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From the Editor 
 

ADRIAN COLLINS 

 
 

With the current events of the world—wars, flooding, 
bloody Covid, and the rest of it—it can sometimes be 
difficult to find that space in your life and your 
imagination’s exhausted bandwidth to find some you 
time for reading. And to actually enjoy that read.  

Instead of one of my usual long-winded, 
colloquialism-packed introductions, I’m just going to 
say I hope this issue of Grimdark Magazine helps you 
find your moment of solace in a loud, angry world. 

Happy reading. 
 

Adrian Collins 
Founder 
 
Subscribe to Grimdark Magazine: 
https://www.patreon.com/GrimdarkMagazine  
 
Connect with the Grimdark Magazine team at: 
 
facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine 
twitter.com/AdrianGdMag  
grimdarkmagazine.com  
  

https://www.patreon.com/GrimdarkMagazine
http://www.facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine
http://www.twitter.com/AdrianGdMag
http://www.grimdarkmagazine.com/
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Bone Armour 
 

VICTORIA HAYWARD 

 

 
 
Dispatch TM128-01: 
Pursuant: Warrant-Officer Tamoh 
Target: Bonecutter Second-Class Alto Meret 
Report: Proceeding to apprehend Bonecutter Meret. 
 
Meret is suspected of espionage and seeking to 
impede the war effort. Reports received indicate that 
he has been organising groups of malcontents with 
complaints about working conditions and firstborn tithe. 
Likelihood of civilian deaths is high if information 
countering the War Narrative is spread. Meret 
neutralised the previous Warrant-Officer (Buruh) who 
was sent to apprehend him. 
 
Target considered highly hazardous to order. 
 
Meret was last sighted in Habitation Zone F. Moving to 
apprehend now. 
 
Warrant-Officer Tamoh  
 
Control: request confirmation report received. 
 
Report ends. 
 
 
Dispatch TM128-02: 
I have conducted a survey of Habitation Zone F, which 
consists of dense processing-adjacent residential 
blocks.  
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Bone-dust pollutant levels are high given proximity to 
the cadaver grinding facilities. Visibility is low due to 
malfunctioning ventilation. Respiratory protective 
equipment donned during investigations in this area. 
(New filters required, as per attached requisition claim 
ref: RWTM57.) 
 
Citizens reported seeing an individual matching 
Meret’s description within the past few days in 
communal areas of Block F32. 
 
Block F32 searched. Habitation is dense. Some black 
market victuals trading observed, in violation of 
Ministry of Hygiene and Provisions regulations. 
Reported to the appropriate Ministry officials (ref: 
MH0322). 
 
Habitation apartment #673 (Row G9, Compartment 
109) had been sealed for repairs. Seal was broken and 
facilities had been used. Located a bone-cutting 
implement with traces of blood on it. I suspect that 
Meret may have used it to dispatch Warrant-Officer 
Buruh. Evidence beacon-tagged for recovery agent 
collection (ref: RA2364). 
 
I am working on the assumption that the attack on 
Warrant-Officer Buruh was reactive and that Meret 
does not pose an immediate physical risk. This is 
informed by Control’s decision to only send a lone 
agent: myself. 
 
I will proceed to investigate the likelihood that the 
bone-cutting implement may have been left by Meret. I 
have consequently arranged to interview Zone F’s 
head armourer. 
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Ancillary Observation: The Skydome in parts of this 
district is degraded to an amber level. Some 
functionality has been maintained, however, as the 
sound of intermittent bombardment is still audible. 
 
Control: request confirmation of report received and 
recovery agent dispatched. 
 
Report ends. 
 
 
Dispatch TM128-03: 
Control: Please confirm receipt of this report, and my 
previous two reports. Control response remains 
intermittent since last month’s disruption. 
 
Interviews with Zone F’s head armourer (First-Class, 
Kata Timor) established that the bone-cutting 
implement I recovered was not used in the 
manufacture of the Kuleo-pattern armour produced in 
this district. She confirmed that this tool was used to 
produce Terrin-pattern armour instead. Zone Q, where 
Meret’s workshop is located, produces Terrin-pattern 
armour, increasing the likelihood that this was Meret’s 
tool. 
 
Whilst not strictly germane to this dispatch, the Head 
Armourer also asked that I stress the diligence of her 
zone’s armoury in my report. The Armourer stated the 
Zone was ready to deliver their firstborn draft quota this 
month, including her own daughter. On my departure, 
the Armourer made a plea for me to communicate that 
the victuals trading mentioned in my previous dispatch 
was carried out by itinerant workers and not zone 
residents. This is for the Ministry to establish. However, 
I will record that I observed patriotic hate-chants 
against the Alien on the manufactory line, which 
appeared spontaneous and genuine. 



 
 

 

8 

 
If Meret is seeking to disrupt the War Narrative, I do not 
believe he has done so here, as local belief is still 
strong. 
 
His next actions should confirm our working 
assumption that he is less informed than previously 
feared. If he proceeds to either the Kimera Transitway, 
or Tsung Orbital Docks then it will be clear that he still 
believes it possible to escape the manufactory. 
 
Report ends. 
 
 
Dispatch TM128-04: 
Control: Please confirm you are receiving these 
reports. 
 
Meret was not at the Kimera Transitway.  
 
I spoke to the duty stationmaster. After identifying 
myself as a warrant-officer, he explained that the train 
that is visible from Zone K is simply a dummy that 
periodically leaves the station and returns several 
hours later to give the appearance of intercontinental 
transit. It has no doors, so Meret could not have gained 
ingress to it. 
 
The Stationmaster further outlined that even if Meret 
had penetrated the gates, he wouldn’t have found a 
transport hub, simply the concrete wall behind the 
facade. In response to further inquiry, the 
Stationmaster explained that they’ve never had a 
security breach. Given the notional ticket pricing is far 
beyond the income of any citizen, nobody has ever 
tried to travel. 
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I can only assume, given the lack of alternatives, Meret 
has proceeded to the Tsung Orbital Docks. This 
indicates, in my view, that he may be intending to 
intercept the Orbital draft ship. 
 
Unless he is apprehended before he embarks, there is 
a risk that he may discover and disseminate the true 
nature and destination of the draft ships, disrupting the 
perpetuation of the War Narrative and risking the 
collapse of accepted reality in the adjacent districts. 
 
Report ends. 
 
 
Dispatch TM128-05: 
Control: Are your comms operational? I’ve had no 
receipt confirmation for previous reports. If possible, 
please confirm channels are secured and operational. 
 
I have proceeded to the docks. The Tsung Promenade 
is empty. The crates of bone armour sent for the 
firstborn draft have already been received and stacked 
here, providing Meret with a wealth of hiding places. 
However, I suspect he may have fled the Orbital Ship 
after entering it. An inspection of the vessel should 
confirm this. 
 
I was advised by Tsung Docks personnel that as the 
Orbital ship had only recently returned from its aquatic 
phase, it would be hazardous to inspect due to the high 
levels of cadaverine and putrescine which were still 
venting. After taking precautions, I inspected the 
Orbital ship entryway. There was evidence of forced 
entry, but no intruder present.  
 
I am proceeding under the assumption that Meret now 
knows that the Orbital ship is not a starship. If he has 
gained ingress to the ship and then attempted to 
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operate the controls, he will have found that they are 
all dummies.  
 
As the Orbital ship currently docked at Tsung has 
recently returned from the other continent and is 
undergoing the waste-sluicing process, Meret will likely 
have seen the cargo being moved to the processing 
unit. 
 
If Meret has progressed to the processing unit, he may 
still believe that he is able to exit the Skydome. This 
would present the best-case scenario for 
apprehending and debriefing him. 
 
Lodging intent to enact field debrief process, 
authorisation Tamoh 12449. 
 
Report ends. 
 
 
Dispatch TM128-06: 
Control: I’m assuming you’re not receiving these 
reports due to continuing incursion disruption. I will 
continue to send, in case. 
 
I located Meret in the processing unit. He made no 
efforts to avoid capture, appearing to be in a state of 
shock. He had ascended to the very upper level which, 
due to the extraction chimney, rises to a point where 
the extent of the Skydome is visible. 
 
I initiated the field debrief process. I showed Meret the 
beating units on the Skydome and asked if he knew 
what they were. Meret became distressed at the sound 
they made once activated, given his belief that it 
indicated an Alien bombardment. From experience, it 
takes some time to stifle this fear response, even when 
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directly presented with evidence that the missiles do 
not exist. 
 
After, I led Meret to the charnel processing area. I 
showed him the bodies of the last firstborn draft and 
informed him that the reason they were unable to 
return home was not because of the vagaries of orbital 
transit. It was because after the launch doors had 
closed on the cheering crowds sending the draft off, 
the ship would drop into the sea and drown everyone 
aboard. 
 
I then invited him to ask any questions he might have, 
as per the debrief protocol. For completeness, here 
follows the transcript. 
 
Bonecutter Alto Meret: [Distressed] My son … Why? 
Warrant-Officer Tamoh: You’ll have to be more 
specific. 
Meret: Why are you killing them? 
Tamoh: I know this is a lot to accept. Where do you 
think the bone for the armour comes from? There’s no 
war, so no war-dead to process. 
Meret: [Agitated] If there’s no war, why do we need 
armour? 
Tamoh: What else would people do? All we do is make 
bone armour. 
Meret: But what do people do outside of the 
manufactory? On the other worlds? 
Tamoh: There are no other worlds. Everywhere is the 
manufactory. 
Meret: [Incoherent] 
Tamoh: So you see why it is so crucial to maintain the 
War Narrative? Can you imagine how quickly society 
would collapse otherwise? If we are not producing 
bone-armour, then what is our purpose? Nobody would 
have food, power, or protection. Who would provide it, 
if the manufactory did not exist? 
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Meret: [Inaudible] 
Tamoh: Repeat that please, Citizen. 
Meret: Why are you telling me this?’ 
Tamoh: Citizens who develop a divergent view of the 
War Narrative can aid the Ministry. The Ministry has 
demonstrated the absence of alternatives, and now 
offers you two outcomes. 
Meret: [Silent] 
Tamoh: You may either choose to undergo immediate 
termination, or live and undergo Warrant-Officer 
training. 
Meret: [Disbelief] Become a Warrant-Officer? 
Tamoh: All the Warrant-Officers are former dissidents. 
Meret: [Silent] 
Tamoh: Everyone has a point of realisation. You have 
been shown the reality, the nature of our existence. 
What benefit would your death have? You may as well 
choose to live. 
Meret: And perpetuate the lie? 
Tamoh: ‘Maintain the peace.’ 
Meret: [Quiet] What was yours? 
Tamoh: My what? 
Meret: Your point of realisation? 
Tamoh: [Pause] I found the disassembly room. The 
place where the newly made bone-armour is taken 
apart and destroyed so that more can be produced. 
That is where I stopped running. 
Meret: [Silent] 
 
End Transcript. 
 
As with the previous 127 debriefs I have conducted, 
Meret declined to undergo immediate termination, and 
elected to live and undertake Warrant-Officer training, 
therefore playing his part in maintaining the War 
Narrative. He has been made aware of the associated 
neural installation and penalties, should he attempt to 
violate the War-Narrative.  
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I wonder if there are conditions under which subjects 
would make an alternate choice. 
 
I will now escort Meret to Re-education Hub GZ-2. 
 
I am lodging debrief TM128-01 as complete. 
 
Report ends. 
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Victoria Hayward is a historian by training, publicly 
funded artist and mother of birds. She is the author of 
The Carbis Incident and The Siege of Ismyr for Black 
Library and is a contributor to the academic anthology 
Travel Writing in an Age of Global Quarantine. 

When not writing SFF she works in science 
communication, helping academics tell stories about 
their research whether it be on black holes or the 
palaces of despots. She spent one weird summer 
working in Westminster which has absolutely nothing 
to do with her interest in writing about dystopian 
bureaucracies. 

You can speak to Victoria on Twitter: @WriterVh 
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An Interview with Kel 
Kade 

 

BETH TABLER 

 

 
 
Last year I got the opportunity to review the first book 
in The Shroud of the Dark Prophecy series, Fate of the 
Fallen by author Kel Kade. It consistently remained 
one of my favorite reads of 2021. Fate of the Fallen 
seeks to challenge the typical hero journey trope and 
twist it on its head. The story starts with a simple 
premise, “What if the chosen one dies in the first few 
pages?” Kade continues this twisty heroes journey in 
her newest release, Destiny of the Dead. 

We talked with Kade about The Shroud of the 
Prophecy series, Aaslo the unlikely and grumpy 
protagonist, as well as Kade’s writing and what is on 
the horizon. 

 
[GdM] Can you tell us a bit about your writing process? 
How do you structure your stories? Are you a pantser 
or plotter? Do you use the post-it note process? 
 
[KK] I’m primarily a pantser. I know the major plot 
points I want to hit at the beginning, but my writing is 
mostly character-driven. The characters are clearly 
defined in my mind with all their thoughts and 
aspirations and faults and ideas, and they make 
decisions as events unfold that guide the story. I don’t 
use post-it notes, although I do keep a few notes and 
character lists in a spreadsheet. Mostly, though, the 
story and all its threads are held in my mind where I 
can work and manipulate it with ease. 
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[GdM] Your worldbuilding and characters read as if 
they are written by someone who loves to read. Do you 
read fantasy? If so, have you read anything lately that 
you loved? 
 
[KK] I absolutely love to read, and I especially enjoy 
fantasy. I like all kinds of fantasy from epic to urban to 
romance and grim-dark. One of the most intriguing 
books I’ve read lately was The Gutter Prayer by Gareth 
Hanrahan. I loved it for its uniqueness and creativity. 
The concepts and characters were both refreshing and 
gritty. 
 
[GdM] You have a background in geoscience. Does 
your experience help your worldbuilding? If so, how? 
 
[KK] Geosciences is a field that garners a deep 
connection with the physical world and all its systems. 
It collects all the sciences into a picture of 
completeness that defines that world. I feel that this 
background inspires me to consider aspects of world-
building that might otherwise be overlooked and helps 
me to understand how all the pieces fit together. 
Besides the most obvious connections to world-
building like rock types, terrain, and geologic hazards, 
my background in geosciences allows me to think 
more generally as a scientist who looks for the details, 
causes and effects, and outliers that make a fantasy 
world more believable and interesting. 
 
[GdM] You self-published King's Dark Tidings, while 
Shroud of the Prophecy is through TOR. What are 
some of the differences between the process of self-
publishing versus through a publisher? Are there any 
similarities?  
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[KK] There are benefits and drawbacks to both self-
publishing and traditional publishing. On the one hand, 
I have more control over what I do with my self-
published books. On the other, I am also responsible 
for all the tasks that would normally be taken care of 
for me with a traditional publisher like cover art, editing, 
marketing, and production. Another interesting point is 
that the two series have attracted different audiences. 
While my self-published works tend to appeal to those 
who enjoy e-books and audiobooks, my traditionally 
published books draw in those who prefer print. That 
observation is a bit biased, though, since my King’s 
Dark Tidings series will be released in print for the first 
time within the next few months. It’s possible that the 
audiences aren’t so different, although they do vary in 
the matter of price. I tend to charge much less for my 
self-published e-books than a traditional publisher and 
can do so because I earn a higher royalty rate. 
Adversely, I am dependent on distribution platforms 
like Amazon continuing to do business in a way that 
allows me to earn an income. I prefer not to put all my 
eggs in one basket, and taking the hybrid approach 
allows me to diversify my income stream so that I can 
continue my career as a full-time author. 
 
[GdM] You mentioned in an AMA on Reddit a few 
years ago regarding writing Rezkin, "Rezkin didn't give 
me a choice. I was writing a different series, and this 
other character kept interrupting my thoughts. The 
interactions were so funny and exciting that I had to 
start writing them down. Rezkin is relentless in 
demanding my attention." Did the same sort of 
interrupting of thoughts happen with Aaslo? 
 
[KK] Aaslo has a different feel for me than Rezkin. 
While Rezkin is energy and action and darkly amusing 
mirth, Aaslo is cool and calm and a bit grumpy. When 
writing them, it feels a bit like Rezkin is demanding his 
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story exist while Aaslo could not care less. Mathias and 
Aaslo’s other companions, on the other hand, want 
Aaslo’s story told, and Aaslo begrudgingly relents. 
 
[GdM] You have the second book of the Shroud of the 
Prophecy series releasing this month. Can you tell us 
a bit about where we are in the story? 
 
[KK] Destiny of the Dead picks up immediately after 
the end of Fate of the Fallen. Axus’s initial plans for 
mass destruction via blight have been foiled; and, 
consequently, the gods’ interest in Aaslo has been 
piqued. Not only are the gods confused by Aaslo’s 
show of power, but so is Aaslo. It’s only natural that the 
enemy should focus on taking Aaslo down, but while 
they’re distracted by assassination and impending 
invasion, a new power rises in the east. Meanwhile, the 
reaper Myropa is torn between her duty to the gods 
and her dedication to the world she once abandoned. 
And Mathias, well, Mathias is just along for the ride. 
 
[GdM] Can you tell us a bit about Aaslo as a character? 
Where did you get inspiration for him? He occasionally 
reminds me of a grumpy old man yelling at kids to get 
off his lawn.  
 
[KK] Aaslo is definitely a no-nonsense kind of guy, but 
he’s also loyal, dedicated, intelligent, and—perhaps 
more than anything—stubborn. I think his character 
may have been inspired by my experiences as a 
geoscientist. I’ve known many geologists, and they’re 
often the kind of people who immerse themselves in 
nature and would rather not be bothered by humanity 
as a whole. Or perhaps he reminds me a bit of myself 
when I’ve had to get up too early and haven’t had my 
coffee. Either way, he may not be your first choice for 
a dinner companion, but he’s definitely someone you 
want in your corner when worse comes to worse. 
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[GdM] The relationship that Aaslo and Mathias have 
rings with so much sincerity. It has just the right amount 
of snark for two people who have been life-long friends. 
How did you get the idea of Aaslo carrying Mathias's 
head around in a bag? It certainly adds a fun bit of 
macabre to the story.  
 
[KK] I always knew from the story’s inception that 
Mathias had to die, but I guess a part of me—like 
Aaslo—wasn’t ready to let him go. Aaslo needed 
Mathias and Aldrea needs Aaslo, so it’s only natural 
the two should remain together. I couldn’t have Aaslo 
dragging Mathias’s whole body around throughout the 
story, so naturally let’s just take the head! I 
remembered as a teenager watching the movie Eight 
Heads in a Duffel Bag, and I always appreciated the 
dark—and, yes, macabre—humor of it. I thought, 
wouldn’t that be an interesting way to carry on 
Mathias’s torch? 
 
[GdM] I love that you play with the hero's journey and 
chosen one trope in the Shroud of the Prophecy series. 
How fun was it to twist things around? 
 
[KK] The hero’s journey is, in my humble opinion, one 
of the most exciting kinds of stories to read. It’s 
satisfying to take such a time-honored trope and flip it 
on its head. To take something that has been so well-
written and used time and again and make it new is 
both rewarding and a lot of fun. Plus, it sets the mood 
for all the macabre strangeness that follows. 
 
[GdM] Nick Podehl is a beloved audiobook voice actor 
who has narrated the Shroud of the Prophecy series 
and your King's Dark Tidings series. His voice has 
become synonymous with your characters for audio 
listeners. First, how did your working relationship with 
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him start? Second, when you write scenes, do you 
think about how they will sound with his voice acting? 
 
[KK] First, I must say that it is absolutely my honor to 
have Nick Podehl performing my books. I say perform 
because the word narration just doesn’t seem to cut it. 
It was my luck that my audiobook publisher for King’s 
Dark Tidings, Podium Publishing, chose Nick. I had 
given them an idea of the kind of voice and 
performance I would like to hear for the series, and 
they absolutely delivered. When it came time to choose 
a narrator for Shroud of Prophecy (SOP), I had to 
consider that a new voice might help distinguish the 
new series. After much consideration, however, I 
decided that my listeners were very dedicated to Nick, 
and I thought that bringing him in for SOP would make 
everyone happy. 

It's funny that while writing the books I heard the 
characters in a certain way, but after listening to Nick’s 
performance, I do often hear them in his voice. 
Sometimes, as I’m writing dialogue, I hear in my mind 
how I think they’ll sound in his voice, and that may 
influence the way I write them. 
 
[GdM] The worlds of King's Dark Tidings and Shroud 
of the Prophecy are very distinct. Do you have to do a 
conscious mental shift when switching between the 
two worlds?  
 
[KK] Because the two worlds are so different, the 
mental shift between them isn’t too bad. When I 
mentally travel from one to the next, it’s a bit like going 
on vacation. That being said, I do have to focus myself 
for the tone of the books. King’s Dark Tidings feels 
more like the epic fantasy that it is with many kingdoms 
and nobles and peasants and mages and warriors, 
while Shroud of Prophecy is a bit darker and filled with 
gods and death and creatures, both alive and dead. I 
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have to put myself in certain moods to write with the 
right feeling. 
 
[GdM] One of the most critical aspects of the Shroud 
of the Prophecy series, for me as a reader, is the 
importance of hope. The chosen prophecy comes to a 
screeching halt very early in Fate of the Fallen, and if 
there was only one path to salvation, it could have 
caused despair. Instead, there always seemed to be a 
glimmer of hope. Is that something that you 
consciously focused on when writing the story? Or did 
that develop organically as you got to know the 
characters and their roles in the world?  
 
[KK] I think hope is the natural conclusion of one 
unifying characteristic possessed by all our heroes in 
Shroud of Prophecy—the unwillingness to give up. All 
the heroes, whether they be foresters or thieves or 
reapers or magi, are afflicted with a stubbornness that 
drives them to persevere. It’s the nature of the human 
spirit to require that where there is a will there is a way, 
and if there is a way, then there is hope. Even in the 
face of certain failure, if they are unwilling to concede 
then we can continue to hope for salvation. 
 
[GdM] As a thought experiment, if Mathias had lived 
and started his epic prophesized journey, would Aaslo 
have stayed amongst his trees and his sleepy village? 
Or do you think he still would have got pulled into all 
this world-saving business? 
 
[KK] Oh, Aaslo definitely would have joined Mathias 
and probably grumped about it the entire way. He had 
made that decision for himself when he chose to meet 
Mathias on the road that fateful night when Mathias fell. 
Aaslo would have taken the backseat with ease and 
allowed Mathias to take on the mantle of the Chosen 
One, but he would have said his piece when it came to 
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Mathias’s decisions. There would have been plenty of 
bickering, but Aaslo would have stayed a true friend 
and told Mathias the truth no matter how much he 
disliked it. 
 
[GdM] Now that Destiny of the Dead is releasing, what 
is next on the horizon?  
 
[KK] I’m currently writing the third book in the Shroud 
of Prophecy series titled Sanctum of the Soul. When I 
am finished with that, I will take on King’s Dark Tidings 
Book 6 and a King’s Dark Tidings side tale that is yet 
unnamed. I’ve also started an unrelated standalone 
book that I think will be a lot of fun, so hopefully I will 
find the time to work on that a bit. 
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Sympathy for the Devil: 
The Evolution of the 

Villain 
 

AARON S. JONES 

 

 
 
Everyone loves a bad guy. Batman is cooler than Boy 
Scout Superman. Deadpool is a hell of a lot more fun 
than Captain America. Logen Ninefingers is at his best 
when he is the murderous Bloody Nine, and Jorg 
Ancrath is … well, just read The Broken Empire trilogy. 
Readers need conflict. We need danger. We need 
villains. But do we need to care about them? 

Grimdark tales are full of heroes and anti-heroes. 
Morally grey men and women trudge around muddy 
lands with bloody swords and a scowl darker than the 
night sky. We care about them because we are 
invested in their story. We follow their path, are aware 
of their needs and desires, know the reasons for their 
choices. This usually isn’t the case with the villain. 
They stand in our hero’s way, creating obstacles in an 
attempt to achieve their own nefarious goals. The 
audience is not always privy to the internal drives of the 
villain. Recently, however, there has been an 
increased focus on understanding antagonists and 
creating empathy for them. Efforts have been made to 
garner empathy for villains in such outlets as the 
Marvel Cinematic Universe with Erik Killmonger in 
Black Panther and Thanos in Avengers: Infinity War, 
ultimately culminating in a debate about whether the 
end justifies the means. Stories labelled as grimdark 
often contain sympathetic villains. The protagonists in 
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grimdark stories do enough bloody and grim deeds to 
blur the line between hero and villain. It all becomes a 
matter of perspective. 

Now, sympathetic villains are not exactly a new 
thing. John Milton created sympathy for the actual 
Devil in his masterpiece, Paradise Lost. Reading the 
epic poem as a teenager after years of Catholic 
schooling was an interesting experience, to say the 
least. I understood the actions of Lucifer and found 
myself feeling sorry for him and annoyed at how he’d 
been treated. Exile from Paradise is enough to make 
anyone go mad. Writing Paradise Lost was an act of 
bravery at a time when those in power did not look 
kindly upon such a demonic character from the Bible 
being depicted sympathetically.  

Of course, writers are shaped by the times they 
write in, and if we jump forwards to Tolkien and his 
writings in Middle Earth, we see a mixture of different 
villains. Smaug the Dragon is a monstrous creature 
focused on greed and desire for beautiful and precious 
things. Sauron is a disembodied, frightening but distant 
power casting a shadow over the world, and Gollum is 
a slimy, skinny creature who Tolkien uses to guide the 
reader as to his thoughts on redemption and how the 
world can mould and shape a person.  

Tolkien fought in World War I and was a 
codebreaker in World War II, his villains reflected his 
views on what atrocities he had seen. Smaug reflects 
the greed of those in power who always desire more. 
Gollum is a being tortured by the powerful, wracked by 
guilt and shame due to the actions of his past and his 
desire for what others possess. At times, he wants to 
be good and craves the affection of those around him 
but the tormented life he has led means that a happier 
life becomes impossible for him. Those suffering from 
PTSD following the war would no doubt feel similarly 
helpless as they returned home and struggled to fit 
back into society. And then there is Sauron, the 
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faceless menace in the distant land who builds an army 
with threats and promises, seeking power and control. 
To many civilians in the allied countries, they would 
have looked at Hitler and the Nazis in the same way. 

Modern fantasy works have used our growing 
understanding of psychology and human behaviour to 
develop their villains. The question is often asked, why 
do people do bad things? This discussion carries into 
the writing of some of the best authors in the world. No 
one is born evil. There is a myriad of factors that cause 
people to act the way they do and there is growing 
awareness of this both in society and in the stories we 
read. Having sympathetic villains creates a layer of 
uncertainty and suspense with a story.  

In Joe Abercombie’s The Age of Madness trilogy, 
there are battles and rebellions filled with a large cast 
of characters all doing both heroic and despicable 
things. Some of the villains torture, maim, and kill but 
do so to creating a better world for those they care 
about. The actions are horrible, of course, but the 
reader can understand why they are behaving such a 
way. Some have been pushed to the very edge, made 
helpless by leaders doing nothing to support society, 
focusing only on lining the pockets of their friends in 
power (sound familiar?) and leaving the vulnerable to 
starve and die. Grimdark often plays in the dark grey 
area of morality, providing opportunities to examine 
levels of villainy more than ever before. Like Lucifer in 
Paradise Lost, some of these characters’ lives are 
upended, and they are forced to begin again, their 
revenge stoking the only flames available to keep them 
warm in a cold world. I detested the Burners and 
Breakers’ actions in Abercombie’s trilogy, but I sure as 
hell could relate to their desire to see justice. And that 
is what gripped me throughout the novel. There was 
uncertainty as to which side of the line of good and evil 
some of the characters would fall on and that suspense 
fuelled me as I turned the pages late into the night. 
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In Grimdark Issue #6, Charles looked at the four 
types of villains. In a recent re-watch of Game of 
Thrones, it was clear that George RR Martin had 
populated his large world with all types of villains. 
Some were sympathetic. Cersei did some horrible 
things across the series, but it was all in the name of 
her family and those she loved. I knew the television 
series had been written well when watching Cersei 
show signs of fragility as she watched her children die, 
one by one. I still despised her but sometimes her 
actions made sense. The Hound turned from a silent 
lapdog into a caring warrior who had made it through 
blood and flames in a redemption arc I lapped right up.  

Nuanced characters give the story a realistic depth. 
Even the villains made sense. When there is sympathy 
for the villain, the story is more tragic. This harks back 
to great writing in Ancient Greece (Iliad, Odyssey) and 
the works of Shakespeare (Macbeth, Romeo & Juliet) 
where the story is made all the more tragic, for how 
avoidable the violence and conflict could have been 
under different circumstances. There were, of course, 
villains in Game of Thrones who were, by design, 
created with no desire for sympathy or understanding. 
The Mountain and Ramsay (the utter bastard) Bolton 
were not given scenes to redeem themselves or to 
allow the reader to understand their motives. And that 
was completely necessary for the story. The audience 
needed to see villains in these moments who 
embodied complete darkness. Murderers, torturers, 
and rapists: these characters were placed in the story 
for the sole purpose of creating a sense of catharsis for 
the reader. Our heroes have these monstrous villains 
standing in their way who have been written to do one 
evil thing after another before their eventual downfall—
a defining moment that will often stay in the memory of 
the audience. One of the issues with the ending of 
Game of Thrones was how Daenerys Targaryen 
shifted from a sympathetic character seeking justice to 
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one who became a monstrous villain. The lack of 
subtlety seemed jarring to the audience and proves 
how difficult it can be when shaping a villain. 

The strength of fantasy is the variety of the 
characters authors dabble with. We can care about 
villains, whether sympathetically or if only to see them 
get their comeuppance. As long as the reader is 
engaged, the writer has done their job well. Some 
villains work well with a layer of mystery to their 
backstory and others are stronger for the clear reasons 
for their actions which may create sympathy. It can be 
a difficult task, as the creators of Sony’s The Last of Us 
Part II will confirm. Half of the game involves playing 
as a villain who has killed a beloved character. Some 
players enjoyed growing to sympathise with Abby as 
you learnt her history and saw how the characters you 
had loved had actually done horrific things that cast 
them in a villainous light. But for some, it left a bitter 
taste in the mouth.  

Shining a light on the darkness of humanity can go 
one of two ways: it can lead to a welcomed increased 
understanding of the world around us, or it can leave 
some in despair, unable to continue reading. Knowing 
the audience is crucial. Grimdark often evokes love or 
hate reactions in fantasy readers, which is why it is 
surrounded by fervent debate. At the end of the day, it 
is left to the writer to decide what will suit the purpose 
of their narrative. 

So, when you read your next novel, watch a TV 
series, or play a game; think of the villain and 
remember the words of the Rolling Stones: ‘Have 
some courtesy, have some sympathy, and some taste. 
Use your well-earned politeness or I’ll lay your soul to 
waste …’. Get to know the villain and decide if you 
care. 
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State of Oblivion 
 

KAARON WARREN 

 
 
We all have things that make the bile rise in our throats. 
For me, it’s the smell of cooking meat. More 
specifically, the moment when it burns. 

When it’s too late to take the meat out of the fire. 
For Leon, it’s loud noises. He gags sometimes, the 

shock is so great. He tends to spit out the mouthful of 
vomit, rather than swallow it back down like I do. 

Louise and Joseph swallow. Margaret spat, when 
she was here. Katya, who hates the sight of her own 
reflection, hawks it up and lets it fall out of her mouth, 
stands legs apart, bends over, just lets it fall out. 

And Neal? 
Neal I have never seen react to anything in that 

way. 
Has he forgotten so completely? 
I was ill-prepared on the day he arrived. All I had 

collected was a small pile of cinnamon bark. I gently 
filled my pockets, sniffed my fingers for the deep spice 
smell there, and ran towards the tower. The other 
ingredients would have to wait. All of us were 
desperate for the supplies he might bring. More 
cardamom, of course, because they always brought 
that. Apart from that, I couldn’t guess. The only 
supplies we received were those the new people 
brought. Sometimes it was what we needed. 
Sometimes we discovered a need for the items they 
brought.  

My cheeks were flushed from rushing around blood. 
The cinnamon in my pockets tap-tapped. I was the last 
to arrive. 
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“Here, Serena,” Mata said. “Quickly, the parcels are 
here.” She pushed me to the front of the crowd. 

This new boy must be fit, I thought, to carry so 
much. He was handsome, blue-eyed, thick hair, broad 
shoulders. He wore a singlet to show off those brown 
shoulders.  

I wanted to tell him what to do. “Have some food. 
Sit down. Rest. You’re tired.” He looked so young. 

This was the moment when we almost 
remembered. When the new person arrived with the 
smells of the world still clinging to him. We tried not to 
terrify him, refrained from surrounding him and nestling 
our noses in his folds. I put my arm around him and 
smiled. I didn’t speak; I was breathing in his scent. It 
was there, a flash of memory I could almost feel in my 
throat like uncleared phlegm. He smelled of flowers 
and fruit but like he’d sprayed them on. 

Katya asked, “Is it sunny below? You are very 
brown.”  

“Yes. Though not as bright as here,” he said. His 
voice was gentle. Leon pinched her arm. “We already 
know that, Katya. Are you so lazy you can’t 
remember?” 

“How long did it take you to climb?” asked Joseph. 
The new boy glanced at his wrist, squinted when he 
saw a band of white skin, no watch. 

“A day or so,” he said. His brow wrinkled as if he 
already wondered what that was. 

“Did you see children?” I asked. He blinked. The 
oblivion was upon him. The others hissed around me. 
Next time I’d ask that question first. 

We were all desperate to know about down the 
mountain, though we shared our snippets casually, as 
if they meant nothing.  

“No chai?” said Mata. I shook my head and they 
sighed. They liked to sip while opening the parcels.  

The new boy tucked his chin and folded in his 
shoulders like a bird about to go to sleep. 
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“They told me not to talk about anything,” he said. 
He tried to edge his way out of the circle. We stepped 
closer and closer, sniffing at him, seeking clues, 
memories from his scent. 

He was scrubbed quite clean. 
“What’s your name?” Louise said. She’s the 

youngest here, just fifteen, we think. Blonde, tall. Could 
have a very lazy time here because all the men are 
keen to do her work, but she won’t allow it. 

“I’m Neal,” he said. 
“So, you like to pray,” I said. They all laughed. 

Perhaps they all imaged the same picture as I; the 
etching of a saint, kneeling at an altar in one of our 
books. No one is moved by the image. We lost 
whatever faith we might have had when we lost our 
past. 

Neal brought with him milk and cheese, rice, 
lychees. Three new hats. Many things. 

* * * 
Neal squinted at me as I squatted beside him. “God, 
it’s hot up here. Trees don’t give shade like clouds do.” 
I snorted at the thought of our spindly stick trees 
providing any sort of shade. 

“At least you’re already brown so you don’t sunburn 
easily. Some of us went through hell with the burning.” 

“Really,” he said. His tone sneered at me. 
“Here,” I said, handing him dark glasses. “Wear 

these.” 
He put them on and twisted his neck around. 
“Can’t see too many others wearing them.” 
“Believe it or not, you’ll get used to it. You’ll be 

sitting down to lunch one day and you’ll suddenly 
realise you don’t have your sunglasses on.” 

It was hard, not being able to see his eyes. I couldn’t 
tell if he was looking at me, and I felt shifty, my gaze 
flickering from one lens to the other, seeking some 
connection. 
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“So does anyone remember why they’re here?” he 
asked me.  

“Why are you here?” I said. I didn’t want him to know 
how ignorant I was. He didn’t listen, anyway; Louise 
walked from one side of the mountain to the other and 
he watched her as if nothing else existed. There is 
something about watching that girl, it’s true. I swear 
she walks more than she needs to. She has a limp she 
doesn’t remember getting and she’s worked it into a 
rolling sexual move, which mesmerises us all. Neal 
used my shoulder to lean on as he stood. “I might just 
go see if Louise needs help with dinner,” he said. 

I watched them flick through the cookery books. “So 
long as it isn’t chicken. It always smells rotten and 
there’s so much different food to choose from,” Louise 
said, “all different using the same ingredients. Whoever 
wrote these down must have been very inventive.” 

“They weren’t just done by one person,” said Neal. 
Joseph, close by, stopped and stared. He shook his 
head, said nothing. When Joseph arrived (it seems so 
long ago now), I had walked him to the edge and asked 
him questions there. He was very cautious and would 
not answer in front of everyone. From the moment he 
arrived, young, fit, shy, the attraction between him and 
Louise was instant. I hadn’t seen her flustered before. 
Theirs was a great, innocent, short-lived love. Our 
mountaintop is not a romantic place. They’ve flattened 
it out like a mesa to make it easier to settle, to live. We 
throw buckets of unwanted rocks below the clouds. We 
use others to build shelters or walls and our tower. The 
tower we built stands only as high as my shoulders but 
its walls are smooth and even and it is a good meeting 
place. We fashioned a bell from a hollowed-out trunk 
and a walnut shell. We are so high we are above the 
clouds. It’s very quiet. It’s too high for most things; 
birds, insects. No snakes or spiders to fear.  

Peaceful. Too peaceful, perhaps; Joseph and 
Louise seemed to run out of things to do, and she got 
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bored. She wasn’t bored now, squatting with Neal; I 
saw Joseph falling back and stepped up to his side to 
ask him about the livestock. 

We could not do without Joseph. He tends our 
chickens, decides which should die. He is our butcher. 
No one else wants the job. 

Our cookery books are made with pasted recipes, 
no pictures, no chat. Stir-fried greens, roasted chicken, 
coal-baked potatoes. Barely necessary to read recipes 
for those, but it gives us a sense of continuity if we all 
do it in the same way. We all know what to expect. 
Strange how lack of past makes us all so similar. 

Louise and Neal began the meal, using the fire 
Leon so dutifully kept alight. 

“I wonder who was the first person to use fire,” 
Louise said. 

“That would have been Jaz. She’s gone now,” said 
Leon. We fell silent, remembering her nighttime 
leaving, all of us rising to realise she was gone. She 
was never one for talking but we decided it was the 
food. She was hungry. 

“Jaz said she wanted soft food and the cookbooks 
said, “Heat over flame,” so she dug around in the Box 
and found matches.”  

We are all equal here, though we’ve each taken a 
role. Leon is the keeper of the fire. Ceaselessly he 
collects wood scraps. Walks the perimeter. He never 
lets us down. 

“I mean before that, before everything. The first 
person ever.” 

No one spoke. We knew nothing of the past. 
Nothing. All we arrived with was simple language.  

“So, Jaz left?” Neal asked. “To see what’s down 
there?” No one spoke. One by one we left the fire. We 
tried not to mention those who left; it was like they 
ceased to exist for us once they stepped through the 
clouds. 
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The last person who went down the mountain was 
Margaret. She didn’t come back; no one does. This is 
what happened. Margaret woke up crying one 
morning, then another, the tears just leaking out and 
puddling on her mat. 

She didn’t use a pillow, said it made her sweat. This 
was not sweat, though. This was tears. I watched them 
form. 

“What is it?” she said. “Why am I crying?” She had 
no enemy on the mountain, nor a lover to make her 
weep. It made us curious, all of us, about what the 
dream was, and about her. Scarred fingertips, shiny, a 
little bit purple. 

At tea on the third day, she took more than usual, a 
huge piled plate. We laughed at her.  

“Not pregnant, I hope,” said Louise. We laughed at 
that, too, at the ridiculousness of the suggestion. 

“Knowing can’t be worse than not knowing,” 
Margaret said. “How can the truth be any worse than 
what I’m imagining? I would rather know.”  

“Oh, Margaret,” I said. 
“Margaret,” she said. “Is it even my name? I feel 

nothing when you say it. Nothing when I say it. Did we 
even lose our names when we came here?” 

Katya said in her slow voice, “We must have chosen 
this, chosen to have no childhood memories, no 
recollections. We’re not here by force, we know that 
because people have left and not returned. What did 
we want to forget?” 

“Maybe the earth is dying, and we were chosen as 
the survivors,” said Mata.  

“We should be able to have children then,” said 
Joseph. 

Louise combed her hair then threw the ball of 
strands into the fire. “Children must be beautiful,” she 
said 

Margaret gathered her things; a soft cloth we wove 
together, smooth flat stones we heated on top of the 
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sand, a pouch of tea and spices. I cried; I couldn’t 
imagine her not being there. Then she disappeared 
into the clouds. 

“Goodbye, Margaret.”  
There was silence. 
Then we heard the noise. It was far away, further 

than we could imagine, but we recognized it. High-
pitched, we only heard it when people chose to leave 
the mountain. None of us remembered the sound of 
machines but we had read descriptions of them at 
work. Different in tone each time someone left the 
mountain, always there were those few minutes then 
the noise. It didn’t sound like what we imagined a 
machine sounded like. 

“Margaret! Come back!” 
* * * 

Joseph smoothed himself a secluded area well away 
from the main camp. He squatted there with a book 
propped up against a rock. “Making Gifts and Treats”. 
How we had it I don’t know, why someone thought we 
needed it I don’t know. Still, we all read it, used it. We 
knew every word of every book we had. 

“What are you going to make?” I said. Joseph 
shrugged. “I don’t know. Is there anything anyone 
hasn’t made before?” I squatted beside him and flicked 
through the book. 

“Woven money purse. Don’t think this one’s been 
done.” 

“But what would she use it for?” 
“Who’s she?” I said, grinning. He grinned back. We 

both knew who. 
“She could keep shiny little pebbles in it or 

something,” I said. He smiled. I watched him work. “Do 
you like Neal?” he said. 

I shrugged.  
“I don’t trust him,” Joseph muttered. He turned from 

me as if disappointed. 
* * * 
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I rose to make the chai and felt the ache in my hip. A 
pain like a presence, not intense but there for me to be 
aware of. I peeked in at Katya, but she was sleeping 
on her back, hands trailing to the floor, snoring. Her 
medicine cupboard was ajar; I was only looking for pain 
relief. She wouldn’t mind. She could diagnose me later, 
pull her little healing strings. She liked a patient who 
diagnosed herself. 

I took two pellets and placed them under my 
tongue. Immediate relief; I forgot I had a hip and went 
to make the brew. There would be sullen faces if they 
woke and had to speak before sipping their chai. 

Neal stood at the bench already, crushing, sniffing, 
mixing. Something about the way he stood caught my 
breath; when I started my work, going through my 
motions, I realised he was mimicking me completely, 
even my feline crouch. 

He lifted his head and smiled at me in the reflection 
on the pot. I smiled too, but the sight of the two of us 
frightened me. 

“We’re alike, aren’t we?” he said. “I’ve got your 
nose.” This didn’t make a lot of sense. I had my own 
nose and nobody else’s. I squeezed it. “It’s my nose,” I 
said. I’ve got mine, Margaret had hers. She’s got hers 
and he’s got his.” 

“Yes, but none of you are related, are you? Siblings 
or parent and child.” 

“We have no children here,” I said. I scratched my 
stomach where it itched, just under my belly button. 
Neal’s face was red. “Take off your shirt, Neal, you’ll 
feel cooler without that black shirt.” The sight of the 
long sleeves covering his arms made me sweat. He 
hugged his arms to himself.  

He said, “Can we leave out the cardamom? I don’t 
like it that much.” 

I laughed. “You really do say silly things, Neal!” 
I felt blessed to be the chai maker. 
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For each person, you take one cup of water. To this, 
you add a pinch each of cinnamon, cloves, and 
cardamom. You boil it. Then, you add some milk and 
sugar and heat, let a teaspoon of tea brew, strain it, 
and you have chai.  

We cleaned the water sometimes by straining it 
through little pebbles. It’s an effort but somehow it 
made the chai taste better. Neal took some care when 
he helped but jumped and spilled a little when Mata 
came up behind us. 

“Are you busy, Neal?” 
“I was just going to help Louise,” he said. 
“Neal, you’re spending too much time with Louise. 

We need help moving the toilet walls. The old one is 
full and needs covering,” Mata said. 

“Yavohl, Madame Hitler,” Neal said.  
Mata frowned.  
I laughed. ”You come up with some weird things, 

Neal. What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“You don’t know who Hitler was?” 
“Unless she’s in one of our books, no.” Neal’s 

mouth flapped. 
I thought of Joseph’s jealous comments and began 

to see how he would be suspicious of Neal. 
“God knows where I got it from,” he said.  

* * * 
Neal didn’t have the innocence of Joseph, somehow. 
He made Louise shy and nervous. She asked me what 
he was doing, and I wasn’t sure, but there it was in the 
books. Sex. She said he was talking about it and she 
hadn’t had a period. And babies. We don’t have that 
here, she said, puzzled. 

Joseph left his gift by Louise’s plate a few days 
later. She frowned and glanced at Neal. He shook his 
head. She didn’t glance at Joseph. 

“Is it a Christmas present?” Neal asked. 
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“How do you know about these things, Neal? Why 
do you remember and we don’t?” said Joseph. His face 
reddened as he spoke. 

“Joseph! Don’t ask questions!” said Mata. 
“No, it’s okay,” said Neal. He squatted down and we 

all followed him. “Joseph has been wondering for a 
while and I think I need to tell you. The thing is, there 
are people down there who care about you.” He raised 
his hand as we began to babble. “Not necessarily 
people you know, but people who care about freedom, 
memory, and difference. They got me in here to 
convince you all to come down. You don’t want to know 
what I had to do to get up here. And you’ll notice I never 
drank the chai unless I made it without cardamom.” 

“Is that it? Is that what makes us forget?” Leon 
asked. 

“That’s part of it. The spice masks the drug. Factor 
in the elevation, and the post-hypnotic suggestion, and 
you have it. They don’t want to make it permanent 
because they want to keep replacing you. They want 
your places to be filled again and again. It’s like a 
lottery but the prize is a dud.” 

“Who’s they?” I said. 
“The Company. They own this space, and all of you 

gave everything you owned to them to be here. But it’s 
a lie. Part of the hypnotic suggestion is to implant the 
concept that this is a better place than that. They make 
a fortune, these arseholes. There’s no upkeep; you’re 
almost self-sufficient and any new person has to pay 
for the supplies they bring. They only supply the drug, 
the cardamom. It affects that part of the brain which 
works on long-term memory. We can’t let it go on. My 
group and I. We want to give you back what was stolen. 
You don’t remember your first Christmas when you 
knew what was going on. 

“The pain of childbirth. 
“The smell of grapefruit flowers. 
“The taste of chocolate icing on birthday cake. 
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“The sound of the sea—lying in bed and you think 
someone is breathing next to you then you realise it’s 
the waves, crash and pull, rhythmic. You don’t hear the 
sea at the top of the mountains.” 

“But why did we pick this? What are we trying to 
forget?” Leon said. 

Neal put his arm around Louise. “This is like prison 
compared to what it’s like down there. I’m just glad it’s 
out in the open. It’s been hard lying to you all. To you, 
Louise.” He cupped her chin. 

“Get off her!” from Joseph, and he knew how to 
fight, all right, his fist meeting Neal’s chin with a crack. 
Neal staggered back. Using the tower for support he 
pushed himself forward. “Go down and see, if you don’t 
believe me,” Neal said. 

“It’s not that,” I said. I felt frightened talking to 
someone who knew. Louise didn’t take her eyes off 
Neal. Joseph barely moved. “It’s not that,” Joseph 
whispered, and he turned and walked through the 
clouds. 

“I shouldn’t have done the bastard the favour,” said 
Neal. “Why give him his fucken life back?” 

“What do you mean?” said Leon. 
“Sending him back. Should’ve just gone myself, left 

him here.” We heard the noise, the high-pitched noise.  
“What’s the noise?” asked Louise. 
Neal shrugged. “That, I don’t know. I only hear it up 

here.” 
I realised he had never answered Leon’s question. 

What were we trying to forget? 
I watched Neal talking to the others, one by one, 

earnestly, whispering, smiling, waving his arms. He 
made them leap with excitement. Then they started to 
say goodbye, wanting the world back. Every time one 
left another arrived, too many to ask questions. 

I couldn’t keep up with them all, couldn’t remember 
their names or make sense of the smells they brought. 
They ignored me. I was lonely, old. They laughed, 
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explored, touched, and wondered at our inventions, 
our books, our wheelbarrow, our compass, our clocks. 

Louise tried to be friendly, but they barely saw her. 
We could have been friends, with the new people. but 
with all of them arriving together, Louise and Mata and 
I have become the outsiders. 

When the wheelbarrow broke, Mata said “I think it’s 
the axle,” flicking through one of our books. “Look, do 
it yourself repairs. I think I can manage that.” She is 
hanging on by her fingernails. She didn’t want to lose 
the power she had but it was gone. She cringed as the 
new people crunched through bones as they ate, we 
never did that, and she went away to find silence. 

I taught another to make the chai. 
* * * 

Louise sat at the edge of the mountain, her feet jabbing 
into the mist which clouded us from seeing down 
below. I shuddered. 

“You look like you’ve lost your feet,” I said. I tugged 
her shirt. “Come back in and I’ll make you some chai.” 

“There must be something else,” she said. As she 
spoke, I felt a sick ache in my belly, a need I haven’t 
felt for a long time. 

“I’m sure there is,” I said, “But we don’t want it.” 
I tugged at her again. 
“Why haven’t the others come back if it’s so terrible 

down there? They’re probably swimming, water up to 
their necks. Can you imagine how clean they must be? 
And they are eating at a table, chewy food, soft food, 
imagine what they’re eating.” 

“How do you know about these things?” I 
whispered. I felt awed at her knowledge.  

“Neal told me,” she said. Everything she knew 
seemed to come from him. 

She pulled away from me. 
“Come with me, Serena,” she said, and ran down 

the mountain. I waited for her to return but she didn’t. 
There was nothing and then the high-pitched noise. 
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“Louise?” I stuck my arm into the clouds. The air felt 
damp, cold. What is it, was it all mist, all cloud? I didn’t 
want to wander in that. 

I thought I heard words. “No,” I thought I heard, and 
perhaps my name. 

I plunged through the clouds. 
On the other side, the air was warm and scented. 

Sweet. I saw steps and far-away buildings, huge, tall, 
looking so big even from a distance. I squinted. It 
seemed darker and I was not used to seeing so far. 

A woman waited, squatted. Her face was grey, her 
eyes stared at me and she stepped forward. She 
picked up the bag at her feet. “Are you leaving?” she 
said. The words made no sense to me. “You’re 
leaving,” she said, and she stepped through the 
clouds. I saw other people waiting, and a man dressed 
in blue, big hands, holding an arm to stop an old man 
from running forward. 

“You can’t go back,” he said to me. “It’s over for 
you.” These words made no sense to me either. I saw 
Neal. He waved and I stumbled down the mountain. 

I couldn’t see Louise. 
“Louise? LOUISE”!” I heard crying and I tried to 

follow the sound. Each step, though, each smell and I 
remembered they were buildings, those things, 
buildings, and you lived in them, under shelter, and 
food you kept cold there and you got it in bags and 
carried it heat was there stoves water running water 
showers books BOOKS to sit and read lying on 
something soft a bed a couch cushions soft and clothes 
you could choose any colour and my Mum whose 
laugh was like a donkey so funny she was small and 
sweet and laughed like a donkey and Christmas Day 
presents and chocolates and that day, WEDDING, 
wedding day … my husband. I touched my hip and 
remembered, felt my missing teeth and remembered 
sitting together, drinking, I didn’t feel the pain of it if I 
was drunk, he could hit me and I wouldn’t know till next 
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morning a night of ignorance and I turned to go back 
into the clouds because I didn’t want to remember the 
next thing no no oblivion I tried to step back but the 
clouds were solid  

“I want to go back.”  
“You can’t go back, Mum,” said Neal. He was sitting 

on a rock. “Once you’ve left you give up your place. 
Someone else is there now,” and I remembered giving 
birth to him, how it was going to make me a better 
person but it didn’t god I banged my head against the 
hard rock I don’t want to remember. 

Neal stood right by me. He handed me a tiny t-shirt, 
bright red. “This might help you remember. Sometimes 
it takes a while for the drug to wear off.” He laughed. 
“Oblivion. You gave everything we owned for it and left 
us with nothing.” 

As he talked, I could feel an ache in my brain, like 
when Katya’s pain relief wears off and you are left with 
that specific hurt you started with. That place where 
memories are. That place was waking up. I vomited 
and I cried. My body knew before my brain did. It 
remembered first. 

I held the red t-shirt to my nose and breathed in. 
“I wanted to see your face,” he said. “As you 

remembered.” 
I remembered another birth, this one tearing at me, 

baby cut from me to save its life, so I drank for the pain, 
Neal’s little brother. Mike. 

“Mike’s five,” Neal said, and I knew I’d been in the 
mountains a long time. I tried to turn away but Neal 
grabbed me, and I saw the burn scars on his arms. 

Mike’s five and I can picture him I know what he 
looks like someone feeds him and dresses him, he 
can’t piss on his own. I scream, the noise high in my 
ears the image the smell oblivion o god I beg for 
oblivion the rock is sharp I run to bang my head smash 
away the memory of that little boy by the fire, two, 
nearly two, no birthday party fucken little shit his 
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brother, Neal, Neal watching TV, Mike trying to keep 
warm, so cold me out cold, blind drunk at three in the 
afternoon and he gets closer, closer, and the sleeves 
of his skivvy, four sizes too big, catch alight and he 
burns, he screams, I hear it, ignore it his brother Neal, 
Neal hits the flames out, six years old, calls 000 burn 
scars all over him I remember the number and Mike’s 
alive and he has no arms. 

That’s what they allowed me to forget. 
I stumbled away from Neal. He hated me; he would 

never forgive me. His brother would never forgive me. 
The noise, the noise we always heard when people 

left the mountain, it came out of my throat, high-pitched 
keening, grieving, grieving no no no 

Louise was further down. She had found a sharp 
stone or some glass; her wrists were bleeding. She 
snarled at me, “I didn’t know you could make babies 
like that. I just thought I was getting fat and then it was 
born and I didn’t know what to do with it. It stopped 
moving after a while and I took it with me everywhere 
and the smell of it.” She vomited, curled up in the vomit, 
and keened. What else? What else did our mountain 
conceal? I could hear Neal laughing and I knew I 
couldn’t survive this. I couldn’t live with it. I ran down 
the mountain. Neal after me. 

“The others are dead already,” he said. “Margaret—
did you know she was inside fucking her neighbour 
while her three boys drowned? She came out to find 
them one, two, three, face down. 

“She burnt all their clothes, their toys, their 
bedrooms. She burnt down her home to pretend they 
never existed. 

“Mata?” I whispered.  
“Your precious Mata? So smart, always in control? 

‘She was playing in the driveway,’ she said, ‘and I didn’t 
see her until I had backed up. Then I thought she was 
a doll, that crunching noise. I went shopping then drove 
over her again when I got home and her mum came 
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and said, Have you seen her? I hadn’t. I thought I 
hadn’t but there she was.’ Do you see why none of you 
deserve to forget? Bloody Joseph robbed his own 
auntie, left her tied up, right? He calls the cops but 
hangs up too soon, never checks to see if they found 
her and they didn’t, did they. She died of thirst in her 
own shit and piss. Try living with that. Leon smashed 
his train and killed god knows how many people, not 
his fault of course. No, he deserves to forget. My arse. 
One of the others left her kid in the car while she did 
some shopping, kid dies. Try living with that. Katya was 
supposed to visit her twin brother. Couldn’t be 
bothered. She was the one who found his body, much 
later. He’d OD’d. She could have saved him. Her 
mother suicided because of it. Lazy cow. Lazy coward.” 

I cried, I cried. If only if only. That’s why we gave it 
all up for the mountain, to stop the if only. There was 
no other way to forget, no other way to wipe away that 
terrible thing. I remembered then that I had tried to die. 
I wanted to die to forget, and this was offered to me, at 
great cost. You won’t need the money, they said, and 
it’s better than dying. I thought we must have all tried 
to die, all of us above the mountain had chosen death 
but been given oblivion instead. The drug was not 
perfect, though. I thought of the retching we did, each 
of us haunted by a remnant of memory, just a hint of 
what we had done and why we had preferred to be 
dead.  

* * * 
“Where are the others? The ones who believe in our 
freedom?” I said. 

“They don’t exist,” he said, squinting at my stupidity. 
“Part of my invented world. If anyone wants you to 
leave it’s because they want your spot.” He waved his 
arm at the people waiting.  

“Was it all lies, what you said up there?” 
“The concept is true. You paid for oblivion.” 
“But why did I deserve it?” 
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“You didn’t deserve it, you stupid bitch. You paid for 
it, everything you owned, anything we owned. You 
spent it all.” 

“And it was enough?” 
“I’m alive because I fuck an ugly, old man. I have 

nothing. Michael has nothing. Yeah, it was enough.” 
He handed me a knife. It had been a long time since 

I handled one as sharp as this. 
“It was just an accident,” I said. The words were 

meaningless. It made me feel no better. Would it make 
you feel better if I was dead?” 

“It really would. I can’t move on till you’re gone. I’ll 
always be wondering how to make you suffer more.” 

“But if it was me you wanted to hurt, why talk the 
others into leaving? Why make them suffer and die?” 

He shrugged. “You always were a follower, Mum. 
You wouldn’t have left on your own.” He glanced down 
the mountain. “Shame about Louise.” 

I looked at the knife and I looked at my son and as 
I drew the knife across my throat, I prayed for 
darkness. 

He stopped my hand and said, “Too easy,” and 
again he stole away my oblivion. 

 
Originally published in Elsewhere anthology from 
CSFG Publishing, Editor Michael Barry, 2003. 
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An Interview with Mark 
Lawrence 

 

BETH TABLER 

 

 
 
New York Times Bestselling author Mark Lawrence is 
widely known in the fantasy world as a bit of a 
chameleon. He is comfortable writing stories that travel 
in the grimmest of worlds with the most questionable 
characters to ones of a reality bending fifteen-year-old 
genius in 1986.  

Mark sits down and chats with us about writing, 
SPFBO, and his newest novel, The Girl and the Moon, 
the finale to his Book of Ice series. 
 
[GdM] You have a degree in physics and hold a Ph.D. 
in mathematics. Creativity in physics and math is 
expressed by asking questions and testing them. 
When plotting a story, do you use the same sort of 
process? Or is the creative space completely different 
when writing?  
 
[ML] It’s completely different (for me). Writing is largely 
an unconscious process as far as I’m concerned. I 
don’t spend a lot of time running it through my mind. 
When I do it’s mainly to ask after the event whether it 
makes sense or not—the “couldn’t the eagles have 
flown the ring to Mount Doom?” sort of sanity check. 

 
[GdM] What was it like being nominated and 
shortlisted for a Nobel Peace Prize? I know that it was 
for a small contribution to the North Carolina 
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Committee on justice reform. It is quite the bucket list 
item to check off.  
 
[ML] People who say “it was surreal” always annoy 
me. Show some more originality! 

It was surreal. I have a medal from the Governor of 
North Carolina! 

I suspect its most lasting impact will be the smile I 
have whenever I remember that Voyager decided to 
put it into my author blurb on the books, including (I 
think) the 10th anniversary edition of Prince of Thorns. 
I like to imagine the readers doing double-takes. 

 
[GdM] Your daughter Celyn wrote a book Wheel-
Mouse vs. All The Crazy Robots, at age 8, with 
proceeds going to Children's Hospice Charities. How 
did that come about? I read it and loved all the pooing 
robots.  
 
[ML] It’s a fine piece of literature. I’m surprised she 
wasn’t the first member of the family nominated for a 
Nobel Prize. As far as I remember (and it was 10 years 
ago now—she turned 18 last week) I was just 
entertaining her and thought we could make a story 
with someone in a wheelchair so she had someone like 
her in it—such things were thin on the ground in 2012 
and may well still be. So, I asked her lots of questions 
about who our hero would be, and then what would 
happen next etc. And at each turn she tended to 
choose the most “out there” option, and we ended up 
with Wheel-Mouse battling pooing robots. A classic 
was born. A semi-finalist for the Goodreads Choice 
Award for best picture book that year! 

 
[GdM] I read that you DM when playing D&D; in your 
opinion, what makes a good DM? Is it preparedness or 
on-the-fly creativity? 
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[ML] I did DM when I played. I haven’t run a game 
since my kids were small, but DM is my natural station 
in such things. 

I think maybe the most important ingredient—and 
the one I lack most—is being a good actor. You have 
to play the role of many different individuals that the 
players encounter. Being able to portray them well is a 
key to bringing the whole thing to life. Sadly, I have all 
the acting ability of a tree stump, so I had to fall back 
on storytelling, imagination, preparation, and on-the-fly 
creativity, all of which are important components too. 

The improvisation needs to be kept in check 
though—I feel that the players like to know there are 
fixed truths at play, rather than the story is dodging 
around them just to keep things going. If a character is 
saved (or killed) by something the DM makes up on the 
fly, it feels too arbitrary and lacks importance. The 
players need to know that they have beaten—or been 
beaten by—a set challenge, and that the improvisation 
is more about adding colour than about changing the 
game to let them win.  
 
[GdM] When you build a new story, do you start with 
the world or a character? 
 
[ML] Almost always with character—though I think with 
Red Sister I probably decided on the world first (i.e. ice 
corridor maintained by artificial moon—the rest, 
including nuns, came as I wrote).  

My books are primarily about characters, so 
character is the place to start for me. 
 
[GdM] What do you think the grimdark as a whole 
might look like in ten years, and what do you see as 
the strongest influences of the past five years? 
 
[ML] Now you expose my ignorance. I’m still not 
entirely sure what grimdark is. According to my own 
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polls, I don’t seem to have written any for 10 years, and 
I’ve not read a lot of it either. I couldn’t tell you what the 
influences are or what the future holds. I just write the 
books I feel like writing, and let other people take care 
of the rest. 

 
[GdM] From a publishing perspective, are there 
different expectations of what grimdark is and what is 
expected from a story dependent on what part of the 
world you are in? 
 
[ML] I’m not sure I know what this question means. I 
don’t feel publishers think about grimdark as a 
subgenre. They seem to consider the word as a 
synonym for violence, and it’s not a word that I 
remember seeing printed on either of my main 
publishers’ books. 

If you’re asking whether the US publishers seem 
any different to the UK publishers in this regard … then 
no. 
 
[GdM] After almost a decade of running SPFBO, what 
have been some of your personal highlights or 
memorable moments from the competition? 
 
[ML] Oddly, I guess it has to be a book that was failed 
by the SPFBO in the formal sense. Senlin Ascends 
didn’t make the final, it was edged out of a finalist spot 
by Path of Flames (which came 2nd overall—with The 
Grey Bastards taking 1st). But seeing the publicity lift 
that book from an obscurity where it looked certain to 
remain, to a wide audience that it totally deserves, was 
very heartening. 

Otherwise, it’s really ‘just’ seeing a good number of 
authors really welcoming the attention that the contest 
was able to focus on their books, gaining them reviews 
and readers. It’s been really nice to see the finalists 
each year bond and form friendships / support circles. 
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Lately, they’ve been doing mass zoom-sessions which 
you can watch on YouTube. 
 
[GdM] Since the competition's inception, can you see 
a recognizable impact in the reception of 
independently published fantasy? 
 
[ML] I think the profile of self-published fantasy has 
definitely increased over the last 5-10 years. What part 
the SPFBO played in that is impossible to say. I’m sure 
the direction of travel would have been the same with 
or without the contest. But it has been, and continues 
to be, a fun ride! 
 
[GdM] You have an upcoming release with The Girl 
and the Moon, the third and final volume in The Book 
of Ice trilogy. Could you tell us a bit about the trilogy 
and where we are in the story? 
 
[ML] Grrr … I hate talking about my books. A terrible 
failing in any author. Can we leave it at “it’s good, read 
it”? 

The story is set on an ice-covered planet and 
follows the eponymous “girl” on a really long journey 
where her horizons rapidly broaden from the life she 
had been living on the edge of survival in the frozen 
north. (99.999% of the planet is frozen, but the north is 
COLD with caps). 

Our hero, Yaz, has reached a slightly warmer bit of 
the world by book 3, and the gloves have come off! 
 
[GdM] Did you know the ending of The Book of Ice 
trilogy when you started writing it? 
 
[ML] I didn’t know the ending halfway through the third 
book. 
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[GdM] All of your main protagonists, Jorg, Jalan, Nick, 
Nona, and now Yaz, all have very distinct voices. I read 
that you based Jorg on Alex from The Clockwork 
Orange, and you created Jalan as the opposite of him. 
What was your starting point for the creation of Yaz? 
 
[ML] My other main characters (with the exception of 
Nick Hayes in a real-world story, set in 80s London) 
are fighters—an unwilling one in Jalan’s case, but he 
knows how to swing a sword and will do so if cornered. 
With Yaz I wanted someone who, although tough and 
brave, was not given to violence and not trained with 
weapons. She’s also the closest I’ve come to a 
traditional hero, someone motivated by the general 
good, not prone to anger or selfishness. Hardly 
groundbreaking, but a change for me. 

The books have a theme of hanging on to humanity 
in the face of implacable pressure to do otherwise. On 
the ice existence is so precarious that logic dictates 
there’s no room for weakness, and yet Yaz refuses to 
surrender to the draconian solutions her society 
adopts. A starting point for her character was to have 
someone who would care about these sorts of things 
and to have the courage to try to do something about 
it.  
 
[GdM] The Girl and the Stars and The Girl and the 
Mountain both end with incredible cliffhangers that 
linger with readers long after putting the books down. 
From a writing standpoint, did you utilize cliffhangers, 
so the reader is directly drawn into the next book? Or 
was it a way to start the next book with a bang?  
 
[ML] Hard to say. Mainly, I guess it was just something 
new. I haven’t ended books on cliffhangers before (as 
far as I remember … oh, wait, The Liar’s Key has one, 
I guess). I like to vary my story, my style, my structure. 
This was one such variation. The books (especially the 
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first book) are more plot driven than my other stuff, I 
feel. They’re still character-driven, but the plot and the 
action get more focus. In some of my earlier books the 
plot is very secondary to the character. Neither is a bad 
choice, in my view, just different writing approaches. 

A cliffhanger is a double-edged sword. It can 
encourage readers towards the next book, but also it 
can discourage readers from starting until the next 
book is out, if they hear about the cliffhanger’s 
existence in advance. 

 
[GdM] Can you tell us anything about what is coming 
next? 
 
[ML] I can! I’m about a quarter of the way through the 
final book in my next trilogy, which will come out in 
2023/4/5. 

The first book has as the working title: The Book 
That Wouldn’t Burn 

It’s a story about a vast, possibly infinite, library. Or 
it’s a story about people whose lives intersect the 
library. I use the word ‘book’ a lot! But there’s also 
intrigue, violence, even romance! :o 

It’s not very grimdark. Unless I really don’t know 
what grimdark is … then it might be. 
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Dances with Devils: 
Loving the Antihero 

 

DEBORAH A. WOLF 

 

 
 
Heroes: gotta love ‘em. Take Aragorn, son of Arathorn 
for instance; he may look a bit foul, but feels fair. He 
won’t break any legal or moral codes in order to do the 
right thing—and he will always do the right thing. 

Heroes play an important role in literature and 
entertainment: it is comforting to think that there are 
genuinely good people out there, somewhere, pure of 
heart and with a moral compass always pointing true 
north. Someone who is stronger than the best of us, 
less tempted to join the dark side. The kind of person 
you want to have standing watch while you curl up in 
your bedroll, weary from the day’s adventuring (or the 
kind of person you want watching your house and 
feeding your dog when you’re on vacation). 

Heroes in fiction tend to be heroes because they’re 
heroic. Some heroes, like Aragorn, are predestined to 
be heroes because of family lineage, magical DNA, or 
some sort of unlooked-for and unearned special 
quality. Others, such as Kerigan G’ladheon in Kristen 
Britain’s Green Rider series, are thrust into 
circumstances which enable and encourage their 
heroic tendencies to rise to the occasion. In either 
case, the hero is an innately good person who sets out 
to achieve a heroic goal and is able to accomplish it 
because the actions they take are consistently heroic. 
If they stray from the righteous path, it is but a little. 

Heroes are often enabled by a world that supports 
and rewards heroism. Naomi Novik’s heroic dragon 
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handler, William Lawrence, is a gentleman in a 
gentleman’s world. Even when he defies societal law 
in order to follow moral law, it is a heroic and self-
sacrificing act which ultimately ends in exoneration. 
And Novik is very careful to show that the protagonist 
breaks the law only to effect a heroic goal, only at great 
personal cost, and only as far as is absolutely 
necessary. The hero goes out of his way, for instance, 
to avoid or mitigate harm to innocent bystanders. 

Heroes are important. But what happens when the 
rules of the world are less straightforward, more 
tarnished, even downright dark? What happens when 
the would-be hero has to swim against a very strong 
current in order to achieve a worthy goal? What 
happens when the king is less honor and truth, more 
gluttonous exploitation of the unwashed masses? Who 
will save the day when the laws are unjust and 
lawmakers corrupt? 

Enter the antihero. 
An antihero can be explained as a protagonist who 

lacks at least some of the qualities we expect to see in 
a traditional hero: courage, veracity, empathy, an 
uncompromising and uncompromised moral code. 
They are set apart from villains mainly in that their goal 
can be seen as deeply relatable, but which the antihero 
cannot achieve (or at least believes cannot be 
achieved) through more honorable action. 

Some of the more relatable and resonant 
characters in fiction are antiheroes: Michael Corleone 
in Mario Puzo’s The Godfather is a young man who 
has broken away from his mobster friends and family, 
but when his family is threatened by powerful and 
degenerate forces, and local law enforcement is on the 
take, he must return to a criminal way of life and 
ultimately become the most ruthless of them all. 

Jaime Lannister in George Martin’s A Song of Ice 
and Fire will do anything to be with and protect the 
woman he loves, and their children. But she’s his twin 
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sister, and married to the king: the only way he can 
achieve his heart’s desire is through sin and murder. 
And he’s consistently antiheroic, having killed the king 
he was sworn to protect in order to put an end to mad 
and murderous tyranny. 

Kissin’ Kate Barlow in Louis Sachar’s Holes just 
wants to be with the man she loves, but when powerful 
and wealthy Charles “Trout” Walker has Kate’s lover 
murdered, she has no legal recourse—Sam is a Black 
man, and as Walker points out, it is illegal for a Black 
man to kiss a white woman—Kate turns to vigilante 
justice and life as an outlaw in order to exact a very 
gratifying revenge. 

William Munny (The Unforgiven, directed in 1992 by 
Clint Eastwood), is a fine example of an antihero. On 
the surface, it is a heroic story—a strong fighter seeks 
to bring bad men to justice for harming a young 
woman. But this is an antiheroic tale: the young woman 
is a sex worker, which has both legal and moral 
ramifications. William Munny is a reformed killer and 
alcoholic who falls off all the wagons without needing 
much of a push. His moral compass is so broken that 
he not only shoots Little Bill Daggett as that villain lies 
unarmed and vulnerable on the floor, but on his way 
out the door and out of town Munny also kills a 
wounded henchman and leaves his friend’s body 
unburied and on display. Neither did Munny help 
Delilah out of the goodness of his heart, but for the 
lowest of all reasons: for money. 

William Munny is an antihero and not a villain for 
one reason only: Sheriff Little Bill is worse. When 
Delilah is mutilated by a bunch of ranch hands for 
laughing at one of them, not only does Little Bill reckon 
her worth only insofar as she is the brothel owner’s 
property, he also shows himself willing and able to 
brutalize a group of powerless women in order to block 
them from seeking justice. This shows the audience 
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that seeking legal redress for Delilah’s injuries will not 
be possible. 

There are far fewer examples of female antiheroes, 
and too many of these are poorly written. I am not 
going to waste time discussing the all-too-prevalent 
storylines of women seeking revenge against their 
rapists, or those who are hailed as antiheroes but who 
are little (or nothing) more than an eye candy foil to a 
superhuman male character, while posing no real 
threat. 

A well-written antihero can create strong emotional 
resonance in the reader. A character who desperately 
wants to achieve a relatable and admirable goal—love, 
justice, safety—but who is prevented from reaching 
that goal by a corrupt power structure is highly 
relatable. We can empathize as the protagonist tries 
time and again to achieve their goal through legitimate 
means only to suffer as a result until, pushed beyond 
a breaking point, they must aside the bonds of law and 
morality and finally, painfully, become the antihero their 
world cries out for. 

After all, who hasn’t longed to dance with the devil 
in the pale moonlight? 
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Roses in Winter 
 

ANGELA BOORD 

 

 
 
Hunting a man is different than killing him on a 
battlefield. You have to learn to think like a wolf—to be 
quiet, patient, and ruthless. You tell yourself, a traitor 
kills himself when he commits the act of betrayal, 
because sometimes it’s too easy for a man to look like 
a man and not the corpse you know he is underneath, 
a corpse wearing the skin of a living person. 

“Twenty catos says he brings her flowers,” I told 
Nibas. I was sitting in a giant fir tree gripping a spyglass 
with my left hand, watching a stone manor house 
across a field of unbroken snow. The leaden sky 
promised more snow by evening, confirming what my 
metal right arm was telling me. A magical 
approximation of the arm I’d lost years ago, it had 
grown into my shoulder like a real arm, but it was not 
flesh, and it was impossible to keep warm. My fingers 
were so stiff I could barely move them.  

Nibas and I had been sitting in the tree for hours, 
watching the manor, and the worst thing was, neither 
of us was being paid for it. But justice wouldn’t be done 
unless I did it. The manor belonged to a minor 
princeling who had owed his loyalty to my employer, 
Markus Seroditch, and betrayed him. The entire 
country of Rojornick was rotten with betrayal, but that 
made it no less harsh when it visited the lord for whom 
I worked. 

“Twenty catos, Kyris?” Nibas scoffed. He sat 
wedged into a fork of branches a few feet down from 
me, a big man with a crossbow, ridiculously hunched 
up like a vulture amid the green needles. The beads 
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threaded through his black braids glinted like the ice 
spangling the fir branches. “What kind of bet is that? 
And where the hell will he find flowers in the snow?” 

I raised the spyglass to me eye again. “The poison 
he used on Markus came from a Fixer, which means 
he has access to magic. He has to make her believe 
he’s not a traitor or a murderer so she’ll marry him.” 

“Markus trusted Denilok,” Nibas muttered. “I’m still 
not convinced he did it. Shouldn’t we try to get a 
confession out of him before we kill him?”  

I gritted my teeth. “I know what I saw, Nibas.” 
I knew the face, the hands, the scent. It was just an 

instant, an accidental collision, but I knew the face of 
the man who’d slid out of Markus’s room that night and 
the look in his sky-blue eyes: the terrified surprise of 
someone afraid of being caught. Pavel Denilok, 
Markus’s trusted companion. He’d shoved past me, 
grumbling: Watch where you’re going. Out of curiosity, 
I followed him, watched him wipe his hands violently 
on a napkin, then drop it in a corner of the staircase as 
he ran lightly down the stairs. I watched him smooth 
his gleaming wheat blond hair, roll his shoulders and 
adjust his velvet-trimmed coat until he was in perfect 
order again. Then he stepped into the press of the 
other Rojornicki princes and their wives in the great 
hall, giving them all a blinding smile, and I watched him 
catch the hand of a silk-clad lady, bring her fingers to 
his lips and bow … as if he hadn’t just left his lord 
locked in his chamber upstairs, drowning in his own 
blood. 

 “Go back, Nibas,” I said. “It’ll be better if I work 
alone.” 

Nibas snorted. “When you go off on your own, it’s 
usually trouble. Besides, if we’re not going to get him 
to confess, wouldn’t it be easier to use the crossbow? 
One quick shot and we’re done, nobody has to see us 
at all.” 
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“If he died by crossbow, it would come back to the 
Seroditch.” 

“Like any murder won’t? Who do you think they’re 
going to blame when Denilok ends up dead, Kyris?” 

I didn’t answer him. A coach rolled slowly toward 
the manor, the horses heaving big clouds of breath as 
they struggled up the hill. Two footmen hopped down 
from the driving seat and opened the door. A man 
stepped out, wrapped in a fur mantle, his hair gleaming 
like spun straw.  

The cold lodged in my metal arm leached into the 
rest of me.  

Lord Pavel Denilok. It’s so nice to see you again.  
Markus had always called him by his first name. It 

seemed important for me to think of him with that kind 
of familiarity, too. I thought it would mean something 
more if you were on a first name basis with the man 
you killed. 

Pavel ran up the stone steps. The doors flung open, 
and a woman dressed in a striking yellow-and-black 
coat, chestnut hair piled atop her head in the 
fashionable style, came out to meet him. Behind her 
stood a bevy of maids, footmen, butlers—so many, 
surely they couldn’t all have a purpose? 

Pavel thrust a bouquet of crimson flowers at her, 
and I crowed quietly in victory. Roses, in midwinter. 

I put down the spyglass. “Twenty more catos says 
he’ll be dead by morning.” 

* * * 
To catch a man, sometimes you have to start with his 
woman. 

The plan came to me a few weeks after Markus 
died. Markus’s heir had let go of most of his troops., 
Nibas and I, with nothing to do and no coin to do it, 
were walking the Low Valley market, admiring goods 
neither of us could afford and slurping up the little 
noodles in broth the Rojornicki call rags. Suddenly, the 
sight of dancing rainbows made me look up.  
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A woman leaned forward to examine some trinket, 
sparkling snowdrop rings dangling from her earlobes. 
Her maids fidgeted around her, skirts knotted in their 
fists to keep them out of the slush and muck in the 
unpaved streets. A man appeared beside her, laughing 
at something she’d said. 

Pavel.  
The fingers he’d once wiped violently clean of 

poison played with the artful curls of the lady’s hair; the 
loyalty he’d sold probably paid for those diamonds. The 
woman moved closer to him with a bright smile, briefly 
touching his face. I remembered another day in the 
market, Nibas and I and Markus’s other guards walking 
along in the sun behind Markus and Pavel, watching 
as Pavel laughed and joked with Markus, drew smiles 
from him that hadn’t crossed his face since his wife 
died. A far different memory followed—Markus’s gray 
face, pain and horror in his eyes, blood smearing his 
mute lips like a garish parody of a lady’s cosmetics. 

In that moment, I knew what I needed to do. I had 
seen Pavel’s kind before, back when I was a woman 
who wore silk dresses instead of a poor man selling my 
sword and wearing worn-out boots. Markus wouldn’t 
be his only betrayal. Here was the lord’s woman, fooled 
by an easy smile and a well-tailored coat, the way so 
many of us were. Men like Pavel left a trail of wreckage 
behind them, but always escaped unscathed unless 
someone stopped them. 

Anger struck me suddenly, so violently I couldn’t 
think or speak. But anger is never a rational thing. 
Anger grows in you like a blight. One day, it’s just a tiny 
black spot you hardly notice. The next, the whole fruit 
is rotten, oozing and mottled, eaten inside out with 
disease.  

The blight had begun to eat at me long ago, but 
now—it again had a purpose.  

* * * 
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“I hope this messenger idea of yours works,” Nibas 
grumbled. We had finally come down out of the tree, 
and we were both riding scruffy mountain horses, 
borrowed from the Seroditch stables, toward the 
manor. Nibas’s gelding was heavier than my light 
mare, a horse meant as a cavalry mount, not for riding 
messages over the peaks, but he sat his mount well 
and his hands were soft on the reins. 

“They’ll believe it fine,” I said. “I’m the messenger, 
you’re my guard.” I squinted up through the first light 
snowflakes falling from the rumpled clouds. “The 
weather will help us, too. Who wants to travel the 
mountain road in a snowstorm?” 

“We’ll be stuck here if anything goes wrong.” 
“Pessimist. If I ran away as soon as I committed the 

crime, wouldn’t they lay all the blame on me when 
Pavel was discovered dead?” 

“We’re playing into the hands of Markus’s enemies 
anyway, aren’t we? Silencing their assassin and giving 
them an excuse to eliminate the Seroditch at the same 
time. You know Pavel wasn’t working on his own.” 

I shifted uncomfortably in my saddle, trying to look 
into the distance and pretend I hadn’t thought about 
what Nibas was saying. Nibas and I had fought a lot of 
battles together, and a certain amount of trust had built 
up between us. Not enough for me to give away who I 
was beneath these worn and patched clothes, but I 
trusted he’d watch my back, which was the best thing I 
could say about anyone. It didn’t mean Nibas wouldn’t 
call me on my bullshit when he saw it. He called me on 
it more than anyone else. 

 Nibas went on. “It’s not that I won’t enjoy getting 
revenge on Markus’s killer—whoever it is—but you 
always charge too soon, Kyris. Maybe you just need to 
let some things go. Fucking princes, playing games like 
they’re gods—we ought to leave them to it.” 

“And let them get away with it? Think they can 
trample and murder their way into power without 
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regard for law or loyalty? I’m from Liera. I know how 
this turns out.” 

 I’d lost my arm because of that kind of hubris, lost 
my life as a woman, lost a love, a home, my kin—
everything I had ever called my own. I was living the 
life of a man now, a sellsword who was reckoned to 
possess neither loyalty nor pride, but I was still losing 
people I loved and cared for, and I couldn’t bear any 
more of it.  

Nibas’s jaw tensed and he looked like he was 
chewing his back teeth. “What are you going to do if 
the Grand Prince comes looking for you and retaliates 
against the Seroditch?” 

I was afraid of this part. “You’ll have to stand up as 
a witness against me, if it comes to that.” 

Nibas jerked on his reins in shock, and his horse 
slid to a sudden stop, kicked up snow and tossed its 
head with irritation. “You think I’m going to witness 
against you?” 

My horse was chomping the bit, eager to be away. 
“You don’t understand. I’m deserting after this. 
Switching sides.” 

“To the Kavol?” Nibas sounded stunned, and I 
couldn’t blame him. “You’re avenging Markus by 
betraying his country? Why don’t you just go home, 
Kyris? If you don’t want to fight for the Grand Prince, 
fine, but why not go back to Liera, hire on with another 
House if you can’t go back to your own—” 

“Because the only way I can find the men Pavel was 
working with and lift blame from the Seroditch is to 
switch sides. And I can’t go home. I promised to wait 
out the war here.” 

“Did the person you promised want you to throw 
your life away like this? Killing traitors by becoming 
one? It doesn’t make any sense.” 

I winced. Couldn’t help it. “The person I promised 
never has to know the details, does he?” 
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Nibas had that look on his face again. He jerked the 
reins and kicked his horse forward through the drifted 
snow. “Bloody fine, Kyris—I don’t care what you did or 
didn’t do, back in Liera. But this is ill thought out. You’re 
not an assassin, and you know it. Are you sure this is 
the path you want to take?” 

I looked at the manor again, brooding in the snow. 
Thought of everything Markus had done for me, and 
Pavel laughing as he handed the woman that 
impossible bouquet. Why should a man like Pavel have 
roses in winter? A wife, a home, happiness? All of it 
was stolen, every bit. I nodded slowly.  

Nibas let his breath out with a great sigh. “Well,” he 
said, “let’s get it done then.” 

* * * 
Getting into the manor using our messenger story 
proved easier than I expected. I’d written a packet of 
fake letters before setting out to spy on the manor, 
using the handwriting and the knowledge of languages 
my exasperated tutor had drilled into me in my long-
ago, abandoned life as a Lieran noblewoman. The 
letters were quickly delivered to the lord’s study, but 
the servants hadn’t seen a visitor for many weeks and 
were eager for all the gossip we could provide. They 
invited us in for a hearty dinner of buckwheat 
dumplings with pork cracklings fried to a crisp, 
accompanied by the thick, dark beer all the country 
people drank. The kind of meal I would probably regret 
when it came to killing, because the food sat ill in my 
stomach, like a greasy lump of all my misgivings and 
fears.  

Murderer, my conscience whispered. Nothing but a 
common murderer. 

My flesh palm began to sweat as the night wore on, 
and I was forced to listen to stories about the lord and 
his lady, and tell the news from Low Valley, and accept 
Nibas’s gaze as he played my game and I smiled at the 
girls who smiled at me … 
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Are you so different from Pavel? a voice whispered 
in my mind, and yes, I told it, yes, because I’m on the 
right side. But the voice wouldn’t leave me alone. 

Nibas and I were given space to share in the 
servant’s quarters, near the kitchen, a tiny cell with two 
cots. We stayed up playing cards until the rest of the 
house went to bed. In the quiet of the night, I 
shouldered my pack and turned to Nibas. “If everything 
goes well, I’ll be back in a little while, and no one will 
find the body until after we’re gone.”  

Nibas gave me a hard, black stare as he oiled one 
of his crossbow bolts. Just in case. “And if everything 
doesn’t?” 

“Then put the blame on me so nothing goes back to 
the Seroditch.” 

“All hells I will. Do you know where you’re going?” 
I nodded. “Don’t let anybody up to the master’s 

chambers in the next half hour. That’s all I’ll need.” 
Nibas shook his head. “You’re fucking crazy, Kyris. 

But may the luck of the goddess go with you.” 
I flashed him a grin I didn’t feel. “Your goddess only 

believes in fate. It’s my goddess who grants luck.” 
Then I stepped out in the hall and shut the door 

behind me. 
* * * 

If the goddess of fortune was good, then this murder 
would be dead simple.  

I knew, from interviewing his servants, that Pavel 
liked to have a brandy late at night. So many servant 
girls swirled around the lady, I didn’t think the 
downstairs house staff would notice another one. I had 
acquired a peasant’s dress and a small packet of 
poison on a previous trip to the Low Valley market, and 
these were buried at the bottom of my pack, the poison 
rolled up inside the dress. I hoped the packet had 
remained sealed, or I might poison myself when I put 
on the dress. It was the cheap way to murder, not as 
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spectacular as a magic drug, but it was the best I could 
do. 

I found a dark alcove and struggled into the dress, 
buckling my sword underneath it and keeping my 
knives against my body where they belonged. I still 
wore the binder that held my breasts flat, tucked the 
packet of poison into it, and then tugged my curls out 
of their queue. I wagered I didn’t look like a 
chambermaid even with the dress, but in the shadows, 
I didn’t think it would matter. 

I hid the bag with my clothes in the alcove, then 
traced my way back to the servants’ quarters and 
knocked softly but urgently on the housekeeper’s door. 

A dour-looking older woman squinted at me through 
a crack in the door. “I’m with the lady, ma’am,” I said, 
turning my head away from her and trying to mask my 
Lieran accent. “She requested I bring the master some 
brandy, but I don’t know where to find it.” 

The housekeeper rolled her eyes. “The lady and her 
retinue,” she muttered. Thank the gods Nibas had kept 
her drinking beer with him at dinner—she didn’t sound 
too sharp. “All right. The liquor’s under lock. I’ll see you 
pour and escort you up to the lord’s chamber myself.” 

“Thank you.” For doing half my work for me. 
When Pavel opened the door to us, he looked 

disheveled, and I wondered if his lady was in the room 
… except he didn’t look like a man interrupted in the 
throes of passion. I caught a glimpse of a sheaf of 
papers on a table behind him. Were those my letters? 

“The lady has sent you a maid with brandy,” the 
housekeeper told him. 

Pavel raked me over with his gaze as he allowed 
me inside and the housekeeper stepped into the hall 
and shut the door. “The lady requested this?” he 
murmured. “That’s … strange.” 

He watched as I set the tray with the brandy 
decanter and the glass down on a little table in his 
sitting room. As I straightened, our eyes locked and I 
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could tell by the way the blood drained from his face 
that he recognized me somehow. He seemed 
frightened and confused, but I was clearly a woman 
and not the mercenary who had bumped into him in the 
hallway outside Markus’s door. Or maybe he didn’t 
recognize me, maybe it was something in the letters I 
had faked that put him on edge … Or maybe it was just 
that I came bearing brandy, so easy to poison. 

“Did the Seroditch send you to kill me, or did she?” 
he said in a strained voice. 

It was my turn to be surprised. “Your mistress wants 
to kill you?” 

He rubbed a hand over the glittering blond stubble 
that lined his jaw. “You’re right. She’d wait, wouldn’t 
she? Until we’re married? Then she’d get the house, 
all the coin—oh.” He gave a long, relieved breath. “It 
can’t be her. Maybe she does love me. You must be 
from the Seroditch. Or Rajmus—or Tiomir! Did they 
send you to shut me up?” 

No, Pavel wasn’t working on his own. I didn’t know 
why he thought his mistress wanted to kill him, but he’d 
just confirmed that there were two more men for me to 
hunt.  

There was no time for interrogations. Nibas was 
right. I was a terrible assassin. Pavel suddenly grabbed 
my right arm, and the only thing I could think to do was 
to lunge for the decanter of brandy and swing it at 
Pavel’s head. 

A stream of golden brandy soaked the chairs, the 
rug, my sleeve, his shirt as he jerked out of the way. 
The decanter clipped his jaw, split the skin and left a 
shock of scarlet on his pale face. The detail stamped 
itself in my mind—ridiculous detail to fixate on—but 
then he stepped toward me, and I smashed him in the 
face with my metal fist. Bone cracked and blood 
erupted from his nose, gushing all over me. 

I shoved him down on the couch behind him. He 
was snuffling, wheezing, cursing, trying to staunch his 



 
 

 

69 

nose and grab me. I drew my arm back for another 
blow, but he lashed out with his foot and kicked me in 
the knee. My leg buckled inward painfully, and he 
launched himself at me, tackling me into the chair.  

I snatched his hair, and he howled in pain. I grabbed 
his exposed throat with my metal hand.  

“Markus Seroditch was more of a man than you’ll 
ever be, you and your traitor prince,” I growled.  

He struggled, and I jerked his hair again, tightened 
my grip on his throat. He whimpered and his eyes 
bulged. I hadn’t imagined killing him this way, having 
to look him in the eye and see his fear. It made me 
suddenly furious, and I squeezed his throat even 
tighter. He gasped, writhing, scratching futilely at my 
metal fingers— 

The door creaked open. 
“Let go of him. Now,” a female voice said. 
The mistress. Holding a gun on me. Good gods, it 

was a wheel lock, already cocked and primed. Where 
in all the hells had she gotten a gun that expensive? 

“Let him go, I said!” 
I released his throat. Pavel clambered off me, 

sucking in big, raspy gulps of air. I leapt up, raised my 
hands, and stepped carefully away from them both.  

“He’s a traitor,” I said. “He killed his own lord for a 
better place at the Grand Prince’s court.” 

“Do you think I don’t know that?” the woman replied 
with a laugh. “Now move, back against the wall.” 

“But he’s using you,” I said. “He’s using you for 
money.” 

“Oh gods,” she choked—deep, throaty laughter this 
time. “Is that what you believe? Look, girl. I don’t know 
who you are, but I’ll give you a tip—you’d do better 
learning to bed a man than trying to kill him.” 

I bristled. “I don’t need to sell myself—” 
“Well, some of us do, and you can take your self-

righteousness elsewhere. I’m feeling merciful, so if you 
run, I won’t shoot you.” 
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“I knew it,” Pavel said, swiping the blood off his face 
with his sleeve. “All you want is the money, isn’t it? 
You’ve never cared about me at all.” 

The woman gave Pavel a brief, annoyed glance. 
“Hush. You’re awfully naïve for a turncoat. What did 
you think, you come into a whorehouse and the whore 
you hire just happens to fall desperately in love with 
you? Oh, you’re such a savior, you’re such a god, 
Pavel. With your help, I can now be restored to my 
family’s true fortune.” She rolled her eyes. “Liars make 
easy marks.” 

She turned to look at me. “And you—coming in here 
to tell me he’s using me, like you’re doing me a favor, 
waking me up to all his evils, like I’ll—what? Where 
would I go? Back to the whorehouse? Oh, thank you 
so much for saving me from this cruel, cruel man who 
gives me furs and jewelry and plenty to eat and a 
fucking manor house—dear gods, people like you 
make me sick.” She narrowed her eyes. “Are you a 
serving girl? Surely not, or you’d be less of a fucking 
prick.” 

I was the fucking prick? 
“He’s giving you all that on the blood of his lord!” I 

hissed. “You don’t think one day he’ll resent you for 
eating up every coin he made?” 

Pavel was standing next to me, his eyes hollow but 
starting to swell and bruise, his nose a ruined mess, 
blood soaking his white shirt. The woman glanced at 
him—the shift in attention I needed. I didn’t know who 
was right or wrong anymore. I just wanted to get the 
fucking gun away from her. 

I lunged for it. She snapped her attention back to 
me and, with both hands on the gun, pulled the trigger. 

The gun went off with a crack in a cloud of white 
smoke and orange sparks. I hurled myself out of the 
way, and the ball whistled past me, tearing a hole 
straight through my dangling sleeve and clanging off 
my metal arm, burying itself in the chair arm with a 
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thump. The sparks rained on the brandy-soaked 
carpet, and hungry blue and orange flames 
immediately raced along the rug and up Pavel’s 
stockings and breeches. He tried frantically to beat 
them out, calling, “Ariella! Ariella!”  

She fell to her knees and tried to roll up the carpet 
to smother the fire. “Move the chair!” she screamed at 
me. “The couch! Pavel!” 

The flames had traveled across Pavel’s back now, 
consuming the brandy on his shirt. He screamed and 
threw himself into the curtains, trying to extinguish his 
burning shirt, but the curtains burst into flames, too, 
and then the flames leapt to the pile of my fake letters 
on his table, and they went up like a bonfire. 

“Damn you!” the woman shouted at me and rushed 
to the bureau. She jerked open the drawers and began 
pulling out handfuls of jewels—dear gods, more than I 
had ever seen in one place—and began stuffing her 
dress with diamonds, rubies, emeralds— 

The smoke was roiling up in thick, black clouds, and 
I had to make a decision. I grabbed the table, smashed 
it against the stone floor, and ripped off one splintered 
leg. Choking on smoke, my metal arm screaming with 
the heat, I ran for the door. 

“Where are you going?” the woman screamed. 
“Help me—help me!” 

I ran into the hall, shoved the door closed, and 
jammed the broken chair leg between the bottom of the 
door and the threshold. Coughing and now trembling, I 
kicked the leg as hard as I could until it wedged tight. 
Then, I ran like all hells, Pavel’s screams sounding like 
alarm bells behind me. Just as the upstairs servants 
began to tumble out of their rooms, I pressed my flesh 
arm against my mouth to quiet my coughing and 
clattered down the stairs. Shouts echoed in the 
hallways. I stumbled to the alcove, ripped off my dress, 
and tore it into rags with my knife. I threw on my shirt 
and breeches and prayed to any god who might hear 
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me that I would make it to my room without being 
discovered. I burst inside and Nibas shot upright on his 
cot; I threw the bolt and hurled myself down onto the 
bed moments before someone pounded at the door 
and cried, “Fire! Fire! The lord’s chambers are on fire!”  

Nibas stared at me. “By all the gods, Kyris, what did 
you do?”  

* * * 
We helped fight the fire, but by the time anyone could 
get inside the lord’s bedchamber, Pavel and his 
mistress were nothing but hunks of flesh, burnt black 
and split open, like meat left too long on the cookfire. 

The smell made me want to vomit. I shoved my way 
out of the room and stumbled down the hall toward the 
clean air of outside. No one suspected me. Only the 
housekeeper was talking about the chambermaid, the 
poor chambermaid, was she caught in the fire, too? 

Nibas followed me. A swirl of ashes blew out of the 
house on the wind and defiled the snow with their 
pattern of black and gray. I watched the ashes melt 
through the icy crust, revealing a scatter of magic rose 
petals—trampled, bruised, forgotten—but still red as 
blood. 

Nibas stood beside me, looking down at the roses, 
then up at the manor house. For a long time, we were 
silent. Then he said, “So, will you come back to the 
Seroditch? No one suspects anything.” 

Which side was I on now—the right side or the 
wrong one? It seemed as if perhaps the sides had 
switched places. But it didn’t matter. I had cast my lot 
when I closed that door on Pavel and his mistress. I 
took a deep, chilly breath. 

“No,” I said. “I have two more men to kill.”  
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Review: Destiny of the 
Dead by Kel Kade 

 

BETH TABLER 

 

 
 
Destiny of the Dead, Kel Kade's newest addition to the 
Shroud of the Prophecy series, aims to beat the hero's 
journey trope with a hammer. For the most part, this 
series, and specifically this story, Destiny of the Dead, 
is very successful in that aim. But I think as the story 
progresses, it is settling into some more of the common 
writing patterns we see in fantasy.  

 
"Aaslo rubbed his chest as he led the odd 
group of horses and undead toward the 
chamber where he was most likely going to 
meet his own death." 
 
The story picks up directly where we left off in the 

first book, Fate of the Fallen. Aaslo and his merry band 
of thieves, prophets, drop-out wizards, and the undead 
are on the march from one spectacular fight to the next. 
This book is much more violent than the Fate of the 
Fallen, and Aaslo starts to come into his powers more 
thoroughly. 

Fate of the Fallen aimed to subvert the chosen one 
trope, which it did well. However, now in book two, it 
feels like the story is moving towards a found-family 
quest-type fantasy. I like how the story is progressing 
and maturing; I think if Kade kept hammering home 
how Shroud of the Prophecy was smashing the chosen 
one trope, it would feel hackneyed. Instead, it balances 
well. 
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Plot-wise, much of this story covers the political 
machinations of various gods and their minions. It is a 
bubbling brew of characters with different aims working 
against each other. My only slight qualm with this book 
is that it can be challenging to follow. There is so much 
going on that it is hard to latch onto any of the essential 
side characters. And there is no fluff; all side 
characters are purposeful to the driving narrative. But 
there are quite a few, and I got lost in them a few times. 
However, Aaslo's group, a found family, if you will, is 
fantastic. His group is peppered with distinctive voices 
that I knew and understood and followed. 

For instance, Dolt, the weird horse who is more than 
just a ride, is hilarious. I am convinced that he is the 
reincarnation of Mathias; that is the sort of energy Dolt 
brings to the story. Teza is great, as is Mory, Peck, 
Myra the Reaper, and Ijen the not-so-helpful-Prophet. 
Ijen gets more fleshed out in this story, as does Myra. 
We have so much to learn about the two of them. Kade 
drops some profound tidbits that will be important in the 
third novel. 

Aaslo, our protagonist, is such a refreshing 
character. Instead of an asshole, the antihero is 
philosophically an 80-year-old man yelling at folks to 
get off his lawn. I can picture Aaslo hitting some poor 
unsuspecting ten-year-old in the ass with a stick for 
stepping on his begonias. He wants none of this 
nonsense, but he will put up with it out of duty and love 
of humanity. 

The actual chosen one, Mathias, who was 
preordained for greatness, resides in a bag that swings 
from Aslos hip. I love this little bit of macabre that Kade 
wrote into the story. Not only is the hero dead, but his 
head hangs from the hip of his best friend, and he talks 
to Aaslo. Mathias is super dead and an excellent 
comedic foil for Aaslo so that he might relax a little bit. 
It doesn't work, but Mathias tries. 
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Destiny of the Dead was one of the books I was 
looking forward to for 2022, and it didn't let me down. 
Unique voices, a moving plot, a bit of the macabre, and 
a unique narrative made this series a lot of fun. I can't 
wait for book three. 
  



 
 

 

77 

An Interview with 
Stephen Blackmoore 

 

BETH TABLER 

 

 
 
Stephen Blackmoore, author of the dark urban fantasy 
series Eric Carter about a booze swilling, pill popping, 
necromancer of the same name is releasing his latest 
entry into the series with Suicide Kings.  

Stephen chats with us and explains a bit about 
writing, noir, and what is coming next for Eric.  

 
[GdM] I know that you are a lover of both fantasy and 
noir. What aspects of each of the genres do you like? 
 
[SB] What I like with fantasy is that you can do 
whatever the hell you want. Talking dragons? Sex 
wizards? Barbarian accountants? You can go all in. 

Noir, though, I think I just gravitate toward. I'm not 
a huge fan of stories with happy endings and I have a 
real hard time writing them. So mostly I don't bother. 

Noir is great for that. Because everything just gets 
worse. You're not going to have a happy ending. Even 
when the protagonist wins, they lose. 

Weirdly, noir stories are optimistic. You have these 
characters doing something desperate and it all goes 
to shit. But instead of giving up they keep going. Even 
when it's obvious they're doomed they believe 
themselves out of the nosedive before crashing into 
the ground. 

 
[GdM] I am a newcomer to SFF/noir, and now I am 
hooked. It all started with Gun, with Occasional Music 
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for me. Did you start with Hammet and branch out? 
Have you read any noir lately that you loved? 
 
[SB] I came late to noir. I read Hammett and Chandler 
when I was a kid and I liked film noir, but as a writer I 
didn't really connect with it until early 2000s? I don't 
remember exactly. I fell into the trap that noir had to 
mean fedoras and bad lighting.  

But you strip that away and those stories are about 
desperate people doing desperate things.  

I haven't read much lately and I'm doped up on 
allergy medicine so my memory's like a sieve right 
now. So instead here are a few I like. Kiss Me Judas 
by Will Christopher Bayer, Dare Me by Megan Abbott, 
Dope by Sara Gran, Money Shot by Christa Faust, 
pretty much anything by Charlie Huston.  

 
[GdM] You have said that you were influenced by film, 
and reading the Eric Carter series, it is very apparent. 
You build scenes that play very much like a movie in 
the reader's mind. What are some of the films or 
directors that influenced your work? What do you look 
for in a movie? 
 
[SB] Memento with Guy Pearce directed by 
Christopher Nolan. There's a lot of his character Lenny 
in Eric Carter. I pictured him when I first came up with 
Eric.  

One that might not be so obvious, Bringing Up Baby 
with Cary Grant and Katherine Hepburn. I like patter. 
That fast back and forth dialog that feels like watching 
a game of high speed tennis.  

 
[GdM] You have a substantial social media presence 
on Twitter with around 190k tweets. What are your 
thoughts on how to utilize social media as an author?  
 
[SB] 190K? Good lord.  
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As to how to utilize social media, don't. Seriously. I 
don't like self-promoting. I do it because I kind of have 
to, but I don't go onto Twitter to sell my books. It doesn't 
work as much as people seem to think. 

I go on Twitter because I get to talk to random 
people and joke around. If I happen to sell some books 
in the process, great. But the best thing I've gotten out 
of it has been making really good friends. 

 
[GdM] Do you have any plans to restart the 
horoscopes?  
 
[SB] They're still going. Just not always easy to find 
given how Twitter shows things. 

For people who don't know what this is all about, I 
write joke horoscopes on Twitter. People seem to like 
them. I try to post once a week but don't always get to 
it.  

 
[GdM] Are you still doing Noir at the Bar? Can you talk 
a bit about that? I love the idea of giving authors a great 
place to talk about their work.  
 
[SB] Noir At The Bar is a reading event where a bunch 
of noir authors get together in a bar and read their 
stories to a bunch of drunks. From what I recall two 
authors, Jed Ayres and Scott Phillips (he wrote The Ice 
Harvest. You should read it.) started it in St. Louis. 

Anyway, a couple friends of mine, Eric Beetner 
(another author everybody needs to read) and a guy 
who won't let me use his name online because being 
associated with me is apparently bad for his career, got 
together and decided to do one in L.A. 

From what I recall we were the first outside St. 
Louis. Now they're all over the place. Last I checked 
New York had two, Seattle, Dallas, some place 
depressing in New Jersey, Scotland, and a few others. 
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Anyway, we started in 2011. I stopped being a part 
of it in 2017? 2016? because life is what it is. But 
Beetner's been keeping it going. Even through the 
pandemic. 

It's more popular than I think any of us thought it 
would be. We did one at a mystery convention, 
Bouchercon, and they gave us a pretty big room. We 
figured we'd get maybe twenty people.  

We filled it past capacity and had people clustered 
outside at the door to listen because the hotel said we 
couldn't let any more people in. I call that one a win. 

 
[GdM] You have a few games under your belt, recently 
one as a writer for Shadow of the Century and the other 
as the Creative Director for Fate of Cthulu. How did you 
get involved with Evil Hat? 
 
[SB] Because of a gorilla. 

I'm tempted to just leave it there and go onto the 
next question. But I won't. Evil Hat has a game called 
Spirit Of The Century, a 1930s style pulp RPG. 
Rocketeer, Indiana Jones, etc. It's completely 
ridiculous and fun. 

They were experimenting with branching out into 
books set in the Spirit of The Century universe. They 
got Chuck Wendig to write the first one, Dinocalypse 
Now and asked him if he could recommend any other 
writers for the rest of the series.  

That led me to write Khan Of Mars, which is about 
a genetically altered, hyper-intelligent gorilla named 
Professor Khan who gets transported to Mars with a 
cowboy sidekick and have to overthrow the Evil 
Weather Witch who rules the planet with an iron fist in 
order to get home. 

Think Flash Gordon meets John Carter of Mars only 
with gorillas, green martians, a straight-shootin' 
cowboy, assorted aliens, pitched battles, gunfights, 
romance, heroic feats of derring-do, etc.  
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It's the only book I've written that I think has a happy 
(mostly) ending and no swearing.  

Anyway, from there they asked me to work on the 
follow-up game Shadow Of The Century and 
eventually brought me in for Fate Of Cthulhu. 

 
[GdM] For Fate of Cthulu. Did you think to yourself one 
day how cool it would be if an AI could be Cthulu and 
go from there?  
 
[SB] Actually, they came to me with that idea. It was 
literally, "What if Skynet was Cthulhu?" I'm looking at 
the email now and that's it. That's the whole pitch. 

 
[GdM] Is the creative space different for writing a book 
versus writing a script for a game? 
 
[SB] Very. With a book it starts and ends with me. Even 
after editors get to it I have to go through and make 
changes or review or whatever. It's all on me. 

Games are a collaboration. With FoC we had a core 
group of Sean Nittner, PK Sullivan, Lara Turner and 
Sophie Lagacé. We had a few others come in as 
proofreaders, sensitivity readers, etc.  

I think we came up with something really good and 
unique. At least we pissed off a bunch of Lovecraft 
fanboys when we pointed out at the beginning of the 
book that Lovecraft was a racist and why we're doing 
a Lovecraftian game in the first place.  

Honestly that was the best part of the whole thing 
for me. 

 
[GdM] The seventh book of the Eric Carter series is 
coming out soon, Suicide Kings. Can you tell us a bit 
about where we are in the story? 
 
[SB] SPOILERS AHEAD! 
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Okay. Eric Carter is a modern-day necromancer. 
He got wrapped up in drama with the Aztec god and 
goddess of death, Mictlantecuhtli and Mictecacihuatl 
(who also in the book at least) takes the form of the folk 
saint Santa Muerte. 

It ended with him killing them, replacing Santa 
Muerte with someone else and got stuck being a stand-
in for Mictlantecuhtli. 

Then he died. Really. Meaning he took 
Mictlantecuhtli's job full-time and started to grow into 
the god.  

Until another mage, Gabriela Cortez, pulled out 
whatever humanity was left inside Mictlantecuhtli and 
dumped it into Carter's grandfather's corpse, bringing 
Carter back to life (like real life, not undead life) so he 
could take out a villain who's been a nemesis 
throughout the whole series. 

And that takes us to Suicide Kings. Eric's dealing 
with his own sense of self, is he human? Is he 
Mictlantecuhtli? He got all of the god's old memories 
and still has them. A few thousand years’ worth. 

He's asked to help a friend who's got family drama 
(of the everybody's trying to kill everybody else sort) 
and things go downhill from there. 

 
[GdM] It has got to be fun to write a character that is 
so unabashedly an asshole. Have you ever written a 
scene and thought, "that is a bit too much even for 
Eric?" 
 
[SB] Not really. I try to keep in mind why he does what 
he does. As a necromancer he has an understanding 
of death and souls that a lot of other people don't. So, 
for him murder is less an ethical problem and more like 
removing an obstacle. 

Doesn't mean he wants to die or see his friends die. 
He likes having them around. Them dying pisses him 
off. 
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But it also means that for him the cardinal sin is 
suffering. He sees somebody get shot in the head, enh, 
shit happens. He's sees somebody getting tortured or 
used or abused and he gets upset. 

Basically, he has anger management issues. 
 

[GdM] From what I understand, you have playlists for 
all books. What is on Suicide Kings playlist? 
 
[SB] It's pretty long, but here are a few. 

Bad Girls—Matangi 
Killing Strangers—Marilyn Manson 
All The Good Girls Go To Hell—Billie Eilish 
Fell In Love With A Girl—The White Stripes 
Blood Like Lemonade—Morcheeba 
 

[GdM] In an AMA on Reddit, you said, "In general my 
novels and stories are violent, bloody, dark, and full of 
swear words. I'm not a fan of happy endings. Or, 
apparently, good people. Most of the characters I write 
about are pretty messed up." What makes you lean 
towards characters that are broken and bloody? Eric 
Carter is the embodiment of a pyrrhic victory. 
 
[SB] Messed up characters are more interesting to 
write. I understand them better. I don't really do happy. 
Like clinically don't do happy. I take meds for it.  

So writing positive or heroic characters (like an 800-
pound hyper-intelligent gorilla on Mars for example) is 
a challenge I really have trouble with. 

 
[GdM] How do you create Eric's fight scenes? Do you 
storyboard everything or pants it? 
 
[SB] I pants it and rewrite it three or four times to cut 
whatever doesn't fit. Fight scenes are like any other 
scene. What happens needs to do more than just be 
violent. Hell, the violence is almost secondary.  
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I try to make how Eric fights say something about 
him. He's a bastard. He has no problem with kicking 
somebody when they're down if it means they're not 
getting back up again. If he can burn down a building 
around somebody instead of confronting them directly, 
he'll do that. And if he gets a chance to cheat, he will 
totally cheat.  

 
[GdM] Urban fantasy is usually steeped in folklore 
written from Celtic or Irish traditions. Eric Carter's 
series is not, instead it is written with Santa Muerte, a 
local legend and death goddess. What made you 
choose this particular legend to dive into? 
 
[SB] I wanted something that felt like Los Angeles. 
Santa Muerte, though it's kept in the background for 
the most part, is all over the place out here. There's a 
church to her in a strip mall on Normandy. You can get 
statuettes and velas in drug stores in certain parts of 
the city. 

And the whole movement is fascinating. More than 
two-million people world-wide are members. She's a 
lot more complicated than a lot of people realize and 
frankly more relatable. One person's god is 
somewhere Out There. She's In Your Face. 

And it's evolving. Watching her religion grow is a 
trip. Everybody brings something different to it, but all 
of them are very distinctly hers. I don't think there's 
anything else like that in the world right now. 

 
[GdM] Alex's story takes place in Los Angeles; what 
made you choose this location? I appreciate the level 
of detail you put into describing the real LA instead of 
the Hollywood one.  
 
[SB] I live in L.A. so I know it. Like most people here I 
love it and hate it at the same time. It's beautifully 
fucked up. 
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Almost everyone has their own idea of what L.A. is. 
They've seen it in movies for decades. And they're not 
necessarily wrong. Beverly Hills, Hollywood, the 
beach, yeah, they're all here. But that's a tiny portion 
of L.A.  

I want to write about the edges, L.A. the way I see 
it, which is none of those things. I'm more interested in 
the 40,000 homeless (yes forty-THOUSAND) than 
what's happening in Beverly Hills. If I'm going to talk 
about movies it's going to be the Chatsworth porn 
industry. Some people think of surfers when they hear 
Malibu and all I can ever think about are all the raging 
brush fires. 

 
[GdM] There are so many ideas of what death is; how 
did you decide on Eric's style of necromancy? 
 
[SB] I started with this idea of someone who always 
saw ghosts, who knows that there are a hell of a lot 
more out there than even believers realize. If nothing 
else, I wanted to make sure I kept that. 

 
[GdM] What are you working on next? 
 
[SB] Cult Classic, the 9th Eric Carter book. 
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Hounds 
 

CLAYTON SNYDER 

 

 
 
The sun sits on the horizon, a swollen orange eye, 
when we enter the forest. Most of the trees, already 
crippled by a premature winter, claw at a sky the color 
of bile. We find the path, grey with ash and snow, and 
follow it, stepping over twig and root, doing our best to 
pass silently. To either side, sickly white undergrowth 
sticks up from the earth like cancerous growths, thorny 
and crude in their intentions. 

We had been on the path for a few hours when the 
pilgrims step out from between the trees. Hatchet-
faced bastards, their ribs protruding like fists through 
the skin of their exposed torsos. For a moment, I 
wonder how they tolerate the cold, then realize when 
you’ve got nothing, cold is the least of your worries. 

We face the three of them. The leader, taller than 
the other two, steps forward, and I clutch Anika and 
Oskar, pushing them behind me. The leader’s eyes are 
bright, his lips cracked. He opens his mouth once, then 
a second time, finally speaking. 

“What do you want for the children?” the big pilgrim 
asks without preamble. 

I consider his question. It would be easier, better 
than what the banehounds will do when they catch us. 
Far better than what the reavers will do. I can’t protect 
them forever. 

No. I made a promise.  
I shake my head. “Not for sale. Move on.” 
He steps forward, eyes glittering. There’s a fever on 

him. If the Becoming hasn’t taken him already, it soon 
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will. Lizbet’s curse clings to them, shows the beast 
beneath the flesh. 

“Children are a burden,” he says. I ignore the ugly 
echo of my own thoughts and step back, pushing the 
kids with me. His followers move alongside him. “We 
can take care of them. Keep them warm. Right?” 

The woman to his left leers, showing brown nub-like 
teeth and receding gums. The smell of rotting meat and 
infection hits me in the face, and I breathe through my 
mouth to keep from retching. He advances, and my 
hand falls to the knife at my hip. His eyes follow the 
movement, then back up to meet my own. I shake my 
head slightly. 

Don’t make me choose. 
He doesn’t take the hint, and I shove the kids back, 

the decision taken from me. Anika wails as she 
tumbles into the snow, but it’s the least of my worries. 
The leader is big, even if he’s starving, and he’s got 
two others with him. He lunges, long arms reaching. 

I duck and free the knife. My heart hammers, fear 
surging through my veins. Rage and hurt and 
frustration erupt, and I take it out on the pilgrim. I slam 
the blade into his guts, rip upward. His eyes go wide, 
and he staggers back, the steel slipping free. His guts 
slide out, wet intestines pooling at his feet. He stares, 
uncomprehending, then falls to the snow, stained red 
with the remains of his life. 

The other two, desperate enough to try to steal 
children from a man but smart enough to run, flee into 
the trees, pale skin disappearing in the dark between 
boles. In moments, we’re alone again, a cooling corpse 
at our feet. I turn away from the ruin I’ve made of the 
man and help Anika up. She throws her arms around 
me, weeping. Oskar huddles in close. I embrace them 
both, and after a long while, we move on.  

* * * 
I usher the children down the grey path, the cold setting 
in like a nail through bone. In the distance, that howling 
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again, feral, knife-edged rage tainted with hunger. It’s 
getting closer. Ahead, the path winds and turns 
through the trees. Snowflakes are spit from a steel sky.  
There’s a cabin ahead, just back from the tree line. 
That is, if the pilgrims haven’t found it first. 

I push us on. The children are silent, uncomplaining 
about ache or hunger. I don’t know what scares me 
more: quiet little ones or the baying of the hounds. Both 
are indicators the world’s gone mad. 

Again, the thought hits me: They’re weak and small 
and slow. I could leave them in the cabin. Maybe they 
survive. I almost certainly will.  

Run. Run now! 
I take a shuddering breath and banish the thought. 

A father has no business thinking such things. But I am 
so very scared, and these thoughts creep in 
regardless. 

We step off the path by an old sycamore that’s lost 
its leaves, its trunk scarred by a lightning strike. Picking 
our way through the undergrowth, I try to remember the 
last time I’d been this way. 

We came the summer before Minka was pregnant 
with Oskar, the trees were bright and green, the path 
lush with soft grass. Wildflowers to either side of us, 
birdsong in the forest. 

Kinch and Lizbet had come with us. Lizbet was 
excited. Had found some sort of parchment buried in 
those crypts she liked to delve. Something about a 
Sleeper, and how it might help us in the coming war. 

Well, it stopped the war, that much was true. 
Before that though, we spent the night in our cups, 

Kinch playing a lively tune on his lute, Lizbet making 
shadows dance with her Art. I remember the laughter 
in Minka’s eyes. The pink on her cheeks. The light in 
her smile. 

I shake my head as if to dislodge the memories. 
Fond recollections are a distraction and distractions 
are death. 
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The path, little more than a game trail, turns, and 
the cabin sits ahead. I hunker down in the bushes and 
bid the children do the same. We sit until the light 
bleeds from the day, legs going numb from the icy 
slush, backsides aching in pins and needles. My hands 
hurt, my back sends up flares of pain from sitting so 
long. I can only imagine how the children feel, though 
they keep their quiet. When the windows stay dark, we 
approach the cabin, slinking up the porch, carefully 
opening the door. 

My gut says to leave them here. To run.  
Live! A man is only a man as long as he breathes. 
I ignore it. Make a stand, I tell myself. Be a man. 

Fight off whatever comes hunting. If I’m lucky, it’ll kill 
me first. Spare me their deaths. 

I know that’s wrong, too. I’m only a man. A man 
saddled with two children I don’t have the strength to 
take care of. Death would be a mercy. 

Shut up. 
The voice in my head clamps down, and I move. 
I enter, blade at the ready. 
Nothing here. Nothing but dust and old memories.  
I bring the children inside. 

* * * 
Icy wind knifes through a crack between the logs of the 
cabin, sending a shiver up my back, gooseflesh rising 
on my arms. I mutter something indistinct and use the 
knife to lever a chunk of wood free from the interior, 
shoving it into the space. The unwanted breeze cuts 
off, and I sigh. 

There’s dried meat in the cabinets and I stand 
staring.  

Take it. Leave now. Live.  
Maybe even escape. Maybe someone will find 

them. Some unaffected pilgrim. Some kind soul. 
Oskar’s almost old enough to be on his own, isn’t he? 
Maybe he can keep them well until help arrives. 
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I hear the lie in it. There are no unaffected. There 
are no kind souls, me least of all. Oskar will certainly 
fail. 

Still, the weakness rises in me, and I fight it down. 
They're my kids. I can’t just abandon them, can I?  
The answer comes with steel certainty.  
If I stay, we all die. 
I look over at Anika, silent in the bed. A tousle of 

blonde hair peeks from under the drawn-up covers. 
She’d wanted a story, and the night grew deep. I’d 
slept precious little since we’d left Hapsburg, and less 
in the cabin. 

The howling grows closer, and her brother, Oskar, 
calls for me. I sheathe the blade and go to him, the 
lantern in my hand shuttered, darkness closing in. I 
move by feel between the rooms, my heart in my 
throat, imagining banehounds crashing through the 
windows, pilgrims hiding in the dark, glittering eyes like 
pinpoints of silver. Oskar is sat up in bed, hair rising in 
corkscrews from his scalp. He wipes bleary eyes with 
one hand, and I sit the lantern on an end table, opening 
it a little until a soft glow lights the space. 

“What is it?” I ask, taking the chair next to his bed. 
“I heard you talking to Anika,” he says. “Did you tell 

her a story?” 
I nod. The wind howls outside, and I shiver. It’s 

closer this time, no mistaking. 
Not the banehounds yet. Calm. 
I reach out and ruffle his hair, gently lay him back 

‘til his head nestles on the pillow. “And you want one, 
too?” 

“Yes.” His lips turn up in a grin.  
He knows I can’t resist that smile. Knows I’ll do 

anything for him and his sister. Especially since I’d put 
their mother in the ground a month before. They might 
not fully grasp death, might not understand the depth 
of a father’s love, but they know the levers that move 
me. 
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I will never leave you, never abandon you. 
Then I think back to the trail, to the night in the cave. 

To the things since then and I know I am only a man, 
and weak at that. 

I sigh and run a hand over my face. “Sure, sure, 
then. What would you like to hear? About Kinch the 
Liar? Lizbet the Mad?” 

His lips tighten, crooking to one side, like a painting 
hung out of true, and his eyes narrow as he thinks. The 
tip of his tongue peeks out and wets his lips. 

“Tell me about Mummy,” he says finally. 
I lean back in the chair. The request hits me like a 

punch in the gut, and I struggle to suck in a breath. Still, 
at least it wasn’t Kinch or Lizbet. Kinch met his end at 
the hands of Lizbet, after all. Ugly, that. Though, if 
Lizbet hadn’t fucked with that summoning stone … 
well, things would be a lot different now. Hapsburg 
wouldn’t be in flames. We wouldn’t have been chased 
halfway across the continent by reavers and their 
hounds. I wouldn’t have had to bury Minka after what 
happened. A lot of things might be different. At least I 
keep telling myself that. 

“Papa?” 
I wave a hand at Oskar, bidding him be patient until 

the black spots pass from my eyes. I haven’t thought 
of Minka but in passing for nearly a month. The 
children, bless them, don’t ask. There are some things 
that linger in the back of man’s mind, like a waiting 
thorn. Pass it too close and it snags you, tears flesh, 
draws blood. 

I recall a guttering fire, sweat standing on her 
forehead. She’d been complaining of cramps and 
headaches for a week. And the dreams. She dreamt in 
blood and would wake up crying after, sure her mind 
was splitting. But that night ... The children slept in their 
rolls nearby. We knew it was coming, but not when. 
She’d been there, as had I, when Lizbet opened the 
gate with that stone. Though Minka had helped, 
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pouring some of herself into the ritual. There was a 
flash and a voice in our heads.  

Lizbet and Kinch, the Becoming took them instantly. 
But like any contagion, it was slower for Minka. For 
days she lay on the ground near the fire, sweating and 
panting. Her skin was clammy, her eyes rolling in their 
sockets. I watched in helpless horror as scales formed 
on her forearms, her fingernails the black of the 
outsiders. She clasped my free hand with inhuman 
strength and pulled me close. Her breath smelled of a 
charnel house. 

“Tell me the children … the children will be safe.” 
I nodded. Somewhere to the south, the sound of 

banehounds on the trail. The few pilgrims we shared 
the path with had already begun to pack their goods, 
rolling bedrolls up, taking to their heels. First, the 
hounds. Then, the reavers. Minka squeezed my hand, 
pain bringing me back to her. 

“Swear it,” she rasped. 
“I swear it.” Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. 
She clenched her eyes, and something seemed to 

go out of her, a tension she’d been holding since the 
summoning. 

“Do it,” she said. 
In the stories, there’s a final heroic moment. A 

lover’s conversation, a way to say goodbye, to profess 
your true feelings before the climax. In the stories, the 
hero always finds a way to reverse the curse and save 
his lover. 

This isn’t the stories.  
I slit her throat. 
“Papa?” Oskar again, insistent, pulling me from the 

past. 
I blink away the memory. In the dark behind my 

eyes, a grinning visage, lips stretched to the point of 
tearing. A hunger, deep and alien and cold. I open 
them again and give him a gentle smile. 
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“I’ll tell you about how your mum taught me to plant. 
Would you like that?” 

He nodded. 
“She was on her knees in the yard. I’d dug and tilled 

and broke sod until we had a suitable patch for 
growing, and then brought her seeds from the Creek. 
She pulled me from my spot on the porch. 

“C’mon old man,” she said, a twinkle in her eye. 
“What is it now?” 
“Time you learned something.” 
“I dug you rows, woman.” 
“Something that isn’t cutting or plowing.” 
“Never heard you complain,” I muttered as I found 

my feet. 
“I heard that. Keep sassin’ me and you’ll be plowing 

by hand.” 
“Yes ma’am,” I said and followed her to where I’d 

turned sod to loam, where I’d dug furrows for her 
seeds.  

She knelt and reached into one of those little paper 
pouches, pressed the seed into the earth with her 
finger, then scooped more earth over it. When she was 
done, she did it again, and again. When she was 
halfway up the row, she stopped and looked at me from 
under her big floppy hat. 

“I swear to gods, Cutter, if you don’t get down here, 
you’ll be eating potatoes until next spring.” 

“Sorry, I was admiring the view,” I said. 
“Flattery will get you the rest of the row.” 
She stood and handed me the packet of seeds. I 

sighed and knelt, and we planted a whole row together, 
her guiding my hand to the right depth, and showing 
me just how to build the earth so it wasn’t too tight but 
still kept the seed safe. When we finished, she fell back 
and mopped her forehead, fanning herself with her hat. 

“Not bad,” she said. 
“Yeah? Would you say I’m pretty good at planting 

seeds?” 



 
 

 

94 

She smiled and leaned in, took my hand and put it 
on her belly. “Not bad at all,” she whispered in my ear.” 

Maybe not a story for a boy of eight. But it was what 
I had.  

They say when a man meets the love of his life, the 
mean goes out of him. I’d been that man, once. After I 
met her, less so. Sometimes it went in small bits, like 
venom leaving the blood, sometimes in great rushes 
like an open artery. When the woman who drew the 
mean out of you is gone, it flows back in, and you know 
you never really changed. 

“Your mother … was brave. And kind. And good,” I 
say. “Now go to sleep.” 

He lays back, and I turn the lantern down. His eyes 
drift closed. In the stories, the beleaguered man is still 
a hero. He stands and fights and wins the day. Love is 
greater than evil. But that’s why they’re stories. We 
control the narrative. In real life, sometimes the hero is 
weak. Stupid. Only a man. Sometimes evil wins. 

Outside, the wind howls again and I hear the baying 
of the banehounds in the trees. 

When he’s fully asleep, I unsheathe the knife. I 
listen to his breathing for a while.  

I am their father. I would do anything for them.  
I am only a man. 
I press the blade against his neck in the dark. 
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Clayton Snyder is the co-author of SPFBO finalist 
Norylska Groans, which Anthony Ryan (Blood Song) 
described as “Rich in bone crunching violence and a 
grimly convincing sense of place and character.” 
Several of his other novels have been SPFBO semi-
finalists. 

He currently splits his time between work and 
writing. He has worked as a systems admin, chainsaw 
operator, and once did an ill-advised stint as a 
bodyguard because he is ‘really tall’. 
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Thank you to our 
subscribers 

 

ADRIAN AND THE GDM TEAM 

 

 

 
GdM’s subscriptions are run through Patreon. A 
massive thank you for the members of our horde who 
help us plan for each quarter:  
 
Morally Confused Champions: Carrie Lough, Lt 
Scarro, Dylan Ingram, Swantje Niemann, Matt Byrne, 
Jonathan Kashiwagi-Wood, Coleton Winters, Tony, 
Teo 
 
Filthy Sappers: Rob Armstrong, Dylan Cassidy, 
Carolyn, Derek Villeneuve, Christopher Taylor, 
Charles West, Amber Morant, Randulph Tooth, Keith 
McArdle, Christopher Lee, Ben Galley, AJ Spedding, 
Levi Ergott, Nathan Bain 
 
Ravenous Raider: Paul, John Mauro, Timothy , Tait 
Szabo, Ariana Nagel, Kerry Bright, Brianna Sinder, 
Aurelio, Cullen Wade, S Naomi Scott, Janelle Janson, 
Jeff Newby, Keith saunders, Goran Zadravec, Andrew 
Ligas, Eric Jankowski, Gregory S Hersom, Brian B 
Baker, Wilfred Berkhof, Gallant Knight Games, Morgan 
Shank , MichaeLeroy, Claire Bromley, Jared Martin, 
Ross Millar, Rohan Scammell, WritingHall , Jonathan 
L Williams, Aaron M van Dorn, Casey Jonkmans, 
Zolian al'Thyne, Claudio Kulesko, Jenni Lennse, Sloan 
Lagaune, Trevor Williams, Tyler A Giesen, Zach 
Courtright, Jennifer, Daniel, Kevin Mealey, Kevin 
Harris, Thomas Legones, Erik Henriksen, N.B 
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Andersen, Andrej Podobnik, William R Howell, Andrew 
Zavitsanos, Krystle, Alex Denley, Judd , Aaron 
Markworth, Timothy Piazza, Simon Obfuscated, Ishani 
Reddy, Richard K, Miriam, Chad Wilson, Christian 
Prater, Ian Radford, Clare Deming, Allan Malcolmson, 
Jonathan Strugnell, R. J. K. Lee, Atanas Atanasov, 
Simon, Jacob Sterum, John Sherck, Erik Dyrelius, 
Andrew Pickin, Mattily, Graham Dauncey, Debbie 
Leonard, Daniel Dwyer, Seth Lindberg, Paul English-
Wolfe, Adin Low, Aitor Figueruelo Padro, Rachael, 
Anne Knight, Björn Morén, Lee Murray, Barbara Butler 
Long, Rowena Andrews, Laura L, Nate Aubin, Michael 
Blevins, Joel Pearson, Nerine , RJ Hayden, Dann 
Todd, Chris Haught, Tom Flintoff, Tom Nickles, Andie 
Frogley, Steven Schroeder, Thomas A Smith, Philip 
Overby, Cory Miller, Martin Key, Rolf Laun, Josh King, 
Stewart Corbett, Craig Hackl, Curtis Moore, Bruce 
Villas, glenn curry, Bryan Geddes, David Walters, Marc 
Rasp, Darren Fuller, Olivier , Craig Aird, Shaun Davis, 
Justin James, Lex1nat0r, Larry J. Field, Zachary Fritz, 
Matthew Hoffman, C.A. Caskabel, Anna Smith-Spark, 
William Lohman, Rich Riddle, Pierre , Jared Pannell, 
istillsuckatguitar, Charlotte, Rick Galli 
 
Front Line Meatshield (No Reward): Jude Reid, 
DadBeatz, Oliver Bowdoin, Yecenia Santos, Gareth 
Ryder-Hanrahan, Patrick Stewart, Edea Baldwin 
 
No Reward: Richard Strawman. 
 
To join the horde, head on over to our page: 
https://www.patreon.com/GrimdarkMagazine  
  

https://www.patreon.com/GrimdarkMagazine
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Artwork 
The cover art for Grimdark Magazine issue #30 was 
created by Carlos Diaz based on State of Oblivion by 
Kaaron Warren. 
 
Language 
Grimdark Magazine has chosen to maintain the 
authors’ original language (eg. Australian English, 
American English, UK English) for each story. 
 
Legal 
Copyright © 2022 by Grimdark Magazine. All rights 
reserved. 
 
All stories, worlds, characters, and non-fiction pieces 
within are copyright © of their respective authors. 
 
The characters and events portrayed in this book are 
fictitious or fictitious recreations of actual historical 
persons. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, 
is coincidental and unintended by the authors unless 
otherwise specified. 
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