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From the Editor
ADRIAN COLLINS

Welcome to a new year and a new… no, not quite yet.
A new world is still a little off and many of you are still
stuck in your apartments soaking your Weetbix in beer
to get through the day. Hold fast, because on the
written entertainment front the GdM team and I have
you covered for the next few hours at least (hint: this
issue is a big one).
This issue is something a little special: a prime
example of the generosity of the publishing industry
and successful authors’ want to see others do well.
This issue includes not one, but two stories from the
Matthew Ward Pay it Forward Writing Competition we
ran last year. Two new authors you’re unlikely to have
seen published: Hûw Steer and Jack Van Beynen. At
the end of this issue I think you’ll remember the names,
because their stories are absolute crackers.
Before I wish you well on your grimdark journey
through this issue, I’d just like to give Matthew Ward a
special mention and to dedicate this issue to his
generosity and willingness to help out new authors.
Happy reading, mates.
Adrian Collins
Founder
Subscribe to Grimdark Magazine:

https://www.patreon.com/GrimdarkMagazine
Connect with the Grimdark Magazine team at:
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facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine
twitter.com/AdrianGdMag
grimdarkmagazine.com
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Sacred Semantics
NICHOLAS EAMES

Before leaping to his death from the edge of a steep
bluff, Neph decided to offer a quick prayer to the Spider
Goddess because a lot of devout men had died this
morning and it probably wouldn’t hurt to introduce
himself.
“Hi, Goddess. It’s me, Neph.” He belatedly
remembered to take off his cap. There was mud all
over it, which he tried in vain to brush off before
clutching it to his heart and peering skyward. “It looks
like we’re done for. The six-leggers have us
surrounded, trapped on this blasted hill, which the
Colonel said was impregnable, except it seems
awfully…um, impregnated now.”
He heard men shouting in the smoke behind him,
followed by the whapwhapwhap of spinneret gun
unloading in staccato bursts, then silence.
“I don’t get it,” Neph complained. “We did what the
priests asked of us. We said the prayers, made the
sacrifices—cut eight men into eight pieces and burned
them in eight separate fires—and still the Sixers beat
us. How? Why? Is there a lesson we’re supposed to
learn?”
Something exploded in his periphery, forcing Neph
to squint against the glare. He sank to his knees at the
bluff’s edge. Smoke churned like soiled bathwater over
the battlefield below.
“Maybe the heathens are right!” he cried. “Maybe
you do only have six legs, and we eight-leggers are the
ones who’ve got it all backwards. Or maybe you’ve got
seven legs and we’re all wrong, in which case we’re
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fighting this Holy War for nothing!” He shook his head,
despairing. “No. Nevermind. That’s insane. You’re a
Spider Goddess, and spiders have eight legs. We’re
right, they’re wrong, and we need to kill them until they
understand. Until they see the truth.”
Neph startled as a man on fire lurched past him and
went screaming into the swirling abyss. Hopefully, the
poor soldier had said his prayers before being lit up like
a torch.
“Anyway—” the boy replaced his hat “—I’m gonna
jump off this cliff. Kill myself. It might seem like a
coward’s way out, but if the Sixers take me alive they’ll
torture me. Or worse: they’ll recondition me. Strap me
to a table and tell me a spider’s only got six legs until I
actually start believing them. And after that they’ll blind
me, hobble me, and send me home—another false
prophet doomed to starve on the streets, shunned by
my own people.” He spat over the brink. “Well, thanks
but no thanks! I don’t—”
A tickling sensation drew Neph’s eye to his hand.
Incredulous, he saw a tiny red spider skittering over his
thumb. Was this a sign from the Goddess? A message
of some sort? He’d been about to kill himself—was this
her way of telling him not to? He sure hoped so,
because although death was preferable to capture, life
was a great deal more preferable than death.
He brought his hand to his face. “Hey, little fella.
What are—”
Whapwhapwhap—a spinneret gun went off right
behind him. Bolts of searing white metal whizzed over
his shoulder, so close Neph could feel the heat on his
face. He yelped and scrambled to his feet, except one
foot slipped on the mud-slick scree and he went
pitching over the edge.
He’d barely summoned the breath to scream when
he hit the sloping face of the cliff. The impact forced the
air from his lungs, but he managed a pained gasp as
his plummet continued. The fog seemed to grasp at
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him as he fell, chilling and sticky, and then he was
through it, watching the ground rush up to meet him.
Except it wasn’t ground. It was—
Water?
Neph went into the river and river went into him. It
filled his mouth, clogged his throat, and flooded his
mind with the animal panic of drowning. Disoriented,
he rolled and squirmed, unsure of which way was up,
aware that the river was bearing him sluggishly along.
Was this some sort of joke? A cruel punishment for
his sins? Had the Goddess—blessed be all eight of her
legs—spared him from death-by-falling only to drown
him?
Finally, his head broke the surface. He sputtered,
gasped, flailed, and went under again. When he
surfaced next he made a concerted effort to swim (or
something like it) toward the bank. A log bobbed past
him, and Neph latched onto it, paddling with his legs
until he ran aground.
Still clinging to his log, he gagged up a mouthful of
mud and water. His tongue tasted like a copper shil
fished out of a shittrench, and he wondered what had
fouled the river so thoroughly.
The answer was right in front of him. He was
hugging a corpse.
After frantically kicking it away, Neph screamed for
a bit, sobbed for a bit, then retched what remained in
his stomach into the mud. As he lay there panting, he
noticed several other bodies scattered along the bank,
bloating and pale, many of them missing arms or legs
or a combination of the two.
“What are you doing?” a woman’s voice called.
Neph froze. Was it a friend? An enemy? There was
no way to know, since the heathens spoke the same
language as those who worshipped the true faith.
Hells, they even dressed the same. A Sixer’s uniform
was greyish-blue, while the one worn by Neph and his
fellow Eights was bluish-grey. They’d looked distinct
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enough from across the battlefield this morning, but
once they were doused in rain, or mud, or blood there
was no telling the difference.
Why hadn’t someone higher up thought to
differentiate their own troops from the enemy? We’re
nothing like the Sixers, he fumed, so why do we dress
like them? Why aren’t we wearing orange or
something? Well, maybe not orange, but—
“Aran!” shouted the woman. “Quick mucking about,
will ya? There’s Eights in trees over there. And a few
left fighting on the hill!”
An enemy, then. A Sixer. Neph’s skin crawled in
revulsion.
“I’m just making sure this lot is dead!” said a boy’s
voice, disconcertingly close.
Through the bleary veil of half-closed eyes, Neph
saw a pair of boots trudge into view and halt beside
one of the corpses further along the bank. Not content
with simply inspecting the body, the boy—Aran, the
woman had called him—stabbed it in the throat with his
tarsus.
Neph might have yelped out loud because the
boots suddenly turned and stalked slowly in his
direction.
Oh, Goddess, he prayed, what have I done to
deserve such torment?
He flinched as Aran’s sword skewered another
corpse.
Must you toy with me so? Am I nothing but a fly,
doomed to wriggle and suffer for your cruel
amusement?
The boots stamped toward Neph. Blood dripped
thick as molasses from the point of his tarsus.
“Aran! Let’s go!”
The boots paused.
Neph’s heart leapt. Thank you, Goddess. Bless you
forever. I swear, I’ll never—
“Just one more!” Aran shouted.
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Eight Hells! Seriously?
The boots stopped right in front of him, and Neph,
seeing no other recourse aside from waiting to be
stabbed to death, open his eyes and began screaming.
The Sixer screamed back.
When both boys finished giving vent to their terror,
instinct kicked in. Aran raised his sword to strike. Neph
rolled as the point gouged the ground behind him. He
kicked at the boy’s knee and felt it snap. The Sixer
collapsed on top of him, and Neph, with
uncharacteristic ferociousness, grappled Aran’s neck
with one arm and squeezed with all his strength. His
free hand groped at the boy’s face, nails digging into
flesh, clawing like an animal for no good reason except
to cause pain to someone who’d been about to kill him
a moment ago.
Aran bit him.
Neph howled in anguish, tightened his grip on the
boy’s throat. His enemy kicked and thrashed. He was
bigger than Neph, who was weary from pulling himself
to shore. Any second now he might squirm loose, and
then…
Without thinking, Neph buried his fingers in the
boy’s eyes. He felt the rubbery orbs burst into pulp as
he burrowed into the Sixer’s skull. The Sixer tried to
scream, but Neph’s arm tightened around his throat.
At last, after a final wracking convulsion, the Sixer
went still.
Dead. Neph’s mind floundered, mired in fear and
dawning horror. He’s dead. I’m alive. I’m still alive…
Because you gouged his fucking eyes out, some
unhelpful aspect of himself chimed in.
Neph rolled out from under the corpse. On his
knees in the mud, he wiped his shaking hands off on
the kid’s uniform. The gooey remnants of Aran’s
eyeball clung to his fingers like the innards of a harvest
pumpkin.
“Aran?”
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Goddess, he’d forgotten about the woman! Frantic,
Neph pried the boy’s sword from his grip. There was a
mandible pistol in a leather holster, which he grabbed
as well. His eye snagged on the six-legged spider in
tarnished silver pinned to the corpse’s chest. He set his
pilfered weapons down and unclasped it (no easy task
for trembling hands), then tore off his own eight-legged
sigil. He was busy fastening the heathen’s pin over his
heart when the squelch of footsteps sounded behind
him.
“Aran, I—” the woman trailed off as Neph glanced
over his shoulder. “What in the Six Hells is…Oh,
Goddess, no. Aran!” She aimed the point of her tarsus
at Neph. “Who are you? What happened here.”
“I…uh…” It took an effort to pull his gaze from the
Sixer pin on her chest. “I found him like this.”
“You found him like this?” The woman looked
deeply skeptical. She glanced at the boy and, judging
by the expression on her face, just now noticed the
gory mess Neph had made of his eyes. “What the
actual fuck? Who did this? I swear on the Six Legs of—
”
Neph shot her. The pistol kicked violently, and was
so suddenly hot that it scalded his palm. He fumbled
the gun, cursed under his breath as it plopped into the
river, and shook his hand to cool it. He’d never fired a
mandible pistol before—he’d certainly never shot
anyone—and finally understood why the soldiers who
used them wore leather gloves on their left hands.
He stood there for moment, gazing blankly at the
river’s current and trying not to think of the two people
he’d just murdered.
His mother’s voice floated into his head. “It’s not
murder,” she’d told him when he’d expressed remorse
over being drafted. “The Sixers aren’t people like you
and I, Neph. They’re Heathens. Sinners. You’re not
killing them—you’re cleansing the world of their taint.”
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A devout woman, his mother. In truth, Neph had
lived in fear of her for most of his life, though he missed
her dearly now. She’d be proud of him—if he managed
to make it home.
Screams and spinneret fire pricked his ears. He
turned to survey the forest behind him.
There’s Eights in the trees, he recalled the woman
saying. “Well, then,” Neph muttered. “The trees it is.”
He stopped to loot the woman’s pistol, making a
point of not looking at her face, then straightened and
set out for the treeline. He started out a sprint, but was
forced to settle for a shambling jog. A few of his ribs
were broken, Neph suspected, and he’d bruised his leg
bad when he’d struck the cliffside on the way down.
To the east (or west—he honestly had no idea
which direction was which) the battlefield lay beneath
a shifting blanket of black smoke. Neph could see
distant figures scuttling like ants, the bright flash of
gunfire, the glint of wan sunlight on steel. The wreck of
two spider tanks were burning, and a razorfly buzzed
in the low clouds, though he couldn’t know if it
belonged to the enemy or not. The Sixers’ razorflies
were almost identical to those piloted by the Eights,
save for the blasphemous decal painted on the side of
their shells.
The forest didn’t provide as much cover as he would
have liked. The trees were tall and too slender to hide
behind in case he spotted the enemy. He heard distant
shouts, and the successive thwumping of bomb
clusters going off somewhere up ahead.
Something chirped on his right. Neph spun, fired,
and cursed himself for a fool when he saw the squirrel
that had startled him. He lobbed the scalding gun at the
animal, but it missed as well.
The squirrel’s chittering sounded an awful lot like
laughter.
“Something funny?” he asked, knuckles whitening
on his weapon’s hilt as he started toward it.
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“Hello? Help!”
Neph looked around, wishing to hell he hadn’t
wasted the mandible’s shot on a fucking squirrel. There
was a toppled tree nearby, a woman pinned on her
stomach beneath it. She was wearing an Eight’s bluegrey uniform. Her cap had fallen off, and her muddied
blonde hair was in disarray.
“Can you help me, please?” she prompted.
“Oh.” Neph blinked, dimly aware of something
clanging off to his right. “Yeah. Sure.” He stabbed the
point of his tarsus into the mud and knelt by her. “What
happened?”
She looked at him as if he’d asked something idiotic
(like how many legs a spider had, for instance) and
blew a strand of yellow hair from her eyes. She was
younger than Neph had first supposed. As young as
him, even. “A tree fell on me.”
“I can see that,” he said. He hooked his hands
under the trunk and hoisted upward. His arms strained,
his knees shook, and something in his lower back tore
like a loaf of fresh bread.
“You’re not strong enough,” she pointed out.
“I’m strong enough,” he assured her, failing to mask
his sudden breathlessness.
“Maybe go get some help,” she suggested. “I can
wait.”
“I don’t need help,” he snapped. “I just need a
better—”
“Hurry!”
“Hurry? You just said—”
A beam of splintering energy missed him by
inches. It carved through the tree in his hands,
cauterizing the stump of both halves. Suddenly he was
strong enough to lift the tree off the girl. She scrambled
out from underneath, and he dropped the trunk.
“Thanks. C’mon.” She took his hand and pulled him
off at a run. Neph yanked his sword out of the ground
as they went by it, then made the grave mistake of
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looking over his shoulder. A behemoth crashed
through the forest behind them—a mechanical
monstrosity with segmented legs and clustered green
eyes.
“A spider-tank!”
“It’s malfunctioning!” she shouted over her
shoulder. “Look at its head.”
He did. The top of its head—where the cockpit
should have been—was blown apart, smoking and
sparking as the giant spider charged clumsily after
them. Neph tripped over a tuft of earth, stumbling.
“Watch where you’re going!” said the girl.
“You just told me to—”
“This way!”
She dragged him down a slope, toward a steepsided cleft in the valley below. A pair of snarling lasers
crossed overhead, sawing through branches, slicing
through trees like a sword through shards of grass. The
girl—Neph still didn’t know her name—stopped short
as one crashed down in their path.
“It’s targeting matrix is fried,” she said, yanking him
along. “The auto-pilot has kicked in, but it thinks
everyone’s an enemy. We need to get away—or else
damage it enough to override its survival scheme and
trick it into self-destructing.”
Neph was impressed. “How do you know so much
about spider tanks?” he shouted, ducking as a stray
laser tore a gouge in the earth beside them.
“I’m a driver!” she explained. “That was my tank.”
Neph risked another glance over his shoulder. Four
of the tank’s eight eyes were cracked and damaged,
while the other four rolled erratically, firing beams of
crackling energy at anything it deemed a ‘threat’. He
saw the squirrel who’d tormented him earlier get
caught by a laser’s blast. Good riddance, he thought.
Little fucker had it coming.
“How did you escape?” he asked the girl, who
pulled him behind the sheltering bulwark of a grassy
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ravine. Whatever wrecked the spider’s head should
have killed her as well.
The girl stopped to catch her breath, swiping hair
from her eyes and wincing as she pressed fingers to
her ribs. “I wasn’t in it at the time. I got out to pee, and
the enemy ambushed us. Meleagant went crazy and
wiped out both squads.”
He’d meant to inquire who stops to pee in the
middle of a battle, but she’d caught his interest on
something else. “Meleagant?”
“My tank. We name them. Meleagant was a hero
from—”
“The Anthrology, yeah. I know him.”
She favoured him with a grin. “Pious, are we?”
His attempt to grin back resulted in a harried
grimace. “My mother—”
The earthen bulwark exploded, showering them
with dirt and stones. They crouched, huddled against
the hail of debris. The girl smelled (not unpleasantly)
like sweat and spring lilacs. Neph was suddenly
conscious of what he must smell like: water-logged
corpses, blood, the charred tang of pistol smoke,
abject terror…
It’s a wonder she isn’t gagging right now...
He considered offering up an apology, but the giant
mechanized arachnid straddling the sky above them
proved a more immediate concern.
Neph stifled a yelp and started to rise, but the girl
clutched him hard, hissing into his ear. “Wait. It doesn’t
see us.”
He squinted against the falling grit. She appeared
to be right—the spider’s remaining eyes looked
everywhere but down, occasionally firing off random
bolts of crackling energy. There was a spinneret gun
on its abdomen, and Neph saw blood splattered on the
fractured window of the rear cockpit. “So what do we
do?” he whispered.
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“We split up. You run that way.” She glanced over
his shoulder. “Distract it. I’ll get on top and—”
“What? Me, distract it? Why not you?”
“Do you know where its OS hub is? Or how to
disable its gyrospanner?”
Neph frowned. He didn’t even know what an OS
hub was—let alone where to find it—and couldn’t have
picked a gyrospanner out from a pile of coat hangers.
“Okay, fine. I’ll distract it.”
“You will?” She eyed him seriously.
“I will,” he said, feeling inexplicably brave for the first
time today.
The girl took hold of his shoulders. “You can do
this.”
“I can do this,” he repeated.
Neph started to rise, but paused in a crouch.
“What’s your name?”
Her smile showed white through the grime on her
face. “Tisca. What’s yours?”
“Neph,” he answered. He wanted to say more—to
ask her where she was from, what House she
belonged to, and why she’d come to war against the
Sixers—but all that could wait. He turned, took a
breath, and began sprinting for all he was worth.
For a moment all Neph could hear was his pounding
heart, his huffing breath, and the snap of twigs
underfoot—but then came the whir of motors and the
raw sizzle of an eye-laser cutting across on his right.
He dove as it passed overhead, then leapt to his feet
and took off in the opposite direction. Another beam
tore a vertical stripe before him. Neph sidestepped it,
heard the canopy come crashing down behind him,
and juked again as more lasers—three this time—cut
trisecting paths ahead of him.
He dropped, skidding on his side beneath the
lowest beam, closing his eyes against the glare of the
blistering torrent.
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The lasers disappeared. Neph lay on his face in the
mud. His whole body ached. Something—the ground
beneath him—was trembling.
Get up, he urged himself. Get up! She needs you to
distract it, fool—not lie here like a Sixer coward. He
rose, but his jaw remained pinned to the forest floor.
The tank—Meleagant—was charging him. Its legs
hammered the earth as it crashed through the brush.
Its eyes pulsed red. Its pincers hinged open, coughing
acrid black smoke as the chain-edged blades roared to
life.
Neph briefly considered offering a prayer to the
Goddess, but since she’d been actively trying to kill him
all day, he decided on a wordless scream instead. He
ran straight at the behemoth, sword raised, figuring
that he’d at least die a hero’s death, running fearlessly
(well, relatively fearlessly) into the chainsaw pincers of
certain death. He glimpsed a figure—Tisca—clinging
to the tank’s sternum, tugging desperately at a braided
blue cord.
The spider collapsed, sloughing like a boulder
behind a rising tide of black earth and wet leaves. Tisca
was thrown from her perch, landing hard at Neph’s
feet.
“You did it!” he cried, kneeling beside her.
“..elf…uct,” she murmured.
Beep—went something on the tank’s blasted
console.
“Huh?”
Beep.
“It’s going…”
Beep.
“…to self-destruct.”
Neph’s eyes went wide. He grabbed the girl by the
collar and hauled her to her feet, then hurled her,
stumbling, away from the crumpled spider. There
wasn’t time to take shelter, so Neph tossed his sword
aside and threw himself onto Tisca, shielding her.
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And he prayed, after all, that the Goddess would
spare their lives.
Things got very bright and very loud. He might have
screamed. He almost certainly lost consciousness.
Eventually, Neph became aware of a shrill blaring in
his ears. He’d closed his eyes at some point, and when
he finally opened them he found Tisca blinking up at
him.
“We lived,” she said, as though marvelling at
something she’d once thought impossible.
“We lived,” he breathed.
“You saved my life,” she pointed out.
“You saved mine first,” Neph said. He rolled off her
and sat up. Pieces of charred scrap-metal lay scattered
all around them. “Praise the Eight Legs of the
Goddess!” he almost laughed for joy. “We lived! You
did great, Tisca. I didn’t think—”
“What did you say?”
“I said you did great.”
“Before that,” she snapped. “About the Goddess.
You said, ‘Praise the Eight legs of the Goddess.”
“So?”
“So…she only has six.”
Neph opened his mouth to protest, but then (as if
his mind was just now piecing together the events of
the last few minutes) he recalled the six-legged tank
she’d piloted plodding toward him, remembered that he
was wearing an enemy soldier’s six-legged pin, and
realized belatedly that Tisca’s uniform really was more
of a greyish-blue than a bluish-grey.
His eyes strayed to the sword lying discarded in the
leaves between them.
So did hers.
He leapt for it.
She didn’t.
She drew the gun at her hip and shot him in the
face.
***
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Heaven was not at all what Neph had expected it to be.
He was under the impression there would be sweet
music in the air, silver webs spanning the sky, and that
everyone he’d ever loved would be on hand to greet
him with open arms.
Instead, he was chained by the ankle to a stranger
while the two of them pushed a massive stone up a
seemingly endless rise. And worse: the old man
claimed he’d been a Sixer once upon a time.
“So why are we both here?” Neph asked him. “If the
Spider Goddess has eight legs, I should be in paradise
right now. And if she had six legs—which is fucking
stupid, mind you—then you should be in paradise.”
“Keep pushing,” the man grunted. He seemed
weary, as if he’d been here for a very long time.
“But I don’t understand,” Neph complained,
straining under the weight of the stone. “Which one of
us is right?”
His partner nodded toward the top of the rise.
Following his gaze, Neph could make out a vast,
horned shadow rearing against the glow of hellish fires.
“Neither,” the old man growled. “She’s a dung
beetle.”

Sacred Semantics was originally published in Art of
War: Anthology for Charity by Petros Triantafyllou.
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Nicholas Eames was born to parents of infinite
patience and unstinting support in Wingham, Ontario.
Though he attended college for theatre arts, he gave
up acting to pursue the infinitely more attainable
profession of “epic fantasy novelist.” Kings of the Wyld
is his first novel. Nicholas loves black coffee, neat
whiskey, the month of October, and video games. He
currently lives in Ontario, Canada, and is very probably
writing at this moment.

20

An Interview with
Seanan McGuire
BETH TABLER

Seanan McGuire, an author of multiple Hugo, Nebula,
and Locus award-winning books, was kind enough to
interview with Grimdark Magazine, where we discuss
her past, writing, and her different series.
[BT] Could you tell me about your beginnings as a
stand-up comedian and an animal rescuer? You had
mentioned that stand-up comedy and writing are things
where you are constantly throwing yourself into
ridiculous situations? What kind of effect did comedy
have on your creative pursuits, obviously writing, but
writing music and cartooning as well.
[SG] I think that everything you do will influence who
you grow up to be—or don't grow up to be, as the case
may be.So stand-up and animal rescue both taught me
that it's better to risk looking ridiculous in the moment,
if it means you get the laugh, or the lizard...or, in my
current life, the story. The only real downside of having
started where I did is that I've had to stop telling stories
about animal rescue and rehab, because anyone who
hasn't worked with animals would then promptly call
me a liar. Animals don't know when they're being
ridiculous. They're just animals. And you can't always
get photographic proof. The phrase, "pics or it didn't
happen" makes me grind my teeth, so my dentist says
stop.
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[BT] I love that on your website you said, "She [...] can
be amused for hours by almost anything. "Almost
anything" includes swamps, long walks, long walks in
swamps, things that live in swamps, horror movies,
strange noises, musical theater, reality TV, comic
books, finding pennies on the street, and venomous
reptiles" If you got more hours in the day, what are
some other "almost anythings" you would like to be
amused by and learn more about?
[SG] I'd like to be amused by more of my local area—
I'm charting it a little bit at a time, with long walks
through swamps and forests, but I have to write, and
that means I can't constantly be out there in the wilds.
I'd like to learn how to bake really fancy cakes, and I'd
like to run more D&D, not just play it and strain my local
network of DMs, and I want to see the parts of the world
I haven't seen yet, of which there are quite a few.
[BT] You have emphasized the importance you place
on having clearly defined rules for your worlds. When
creating a new story, horror, fantasy, urban fantasy, or
other, do you list out for yourself the rules of how the
magic or science fiction works in that world and go from
there? Or do the rules develop organically.
[SG] I tend to develop the rules organically and write
them down as I go, then make sure I don't contradict
myself. I do want to stress that this is how things work
for me. That doesn't mean it's how things will work for
you. Everyone is different, and that's the way things are
supposed to be. So please don't take my process as a
commandment.
[BT] In your "Fifty Rules for Writing," you talked a bit
about how writers ought to talk about writing as much
or as little as they need to. You suggested to "find
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tolerant friends," and have said, "If I tried to work
everything out in the privacy of my own head, I would
explode, and nothing would ever get done. You may
be on the opposite side of the spectrum. There is no
wrong answer." Do you think that due to the pandemic,
authors are utilizing social media to get more of their
ideas out and communicate with other writers more so
than before?
[SG] Not really, because the fear that someone will
steal their ideas, or that they won't be able to
accurately articulate something, or that their idea will
turn out to be inherently problematic in some way—I
once had an editor propose a Mira Grant book to me
that was built on an inherently racist premise, who
hadn't realized that the premise was racist until I
echoed it back at him very carefully (and no, the editor
was not white).So there's still an aspect of caution
when it comes to talking things through with people we
don't know well. I think a lot of writers have taken to
Zoom and Dischord for necessary talk-through spaces.
[BT] I read an article where you talked about the
research you did for your Paristitology series where
your study of tapeworms was—Incredibly—empirical.
It is a fantastic story! Could you talk a little about what
you learned from Timmy the Tapeworm and how it
(he?) impacted the Parstitology series? Have you gone
to similarly extreme lengths in your research for other
books?
[SG] Timmy was technically neither male nor female,
being a tapeworm, but I use male pronouns for him,
because it seemed to fit, and Timmy didn't care.
Feeling like I really understood what it was like to share
my body willingly with something non-human made the
trilogy easier to write, and a lot more fun, if only for the
horrified expressions. Sadly, most of my books haven't
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leant themselves easily to that level of hands-on
research. I've been vaccinated against unusual
diseases, visited medical facilities, and gone to
university for a folklore degree as part of book
research, but that's about it.
[BT] Your novel Feed is a zombie medical thriller
whose premise was that a zombie plague breaks out,
and accurate information was disseminated, not from
news agencies, but from micro-bloggers. Do you see a
shift in the publishing world now, ten years after
publishing relying on microblogging more to get the
word out for books?
[SG] I mean, yes? Because micro-blogging wasn't
really a thing yet when I wrote those books, and so they
couldn't be using those channels. Now, if you don't
have at least a little micro-blogging in your channel of
distribution, people won't notice your book exists.
There are a lot more platforms involved in successful
book promotion than there used to be.
[BT] When I first read the Newsflesh series, one of the
things that I appreciated was the realism. Often when
you read a zombie novel, the zombies are just there for
the sake of being zombies; the dead get up and walk
because that's what zombies do. It makes no sense
from a biological standpoint. Instead, you created a
plausible backstory of two viruses coming together and
making a virus baby named Kellis-Amberlee. Do you
think that adding that element of realism changed the
universal zombie mythos?"
[SG] Not really, because there hasn't been a movie
yet, and without a movie, we don't get the penetration
we need to be fully assimilated into the gestalt. I hope
there will be a movie someday, but if there's not, I
needed that realism to accept that the world I'd created
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could actually function, and without that functionality, I
couldn't spend four books and multiple short pieces
there. I needed the virus to make sense in order to
accept my own zombies, if that makes sense outside
my head?
[BT] Ten years after Feed was released, the world is
now struggling through a plague. Some of the plot
details that you wrote into the world-building in the
Newsflesh series included things like blood tests to
enter buildings, a change in architecture to be more
defensive, and the importance of being very aware of
your virus load at all times. How did you come to those
remarkably prescient details?
[SG] I talked to a lot of the people currently involved in
trying to manage this pandemic; I did the reading and I
did the research, and I am very, very good at putting
pieces together. It's sort of like being a television
medium. Can they talk to the dead? Probably not. Can
they put together all the clues they get about
someone's life and find a shape that fits in the holes?
Yes, absolutely. So I just found the holes and made
something that fit into them. None of what's happening
right now is a surprise. The doctors told us it was
coming.
[BT] From what I understand, the October Daye series
is nearing the end of its story. I know we have at least
three more books to look forward to. Do you have plans
for another series based in October Daye's world?
[SG] No, on both your question and your assertion.
We're nowhere near the end of October's story. She
has a long way left to go before she reaches the finish
line and gets to take a nap. Did someone tell you
otherwise?
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[BT] October has developed quite a bit throughout the
series. When you started writing October, did you have
a plan for her character arc?
[SG] Yes.
[BT] Historically, myths, tales, and folklore weren't the
warm, happy fluffballs that Disney would make them
out to be. One of the best aspects of the Wayward
Children and October Daye is its more classical
balance of dark and light. Characters can be beautiful
but also terrifying in that beauty. Have you ever gotten
backlash for the stories being too dark?
[SG] I've gotten people saying that Toby's troubled
relationship with her mother and her own daughter is
unrealistic, and that she has no reason to be
depressed at the start of the story. As a person who
grapples with depression and has a very complicated,
strained relationship with my own mother, I found those
comments troubling, because for me, those are the
most realistic aspects of the story. They're not always
fun, but they're always true.
[BT] Across the Grass Green Fields, your newest
Wayward Children story features a child named Regan
who finds a door to the Hooflands, a land of centaurs
and unicorns. How did you decide on the Hooflands as
the newest realm for a child to visit?
[SG] That's where Regan went, and so that's the world
I wrote. Regan is something of a gift to a friend of mine
who complained, as people sometimes do, that they
never got to see themself in story.(Regan is she/her,
my friend is they/them.)And since that friend is a friend
from the My Little Pony community, it was time for the
Hooflands.
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[BT] The Wayward Children series is written as books
that can be read as standalone novels or read as a
series. For someone new to The Wayward Children,
would you recommend that they start with book one?
Or could they jump right into Across the Grass Green
Fields?
[SG] I will never recommend reading anything but in
order, and the books are not actually written as standalones, ever. Some of them require more or less
background, but all are informed by what comes either
before or after. I don't know why people keep saying
the series contains stand-alone installments. It's a
series.
[BT] Regan was a joy to read as she developed as a
character. Without going into spoiler territory, is there
anything you'd like to say about her emotional arc
throughout the story?
[SG] She needs to figure out who she is, learn to like
that person, and come to accept that liking who she is
isn't wrong. Writing that took a delicate hand, and it
was very important to me.
[BT] As long as we're having fun with unicorns and
magic horse worlds: who is your favorite My Litte
Pony? I am also a huge My Little Pony fan.
[SG] My all-time favorite is Little Flitter, a Summerwing
Pony from year six of Generation One. She was the
original October Daye in my bedroom Pony games.
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Cyberpunk 2077:
Working for the Man to
Spite the Man
CHARLES PHIPPS

"If you're not a cop, you're little people."
-Bryant, Blade Runner
Cyberpunk is one of the genres that we at Grimdark
Magazine think falls within the bounds of grimdark. It is
dark, cynical, gritty, and frequently morally ambiguous
fiction set against a science fiction setting. Grimdark
Magazine's commitment to cyberpunk is so great that
they even published T.R. Napper's Neon Leviathan
and have also promoted indie authors trying to share
their neon dystopias (myself included).
The word cyberpunk is meant to be a technological
homage to punk music that rages against society and
its numerous hypocrisies, and generally speaking,
cyberpunk is anti-establishment. The protagonists are
frequently criminals like Molly Millions, Case, and
Johnny from William Gibson's works, and even the
protagonists of the most benevolent cyberpunk story,
The Matrix, are deemed terrorists by the Machinecontrolled system.
The police in cyberpunk are usually portrayed as a
mixture of bad and good, and some of its most famous
protagonists have been brutal enforcers of the law.
Alex Murphy in Robocop (1987), Decker in Blade
Runner (1982), and the titular Judge Dredd in 2000 AD
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(1977-present) are some of the most well-known
examples. Even in those stories, though, the
protagonists are exemplars compared to their largely
corrupt and ineffectual fellows. They are frequently at
odds with their superiors and must go beyond the law
they're sworn to protect in order to pursue justice.
Which brings us to the new game, Cyberpunk 2077.
Though a solid and entertaining game, bugs aside,
Cyberpunk 2077 has a somewhat confused
relationship with its own social satire regarding law
enforcement. Specifically, your character serves as a
long arm of the police and engages in egregious police
brutality ostensibly for the greater good, though the
game simultaneously depicts the police as corrupt,
useless, and a force of oppression.
The premise of Cyberpunk 2077 is that you are V,
an Edgerunner criminal, a mercenary for hire, on the
fringes of society in Night City. Night City is a
cyberpunk stand-in for a San Francisco that is
independent of the fallen United States and California
Free States, and is technically run by a civilian
government but controlled by the powerful
megacorporations, which have their own private
armies and near-complete criminal immunity.
V also works for a variety of crime bosses (called
"Fixers") around Night City, thieving, sabotaging, and
even performing murder for hire. V’s first task in the
game is to arrange an Ocean's Eleven-esque heist of
a priceless technological device.
However, V’s most frequent employer in the game
is the Night City Police Department (NCPD)
themselves. Although it is entirely possible for V to
leave bodies in the quadruple digits around Night City,
the NCPD hire V to eliminate criminals, stop assaults,
and collect bounties. Your methods as V don't really
matter, and makes no difference if you use lethal or
non-lethal ammunition. In a very real way, the
relationship is akin to police hiring the Punisher (a
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notable comparison given how popular the Punisher is
among law enforcement).
Part of this moral ambiguity can simply be attributed
to game mechanics and world-building. In an urban
noir environment, there's going to be plenty of criminals
to fight, and it is easy to create busy-work for your
cyberpunk hero. Also, it's not like real-life cops don't
leave plenty of victims behind them. However, the
game ultimately develops a decidedly pro-law
enforcement view; virtually all your victims deserve
what they get. Very often the criminals you slaughter
en masse are standing over murdered civilians or other
victims that help justify your actions.
The dissonance of the game stems from V’s
association with the police. He or she cultivates good
relations with them, and actively does their job for them
even though the game illustrates how utterly broken
and horrifying law enforcement is in Night City. This
frequent ideological conflict leaves the player with a
sense that the game developers couldn't agree on
whether the police are a good thing, a bad thing, or
even a necessary evil. Is V a cyberpunk antihero
rebelling against authority or a loyal citizen propping up
the status quo? The game tries to have it both ways
and undermines both.
The police are certainly corrupt. One of your
sidequests ("The Woman from La Mancha") is
intimidating or executing a whistle-blower among the
Night City Police, and you can frequently find letters
that speak of criminals paying tribute to the police or
corporations hiring them out to deal with homeless
populations. Later, you can help a media personality
who exposes police corruption escape assassination
by the NCPD (“Freedom of the Press”). In one of the
early scenes in the game, the police enforce a massive
military-style lockdown of Night City, and V and his
friend Jackie witness Max-Tac (Night City’s S.W.A.T)
gunning down some carjackers from a helicopter. Fixer
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Regina Jones also hires you to disable the city’s
cyberpsychos because the assumption is the police
will just kill them. The very idea that the NCPD hires V
at all is a sign of what a terrible force they are since
you do not have to worry about anything like chains of
evidence, police brutality, or trial by jury.
On the other hand, it is relatively easy to make your
V a pacifist, at least in the Batman or Spider-Man
sense. You can mod all your firearms with a "Pax"
device that renders them non-lethal (somehow) even if
the gun sets your opponents on fire. Blunt weapons are
also always as non-lethal as fists even if you're using
an electric sledgehammer or specially modified fists
capable of ripping steel doors open. This assisted in
my roleplay as I chose not to kill anyone until V came
across some snuff porn makers and later human
trafficking rapists. Those I made sure to double tap with
a lethal weapon.
My V was very much a noble demon that only
worked for the NCPD for money and even refused to
work with a Netwatch agent because it was against his
policy to cooperate with cops (hypocritical as that may
be). Nevertheless, the NCPD are just as happy to
employ a mass murderer as they are with someone
who peacefully disables their enemies. They do,
however, insist on your gathering “evidence” from each
crime scene to complete your tasks.
The NCPD are not all bad, though. At one point, V
attempts to console a suicidal Night City police officer
after the death of someone important to him ("Happy
Together" sidequest). He can also befriend rogue cop,
River, who is a determined enforcer of the spirit of the
law rather than its letter. You can work to solve the
mystery of the mayor’s death (“I Fought the Law”) and
stop a pedophile serial killer (“The Hunt”).
Common criticisms of racism, profiling, and police
brutality also come with caveats in Night City. Racism
doesn't seem to exist in a traditional way. The NCPD
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never displays any animus to real-life minorities.
Instead, the NCPD is biased against cyborgs. They
regularly use excessive force against people with
modifications. Frequently, they blame their violence
against cyborgs on “cyberpsychosis,” even though
cyberpsychosis may not actually even exist in the
setting, as you discover once you complete the
"Cyberpsycho Sighting" questline. Certainly, if it does
exist, it is not nearly as prevalent as the police
maintain. Even then, it is hard to argue that cyborgs
are not more dangerous than your bog-standard
unmodified human. Bias against cybernetically
enhanced beings takes the place of racism in large part
for criticisms of the Night City police.
Aside from how it treats cops, Cyberpunk 2077 is
one of the rare games that humanizes its mooks. You
get to interact with the Valentinos and other gangs on
a non-violent criminal basis. At one point, you attend a
funeral where the Valentinos have sent someone to
speak on the behalf of the deceased ("Heroes"
sidequest). You can also peacefully interact with even
the worst of the gangs, the Maelstroms, who are a
bunch of techno-fetishist Satanists. Yes, you read that
correctly. Unlike Skyrim or Fallout where bandits are
just generic enemies that exist to be slain, Cyberpunk
2077 provides context for its enemies. But most times
you’ll still interact with the city's gangs at the point of a
gun or katana. Ultimately, the game remembers that its
criminals are human but still treats them as masses of
disposable mooks for V to disable or slaughter with
police approval.
Pacifica is the one district in the city ruled overtly by
organized crime, and it is better for it because they've
driven out the police that attempted clear the district on
behalf of real estate developers. This region is under
the control of the “Voodoo Boys” gang, Haitian
immigrants who have wiped out a local gang
appropriating their culture to try to replace them. The
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Voodoo Boy play into local stereotypes while ignoring
them among themselves in order to cultivate a
mystique that they hope will keep the cops at bay. The
locals are genuinely grateful for the Voodoo Boys and
hold the city’s police in contempt.
This moral dissonance in Cyberpunk 2077 might be
more forgivable if you ever got the chance to work
against the Night City police, even with the criminals.
But there are no quests in which you go against MaxTac or other crooked branches of the NCPD. If you
manage to attract the attention of the police, you'll face
ever-increasing waves of enemies that will not stop
until you either hide or are killed. In short, you are
incapable of working against the entrenched law
enforcement system in Night City, despite how corrupt
it is, and are forced to prop it up if you want to make
any money in the game. You can avoid killing the bad
guys or ignore these police-funded sidequests but this
is entirely a matter of choice
It's also peculiar that V never gets to take on the
mega-corporations who are massively abusing their
control of the city. The aforementioned "Happy
Together" sidequest mentions that one of the police
officers is suffering from PTSD because a corporateconnected child-killer got away and another child died
due to a corporate goon's greed. The Arasaka and
Militech Corporations and their employees are
untouchable. They often work hand in hand with the
police to oppress the locals and drive them out of Night
City. Yet, you barely fight the corporations in the game;
instead, you are pitted against seemingly infinite
numbers of petty criminals.
This is the sort of contradiction that the game
presents with its portrayal of law enforcement and
policing. Police are routinely called out for being
ineffective, overly brutal, needlessly militarized, and
corrupt. On one of the loading screens, a woman
mentions that the city suffered more than seven
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thousand murders in the previous year and implies it
has gotten only slightly better. Yet, the game
continually presents the NCPD as people who face
genuine threats to the public good, so it’s hard to say
that the militarized police of Night City are not
necessary when you have seventeen rampaging robot
minibosses running around the city.
All of these complicated relationships should
ultimately make the player wonder what, if anything,
Cyberpunk 2077 has to say about the role of law
enforcement in society. On one hand, you have grossly
caricaturized police that serve as an occupying army in
their city. The police are hated by the locals and utterly
co-opted by special interests. On the other, the city has
a huge organized crime problem and several murders
every day, which might mean that the game is showing
that harsher measures do not ensure a safer society.
It might also just be poor game world design. Either
way, your professional killer, not the NCPD, is the Thin
Neon Line between order and chaos in Night City.
The year 2020 served as a referendum on law
enforcement, its racism, brutality, and militarization.
For many people, it became impossible not to have
something to say on the subject. Cyberpunk 2077
wants to have its cake and eat it too. The police are
ineffectual, corrupt, and brutal, but they are also set
against a game world that portrays them as no worse
or than the forces they ostensibly fight. Its police are
incredibly well-armed and deadly, but in a city that
sports millions of firearms, this situation is made to
seem inevitable. It is a “both sides are bad” position
that, nevertheless, has you doing the work of the police
and unable to move against them. And that is perhaps
the least punk thing about Cyberpunk 2077.
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The Only Cure
HÛW STEER

As she stepped from her wagon into the drizzle, she
took a deep breath of free air and was irritated to
discover that the scented pomanders she’d stuffed into
her beaked mask completely failed to block out the
foetid smell of death and decay. She cursed quietly
and stepped over a half-dead beggar into the street. I
paid good money for those herbs. She’d have to pick
up something more potent. What was the point of being
a doctor if she had to breathe the same miasma as
everyone else?
The guttering light of gas-lamps cast twisted
shadows along the filthy street. The sun had yet to rise
and the pre-dawn was just turning a pale, sickly blue.
The city was even more disgusting than usual.
Sewage, rotting food and the occasional whiff of blood
were to be expected in a city, of course, but so many
corpses were piled up on every corner that even those
fragrant scents were overpowered by the aroma of
decay. At least it was quiet, the doctor reflected, pulling
her cloak around her shoulders against the early
morning chill. Normally, the street would be thronged
with last night’s revellers—there were enough taverns
on this street that the watch maintained a more or less
permanent garrison in the tenement on the corner—
but there was little cause for celebration these days.
Those hardened drinkers who still made their nightly
pilgrimage to drown their many sorrows just went to
their regular watering-holes, picked a corner and drank
until they fell unconscious. The doctor had been called
to almost as many cases of alcohol poisoning the
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previous week as she had cases of plague. Pickled
liver or ruined lungs, dead was dead—and there was
just as much money to be made either way.
She strode down the street, the only sounds a faint
moaning and the barking of some distant strays. Yes,
she thought, this is much better. If killing off one in
three of the city’s inhabitants made the place this quiet,
she’d pray for plague more often. Especially if it stays
this profitable.
She had a few house-calls to make before she
opened up shop for the day, and she needed some
things from the apothecary on her way back. Her
leather bag clinked gently as the many vials, bottles
and instruments within shifted. Too many were empty.
It had been a busy week, even though it seemed like
half the district was dead already. Every day she
thought there surely couldn’t be anyone left who hadn’t
already died of or, if they were very lucky, just been
crippled for life by the lung-searing disease. Every day,
another gaggle of pestilent peasants lined up in front
of her door, their last few coins in hand, waiting and
coughing and hoping she could help them.
But even clipped coppers added up nicely enough.
The sun was just rising over the slums and the
drizzle tapering to little more than mist when she
knocked on the first door on her list, which had been
freshly daubed with the crimson cross of warning.
Nobody opened it, but she heard what could have been
an invitation to enter under a bout of phlegmatic
coughing. The doctor grimaced, adjusted her mask
and opened the door. A wave of corpse-stink slapped
her in the face, and she fought down the urge to vomit
as she stepped into the house, squinting into the gloom
through the mask’s glass lenses. The smell told her all
she needed to know: whoever lived here was beyond
help.
“Doctor,” croaked a bundle of filthy rags at a rickety
table. The doctor started when she realised that the
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rags were in fact her patient. She strode over, and the
man—for once he peeled back a few layers of rags, it
was indeed a man—smiled a gap-toothed grin through
what was either a matted beard or a dead rat.
“Feeling better today,” he said, which the doctor
doubted immensely.
“Any family?”
“Just me.” That was a blessing—she didn’t fancy
picking her way up the spindly stairs to see whatever
filthy hell might occupy the first floor.
“If you could take off your shirt, sir,” she said. The
man obeyed, stripping away a layer of rags, and the
doctor saw immediately that she had been right: he
was dead, but hadn’t realised it yet. Black buboes the
size of fists bulged in his armpits and at his throat, and
a swathe of yellow pustules covered his scrawny chest.
She pulled out her scope anyway, for the look of the
thing, and pretended to listen carefully to the man’s
breathing through its brass horn even though his lungs
were clearly ruined, filled with fluid and scarred beyond
repair.
“You said you were feeling better?” she asked,
putting her scope away in its leather case, grateful that
she was wearing gloves. She was swathed head to
foot in dark robes and a leather suit, the armour of her
trade. Her skin hadn’t seen the sun in months.
“Breathing don’t hurt so bad this morn,” the man
replied.
“Well, the swelling may be going down,” she lied,
rummaging in her bag for a vial, “but it is difficult to tell.
I cannot guarantee anything. You understand that.” It
was her usual spiel, covering all eventualities. The last
thing she wanted was for some angry relative to turn
up outside her wagon with a sharpened pitchfork.
Make no promises and don’t waste effort. That was the
creed she lived by.
“Course,” the man coughed.
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“This will help,” the doctor continued, holding up a
vial of something glittering and green. The man’s
jaundiced eyes widened. “It will reduce the pain and
the effects of the swelling.” Both true. “Should it take, I
have further remedies to clear up the other symptoms.”
Also true. “I can return in a few days to examine you
again.” This was, technically, also true. She could
return in a few days. She just wouldn’t.
“Thank you, doctor,” the man croaked. He reached
weakly for the vial, and she twitched it just out of his
reach.
“I’m afraid this tincture is hard to come by,” she said.
“Enixia and silicia verdis are rare and expensive. But
they are effective.”
The man nodded. “How much?”
“Two silvers for the vial.” The man’s eyes narrowed.
“It will be enough for me to obtain what I need to mix
the follow-up remedy,” the doctor added, and she saw
the man relax. The implied promise of the second
treatment always worked.
“Box on the mantle,” the man said, coughing. “Take
it.”
“I thank you,” said the doctor, bowing her masked
head. The stench was beginning to fog the lenses of
her mask. “Now, drink this.” She uncorked the vial, and
poured its contents into the man’s waiting mouth. She
handed him a cup of stagnant water from the table so
he wouldn’t choke on the fine grit at the bottom of the
tincture.
“Ennix, you said?” the man spluttered eventually.
The doctor was already opening the box on the man’s
mantelpiece. Silver glittered within. She took two
pieces.
“And silicia verdis,” she said. “Drink plenty of water.
It will help conduct the good humours through your
body.”
“Alright.”
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“I will return at the week’s end. Rest as best you
can. It will be better soon.”
“Thanks, doc.”
The doctor closed the cross-marked door behind
her and sighed, taking a deep breath of the less foetid
outside air. He wouldn’t have lasted the week in any
case, but it would have been slow and it would have
been painful as he choked on the fluid in his steadily
filling lungs and the poison in the buboes continued to
leach into his system.
Lucky for him I came by, the doctor thought. Lucky
for the lot of them. Nothing she’d said inside the house
had been a lie. The tincture would relieve the pain, and
it would relieve the effects of the swellings. So would
slitting the man’s throat, but she’d found that patients
tended to resist that.
Ground green glass and arsenic, however, they’d
drink by the pint.
***
By midmorning the doctor had already sold another
dozen vials of fine-ground glass and bitter herbs. The
carefully painted letters on the side of her wagon
proclaimed her Expertise in All Manner of Things
Medicinal to the whole city, and after a month parked
at the edge of Hangman’s Square it seemed the whole
city had read it. Not that most of the people queuing at
her door could read, of course. But word got around
regardless.
The doctor raised a hand to the next set of walking
buboes in line to reassure them that she’d be returning,
then shuttered the wagon’s hatch. Once the outside
filth was shut away, she took off her mask and lowered
her hood, leaning back and taking a breath of more or
less clean air. She’d filled the wagon with enough
smells to overpower all but the most pungent odours,
concocting a bouquet of sweet and sour and bitter that
would have been sickening under any other
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circumstances. These days she’d take any scent that
wasn’t death and decay.
She caught sight of herself in her precious hand
mirror and grimaced. Good thing I’m wearing a mask.
Her skin was pale, red where the mask still didn’t sit
right, her eyes ringed with shadow and bloodshot. She
hadn’t bathed properly in weeks—she might not have
finished her studies, but she knew better than to brave
a public bath in the middle of a plague. At least she
looked better than the poor sods in the queue outside.
Then again, she’d seen a fair few corpses who’d
looked better than they did.
I need to get out of this town, she thought to herself,
taking a drink of water boiled flat and tasteless. I need
to get out of this country. She was almost there, she
knew. Another day’s takings and she’d have enough to
afford private passage on a clean ship and a modest
property in the civilised, clean lands beyond the sea.
Or at least a few months’ rent. Maybe somewhere that
smelled better. Enough for a good while of good living,
time enough to relax and figure out a better way to
make money.
The light of the gas lamp glinted from the rack of
vials that dominated one wall of the wagon, clear glass
displaying a dizzying array of plants and herbs and
tinctures in a rainbow of colours. It was an impressive
sight, which was why she’d positioned it behind her so
anyone who entered the wagon was struck by the full
effect of her expertise. It helped distract them from the
truth that only a handful of the bottles contained
anything other than powdered glass, pretty flowers and
common roots that had merely grown in pleasingly
twisted fashion. The racks of dried herbs that hung
from the ceiling had been picked from the side of the
road; most of the vials of liquid were just water or wine
with a few drops of colour and something vile-tasting
to complete the effect. The medicines that really did
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work were in an ironbound lockbox under her seat,
safe from prying eyes or desperate thieves.
Real medicine was far too expensive for a ‘doctor’
like her, who’d studied two years of a five-year degree
before pickpocketing a graduate’s signet and crossing
two borders and an ocean for good measure, to turn
anything like a profit from. And against a plague like
this, a proper honest-to-the-gods plague straight out of
the holy books, sweeping across the land like a storm
and leaving nothing but death and ruin in its wake,
even real medicine didn’t do much. It was certainly
wasted on the likes of the coughing wraiths outside the
wagon door, desperate for anyone who could string
together a few words of High Imperial and read an outof-date textbook to hand them a glass of fennel water
and tell them it was the nectar of the gods.
Yes, it had seemed like a very good idea at the time
to a half-educated young woman estranged from her
family—and inheritance—and looking for a way to
clear a few debts and set herself up in comfort for a
while. Pull on a robe and mask, grab some herbs, steal
some old herbals and textbooks from the city library
and hit the road. Take their money, move on quickly,
stay away from real doctors, and she’d be rich in no
time. That’s what she’d told herself the night she’d had
the idea, since the first reports of pestilence across the
sea had drifted into the town where she’d been running
short cons, a year that seemed like a lifetime ago.
Now that she was actually doing it, she was dead
on her feet from fatigue and beginning to worry that she
might just end up dead.
But the money… the money was good. And along
the way she’d realised that she could help people, in a
way. When she came upon someone who was so far
beyond saving that even she could clearly see it, she
took down one of the special vials, one of the vials that
wasn’t just bitter water, one of the vials that would put
an end to their pain for good. She didn’t know much
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medicine, but one of the first things they’d been taught
at the university was which herbs and chemicals would
do more harm than good. She might not know how to
save a life, but she knew exactly how to end one
quickly. Sometimes she could even do it painlessly.
It had to be better than dying slowly, than lying in
your own filth and starving as you coughed up what
was left of your lungs. It had to be better than that. The
first vial she’d made up had been for herself, should
she ever need it. She wouldn’t linger if she didn’t have
to. It was a gift she’d felt she might as well share where
it was needed.
It also reduced the number of ‘patients’ who might
try a return visit once they realised that her miracle
cures were nothing of the kind.
She pulled her mask and hood back on and opened
the hatch, beckoned the next patient into the tiny
examination room. She’d had the wagon split in two so
that her own half, where she slept, ate, and generally
lived, could be sealed off from her professional half. It
had kept the pestilent humours out—at least so far.
She looked the woman up and down. The patient
was sitting upright and still had most of her teeth, which
these days was a singular blessing. She was young,
too. Maybe she’d even live. But the ragged edge to her
breathing said otherwise, as did the way her bones
threatened to poke through her skin. A lot of people
were starving. Nobody seemed to have time to care.
“Have you buboes?” the doctor asked. The woman
nodded shyly. Very young. Barely out of her teens, only
a few years younger than the doctor herself.
“Let me see them,” the doctor ordered. The young
woman took off her shirt, wincing as she moved her
arms. The doctor’s heart sank—and then dropped
straight through the wagon floor when she saw the
sheer size of the things, one under each arm, as big
around as cooking apples. They were scarlet, linked by
a rash of pustules crossing the woman’s breasts and
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beginning to creep up her throat like a grotesque
necklace. The doctor leaned forward and gently
probed one of the buboes with a gloved finger. From
the woman’s stifled cry of pain, it was as bad as it
looked.
“When did they first appear?” the doctor asked.
The woman shrugged. “Three nights. I think.”
“I’m going to listen to your breathing,” the doctor
said, pulling out her brass scope again and moving
behind the woman, the hem of her heavy robe brushing
the many vials arrayed on the back wall in a cascade
of chinks. She listened to the woman’s breathing, and
nodded sagely. Truthfully, she had little idea of what
was good and what was bad. Obviously, if the lungs
were full of liquid, then the patient didn’t have much
hope, but she’d heard every sound from light gurgling
to something like the shuffling of dry parchment, and
this was definitely on the wetter end. Filling up. But not
as bad as some I’ve heard.
“I don’t feel so bad,” the young woman said as the
doctor removed the brass cup from her back. “I can still
breathe fine. My husband’s the one coughing.”
Good for him. You’re still probably dead. “Has he
buboes?” she asked..
“Smaller than mine. Says he’s feeling well enough.
He’s a watchman. Working.” The doctor doubted that
he was feeling well at all, let alone well enough to work.
She stood and made a show of selecting something
from the wall of water vials, looking for something on
the less abrasive end of the scale. It couldn’t be
pleasant to drink that much glass, she knew, but it did
set the vials sparkling beautifully, and that paid
dividends. There was little else in it. If the girl was lucky
she might live. It was impossible for her to tell—and the
doctor planned to be long gone by the time it became
clear.
“Will it harm my child?”
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The doctor froze halfway through plucking a vial of
arrowroot and cheap white wine from the top shelf.
When she turned, she noticed the swell of the young
woman’s belly, and felt her heart begin to fall through
the ground itself.
“How many months?” She tried to sound
authoritative, as though she’d noticed all along. It
seemed to work.
“Six.” Early. Far too early. She knew that much,
even if she’d not stayed at the university long enough
to learn any sort of midwifery. And with buboes that big,
and a husband already coughing… If the mother was
this ill, if the plague flowed through her veins, what
hope did an unborn child have?
“It… should not harm it,” the doctor replied, putting
the vial back. “Let me listen to its heart.” It should be
possible with the scope at this stage. I think. She’d
seen midwives do so when she was a child, when all
the girls her age had been forced to follow them around
and learn a little of a woman’s inevitable lot. Leaning
close, she set the scope to the young woman’s belly
and listened. She moved the brass horn around. Then
she moved it again.
“Is he alright?” The girl was clearly worried.
The doctor nodded, shifting the scope again. “It can
take a moment to find,” she said. “No need to worry.”
But she couldn’t hear it, couldn’t hear it at all.
“Does… he kick often?” she asked, trying another
angle with the horn. Still nothing.
“Not for a few days,” the girl replied. “Blessed relief,
to tell you true. Makes everything else move.” She
nodded at the throbbing buboes under her arms.
The doctor sat back, lowering her scope. She was
more grateful than she’d ever been that the mask hid
her face.
“Will it hurt him?” The woman’s face was as pure as
driven snow and almost angelically earnest. “The
medicine.”
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The doctor stood, turned back to her wall of useless
tinctures, and with trembling fingers she lifted the seat,
turned a tiny key, and picked a bottle from the lockbox
in the hidden compartment.
“No,” she said softly. “No, it won’t hurt him at all.”
She handed the girl the bottle. It looked huge in her
hands. “Take a spoonful, morning and night, until it’s
empty” she explained. “With a little luck you will feel
better soon.” She tried to sound reassuring, knowing
that the girl couldn’t see her false smile. “You and the
child.”
The girl nodded, fumbling in her belt for coins, but
the doctor’s will was already broken. She shook her
head.
“No charge,” she said. “Not for the child. Go home.
Rest and take the medicine.”
“Thank you, doctor,” the girl said, her eyes wide with
a gratitude that made the doctor feel sicker than even
plague could manage. “Thank you. We won’t forget
this.”
“It’s no trouble,” the doctor said, her voice halfway
to breaking. I hope you do forget it. Either way she’d
be well on her way by the time anyone had cause to
remember. “Get well. That’s all the thanks I need.”
She watched the girl go, and closed the wagon door
behind her. She tore off her mask and gloves,
breathing deeply, feeling the tears well in her eyes and
not trying to stop them. Of all the things, she thought,
of all the gods-damned things. She had no problem
selling rosewater as panacea to the gullible, to those
who were probably dead already. She had no problem
pretending that she knew what she was doing when
she sniffed a bottle of putrid urine or listened to a pair
of ravaged lungs. She had had no problem offering
false salvation to those who almost certainly weren’t
getting any anyway. And she had no problem giving a
swifter mercy to those who would be begging for it soon
enough. But a child, an unborn, already dead child of
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a woman who was barely out of childhood herself?
That wasn’t something she’d prepared for. That wasn’t
something she’d thought she’d see.
The bottle contained a solution of strong spirits,
nightshade, and milk of poppy. If the young woman
followed her instructions, it would do its work gently,
slowly. It would soothe her pain while she still struggled
to breathe, and then, one night soon, in her sleep, her
struggle would be over.
It was the bottle the doctor had been saving for
herself.
She knew she had saved the girl days of suffering.
She told herself that the girl would have understood if
she’d explained it, if she’d admitted to her that she was
going to die and her child was already gone.
She told herself that, feeling that if she did so
enough, she might start believing it was true.
She put her mask back on, hiding her reddened
eyes behind the dark glass, pulled on her gloves to
hide her shaking hands, and opened the door for her
next patient.
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Review: The Stone Knife
by Anna Stephens
MALRUBIUS

The Stone Knife is the recently released new novel
from Grimdark Magazine favorite Anna Stephens (The
Godblind Trilogy). It is the first in her new series The
Songs of the Drowned and was published in the US in
November, 2020. We usually try to review books
before they come out, but I got my copy a little late this
time, and we didn’t want to miss the opportunity to tell
you about this melancholy but excellent novel.
The Stone Knife takes place in a fantasy version of
ancient Central America, which I have to say is a
welcome relief from the usual quasi-medieval
European fantasy world, and introduces us to the
Pecha, an empire on the march, and the Tokob and
Yaloh, two nations the Pecha hopes to conquer. The
story is rife with conflict and anticipation from start to
finish, but where The Stone Knife really cuts deep (yes,
I did that) is in its worldbuilding, its characters, and its
themes about colonialism and exceptionalism, which
should hit home with most Americans, like me, as well
as with Brits like the author.
The worldbuilding in The Stone Knife is complex, as
original as one can expect from a fantasy novel, and
extremely enjoyable. Stephens must have been aware
of this when she titled the series The Songs of the
Drowned. The empire of the Pecha is the Empire of
Songs. Throughout the empire, the people constantly
hear some type of song that is transmitted through a
special type of stone called, of course, songstone. As
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they build their empire through conquest, they build
pyramids topped with songstone to spread their
brainwashing song. Even the Tokob and Yalotlan who
travel to Pechacan can’t resist its influence. This
presents a problem as ambassadors and refugees
travel across the border, as well as the problem the
Tokob and Yalotlan will face when the song pyramids
are built in their own nations. So, the song is a constant
threat throughout the story, which provides great
tension to the conflict.
The other element of the series title is the Drowned.
The Drowned are the Pecha’s gods. The Pecha call
them the Holy Setatmeh. They are also clawed and
fanged humanoid monsters who live in the rivers of not
only Pechacan but also Tokoban and Yalotlan. This is
especially problematic for the Tokob and Yaloh people
when they need to fetch drinking water from the rivers
like the Swift Water in Tokoban. As if that wasn’t bad
enough, during the wet season, the Drowned can get
around even easier as the rivers expand and flood their
banks. And they are extremely deadly.
One of the Tokob whose job it is to kill the Drowned
is Xessa. She has been voluntarily deafened so she
cannot hear the song of the Drowned as she
approaches them to kill them and protect water
fetchers and the Tokob. She is a fearless fighter, who
wants not only to kill the Drowned, but ultimately to
capture one of the creatures and find out why they kill
people. Her husband Toxte as supportive as one could
expect of such a venture.
There’s quite a bit of romance in the story. Another
important couple are the shaman Tayan and his
husband Lilla. Tayan has been chosen by his people,
the Tokob, to negotiate with the Pecha to stop their
incursion into Tokob and Yaloh lands. His efforts
become especially complicated as he starts to get
affected by the constant singing of the song in his
head.
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But the most interesting characters in the book are
the purported villains, Xac, who is the Singer, basically
the emperor of the Pecha, and his right-hand woman
and ambitious lover Enet. They are a complex and
terrifying couple, who have no regard for anything
except conquest for the Empire of Songs. They want
to spread the song by enslaving the Tokob and Yaloh.
It is their duty.
Which brings us to the theme that I found most
interesting. The Pechaqueh Empire seems very much
like the United States’ global empire. They consider
themselves to be the most holy people in the world,
and they will not debate the subject. They are holy; you
are not. In the same way that America brings it’s
“democracy” to the uncivilized (despite having
civilizations that have endured ten times as long as the
US’s) via massive destruction, the Pecha bring their
song, their civilization, and their social hierarchy to the
inferior Tokob and Yaloh. Though the Tokob and Yaloh
are willing to negotiate certain terms to retain their
autonomy, the Pecha leaders will not have it. All
conquered people must endure a certain duration of
enslavement and a period as a dog warrior fighting for
conquest, before they can hope to purchase their
freedom if they even survive. As often—perhaps
always—happens in such one-sided negotiations,
diplomacy fails and war ensues.
And that’s about as far as book one of The Songs
of the Drowned takes us. Although the story is far from
over, and perhaps the ending of the first installment is
less than conclusive even for a series novel, it is
fascinating journey. It is far more complicated than I
can describe here, but at 600+ pages, readers can
expect a very deep and engaging read that harkens
back to the real doorstopper novels that reward the
committed reader with a depth and complexity of
characters, relationships, conflicts, and emotions that
cannot be achieved in novels and novellas of shorter
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lengths. So, while The Stone Knife is unabashedly only
part of a larger story, it is a very fulfilling read that,
when finished, should make readers feel they have
come a long way with complex characters they care
about.
But is it grimdark? I almost always ask myself this
question at the end of reviews because this is, after all,
Grimdark Magazine. With The Stone Knife, I think it
might be too early to tell. There are definitely villains
and heroes here, but in a grimdark sort of way they all
think they are right and righteous. There also seem to
be a few characters, one being the High Feather
(general) Pilos of the Pecha, who could be on the
fence, so to speak, caught in a place in the social
hierarchy that causes them to act against their own
moral judgment. So, I think there is some room to
argue about its grimdarkness, but that shouldn’t put off
any grimdark readers because overall The Stone Knife
is grim as fuck. The mood of the book is relentlessly
dismal, uninterrupted by hope or humor. If you like that
kind of grimness, then you can’t do better than The
Stone Knife. And I expect, by the end of the series,
there will be some hopeful contrast to this sorrowful
beginning.
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The Dead Man
JACK VAN BEYNEN

At winter’s end our erstwhile mercenary arrives in the
city. Poor old Crane Sweet-mouth. Look at him, his
beautiful sable cloak shredded, his brow, eye and
cheek split by that awful scar, and tell us you don’t feel
something like pity.
As his rangy legs carry him along streets filthy with
old snow, we see that even his stride has changed.
Gone is the swagger, and in its place a new caution.
Each foot is carefully placed.
His first call is the Countess Sofia, with whom, we
can reveal, he has been conducting a year-long affair.
But that was before the war. She lives in a townhouse
facing the canal; Crane, as usual, enters through the
scullery door.
The maid working there fails to recognise the
dashing mercenary who sometimes offered her a
single rose from the Countess’ bouquet. She drops the
bucket she is carrying, but before she can scream,
Crane hisses, “It’s me,” and she pauses just long
enough to realise who she’s looking at.
“Crane,” she breathes. “I thought you were a ghost.”
When he has calmed her down, she tells him to go
and wait for the Countess in her private bath house.
Down there the air is thick with steam and the candles
form blurry orbs of orange light.
Crane undresses, removing first the ragged black
cloak, then his sword belt, his mail shirt, his sweatstained gambeson, his boots, his pants, his woollens,
and dropping them in a pile on the tiled floor. He peels
off his eyepatch.
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Peering through the whorls and eddies of vapour,
we can see just how emaciated his body is, how
pocked with little wounds. He lowers himself into the
bath in the centre of the room to await his lover.
She arrives soon after but does not join him in the
water, instead pulling over a stool and dipping her toes.
Crane turns his face to her, showing the puckered
hollow where his left eye was and the eyelid that hangs
over it like a scrap of raw bacon. Will she flinch? No.
She’s far too well bred.
“You’ve got very thin,” she observes.
“Well, you know. I’ve been lovesick,” Crane says.
“Couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep. All I did was yearn for
you.” This is, of course, untrue. He couldn’t eat
because there was no food. He couldn’t sleep because
there was nowhere safe to rest. He grins.
The Countess does not return the smile. “We heard
you were dead.”
“Good. It was nearly true.” Crane points at his
missing eye. “I’m hoping it's what the company
marshals have heard too.”
“So you deserted. Why?”
“I had to see you, didn’t I?”
The Countess is silent, her lips thin. Clearly she is
not in a joking mood.
“Fine.” Crane sighs and tips his head back to rest
on the edge of the bath, so he’s staring up at the
ceiling. “It was - it was the suffering, I guess. I’ve never
seen anything like it. They should have pulled us back
for the winter. After a while it dawned on me that I was
a dead man if I stayed there, so I got out.”
“I’m glad you didn’t die,” the Countess says. Is it just
us, or is there something a little uncomfortable in the
way she perches on the edge of her stool? “But listen,
Crane. I’m sorry but I - I think you need to leave.”
Crane sits up with a slosh. “Is your husband home?”
“No, he’s still up at the palace. But he’s hired a new
sorcerer, and I don’t know how but Crane, he knows.”
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“The sorcerer?”
“He hasn’t told the Count but he says he will if it
doesn’t stop. He doesn’t want it coming out and
harming the Count’s reputation.”
“And what about you? What do you want?”
“What I want doesn’t matter. It’s just what has to
happen. I’m sorry.”
“If you want me to go, I’ll go.”
“It’s not what I want, it’s just—”
Poor old Crane Sweet-mouth. Another wound. It
shows on his face for a brief moment and then he says,
“It’s alright. I’m going.”
We suspect the man who left the city ten months
earlier with his swagger and his glossy sable cloak
would have put up more of a fight. Perhaps he would
have made the Countess admit that yes, this is what
she wants, that she has in fact made a choice.
The man who has returned just clambers out of the
bath and stands dripping on the tiles while his lover—
his former lover, we should probably say—gets him a
towel. He dries off and climbs back into his reeking
clothing, covers his eye again. He wraps himself in the
shreds of his black cloak and leaves through the
scullery door.
Out on the street the shadows of evening are
darkening like clotting blood. Crane strides away from
the canal, with its rows of neat, tall houses, towards the
dark slums where the dwellings clamber atop one
another and block out the sky. He is headed, no doubt,
to that notorious alehouse the Tattered Banner. And
who can blame him? Who wouldn’t need a drink in
such circumstances?
The Banner is normally a favourite of the city’s
mercenary companies but of course they are all at the
war. The place is almost deserted, save for a few
patrons gathered around the smoky hearth. Crane
takes his mug of ale to a table on the opposite side of
the hall, where a candle bravely gutters in a draught.
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He isn’t alone for long. A young man in the grey
robes of a student at the Mages’ College rises from his
seat by the fire and stumbles over, slopping his drink
on his baggy sleeves. He approaches from Crane’s
left, the blind side, and slams his cup onto the table.
“Crane, you bastard. Look at me.”
Crane does, taking in the student’s lobster-red
nose, the bushy hair and thin beard, the gravy stains
on the grey robe.
“Athel,” he says. “Hello.”
Athel glares down at him, swaying slightly. “You
owe me an explanation,” he slurs.
“An explanation for what?”
“Don’t give me that shit.” Athel slumps into the chair
opposite. “I would have taken her back, you know. I
was ready to forgive her.”
“Forgive who?”
The candle in the middle of the table flares, lighting
up Athel’s puffy face and casting his eyes in shadow.
“You know who I fucking mean,” he says. “Emmeline.
A couple of weeks afterwards I went to see her and I
told her, I mean I said it, ‘I forgive you.’ I mean,
nobody’s perfect. I most certainly am not. But she
wouldn’t let me back in. So—so what you need to
explain to me is, what did you do to her? What
happened that night?”
Crane itches the scar above his eyepatch. “Look,
Athel. It was nearly a year ago. A lot has happened
since then. I don’t even remember it that well.”
At this Athel erupts, knocking his chair over and
grabbing Crane by the collar of his cloak. “You don’t
remember?” he hisses. “I’ve done nothing but
remember it for months. I go over and over it in my
head. Where did I go wrong? I can’t concentrate on
anything else. My grades have gone to shit. I have to
drink in this pisshole to keep myself from thinking about
it. And now you say you don’t remember?” He flops
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back into his chair. “You’re a piece of shit, Crane. I wish
you really were dead.”
Crane bears this scorn with remarkable patience—
patience, we suspect, that he might not have been
capable of ten months earlier. Is it possible for
someone to have their fill of violence? The old Crane
would have kicked Athel’s teeth out.
“Look, if you want to know that much, I’ll tell you
what I remember,” he says, running a hand through his
hair. “It was three—no, two—days before the company
was due to leave. I’d just come into some money, so I
thought, ‘Fuck it. I’m going to go somewhere I can get
a decent cup of wine.’ So I went to the Chalice.”
“That was her favourite place.”
“Was it? She said she was just there for the
candlelight. She was in the corner with one of those big
leather books you students are always lugging around.
Anyway, we got talking, an—”
“What did you talk about?”
Crane shrugs. “I don’t really know. Her studies. I
told her some war stories. Told her about the war I was
going to. It came very easily. I didn’t have to think about
what I was going to say before I said it.”
“Did she talk about me?”
“Don’t think so. She probably knew I wouldn’t care.
Anyway when we’d been talking for a while I realised
there was this feeling. I don’t know how to describe it.
It’s a kind of tension. Not that far from fear actually. You
know something is going to happen. So I wasn’t
surprised when she asked if I wanted to go back to her
place. And that’s where you found us.”
“And you didn’t see her again?”
Crane shakes his head.
“That doesn’t help me at all,” Athel says. “You
weren’t childhood sweethearts or something? You’re
saying you only met her that day?”
“Look, this is going to sound like I’m bragging, but
I’ve had dozens of encounters like this. They don’t
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mean anything.” Crane says. Athel gives him a sour
look. “I feel bad about this, though, so here’s what I’ll
do: I’ll go talk to her. I might be able to convince her to
see you again.”
Athel’s eyes narrow to watery slits. We can almost
feel his brain lurch from suspicion to hope and back to
suspicion. But eventually he says, “Yeah, you go and
do that, Crane. And don’t come back here until you’ve
got an answer for me.”
So it’s back out into the cold for poor old Crane
Sweet-mouth as he embarks on a mission which, if
we’re honest, surprises us with its generosity of spirit.
The old Crane did not have much time for fellowfeeling. Could it be that when he looks at Athel he sees
a mirror image of his own, more recent heartbreak? If
that really is the case, good luck getting him to admit it.
It’s night and the full moon has risen above the
rooftops, turning the slick mud of the streets to silver.
Crane’s breath plumes into the crisp air. As he’s
shutting the door to the Tattered Banner, a voice calls
out:
“Well! He lives, he breathes—but does he pay his
debts?”
Shadows stir as the speaker pushes himself off the
wall he’s been leaning on and steps out into the
moonlight. We see now that he is Zola, the hulking
heavy who works for Stavros the cloth merchant.
Though ostensibly an importer of exotic textiles,
Stavros has interests in just about every illicit business
in the city, including—rather unfortunately for our
erstwhile mercenary, who before the war was
developing what might uncharitably be called a
problem with betting on the chariots—money lending.
Crane glances briefly at the sky as if he’s asking the
new stars, “Why?” This is, it’s fair to say, the last thing
he needs.
Zola wanders over and stands just a little too close
to Crane. When indoors, Zola seems almost comically
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large. He hits his head on lamps and struggles with
narrow doorways. Out here, though, in the cold open
air—well, Crane would be a fool to laugh.
“You know, I learned a new word tonight,” Zola
says. “‘Unenamoured’. Stavros used it when we heard
you were back in town. He said he was ‘most
unenamoured’ with you for skipping town without
paying your debt. Now, I knew you could be
enamoured with someone. But ‘unenamoured’? Took
me completely by surprise, let me tell you.”
Crane swallows. “How is Stavros?”
“The same. He sent me to give you a ‘gentle
reminder’—his words—of what you owe him. I’m sure
it won’t pose any problems for you. You must be laden
with the spoils of war!”
It goes almost without saying that this isn’t true; just
look at the state of Crane’s clothing. The coin pouch
tucked into his gambeson is pathetically deflated.
Nonetheless, he valiantly summons a grin and tells
Zola, “Stavros knows I’m good for it.”
Zola nods slowly. “That brings me great joy to hear,
Crane. No, really. I’ve always had a soft spot for you.
You’re a weaselly son of a bitch, but there’s
something—I don’t know. You have a certain
chutzpah. And if you aren’t able to pay up I’ll have to
do something that would bring me no joy at all. So we’ll
see you at Stavros’ tomorrow with a fat sack of coin,
won’t we?”
“You will.”
Zola claps Crane on the shoulder with a big, hard
hand, and walks off into the darkness, whistling
tunelessly, mud sucking at his boots. Crane just stands
there for a moment, no doubt wondering what his odds
are of talking his way out of this one. Our assessment,
if anyone asked, would be not good—but then they
don’t call him Sweet-mouth for nothing.
Well, one problem at a time. He has made a
promise to Athel, and these days he’s a man of his

59

word. Or he seems to be trying, at least. So he trudges
through the winding streets towards Emmeline’s
apartment, on the second floor of a tenement building
near the Mages’ College.
Her windows are dark, but undeterred he climbs the
stairs to stand before her door to knock. Footsteps
approach. The door opens just enough for a single
wide white eye to peer through the gap between its
edge and the frame. Then it is flung open and her arms
are around his neck, her head pressed to his mailed
chest, her body sob-wracked and shaking against his.
Crane appears too stunned to react. He glances
over his shoulder as if looking for help before
appearing to resign himself to the situation. He reaches
up to stroke her hair as the sobbing eases.
“Crane,” she finally chokes. “Oh Crane. They said
you were dead, but I never believed them. I knew that
I would know if something happened to you. Somehow
I’d know.”
She gasps when she looks up at him and sees the
eyepatch, but then she carefully removes it and pulls
his head down to hers. She touches her lips to the
awful cleft in Crane’s brow. He recoils and begins to
explain. “Emmeline, I think—”
“It’s freezing out here. Come inside,” she says, and
takes him by the hand. Inside, her apartment is gloomy
and barely warmer than outside. A pile of sickly coals
smoulder in a grate on the far wall.
“I have to ration the candles,” Emmeline explains,
rummaging in a cupboard. “But I think we can spare
one.” She sets it on the dining table and sits down.
“You’ll have to start right from the start. The
messengers must have lost your letters.”
Crane stays on his feet, perhaps wondering if he
really did promise to write to her. It is becoming
abundantly clear—to us, at least—that he has badly
misjudged the nature of their relationship. But how to
tell her?
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Emmeline stands up again, the scrape of her chair
breaking the silence. “You know, I was going to wait
until she wakes up, but I don’t think I can. She looks so
peaceful when she sleeps.”
She picks up the candle, takes Crane’s hand and
leads him into her bedroom. In the warm candlelight
we see Crane’s features melt into an expression of
horror as he sees the cot in the corner. Moving like a
sleepwalker, he goes to look down on the chubby face
of the baby sleeping there.
“I called her Heron,” Emmeline says from behind
him. “Because your name is Crane. I thought it would
be poetic but now that I’m saying it aloud it sounds kind
of silly. It’s alright if you don’t like the name. We can
choose a new one together.”
Crane is silent. His face is in shadow but we can
see that the knuckles gripping the side of the cot are
white.
“It’s such a relief to see you,” Emmeline says. “I
won’t pretend it’s been easy. I had to leave the College.
I pawned all my jewellery. But now that you’re here
we’ll be okay. We can use your pay to get a new
place—maybe somewhere with a garden for her to
play in. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”
“Crane?”
The baby, perhaps hearing the anxiety in her
mother’s voice, stirs and opens one eye. This is too
much for Crane. With a swirl of his tattered cloak he
bolts from the room, from the apartment, his feet
pounding on the stairs down to the street. Behind him,
the baby starts to cry.
Crane dashes through the streets until he’s
gasping, perhaps thinking if he can just keep running
he might escape it all. But eventually he comes to a
halt beside the canal, bent over, mouth billowing
steam.
Then he starts as, beneath the shadowy eave of a
row house, a flame bursts from a door. Crane staggers
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away from it, raising a hand to shield his eye from the
sudden brightness. A bald man in a long black robe
steps out from under the porch, and yes, your eyes do
not deceive you, he really is cupping naked fire in the
palm of his left hand.
“Calling on my mistress again?” he says. “I don’t
think the Count would approve of that.” He inhales
deeply. Crane sprints away, following the canal.
The sorcerer blows on the blaze on his hand and it
leaps forward, burning tendrils grasping at the air
where Crane was, tumbling over each other in their
haste. Crane moves fast on his thin legs but the flames
are faster and they rush closer until the ends of his
cloak, flying out behind him, are alight.
Just as it appears our erstwhile mercenary is done
for, the sorcerer’s lungs run out of air and the fire
dissipates. The sorcerer inhales the flame from his
hand and spits it out an orb that streaks through the air.
There’s no outrunning this one, and Crane doesn’t try.
He leaps into the dark waters of the canal.
There’s still snow on the ground, so you don’t need
us to describe how cold the water must be. But imagine
the shock of it. Imagine the cold reaching into your
lungs and ripping your breath out.
We wait for Crane to come up gasping for air, but
he doesn’t. The ripples from his entry into the water lap
at the stone along the canal edge, but no bedraggled
former mercenary appears. Eventually even the
sorcerer can’t contain his curiosity. He comes to the
canal edge to peer into the water.
A skinny arm rises from the water, striking like a
snake at the sorcerer’s ankle and yanking him into the
water. Crane’s head bursts through the inky surface
and he sucks down a huge, wheezy breath. He dives
under again.
The Count’s sorcerer comes up spluttering and
Crane rises behind him, the bottom hem of the
sorcerer’s long black robe in his hands. He flips it over
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the sorcerer’s head and pushes him underwater. There
is a good minute of splashing and floundering and
clawing at the air. Then stillness and quiet. The canal
becomes still and slick and dark again.
Leaving the sorcerer floating face-down in the icy
water, Crane hauls himself up the bank and lies on his
back for a moment, teeth chattering, chest rising and
falling. Then he gets up and stumbles down the road
and across the bridge to the Countess’ house.
The scullery maid is asleep at her sink, her head on
her arms. Crane shakes her awake and asks her to
bring the Countess down. She opens her mouth to
object but at the sight of him, dripping and pale and
shaking, she closes it and goes upstairs. Crane stands
by the cooking fire, steam rising from his clothing.
The Countess appears in the door to the kitchen
and hisses, “Crane! What do you think you’re doing?
My husband is here.”
“Your husband’s sorcerer just attacked me,” Crane
says. The cold has stripped the resonance from his
voice, leaving only a scratchy rasp to form the words.
“I killed him.” Before the Countess can respond, he
continues. “Look, I don’t have much time. They’ll find
him floating in the canal soon. I need a favour. There’s
a girl called Emmeline who lives above the alchemist’s
shop near the Mages’ College. She—she has a baby.
I need you to look after them for me. Give her a job.
She’s a hard worker and she used to study at the
Mages’ College, so she’ll be useful to you. She just—
she needs someone like you to give her a hand up.”
The Countess folds her arms. “I’ll do it for you, but
why? What’s going on?”
Crane sighs. “I’ve had a terrible night. It doesn’t
matter. Look, I have to go. I’m sorry.”
In the doorway he looks over his shoulder and says,
“If she asks after me, tell her I’m dead. Tell everyone.”
Then he walks off into the night, leaving the Countess
in her scullery.
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He follows the canal until he reaches the jetty the
locals call the Corpse Wharf. We await him there, piled
on a barge with our slack white limbs and hollow faces.
The ferryman is going to take us out of the city to be
burned. Crane bribes him with the last of his coins, and
then he lies down among us. Although he does not
know it, we welcome him as a brother. We are not so
unalike.
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Jack van Beynen lives with his partner, one cat and
two rabbits in Aotearoa, New Zealand. It's the bunnies
you've got to watch out for.
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Michael Moorcock’s Elric
of Melnibone: The AntiConan
ANTHONY PERCONTI

British fantasist Michael Moorcock’s storied career
spans more than five decades. Moorcock has tried his
hand at almost every genre and is one of the most
versatile writers living today. Transgressive fiction,
postmodernism,
literary
fiction,
experimental
autobiography and science fiction: if it was around in
the latter half of the twentieth century, Moorcock has
put his stamp on it. Most notably, Moorcock was
instrumental in solidifying the sword-and-sorcery genre
of fantasy fiction, building upon the works of previously
established pulp writers. Moorcock was of a generation
who admired certain writers associated with the
American pulp magazine Weird Tales (and to a lesser
degree, Planet Stories), writers such as Clark Ashton
Smith, C.L. Moore, Leigh Brackett and of course
Robert E. Howard. One of Moorcock’s most enduring
characters, Elric of Melnibone, is his answer to
Howard’s rough and tumble Cimmerian barbarian,
Conan. Moorcock states: “I was, I suppose, bored with
the form itself. So when (Ted) Carnell commissioned
the first Elric story I decided I would try to do something
as different as possible from everything which then
existed.” (Tales of the White Wolf p. 7) Elric of
Melnibone is the antithesis of Robert E. Howard’s
Conan, physically, psychologically and with regards to
the characters’ view of sorcery. This moody, cynical
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Byronic hero is everything that Conan is not. Taking
the novel approach of making Elric Conan’s antithesis
was a risky move on the part of young Moorcock.
However, this literary risk paid off and Moorcock’s
impact is still felt in the contemporary fantasy
landscape sixty years later.
The most obvious difference between Elric and
Conan lies in their physical appearances. Howard’s
barbarian is a product of the harsh Cimmerian
topography. His features are derived from long-term
exposure to the elements, warfare and the constant
struggle for survival. An insinuation that Howard favors
for his character is ‘panther-like’.
“He saw a tall, strongly made youth standing
beside him … His cheap tunic could not conceal
the hard, rangy lines of his powerful frame, the
broad heavy shoulders, the massive chest, lean
waist and heavy arms. His skin was brown from
outland suns, his eyes blue and smoldering; a
shock of tousled black hair crowned his broad
forehead.” (The Tower of the Elephant p. 62)
Although muscular, Conan is by no means weighed
down by his bulk (as he was portrayed in the 1982
feature film). Speed is an endemic characteristic of his
survivalist nature. This vital and robust visage is in
sharp contrast to Elric’s: “It is the color of a bleached
skull, his flesh; and the long hair that flows below his
shoulders is milk white. From the tapering, beautiful
head stare two slanting eyes, crimson and moody, and
from the loose sleeves of his yellow gown emerge two
slender hands, also the color of bone…” (Elric of
Melnibone p.3) Whereas one character exudes raw
strength, the other is a profile in physical frailty and
habitual sickness. “And he has lived—still lives—
thanks to sorcery alone, for he is naturally
lassitudinous and without his drugs would be barely
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able to raise his hand from his side through most of a
normal day.” (Elric of Melnibone p.5) The albino
emperor is a fragile figure compared to Howard’s hardy
creation.
Elric and Conan are not only physically different.
Although prone to action and living by his sword and
wits, Conan is by no means unintelligent. He is a
talented commander and tactician, who speaks several
languages and is a charismatic leader. However, when
it comes to Conan’s internal emotional state, Howard
is very clear: The Cimmerian is not one to pontificate
on his feelings or his inner turmoil. He is plain-speaking
and laconic. In the quintessential Conan story, “Queen
of the Black Coast”, Conan sums up his ideology quite
succinctly: “Let me live deep while I live; let me know
the rich juices of red meat and stinging wine on my
palette, the hot embrace of white arms, the mad
exultation of battle, when the blue blades flame and
crimson, and I am content.” (Queen of the Black Coast
p.133) This kinetic and fatalistic outlook on life fits
perfectly well with Conan’s intrinsic nature. He is a man
of deeds and action; he grabs life by the throat. Elric’s
nature is gloomier and self-loathing, familiar character
traits of the Byronic hero.
Elric straightened his back and rested his hand
on his sword and said grimly and quietly to
Myshella: “Lady, I would kill you for that if I did
not understand you sought only to please me …
Know this. Elric cannot have what he desires
most. What he desires does not exist. What he
desires is dead. All Elric has is sorrow, guilt,
malice, hatred. This is all he deserves and all he
will ever desire.” (The Vanishing Tower p. 68.)
In addition to their contradictory emotive attributes,
Elric and Conan are on the opposite ends of the
spectrum when it comes to their origins in their
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respective societies. Elric is the latest emperor in a
long lineage of rulers of the Bright Empire. He is born
into the absolute topmost rank of his social hierarchy.
The world is his to do as he pleases. He makes the
conscious decision to temporarily abdicate his post as
emperor to wander the lands of the Young Kingdoms.
Unlike Elric, however, Conan fought, clawed and killed
his way up the social structure of the Hyborian world,
ascending to the throne of Aquilonia with the overthrow
of the tyrant Numedides.
Another aspect in which Elric and Conan are polar
opposites is in their attitudes toward sorcery. Conan is
highly suspect and wary of all things supernatural. The
Hyborian world is dotted with sorcerous detritus from
previous ages, as well as from beyond. In Howard’s
stories, magic always comes with a hefty price and is,
at its core, detrimental to humans. Howard’s take on
magic is that it is all dark and alien.
“Conan felt his soul shrivel and begin to be
drawn out of his body, to drown in the yellow
wells of cosmic horror which glimmered
spectrally in the formless chaos that was growing
about him and engulfing all life and sanity …
Those eyes became gigantic and in them the
Cimmerian glimpsed the reality of all the
abysmal and blasphemous horrors that lurk in
the outer darkness of formless voids and
knighted gulfs.” (The Phoenix on the Sword p.25)
By contrast, the longevity and success of the
Melnibonean Empire is entirely due to its various pacts
and alliances with various supernatural entities
including several nature elementals and the demonic
Lords of Chaos. Elric, being a savant in the sorcerous
arts, has at his disposal thousands of years of occult
knowledge. His patron is the demon Arioch, Lord of the
Seven Darks. Elric is able to fend off his physical
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maladies and quit his reliance on health-sustaining
drugs once he acquires the vampiric, half-sentient,
black runesword Stormbringer. Whenever the albino
emperor kills with this weapon, the demonic blade
drinks the victim’s soul, sharing a portion with its
master, thereby increasing his strength and vitality.
Ultimately, Elric becomes addicted to the blade’s
power; he and Stormbringer have a classic
codependent relationship. To make matters worse, the
runesword is sentient on some opaque, alien level and
takes malicious delight in killing Elric’s enemies,
friends, and lovers alike. In the novella "The Dreaming
City," for example, Elric leads a host of human sea
raiders who raze the ancestral capital city of Imrryr and
breach its throne room intending to settle the score
with his sociopathic cousin, Yrkoon, and free Yrkoon’s
sister, Elric’s lifelong love Cymoril. “And yet, incredibly,
Yyrkoon remained alive, drawing his vitality from the
blade which still clashed against Elric’s own runecarved sword. With a final push he flung Cymoril
forward and she died screaming on the point of
Stormbringer.” (The Weird of the White Wolf p.58)
Throughout the original six novels, Stormbringer kills
many of the supporting characters, including the heroic
Rackhir the Red Archer, his bride Zarozinia and his
longtime road companion, Moonglum of Elwher.
Throughout the saga, Moorcock peppers in a variety of
hints that this cursed sword will be the eventual
downfall and doom of everything around the albino
emperor. These events play out in full in the final
volume of the Elric saga, Stormbringer. This final
volume relates the tale of the end of Elric’s world, an
apocalypse of epic proportions, brought on by a
massive incursion of supernatural forces linked to the
patrons of the island of Melnibone. Bleak stuff to be
sure. Unlike the deleterious nature of sorcery in the
Conan sage, Elric’s immersion in the sorcerous arts
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provides him with powerful supernatural allies, which
demand blood and souls in payment.
It can be argued that without Conan, there would be
no Elric of Melnibone. And yet, for all their differences,
both characters have their literary fingerprints all over
such modern fantasy paradigms as The First Law
Trilogy, The Witcher, and the Warhammer 40,000 book
franchise. The Conan and Elric stories are brimming
with blood, grit, lots of dark sorcery and a measure of
psychological depth. Fans of grimdark fiction will find
much to love from both of these series. It is a win-win
proposition for fans of grimdark fantasy.
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Anthony Perconti lives and works in the hinterlands
of New Jersey with his wife and kids. He enjoys wellcrafted and engaging stories across a variety of genres
and mediums. His articles have appeared in several
online venues and can be found on Twitter at
@AnthonyPerconti.
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Stiff’s Standoff
JAMIE EDMUNDSON

Lothar paused, closing his eyes as a gust of wind blew
dust in his face.
His feet throbbed, but he walked on until he reached
the crossroads. Only then did he stop to examine the
village. Don’t get into something you can’t get out of,
he reminded himself. ‘What a shithole.’
He saw a collection of wooden shacks, leaning
against each other on both sides of the two roads that
met here. The only substantial building was the church,
set in its own grounds on the north-east edge of the
village. He smiled to himself bitterly. Poor fuckers the
world over kept themselves poor by giving all the spare
money they had to the Church. It was the ultimate longodds gamble of the desperate and the hopeless.
Footsteps behind. He knew them to be Mirko’s.
‘Shithole,’ said a gravelly voice.
Lothar nodded. He considered the wooden shacks
and the people who lived inside. ‘What possesses
someone to decide to live their life in a place like this?’
he asked.
‘Because the place they’ve left is worse.’
Lothar turned around to look back down the road
that had taken them here.
Two more figures approached on foot. One was a
young man, big framed, with impossibly large
shoulders and a thick torso that was equal parts
muscle and fat. He walked in an awkward fashion, as
if his body had yet to master the mechanics of the
movement. Second was an old man, paper thin and
worn looking, as if each passing year had made him
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more transparent. Another winter and he will disappear
completely, Lothar speculated.
‘This it?’ asked Karl, the old man, as he and the
younger man caught up.
‘Yes. We’re expecting him to arrive from the east.’
Lothar pointed down the east road. It was empty,
just like the others.
‘Good,’ said Karl. He began to shuffle with his
trousers, tugging at the string and pulling them down.
‘What the fuck are you doing?’ demanded Mirko.
‘Need to relieve myself.’
‘Not in the middle of the street. We don’t need to
see your shrivelled slange, you dirty old man.’
Karl shrugged, as if he had long ago given up on
understanding the complexities of decorum, and
tottered off to a narrow alley between two shacks.
‘Emil,’ said Lothar. ‘Can you keep an eye on the
east road for a few minutes while we get a drink?’
‘Sure, Stiff.’
Lothar looked around.
‘Over here,’ said Mirko, walking over to one of the
wooden houses.
A picture of a beer stein hung on the wooden door,
indicating that the wife inside had brewed a fresh
batch. Mirko knocked before they entered.
The wife was ready for them, had perhaps been
peering at them through the cracks in her walls. She
motioned to a couple of wooden chairs and a table.
‘Very civilised,’ commented Lothar, pleased to give
his feet a rest as he sank into one of the chairs. ‘Is it a
good brew, missus?’
‘Yes,’ she said, as she opened the tap on the barrel
and began pouring out the first drink. ‘I only tapped it
yesterday.’
She served them their ale.
‘Two coppers each,’ she said.
Lothar dug a silver piece out of a pocket. He offered
it to the wife.
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‘For me and my friends.’
The woman took it, staring at it just long enough for
Lothar to guess it was one of the few times in her life
she had held a silver piece, then she put it in her apron.
‘Much obliged,’ she said with a nervous smile.
Lothar took a long swig of ale, keen to quench his
thirst. It was sour and watery, but by no means the
worst batch of ale he had tasted.
Mirko smacked his lips. ‘Nice and sweet. Dates in
there, is it?’ he asked.
‘Yes,’ said the wife, looking pleased with the praise.
His thirst somewhat quenched, Lothar took a proper
look at the wife. She was young, and though her hair
was tucked away under a wimple, he could still tell she
had a pretty face.
‘I’m Mirko,’ his companion continued. ‘What are you
named?’
Lothar didn’t like where this was going.
‘Never mind exchanging names. Drink up. We’ve
got work to do,’ Lothar said, draining his drink and
placing the stein on the table with a thud.
‘Emil’s on lookout, isn’t he?’ said Mirko, his face
twisting into something ugly.
‘Emil’s waiting for his turn to come in here for a
drink,’ said Lothar, standing up, his chair scraping
along the floor.
Moments passed as Lothar stood and Mirko sat.
The wife moved to the other side of the house, busying
herself with nothing.
‘Very well, Stiff,’ said Mirko at last, finishing his drink
and cracking the stein onto the table, before stalking
out of the house.
‘Many thanks, missus,’ Lothar said to the woman.
‘My two other friends will be in shortly. They are... no
bother.’
‘You’re welcome, sir,’ said the wife, her nervous
smile gone.
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‘What the hell was that?’ demanded Mirko as Lothar
stepped outside. ‘No exchanging names?’
‘Don’t get into something you can’t get out of,’ said
Lothar mildly.
‘Oh, don’t start with that shit,’ said Mirko, storming
off towards the east road. ‘Your turn,’ he shouted over
to Emil and Karl, nodding towards the house. ‘Just
don’t ask missus inside what her name is,’ he added.
Lothar followed him.
‘What he say?’ Karl asked Emil as they passed
Lothar on their way to the house.
‘Don’t ask the wife her name,’ answered Emil.
Karl frowned, as bemused as ever by the rules of
etiquette.
***
Lothar sat by the side of the east road. Mirko was
positioned on the opposite side. Neither was in the
mood for talk, so time passed by in silence. Lothar
would have enjoyed the rest, were it not for the flies
that pestered him and the clouds of dust that swirled
up when the wind blew.
His mouth grew dry and his mind kept drifting to the
missus and her barrel of sour ale.
Then he heard hoofbeats, distant but clear
nonetheless. He looked over at Mirko, who gave a
barely perceptible nod before looking away.
Lothar looked down the east road but saw nothing
yet. The sound grew louder, and he began to feel the
reverberations through the ground.
Then the horseman came into sight. Lothar knew
instantly it was who they were waiting for. The rider had
made no effort to hide the luxury of his clothing. Fine
leather boots were tucked into stirrups, and a cloak,
deep blue, billowed behind him as his stallion cantered
up to the crossroads.
Lothar and Mirko made no movement as the rider
approached. He didn’t slow his pace, showing no
interest in them or the shitty little village they lazed in.
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But he should have been more careful.
Suddenly, Lothar and Mirko were up on their feet, a
length of rope held between them across the road. The
stallion reared up in alarm and the rider tilted
backwards on his mount. It was an easy thing to nudge
him with the taut rope so that he fell off the beast,
landing on his back.
Lothar quickly moved over, drawing his short sword
from its scabbard and placing the blade to the neck of
the rider.
He looked over to Mirko, who carefully approached
the horse, reaching for its reins.
‘Easy boy, panic over,’ Mirko said reassuringly.
Turning back to the prone body on the floor, Lothar
met eyes with the horseman. He had a long face,
framed by chin-length straight brown hair. Lothar
gestured for him to sit up.
Mirko appeared with the length of rope.
‘Do you know who I am?’ the man demanded, his
words and diction confirming his nobility.
‘Of course we fucking do,’ Mirko replied, beginning
to wrap the length of rope around their captive.
***
The captive wasn’t ready to play along.
Once they hauled him up, he made a run for it, legs
pumping fast despite his arms having been bound by
Mirko’s rope. Mirko sprinted after him, tackling him to
the ground. Lothar caught up to them and put his
weight on the nobleman. When Mirko got to his feet, a
murderous look on his face, their captive lashed out
with his legs, kicking Mirko in the shins. Mirko roared
in pain, then let forth a torrent of expletives loud
enough for the whole village to hear. He launched
himself at their captive, landing several punches on his
face.
With his arms tied, there was nothing the nobleman
could do to protect himself, and Lothar called a halt to
the punishment.
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Mirko walked off a few steps, his aching hand under
his armpit. ‘Damn, he’s got a bony face.’
Lothar looked at the nobleman. There was a bit of
blood on his face, but it didn’t seem to be serious. He
looked dazed and no longer resisted when Lothar
yanked him to his feet.
‘Let’s get him into the church,’ said Lothar.
Lothar led the captive; Mirko opened the doors and
led them inside. It was a single-roomed hall, dark, and
smelling of sweat and rotting wood.
‘Hey!’ said Mirko.
A figure lurked in the shadows at the far end of the
church. Lothar saw that he wore the habit of a
clergyman. He was much smaller than them, poor
looking.
‘We need to borrow your church, priester!’ Mirko
informed him, sounding reasonable enough.
The clergyman didn’t argue. As the three men
made their way into the building, Lothar guiding their
captive down the aisle of the church, the priest
manoeuvred past them towards the door.
Lothar watched him sidle out of his own church and
leave them to it. Not that Lothar thought less of him for
that. He agreed with the course of action
wholeheartedly. Don’t get into something you can’t get
out of.
Lothar returned his attention to their captive. The far
end of the church was partitioned off, presumably the
priest’s living quarters. He prodded the nobleman past
the musty smelling curtains into the small space and
sat him down on the priest’s mattress.
‘What’s your name?’ he asked.
‘Go to hell.’
Mirko cracked his knuckles. ‘Don’t make me hit you
again. I’ll use the pommel of my knife next time.’
‘Alright.’ A pause. ‘My name is Alexander. What do
you want from me, you filthy thugs? Give me my sword
and you won’t feel so brave.’
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‘Oh,’ retorted Mirko, ‘I didn’t realise we were dealing
with a fucking hero.’
‘Not a hero, just a man. Real men don’t punch
defenceless prisoners in the face.’
‘I really don’t like you,’ said Mirko quietly, his knife
finding its way into his hand.
Lothar looked around. There was nowhere for their
prisoner to escape to. He made eye contact with Mirko
and nodded in the direction of the nave.
Reluctantly, Mirko followed him, not yet prepared to
return his knife to his belt.
They brushed past the curtains and made their way
to the far end of the church.
‘It’s definitely him,’ Lothar murmured.
‘So what now?’
‘Take him to whoever wants him.’
‘Who wants him? And did they specify he had to be
alive?’ asked Mirko, fingering the blade of his knife.
‘I’m not sure,’ Lothar admitted.
Mirko looked at him suspiciously.
‘Not sure about what? Who wants him, or whether
they want him alive?’
‘I’m not sure about either.’
Mirko stared at him with dead eyes. ‘I should have
fucking known…’ he said in a resigned tone, which
Lothar found unfair.
‘It’s like this,’ Lothar began. ‘I overheard a
conversation in the inn, someone offering a large
bounty for this Alexander, heir of Berkhopen.’
They both looked back to the curtained area of the
church where their captive waited.
‘They described him and said he would likely be
coming in this direction. So, we have him, we just need
to find out who wants him and why. Could turn out to
be our biggest pay day yet.’
Mirko considered the situation. ‘But if this man was
offering a large bounty, we’re not going to be the only
ones after him.’
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‘No,’ said Lothar, wondering why some people
needed everything explained to them as if they were
children. ‘There’s always potential dangers when the
reward is so high.’
A shout came from outside. It sounded like Emil.
‘Stiff!’
Lothar hurried out through the doors, closely
followed by Mirko.
‘It’s riders, Stiff!’ said Emil, panting and pointing
west.
Lothar could see them at the crossroads, a cloud of
dust stirred up by their arrival was still swirling around
them.
‘Why am I not surprised?’ asked Mirko.
‘Hide the horse,’ Lothar told him tersely.
Mirko ran over to Alexander’s mount and led him
back towards the church.
‘How many are there?’ Lothar asked Emil.
‘Seven.’
Seven riders, Lothar considered. If they’re wealthy
enough to arrive on horseback, they’re likely to be well
armed too. The odds didn’t seem good.
‘Where’s Karl?’
‘He stayed in the house, Stiff. Sent me to get you.’
‘As if he’s going to make one jar of difference either
way,’ said Mirko, arriving back from the church.
Lothar thought about their situation. We could leave
right now. Give up our prize. Don’t get into something
you can’t get out of. But giving up now when he had
got so close?
‘Alright,’ he said. ‘We hide out in the church. With
any luck they ride on out of here and we leave with
Lord Alexander, sell him, get the money. Agreed?’
Mirko and Emil nodded, but neither of them gave
the impression that they were feeling lucky.
***
‘Stiff!’ came the shout.
A woman’s voice. And a familiar one at that.
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Lothar looked over to Mirko, who rolled his eyes.
Emil sat on the mattress next to Alexander, his weight
making it sag alarmingly.
‘Emil,’ Lothar began, ‘you stay here with him. Mirko
and I will go and talk to her. With any luck—’
‘Please, don’t,’ interrupted Mirko.
Lothar made his way to the doors of the church,
reluctant and excited to see her at the same time.
As he made his way out into the sunshine, Anke
stood waiting for him, hands on hips. Peter was with
her. That was a shame. They waited for Lothar and
Mirko to approach.
Her hair was bleached from the sun, tied back out
of her face. Her skin was tanned too, maybe a few
more lines than last time he had seen her, but they
somehow added to her beauty, made her even more
desirable. He felt a lurch in his chest at the sight of her.
‘Hello boys,’ said Peter, smirking.
‘Hello fuck face,’ responded Mirko.
Peter smiled, making a decent job of pretending to
find the remark amusing.
Why was he here with her? Had he become Anke’s
second-in-command already? Lothar wouldn’t put it
past the smug bastard. Was he screwing her? The
thought made him feel sick. He felt his jaw tighten and
he made himself take a calming breath.
‘Seems like we have a shared interest in a certain
nobleman,’ said Anke.
‘What do you mean?’ Lothar asked, allowing
himself a little smile.
‘Oh, come on, Stiff,’ said Anke. She wasn’t amused,
looked away from him into the distance.
The doors to the church opened and Alexander
emerged, still bound. He glanced their way before
turning around and running in the opposite direction.
Lothar had to admire his form. He had a long stride and
pumped his knees up high as he ran. If the nobleman
had the use of his arms, Lothar would wager he could
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outrun any of them. As it was, Mirko ran him down, and
began kicking him in the gut.
Emil poked his head around the door, looking
sheepish.
‘Sorry, Stiff!’
‘You were saying?’ asked Anke with one raised
eyebrow.
‘Oh. That nobleman.’
‘We might need him alive, you know,’ she added.
‘Mirko!’ Lothar shouted.
Mirko gave their captive one last kick before
desisting.
‘I see you’re still working with the same high-quality
professionals,’ said Anke.
‘Is he my replacement?’ asked Peter, grinning and
nodding over at Emil, who was helping Alexander to
his feet.
‘Yes, a more than ample one. Best shot I’ve seen
with a bow since Sven Silkbeard.’
Silkbeard was a name that garnered immediate
respect amongst those in the business, and Anke
nodded at him, looking over at Emil in an appraising
way.
‘And that’s not an invitation to steal one of my hands
again.’
Anke sighed. ‘If you paid your people properly, Stiff,
they’d be less likely to leave you.’
Lothar thought up a retort, glanced at Peter, and
decided to keep it to himself.
‘We’ll take it from here,’ she added.
‘Like hell you will,’ Lothar replied. ‘We got him first.’
‘It’s my job. You’ve stolen it.’
‘The job was given to me too.’
‘I doubt it,’ said Anke.
‘Come on, Stiff,’ said Peter. ‘There’s seven of us
here. All professionals. We’ve been preparing for days.
What have you got? A fat archer, a psychopath, an old
man supping too much beer, and you’ve somehow
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blundered into a score. You’ve always been sensible.
Known when to take a risk and when to back off.’
Patronising shit, thought Lothar, feeling himself rile
up. Since when do I take advice from him?
‘I’ll give you 50 pieces for your trouble, Stiff,’ said
Anke, making it sound generous. ‘You turn a tidy profit
for a day’s work, everyone gets to leave with their
reputations intact.’
Now she was doing it. Trying to buy him off for
spare change. But Lothar knew something was up. He
knew Peter and Anke plenty enough to tell that. Both
trying a little too hard to appear nonchalant.
He glanced over at Emil and Mirko leading
Alexander back to the church, and took a couple of
backward paces towards them. He touched a hand to
the hilt of his sword.
‘He’s our prisoner, Anke. We took him fair and
square. I suggest you back off.’
‘Stiff, don’t be fucking stupid. If you make us take it
off you, we will.’
He raised his eyebrows at that, gave a little smile,
and retreated back into the church.
***
‘They weren’t expecting that,’ Lothar announced,
shutting the doors behind him. ‘I could tell. They
expected ol’ Stiff to give up, back off. Well, not this
time.’
The other three men greeted him with silence.
Alexander was slumped on a pew, beaten up, defeated
looking. Mirko stood next to him, looking back at
Lothar, eyes narrowed. To one side was Emil, looking
down at the floor. No doubt still embarrassed about
letting his captive go.
‘One thing I got from that conversation,’ Lothar told
them, ‘they want it. Not him. It.’
He moved over to Alexander.
‘What have you got, boy?’
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Mirko’s eyes lit. His knife had found its way into his
hands again. ‘I’ll make him talk, Stiff. I’ll get it out of
him.’
Alexander looked up to the timbered roof of the
church, as if looking for answers from heaven. He
sighed. His long face looked morose, tragic. Lothar
kind of admired it. If he had pulled that face he would
have just looked pathetic. But this nobleman
possessed a heroic countenance. He despaired,
because the gods were against him. But at least they
had noticed him. Whereas Lothar knew the gods didn’t
give a holy shit about his miserable existence.
‘Letters,’ said Alexander finally. ‘They’re in my cloak
pocket. I’ll give them to you if you let me go.’
Mirko looked to Lothar expectantly and he nodded
back. Mirko wasted no time in cutting the rope
restraining Alexander, then unwinding it. ‘Don’t even
think about trying anything,’ he warned him, placing the
blade on Alexander’s neck. With his other hand he
rummaged around in the cloak, before pulling out a
stack of parchment, tied in string. He tossed it over to
Lothar, who caught it and examined the spidery black
writing.
‘What’s it say, Stiff?’ Mirko asked.
Lothar frowned. Surely Mirko knew full well he
couldn’t read. In which case, was he trying to bluff
Alexander into thinking he could decipher the writing?
He shook his head. No, that was altogether too clever
for Mirko.
‘Who wrote this?’ he asked Alexander.
The nobleman sighed.
‘Lady Francoise,’ he announced dramatically.
Lothar’s crew looked at each other. Mirko opened
his mouth, no doubt to ask who the fuck Lady
Francoise was, but with a barely perceptible shake of
the head Lothar persuaded him to shut it again.
‘To you?’
Alexander nodded.
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‘You’d better explain,’ said Lothar.
‘Until last summer I was at the royal court. I had a
passionate affair with Lady Francoise. But the king
took an interest in her. I was sent away. We continued
to write each other, and in those letters is evidence of
our love. Now, she is due to marry the king. These
letters, if they get into the wrong hands, would ruin the
match.’
‘Why?’ asked Mirko.
‘Because they demonstrate that she is not a virgin.’
Mirko laughed. ‘So?’
‘Hush, Mirko,’ said Lothar, getting annoyed. ‘So, her
family wants these destroyed?’ he asked Alexander.
Alexander nodded. ‘And their enemies want to get
their hands on them before the wedding.’
Lothar whistled.
‘What is it, Stiff?’ asked Emil.
The simple boy was looking at him earnestly, not
understanding the significance of what they had.
‘These,’ said Lothar, holding up the bunch of letters,
‘are the most valuable items I have ever held. They will
decide who will be the power behind the throne for the
next twenty years. If Lady Francoise gives the king
children, she and her family will control the court. Many
powerful men stand to lose or gain should that
happen.’
Lothar thought about it, tapping the papers into the
palm of his hand. Anke would have been offered a
small fortune to get these letters. But who was she
working for?
‘And where were you riding off to in such a hurry?’
he asked Alexander.
‘I had a meeting with an agent of the Bishop of
Aplerbeck. He was going to pay me for the letters so
his master could stop the marriage.’
‘You would give the letters to the enemies of Lady
Francoise?’
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‘The enemies of her father! I want the marriage
stopped, so I can have her back!’
Mirko laughed again. ‘I think the young miss may
have accustomed herself to the idea of becoming
queen by now.’
‘We are in love!’ cried Alexander.
Mirko snorted. ‘Women fall in love with whoever has
the most money. She was happy with you until she saw
she could land a bigger fish.’
‘Quiet, Mirko. Now, Alexander, listen. This second
crew who have arrived are being paid by Lady
Francoise’s father. If they get these letters they will
destroy them, and the marriage will go ahead. But if
you tell me about this bishop’s agent, I will take the
letters to him, and you will get what you want. Do you
understand?’
Alexander looked at him, perhaps for the first time
really looked at him. What does he see? Lothar
wondered to himself. A man he can trust? Or a man so
desperate he’s risking his life, and that of his crew, for
a stack of foolish love letters.
‘Very well,’ said Alexander. ‘I’ll tell you where I had
agreed to meet him.’
***
‘Stiff!’Anke’s voice.
Lothar peered outside, through a gap in the church
wall. ‘Seven of them.’
Anke’s crew stood in a fan shape in the road outside
the church. Anke, hands on hips, in the middle. Not far
from her Peter, his sword still scabbarded. Gerard,
muscular and bearded, gripped a spear in one hand
and a shield in the other. Hild, Anke’s tracker, held a
light spear. Three other men, armed with spear or axe,
whom Lothar didn’t recognise.
‘No archers,’ he said.
‘Emil could put two of them down before they could
react,’ suggested Mirko, looking out. ‘That would even
out the odds.’
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Lothar nodded and turned to Emil. ‘Find a location
you like,’ he said. ‘I’ll go and talk to her one last time.
Otherwise…’
Emil nodded, serious faced. Lothar knew the young
lad would do his best if it came to it.
Moving slowly, as if he could delay the
confrontation forever, Lothar opened the church doors
and walked towards Anke’s crew.
The wind swirled dust about them. Five of them held
their weapons at the ready. They could chop him down
in seconds if they chose to. Lothar didn’t make a habit
of walking towards armed adversaries, but he made
himself walk steadily, as if they were of no concern.
Anke and Peter had yet to draw their weapons, which
suggested they were not going to kill him. Yet.
He stopped in front of Anke. She looked angry. He
imagined her forgiving him, riding off with him to collect
the bounty, renting a room with him above an inn
where they would schtup all night and day for a week.
‘My crew all want paying, Stiff,’ she said instead.
‘I’ve promised them. If they have to kill you to get paid,
they will. Hand him over.’
‘Do you want the letters as well?’
Peter started. Anke didn’t miss a beat.
‘So you’ve found out about the letters. It doesn’t
change anything.’
‘It does, Anke. We can burn those letters if your
crew get threatening in any way, Mirko will burn them.’
Anke sighed. A look of hatred briefly crossed her
face. Lothar found that he didn’t mind so much. Hatred
was better than derision. ‘And if you don’t hand those
letters over,” she said, “we’re going to cut you down.’
‘Indeed. No-one wins either way.’
‘What are you saying, Stiff? If you have a proposal,
spit it out. I’ve already offered you money, and time is
of the essence right now.’
‘We join up. For this job. We all get paid for the
letters. From no-one wins to everyone wins.’
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Anke looked at him. ‘Alright. You’re not giving me
much of a choice, are you?’
Lothar smiled. ‘I’m giving you the choice to get very
rich. It just means I get rich too. There are more of you,
so we keep the letters until the handover.’
He held his hand out.
‘Anke!’ It was Hild.
He kept his hand out. Anke was a woman of her
word. One handshake and he would be rich.
‘Anke!’
Anke turned to her tracker.
Hild pointed back to the crossroads. ‘Riders!’
They stared in stunned silence for a few moments
as the shithole of a village filled with armed riders.
‘Forty?’ asked Peter.
‘At least,’ said Hild.
‘Who are they?’
‘Whoever they are, it can’t be good,’ said Anke.
‘And we’ve left our horses up there, thanks to you,’ she
added, glaring at Lothar.
‘Hide in the church?’ he asked.
‘They’ve seen us already,’ said Hild.
‘You lot get in the church,’ said Anke, ‘so we can
hide our numbers. Make it look like there are a lot of
you.’
‘I’ll stay with you,’ said Lothar.
Anke shrugged. The rest of her crew turned to the
building.
‘Do I shoot them, Stiff?’ came a voice.
Anke looked at him. Lothar offered his hand again.
Wordlessly, Anke took it and they shook.
He couldn’t see his archer but had no doubt he was
ready to fire. ‘No Emil,’ he shouted, ‘there’s been a
change of plan.’
***
Half a dozen riders, armed with spears, trotted toward
them as Lothar watched and waited with Anke. It
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seemed ridiculous under the circumstances, but he
liked that they were now working together.
‘So, who are you going to sell the letters to?’ he
asked.
‘The highest bidder,’ she responded. ‘Who is likely
to be the Bishop of Aplerbeck. He is desperate to stop
the marriage.’
An arrow flew from the roof of the church to land in
the dirt a few feet in front of the riders. They pulled up.
Lothar was close enough to see one of them
rummaging in a saddlebag before they held up a white
rag. Anke held up one arm and indicated that they
should approach. They did, more cautiously than
before.
Lothar could see their chain mail armour was in
good condition. They wore no identifying livery. Even
if, as he suspected, they were some nobleman’s
retinue, they would not advertise it when engaged in
clandestine work such as this.
The six men stopped a few feet from them, eyeing
them up. They glanced over to the church. Emil had his
bow trained on them from the rooftop. Gerard stood
outside the door, which was open just enough to reveal
more armed men inside.
‘Am I speaking with your leaders?’ asked one of the
riders finally.
‘You are,’ replied Anke.
‘I have an ultimatum for you from my lord, no
negotiation. Deliver up the letters and we will leave you
alive, along with your mounts. If you do not do so within
one quarter of an hour he will order his soldiers to kill
you all.’
‘Who is your lord?’
The messenger turned a humourless smile at
Lothar. ‘You do not need to know that. You just need
to know his offer. I was instructed to inform you of this
only.’

89

The rider pulled on his reins with one hand, turning
his horse around.
‘And if we destroy the letters?’ Lothar called after
him.
The riders trotted their horses away, ignoring his
question, but he saw them share a smile amongst
themselves.
‘Hmm, I don’t think they mind if we destroy them,’
Lothar said.
‘Agreed. Which would mean they are working for
the Count of Vechelde.’
Lothar raised an eyebrow.
‘The father of Lady Francoise,’ Anke added,
shaking her head at his ignorance.
‘Do you think they’ll attack?’
‘I think the Count of Vechelde would sacrifice a few
of his soldiers to secure the marriage of his daughter
to the king. So, yes, I’m pretty sure they mean what
they say.’
Lothar nodded. He wracked his brain, trying to think
of a way out of the situation.
‘What’s more,’ Anke said, ‘I would think the Count
of Vechelde would sleep well tonight if all of us,
including Alexander, were dead. Then there would be
no danger of stray letters from Lady Francoise
reappearing in a few days’ time.’
‘Yes,’ Lothar had to agree. ‘Then we find ourselves
in a pickle.’
***
They entered the church. Mirko and Anke’s crew
gathered about them, eager for news. Alexander sat at
his pew, looking forlorn as events began to pass him
by.
Lothar thought it best to let Anke explain the
situation.
‘Could we make a fight of it?’ asked Mirko when she
had laid out the facts.
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‘We’re outnumbered four to one!’ said Peter,
exasperated.
Lothar looked at Anke’s crew. They weren’t in a
fighting mood.
‘What if we give them half the letters and keep the
other half?’ asked Mirko.
Lothar smiled at his cunning. He was offering more
than Anke’s so-called professionals.
‘That’s the problem,’ said Anke. ‘Once we hand
over the letters, what’s to stop them killing us anyway?
They’ll want to make sure that we haven’t cheated
them.’
Half her crew looked worried at that idea. Cowards,
thought Lothar. They were used to making easy money
with Anke. Weren’t used to risking anything.
‘The best option we have,’ he said, ‘is to negotiate
with them. They’re not interested in negotiations now
because they think we’ll just give them what they want.
But if we make things difficult, start exacting a price in
injured and dead soldiers and time, then they may
decide that talking to us isn’t such a bad idea. Then
they might decide to part with some coin, for example.’
Everyone was looking at him intently. He knew he
was right. Would they agree?
‘As Anke says,’ he continued, ‘handing over the
letters means we give away the one bargaining chip
we have.’
Once Lothar had finished, the crew turned to Anke.
She looked back at them, chewing on her lip.
Eventually she sighed. ‘I agree with Stiff. Handing over
the letters is a bad call. So, that means we have to
defend this church. What are the threats?’
‘Fire,’ said Mirko. ‘The timber’s bone dry. If I was
them I’d burn us out.’
‘And a good fire would deal with the letters,’ added
Lothar.
‘There’s not much we can do about that,’ said Peter.
‘We don’t have any material to stop a fire.’
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‘Tell Emil to target anyone with a fire brand,’ said
Mirko.
‘If that’s their plan, they’ll wear full armour,’ said
Anke. ‘Emil couldn’t stop them. We’d need to rush out
and cut them down. Then we’d be out in the open.’
Lothar shrugged. ‘So, if they burn the church we’re
screwed. Anything else?’
‘What about him?’ asked Mirko, gesturing at
Alexander.
‘Give me my sword,’ said the nobleman. ‘I don’t
want Vechelde to get his hands on the letters any more
than you.’
‘Not likely. They don’t want him, do they Stiff? They
just want the letters?’
Lothar considered it. An image of Alexander
sprinting away came to mind, his knees pumping high
as he disappeared down the dusty road. Not to
mention they had his horse tied up outside the church.
He didn’t want the young lord leaving on their one
means of escape.
‘Tie him up and put him back there, out of the way,’
said Lothar, indicating the curtained-off area at the
back of the church. They didn’t need any distractions.
‘Stiff? I said, they don’t want him, do they?’
repeated Mirko.
‘No, Mirko.’ Why did he have to repeat everything
twice? ‘Like I said, put him back there, out of the way.’
***
It wasn’t long before Count Vechelde’s soldiers
returned, this time three dozen of them. They came on
horseback, the clopping of the horses and the creaking
of armour announcing their arrival. They stopped within
a few feet of the church. Anke and Lothar were there
to greet them.
‘Tell your master,’ said Anke, as soon as it was
quiet enough to speak, ‘that we are not giving up the
letters without fair compensation.’

92

A rider pulled up his metal visor. It was the same
man they had spoken with earlier.
‘Then our orders are to kill you,’ he said simply.
‘Then my soldiers will be given orders to kill you,’
she responded. ‘Leave now or face the
consequences.’
Lothar kept his hand near the hilt of his scabbarded
sword, but the soldiers just watched as he and Anke
retreated to the door of the church, where they stood
with Gerard and another of Anke’s crew gripping
spears heavy enough to bring down a horse.
Vechelde’s soldiers still didn’t move, talking
amongst themselves.
‘Now,’ shouted Lothar.
An arrow flew from the roof. Whereas before Emil
had shot to intimidate, now he shot to hit his target. The
missile struck one of the horses on the shoulder. It
reared up on its hind legs, its rider grabbing it around
the neck to stay on. Riders began to move their mounts
clear of the church, knocking into each other in their
haste to put safe distance between their horses and
Emil’s bow. The retreat, induced by one archer firing
one arrow, was a mess. Without clear orders, the
soldiers took it upon themselves to return to the village
crossroads, leaving Anke and Lothar’s crews as the
victors of the first engagement.
‘They were expecting us to just hand them over,’
said Anke.
‘Indeed. But now they know otherwise, I expect
them to return forthwith.’
‘Let’s look,’ she suggested. ‘Stay here,’ she said to
Gerard, before leaving the church to follow the path
taken by the mounted soldiers.
Lothar quickly caught up to her, and they walked on
a few yards before crouching down by a house where
they could get a good view of the proceedings. Most of
the soldiers were dismounting, and Lothar heard
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orders being barked, no doubt readying the soldiers for
an assault on the church.
‘What if we made a run for it now, before they
notice?’ asked Anke.
‘We wouldn’t get very far before they caught up to
us,’ replied Lothar.
‘What if we doubled back to get the horses?’
Lothar thought about it. The soldiers would be
coming to the church on foot. If they left the church,
sneaked back to the crossroads, dispatched any
guards and took a horse each, they could ride away
before the main body of soldiers had realised what was
happening.
‘Anke. That’s brilliant. That could work.’
He grinned at her, and she returned his smile, a big
genuine smile that he had never witnessed from her
before. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever
seen. I could tell her I love her right now. But this is
hardly the right time or place for that.
‘Right,’ she said, her voice full of determination.
‘Let’s do it. You keep an eye on them here. I’ll go back
and get everyone ready.’
Lothar watched her go for a moment, then turned
back to the village crossroads. The horses had been
gathered together and the dismounted soldiers had
been organised into groups of about ten. They seemed
ready to head back in his direction. If they were quick,
Anke’s plan might still work.
He heard shouting and saw the soldiers turning to
the north road, to his right, but at first, he couldn’t see
what they were looking at, his view blocked by the
village houses. Then he heard horses. And this time it
wasn’t the sound of a single rider, or half a dozen, or
even forty. He could hear a hundred horses or more
pounding down the dirt road.
The soldiers occupying the centre of the village
seemed to panic. A group on horseback, perhaps the
leaders, fled along the west road. The rest began to
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run over to where their horses were gathered,
desperately clambering onto their mounts.
Then the newcomers were on them. In a swirl of
dust Lothar could see spear thrusts, hammers
smashing down into armour. A few of Vechelde’s men
escaped on horseback and were not pursued. A
greater number were hacked to the ground. The rest
surrendered, dropping weapons and falling to their
knees. It was over in minutes.
Lothar turned around. Anke was marshalling her
crew outside the church. But the situation had
changed. He left his position and ran over to them.
Anke paused as he approached.
‘A new force,’ he said breathlessly. ‘About a
hundred of them on horseback. Vechelde’s men are
either dead, captured or escaped.’
‘A hundred?’ repeated Peter, stunned. ‘Who would
send that many men here?’
‘Only a few possibilities,’ said Anke. ‘What do we do
now?’ She looked at Lothar.
‘Find out who they are?’ he said. ‘Maybe it’s good
news, maybe it’s someone who’ll buy the letters from
us?’
Anke made a face. ‘Men with a hundred soldiers at
their back are generally not the best customers.’
Hild pointed back to the centre of the village. Small
groups of riders were already conducting a search,
knocking on doors. A group of three were heading in
their direction.
‘I’ll go and talk to them,’ Lothar offered. ‘Maybe we
can negotiate a deal. The rest of you stay here and
prepare for the worst.’
‘We’re letting him talk to them himself, with the
letters?’ Peter asked Anke. ‘We’ll never see him again.’
‘We’ll come with you, Stiff,’ she said. ‘Gerard, get
things ready here if necessary.’
What precisely Gerard was going to get ready
should a hundred soldiers descend on the church
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Lothar wasn’t sure. Their only chance was striking a
deal with the new arrivals.
The three riders were looking their way. Lothar
walked towards them, both hands in the air.
‘We’re not with Vechelde,’ he assured them as he
approached. ‘Take us to your lord. We have news for
them.’
The soldiers didn’t look impressed.
‘Who are you?’ one of them asked, his warhorse still
skittish under him from the melee at the crossroads.
‘A mercenary crew,’ Lothar replied as Anke and
Peter joined him. ‘We have something your lord wants.’
The soldier pursed his lips and nodded. ‘Then
follow on.’
He walked his horse back the way they had come,
while his two companions moved to either side of
Lothar and Anke. In this way they were led back to the
crossroads.
Lothar looked around. A dozen corpses lay
bleeding out on the road, their bodies already stripped
of armour. A larger group of soldiers were sitting
outside a row of houses, soldiers with swords and
hammers keeping guard over them.
Lothar thought back to a couple of hours ago as he
had walked down the west road with Mirko and stared
about the deserted village. He looked at the dead
soldiers, wishing he had turned around and left as soon
as he got here. Don’t get into something you can’t get
out of, that was his motto. What had prompted him to
abandon it today?
He glanced at the painting of the stein hanging from
the missus' house and grinned to himself. He fancied
that Karl was still in there, observing the chaos outside
with a cup of ale in his hand.
‘These three asked to speak with you, my lord,’ said
the lead soldier.
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Lothar hadn’t noticed that they had stopped in front
of a man on horseback. As he looked up he instantly
knew whom he was addressing.
‘My Lord of Berkhopen,’ he greeted the man.
In front of him was an older version of Alexander. A
long, bony face studied him. Devoid of the youthful
foolishness of his son, this was the face of a man in
control, used to getting what he wanted from people.
‘You know me, but I don’t know you. What are you
doing on my lands?’ He waved a hand at the defeated
soldiers, indicating the fate of those who invaded his
territory.
‘We are the leaders of a mercenary band,’ said
Lothar, immediately rejecting any thoughts he might
have had of lying his way out of the situation. ‘We came
here to take the correspondence between Lady
Francoise and your son. The letters are very valuable
to certain interested parties.’
‘So I understand. My son has been very stupid. And
did you succeed in obtaining said letters?’
‘Yes.’
‘And my son?’
‘We have him held captive here.’
Berkhopen didn’t react, but continued to study
Lothar impassively.
‘And what is it you have come to speak to me
about?’
Lothar wasn’t sure. He had the distinct impression
that the Lord of Berkhopen would soon order the three
of them killed on the spot. He turned to Anke, looking
for some help.
‘We only wanted the letters,’ she said carefully.
‘Of course you did,’ Berkhopen agreed. ‘Why don’t
we cut to the chase, here? I am a man of the world. I
know full well that scum like you exist. As far as you’re
concerned, it’s not personal.’
Lothar nodded.

97

‘You have my son. You’re trying to cut the best deal
you can. Well, here it is. Return my son to me, and I
will let you all ride out of my lands with no
consequences. Anything less and you will all be made
an example of, which will involve a slow and very
painful death. Do we have a deal?’
Lothar swallowed, his mouth suddenly very dry. He
shared a glance with Anke before turning back to
Berkhopen. ‘Agreed. We will get him right away.’
Berkhopen inclined his head, before nodding to his
soldiers.
Lothar, Anke and Peter turned around and began
the walk back to the church.
***
‘So, that’s it, then?’ asked Peter as they walked at pace
back to the church.
‘That’s the way it goes, sometimes,’ replied Anke.
‘At least no-one got killed. We might have done it if it
wasn’t for Stiff messing things up. Stiff?’ she said,
turning to him. ‘What’s the matter?’
Lothar’s insides were churning. He looked across at
her.
‘Just something Mirko said.’ He could hear how
shaky his voice sounded. ‘When he asked me whether
they wanted Alexander.’
‘What do you mean?’ she asked. ‘He wouldn’t have
done anything, would he?’
‘He would,’ said Peter flatly.
They half walked, half ran back to the church. Emil
called out a greeting from the roof. Lothar ignored him.
Gerard and Hild were standing outside.
‘Where’s Mirko?’ Peter demanded.
They shrugged.
Lothar flung open the doors. Two of Anke’s crew
looked up. He walked past them. He had told Mirko to
keep Alexander in the priest’s quarters at the back of
the church. He strode down the aisle, Anke and Peter
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following close behind. He shoved aside the curtains.
And there was Alexander.
Blood was on the floor, on the bed, up the walls,
even on the ceiling. Alexander’s body was slumped on
a chair, his head sagging back and to the side. His
hands were slashed and bleeding.
Mirko, perched on the bed, looked up at Lothar. His
knife was still in his hands—he had made no effort to
clean it—and the front of his mail shirt was dripping in
blood. He grinned knowingly, a gleam in his eye.
Anke gasped.
‘You’ve killed us,’ Peter whispered. ‘You’ve killed us
all.’
***
‘I think you can leave now,’ said the missus.
Karl thought about it. She was right. He’d heard
nothing outside for a good while now. He stood up,
swaying a bit in that way you do when you’ve taken on
a bit too much booze. He finished the dregs of his ale.
‘Thanking you,’ he mumbled and staggered to the
door, letting himself out.
The fresh air hit him, and he had to wait awhile,
swaying on his feet, before he felt steady enough to
walk.
They’d left the bodies of the dead soldiers lying in
the road, and the sight made him feel ill. Not to mention
he needed a piss. His bowels gurgled. He needed
more than a piss.
He wandered down the road for a bit. There was the
church. Bodies lay strewn about, arrows sticking out of
corpses. Only the devil knew what he would see inside
the building. His friends might be there, and he didn’t
want to see that.
He walked in the opposite direction, on the other
side of the road, away from the church and houses.
Something on the ground caught his eye. He
grinned. The gods were looking out for him today. He
reached down, nice and slow, and scooped up the
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pieces of parchment that had evidently been blown
there by the wind.
He hugged them, admiring their soft texture. They
were perfect.
He walked on a bit farther to a good spot, undid his
string belt, let his hose slide down his leg, and squatted
down, the soft parchment with the spidery black text
clutched in his hands.
Stiff’s Standoff was originally published in Beyond the
Shadows Vol.1.
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Jamie Edmundson is the author of two fantasy
series, The Weapon Takers Saga & Me Three. He
grew up in the south of England before moving to the
north, where he worked as a history teacher. He still
lives there with his wonderful family, but now spends
his time writing, mainly about people hitting each other
with swords. You can connect with him at his
website, jamieedmundson.com
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An Interview with Essa
Hanson
BETH TABLER

Essa Hansen, whose debut novel Nophek Gloss, a
science fiction space opera and the first novel in her
The Graven series, debuts at the end of 2020, and is
already making many reviewers "best of 2020"
lists. We got the great opportunity to chat with her
about writing, Nophek Gloss, Falconry, and sound
design at Skywalker Sound.
[BT] First off, tell me a little about yourself. You have
one of the coolest jobs out there, aside from being a
writer, by working with Skywalker Sound. You also
have one of the coolest hobbies, being a falconer. How
did you end up working for Skywalker Sound, and how
did you start working with falcons?
[EH] I stumbled on sound design while trying to figure
out how to mesh too many interests into one career:
storytelling, composing music, psychoacoustics,
linguistics, cognitive sciences, and…a lot more. I loved
science but still gravitated toward the arts more than
academia. Sound for film seemed like the perfect blend
of technical and artistic, plus storytelling. I attended an
intense 12-month program at the Vancouver Film
School, learning all things audio, and was snatched up
by Skywalker Sound out of graduation. I've been there
ever since—almost twelve years now!
I always thought falconry was so cool, and as a kid
I had a brief experience rehabilitating a young
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grounded Cooper's Hawk, but I didn't have the
resources to pursue it until years later. In California, a
falconry license requires a two-year apprenticeship
among other hurdles, but once I got started, I found an
awesome community of fellow bird nerds. I'd love to
get back into falconry and hunting soon, but it's an
art/sport that takes a great deal of time and attention.
With an animal involved, you can't just set things aside
when you get too busy!
[BT] You work in two creative fields simultaneously,
one as a sound engineer and a writer. Are their aspects
of the creative creation process that overlap, and are
their parts that are very different creatively.
[EH] Both fields focus on story, immersion, and
sensory information. Sound editing can be treated like
language or music, sounds strung together like words
into syntax that conveys meaning and emotion. I spend
a lot of time rearranging sounds, moving them in time,
and layering them, just like I would with word choices,
phrasing, or ordering in writing.
The technical execution of this creativity is very
different—not just the software and hardware, but the
process. Writing might be dynamic but it all happens
very contained with a few pieces of software (I use
Scrivener). With sound design, I'm all over the place. I
might be out in the field with recording equipment
collecting raw sounds, or at my workstation with
plugins turning those sounds into weird things, or at a
mixing console blending a scene together. Both jobs
feel equally dynamic to me, but in different ways.
[BT] When you were writing Nophek Gloss as part of
the world-building, did you start matching sounds to
characters, ships, and places? Do you have an idea
what a Nophek sounds like?
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[EH] I definitely have sounds in my head for specific
things, like the nophek, but they came up organically
rather than through conscious world-building. It can be
helpful to tag particular sounds or colors to something
to make it recognizable, such as the Azura's singing
when she flies, or the blue masks of the Casthen—
those were definitely intentional. I think even when I'm
not describing a sound specifically, I tend to use
sound-related words to describe visuals, feel, or
motion—that's just a reflex of my film sound design
brain!
[BT] Having talked to you a bit and read up on your
interests, you seem like someone steeped in science
fiction. Your novel Nophek Gloss reads like a love letter
to all the science fiction lovers out there, myself
included. What parts of the science fiction genre do
you love? What aspects of it do you gravitate towards?
[EH] As will be no surprise, I love the new frontiers! I
love science fiction ideas that stretch my
understanding or that make me think critically about my
own nature and the cosmos I live in. Most often, these
stories are set in universes different than our own, but
I also love when weirdness is shown on Earth and
comments on the limitations of our understanding of
what is "natural" or known.
Funny enough, I read more fantasy than science
fiction in my younger years, but all of my studies during
that same time were in sciences and technical fields. I
think this is what ended up making my fiction feel a bit
unusual in the genre while still appealing firmly to
genre fans. It's steeped in the same loves but isn't
emerging from the usual classic source material.
[BT] I can see that with the story. It has elements of
hard science fiction, space opera, and fantasy,
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especially with how you handled some of the
creatures. Read any good fantasy books lately?
[EH] I have, and it's a 2020 release that may appeal to
your readers! The book is Under The Lesser Moon, a
grimdark fantasy by debut author Shelly Campbell,
launched recently from Mythos & Ink Publishing. She's
created a brutal Stone Age type world, intimate and
dangerous, packed with lore and religion that's lost its
way over time. Similar to Nophek Gloss, it focuses
deeply on character (I love the protagonist, Akrist), with
many heartwarming and heartbreaking moments.
Shelly's writing is lush and sensory like mine, and she's
done something with her dragons that I've never seen
before.
[BT] Nophek Gloss released on November 17th, 2020;
how long has this book been in the making, and what
has the writing and publishing process looked like for
you?
[EH] I began working on Nophek Gloss around the end
of 2016, I believe, but for a long time the actual draft
only existed as the first few chapters—a prologue? a
short story?—while I worked on other projects. I didn't
expect it to become a novel, but a year later, it
expanded. My main manuscript was still something
different, so Nophek Gloss's draft meandered, stalled
for a while, then picked up again in earnest. When I
finally polished it and queried literary agents in summer
2018, it got me an offer of representation quickly. The
publishing deal after that took quite a lot longer to
manifest, but I feel it found the perfect home!
[BT] How did you create the character Caiden? Was
there a specific inspiration that helped you shape him?
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[EH] My characters tend to crop up organically without
drawing from other influences. Or you could say they're
inspired from a starting kernel of traits or concept and
grown from there. Originally I imagined Caiden older:
already in possession of his starship and having lived
in the multiverse for a while, adventurous and a
magnet for danger. When developing his backstory, I
immediately had the idea of this agrarian world where
he grew up without ever seeing the sky. At the same
time, I had the twisty concept of the farmers becoming
feed for the beasts that they were raising feed for.
Once I got my young protagonist through the traumatic
culmination of that situation, the scars it left in him and
the special ship he'd crawled into to be his grave—
before rescue—stamped in the person he would grow
up to be as the story progressed.
[BT] What were the most fun and most painful scenes
to write in Nophek Gloss?
[EH] Any scene with En in it turns out fun to write!
Other than that, I enjoy writing the scenes that have a
big sense of wonder, like showing off new technology
or environment. There's a fun challenge in trying to
describe these things, and I feel like I'm experiencing
the thing fresh too as it takes form on the page, outside
of my mind. Has anyone tried to describe being inside
the core of a star before?
The most painful scenes to write are spoilers…but
what also comes to mind are the many quiet moments
where Caiden is wrestling internally: he really, really
wants to make the right choice and heal and reach out
and accept the love of his new family, but his guilt and
low self-worth and complicated sense of justice is just
that much stronger, so he turns himself away.
[BT] Caiden's journey is painful. The grief he
experiences is like raw nerves sparking with pain. Did
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you have his arc decided when you started writing the
novel, or did it develop organically?
[EH] At the start, I had the beginning plot events and
one image at the very end of the novel, which I feel
made for a nice bookend of symbolism. The events in
between developed organically. I built Caiden's arc out
from his initial grief, too large to overcome, which he's
constantly trying to grow to contain. At the same time
he's focusing himself on the much more manageable
idea of revenge, while also discovering his identity and
wrestling through where he belongs in this new world—
or if he belongs in it at all. This whole combo could
never be a gentle journey.
[BT] One of the aspects that I thought was incredible
about Nophek Gloss was the level of creation and
imagination you used when character and worldbuilding. You stepped outside many of the typical
characterizations we find in science fiction, i.e.,
humanoid and breathes air. Was that a conscious
choice or your imagination running wild?
[EH] Both! I'm always wanting to seek something new
in the genre, as I find that sense of discovery exciting
as a writer, which hopefully makes it exciting for the
reader as well. I did use familiar frameworks—like
some humanoid aliens and familiar technology—as
tools to balance out the harder-to-grasp elements, but
when I spot an opportunity to insert something new, I
let my imagination spin its wheels outside of the box
until I hit on something that feels cool and multifaceted.
[BT] I noticed, that goes along with the original
question regarding world-building, is your attention to
detail out food, flavor, texture, consistency, and who
was cooking it. It seemed like food became a character
in itself. I view food as a pathway to understanding
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another culture. Everyone eats, and there are deeply
ingrained traditions about how someone eats, what
kind of food, and why. Is this why food description was
so essential and beautifully detailed, as a means of
connection to the different cultures?
[EH] Exactly—food says so much about culture, is a
way of sharing culture, and nonverbally shows bonding
or conflict. This is why we have the phrase "breaking
bread together." Caiden is officially inducted into his
new family and home by sharing a meal: gathered
together, the crew's feelings mingle and you really see
where they match up or butt heads.
At the same time, each of these foods is a new
experience for Caiden, who grew up with no sense of
the ritual of cooking and eating, nor any strong sense
of family. He had a "parental unit" designed to train
him, and bland ration blocks designed for optimal
nutrition. I not only got to describe some luscious new
things, but the crew gathering and mixing cultures over
a meal became a support net for Caiden, and the
offering of food became a symbol of extending care.
The crew's gastronomer, Ksiñe, likely won't verbally
say he likes you, but he'll feed you or worry over your
nutrition as a sign of affection.
From another angle, physical wellbeing is a big
element in the story, and whether Caiden is being
"nourished" or not relates directly to his psychological
and emotional nourishment/wellbeing.
[BT] The characters of Nophek Gloss are inclusive and
boundless. I loved that in the Nophek Gloss universe,
the possibilities for sex, gender, self-expression, and
being neurodivergent are limitless. Can you talk a bit
about that?
[EH] From the start I really wanted to try to create a
world where diversity is the norm and there is no
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"typical." To me, that just makes sense in a multiverse
that is physically so vast and variable. I visualize the
"humans" to span a wide spectrum of being, from sex
and gender, to skin tone, build, and neurotype. One
character comments that, "With so much variety,
species haven't homogenized, but technology has." I
liked this idea that it's technology which has had to
adapt creatively to accommodate everyone and make
inclusion and accessibility more possible.
The fact that inclusivity and diversity is normal
means that it often doesn't get made a point of in the
narrative, but neither do the characters need to
perform their identities. They're allowed to live their
lives and adventures as accepted beings.
[BT] I think this last part is a compelling idea. It is not
enough to have included characters that are "atypical"
because there is no typical. They are beyond that;
there is no need to point out differences because it just
is beings living their lives. I think science fiction is
moving in an amazing direction regarding being
inclusive, but Nophek Gloss is one of the first books
that I have read recently that made it seem effortless.
In preparation for writing neurodiverse characters in
Nophek, did you research how your characters would
react to stimuli? As someone who has neurodiverse
family members, I found your descriptions of being
overstimulated spot on. Was sound something you
connected to because of your experience working with
sound?
[EH] I'm also thrilled to see more diverse SFF and
diverse voices being represented! I feel that's one of
the biggest changes in the genre from when I was
reading in my youth.
In terms of the sensory elements, I'm autistic and a
synesthete (primarily with sound, which cross-wires to
other senses), so some of the neurodiversity and
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stimuli reaction in the story is from lived experience. Of
course, every neurodiverse individual will have a
unique experience, so I won't be representing
everyone accurately with these characters, but it's
definitely one manifestation of a non-neurotypical way
of being. The sequel will have an autistic POV
character, so I'll really get to illustrate a unique sensory
world on the page. I'm excited to have "no holds
barred" in that respect.
[BT] Besides your new release of Nophek Gloss, I read
your short story, Save, Salve, Shelter in The Magazine
of Fantasy and Science Fiction. I felt like Nophek Gloss
expounded on many of the ideas in "Save, Salve,
Shelter." Creatures are worthwhile to save, even
though they may look different, and life is what we
make of it. Did you write Save, Salve, Shelter and
Nophek Gloss concurrently? Or did one lead you into
the other?
[EH] I had just been through the devastating 2017 and
2018 California wildfires, so the apocalyptic imagery
and emotional impact of that was still raw when Save,
Salve, Shelter came about. Nophek Gloss was already
written (but not yet sold) and in a holding pattern at this
point. The themes were still kicking around in my heart
for sure, and maybe at this point they live there now:
environmental justice, compassion, fighting against
bad odds and a huge opponent that seems
insurmountable as one individual. Who would attempt
such a fight? What pain is it worth? Who would throw
in the towel, and when? Pasha and Caiden are
fighters, even when everyone else would try to tell
them the fight isn't worth it. In their stories, they destroy
themselves in different ways for what they believe is a
cause worth all of their body, mind, and heart.
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[BT] I think that the California fires, and in my case,
this year's Oregon fires will have a lasting impact on
how we see the world. And keeping that in your mind,
and part of the lense that you create stories through is
a way to communicate with your readers. Whether it be
Australia or the Pacific North West and California we
are all being impacted by climate change. "Save,
Salve, Shelter" seemed connected to environmental
change and how it impacted creatures big and small.
All creatures are worth saving. How did you get the
idea to create Pasha as a cataloger?
[EH] Those horrific Australian fires were near their
peak and in the forefront of media in January when my
story released. Oregon and the Amazon and
elsewhere caught fire this year, and it all feels like a
new season here to stay.
As often happens with my ideas, the cataloguer
aspect started small and grew from there. All creatures
are valuable, but what is their value to a vast and
impersonal organization? Their DNA. Not the spirit of
them, not their flesh and feel, not their history. Not their
lives, as Pasha discovers. My secondary concept was
that transportation to Mars would be earned by
cataloguing species. This seems noble on the surface,
incentivizing saving the biodiversity of the Earth. But
Pasha takes compassion literally, and through her view
of this edict conflicting with how the organization
executes it, I was able to explore more of those
limitations of the definition of value.
[BT] What is next for you? Are you taking a break or
diving into book 2?
[EH] I'm deep in Book 2 already, and starting to wrap
my head around Book 3!
[BT] Ohhh. Anything juicy you can share?
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[EH] The sequel will expand the scope to multiversal
conflict, and expand the world into new dimensions of
consciousness. We'll dig deeper into the intentions of
the ancient Graven and discover the true form and
meaning of the Azura, Caiden's special starship. I'm
also excited that there's a neurodiverse point-of-view
character, a new found family, and some twisty fourway plot stuff going on.
[BT] Being that you have some love for science fiction,
do you have a favorite book? And the most important
and final question which franchise is your favorite, Star
Trek, Star Wars, Firefly, or Battlestar Galactica?
[EH] Favorite book is too hard to say, but the last
science fiction series to hook me and suck me straight
through was The Southern Reach trilogy by Jeff
VanderMeer. A friend first recommended it to me by
saying, "This main character is you." I was really drawn
to the main character, and loved just about everything
from the weirdness and layered mystery of it, to the
intimate focus on how we perceive and interconnect
with reality and the natural world.
Favorite franchise! I feel like this question is a trap!
My first gut reaction is Star Trek, probably because my
family watched The Next Generation when I was a
growing up (then Voyager and some Deep Space
Nine) and it remains my earliest memory of a science
fiction franchise. But Firefly I watched in the last
decade and it was on my mind when I was trying to
figure out where to head with my initial seed idea of
Nophek Gloss: managing an ensemble cast seemed
like a great challenge I'd never tried before, I wanted to
improve at dialogue and humor, and I also wanted to
attempt something more commercial. My book turned
out a lot more grim than Firefly, but I think you can still
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feel some of that early influence in the warmth of the
crew dynamics.
[BT] The franchise question, "It's a trap!" I noticed the
same sort of spirit in Nophek Gloss as there was in
Firefly. Obviously, vastly different characters and
settings. But the same sort of interconnectedness and
the found family dynamic is reminiscent of it. It was one
of my favorite aspects of the story.
[EH] Thank you! Found family is one of my favorite
tropes: the idea that we can be bonded together by
aspects other than blood—whether it's shared purpose
or experience, mutual goals or mutual understanding.
Caiden is wary of being worthy of family, and secondguesses his worth even as he's trying his best—as I
think a lot of us do—which I hope makes the iron-clad
bonds he forms even more rewarding.
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How Not to Fuck
Yourself Over SelfPublishing
BEN GALLEY

We’re a long way from the wild west of self-publishing
of the early 2000s, when this new method of getting
your book out to the public was still struggling to
separate itself from vanity publishing. In 2020, selfpublishing has become almost standardised. Write a
book. Have it edited. Get a cover. Format it. Upload it
to Amazon or other stores. Done. You can even get
people to handle those steps for you.
That’s the nutshell version that disguises some of
the intricacies and minor steps, but in essence, that’s
self-publishing. Few barriers will stand in your way
besides time and cost. Never before has it been
simpler to publish a book.
And yet, this simplicity only facilitates the
publishing. It doesn’t guarantee any success in the
slightest for your books. If there was ever a time when
mere availability sold books, fetch me a time machine!
Unfortunately, many authors are still under this illusion.
Or, worse still, under the illusion that a book’s success
comes down to the hallowed ground of marketing.
Hampered by these misconceptions, authors can
forget the basics and make easy mistakes. Here’s a
big load of errors that can fuck an author over, and
some misinformation you can go ahead and forget:
Using a package publisher
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Let’s begin right at the start—the self-publishing stage.
Though self-publishing is pretty damn straightforward,
there’s still a bunch of work that needs to be done.
Some people don’t want to handle the work, so they
hunt for people or platforms that can do this work for
them. While there are companies out there that will
take your book from manuscript to Amazon shelf, there
are a shit-tonne of charlatan companies that will
promise the world and take your money for the
pleasure.
Most of these companies are run by Author
Solutions, who have been at the centre of countless
lawsuits and author dissatisfaction for years. You can
sniff out these companies by their publishing
“packages”. From abundant information available
online, it’s easy to see these packages are often
overpriced and stuffed with lots of pointless services
wrapped up in phony usefulness.
It’s frequently discussed that using these
companies will sink so much money into the publishing
stage and deliver such sub-standard products that you
will spend years trying—and possibly failing—to break
even. Steer. Clear. I always say DIY to retain control
over the whole publishing process, but if you are going
to use a third party, use legitimate companies like
Happy Self Publishing, Silverwood, Dartfrog, or Book
Reality, who won’t take you for a ride down Fraudster
Avenue.
You can’t market a shit product
Putting all your faith in the marketing stage will not
cover the sins of omitting steps or sacrificing quality in
the writing and publishing stage. A book’s true success
will always depend heavily on the book itself: the rich
tapestry of the story, the purity of the prose, and its
cover art.
Here’s a universal truth: you can’t polish a turd. If
you write a terrible book, skip the editing process, or
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get a garbage cover, your ability to sell is dramatically
reduced. You’ll attract poor reviews, no word of mouth,
and spend time and money on marketing just to
overcome the significant “meh” response of your
would-be readers.
Do yourself a favour and get ahead of the
competition. Like laying the foundation of a house, the
work you put in during the publishing and production
stages will pay dividends later. A smashing cover will
attract eyes and wallets, doing the work for you. A fine,
professionally edited story that moves a reader’s soul
will earn you good reviews and word of mouth. Your
readers will recommend your books—everybody’s
happy. Don’t be a douche. Do the work.
Focusing too much on marketing
Just as an iceberg sneakily hides its girth below frigid
waters, that last part of the self-publishing process—
marketing—has become the number one challenge for
debut and seasoned authors alike. To many authors,
marketing remains an amorphous, seemingly endless
beast, but something you should or need to do if you
ever want to sell books. This isn’t exactly true.
It’s easy to feel overwhelmed, pressured to market,
market, market. What you shouldn’t be doing is
spending so much time on marketing you forget you’re
supposed to be a writer. Take it from me: that’s very
easy to accomplish. You’re a writer first. Want a tip,
fellow word-jockey? There’s no better marketing than
your next book. Writing should come first and foremost.

Trying to do everything
There’s a lot of hearsay floating about the publishing
sphere: you must get a mailing list. You need to do
Amazon ads. Do Facebook ads. Get a BookBub deal.
You aren’t on social media? PAH! Get a website and a
blog. Blah blah. While all of these methods can be
effective vehicles for selling books—news flash—you
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don’t have to do them all. I know authors who are
constantly topping the charts who don’t really use
social media. I know bestsellers who have never sent
out review copies. What they’ve done is find what
works for them and do it excellently.
Managing ads across three different platforms,
across several markets, writing a weekly blog, running
three social media accounts, creating content… all of
this can spread you too thin, meaning you’re not
executing the individual marketing methods to the best
of your ability.
In my 10 years helping authors, I’ve met hundreds
of people who have said they’ve tried Facebook ads
but they “don’t work”. Most of the time, this is a result
of the author not delving deep enough because they’re
trying to do so many other things at once. Learn your
platforms inside and out, people. Plus, from an analytic
standpoint, trying to track what’s working across 20
different platforms is a Lovecraftian nightmare.
Don’t be a dick
If I had a dollar for every author I’ve seen acting like an
arsehole online, I’d be writing this article on a golden
laptop. Regularly, do I see book reviewers sharing foulmouthed emails from ungrateful authors who think
reviewers are there to worship their feet. Or authors
smashing readers for their honest reviews. Even
downvoting and leaving bad reviews for their fellow
writers. I’ve seen authors buying their own books to get
on bestseller lists. Buying swathes of fake reviews.
Hacking competitions, and acting like tits at
conferences. I’ve seen too much, man.
Simple facts: this industry is highly connected, not
as small as you think it is, and it talks. If you’re known
as a douche, it will impact your sales and reputation.
Simple as pie. Instead, treat people like fellow humans,
take the time to respect opinions, flick that chip off your
shoulder, and be a nice person. It goes a long way.
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Here’s a summary for you: publish the smart way,
keep the quality and professionalism of the book
paramount, don’t forget you’re a writer not a marketer,
and do what works for you, not for another author.
Good luck and keep it classy, people.
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Ben Galley is an author of dark and epic fantasy books
who currently hails from Victoria, Canada. Since
publishing his debut Emaneska Series, Ben has
released a range of epic and dark fantasy novels,
including
the
award-winning
weird
western Bloodrush and standalone novel The Heart
of Stone. He is also the author of the criticallyacclaimed Chasing Graves Trilogy.
When he isn’t conjuring up strange new stories or
arguing the finer points of magic and dragons, Ben
enjoys exploring the Canadian wilds and sipping
Scotch single malts, and will forever and always play a
dark elf in The Elder Scrolls. One day he hopes to live
in an epic treehouse in the mountains.
Ben can be found on Twitter or vlogging on
YouTube @BenGalley or loitering on Facebook and
Instagram @BenGalleyAuthor. Get The Iron Keys, an
exclusive, free short story set in the world of Emaneska
when you sign up to Ben’s Guild Newsletter
at http://eepurl.com/c8F7Av Or,
just
go
to bengalley.com for all Ben's info.
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Winter Sweet, Winter
Grieve
KAARON WARREN

It was good PR for Winter Sweet to let the local art
society set up their easels under the old oak tree to
paint the church once a month. The building was
lovely, no doubt about that, and perfect for a
restaurant, with its cracked but still colourful stainedglass windows and its hand-made bricks, some with
the thumbprint of the maker, and the graveyard,
atmospheric and sad, stones mossy and cracked. The
tall, ugly Winter Sweet tree, after which Felicity named
her restaurant, appeared to sprawl over the end wall of
the old church, branches dropping waxy yellow flowers
that let off a heady scent.
Felicity had taken out some of the pews, rearranged others, and set small tables to look like altars.
Each table had a vase and a sprig of Winter Sweet.
The artists liked to take a tea break in the restaurant,
so Felicity needed to have a pile of scones ready to go,
and cream, and jam. She left the jam in the jars,
spoons sticking up, labels facing out so they would
know which of them made it. Every year the art
exhibition displayed any number of adequate
watercolours, many of them called “Winter Sweet” in
variations. This was where the PR paid off.
The day of the fire, the group was divided. There’d
been a disagreement over something or other (Felicity
would feign interest if they told her but she hoped they
wouldn’t) and none of them wanted to be the first to
come inside for tea.
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Felicity stepped out into the sunshine. It was cold in
the church, always cold to the bone, even with the fire
burning in the fireplace one of the men had built for her.
The Winter Sweet had bloomed, ugly and waxy, the
perfume sweet and heady. Its opposite, Winter Grieve,
would scrabble on until the last days of winter before
extruding a few dark flowers, for the most part foetid
but with rare wafts of pure bliss. She sometimes used
these in the vases, but rarely to good effect.
“Tea’s hot, you lot!” Felicity called out. If they
dawdled too long she’d be rushed preparing for the
evening crowd. She had a dozen booked in for the
Three Course Thriller (it was easy to titillate these quiet
people) and only one staff member to help.
The artists trooped in, quieter than usual. The jam
woke them up, though; it was choko, and that set off
arguments which seemed to clear the air. Certainly
they were all laughing when they headed back out
again. They were going to try to paint the old well.
They’d have to shift their easels for that, as it sat on the
other side of the church from the oak tree. The water
was brackish, undrinkable, and in flood would rise
above the rim and spill over, so the ground around the
well was damp, mossy and somehow unwholesome.
The Winter Grieve grew here; tall, dark and handsome,
Felicity said. Tradition said the well water would
preserve whatever you threw into it. They had people
coming back years later, peering in to see the things,
trying to fish out whatever it was they threw down.
Coins, dolls, rings, old food tins, school ties, belt
buckles… the list was endless.
Most of what they fished up were bones, though,
calcified, glittering. And sometimes a fossilized fish,
which must have been thrown in or, perhaps, swam
there from some underground water source. Local
superstition said there was a giant buried underground
here, in a huge cavern, his hands outstretched,
reaching up on either side of the church, and it is out
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of his fingertips that the Winter Sweet and Winter
Grieve grow. People joked that Felicity was related to
him; she certainly was taller than most of the women in
the town.
Felicity cleared up, washing up as she went in the
tiny kitchen. Owen wouldn’t be there for an hour or so
and she decided to sit for a bit. She poured herself a
whisky in a tea cup and settled in one of the pews with
a cooking magazine. One of these days she’d get a call
from the editor and they’d do a story about her, for the
setting if not the food.
Outside, the artists were beginning to pack up. Amy
Anderson kept at it, wanting to capture the way the red
sun caught on the windows, almost like fire. She hadn’t
seen that before. Later, they would all decide she had
painted the future, that somehow she had known that
fire would burn down the church. They were always
looking for ghosts, these artists. They all wanted to
capture one on their canvases.
Owen arrived early. He was an older man,
charming. He said he needed some time out from
reality and this job was perfect. He was an anxious kind
of person, always alert. Together, they made the meal.
Felicity liked to get her hands dirty, squeezing the
mince for the mini meatballs, kneading the dough for
the apple pie. Owen asked her if the ghosts had been
out and about, and she told him the story of Lady
Smythe, who’d been buried alive in the cemetery and
who they always honoured on the day of her death.
“She scratched through the coffin,” Felicity said,
“and they found her with her arms upstretched, like
this.” Felicity mimed lying backwards, arms stretched
up.
“Reaching for a lover,” Owen said.
The patrons arrived in two cars and Owen got them
settled with drinks while Felicity finished the hors
d’oeuvre. This was a freebie, an extra. People loved
freebies. Tiny pancakes (she hoped they wouldn’t
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notice the burned bits) topped with curried eggs.
Felicity was aware she wasn’t quite the cook she
wanted to be. The duck was undercooked; it came
back bleeding. She fried it quickly in the salty local
butter and sent it back out.
The diners, progressively drunker, cheered.
After dinner, the diners they stoked the fire and
pulled their chairs up around it, drinking port by the
glass, which was pure profit for Felicity. When they left
at last, Owen opened another bottle of wine and they
drank every time they entered the tiny kitchen.
Washing up together became a sexy thing, against
Felicity’s better judgement, but she couldn’t help
herself. He was fun and focussed and she hadn’t had
sex in months, and even then it was an anonymous
one night stand in the city with a poorly chosen lover.
Owen laced his fingers through hers and kissed her
neck. “How can you be so wholesome and so sexy at
the same time?” It was late when they left.
“I’ve never been called wholesome before,” she
said, but of course she had; people always called her
that.
There would be consequences, she knew. This
would change things between them and perhaps he’d
move on before long, but that was fine.
The moment was all that mattered.
They moved into the priest’s nook, which was
padded and cosy and had a mattress up against the
wall. The heat of the fire only just licked around the
corner. No one knew that she was strapped for cash
and let her room out to people over the weekends.
These small things can change or take our lives. If that
couple had turned left instead of right. If they’d stayed
at the local hotel instead of taking Felicity’s room. Even
if they’d left home a day later, she would not have been
sleeping in the church that night.
Afterwards, exhausted, they fell asleep.
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She fell asleep, waking up briefly, noting that Owen
was gone, and going back to sleep.
She hadn’t noticed Owen taking photos of her
sleeping, of the mess they hadn’t cleaned up. She
didn’t see him drag one small log out of the fire and
rest it against the damaged rug.
She didn’t see anything and would not see
anything, until the fire engulfed her.
***
Owen had slipped away. He only meant to discredit
Felicity and take over the lease. He didn’t mean to burn
the church to the ground.
He was among those who tried to save it. He
honestly thought Felicity had left to go home, so when
he called the local fire brigade, he said, ‘building on
fire’, not ‘someone caught in the building’.
The fire brigade and half the town drove out there.
This was their place, their important place, and they
would all try to save it.
They could not save it.
They held each other, standing back from the heat,
the bricks steaming, the windows glowing red, like Amy
depicted, before blowing out. None of them knew
Felicity was in there until a burnt figure appeared in the
fiery doorway.
Her every limb was turned to coal, and yet she
limped out of that fire, shuffled bent over almost into a
ball, a black ball of cinder. She walked down the
smouldering steps like a shadow and when at last
someone moved to help her, they couldn’t get close
enough for the heat.
Her facial features were vanished in the darkness.
Even her eyeballs were smudged with grey. They used
to say of a certain kind of beautiful eye that God’s finger
was smudged with ash when he made them. God’s
hand couldn’t be seen here.
She raised her arms, reaching out for help, before
she disintegrated into a pile of rust-brown ash.
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“Oh, my god. It’s Felicity,” Amy said, and while that
was true, no one understood how she knew.
When the heat subsided, one of the artists picked
up a piece of charcoal, and once she’d done it, they all
did. They’d use it for their next pictures, the willow trees
weeping into the river.
***
Owen didn’t change his plan, but he changed the way
he pitched it. He came back the next week shaved,
wearing a suit. He spoke to the mayor and some local
community groups. He knew most of these people;
most had eaten at the restaurant and he’d watched
them, seeing who chewed noisily, who was polite and
grateful, who had nasty habits. He told them he had a
dream for the town. He understood what they needed
and how to give it to them. They wanted to draw the
tourists and other visitors back, and the rebuilding of
the church, bigger and better, would play a role in that.
Owen suggested moving the graves closer to the river,
so that the graveyard space could be used for outdoor
dining. And, perhaps, some small, self-contained
accommodation, near the well.
Owen had a small team with him. Sometimes his
brother, until he fell in love yet again and pissed off,
and his brother’s son, Nate, a sullen boy of sixteen who
was already knee deep in the wrong crowd, which
suited Owen perfectly. They’d brought a small digger
with them, because no one wanted to dig up that dirt
by hand. The art group ventured out once, but found
the painting slow going and a little bit traumatic, so they
moved down to the river. They did leave behind some
cake for afternoon tea for ‘the workers’, who had to
make their own with Winter Sweet burnt to the ground.
Owen wasn’t keen on this; Amy in particular asked
questions about why it was so important to move the
graves before all of the rest of the work began. Surely,
she said, they should rebuild the church first? Owen
rolled his eyes at his nephew. They had no intention of
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building that damn church up again. Owen put the hard
word on Amy in the grossest possible way and she
didn’t come again.
Move the graves they did, coffins and all. They’d
laid down a nice neat area nearer the river, fenced in,
holes dug ready for the coffins. The plan was to lay
down turf once the last stone was in place.
The most recent grave was a drowning in the river,
a newly wed young woman who perhaps found
marriage more than she bargained for.
Local superstition said that there was a monster in
the river, reaching up and tugging people down by their
legs and ankles to drown them. Most drownings were
caused by the monster under the water.
The young wife was buried with her wedding
jewellery and her father’s medals, which Owen tucked
into the empty toolbox he’d been carrying for weeks,
getting the locals used to it, letting them think he was
an actual builder. Why would they imagine he’d be
doing otherwise? He collected books, sad mementoes,
money, jewellery. No gold teeth. In the business there
were stories of gold teeth, but Owen had never found
any.
Nate said, “You can’t do that. You can’t steal their
things.”
“We need them more than they do, Kid.” He clapped
his hand on his nephew’s shoulder. “We need these
things. Fifty-fifty, okay?”
Nate shook his head, unconvinced. He left Owen to
that part of it. He hated it. Some of the corpses were
terrifying, like the women with green, pockmarked
faces, and the rest of their bodies perfectly preserved.
“Witches,” Owen told him. “They spread so much
poison it finally came back and killed them.”
Nate said, “What about the well? There could be
good stuff down there. Which I get, because it was my
idea.”
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They decided to dig it up, whooping and cheering,
already planning to clear out that day, as soon as they
were done, so it didn’t matter what anyone thought any
more, no need to keep up appearances. The
destruction was pure enjoyment. It wasn’t a particularly
deep well, but they couldn’t reach the bottom, even
with hooks and rope, so Nate got on the digger and
started to work the edges. The well stones were
decrepit, crumbling, all the way down, but it took longer
than expected and Owen lost interest. He worked
through the rest of the coffins, marking the ones he’d
looted with a bit of chalk. He was happy his nephew
was otherwise occupied, because the last few yielded
great spoils. Two wore gold-rimmed glasses. One had
diamond rings on every finger, and a string of pearls.
Owen was packing the last of these into his truck
when he heard Nate shout.
“It’s flooding!” Water shot up from the well and out
of the holes Nate had dug, and it seeped up through
some of the dug-up graves. It was ankle deep already,
and Owen could tell the ground wouldn’t hold the
digger for much longer.
“Careful,” he called out, loud enough that the
warning was given, but perhaps lacking urgency. He
felt the ground shudder beneath his feet and he moved
backwards, out of danger.
Nate threw his arms in the air as if expecting to be
lifted safely up off the digger, but if there was a man
nearby big enough to do that, his bones lay below.
The ground swallowed Nate, still seated in the
digger, sucked him down. Owen took a step forward
but there was nothing to be done. Nate was gone.
Owen packed his loot into his van. He’d call for help
once he was a fair distance away. He’d miss the boy;
he’d been good company. But he was also a drain on
society with little hope for a positive future, so be it. And
if Owen thought he heard a call for help, it was the
wind, that’s all.
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***
Nate struggled out of the digger. The casing was
strong enough not to crumple and he knew he owed
his life to the strength of the machine. He’d knocked
his head, though, and his thinking was fuzzy. He felt
wet around the shoulders but it was too dark to see. He
dug his way through mud and rubble, seeing a thin line
of light. Clearing a space big enough to crawl through,
he made his way to the open pit that was revealed
when the ground collapsed, the massive cavern the
villagers sometimes spoke about. A reasonable stream
ran through it, the underground source people had
wondered about. It was perhaps ten metres to the
surface, so Nate tried climbing the wall, but every clinghold brought further collapse and he didn’t want to
bring it all down on himself. In the light he saw that he
was covered in blood. Strangely, he felt no pain,
possibly the pot he’d smoked while in the digger. He
had one more joint left and he thrust his fingers into his
pocket, left hand because his right hand fingers were
broken. He lit the joint, thanking his lucky stars that
long ago he’d learned to keep joint and lighter in a
plastic baggy; they were both dry, and the first drag
calmed him enough that he could move on to try to find
a way out. He called for his uncle but somehow knew
the man was long gone.
He came across an area in the corner of the pit that
almost seemed to glow.
Bones.
Hundreds of them. Some were massive, ten times
the size of human bones, and he felt a rush of
discovery. He would be the one! They’d name all this,
whatever this was, after him.
The massive bones seemed to have markings that
looked like writing, and up close he saw that’s what it
was. Each large bone was inscribed with names and
dates. Around them, ordinary human-sized bones.
People had died here, leaving their last message
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etched into the giant’s bones. He wouldn’t etch
anything. He had no intention of dying.
He imagined himself riding out on the shoulders of
the giant.
He slept, and he dreamt, and when he awoke he
saw that the giant skeleton had gathered itself together
and was sitting up. Nate leapt onto his shoulder, and
held on tight as the giant easily climbed out of the hole.
Nate clung to the last strands of skin and hair like a
gymnast with a long ribbon. He didn’t see Felicity,
nestled on the giant’s left shoulder, holding on tight.
The giant marched through the countryside until they
neared Owen and the van. Felicity stretched up, calling
out. The giant reached down and shook the man out of
his metal box, then pierced him through the belly with
one long bony forefinger. In his excitement Nate almost
fell off but he held tight as the giant lifted Owen,
speared on that finger, and headed back to the church.
He bent his head so Nate could jump off onto the old
oak tree, then climbed back down into the hole,
carrying Owen with him. Nate hitched to where his
father was.
No one cared enough to ask where his uncle was,
so he never told them.
***
After their initial shock and horror at the state of the
site, the locals joined together to carry out Owen’s
building plan, which was sound. They hired an actual
builder, who brought his price down because he could
use the massive hole to set the foundation for the
rebuild. The tiny kitchen in the church was almost
untouched, the knifes still on the chopping board, the
fridge slightly buckled but intact, the food inside
blackened and unidentifiable. The fridge was thrown
into the hole along with all the other rubbish and debris.
They found charred bones in the priest’s alcove, piled
up as if the person had curled up into a ball to escape
the heat. It was Amy again who decided the bones
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were Felicity’s (in which case that was her ghost who
had appeared on the church steps, curled up and
burnt, they said, and no-one seemed to think that out
of the realms of possibility) and they gave her a proper
burial site in the new graveyard. They didn’t know what
a mess it was in there, bones mixed with bones, bodies
piled any old way. They didn’t know and so they left it.
The grand opening of Winter Grieve, the restaurant
named in honour of Felicity, drew the national press. It
was a collective effort now, and they hired one of the
most respected chefs in the country, a man known for
his indulgences and his ability to stay awake for days
at a time.
They didn’t re-plant the Winters, Sweet nor Grieve,
and yet these sprung up on either side of the church,
growing by day and more so once the restaurant
opened. Felicity sat perched in Winter Sweet, Owen in
Winter Grieve, and they called out together in all the
seasons, making suggestions, naming a menu,
pointing out bad behaviour when they saw it, acting as
the town’s conscience, as if the town gave a damn. As
long as diners came and stayed in the town, prosperity
was theirs.
And if sometimes the soup tastes odd, as if made
of stock from very old bones?
Who can say.
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