaps he (it was a 
he, of course) should try to let go and enjoy the book 
for what it was, because if he liked the character, why 
did the fact Gil fucked guys from preference matter. 
And fuck me if the same guy didn’t drop me a line about 
three or four months later to say he’d taken my advice, 
stuck with it and was so glad he had because now he 
loved Ringil, he was such a fucking bad-ass! And he 
no longer gave a shit about the gayness. So I guess 



 
 

 

47 

that’s a minor victory along the way, another heart and 
mind won over. 

As to whether making Ringil gay cost me any actual 
revenue, I’m doubtful. I suspect leaving SF for Fantasy 
probably had a larger impact in the end. Steel sold 
about the same as most of my other stuff, maybe even 
a little bit more—it was the only time (until Altered 
Carbon hit Netflix) that I ever made it onto a bestseller 
list (The Independent—just squeaked in at the bottom), 
which suggests that if I lost some readership with the 
switch away from SF, I certainly gained similar 
numbers of new readers from the fantasy fold along the 
way. Perhaps something similar happened with the 
gay characters—I lost a few homophobic types, gained 
far more new gay readers in their place? In the end, it 
doesn’t pay too much to worry about these things. As I 
said before, I write primarily for myself and hope others 
will come along for the ride—I've never had a target 
reader in mind other than myself, let alone a target size 
of readership or market! I wouldn’t know how to do it 
any other way and, frankly, I wouldn't really want to.  

 
[BT] A Land Fit for Heroes certainly steps outside the 
lauded archaism generally found in fantasy novels. Not 
only that, but the non-human characters also do not fit 
the commonly used Tolkien-esque style of 
classification. Do you think it was your science fiction 
background that allowed you to “step outside the box” 
when writing these characters and creating this world? 
 
[RKM] To be fair, I think the use of modernistic tone 
and dialogue has been kicking around for a while now 
in fantasy, albeit never as the dominant variant. And 
while I’d like to feel I pushed the envelope somewhat 
in that regard, I wasn’t really doing anything that you 
didn’t see, for example, in Glen Cook’s Black Company 
books back in the eighties—not to mention Mikhail 
Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita in the nineteen 
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thirties! Same with the technological elements—mixing 
advanced science with magic in a fantasy context also 
has a long and honourable tradition, stretching right 
back to—an obvious example—Michael Moorcock’s 
High History of the Runestaff in the late sixties, and 
well beyond that. So, long story short, there were 
plenty of good precedents for what I was doing. 

As for the non-human races in Land Fit, I think that, 
in a tongue-in-cheek sort of way, they are in fact quite 
Tolkienesque. You’ve got your elves (sort of), beautiful, 
immortal and filled with light, except they’re also deeply 
amoral, verging on pure evil (though it’s fair to say I 
also owe a large debt to Poul Anderson’s The Broken 
Sword for that). Then you’ve got your dwarves (sort of), 
metalworkers comfortable in subterranean contexts, 
except in this world they’re the immortal ones and 
they’ve got the guiding Elder Race job of Tolkien’s 
elves but, being half-insane, aren’t very good at it. 
Instead of leaving in melancholy wistfulness, the (sort 
of) elves are intent on making a savage magical 
comeback in the human world, while the (sort of) 
dwarves are the ones leaving in melancholy, but they 
totally forget to tidy up after themselves when they 
leave and their stuff is still lying around talking to 
anyone who’ll listen. And so forth. I think anyone who 
reads Land Fit for Heroes is going to spot these echoes 
for the sly ripostes to Tolkien (and the Tolkienesque 
canon) they so obviously are. 

So did being an SF writer have anything to do with 
any of this? Not really, I think. But did being a life-long 
avid consumer of the whole SF and Fantasy genre? 
Hell, yes!  

 
[BT] I love this answer, and see a lot of what you are 
talking about. You took something that could have 
been standard and gave it a twist. Echoes, as you say. 
You see that quite a bit in your work. For instance, you 
have twisted the Mars trope in Thin Air. Science fiction 
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is inundated with a love for Mars, we can abandon our 
ruinous problems and go to Mars and start over, and 
Thin Air was certainly not like that. Why do you think 
science fiction has such a romanticized view of Mars? 
 
[RKM] Habit, I think. We’ve had fiction about life on 
Mars in one form or another for the best part of a 
hundred and fifty years, and even as our factual 
understanding of the solar system has grown and 
eliminated our more garish dreams of humans 
colonising other planets, Mars endures as just about 
the only one where it still looks feasible—though 
feasible here remains an incredibly relative term. As 
Bruce Stirling rather tartly pointed out a few years 
back, the Gobi desert right here on Earth is about a 
thousand times more hospitable than Mars to humans, 
and five hundred times easier to reach. And no-one’s 
choosing to go and live there in droves, so what’s the 
big whoop about Mars? 

The big whoop, of course, is the mystery and the 
distance, and the libertarian wank fantasy of Rugged 
Individualism on the High Frontier. It’s the last gasp of 
the cowboy colonial dream, the vision of space as 
Lebensraum in the Sky, the idea that it’s going to be 
some kind of re-run of the Old American West—which 
in itself, when you think about the wars and genocides 
and brutal privations of that era, makes you wonder 
what these people have been smoking. I mean, what 
kind of masochist or sociopath—depending on the role 
and station you imagine yourself having—would you 
have to be to want to go back to those times? One of 
the reasons I found Thin Air such fun to write was 
because I was able to take all the wide-eyed turbo-
capitalist American Right bullshit that currently infests 
the Mars narrative, merge it with the nostalgia for an 
Old West that never was and serve up the resulting mix 
as a filthy corrupt dystopia way worse than anything 
Earth has to offer. 
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[BT] Do you think that your education in history and 
languages lent to a recurring theme in your work of the 
sacrificing of long-term progress for short term profit?  
 
[RKM] Not really, no. A simple glance at the headlines 
any given day of the week would suffice for that!  

What my studies in history did show me, I suppose, 
is that the human condition doesn’t change much over 
time, and that the same basic failings in our species 
keep showing up time and time again. Down where it 
counts, at a genetic level, we are still insecure violent 
apes looking down the barrel of a short, violent life 
expectancy. That gives us a massive evolved tendency 
towards short-termism which the rise of our civilisation 
has got, at best, a slippery halfway grip on. We’re in a 
constant fight to beat our own worst impulses, and it’s 
a very uneven struggle. If you plan to write even 
halfway decent fiction about human beings, that has to 
be one of your steering points. 

 
[BT] Cancel culture has pretty far-reaching effects on 
the entertainment industry now. Do you think that this 
level of cancel culture ever existed in the past in 
another form, or has it increased with the advent of 
social media? How does it impact authors, both large 
and small? 
 
[RKM] This kind of moral panic is nothing new, of 
course. Historically, it’s always been there, it’s what 
fuels the pogroms and lynchings and sectarian 
atrocities that the history books are littered with. It’s 
quintessentially human—standard violent ape stuff. 
And I suppose we should be glad that this current 
incarnation hasn’t—so far—led to any actual slaughter. 
But the instincts are the same—it’s the tribal gathering 
of force, of mob righteousness and a warm sense of 
belonging, to drive out the hated (and usually 
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confected) Other with no recourse to civilised debate, 
reason or the rule of law. That cancelling happens 
largely on-line reduces its risk of immediate physicality 
at least, but the impact can still be severe—people can 
lose jobs, contracts, friends and acquaintances—and 
the problem with its inflection through Social Media is 
that the potential for contagion is vastly extended. 
What worries me far more, though, is the way that 
Cancel Culture has not only infected academic and 
artistic circles, but in many ways seems to have 
incubated there. The very places that should be 
hosting fearless debate, ground-breaking study and 
the white heat of unleashed creativity are the exact 
places where debate is being stifled, ground-breaking 
discouraged and creativity leashed to the rigid 
parameters of Correct Thought. The chilling effect 
that's having on our cultural life is, for me, a genuine 
evil—history bears witness to it in its most brutal forms 
under Stalin and Mao, Hollywood felt it during the 
McCarthy era and Britain saw it with the spineless 
collapse of the progressive left before Islamism during 
the Satanic Verses debacle. I still, even now, divide 
writers of that time into those who stood up for Rushdie 
and those I wouldn’t piss on if they were on fire. You’d 
think we might have learnt something back then, but 
apparently not—the behaviour of far too many of our 
current crop of intellectuals and artists in this climate of 
cancellation (eg Billy Bragg rebuking Orwell’s 
statement about freedom of speech being the right to 
tell people what they don’t want to hear) is similarly 
spineless. What’s terrifying is that the problem here is 
one of social and political self-mutilation, because it’s 
these aspects of society—the artists, the academy, the 
progressive left—that are supposed to serve as our 
bulwarks against totalitarianism. If we lose those 
aspects to dumb, kneejerk mob righteousness, then 
we go naked into the arena against the Trumps and 
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Putins of this world, and then we fucking lose—big-
time! 
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Review: Persephone 
Station by Stina Leicht 

 

MALRUBIUS 

 

 
 
Persephone Station is the upcoming science fiction 
novel by multi-award-nominated sci-fi and fantasy 
author Stina Leicht (The Fay and the Fallen, The 
Malorum Gates). The novel tells the story of a band of 
mercenaries hired by a friend to a protect an 
indigenous village from the greedy interplanetary 
Serrao-Orlov Corporation. Serrao-Orlov has just 
purchased the planet Persephone on the outskirts of 
the United Republic of Worlds and seeks to profit from 
a secret scientific development that could change 
human life forever with dire consequences for 
everyone except the richest humans. But the secret is 
known only to the indigenes, the Emissaries in Ogenth, 
Persephone's perilous frontier. Serrao-Orlov will 
destroy everything to exploit this secret. Angel and her 
band of misfit mercenaries must stop them.  

Angel's friend Rosie is the owner of Monk's Bar, a 
seedy hangout for mercenaries and other lowlifes in 
the corporate-run town of West Brynner on 
Persephone. Rosie has a special tie to the planet's 
indigenous people—they saved her when she was a 
small child of Catholic missionaries who were trying to 
convert the indigenous population to their religion. 
When Rosie finds out that Serrao-Orlov is determined 
to exploit the Emissaries at any cost, she hires Angel 
and her band to protect Ogenth. Angel has fallen on 
hard times since her career as a space marine ended. 
And because she has just been framed for the 
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assassination of a powerful corporate leader and 
needs to get out of town quick, she gathers her team 
of assassins and oddballs and heads out to Ogenth in 
her spaceship, Kurosawa.  

Like many excellent novels, and like Stephen King 
recommends in his book On Writing, the fight to save 
Ogenth from Serrao-Orlov is smashed together with 
another main plot—the emergence of artificial 
intelligence in human bodies. Artificial intelligence of at 
least two kinds is already widely employed in the 
United Republic of World, including in the spaceship 
Kurosawa and in Angel's combat assistant, a function 
of her battle suit that enhances her ability to produce 
adrenaline and whatnot. But transferring artificial 
intelligence to humans could present extraordinary 
challenges to human life. After she is framed for the 
assassination, Angel runs into mysterious off-world 
stranger, Kennedy Liu, who just might hold the key to 
stopping the proliferation of this dangerous technology. 
Ultimately, the two plots converge on Persephone 
Station, a floating space station above the planet.  

Persephone Station has everything a grimdark fan 
could want in a science fiction novel. The characters 
are outcasts, heavily armed and highly flawed. They 
face a powerful force on a suicide mission against all 
odds. Though the main characters are undoubtedly on 
the side of good in this novel, they are assassins and 
mercenaries who take the job for the money and for 
their friend. They fight with spaceships and mech suits 
and rail guns and pulse rifles and bombs and all kinds 
of good stuff. People get injured and killed. The 
settings are grim and perilous. The action is tense and 
fast, extremely interesting, logical, and vivid.  

The one thing Persephone Station doesn't have, 
though, is men. Similar to Kameron Hurley's fantastic 
Bel Dame Apocrypha trilogy, all the main characters in 
Persephone Station are women, and the novel is billed 
as feminist science fiction. Hold on, dudes, don't go 
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anywhere. For me, an old man (and a feminist—
women should be treated as equals), this did not 
lessen my enjoyment of the novel at all. These women 
kick ass. And unlike Hurley's excellent novels in which 
there is a clear reason why there are no men around—
they are conscripted to battle for life essentially—there 
is no such clear explanation here. These are just some 
tough assassins and mercs. Angel is an ex-marine who 
has purchased Kurosawa with money she made as a 
merc. Her would-be lover best friend, Sukyi, is from 
Earth, Nigeria specifically, which has fallen victim to a 
plague that Sukyi carries around with her, knowing she 
does not have long to live. She likes to blow things up. 
Lou is the adrenalin-addicted pilot of the Kurosawa. 
She cannot get enough of the fight, and surprisingly, 
she has a boyfriend. Enid is a dry, taciturn, top-notch 
assassin. All these characters have secrets that will 
out, and Leicht handles them and their relationships 
beautifully, creating an emotionally gripping backdrop 
to the furiously fast-paced adventure.  

Persephone Station is a bit of mashup of grimdark 
fighting fiction, space opera, and cyberpunk. It has just 
enough science to bring it to life without distracting 
from the characters and their relationships and is 
loaded with many interesting subplots that come 
together to create a very entertaining story with depth 
and complexity even if it is not mind-blowingly original. 
Leicht's prose is crystal clear and unpretentious. And 
although the pace of the novel is almost recklessly fast, 
the book is long enough at 512 pages to be truly 
immersive. Fans of gritty, grimdark space opera and 
science fiction should enjoy it. Fans of female-centred 
(feminist, if you insist) SFF should definitely give it a 
read. Though there are many, many more female 
protagonists and antagonists in SFF now (as you can 
see from Grimdark Magazine's top fantasy novels of 
2019 list) than there were when I started reading the 
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genre, it is still male-dominated, especially on the sci-
fi side. Give this one a go for a fun read. 
 
Persephone Station is scheduled to be released by 
Saga Press on 5 January 2021. 
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Berzerker 
 

MATTHEW X. GOMEZ 

 

 
 
“You want off the station.”  

Jazz shook her head, her hands clasped tight 
behind her back, sweat pooling in the small of her back 
despite the chilled air of the office. The fans, an 
omnipresent whir everywhere else on the station, were 
conspicuously silent here. It cost a lot to have a silent 
air filtration system. But Vent had money. Had 
connections. That’s why she was here, standing in this 
brushed steel office. A video screen dominated one 
wall, a scene of a spring day on a world Jazz had never 
seen playing across it. 

Vent tilted his head to the side, studied her with 
crushed-lavender eyes. Tomorrow they’d be a different 
color, maybe wine-dark or black as the space between 
stars. “Okay, so what do you want? Is it drugs? Looking 
for a fix?” 

“It’s Lil and Callem. I want to get them off the 
station. I need to get them off the station.” 

Vent arched one carefully drawn eyebrow and 
pursed his burgundy lips. “That’s a big ask, Jazz. Both 
of them are contracted to me. Indentured with years 
left on their contracts. You know that.” 

“Lil is sick, Vent. She can’t get what she needs here. 
This station is killing her. I found… a colony taking new 
people.” Lil suffered from a chronic respiratory 
condition.  

Orbiting Xerxes III in a floating bit of metal, with its 
recycled air and artificial atmosphere, meant she was 
never truly well, and Jazz knew it was shaving years 
off her life. She was fifteen. And Callem, well, Callem 
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wasn’t much older but Jazz would feel better keeping 
the two of them together. They could look after each 
other. Jazz felt sick whenever she thought if it wasn’t 
for her they’d have been someplace real. Someplace 
where the air wasn’t killing Lil.  

“We all die of something. Is she too sick to work?” 
Jazz hesitated. “No.” 
Vent sighed. “You’re asking me to take a loss here, 

Jazz, you see that right? Callem is healthy. Lil can 
work, even if she’s got a cold. And for what? They’ve 
both got ten years on their contracts with me. I know 
you don’t have the credit to buy out their contracts.” 

Jazz took a deep breath, steadied herself for what 
she was going to say next. “You get me.” 

“Excuse me?” 
“They can both work, yeah. But they can’t do what 

I can do, and you know that. You release them from 
their contracts, you get me.” 

Vent smiled, all predatory and hungry. Then he sat 
back, eyes narrowed, brow furrowed. “That takes care 
of the contracts. How will you pay for their transport?” 

“I’ve got a bit squirreled away-” 
Vent shook his head. “Don’t bullshit me, Jazz. 

We’ve known each other too long for that.” 
Jazz blinked, then let her shoulders slump. “Yeah. 

There’s one more thing. I know about the fights.” 
Vent raised an eyebrow, steepled his fingers in front 

of his lips. “Are you offering to fight for me, Jazz? Why, 
I never thought this day would come.” He leaned 
forward, placing his elbows on the desk. “This is in 
addition to your contract, right? Twenty years or until 
you are too damaged to work.” Vent leaned back, 
smiled, showing off his artificially lengthened canines.  

“And then?” 
“Well, we’ll have to find another use for you, won’t 

we?” 
“So we have a deal?” 
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 “I think an arrangement can be made. Did you have 
a plan for getting them off station?” 

“There’s a ship leaving in a couple of days. The 
Diomedes. I still have to pay the captain.” 

“I know the ship. Captain Shen, right? Yeah, we’ve 
done business before.” 

“So I can trust her?” 
Vent shrugged. “As much as you can trust any 

freight pilot. But she won’t turn around and sell your 
family to organ leggers or anything.”  

Jazz knew Vent meant to be reassuring, but the 
thought of sending her only kin out into the dark caused 
a ball of ice to form in her gut.  

“Thanks.” 
Vent waved his hand. “Better go tell them to pack, 

Jazz. Oh, and make sure you’re ready tomorrow night. 
There’s a fight scheduled. I’m putting you in. Hope 
you’ve kept in shape.” 

*** 
Jazz stepped into the cramped room she shared with 
her siblings. Lil was bent over, coughing, while Callem 
sat next to her, rubbing her back. Jazz leaned against 
the wall, sliding her hand over her newly shaved scalp. 

Callem looked up first. “You cut your hair.” It was an 
observation, his voice dead, by-product of spending 
twelve hours cleaning filthy access ducts. Jazz hoped 
she could get him a bit of life back, even if it was 
without her. 

“Yeah, it was time,” she replied. 
Lil looked up, dark rings around her eyes, her lips 

purpled and puffy. “Looks good on you.” 
“You think?” Jazz rubbed her scalp again. She 

missed her hair, but wouldn’t dare go there now. “I’ve, 
uh, got some news.” 

“Okay,” Callem said.  
“I’ve got a line on a ship off station. Heading to a 

new colony. No more recycled air.” 
Callem frowned. “When do we leave?” 
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“Two days. Think you can be packed up by then?” 
Callem looked around at their sparse living space, 

the few drawers and shelves holding all of their 
belongings. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to take 
long.” 

“Are we all going?” Lil asked.  
“Yeah, yeah of course. Anyway, place is called 

Hodgons’ Hope. They’ve got room for new colonists. 
The air’s breathable. Gravity is like it is here, so you 
won’t have too much trouble adjusting. The weather is 
even pretty predictable.” 

“How?” Callem asked, staring hard at Jazz, his arm 
around Lil’s shoulders.  

“What do you mean?” 
“Where’d you get the money? And we’re still under 

contract to Vent.” 
Jazz scuffed her feet on the floor. “I’ve got a line on 

something okay?” 
“Jazz. Are you fighting again?”  
Lil started down at the floor, brought her knees up 

to her chest. 
“Look, just trust me on this, okay?” 
“And our contracts?” 
“Like I said, I’ve got it handled. Now, I’ve got to go 

see a few people to get things straight, all right? Don’t 
stay up.” She leaned down and kissed Lil on the top of 
her head. Callem stared at her, looking like he wanted 
to argue. Instead he slumped his shoulders and 
frowned, too tired, too resigned, too disappointed in life 
at eighteen to put up a fight. 

Jazz left their room and headed deeper in to the 
station. The corridor lights were dimmed for the night 
cycle, but it was never completely dark, and there were 
always people shuffling around, keeping to their own 
schedules, their own lives.  

She ducked into a side passage, rapped three 
times on the steel door. The door cracked open, and 
one red glowing eye stared at her before the door 
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opened the rest of the way. Doc limped into the room, 
collapsed onto a ratty couch. Jazz closed the door 
behind her.  

“What do you need, Jazz?” His voice came from a 
mechanical box installed in his chest. 

She took a deep breath. “I need a hit of the good 
stuff, Doc.” 

Doc laughed, a raspy, choking, dying sound. He 
reached down and adjusted his mechanical leg,. Jazz 
figured his next shipment was running late given he 
was running it in manual mode. 

“That so? Didn’t know you were fighting again.” 
“Tomorrow night,” Jazz said. She tried to look 

casual, but found she was fiddling with her hands.  
“Your family know?” 
She shook her head. “I’m getting them off station.” 
“And you’re fighting is part of it.” Doc’s artificial eye 

didn’t blink, and his other was a swollen, weeping 
mess. “Thought they were under contract to Vent.” 

“Not anymore. We’ve come to an arrangement.” 
“An arrangement. With Vent. You sure about this, 

Jazz?” 
She frowned. “No, I’m not fucking sure about this. If 

I was smart I wouldn’t be here in the first place. But 
that’s just it, isn’t it? I’m not smart enough to figure out 
how to keep them healthy and not end up in debt to a 
monster like Vent. If I was smart, I wouldn’t be fighting 
who knows what tomorrow night, and I’d be able to get 
off this fucking station with my family, and I definitely 
wouldn’t be asking you for a dose of the vile shit you 
peddle.” 

“Did I come to you? Am I asking you to buy it? No? 
Then get the fuck out of my face with that noise.” 

“So?” 
“In the bathroom. Under the sink. Reach up and to 

the left. There’s two doses there. Take both.” 
“What do I owe you?” 
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Doc closed his mortal eye, leaving the unblinking 
lens of his scarlet orb staring at her. “You’re not going 
anywhere, are you Jazz?” 

She sighed, deflated. “No, guess I’m not.” 
“Then we’ll work it out after your family is off station, 

okay?” 
“Yeah, I guess. Thanks, Doc.” 
“Don’t thank me, Jazz. And for what it’s worth, I’m 

sorry.” 
“Makes two of us.” 

*** 
“Captain Shen, this is Callem, my brother, and Lil, my 
sister.” Jazz, Lil, and Callem stood by the port dock that 
connected the station to the Diomedes. Jazz and 
Callem each carried a large duffle bag, representing all 
their worldly possessions.  

Captain Shen looked at the threesome and smiled. 
Metal glinted where his teeth should have been. His 
loose shirt revealed ink on his chest and arms, and a 
dozen rings dangled from his ears. A small implant 
pulsed blue behind his left ear. “Is no trouble. I take 
good care, yeah? I show you where you stow your 
gear, huh? You stay put when we underway, no 
underfoot, everybody happy.” 

Jazz passed her duffle to Callem. 
“Where are you going?” he asked. 
“I’ll be back before we get underway, okay? There’s 

one more thing I need to do.” 
Callem reached out, grabbed Jazz’s hand. “You are 

coming back, right?” 
Jazz grinned. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” Captain 

Shen held out a datapad. Jazz pulled out her PDA and 
tapped it against it, transferring the information over to 
him.  

He glanced down at it. “This right?” 
Jazz took a deep breath. “Yeah.” 
Shen shrugged. “Payment is set. See you in a few, 

Jazz.” 
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“Captain.” 
Jazz turned away from the captain, away from her 

brother and sister. She heard Lil running toward her, 
felt her too thin arms circle around her waist.  

“Come back,” she whispered into her back.  
Jazz felt her eyes burn and blinked back the tears. 

“I will, baby. Don’t you worry.” 
She pried Lil’s arms from around her waist and 

hurried away from the port. She didn’t bother wiping 
away the tears streaming down her face. She rode an 
elevator down into the maintenance area of the station, 
down where all the mechanical electrical guts churned 
and gurgled and spat fire, all the things she didn’t 
understand but desperately relied on to stay alive. She 
made her way to an old cargo hold, secluded but large 
enough for Vent’s purposes. People were already 
gathering around the makeshift ring. Vent sat on a 
bleacher, surrounded by his entourage, hard looking 
people openly displaying knives and clubs fashioned 
from bits of scrap metal and pipes.  

Vent waved her over. 
“You ready?” His eye, now a brilliant sapphire, 

gleamed in the chemical lights hanging from the walls. 
Jazz rolled her shoulders. “Suppose so.” 
“Good. You’re up.” 
“Already?” 
Vent flashed his canines. “You had other plans?” 
Jazz rolled her eyes and moved closer to the 

cleared space in the middle of the crowd. She could 
hear people calling her name, saw bets being taken, 
notes jotted down on PDAs. She waved over one of the 
bookies. 

“Betting on yourself?” the man asked. His nose 
skewed weird to one side, like it had been broken and 
never properly set. 

“Always. But when I win, transfer the money here, 
okay?” She gave Shen’s contact information.  
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“Think you can win again? Tonight, maybe not. 
Maybe you just got lucky before.” 

Jazz stared dead at the man until he scurried away 
muttering “Bitch” under his breath. 

 She stepped to the edge of the ring and looked 
across the concrete floor. A big man stood on the other 
side with arms like industrial cables, bare legs tattooed 
in swirling patterns, heavy work boots, and a heavy set 
of brass knuckles, likely handmade, on one massive 
fist. He grinned, gap-toothed, and winked at Jazz. His 
head was shaved except for a bright blue top knot 
rising over it like a challenge. She recognized him, had 
seen him around, but didn’t know his name. 

She slipped a dose of BRZRKR out of her pocket. 
She didn’t know what it was, or where it came from, but 
she knew it worked… if it didn’t kill you first. She knew 
the side effects: stroke, heart failure, kidney failure, 
blindness, adrenal failure. The problem with taking a 
drug that boosted all of your physical capabilities was 
the very real chance it would burn through your body, 
leaving nothing but an empty husk. Not to mention it 
was highly illegal. So most fighters avoided it, if they 
were smart. If they had a choice. No one was paying 
attention to her at the moment, so she grabbed the 
dose, pressed it against her neck. She closed her eyes 
and pulled the trigger. Colors shifted and distorted; 
sounds swooshed together, her head felt like it was 
underwater (a memory from when she was six). She 
stepped forward. Everyone around her moved too 
slow, stuck in a time delay, trapped thirty seconds in 
her past. She felt her heart pounding in her chest, a 
trapped bird battering its cage. Sweat beaded on her 
forehead despite the chilled air in the belly of the 
station. Her body thrummed with anticipation. She 
stepped forward, but someone put an arm out barring 
her way. She itched, wanting to get in the ring. The 
drug coursed through her veins like liquid fire.  
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“Vent wants this asshole dusted,” a voice 
whispered in her ear, each word drawn out as if it was 
playing at half-speed. Then the arm was gone and she 
was in the ring. 

Top-knot opened with a couple of jabs, and she 
bobbed and weaved around them, seeing each one 
coming a mile away, enjoying the way the lights played 
over the steel knuckles on his fist. He had her on reach, 
weight, and height, so she danced in, struck, and 
flowed around his attacks before he could grab her. 
When she struck his torso, it felt like she was hitting a 
cinderblock. He was good, kept his hands up and his 
brow down, stared at her with cold grey eyes, and kept 
his chin covered. Jazz swept in, slammed her fist into 
the side of his gut. Top-knot grunted, but he clamped 
a massive hand on her shoulder, pulled the other fist 
back to strike.  

Jazz twisted, kicked the side of his knee. It gave 
way and Top-Knot fell, but his big fist clipped her 
temple and the ground spun up to meet her. She spat 
blood, but the drug muted the pain. She blinked, told 
her body to get up, get moving, or she was going to 
die, but her body didn’t want to respond. She felt the 
heavy clomp of Top-Knot’s boots on the concrete, the 
slow drag of the leg she’d wrecked. A shadow 
appeared over her head. She rolled, and his big boot 
missed crushing her skull by a hair. She launched a 
mule kick at his stomach, but he caught her leg and 
grinned. She contorted her body and kicked with her 
free leg, connected with his chin. His spat something 
small and white on to the concrete. It took Jazz half a 
breath to realize she’d kicked out one of his teeth. 

He dropped her leg and she rolled to her feet.  
“Come on then!” Top-knot roared.  
Jazz charged and he tried to wrap his arms around 

her. She went low and slipped behind him, reached up 
and grabbed his top knot at the base, and swung her 
other arm around his neck. He threw his arms up, 
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reached for her as she put all her weight into the throw, 
leverage and physics doing the rest, and slammed him 
down on the concrete. He shook his head, she had him 
dazed. She knelt down next to him, grabbed his head, 
and bounced it off the concrete, once, twice, three 
times. She heard the crack. She saw his arms flop like 
landed salmon she’d seen on a vid once. She heard 
death rattle in his throat even as the crowd roared 
around her. 

A medic stepped from the crowd, leaned down and 
checked Top-knot for life. He looked up at Vent and 
shook his head. Vent nodded at her. People gathered 
around her, hooting and clapping her on the back. 
Exhaustion came over her like a wave. She stumbled 
and wiped the back of her hand across her mouth, saw 
it come away red.  

Jazz closed her eyes and thought about her brother 
and sister. She saw the bookmaker bent over his PDA. 
He glanced up, saw her staring at him and nodded 
before going back to his numbers. 

Two men flanked her. Both had the dead eyes of 
men comfortable with violence, with doing horrible 
things for money. Professionals. Both had shock sticks 
dangling from their belts. 

“Let’s go. Vent wants to buy you a drink. Talk about 
the future.” 

Jazz spat blood on the floor and watched as three 
people struggled to drag Top-knot’s corpse out of the 
makeshift arena, a dark bloody streak marking their 
progress. Probably destined for the recyclers. Waste 
not, want not. 

“Yeah,” she said. She closed her eyes, imagined a 
green field and blue water. “The future.” 

She felt the drug leaking away, a dead emptiness 
taking its place. She felt the second dose in her pocket, 
and she smiled.  
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“Hey, wait…” said the taller, thinner man said, 
catching her movement out of the corner of his eye, but 
it was too little, too damn late.  

She spiked the drug into her system wondering 
briefly if her heart could take it, if this is what would kill 
her, but then she was moving, everyone else in slow 
motion around her. She chopped a hand into the neck 
of the one on the left, grabbed the shock stick from the 
belt on the one on the right and jammed it between his 
legs. Both men hollered and swore, then dropped to 
the ground. One dead, one probably wishing he was. 
She ran, blood pumping in her ears, shoving people 
aside as she sprinted through the station.  

She didn’t know what Vent would do if he caught 
her, so she had to move fast, catch the Diomedes 
before it got under way. Her breath came ragged and 
harsh. Half a mile of twisting tunnels took her to the 
docks. She was there in five minutes. A security guard 
raised his hand to stop her. She batted him with the 
stun stick, dropped the weapon next to his twitching 
body, and leapt the guardrail to the dock. 

The dock area was lit pale blue in the glow of the 
Diomedes’ impulse thrusters. The ship had already 
disconnected from the station. Jazz pounded her fists 
against the view port glass, her knees buckling 
beneath her.  

“Pick her up,” a voice said from behind her.  
Vent. 
He stood there, a smug grin flashing those damn 

canines. Five of his thugs flanked him. A cordon of 
hired muscle. 

Jazz squeezed her eyes shut, forced back the 
tears. She picked herself up, every nerve on fire, a hot 
ball of rage building inside her. 

“I had to pay him extra to leave early,” Vent said. “I 
was worried you might try something like this” 

He stepped closer, put his face a nose hair’s 
breadth from hers. “I own you, Jazz. Don’t forget that. 
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And I plan to squeeze you for every credit you cost 
me.” 

Jazz didn’t blink. She didn’t nod. She didn’t speak. 
She let her shoulders slump; the withdrawal from the 
second dose hurt worse than the first. Vent and his 
entourage turned and walked away. She followed, 
head bowed. She worried about her family. But they 
were alive. And she was alive.  

That’s all that mattered.  
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Robert E. Howard: 
Godfather of Grimdark? 

 

MATTHEW JOHN 

 

 
 
Grimdark is a relatively new label for speculative 
fiction. Maybe the term first rolled around on your 
tongue while painting Warhammer miniatures back in 
the 90s, or perhaps it took Joe Abercrombie’s Twitter 
handle to embed this compound word into your 
personal lexicon. But the content that’s come to define 
this genre—the morally ambiguous characters, bleak 
circumstances, and thought-provoking dilemmas—is 
far from novel. Of course, dark stories have been 
around since long before the written word existed, but 
much of what we’ve come to associate with grimdark 
fantasy is rooted in the stories of pulp master Robert 
E. Howard.  

Sure, Michael Moorcock, Karl Edward Wagner, and 
countless others helped provision the journey from 
dark fantasy to grimdark. But before their time,way 
back in the 1930s, the Texan known as ‘Two-gun’ was 
spinning fantasy yarns driven by morally deficient 
heroes with selfish and sometimes disturbing 
motivations. Notably, these sword-and-sorcery tales, 
as they came to be known, were antithetical to the 
more hopeful and altruistic writings of Tolkien and 
those who trailed him. Howard was among the first 
writers to blend gritty, blood-pumping adventure yarns 
with dark fantasy elements, and in this regard, I don’t 
believe he is always given his due credit.  

Though Howard’s settings aren’t aggressively 
bleak, they are as cold and cruel as one would expect 
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from pseudo-historical settings. But it is not so much 
the plots or the places that resemble our modern 
concept of grimdark (though there are similarities)—it 
is his characters and their motivations. His most 
popular and enduring creation, Conan the Cimmerian, 
is not a typical hero. While many claim he is an anti-
hero, and certain traits favour that description, that 
label is both vague and wide. Conan not should be so 
carelessly categorized, nor should Bran Mak Morn, 
another of Howard’s barbarian kings. After a careful 
examination of these two characters, I’m comfortable 
asserting that Howard was the godfather of the 
grimdark protagonist. 

According to Novalyne Price, Howard once 
described Conan as “the damndest bastard I ever saw” 
(Price, One Who Walked Alone, 20). I think it’s fair to 
say that this is no way to describe a hero. And while 
Conan does play the hero when it suits him, if he 
doesn’t totally shatter the heroic archetype, he 
certainly cracks it. His motivations for slaying are 
manifold. Supported by his capable sword arm and 
near super-human constitution, he seeks money, wine, 
women, power, and sometimes vengeance. Time and 
again, he proves to be unrestrained by moral scruples. 
In ‘Rogues in the House’, he is jailed after slaying a 
priest to avenge his fellow thief and partner-in-crime. 
Then, in negotiations to win back his freedom, he 
agrees to kill a man he doesn’t know. In ‘Queen of the 
Black Coast’, after slaying a judge, he hops aboard a 
merchant ship and threatens to “drench (the) galley in 
the blood of its crew”. In what is perhaps Howard’s 
most controversial tale, ‘The Frost Giant’s Daughter’, 
Conan reveals his dark lusts as he stalks a nymph-like 
woman across the barren northern wastes, threatening 
to “warm (her) with the fire in (his) own blood.” While 
there’s plenty of evidence to suggest he is literally 
bewitched by Atali’s magic, it’s disingenuous to claim 
rape—in this story—is not a motivator, whether he has 
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been charmed or not. These are certainly not heroic 
traits, not by today’s standards, nor when compared to 
other fantasy fare of that era.  

By his own admission, Howard injected a degree of 
realism and grit into Conan—aspects shared by 
modern grimdark protagonists and/or point of view 
characters. In a 1935 letter to his peer Clark Ashton 
Smith, Howard wrote:  

"Sent a three-part serial to Wright yesterday: “Red 
Nails”, which I devoutly hope he’ll like. A Conan yarn, 
and the grimmest, bloodiest and most merciless story 
of the series so far. Too much raw meat, maybe, but I 
merely portrayed what I honestly believe would be the 
reactions of certain types of people in the situations on 
which the plot of the story hung. It may sound fantastic 
to link the term “realism” with Conan; but as a matter 
of fact—his supernatural adventures aside—he is the 
most realistic character I ever evolved. He is simply a 
combination of a number of men I have known, and I 
think that’s why he seemed to step full-grown into my 
consciousness when I wrote the first yarn of the series. 
(Robert E. Howard to Clark Ashton Smith, 32 July 
1935, Collected Letters of Robert E. Howard 3. 366-
367) 

It is this warts-and-all realism that separates Conan 
from other fantasy characters and makes him more 
akin to grimdark protagonists like Abercrombie’s Logen 
Ninefingers. He is a man motivated by appetite—
whether it’s for “rich juices of red meat”, “lithe and 
voluptuous” females or for “the feasting of swords”, 
Conan wears his heart’s desire on his vambrace. And 
in ‘Red Nails’, the final and arguably most grimdark 
Conan story, we see the Cimmerian as driven as ever 
to satisfy his needs. It is a tale of lust, tribal feuds, 
trophy killings, and the slow, horrifying decay of 
civilization. In the middle of all this is Conan—horny, 
hungry and vicious as a panther, giving little regard to 
the fate of the warring citizens. After a crescendo of 
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blood and thunder, as bodies bleed out in the streets 
of Xuchotl, readers may find themselves aghast at the 
bleak themes and ultra-violence on display. But not 
Conan. Despite all he’s witnessed and all he’s wrought, 
when the final screams cease, his mind immediately 
sets back to his purpose, ‘“Well this cleans up the 
feud,” he grunted. “It’s been a hell of a night! Where did 
these people keep their food? I’m hungry.”’  

To be fair—and at the risk of countering my own 
thesis—I must highlight Conan’s peculiar sense of 
honor. In these tales, Howard takes pains to explore 
the theme of civilization vs. barbarism, and one of his 
go-to tricks is to portray Conan as a man with a code, 
especially in regard to his friends. In ‘Queen of the 
Black Coast’, he kills the judge because he refuses, by 
order of his curious barbaric mores, to give up his 
friends. Again, in ‘Rogues in the House’ we learn the 
lengths he goes to avenge his thief friend, despite 
risking his own freedom. And regardless of the 
uncomfortable aspects of the ‘Frost Giant’s Daughter’, 
other tales give evidence that Conan would not take a 
woman against her will, nor would he accept sex as a 
payment for his services. This isn’t to say these 
examples preclude Conan from being a grimdark 
protagonist, as these could be considered character 
traits, but it is only fair to point out that he does have a 
moral compass.  

Though several of Howard’s characters warrant a 
look under the grimdark lens, another in particular 
presents a truly compelling case: Bran Mak Morn, last 
King of the Picts. If Conan is Howard’s power fantasy—
a man of sex, drugs, and dripping swords—then Bran 
Mak Morn represents a man bent beneath the weight 
of duty. I realize it doesn’t sound immediately grimdark 
to be married to one’s responsibilities, but the 
measures Bran takes to beat back the encroaching 
Romans and preserve his people are both extreme and 
unsettling, especially for a fantasy hero of the 1930s. 
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In what many consider Howard’s masterwork, 
‘Worms of the Earth’, Bran’s back is to the wall. For 
years he’s raged against the inevitable; now he stands 
closer than ever to losing everything to the Romans. 
Unlike Conan, Bran lacks the luxury of pursuing base 
pleasures. He experiences all the melancholy with 
none of the mirth. In an earlier story, ‘Kings of the 
Night’, we see Bran is willing to condone human 
sacrifice to gain an edge on his enemies, but that pales 
in comparison to the depraved acts he commits in 
‘Worms of the Earth’. In order to wreak vengeance on 
the military governor, Titus Sulla, Bran seeks the aid of 
a witch, whom he must bed in order to curry favour. 
Once the deed is done, he descends into the hellish 
depths of the earth to make a pact with the titular 
Worms—devolved reptilian creatures capable of killing 
by supernatural means.  

While it’s fair to say Bran is doing this for altruistic 
purposes, it’s equally fair to claim he’s fully aware of 
what fates he tempts. Despite warnings from both his 
trusted seer and the devious witch who calls him mad, 
he remains undeterred, ‘“I seek a vengeance,’ he 
answered, ‘that can be accomplished only by Them I 
seek.’”  

Further, ‘Worms of the Earth’ ends on purely grim 
and ominous note and, unlike Conan, Bran does not 
conqueror his enemies unfazed. Despite glutting his 
vengeance and surviving the fight, Bran’s actions 
make no significant difference in the ultimate fight 
against his enemies. In fact, he has probably made 
new and more elusive foes. What evils he unleashed 
we’ll never know, as this was the last Bran tale Howard 
would write. But if a grimdark story is one where the 
protagonists make questionable decisions and commit 
black deeds, only to find themselves deeper in the mud 
and blood, then ‘Worms of the Earth’ certainly fits the 
definition.  



 
 

 

75 

While it’s easy to suggest Howard’s contributions 
were nothing more than another branch on the 
evolutionary chain of speculative fiction, I believe he 
deserves more credit. If you consider his morally 
ambiguous characters, their motivations, and his 
stories’ bleak themes and ominous conclusions, it’s 
easy to spot the influences he has had on grimdark 
fantasy. Perhaps over the years, other authors have 
provided stronger inspirations, but when you follow the 
thread all the way back to Howard’s pulp tales of the 
1930s, you will find the starting point for grim and dark 
fantasy as we know it. 

  



 
 

 

76 

Matthew John is an English Language Arts teacher 
and employee of Monolith Games (Conan, Batman: 
Gotham City Chronicles). He lives with his wife, two 
children, and countless cats and dogs in Nova Scotia, 
Canada. When time allows, he likes to write short 
fiction, waste time at the gaming table, and chat sword 
and sorcery on the Rogues in the House Podcast. His 
work has been published in Death’s Sting (Rogue 
Blades Entertainment), Weirdbook (Wildside Press), 
and Robert E. Howard’s Conan the roleplaying game 
(Modiphius Games).  



 
 

 

77 

  



 
 

 

78 

How Not to Invade a 
Country 

 

ANNA STEPHENS 

 

 
 
Rilpor’s Horse Lands were wide and endless, aptly 
named for the huge herds of half-wild horses and their 
semi-nomadic herders, and spotted with marshes, 
moorlands, and manure. A veritable paradise—if you 
were a horse.  

Lieutenant Crys Tailorson was not a horse, nor was 
he a herder. He was a soldier, guarding a border that 
hadn’t been disputed or crossed in force for a decade. 
For him, the Horse Lands were no paradise; they were 
as boring and predictable as a bad gambler. 

Lost amid the rolling grasslands and moorlands 
crouched the four palisaded forts of the North Rank, 
home to five thousand highly trained, squabbling 
soldiers. Crys had the dubious honour of being one of 
them.  

On a clear day, looking west from one of the 
watchtowers, the shadow of the Gilgoras Mountains 
was occasionally visible. At their base, everyone knew, 
sat the famed and ever-vigilant West Rank, and hidden 
high in the snowy eyries above, Rilpor’s centuries-old 
enemy, the Mireces.  

The West Rank—all the danger and glory a soldier 
could wish for, as well as a real chance of promotion, 
of recognition. Of excitement. 

But Crys wasn’t in the famed West Rank and he 
wasn’t standing on a watchtower on a clear day. Crys 
was a newly demoted lieutenant in the North Rank, it 
was the small hours of the night, and the north wind 
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was blowing rain in his face with what felt suspiciously 
like malicious glee.  

There were no savage, merciless Mireces to face 
and overcome. No chance of glory here in the north. 
Instead, his Rank was tasked with finding Listran 
smugglers bringing opium over the border and with 
repelling the few ragtag members of the Dead Legion 
out to prove their status as warriors.  

It was a bloody shambles of a posting, and the Rank 
spent more time riding patrols that never saw anything 
and helping herders pull horses out of bogs than they 
did fighting to protect Rilpor from its enemies.  

Gods, it might pay my wages, but it’s dull. It’s so 
bloody dull.  

And cold.  
And dull.  
Crys yawned, and then winced at the pain stabbing 

through his face. A week in the Rank’s hospital and his 
jaw still clicked when he moved it. He’d got in a few 
decent punches before they’d overwhelmed him, but 
he was still more pissed off that they’d thought he was 
a cheat than at the beating they’d dealt him for it.  

Crys didn’t cheat. Not in the purest sense of the 
word, anyway. He was just... more observant than his 
opponents. Not his fault the other men at the table 
were bad losers. He’d even let them use their own 
cards, knowing they’d be marked. What more could he 
possibly do? Lose on purpose? If they didn’t like it, they 
shouldn’t be playing. It was called gambling for a 
bloody reason.  

The wind cut into his cheek and he shivered and 
hunched his shoulders, right hand slowly going numb 
on the halberd as he peered into the night from the 
northwest tower of Fort Three. The watch bell had 
sounded and Orril hadn’t arrived to take over from 
Pike. Third time this week.  

Pike had been standing in the rain for four hours, so 
Crys had sent him off to bed and was waiting in his 
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place for Orril to arrive. Orril’s tardiness was becoming 
a problem. Crys’s problem was that he was getting 
wet—because of Orril. Orril would be lucky if Crys 
didn’t throw him from the top of the tower when he 
finally deigned to show his warty little face.  

Crys’s demotion from captain was punishment for 
the brawl, and General Tariq had added in shovelling 
latrine pits for a month. A commissioned officer, up to 
his armpits in shit with the same soldiers who’d kicked 
it out of him. Crys could almost admire Tariq’s peculiar 
brand of discipline; it had cured him of any predilection 
for brawling for a start, and there was a certain level of 
camaraderie built between men who spent an hour 
every day retching among the shit pits, despite their 
history of bad blood, alleged cheating, and violence.  

Crys snorted and blew rainwater off his nose, 
convinced the fragrance still clung to his clothes and 
hair. Trickster’s cock, where’s Orril?  

Still, a beating and demotion and extra duties? 
Aside from the humiliation and the cut in pay, the fact 
that nothing much had happened in the first six months 
of his two-year posting with the North didn’t inspire 
much confidence that he’d have the opportunity to win 
back his rank. And if he wasn’t reinstated as captain by 
the end of this rotation, his reputation wherever they 
posted him next would be in tatters.  

More tattered than it is now? he asked himself and 
shifted in his dampening uniform, water running from 
his hair down the back of his neck. Irritation and self-
pity vied for attention, and sleep beckoned with coy 
fingers.  

“The fuck have you been?” he demanded when 
Orril finally shambled through the trapdoor onto the 
watch platform. Crys shoved the halberd at him, then 
took in the man’s miserable, waxy face and strained 
expression. “Third time this week, isn’t it? Somewhere 
else you’d rather be?”  
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Orril grimaced but made no move to take the 
weapon. He was clearly preoccupied with something 
more important. “Sorry, Lieutenant. I’ve had the shits 
since supper. Major Bedras insisted I still take my 
watch and—” His eyes bulged and he grabbed his belly 
and spun, aiming for the trapdoor and practically falling 
down it in his haste.  

“Fucking great,” Crys muttered, tucking the halberd 
back by his side as he peered over the guard wall and 
watched Orril sprint from the base of the tower towards 
the latrines. Then he groaned and put his free hand 
over his eyes. “Gods, the pits. Your aim better be good, 
Orril, my lad, or I’ll be using your sodding bedsheets to 
scour them out tomorrow. Even if you’re still sleeping 
in them. Especially if you are.”  

Crys glanced at the other towers, at the warm, dry 
guardroom over the main gate, and then gusted a sigh. 
He took a stealthy step closer to the brazier and stared 
into the rain and the black, straining his ears for 
anything unusual. The tower couldn’t be left 
unmanned. Orril wasn’t coming back, not this side of 
emptying his arse anyway. Crys set his feet, let the 
halberd take a little of his weight, and began to watch.  

* * * 
“Tailorson. Get a patrol together. We’re taking a Fifty 
to recce that bastard river. Suspicion of movement.”  

Major Bedras took three steps past the curtain 
separating the lieutenants’ quarters from the rest of the 
barracks, but Crys was already on his feet and 
standing at attention. Army life tended to have that 
effect, despite the fact that he’d fallen asleep what felt 
like three seconds before.  

Everyone knew Crys was on night duty. Bedras 
knew Crys was on night duty. Yet here he was, with 
dawn still blushing on the horizon, dragging him out of 
sleep and into a full day’s patrol out to the border.  
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Probably doesn’t realise I stood Orril’s watch so the 
poor bastard could spend the night in the shit pits 
wishing for death.  

Crys watched Bedras from his peripheral vision, 
noted the small, triumphant smile. Oh, no, he knew all 
right; he knew Crys had stood a watch instead of 
dozing in the guardroom and had been off duty for only 
a matter of minutes. He could see that Crys’s uniform 
was still wet from the rain. That his hair was still wet. 
Apparently, none of those things meant one of Orril’s 
runny shits to Major Bedras.  

Crys ripped off a salute that was almost an insult in 
its crisp perfection. “At once, sir,” he said, his 
enthusiasm precisely calculated to walk the line 
between genuine respect and total mockery.  

The major’s eyes narrowed, but he couldn’t 
reprimand a junior officer for obeying his orders, could 
he?  

“And hurry up, man,” Bedras added. “I want to be at 
that bastard river in good time.”  

He left before Crys could respond.  
That bastard river. It was what the Rankers called 

the river that marked the border between Rilpor and 
Listre. Its real name was Fogg’s Bane, though the 
Dead Legion of Listre called it the White Tail. And no 
one over the rank of captain should ever, ever call it 
“that bastard river.”  

Bedras thought it made him one of the men. Then 
again, Bedras thought money made a major. Bedras 
thought a lot of things, most of them wrong, and all of 
them annoying. Bedras was a shit.  

A Major shit. Ha.  
Crys slid into his spare uniform, swallowing a yawn 

with a cup of scalding mint tea taken from the kettle on 
the brazier as he scrubbed a towel through his hair. He 
shrugged into his armour and clattered out of the door. 
It was still raining. Of course it was still raining.  
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Fort Three was home to the Fourth Thousand, and 
it would be so easy for Crys to pick the laziest, most 
sullen fifty to make Bedras’s day trip something to 
remember. He didn’t, because he knew his tiredness 
would make him short-tempered and it was probably a 
good idea to have decent men between him and his 
superior, but also because he was, at heart, a decent 
soldier. Or so he liked to believe.  

So it was that Bedras and Crys led a patrol out of 
Fort Three not long after dawn and trotted north into 
the teeth of a gale, Crys loudly chewing bread and 
butter he’d snagged from the mess in the moments 
before they left. He dared Bedras to mention the 
breach of protocol, but it seemed the major was being 
magnanimous in his victory. The bastard. 

The Horse Lands appeared wide and empty on first 
glance, but the gentle undulations made it surprisingly 
difficult to spot an enemy before they were on you, so 
despite the weather, the men kept their gripes to 
themselves and their eyes sharp.  

Fogg’s Bane, the White Tail, that bastard river, 
came into view just before noon. The storm had 
swelled it almost to bursting its banks, and it roared 
white and fast between the rocks. A hundred paces 
before the river was a small wood, and in it, smoking a 
long pipe among his sheltering animals, a herder.  

Bedras rode through the herd, forcing them to part 
around him, stamping their hooves and nickering 
annoyance. “You, man, any trouble around here lately? 
Seen any of the Dead, have you?” Bedras called.  

The herder stared out from his hood and sucked his 
teeth, silent. Crys dismounted and ambled over. 
“Dancer’s grace upon you,” he said with a friendly 
smile. “Filthy fucking weather, eh? Couldn’t be wetter 
if I fell in the Bane.”  

The herder focused on Crys, and Crys saw the 
exact moment the man spotted the peculiarity of his 
eyes—one blue, one brown. The slightest recoil, the 
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merest suggestion of a hand moving for an amulet or 
charm inside his shirt, and then he was still.  

Every. Fucking. Time.  
Like I’m some sort of freak. It’s your bastard 

superstition, not mine. 
“Dancer’s grace,” the man returned the greeting. 

“Weather’s been better, aye. Didn’t think to see your lot 
out here today.”  

“Routine patrol,” Crys lied automatically. “Which is 
unfortunate in this weather, eh? So here we are, wet 
and miserable. But while I’m here, do you have any 
concerns? Lost any of your herd recently, spotted any 
tracks, debris, anything out of the ordinary we should 
know about?”  

The man was still staring into Crys’s eyes, so Crys 
glanced away, then squatted down side-on. The herder 
leaned forward, trying to see again, but Crys wasn’t 
playing that game. He should be used to it by now, but 
growing up amid the whispers, the rumours that had 
followed him into the army, hadn’t taught him any 
patience for the folktales and stories about “his kind.”  

“Not much,” the man said eventually. “My herd’s 
intact, anyway, though I’ve heard tell some others have 
lost a few. Wouldn’t expect it just yet—weather’s not 
bad enough—so it might be the Dead. Might just be 
bad luck. Might be Rilporians for all I know, some 
desperate man lost all he owns to the king’s taxes. 
Gods forbid, could be disease.”  

He made the sign against evil, a little too close to 
Crys for his liking, and then gestured to his herd. 
“That’s why I’m keeping them to themselves for a 
while. Don’t want a case of the strangles running 
through this lot; they’re for market come spring.”  

Crys stared out at the river and the rain, the dull 
shape of the Fifty hunched beside their fractious 
mounts, rain capes blurring their outlines. “They’re fine 
beasts, for sure. Trickster’s luck at market. Do you 
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know where these other herds were when it was 
discovered there were animals missing?”  

“Further east than this, half a day’s ride, maybe.” 
The man shifted again. “Should I be worried?” he 
asked. “These horses are my life, Lieutenant. Can’t 
afford to lose any.”  

Crys patted the man’s knee, earning another flinch, 
and stood. “Maybe move south a day’s walk for a week 
or so, let us check things out. Just to be safe, like you 
said. But I wouldn’t expect there to be trouble. A scuffle 
or two, perhaps. But if you do see the Dead,” he added, 
and his tone made the herder squint up at him, “you 
get on one of your horses and you ride, you hear? You 
say these animals are your life, but you know what 
they’ll do to you if they catch you.”  

The herder nodded, then spat. “Yer a good man, for 
a soldier,” he said. “For a splitsoul,” he added under his 
breath, but Crys had good hearing. His lip curled at the 
phrase, but he held his tongue, turning away and 
heading back to Bedras and the Fifty instead.  

Splitsoul, they called him. Cursed. Crys huffed out 
a plume of vapour. They’re just eyes, you know. For 
seeing with. The colour doesn’t mean anything. 

“Well?” Bedras demanded.  
Crys focused on the major’s damp, pasty face. 

“Reports of a few herds losing animals half a day east. 
Nothing here, sir,” he reported. Please not east, please 
not east, please not east. Home, and warm, and sleep.  

“All right, mount up. Let’s push east a few miles 
alongside this bastard river and see if we can find our 
horse thieves, eh? Bit of action should liven up the 
boys.”  

“As you say, sir,” Crys said in his blandest voice. 
“Come on then, Fifty. Got somewhere you’d rather be 
than riding through Rilpor in service of king and 
country?”  

They were clever lads, and they knew exactly what 
the answer to that question was, so they jogged out to 
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their horses and swung up into their saddles without a 
word.  

* * * 
The best thing about riding east?  

Fuck it, there was nothing good about riding east. 
There was nothing out here, just miles and miles of 
endless rolling plain and brown moorland dotted with 
stands of stunted trees, bogs and pools, and the 
looming forests of Listre over the river.  

Crys could see all the way to the end of the sky, it 
seemed, and it was black and roiling, muttering with 
thunder and lit by intermittent sheet lightning. The rain 
had stopped, but it was getting colder and Crys knew 
they were in for another bitch of a storm. Winter was 
coming early, and she was angry.  

He glanced yet again at Bedras, but the major was 
apparently determined to do something heroic before 
returning to the forts. Funny thing about senior officers, 
though, was their heroic was every other soldier’s 
bloody stupid. Crys wondered whether Bedras’s heroic 
would include allowing his command to freeze to death 
in the wastes. Though if the good major suffered the 
same fate, it might almost be worth it.  

Crys hunched his shoulders and dislodged a tiny 
puddle of rainwater from his cape. It slid down his neck 
and chest and he shuddered. “Sir? It’s not long until 
dusk. Perhaps we should—” 

The thunderclap was so loud and unexpected that 
every horse in the Fifty leapt in the air and bolted. While 
most of the animals carried on east into the plain, 
Crys’s, Bedras’s, and those of two other soldiers 
reared and galloped north, heedless of their cursing 
riders. The cold and storm had made the horses bad-
tempered, and once they began to run, there was no 
stopping them until they were blown.  

Despite Crys’s dislike of the man, Bedras was an 
expert rider, and he kept his seat as his horse took the 
lead. Crys concentrated on staying in the saddle, 
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paying little attention until the thunder of hooves was 
echoed by more thunder—water. Fogg’s Bane had 
twisted away from them as they rode but now it loomed 
ahead, white and in full spate as it tumbled over a short 
fall and raced on.  

“Stop!” Crys yelled, hauling on his reins, but his 
gelding snorted and tossed its head, ears pinned back. 
It wasn’t stopping until Bedras’s mount stopped.  

“Stop!” Crys bellowed again, but then they were all 
of them up on an outcrop over the river and the other 
side was close, too close, and the horses were 
lengthening stride and Oh Fox God’s hairy bollocks 
we’re in Listre. We’re soldiers of His Majesty’s North 
Rank, wearing his colours and bearing his arms.  

We’ve just invaded Listre. 
Bedras seemed to have grasped the same, 

because he hauled on the reins so hard his horse 
screamed and flung itself back on its haunches, then 
slipped and fell on its side. Bedras threw himself clear.  

It was as if the other horses realised what they’d 
done, too, for they slowed out of their mad gallop into 
a canter, a trot, a walk, and Crys managed to lead them 
around in a circle and back to Bedras. The major was 
standing, but swaying, blood sheeting down one side 
of his face and his eyes glassier than a dead fish’s.  

“Major? Major, we need to get back over the river 
right now. Where’s your horse? Major, where’s your 
horse?”  

Bedras pointed a wobbling finger and Crys followed 
it to the animal, standing by a sudden outcrop of rock, 
its reins held by a shadowy figure.  

“Oh, shit.”  
More figures emerged from the rocks, and the 

gloom and the thunder lent them an aura of threat that 
was completely unnecessary in the circumstances. 
Crys already knew they were a threat.  

He reached down for Bedras. “Get up behind me, 
sir, right bloody now,” he hissed. Bedras blinked.  
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“You two, do not draw weapons,” he added as one 
of the men, Alba, reached for the oilskin-wrapped bow 
strapped behind his saddle. “We back away, we let 
them keep the horse, and this doesn’t become a 
diplomatic incident. Or, worse, one that sees us with 
our cocks nailed to the nearest trees.”  

Bedras was staring at him in concussed outrage. 
“Leave my horse? Leave my horse, Lieutenant? Are 
you completely out of your mind?” He stepped away 
from Crys and raised his voice. “You there, return my 
horse at once and we’ll forget all about this.”  

Crys groaned and for a single, heady second 
contemplated leaving the idiot behind. Then he urged 
his mount forward and grabbed Bedras under the arms 
and heaved the man into his lap. “Go,” he roared, 
kicking his gelding into a laboured trot back towards 
the river.  

We’ll never make it back over the same way, that 
outcrop’s too high to jump onto from this side. We’ll 
need to find a ford. I’m pretty sure they’re not going to 
let us find a ford.  

We’re going to have to fight.  
Bedras was shouting something into Crys’s knee, 

but Crys ignored him and turned west, parallel to the 
river and back the way they’d come. Towards 
civilisation, albeit on the wrong side of the border.  

“Find a crossing,” he shouted over his shoulder to 
Alba and Ned, but there were no acknowledging 
bellows. He risked a glance. They were both down, 
arrows and spears sticking out of them like a 
hedgehog’s spines. Behind them, half a dozen of the 
Dead Legion were aiming bows at him.  

Crys pulled his mount to a halt and let Bedras slide 
to the ground. “Arm yourself,” he hissed before the 
major could start shouting. Bedras hesitated, hand 
going automatically to his scabbard. Then he looked 
behind and squawked.  
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Bedras grabbed Crys’s boot and shoved it out of the 
stirrup. “Dismount,” he spluttered. “Get off the fucking 
horse.” 

Crys did so, though he’d had a vague idea of trying 
to ride down the Dead, scatter them at least, chase 
them off at best. He eyed the approaching warriors, 
rolling his shoulders and drawing his sword, and then 
Bedras was up on his horse and kicking it into 
movement.  

“Hold them,” he heard, and Bedras was away, 
screeching to coax more speed out of the panicked 
animal.  

Crys just stood there for a second. Then he sucked 
in a breath. “Bastard!” he shouted at the fleeing officer, 
but it seemed the Dead Legion were even more keen 
on stopping him than Crys was, because three arrows 
sprouted from his horse’s haunches and a fourth stuck 
deep into its flank, going in to the fletchings—a killing 
shot. The gelding screamed and crashed onto its side, 
and Bedras was thrown again.  

The major was a coward and a bastard, but Crys 
needed him, so he sprinted towards the man, hauled 
him to his feet, spun him to face the oncoming 
attackers, and shouted him into drawing his sword. 
Crys stood on Bedras’s right, prepared to use him as a 
shield where possible, and they watched the Dead 
Legion approach, the feathers and bones of their 
headdresses and cloaks dull and flat from the wet.  

They were young and skinny, three boys and two 
girls, hair plastered down with red mud and rain so it 
looked like blood ran down their faces. Their eyes were 
bright and their hatchets brighter, and Crys recognised 
the strings of teeth around their necks. Human teeth. 

“Blood-hunting,” he hissed at Bedras, tightening his 
grip on his sword and scanning the ground in front of 
them for any natural advantages.  

“What?”  
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Gods alive, does the man know nothing about the 
border, or Listre’s people and customs? About his 
godsdamn command?  

“They’re blood-hunters, sir. Each member of the 
Dead Legion, male and female, must take an enemy 
head and return with it to the Legion’s inner council 
before they can choose mates. It’s a test, to prove 
themselves adults and so be eligible to marry and have 
children.”  

Bedras was mystified.  
“So it’s unlikely they’ll just let us go, sir,” Crys 

added. “They will try and kill us. They remain children 
until they succeed.”  

“But, but,” Bedras began, his bulging eyes almost 
popping from his head. “They are children.” 

“I know.” 
“You’re asking me to fight children?”  
Crys couldn’t tell whether Bedras was horrified or 

offended. “I’m afraid so, sir. They must kill us or they 
fail. So we kill them first, or at least make taking our 
heads too much like hard work. They might search for 
easier prey.” The herder’s face floated in Crys’s 
vision—the very definition of “easy prey.” 

“Two of them are female, Lieutenant,” Bedras 
gasped, as if embarrassment had drowned out the fear 
he should be feeling.  

“Fine,” Crys snapped. “I’ll kill them, you kill the three 
boys.”  

Bedras wasn’t happy with that solution, either, 
funnily enough, but Crys ignored him as he once more 
began to protest. Instead, Crys watched the eyes and 
hands and feet of the approaching enemy, forcing 
himself to name them as such because “children” really 
didn’t help his state of mind. Besides, they were tall 
enough and well-armed enough that in Rilpor they’d 
already be counted full-grown. 

Alba and Ned are dead already. They’ve already 
got two heads. Can’t they just share?  
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It wasn’t fair for Alba and Ned, but they weren’t 
going to complain, so Crys didn’t worry too much what 
they thought about it. He gestured at the distant 
corpses with his free hand. “You’ve killed two of our 
men, and whatever you may think, we’re not here with 
hostile intentions. But look, multiple wounds means 
you all killed them, eh? So you’re all grownups—
congratulations! Off you go.” 

The Listrans had halted with his first words, and 
now two exchanged a glance that made Crys’s heart 
leap. They were going for it. Then one of the girls 
slashed her hand through the air, cutting off the 
beginnings of a muttered conversation.  

“You fight over scraps,” she snarled, her accent 
guttural and muffled by the bone stud in her lower lip, 
“and get low-caste mates in return for a shared kill. I 
will mate high. Take them to present to the Mother if 
that is all you are worthy of. My commitment is greater; 
She will receive a man killed by me alone in return for 
my right to mate. One warrior: one kill.” She thumped 
her chest, making the teeth rattle. “High caste.” 

They all knew what would happen now, of course, 
with the exception perhaps of Bedras, who was still 
goggling over her intention to kill him. The two who’d 
been willing to run stepped over the corpses and 
advanced with the others, five on two.  

“Listen, they’re going to rush us,” Crys began, “so 
we need to—” 

Bedras dropped his sword and raised his hands. “I 
surrender!”  

The move had one thing in its favour—it shocked 
the shit out of the Dead. Crys wasted a second gaping 
along with everyone else, then he grabbed Bedras’s 
sleeve in his fist and began to run, head down, knees 
pumping, dragging the idiot in his wake. He didn’t even 
know why he was doing it—Bedras was plainly too 
stupid to live—but he supposed the man was some 
sort of shield between Crys and the likelihood of 
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arrows, so why not? If it looked like the Dead were 
gaining on them, well, he’d just let go. Fastest runner 
in the North Rank, was Crys Tailorson, and right now, 
he didn’t need to outrun the enemy. He just needed to 
outrun Bedras.  

The major seemed to realise that he wanted to live 
after all, because soon enough he tore his sleeve from 
Crys’s grasp and panted along at his side, 
unencumbered by the sword he’d dropped. The river 
was narrowing up ahead; they might be able to jump 
across, find the rest of the Fifty... an arrow thumped 
into the sod just in front of Crys’s foot. He leapt it and 
kept running, realised Bedras wasn’t with him, kept 
running anyway, and— 

“Shit,” he panted. He stopped, turned, took in the 
scene, and began sprinting back. The silly fuck had 
fallen, twisted his ankle in a rabbit hole, probably, and 
was howling on his knees with the Dead closing in and 
vying to be the first to stab him. 

Crys scooped up the arrow in his free hand and 
barrelled into the blood-hunters, stabbed the first to 
come within reach in the face—arrow into his cheek 
and back out—and then again under the jaw, the barb 
tearing him open. Not fatal, but any cut to the neck is 
terrifying in its own unique way, so the boy fell 
screaming and clutching at his throat.  

Crys still had the arrow but no time to use it, ducking 
a hatchet and chopping his sword into the girl’s knee, 
dislocating it. She shrieked and fell and Crys spun past 
her, deflected the spear thrust of a third and riposted, 
a wild backhand slice that carved upwards and into the 
boy’s chest, opening him to the bone.  

More screaming, and over it Bedras bubbling 
prayers and snot and clutching his leg. Broken ankle, 
maybe, not just twisted. Because things weren’t bad 
enough already.  

Still two left unhurt, untested, unfought, but they 
were backing away with wide eyes in their muddy 
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faces, looking at the three on the ground at Crys’s feet. 
The Dead didn’t wear armour, believing their faith 
would turn blades and arrows. Silly fuckers. But 
helpful, if you were Crys Tailorson and you were both 
outnumbered and tethered to a gigantic arse of an 
officer. 

Standard procedure said to take them prisoner or 
execute them—the Dead Legion was small, but those 
who claimed a head and became adults were vicious 
killers and a constant threat in service of their peculiar 
cult.  

I’m not killing children. And I can’t get the jolly 
fucking major out of here along with three prisoners, 
either.  

“Bedras, get up.”  
Bedras mumbled something unintelligible and Crys 

whooped, lunged at the nearest of the still-standing 
foe. The girl screamed and leapt back, swinging wildly 
with her hatchet and knife both and more in danger of 
hurting herself than him.  

“I said get up. Now, Major. Now or I leave you here.”  
“No. No! You can’t, mustn’t. I’m your superior officer 

and—” 
“And you just invaded Listre, so shut up, get up, and 

head for the river. That is an order, sir.” Crys didn’t 
even bother looking. The Dead were closing in again, 
the girl with the broken knee screaming at them to take 
him and doing her best to stand, using the downed 
boy’s spear as a crutch. She was making a far better 
job of it than Bedras with his ankle. Crys was 
impressed.  

Crys was worried.  
Crys, to be honest, was shitting himself.  
Killed by a bunch of children with borrowed 

weapons and no armour. Ma and Da are going to love 
that when they get the letter. And the death purse for a 
lieutenant, let’s not forget. Barely enough to bury 
what’s left of me. 
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Thunder rumbled again and the rain finally came, 
cold as snow, heavy as a waterfall. The plain vanished 
into greyness, the Dead becoming wraiths and more 
frightening for it. Crys took a step back. The girl was 
standing now, spitting blood and rainwater, pointing at 
him with a hatchet that shook in her grip. “For Mother 
and Son!” she screeched and hobbled for him.  

Crys took another step back and nearly fell over 
Bedras. “I swear by the Fox God I will kill you myself if 
you do not get the fuck up, Major,” he snarled. He 
reached down and grabbed Bedras, hauled on his arm 
so the man had no choice but to stand. A shriek burst 
from his lips as he put weight on his bad foot.  

“My leg,” he moaned.  
“It’ll be your fucking head you need to worry about,” 

Crys muttered. “Walk. Backwards, slowly. Don’t take 
your eyes off them.”  

“Shouldn’t you, you know,” Bedras made vague 
stabbing gestures, “finish them off?”  

“I have no desire to commit suicide, Major. Right 
now, none of theirs are dead, even if two of ours are. 
I’d like to keep the numbers as they stand. If I kill one 
of them, the others will slaughter us both.”  

It looked like they were going to get slaughtered 
anyway as the two uninjured blood-hunters raced past 
their comrades, shrieking war cries and new-found 
courage. Crys let go of Bedras and the major 
immediately sank to the grass again. Crys stepped 
between him and the boy and girl howling towards 
them.  

They came at him together and Crys had lost the 
arrow somewhere. Just a sword and no shield against 
two of them. No horses, no retreat, and while the 
hunters certainly weren’t Rank-trained, they weren’t 
farmers swinging hoes at foxes, either.  

There was no way out unless he left Bedras. “Fuck,” 
he roared, knowing he wasn’t going to leave Bedras.  
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He cut low and defended high, spun out of the way 
of an axe, grabbed the boy by the shoulder and threw 
him at the girl. They went down in a tangle of limbs and 
Crys managed to club the boy over the head with the 
hilt of his sword. He collapsed, pinning the girl. It’d have 
to do. He turned for Bedras as the girl swiped at his 
boot with her knife, scoring the leather. Crys kicked her 
wrist and the knife spun away. 

“Come on.” He held out his hand, but Bedras was 
pale with shock now, his foot at a funny angle. 
“Trickster’s cock,” Crys swore and shoved his sword 
into the major’s slack hand. Bedras tightened his 
fingers around it instinctively, and Crys hauled him up 
again, flung Bedras’s sword arm over his neck and 
hoisted him onto his back.  

His spine crunched and his knees wobbled, and 
then Crys was staggering through the rain and the wet-
slick grass, using Bedras as a human shield and 
hoping the poor fuck didn’t stab him in the arse with his 
own sword. 

“They’re coming,” Bedras gasped, much too soon 
for Crys’s liking.  

“Then hold them off,” Crys managed. “You’ve got 
the... bloody sword.”  

“Wha—?” Bedras began, and then, “Down!” he 
screeched, and Crys threw himself onto his face, 
Bedras’s pelvis cracking into the back of his head. 
Bedras thrashed on top of him and Crys eeled out from 
beneath, flipped over and caught the girl’s knee smack 
in the face.  

Lightning went off in his head and blood flooded his 
nose and mouth, but her knee and his face were the 
least of his worries, because she’d retrieved her long 
knife and she was trying to fillet him with it. “Get... off,” 
he grunted, grappling with her, but his hands were 
muddy and her arms were wet with rain and the knife 
was skittering all over the place and getting closer as 
they struggled. 
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Crys got a knee up between him and her, sacrificing 
a good amount of shin to the edge of the blade, roared 
at the pain, and managed to shove her gracelessly 
away. His leg was hot and sticky and he could see a 
flap of skin through the tear in his trousers as he 
scrambled onto his hands and feet, the cool of the wet 
grass pressing briefly into the heat of the wound.  

Bedras was biting the boy’s hand, so Crys left him 
to it and threw himself at the girl, twisting the knife out 
of her grip. Her other hand came around and it, too, 
was holding a knife and this one scored across the top 
of his chainmail and over his exposed collarbone, hot, 
streaking pain and Crys was reminded that a neck 
wound made you panic and he knew this because he 
was fucking panicking.  

He clamped one hand to his throat and punched her 
so hard his knuckles split. Her cheek opened and she 
tumbled into a puddle, sending up a sheet of dirty 
water. Crys exhaled carefully, but there was no 
aspirating spray of blood and air; his windpipe was 
intact and so were the big veins. Eyes narrow, he took 
a step forward and rolled the unconscious blood-hunter 
onto her side so she wouldn’t drown, then hauled the 
boy off Bedras and put him in a sleeper choke.  

The other three, the ones injured at the start, were 
still out of action, two invisible in the storm. The girl with 
the spear was hobbling for them, but even Bedras 
could move faster than her. Crys pulled bog moss from 
the medical kit on his belt and pressed it to his neck, 
then got the major’s arm over his shoulder and 
together they limped for the sound of the river.  

There’d be a way over, somewhere. The Dead 
crossed the river all the time, so of course there’d be a 
way over.  

Gods, let there be a way over...  
Crys dropped the blood-soaked moss and snatched 

the sword back from Bedras just in case, and they 
staggered on, the river a roaring of white foam on their 
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left, the intermittent flickering of lightning bleaching the 
world for brief instants and no doubt outlining them 
against the terrain. 

There was no way over the river.  
“All right, Major, can you swim?” Crys asked, when 

he’d gone as far as he dared and the blood-hunters 
were once more gaining on them, the ringleader girl 
with the bloody, damaged leg being supported by the 
two Crys had rendered unconscious. Couldn’t bring 
himself to regret the decision to leave them alive. 
Though there was still plenty of time to do so.  

“Swim?” Bedras whined.  
Crys slapped him. There was a moment of absolute 

stillness and dawning horror as they stared at each 
other, and Crys was horribly, minutely aware that his 
career had just gone the way of Orril’s guts and Alba’s 
head.  

“You are a major in His Majesty’s North Rank, sir,” 
Crys barked, going all in on the most desperate gamble 
of his life. “You will conduct yourself with the 
appropriate rigour and endeavour.” General Tariq’s 
words, when he’d visited Crys in the infirmary before 
demoting him on account of the brawl.  

But Bedras blinked and made an effort to stand 
unsupported. His hand flickered up and then dropped 
before it became a salute.  

“I can’t get you over the river, Major,” Crys said in a 
softer tone, “and the Dead are gaining on us. We have 
to swim. It’ll be cold and it’s running high and fast, so 
don’t fight it. Angle towards the other bank. Yes?”  

“Yes,” Bedras said weakly, but at least he wasn’t 
protesting anymore. Crys helped him down the slippery 
bank, feeling an unexpected flicker of pity as the man 
put his weight on his broken ankle and let out an 
agonised howl. Only a flicker, though. The proximity of 
edged weapons drives sentiment from all but the most 
stupid. 
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He heard Bedras’s gasp as he entered the freezing 
water, and then another howl, this one from behind and 
full of hate and triumph. Crys whirled to face the threat, 
lost his footing and went to his knees on the slope, 
slashing blindly with the sword.  

He’d done his best not to kill any of them before, 
because they were children, even if they were shitting 
little bastards, but he was out of patience and out of 
mercy. He came back up onto his feet and lurched up 
the bank, right into the middle of them, kicked the spear 
the girl was using as a crutch so she collapsed 
sideways, then stomped on the joint he’d cut into.  

Her scream was full of such white-hot agony it 
stopped the others in their tracks.  

“You can take the two you’ve already killed, or you 
can join them in death,” Crys growled, barely 
recognising his own voice and vaguely aware it didn’t 
have anything to do with the neck wound. He knew he 
was threatening children, but the animal part of him 
was eyeing their weapons and the bloodlust shining in 
their faces and coming to a very different conclusion. 
Young, yes. Children, not exactly. A threat? Absolutely. 

The ringleader was still screeching as she flailed for 
her spear and made a feeble effort to trip Crys. Gods, 
but she’s brave. And stupid.  

He stamped on her spear, scooped it up and lunged 
for the boy creeping up on his left. The boy yelled and 
threw himself backwards, and like that, it was done. 
They knew they weren’t killing him, not today. Not 
fucking ever, I have anything to do with it.  

“Weapons down,” Crys ordered and they complied. 
“Take her and go. Right now, before I change my mind 
and kill you all.” He widened his eyes and lunged at 
them again, and again they yelped and pulled back.  

The girl on the ground hissed, pointing. “His eyes,” 
she breathed. “The Son. Son of the Mother!”  

Crys nodded solemnly. “One blue, one brown. Eyes 
of the Fox God, the Son. You realise who you’ve been 
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fighting now? Realise why you can’t win against me?” 
The others pulled the girl to her feet, more terrified than 
at any other time, almost shaking. “And do you know 
why I left you alive?” Crys demanded, slightly shocked 
at his own play-acting and no idea what he was going 
to say next.  

They shook their heads, hands clutching at amulets 
of bone and rock.  

“So you can carry a message back to your people. 
Rilpor is out of bounds. Rilpor is off-limits to you and 
your kind. Its people, its livestock, its crops, its border. 
I name you full-fledged members of the Dead Legion,” 
he added and their eyes widened even more, “on 
condition you tell everyone what I have told you.”  

“But, but Holy Son, we kill in your name, yours and 
the Mother’s,” a boy ventured. “As the Mother created 
you from the dead, so we must bring back a kill to be 
able to marry and have children of our own. We kill in 
your honour. How else do we prove ourselves?”  

The storm saved him from having to answer such 
twisted logic. Lightning rent the air, so bright it burnt 
after-images into his eyes, and lit up the landscape as 
it struck a giant elm not far from where they stood. The 
trunk exploded into flame and the two shrieked and 
ran, dragging their leader between them and heading, 
presumably, for the last of their number, the two who 
lay bleeding somewhere in the darkness, veins open 
to the sky.  

Crys stood for a few seconds, making sure they 
were really going, and then turned to the river. “Fuck 
me,” he breathed, “I think I’ve just rewritten their entire 
bloody religion.”  

He sheathed his sword and waded into the water, 
mouth open in increasing pain at the biting cold. He 
kept hold of the spear and struck out into the current, 
gasping and swearing at the temperature, aiming for 
the far bank and doing his best to fend off the rocks.  
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He heard shouting and realised Bedras was just 
ahead, half out of the river on the Rilporian side. 
“Here,” Crys called, shoving the end of the spear at 
him. Bedras caught it and Crys hung on, dragged 
himself up its length until his feet found the riverbed. 
Together they clambered up the bank and into the 
teeth of the north wind cutting through sodden clothes, 
biting exposed flesh.  

“Can still die out here,” Crys stuttered. “Come on, 
we need to find shelter.”  

* * * 
There was the stink of horse on the wind and Crys 
headed for it, seeing as Bedras had no other ideas. 
Pain and cold had done for him and he was reeling 
along, barely conscious. But horses meant men and 
men meant fire, and with luck, it’d be their Fifty 
camping out and waiting for dawn to continue 
searching for them.  

Bedras used the spear as a crutch much as the 
Dead girl had, Crys on his other side lending support, 
hugging himself with his free arm, head hunched as 
they pushed into rain that was almost solid.  

They were slowing, shuddering with cold and 
exhaustion, when they reached the herd beneath the 
trees of a small spinney and threaded their way into its 
midst. Steam and warmth greeted them as the wind 
dropped. Crys draped Bedras’s free arm over a horse’s 
withers.  

“Stay here, there’ll be someone nearby. I’ll come 
back,” he added when he saw the panic Bedras was 
trying to conceal. The major jerked his chin in 
dismissal, striving for a semblance of self-possession, 
and Crys left him to try and find it.  

He was hurting now, the sharp burn of opened flesh 
leaking blood, and he was aching from the fight, from 
the cold, from the rocks in the river that had kissed his 
ribs and elbows and the back of his skull.  
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He threw caution to the storm. “Hello?” he called. A 
couple of horses startled and stamped, but nothing 
else answered him. Crys stroked the nose of the 
nearest. “Where’s your herder, eh?” he asked.  

“Right here,” said a voice so close behind him that 
Crys felt the breath on his wet neck.  

Crys leapt to his right, twisting as he did to face the 
man behind him. “Motherfucking godsdamn bastard!” 
he gasped when he recognised the herder from earlier 
that day. “I swear I nearly died on the spot.”  

The herder put his head on one side. “You 
would’ve, I thought you were trying to steal my horses.”  

“I’m not. We’re not, I mean. Look, my commanding 
officer and I got separated from our patrol a few hours 
ago in the storm. He’s broken his ankle, I think. There 
was a fight, and we’re wet and very cold. Would you 
mind if we shared your fire?”  

“Fighting each other, were you?”  
Crys grimaced. “Not exactly.”  
The herder snorted. “Why don’t that surprise me? 

You boys just can’t leave them alone, can you? The 
Dead, I mean.” He peered at Crys. “You the one I saw 
here this morning?”  

“That’s me,” Crys said and waved a hand at his 
face. “Not that you can tell, probably, but yes. Captain, 
I mean, Lieutenant Crys Tailorson, Fourth Thousand, 
North Rank.”  

“And this officer you mentioned. He that fish-eyed 
idiot spoke to me like I was a simpleton?” 

Crys winced. “Yes, sir, I’m afraid that’s him.”  
The herder sighed. “Name’s Tully. Bring him in, 

then.” Tully gestured to the dim glow of flames. “She’s 
only a little fire, mind. Don’t want to attract no 
attention.” Crys nodded and began to head for Bedras 
when Tully grabbed his arm. “They follow you? ‘Cause 
you’ll be fighting alongside me to save this herd if they 
did.”  
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“I don’t know,” Crys said truthfully, “but if they have, 
it’s not the herd they’ll be after. They were blood-
hunting.”  

Tully sucked his teeth and then spat between 
Crys’s boots, wiping the trail of saliva from his chin. “I 
got no problems with the Dead, and they never had 
problems with me, no matter which side of the river any 
of us have been on. You change that by being here 
and I’ll kill you myself.”  

“You have my word, Tully,” Crys said and noted the 
little bird-skull-and-feather ornament hanging in the 
shadow of the man’s hood. It almost looked like part of 
a headdress. It almost looked like Tully was a member 
of the Dead Legion himself. Tully saw him note it and 
stared him out.  

Crys licked his lips. “I’ll fetch the major.”  
* * * 

General Tariq of the North Rank sat at his desk, one 
forefinger stroking the thin moustache that sat above 
his lip like an angry caterpillar. His eyes were as 
colourless as water and harder to read.  

Crys stood at parade rest and stared above and to 
the left of Tariq’s head. To his right, Major Bedras stood 
in immaculate uniform, leg splinted and crutch 
prominently positioned for the greatest possible 
sympathy. Crys contemplated kicking it out from under 
the lying, snivelling fucking wretch.  

Crys didn’t have an immaculate uniform. Crys was 
wearing the rain-soiled mess he’d worn for his night 
watch and then left drying three days before when 
Bedras dragged him out on his fool patrol. Three days. 
Three fucking days in his company, two of them 
listening to him whinge and bitch about his bastard leg 
while I practically carry him all the way here because 
the rest of the Fifty gave us up for dead and left us, and 
then what does he do?  
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Crys should’ve expected what he’d done, but it 
appeared that even after a lifetime of bitter 
disappointment, he still hadn’t learnt his lesson.  

“Major Bedras, your account is nothing short of 
remarkable,” Tariq said, breaking in on Crys’s 
seething. “To fight on in defence of your junior officer, 
on a broken leg no less...” Tariq spread hands as thin 
and wiry as his moustache. “Well, it beggars belief.”  

Bedras’s chest swelled with so much air and pride 
Crys thought he might explode like an over-filled pig’s 
bladder. I’ve probably got a pin somewhere, he 
thought, keeping his face blank as only a soldier could, 
though from Tariq’s swift glance, he suspected his 
eyes were telling the general more than they should.  

Tariq leaned forward and fixed pale eyes on the 
major. “Dismissed,” he said, and Bedras deflated a 
little. “I must discuss matters with the lieutenant in 
private. Though wait outside. I’ll have need of you 
again.”  

“Sir,” Bedras said, saluting so hard he nearly 
concussed himself.  

Crys opened his mouth as soon as Bedras closed 
the door behind him, but Tariq held up a finger. A voice 
from outside politely requested the major take a seat in 
the anteroom, and was followed by departing footsteps 
and the ostentatious clicking of a crutch on the stone 
floor.  

“Lieutenant Tailorson, I’d like your report now,” 
Tariq said and Crys felt a wash of relief flood his guts. 
He was going to get to tell the truth. He wasn’t going to 
have to swallow that horseshit Bedras was peddling 
and take the blame for the deaths of two good men and 
the invasion of a foreign fucking country.  

It took longer than he expected, and he had to fight 
to keep his voice down more than once, but he told 
Tariq everything, including that Bedras had ordered 
Orril to stand a night watch while ill. He stuck to the 
facts, but even without embellishment it sounded like 
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he was trying to get Bedras kicked out of the damn 
army. No, Bedras is doing that himself. I’m just the 
messenger.  

By the time he stopped talking, his throat sore and 
his fists clenched, Tariq was leaning forward with his 
elbows on the desk. Crys hoped that was a good sign.  

“And you’ll swear to this testimony in a court-
martial, will you?” Tariq said when he was sure Crys 
had finished.  

Shit shit shit. 
Crys cleared his throat, knowing there was no 

backing out of it now. “Yes, sir, if needs be. The major’s 
command is a mess, sir. He lacks the respect of the 
men and he lacks the ability to lead them, to make 
quick decisions, or the... Sir, if the men find out he 
surrendered to a group of children, well, his career will 
be over, sir.”  

Tariq’s eyes narrowed. “But they won’t find out, will 
they?” he said quietly. “Because the only people who 
know that happened are him, me, and you. And we’re 
not spreading rumours among the Rank, are we, 
Lieutenant?”  

Crys stood a little straighter. “Absolutely not, sir.”  
“Good.” Tariq stared at him for so long Crys began 

to sweat. “And the Dead Legion?” 
Tully’s face floated in Crys’s inner vision for a 

moment. “As far as we know, they didn’t enter Rilpor, 
sir.”  

Tariq nodded. “For your efforts to save Alba and 
Ned, and your quick thinking and bravery in getting 
your superior officer to safety while mostly avoiding a 
diplomatic incident, you are hereby reinstated to the 
rank of captain, with all rights and responsibilities that 
entails. Move your kit into the captains’ quarters.”  

Crys saluted, trying to keep the shock from his face. 
“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”  

“You’re not going to let me down, are you, 
Tailorson?” Tariq asked. “Because you know that if 
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there’s one more brawl, one more incident of 
insubordination, one more accusation of cheating at 
cards, you will be flogged, demoted to private and put 
on permanent shit-pit and night duties for the rest of 
your time here. And, if I have anything to do with it, with 
any Rank you are rotated into in the future.”  

Crys swallowed, sweating harder. “No, sir. I won’t 
let you down, sir,” he managed.  

“Because it’s truly surprising just how much one line 
on a man’s record can follow him around for the rest of 
his career,” Tariq added, and while the threat was a 
little heavy-handed, it certainly made an impression.  

“I understand, sir. Consider me a reformed 
character, sir. A model officer.”  

Tariq snorted. “I doubt you’ll ever be that, but feel 
free to prove me wrong. Dismissed.”  

Crys saluted again and marched to the door, left 
Tariq’s office and stalked through the anteroom, past 
Bedras’ smug smile and out of the administration 
building into the drill ground. There he sucked in 
beautiful, clean northern air and thanked the Dancer 
and the Fox God both for his reprieve. 

He needed a bath and a hot meal and a long, long 
sleep, so he headed out of Fort One and across the 
grass to Fort Three in the distance, unencumbered by 
Bedras’s moaning for the first time in what felt like 
forever.  

He reached his barracks and stepped inside quietly. 
It was empty but for the cadre of night-watch sentries 
sleeping sprawled on their cots, and he slid past them 
to the curtained alcove at the far end.  

Crys ducked through the curtain and collected his 
filthy uniform and personal possessions, stuffed them 
into a sack. He flung it over his shoulder, picked up his 
weapons and armour, and made his way to the small 
building flanking the main barracks.  

The captains’ quarters were warm, quiet and 
familiar, four men to a room. It was empty, so Crys 
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chose the unoccupied bed farthest from the window—
it had been his before his disgrace, and he was 
pleased no one had moved into it in his absence.  

Tariq had only allowed them an hour between 
arriving back at the forts and making their reports, and 
Crys had spent the entirety of the three days previous 
acting as Bedras’s personal manservant, scout, 
defender, and crutch. He was knackered, he ached, he 
was footsore and probably in need of a few stitches, 
but he was home and back in his proper rank.  

He collapsed onto the cot and heaved out a 
contented sigh. Captain Crys Tailorson of His 
Majesty’s Ranks. Next time he had permission to take 
some leave, he’d head for Sailtown. Pretty girls liked a 
dashing captain who’d recently seen action against the 
Dead Legion, even if they were only blood-hunters. Not 
that he’d tell them they were only blood-hunters.  

The slamming of the door woke him and Crys bolted 
upright, blinking away the tendrils of dreams and 
standing at attention with automatic, unconscious 
precision. Bedras stamped into the room.  

Oh gods. He knows I told Tariq what really 
happened. Is he petty enough to... of course he is. He’s 
Bedras.  

Crys’s eyes strayed to his weapons and then back 
to the door, waiting for Bedras’s cronies to sidle in with 
clubs and brass knuckles and oily little smiles. Bedras 
was alone. He shoved past Crys and threw his gear 
down on the last unoccupied bed.  

And that’s when Crys noticed it: the man’s new 
rank, hastily pinned to his sleeve and over his heart.  

Crys sank down on his cot and put his head in his 
hands, letting Bedras clatter around the room and 
knock things over with his crutch. He waited for silence 
before looking up, and it was a long time coming. 
Bedras was sitting straight as a spear on the bed 
opposite, glaring, his expression overflowing with 
loathing and his martial bearing only somewhat 
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undone by the splinted leg sticking out like an 
unfortunate and uncontrollable erection.  

“Hello, Captain Bedras.” Crys grinned, but there 
was absolutely no humour in it. “Brothers in arms, I 
see. Won’t this be fun? Tell me, how long do you have 
until you’re rotated to another Rank?” 

 
 

Originally published in Unfettered III by Grim Oak 
Press. 
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Anna Stephens is the author of the Godblind trilogy--
Godblind, Darksoul, and Bloodchild—which are 
published through HarperVoyager in the UK and 
Commonwealth. Her new series, The Songs of the 
Drowned, begins with The Stone Knife, publishing 
worldwide on 26 November 2020. 

She also writes Age of Sigmar stories for Black 
Library, focusing on ordinary people such as Freeguild 
mercenaries, and complicated, unlikeable but 
charismatic heroes with only the loosest grip on their 
moral compasses.  

A literature graduate, Anna loves all things SFF, 
from D&D to Doctor Who to classic Hammer and 
Universal horror films.  

As a practitioner of 14th century Italian longsword, 
and a second Dan black belt in Shotokan Karate, she’s 
no stranger to the feeling of being hit in the face, which 
is more help than you would expect when writing fight 
scenes.  
  



 
 

 

109 

An Interview with David 
Wong 

 

BETH TABLER 

 

 
 
Whenever I think of the absurd, the ridiculous, and the 
scary, one author springs to mind, and that is David 
Wong AKA Jason Pargin.  

Jason Pargin, under the pseudonym of David 
Wong, was the executive editor of Cracked Magazine, 
a featured guest on the Cracked podcast, ran the 
comedy site PWOT and has authored five books, one 
of which has been made into a movie. Of the five 
books, three are apart of the John Dies at The 
End series, a comic horror series about two eternal 
slackers, and a paranormal drug called Soy Sauce. 
The second series, which is seeing a new release 
in Zoey Punches the Future in the Dick: A Novel is 
about the misadventures of barista turned billionaire 
heiress in a world where everyone is trying to kill her, 
and all of it is recorded. Both of the series are brutal, 
hilarious, and sometimes just plain insane. Jason 
effectively merges the ridiculous with canny characters 
and solid plots that keep you wanting to read more. 
Grimdark Magazine had the great fortune of having a 
chat with Jason about future projects, his writing 
motivation, and what the future is for John and Zoey.  

 
[BT] I read that you had never missed a deadline on 
any multi-year writing projects, which is remarkable. 
Could you tell me about your writing process and how 
you plan out your deadlines?  
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[JP] It all starts with the terrible knowledge that if this 
writing thing falls through, I'm not really qualified to do 
anything else. I mean, sure, I have stuff like a huge 
whiteboard in my office where I track projects and 
deadlines, I have alarms on my phone to remind me 
what needs done, etc. But it's the anxiety that makes 
me actually adhere to the schedule. I have to build the 
track because the train is coming and the guy driving it 
is drunk. 

 
[BT] What were the influences that initially inspired you 
to write? Was it your early writing days doing PWOT? 
Or before that? 

 
[JP] I would like to tell some inspirational story about 
how I was born a writer, but I think I was really just born 
with the desire to talk to people without actually having 
them talk back. I suspect that if I'd just learned how to 
make friends, none of this would have happened.  

 
[BT] When you are writing something, you have said 
you have to be frank with yourself. You need to figure 
out what you have to drop and whom it will affect 
because there are only so many hours in the day. Is 
this the approach you have always taken with your 
writing first with John Dies at the End and onward to 
Zoe Punches the Future in the Dick? 

 
[JP] Over time, I've found that one of the real secrets 
to career success is just being able to say "no" to the 
people/things that would distract you from your work. I 
realize that sounds depressing, because you're 
imagining me telling my child I'm skipping their piano 
recital so I can finish my book about butt monsters, but 
it's more about saying no to all of the little distractions, 
whether it's social media or poker night with the gang.  

If you're serious about writing (or getting in shape, 
or anything, really) the first step is to draw boundaries 
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around it and say, "This is important to me, and only 
emergencies will intrude." But twenty years from now, 
I'll probably write a sad book about finding better 
work/life balance, so what do I know? 

 
[BT] John Dies at the End's publishing process was a 
little different in that it started as a web serial than your 
other books. You got immediate feedback from 
viewers. Can you tell me a bit about that? 

 
[JP] In most US states, forcing a friend or family 
member to read your 150,000-word manuscript is 
classified as a form of assault. So getting real, honest 
feedback is a huge challenge for any new writer, but 
especially for me, as I had no educational or 
professional background in fiction writing and no 
experienced writer friends. I was just a guy working in 
an office.  

But what I did have was a popular comedy blog and 
I basically posted this book there one chapter at a time 
over the course of a few years. That served as my 
novel writing school, it let me see exactly where 
readers were dropping off, or what parts they thought 
were boring or confusing. Plus, I had moderators who 
could delete all the death threats, so that helped. 

 
[BT] Why name the drug "Soy Sauce"? 

 
[JP] I feel like a real author wouldn't admit that he 
simply doesn't remember, so I'll go with "Satan told me 
to name it that during a seance." 

 
[GM] Does Molly get a lot of fan mail? Because if she 
doesn't, she should! 

 
[JP] Unfortunately, the messages I get from people 
treating those books and characters as real tend to be 
much, much darker than that.  
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[GM] I'd like to know a bit about your upcoming book, 
Zoey Punches the Future in the Dick. Could you tell me 
a bit about it? 

 
[JP] It's the second book starring these characters but 
I'm going to assume that most of the people reading 
this haven't read the first one, Futuristic Violence and 
Fancy Suits (if everyone on the internet had bought a 
copy, I'd be writing this from a floating mansion made 
of gold). That's fine, these are independent stories and 
you can jump right into the second one. But let me 
quickly summarize the first one anyway:  

It's the near future and Zoey Ashe is a young 
woman living in a trailer park who finds out her father 
was a powerful crime boss who has just died under 
spectacular circumstances. As a result, she is 
summoned by his old crew to Tabula Ra$a, a brand 
new city in Utah built by douchebags and governed by 
no one. This city of the future is home to two emerging 
technologies: One is a social network that allows users 
to see anything at any time, via ubiquitous tiny 
cameras everyone willingly wears as accessories 
pinned to their clothes. The other technology is 
implants that grant the user superpowers, but not the 
training or common sense to use them well. The 
combination of the two—superpowered morons with a 
ready audience—is about to result in chaos. 

Zoey thus finds herself working with her father's 
people, a team of con artists with PSYOPS training 
who solve problems via a series of elaborate mind 
games. I won't spoil how the first book ends other than 
to say Zoey apparently survives, since there's a 
second book and her name is on the cover. 

Zoey Punches the Future in the Dick picks up 
several months later, when the city is on the verge of 
its crazy Halloween celebration. As often happens in 
novels, a corpse turns up. Zoey is accused of being the 
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killer, becoming the subject of an elaborate online 
conspiracy theory that quickly turns stupid and deadly, 
in that order. 

  
[GM] How would you classify the Zoey series? There 
is everything from science fiction, horror, mystery, and 
comedy. 

 
[JP] I worry that it sounds pretentious to say I don't 
care about what genre I'm writing, but I've always 
figured that's the bookstore's problem, to figure what 
shelf it goes on. 

 
[GM] Do you think Zoey is a hero?  

 
[JP] I think she honestly tries, and in this world that's 
just about the best you can ask for. 

 
[BT] The novel's title is hilarious, and I know that Zoey 
punches, hits, attaches a shark to, and sets her 
opponents dicks on fire. The shark scene was 
amazing, by the way. Why dicks?  

 
[JP] Due to what is probably a rare medical condition, 
my brain's sense of humor stopped developing when I 
was 13. Experts believe there may be treatments but 
I'm making too much money off it now. 

 
[GM] Tabula Ra$a was created as a place of no rules 
by Zoey's estranged father, where people can do 
anything and be anyone by literally having a clean 
slate. Do you think that a place like this could exist? 

 
[JP] No, but the desire to find such a place is so 
fundamentally human that it will one day drive us to 
colonize the stars. The urge to just bail out of your 
messed-up life and start over elsewhere is undeniable, 
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just ask any kid whose dad went out for cigarettes and 
never came back. 

 
[BT] The tone of Zoey is always light and funny until 
you start digging deeper. To me, Zoey is a 
philosophical look at the effects of constant digital 
culture and access. Especially with the bullying of Zoe. 
Was this a conscious choice, or did it flow out 
organically when you were creating the story? 

 
[JP] I mentioned earlier that this is a universe in which 
tiny live-streaming cameras are absolutely 
everywhere, so users can sit at home and just browse 
this God's-eye view of humanity. I added that partly 
because I wanted to explore the psychology of having 
to constantly be putting on a public performance every 
minute of the day, and partly because I'm 100% sure 
that exact technology will exist in the future. So I guess 
it's both. 

 
[BT] You Coined the phrase "Monkeysphere" based 
on Dunbar's number where a human or "monkey" 
could only maintain up to 150 relationships. There is a 
lot more to it. But I was wondering, the world seems a 
lot smaller in Futuristic Violence, and Fancy suits and 
Zoey Punches the Future in the Dick due to everyone 
live recording their lives. Do you think the 
Monkeysphere is still valid in Zoey's future world?  

 
[JP] Absolutely! The article you're referencing 
basically says that humans have a lot of coping 
mechanisms to deal with the fact that our brains can't 
physically handle that many interpersonal relationships 
(go try to type out the names of every friend or 
acquaintance you have—you'll likely wind up with way 
fewer than 150). Well, you definitely see all of those 
coping mechanisms in the Zoey books: the 
dehumanization of outgroups, the impulse to reduce 



 
 

 

115 

human personalities down to just a few tribal traits, the 
rejection of nuance when it comes to judging everyone 
but ourselves. Sprawling, all-seeing social networks 
don't fix those issues, they exacerbate them. 

 
[BT] Will there be more Zoey and John Dies at the End 
books? 

 
[JP] I'm writing the fourth John and Dave book as we 
speak, it's due for publication in 2022. I'd like to write 
more Zoey books but that will probably come down to 
whether or not anyone reads this one. Her fate is held 
in the cold, invisible hand of the marketplace. Same as 
the rest of us, I guess. 

 
[BT] Do you think that the politics of now might 
influence your writing in the future? 

 
[JP] That's probably unavoidable but I'm not a huge 
fan of thinly-veiled allegory, so I suspect it will be more 
about the general vibe of the era and not that I insert a 
fictional president into the story named Donovan 
Tramp. But more than a decade ago, John Dies at the 
End was referencing this swath of blue-collar America 
that had simply been left behind by the economy, a 
town of abandoned factories and dying shopping 
centers. I suppose you can see the roots of 2020 
politics already growing in that soil. 

 
[BT] You are a man of many hats. You write novels, 
you were an executive editor at Cracked, you are a 
frequent podcast guest, and are pretty active on social 
media. Do you approach writing differently for each of 
the varying spaces, or do you approach writing the 
same no matter who it is for? 

 
[JP] Well, the issue is that I really only know the one 
way to write, so I can't claim there's really an approach 
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behind it at all. It all just kind of comes out the same 
way. 

 
[BT] Are you a big reader? What are you reading right 
now? 

 
[JP] I read all day, every day, but I'm rarely reading the 
right things. If I converted all of the time I spent zombie-
scrolling through Twitter into reading books, I'd be a 
walking library. As it is, the last great book I read is The 
Only Good Indians by Stephen Graham Jones, a novel 
that effortlessly weaves in elements of the characters' 
culture and the suffocating weight of economic anxiety 
into the supernatural horror. If you liked those elements 
of JDatE, here's a chance to see an author do it way 
better than me. 

 
[GM] What do you have coming up in the future you 
can talk about?  

 
[JP] I have weeks of relentless promotion, during 
which I'll be trying to convince people who've lost their 
jobs to COVID to spend real money on a book instead 
of buying food. Then I have to try to finish the 
aforementioned fourth book in the John Dies at the End 
series, the working title being John Actually Dies in 
This One.  

 
[GM] Last question, and thank you for answering 
these! If you have dinner with three people, alive, dead 
or fictional? Who would they be and why?  

 
[JP] It'd be the real person Keanu Reeves, plus the 
fictional characters John Wick and Neo from The 
Matrix. Then I just sit back and watch them try to figure 
out what the fuck is happening while I eat in silence. 
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The Hunt  
 

MATTHEW WARD 

 

 
 
We’ve been at the hunt for hours when it happens. A 
rustle of silver-dappled undergrowth beneath an inky 
sky. A glimpse of white fur in the darkness upwind, 
beyond the moonlit clearing. My uncle—a vast, 
bearlike shadow in his subdued hunter’s robes—offers 
a knowing smile and drops to one knee. One hand 
tightens on his bow. The other ushers our companions 
to a stillness readily obeyed. His smile, he offers to me. 
Elation, satisfaction… and something darker. 

“I told you, Natra,” he murmurs. “A fine night for a 
hunt.” 

“Yes, uncle.” 
I breathe deep, letting the chill, sweet air of the 

forest wash away my fears. He’s wrong. Too much can 
go badly for everyone tonight. It’s all in the planning, 
and the timing. Spring the trap too late, and you’re left 
with nothing but failure. Too soon and the quarry goes 
to ground.  

But sometimes you don’t get to choose the hour of 
the hunt. Three days to the full moon. Three days until 
my uncle and I are expected in Tregard. The King of 
Dovon and his heir, paying homage at the Imperial 
coronation alongside four-score monarchs of Empire. 
This night, my uncle seeks a gift no other can match, 
something to set him higher in the Emperor’s sight than 
Rhaled’s other petty kings. 

It will be my first time before the Golden Court. With 
my sixteenth winter at last behind me, I’m ready to be 
named my uncle’s heir in law as well as tradition—
presented to those who will be my peers and 
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acclaimed full royal. Thinking on it sets a shiver 
through my blood. The Golden Court is more than an 
assemblage of worthies. It is a gathering of heroes—
men who proved their right to rule by way of the sword. 
I don’t belong among them, not yet. 

Not so my uncle. The legend of Nasric Breoca 
reaches far beyond Dovon’s borders. From the 
Ravonni grasslands to arid Corvant, he is known as the 
Varaja, named for the mythic barghesti spirit said to 
roam the northern moors.  

But my uncle is no ghost. Nor is he harried by a 
deathless huntsman, as credulous peasants claim the 
true Varaja is pursued for preying upon the Goddess 
Ashana’s beloved beasts. He embraces the name for 
its strength… and for the fear instilled in his enemies. 
Ashana may be myth, but her legends hold power for 
those who’d bear them as mantle.  

He is everything we are told a king should be. A 
paragon to his warriors. A respected peer of the 
Golden Court. A man who shapes destiny through 
strength of arms. Who keeps the commoners in line 
with a steady, unrepentant hand that disposes 
kindness and cruelty with equal largesse. From my first 
day in his keeping, he regaled me with tales of battles 
won and enemies cast down. Of swindlers and 
cowards brought to account. Of how he overthrew his 
weak, despotic predecessor, and claimed the crown by 
blood. Cross Nasric of Dovon in the day and feel his 
teeth in your throat come the night—assuming he waits 
even that long. 

He fixes me with that unblinking stare of his. The 
one ever-alert for a suggestion of weakness. “We’ll 
take the beast together, Natra. The others will stay 
here.” 

I nod, though I don’t relish the prospect. Two men 
alone make the hunt uncertain. Still, a swell of 
conflicted pride warms my heart. My uncle is little given 
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to trust. To hold his confidence is no small prize, 
especially tonight. 

“Please reconsider, my king.”  
The murmured objection comes from Harstan. His 

sworn bodyguard and oldest friend. Crouched a few 
steps behind my uncle, he looks out of place without 
an Immortal’s golden scales, the hunter’s leathers 
reinforcing his unshaven, brigandish aspect. My uncle 
never cared for a warrior’s appearance, only his 
loyalty, and Harstan is as loyal as they come.  

“You worry I’m unfit for the task?” Though my 
uncle’s words are friendly enough, there’s no mistaking 
the threat. He’s never been one to rise above insults, 
even when no insult is intended. 

Harstan’s uncertain frown is barely a glimmer. “Of 
course not, savir. I’m sure you’ll make a fine kill. But 
who knows what else awaits in the darkness?” 

It’s a practical concern, typical for Harstan. Even 
here, in the depths of the Vana Sceolfra, he fears the 
assassin’s blade. My uncle is not well loved by his 
people, and his predilection for hunting is widely 
known. But Harstan might as well be talking to the 
wind.  

“You’ll stay here,” hisses my uncle, the first strain of 
temper evident in his tone. “Tomorrow, we ride for 
Tregard. I won’t have this opportunity squandered by 
your blundering oafs. My nephew and I will pursue. 
You will lead the others back to the lodge and await our 
return.” 

“Yes, savir.” Voice thick with unhappiness, Harstan 
raises a fist above the undergrowth. A signal to the 
half-dozen other Immortals concealed nearby to hold 
their ground. I spent weeks convincing my uncle to 
make this excursion a modest affair. It’s the first time 
in years he’s travelled with fewer than thirty 
companions. Harstan must be furious to see even that 
thin escort reduced almost to nothing. 
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My uncle grips my shoulder. “Come, Natra. Let’s 
see what she’s made of.” 

He takes the lead, passing through bracken and 
branch like the ghost for which he is named, bow 
unslung and an arrow ready on the string.  

I take a deep breath and follow, applying lessons 
drilled into me over the long years of his tutelage. 
Breathe with the wind. Let your steps fade beneath the 
cries of nocturnal birds and the rustle of night-foragers. 
And patience… always patience. An unready step kills 
opportunity faster than cowardice. 

We’ve done this so many times, he and I. The hunt 
brought us together after a skirmish on the Tressian 
border sent my father to the pyre. It became a bridge 
between an adrift child and a guardian seldom at ease 
with sympathy or affection. Another man might have 
sent me away to the care of distant relatives. Perhaps 
my uncle would have done the same, had he loved my 
father less. For all that rumour suggests otherwise, 
Nasric Breoca is an honourable man—he merely picks 
and chooses when that honour applies.  

Another lesson I’ve striven to learn. In scope, if not 
detail. 

If the quarry notes our presence, she gives no sign. 
Secure in her primacy, she saunters through the 
undergrowth, betrayed only by the swish of branches 
and the low rumble of her breathing.  

Despite my misgivings, despite everything that 
might yet go wrong, the old excitement stirs.  

Much to my uncle’s disappointment, I’ve never 
proven myself as a swordsman. My father shared my 
uncle’s build and vigour while I inherited my mother’s 
slenderness. Were I to ride into battle with our family’s 
banners streaming behind, my death would surely 
follow soon after.  

But this? The careful pursuit? To feel the bowstring 
taut under my fingertips? To know that death is mine 
to offer or to withhold? There’s nothing to match it. I 
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understand all too well why my uncle pursues it in so 
many arenas. As with the Varaja of myth, there’s no 
escaping him. 

As we approach the next clearing, I catch my first 
proper glimpse of our quarry… and forget to breathe.  

A cwenva. A white tigress, pale grey stripes shining 
like silver in the dappled moonlight. She’s magnificent. 
Sleek and powerful, with a confidence no man could 
ever match.  

So easy to see why peasants revere the cwenva 
and refuse to hunt them. Why stories of sightings hold 
portent. Why so many shrines along the Vana 
Sceolfra’s pathways claim the creatures as sacred to 
the moon goddess Ashana—more sacred than all else 
prowling beneath the moon, for they are close as kin. 
In stories, it was the Varaja’s killing of a cwenva that 
earned the moon goddess’ unquenchable ire. 

Only now do I understand that these very stories set 
my uncle on the hunt. A hunter defines his place in the 
world by those upon whom he preys. Slay a beast, and 
you prove yourself a man. Kill a man, and you prove 
yourself a warrior. Slaughter enough warriors, and you 
secure a crown. But to vanquish something believed 
divine is to transcend all else.  

Beautiful though a cwenva’s pelt is, it is not beauty 
that drives my uncle. To attend the Emperor’s 
coronation swathed in those furs lends credence to the 
legend that King Nasric of Dovon is something more 
than mortal—is something more even than an 
Emperor. He will become a living god to those who 
believe in such things, the legend and truth of the 
Varaja made one. Especially in the eyes of Kai Saran, 
the Emperor-to-be, who believes the myth of Ashana 
as fervently as any peasant—a strange failing in an 
otherwise practical man. My uncle’s desire to wear a 
cwenva’s pelt to coronation is therefore a humiliation 
chosen with impeccable precision. 
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I sink into the shadow of a birch tree. A dozen paces 
around the wind-swayed ferns of the clearing’s edge, 
my uncle crouches and inclines his head in silent 
question, offering me the kill.  

A noble gesture—or it would be, were it genuine. 
This is my uncle’s moment, and little good can come of 
stealing it. He has a long memory for such slights. He 
hasn’t my eye, nor my aim, but with barely more than 
two dozen paces between him and the cwenva, he 
should need neither. I shake my head, as he wants. As 
he expects. 

For her part, the cwenva merely stares up at the 
moon through the clearing’s tangled crown, her tail 
swishing at the grass. 

My uncle rises to one knee, the creak of his bow 
timed flawlessly to vanish beneath a gust of wind. A 
heartbeat passes. Two.  

An arrow flickers across the clearing. 
The cwenva slews about, her fibrous, rumbling cry 

scattering birds from the treetops. The arrow’s black 
flights blur in the moonlight, its serrated steel head 
deep in her shoulder—not her throat, as my uncle 
intended. Grey eyes fix upon my uncle. Teeth bared, 
she gathers to a crouch… and falters as her wounded 
leg buckles. 

Even as my uncle nocks a second arrow, the cwena 
bolts into the forest. 

“No!” my uncle roars, his face dark with chagrin for 
the spoiled shot. “After her!” 

The cwenva’s trail is easy to follow. Broken 
branches and trampled ferns. Dark spots of blood 
confirm her passage. Pulse racing, I run in pursuit… 
but not too fast. It doesn’t take much for the hunter to 
become the hunted. My uncle thunders on behind, all 
semblance of stealth abandoned. 

The ground falls away into a narrow gorge, high-
sided and lined with crooked trees. The cwenva’s trail 
leads straight down its throat. I stoop for a closer look. 
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More blood than before, the footprints in the soft soil 
closer together, the impression from the injured leg 
lighter than the others. 

“She’s tiring,” I peer into the gorge, but see nothing. 
My uncle draws to a halt, face flushed and breathing 

heavier than he’ll ever admit. He gestures towards the 
gorge’s mouth. “Follow her in. I’ll shadow you from the 
ridge. If you have a shot, bring her down.” 

I swallow my concerns about cornering a desperate 
beast. She’s wounded, and my uncle has never been 
one to forgive cowardice. “Yes, essavir.” 

A nod. A grunt of approval I’ve laboured to earn so 
many times in the past. He’s gone. 

Making certain my arrow is nocked securely, I set 
off into the gorge. 

No sound betrays the cwenva’s presence. The 
forest is silent, holding its breath. Awaiting the 
contest’s conclusion, and the victor declared. There’s 
only the hammer-beat of my pulse, and the fitful wind 
to my fore. 

I press on, navigating by what little moonlight 
cheats the canopy and the gorge’s sides, barely daring 
to breathe lest it reveal me. But for my uncle’s arrow, 
the cwenva would be a quarter-mile distant, perhaps 
more. But instinct and the bloody trail tell me otherwise. 
It may be that my uncle’s shot, astray though it struck, 
was the only one needed. 

I find her waiting at the edge of a pool fed by a thin 
waterfall high up in the gorge’s rocky wall. She’s sitting 
amid the bulrushes, thin mist dancing close. Her 
wounded shoulder hangs lower than the other, her fur’s 
beautiful white and silver muddled and dark with blood.  

I draw the bowstring to my ear. Feel the killing 
power build within the arching yew. Her grey eyes glare 
defiance, but even as the cwenva shifts in response to 
my presence, her injured shoulder sinks lower.  

It won’t take much to end the hunt. A steady aim 
and a flutter of the fingers. My uncle’s last instruction 
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rings loud in my thoughts, joined by the memory of a 
hundred lectures delivered since my adoption. About 
weakness. About strength. About how a man proves 
himself before his peers.  

Even if my uncle wears the cwenva’s pelt to 
coronation we will both know it was I—and not he—
who slew the beast. I and not he who has proven 
himself more than mortal.  

Not that I’d ever say as much. I learned long ago to 
keep my thoughts hidden. A dissenting voice in my 
uncle’s household earns only the strike of the fist or the 
singlestick as reward. Part of the reason I’ll never make 
a swordsman is because my broken wrist never healed 
as it should. At eight winters old, I’d not yet learned the 
full measure of my uncle’s character and earned a 
beating for expressing admiration for one of my uncle’s 
rivals. It wasn’t the last such chastisement, nor the last 
broken bone.  

Years later, in a rare moment of drunkenness, my 
uncle offered an non-apology. He explained that he 
sought only to shape me as he had been shaped in his 
youth. To make me strong as he had been made 
strong by his own father. In this, in part, he succeeded. 
If I survive the night, the man I am to become will owe 
much to his tutelage… though perhaps not in the 
manner he expects.  

Is he watching from amid the trees? I don’t think so, 
but it’s impossible to tell. Another one of his ‘tests’ to 
be certain his heir is worthy of Dovon’s throne? With 
the cwenva’s grey eyes still on me, I realise I don’t 
care. Whatever my uncle believes, a pelt won’t buy him 
anything in Tregard, much less the Emperor’s envy. 
Prey should perish for many reasons, but never for 
nothing. 

I ease the tension from the bow… and realise I’ve 
been holding my breath the entire time. 

“Go,” I murmur, feeling ridiculous for addressing a 
beast thus. 
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With a filthy look—one that convinces me of the 
tigress’ sagacity more than a hundred stories ever 
could and provokes the fanciful notion that she was 
somehow testing me—the cwenva limps away. She’s 
lost to the darkness before I belatedly consider the 
threat she might pose to me. But even that can’t assail 
a strange contentment. However the night goes from 
here, I’ve proved something to myself. 

“Death to the Varaja!” 
The guttural shout shatters my serenity. A bellow of 

pain and the sounds of a struggle send me splashing 
through the pool to the gorge wall, seeking handhold 
about rock and root. Shaking off the clutch of briar and 
branch, I climb.  

A spluttering cry shakes the leaves as I haul myself 
onto the overhang and forge on into the darkness. 

A shaft of moonlight reveals two men. One prone, 
the other bent over, a handful of dirty tunic in one fist, 
the other raised. I have the bow half-drawn before I 
realise my uncle holds the upper hand. 

The tremor ripples outward from the pit of my 
stomach. An attack, now? As I draw closer, my uncle’s 
fist rises and falls with a dull, meaty thwack. The would-
be assassin’s howls don’t quite disguise the sound of 
something breaking in his face. Blood spatters the 
undergrowth, the coppery tang sharp on the cool night 
air. 

My uncle glances at me, wolfish joy on his blood-
flecked face and his eyes dark. “You won’t need that.” 

“What happened?” I manage, the words raw in a dry 
mouth. 

Another blow. The man goes limp, his head tilted 
back towards the soil. My uncle lets him drop and spits 
on the ruin of his face. Disinterested, he gestures 
towards the man’s weapon, abandoned—
unbloodied—atop the leaves.  

“Came at me with a knife. Should have known 
better.” With a grunt, he draws his sword and stabs 
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down. The man makes no sound as he dies. Perhaps 
he was already dead. He’d not be the first to perish 
beneath my uncle’s fists. “Do you recognise him?” 

That’s the question. The dangerous question. My 
uncle’s voice holds only the mildest interest, but he’s 
not so blunt as he pretends. A monarch must have a 
lithe mind—especially if he lacks his subjects’ love. I 
lower the bow and step closer, hoping I’ll not see 
something that’ll force me to chance a lie. 

The attacker’s face is so bloodied and swollen that 
even his own kin would have struggled to make certain 
identification. But I dare to believe the man’s a 
stranger. The discarded knife supports the 
assumption. It’s a commoner’s weapon, little better 
than a tool.  

“He’s from Targama.” My uncle offers the 
information without waiting for my disavowal. “The 
vittler’s brother.” 

Pieces fall into place. We passed through Targama 
before noon on the way to the hunting lodge. The vittler 
had offered his wares readily enough, and at no cost—
only a fool would expect my uncle to pay for provender 
within Dovon’s bounds. But he grew markedly more 
reluctant when my uncle demanded his daughter 
deliver the goods to the hunting lodge, and herself 
alongside for services readily apparent, for all that they 
were unspecified.  

My uncle, playing the role of the beneficent king, 
laughed off the man’s first refusal and reissued the 
demand. Rejected a second time, he had Harstan 
torch the vittler’s cottage and personally hurled first the 
daughter, then the father, into the flames. He departed 
only when the screams fell silent and he could be 
certain that the lesson had taken root with their 
neighbours. 

And I, of course, did nothing. 
I watched as the timber blackened and the roof 

collapsed, as the small, murmured prayers drifted 
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towards the pale, dusk moon. Prayers that fell on deaf 
ears, for all the solace and succour Ashana offered her 
subjects. More proof, if any be needed, that the moon 
goddess is nothing more than myth, as my uncle 
readily espouses. 

And I did nothing.  
For all my uncle’s claims of tutoring me in strength, 

he has worked far harder at cultivating a particular form 
of cowardice. There is a village like Targama and a 
man like the vittler at the heart of every one of my 
uncle’s stories. Swindlers, cowards and traitors are 
labels, seldom true.  

Not every quarry we’ve hunted across the years 
has walked on four legs.  

“Of course, I recognise him now,” I reply dully, 
though in truth I don’t. “What should be done?” 

My uncle shrugs, bored now there’s no more fight 
in the man, and no audience other than me. “Leave him 
for whatever beasts take a fancy to his flesh. Let his 
family wonder at his fate… assuming he has any left.” 
He gives the corpse another meaty kick and shoots me 
a suspicious glance. I try and fail to suppress a flinch. 
That look has too often heralded his fist. “What about 
the cwenva?” 

Another dangerous question.  
“I had the perfect shot lined up.” I nod at the body. 

“His cry startled her. She took off twice as fast as 
before.” 

My uncle tugs his sword free of the corpse. His 
expression darkens. “You should have finished the 
hunt. Now we have nothing.” 

He has nothing, he means. No godly mantle to 
provoke envy at the Golden Court.  

“My first duty is to my king.” I know the words won’t 
satisfy him—if only because they suggest that he, the 
famed Varaja, could ever have been in danger. I have 
others that will. “We still have three days before the 
coronation. The ride to Tregard will take no more than 
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two. We can hunt again tomorrow, and I will deliver 
your prize.” 

My uncle stares at me for the longest time, a 
peculiar gleam in his eye. I worry he’s about to insist 
we press on through the night, even though midnight 
is drawing near—and I want him back at the hunting 
lodge by midnight. I need him there. At last, he nods. 
Stepping across the attacker’s body, he grips my 
shoulder and offers an approving frown. 

“You’re dutiful lad, Natra,” he intones. “Your father 
would be proud.” 

I hope my father would have hated us both.  
* * * 

Carousal’s rough clamour warns that half our 
companions are drunk long before we reach the 
hunting lodge—a squat-shouldered log cabin nestling 
in a clearing beneath an ivy-wreathed cliff. Some have 
been here all afternoon, roasting game over the 
firepit’s leaping flames in preparation for their king’s 
arrival. Others returned with Harstan and have since 
guzzled their way to drunkenness.  

The half-dozen who remain sober are out of sight 
among the trees, far enough from the firepit to protect 
their night vision. Harstan is among the latter group, 
unfailingly clear-headed as always.  

His eyes widen at my uncle’s bloodied robes. “My 
king, what—” 

The predator’s smile returns, my uncle enjoying the 
moment. “None of it’s mine. A peasant with a grudge 
and misplaced aspirations.” 

Concern slips from Harstan’s rugged cheeks. It’s 
not the first time he’s heard such news. “And your 
quarry?” 

To his credit, my uncle offers no sign that the 
cwenva’s escape was down to me. He doesn’t so much 
as glance in my direction. What honour he has reveals 
itself at the most peculiar times. Glimpses of a better 
man he’ll never be. “We’ll track her anew tomorrow.” 
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Harstan stifles a grimace, but knows better than to 
question the decision. He once charged a Tressian 
patrol alone and emerged the victor, but defying my 
uncle is beyond him. We’re all cowards in the Varaja’s 
orbit. Or maybe he’s simply loyal, and I’m looking for 
justification for my own inaction. 

I offer Harstan a curt nod and follow my uncle to the 
firepit, awash in the rich aromas of woodsmoke and 
roasted game… the thick, sweet scent of mead. An 
Immortal hoists his tankard high in salute. 

“We are favoured! The Varaja walks among us!” 
His raucous cheer is joined by others, a greeting 

offered to a returning hero. It redoubles as my uncle 
retells his encounter with the vittler’s brother, sparing 
none of the grisly details, and inventing more than a 
few. I set aside my bow and quiver, and take my seat 
as far away from the others as I can without provoking 
questions.  

I barely listen and eat nothing. It’s not for lack of 
appetite, but out of fear I’ll keep nothing down. There’s 
a fist about my stomach. The anticipation is upon me 
now, that poisonous, invigorating frisson that always 
comes when the hunt reaches its climax. Fear and 
opportunity, gathered so close as to be 
indistinguishable. I pray my uncle won’t notice. 

Midnight passes to the strains of tuneless song 
harried along by the stomp of boot and the thump of 
tankard upon knee. No one sings louder than my uncle, 
though he drinks little. In the silence thereafter, a 
kernhawk’s shrill cry echoes across the skies.  

The fist about my gut grows tighter still. There are 
no kernhawks in the Vana Sceolfra. 

My uncle knows it too. Hackles high, he waves 
resurgent song into silence and stares out into the 
darkened forest. Lip twisting, he turns to me for the first 
time since we reached the firepit.  

“Find Harstan. Now!” 
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The night whistles even as I reach my feet. One 
man falls without a sound, stupefied eyes fixed on the 
arrow protruding from his chest. Another screams and 
pitches into the firepit. The stench of burning leathers 
and seared flesh join the rest. A third reaches for his 
sword. He dies with the steel half-drawn, gulping up 
blood as he falls. They are only the first. 

“Get out of the light!” my uncle roars above the 
screams. 

He leaps the firepit and barges me aside. An arrow 
grazes his upper arm, drawing blood and a vicious 
curse. He snarls at the forest’s darkness and shoves 
me towards the lodge door. 

“Get inside!” 
I drag open the door and stumble across the 

threshold. It’s nothing fancy—a trapper’s refuge, 
seized by kingly authority. A single room clinging to a 
stone hearth and chimney. Empty, save the 
haversacks and bedding of the men dying in the 
firelight. Our attackers haven’t reached this far yet. 
They will soon enough.  

My uncle slams the door shut and drives the bolts 
home. I do the same with the rear door. 

“Queen’s Ashes!” he snarls. “Where’s Harstan?” 
Taut expression tells me he already knows the 

truth. Harstan and other sentries are dead. No one 
wastes arrows on drunks if there are still sober men 
ready to fight. We’re alone. 

“We’re alone, essavir.” I draw my sword. I’d prefer 
the bow, but it wouldn’t serve in the lodge’s confines, 
even had I not left it outside. My wrist grinds and clicks, 
stiff and limber in all the wrong places—a needless 
reminder that the sword will never truly be my weapon. 
One way or another, I’ll be able to set it down again 
soon. “If Harstan were alive, he’d already be here.” 

My uncle growls, ill temper fed by frustration, but 
not fear. The Varaja grants fear to others—he keeps 
nothing for himself. Beyond the lodge’s walls, the last 
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scream fades to a gurgling cry, and then to nothing at 
all. Shadows flicker through the window. We won’t be 
alone for long. 

“Back against mine, boy.” I barely recognise my 
uncle’s voice as he draws his sword. The braggart and 
the bully are gone. Only the killer remains. “We teach 
these curs what it is to cross the House of Breoca.” 

As I move to join him, the doors crash in on their 
hinges.  

A half-dozen men and women surge into the room, 
their garb a mismatch of traveller’s leathers and 
hunter’s furs. Two of the men wear threadbare emerald 
silks, betraying years in the shield wall beneath my 
uncle’s banner, or else that of the Emperor my uncle 
serves in name alone. Empty quivers speak to arrows 
well spent.  

Without a word of command given, they ring us, 
blades levelled. Even the women carry swords. I can’t 
see my uncle’s face, but I don’t have to imagine his 
sneer – it’s been seared into my mind for years. As with 
honour, he prizes tradition highly when it suits him.  

“It’s over, my king.” Tralcar, the elder of the ex-
soldiers, spits sardonic emphasis into the title. “Your 
crimes have come due.” 

“My crimes?” my uncle roars. “You’ve no right to 
judge me. I answer to none save the Emperor!” 

“Not this night.” I feel Tralcar’s eyes upon me. 
Appraising. Satisfied. Perhaps even a little surprised. 
The House of Breoca doesn’t exactly have a reputation 
for trustworthiness, but I’ve done everything I 
promised. “Step away, Natra. You’ve played your part. 
You may leave the killing to us.” 

As I take a long step away from my uncle, the fist 
about my gut relaxes. Turning about, I take my place 
between Bralwyn and Hradesh, a widow and an 
orphan, both bereaved at my uncle’s hand.  

Bralwyn’s husband died upon the executioner’s 
scaffold, accused of conspiracy, when in truth his only 
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crime was possessing land my uncle desired for his 
own. Hradesh’s parents had fallen behind their tithes. 
They died as an example to their neighbours in the 
Trellinor Valley. Tralcar’s spearband was ordered into 
the arena at Pandari for no nobler goal than 
entertainment—a battle to the death against prisoners 
taken during my uncle’s war with neighbouring Kentae. 
Only Tralcar survived, though he left a hand on the 
arena floor. Aelri, Rhavin and Shavan have their own 
tales. Their own reasons. Everyone in this room has 
lost someone to my uncle’s cruelty. I lost myself for the 
longest time. Tonight is the first step in undoing the 
past. 

“Natra!” My uncle’s sword dares others to come 
close, but he has eyes only for me. “What is this, boy? 
You stand with me!” 

Even now, there’s a piece of me wants to obey. A 
cold, tired piece, beaten into submission long ago. I put 
it from my thoughts, the battle between habit and 
purpose easier than I expected. I’m already changing. 
I even manage to meet his gaze without flinching. A 
first. 

“No, uncle.” The words are sweet as nectar on my 
tongue. “Justice will be served.” 

He glares. But for the others’ swords, his hands 
would already be around my throat. I can almost feel 
the pressure of them, even now. “You’d side with these 
traitors over me?” 

He still doesn’t understand. It provokes a joy I’m 
powerless to deny. “I brought them together. I told 
them where to find you tonight, away from the walls of 
your palace and the spears of your Immortals. The 
Varaja, away from his den and the fury of his pack.” 

The rage in his tone yields to cold calculation. “The 
vittler’s brother. You were unsettled until I told you who 
he was. Worried one of your friends had sprung the 
trap too soon?” He snorts and gives a weary shake of 
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the head. “This is how you repay my kindness? This 
is—” 

He moves faster than I can give warning, faster than 
Tralcar has any hope of parrying. Then the emerald 
robes are dark with blood from a ruined throat, and my 
uncle’s sword is in motion once more. 

“Look out!”  
Rhavin’s garbled shout comes too late to save Aelri 

from the blow that splits her skull.  
My uncle’s fingers choke off Rhavin’s second cry. 

His bloodied sword runs him through.  
The others throw themselves at my uncle, 

screaming with loss and fear.  
Shavan, the only other trained swordsman in our 

small conspiracy, forces my uncle to a chain of 
desperate parries. But still my uncle strikes him down 
with a bunched fist, and hacks his head half away.  

The backswing takes Hradesh’s legs. My uncle 
stomps on his throat, the whining, sucking sound 
setting my own lungs spasming in sympathy. Bralwyn, 
left alone against the monster who filled the lodge with 
so much blood in so impossible a span, charges 
shrieking to her death. She’s cut down without her 
blade even making contact with steel. 

And I? I do nothing, frozen as ever before my 
uncle’s fury.  

The worthless sword escapes my twitching fingers 
and thuds against the floor. Half a room away, 
Hradesh’s struggles stutter to nothing. 

Stooping, my uncle wipes his bloody hand clean on 
Bralwyn’s face. He sighs, his eyes fixed on her dead 
stare, his voice shaking. Genuine anguish, for what 
little that is worth. “Well then, boy. You know what 
comes next, don’t you?” His eyes fall closed, his voice 
gravelly and raw. “Damn you for making me do this.” 

The promise of death cracks the ice about my 
thoughts.  
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I stumble away, fighting to stay upright, my throat 
tight. I barely feel the rough timber of the back door 
under my hand. I miss my footing on the uneven outer 
steps and sprawl in the dirt. My left elbow strikes stone. 
I curse having left my bow by the fire. I panic anew at 
heavy footfalls within the lodge. 

Somehow, I clamber to my feet and break into a 
staggering run down the rock-strewn incline, numb to 
the clutch of branches and the thorns tearing my 
cheeks. I’ve no plan, no destination in mind. Only 
escape. 

But the Varaja always finds his prey. 
What allies I had are dead. I’ve none nearer than 

Pandari, and they’ll not support me while my uncle 
lives. If any of Harstan’s Immortals still survive, they’ll 
gladly hold me down while my uncle’s fists reduce me 
to broken bone and swollen flesh. I’ve seen it done. 

Lungs burning and legs rubbery, I miss my footing 
again. 

The world turns over and over, shafts of moonlight 
dancing against the dark. I almost welcome the 
hammer-blow of the oak’s trunk against my ribs for the 
stillness it brings. The night steadying about me, I 
reach hands and knees and crawl behind the oak.  

I make it just as my uncle appears at the top of the 
rise, blotting out the light from the distant firepit, bloody 
sword glinting in his hand. 

“I’m the Varaja! You can’t hide from me, boy!” 
I duck behind the oak, pressing my shoulders 

against the rough bark and stifle shuddering breaths. 
A delay only, given the trail I’ve left. There’s no escape. 
Not from him. 

And yet in that moment, the tremor slips from my 
limbs. The fear falls away alongside. I’ve seen prey 
overtaken by this moment, but never thought to 
experience it myself. Fear thrives on hope of survival, 
and I’ve no hope left. Better to spend my last strength 
in useless defiance than pointless flight. I fill my lungs 
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with the night’s chill air, and stare up at the moon 
through a crack in the branches. For the first time, I find 
myself wishing the tales of Evermoon and Eventide 
were true. That a goddess truly does behold the world 
from a silver kingdom among the stars. 

“Your friends died well, for traitors!” my uncle roars. 
“Show yourself! I’ll make it quick!” 

Palm braced against the oak, I stand and breathe 
deep. 

A hand falls upon my shoulder. My soul all but leaps 
from my body. 

The hand tightens. It spins me about and shoves 
me against the tree. I’m face-to-face with a pale young 
woman with close-cropped blonde hair. Or at least 
something that wears a young woman’s shape as 
carelessly as her white shift dress. Even from the 
first—even with her fully in moonshadow—I realise 
there’s more to her than my eye perceives. A presence 
that pierces the veil of the world. Her grey eyes meet 
mine. A finger presses to pursed lips bearing the 
merest hint of a smile. My cry of alarm hisses away. 

My fear threatens to return as the young woman 
draws closer. Her skin shines silver as she steps into 
moonlight. Her hand leaves her lips and clamps across 
my mouth. She smells like heather after rain, the scent 
of the open moor. She shakes her head in disapproval.  

It’s only then I glimpse the puckered wound at her 
bloodied shoulder. An arrow wound. 

A hundred tales of the cwenva scream for attention. 
A tigress, kin to the divine. And if those tales are true, 
then what of the divinities themselves? What of 
Ashana? 

A crunch of undergrowth reminds me of my uncle’s 
presence beneath the trees.  

“Where are you, boy?”  
His voice is close now. Too close. I try to pull free, 

but the woman—the cwenva—pushes me against the 
tree, her nose almost touching mine. Her smile turns 
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as predatory as anything I’ve ever seen grace my 
uncle’s lips.  

“I didn’t want this for you, Natra,” my uncle rumbles. 
“It will be painless, I promise. It will…” 

His voice fades. The crackle of undergrowth 
betrays a man’s stance shifting in surprise. I wonder 
for a moment if he’s seen the cwenva, but the oak is 
too broad. More, there’s a new sensation beneath the 
branches. Like the air before thunder. Similar to the 
sense of the cwenva, but stronger, deeper. 

“There you are.” The voice is richer, more vibrant 
than my uncle’s. The rumble of the open tomb, the wind 
upon the mountain. “I’ve been searching for you.” 

At last, the cwenva lessens her grip. I twist about. 
My uncle is no longer alone on the slope.  

A second shadow graces the moonlight, a man in 
heavy cloak and antlered helm. He’s of a height with 
my uncle, though scarcely as broad, and leans upon a 
tall spear. There’s no mistaking his nature. The air 
beneath the trees is thick with it. He’s no more mortal 
than my saviour… my captor. 

My uncle stumbles away from the newcomer. “I’ve 
no quarrel with you.” 

The newcomer strides closer, remorseless. “You 
acclaim yourself the Varaja, do you not? You have 
stalked a daughter of the Goddess in the silver forest.” 
Green eyes blaze beneath the antlered helm. “You 
may have no quarrel with me, but I have business with 
you.” 

“No…” My uncle stumbles back another pace. His 
fearful voice becomes a snarl. “No… You’re a myth. A 
story! There is no Goddess!”  

Even in the dark, I see the change overtake my 
uncle. I felt it in myself moments before. The cornered 
prey with nothing to lose. With nothing to offer the 
hunter save one last moment of defiance.  

Beneath the waxing moon, even the Varaja is prey. 
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My uncle screams in a manner I’ve never heard 
pass his lips, more fear than wrath. Branches snapping 
beneath his feet, he hurls himself at the Huntsman.  

A dark blur strobes in the shafts of moonlight. A wet 
rip of a spear puncturing flesh. For a long, aching 
moment, my uncle stands transfixed, sword still aloft. 
The spearpoint gleams wetly in shadow.  

The sword falls into the undergrowth. The 
Huntsman dips his spear. My uncle’s corpse slips free 
and tumbles down the hill, shoulder over shoulder. As 
it reaches us, the cwenva halts it with her bare foot. 
Her skin dulls where it passes into shadow, no longer 
silver, but human-seeming once more.  

My uncle’s dead eyes stare up at me. The hunter 
become prey, become meat. 

Green eyes flicker on the hillside as the Huntsman 
offers the cwenva a stiff bow. She returns it with a 
curtsey, and he’s gone, reclaimed by the shadows.  

I stare down at my uncle’s corpse. I feel empty. No 
triumph. No loss… And no fear. If the cwenva wanted 
my life for my part in the hunt, I’d be dead already. Or 
perhaps not. If I’ve learnt one thing this night, it’s the 
danger of assumption. 

She crouches beside the corpse, thin lips parting in 
sly smile. Her fingers trace the ragged wound above 
my uncle’s heart and come away sticky. Standing, she 
smears the blood across my brow. It’s still warm, the 
stench overpowering.  

Ignoring my grimace, she licks her fingers clean 
and steps back to admire her handiwork. 

“The kill is yours.” Her voice is sharper than I 
expect, impatient and far from kind. “Dovon’s crown is 
yours. Wear it well.” 

She’s gone before I can form coherent thoughts, far 
less words of thanks. A dream in the silver forest, lost 
to shadows and to moonlight. 

And for the first time in my life… I am free. 
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