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From the Editor 
 

ADRIAN COLLINS 

 
 

This issue, I am very proud to bring you what I hope is 
a range of new voices you’ve yet to read before 
amongst new ideas from authors you already know 
and love. Inside, you’ll find grim and gritty stories from 
new points of view, plot twists that leave your jaw 
dangling against your sternum, and articles and 
interviews that hopefully get your thinking skullcaps 
warmed up. 

And, as of this publication, after 31 issues of 
Grimdark Magazine over eight years I am also very 
proud to have Beth Tabler taking over the reins for 
fiction and article procurement for Issue #32 onwards. 
Over the last year and a half, Beth has been getting 
more and more involved in issue publication. You’ll see 
her name against pretty much every interview, she’s 
been procuring more and more stories and articles, 
and she’s been learning the nuts and bolts that go into 
creating every quarterly issue of this ezine. Please join 
me in giving her a crisp shield clash and some 
appreciative side-eye (with only a minor side of 
intention-to-betray) as she continues to deliver what 
you love to read. 

And what will this lazy old goat be doing? While I’m 
supporting Beth and the online content team, I’ll be 
focussing on larger publishing projects like Evil is a 
Matter of Perspective, The King Must Fall, and In the 
Shadow of their Dying. What does that mean for you? 
More grimdark fiction and content, of course! 

For now, happy reading, and as always, thank you 
for your support. 
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Adrian Collins 
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And Sneer of Cold 
Command 

 

PREMEE MOHAMED 

 

 
 
After it was over, the city squares began to boast 
statues of our conquerors—hasty, ugly things cast in 
brittle bronze. The furnaces had been cold for months, 
then clumsily re-lit; the metal was so poorly tempered 
that when it dropped below zero that first winter, 
several smaller pieces exploded. At night, knowing the 
statues' powers, those who can, stay indoors. Those 
who cannot or will not—well, sometimes in the morning 
we find the bones and wet patches and shattered 
teeth, and sometimes we do not. We pray all the harder 
when no trace is left.  

For a time, they became a popular method for 
suicide—always whispered, never spoken, so that the 
scraps could still be buried in consecrated ground. 
There is despair for the now, and there is despair for 
the life after.  

The despair has not yet claimed me, so I live on, 
work on, within view of the biggest statue in town—a 
stone's throw from my workshop, a twisted mass of 
limbs, wings, grimacing teeth, six faceted horns 
pointing skyward. Does it resemble one of Them? I 
could not tell you. Like most survivors, I made it 
through that night by staying underground with my 
hands over my ears. 

"Mr. Mortin?"  
I put down my shears and tipped my cap to the 

newcomer—a man my age, stoop-shouldered, 
moustached, with a week's growth of black beard. 
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From his face alone I would have known that he was 
an agent of Theirs, that anaemic emptiness that cannot 
be filled by food or company. But he took out the badge 
anyway, wrapped uselessly in a maroon-dotted 
handkerchief, small and vicious in his bandaged 
fingers.  

"What can I do for you?" I said.  
He looked around the yard, the shards and ribs of 

metal ready for smelting and recasting, the little piles 
of copper wire and broken glass. "Business is good?" 
he said. "You have all you need?" 

"There are still customers," I said cautiously. His 
accent marked him as one of the thousands that had 
fled to the city after that night, when the exposed farms 
and hilltops fell to Their depredations. The only place 
you can survive now is a city.  

"Who?" 
"You wish to see my list?" I said. "Very well; I do not 

wish to be known as unhelpful. Step into my office." 
Inside, I made tea while he flipped slowly through 

my records book, running a thick finger down the 
columns of names, dates, tonnes, his lips moving as 
he puzzled out the sounds. His metal mug cooled and 
pinged at his elbow as I waited. 

"You sold to... Augusta," he said, his voice rising in 
not quite a question. 

"There are only two metal-sellers in this city," I said. 
"Is that all you needed, Mister...?" 

"Just Krystof," he said, slumping over the book. 
"Listen. I must ask you to do something for me." 

"On Their behalf," I said. "As Their agent. How 
could I say no?" 

"No," he said, his hand flat over the open pages, 
thumb resting on Augusta's name. "And yes." 

Truly, he explained, to say 'no' to Them was never 
an option, since They had various gruesome ways of 
ensuring the obedience of Their human agents. But 
sometimes They chose agents who were unable to 
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fulfil Their demands—and regrettably, such an agent 
sometimes had to be terminated. Publicly, along with 
their families, and the full details of their transgressions 
written in the Old Speech on the caved-in ribs, the 
mangled limbs. But all these things we both knew. 

"Yes," I said. "What I still do not know is why you 
are here." 

"I need you to find Augusta," Krystof said. "She has 
gone missing." 

"Good," I said. "May she run far, and may she run 
fast." 

"They will destroy my family," he whispered, 
stroking his jacket, where the razor-edged badge of his 
office lay hidden, like a wasp. "They have them, Mortin. 
My wife, my two sons. My father. My sister. Hidden 
away in one of Their dungeons. You know, the one 
where the old silos used to be." 

"I am very sorry to hear that," I said. My teeth 
worried at the inside of my mouth till I tasted blood, felt 
the salt sting of parted flesh. How had he even brought 
so many of his family with him, in the flight from the 
outer provinces? I had been in the city, and my own... 
but never mind. To accept the wages of sin, as they 
say. "But I only sold her metal. And I never met her. 
She always sent her assistants. I cannot help you." 

"But you were an investigator," he said. "Before..." 
I swallowed a rusty mouthful and put down my tea. 

"We were all something else, before." He was right, of 
course. A federal investigator, an arm of the state, not 
so different from his employment as an arm—a 
tentacle—of Theirs. Perhaps not even less evil, only 
less hideous. The devil you know. And I was good, very 
good; I had worked in many regional offices; perhaps I 
had even investigated him, his family, or his business, 
before the war.  

"Please," he said. "I... listen. You see this as my 
problem. But They want her back, They will destroy 
much to get her back." 
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"Why? There are many sculptors. Any child could 
mock up a monster in clay and put it on a plinth." 

"They are not monsters!" he hissed, lunging across 
the counter to seize my jacket; I smoothly knocked his 
hands free and took my machete from its shelf.  

"I am sorry I cannot be of assistance," I said, raising 
the gleaming blade. "Drink your tea, Mr. Krystof, and 
get out." 

"I will find you metal," he said, staring fixedly at the 
machete, perhaps at the stains on the blade that could 
have been oil, or rust, or something else. "You always 
need more, I know. You scavenge for hours. I can go 
outside the city—find metal in the outer provinces. I 
know where the landfill is buried. I can help you. If you 
help me." 

I put the machete back. If he could make good on 
this promise, how much easier my life could be! It was 
a dog's work, walking for hours in the ruins, picking up 
forks and bits of fencing and eyeglass frames and 
broken screws, always on the lookout for the sun, the 
approaching reminder of our conquerors. And what of 
this missing sculptor? I could always say that she was 
dead, or had run to ground outside the city, where he 
could not possibly expect me to go. It would be easy 
enough to lie. Or would it?  

* * * 
I mulled it over as I put up the 'CLOSED' sign, sat down 
for a moment, then wandered out, notebook in my 
pocket. Would he watch me? Would They? I had heard 
stories, barely credible—agents found where they 
could not possibly be, minions appearing in locked 
rooms, acts apparently witnessed through concrete 
walls. But after two years, the stories had begun to 
wear thin in the handling, like a gold coin. I believe only 
what my eyes show me now. 

The sculptor's workshop, as I had expected, was 
abandoned, a faint pall of grey dust and metal shavings 
on everything like snow. Near the door sat a wooden 
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crate containing their books, neat stacks of incoming 
and outgoing items, invoices for my metal and a few 
from Eres, the other seller on the far side of town. Who 
was this sculptor, the prodigy who had cobbled 
together the scraps and bits of metal, and the few 
shreds of talent still left in the wrecked city, to create 
this studio and put up dozens of statues? What had 
she wrought? An empty green-painted cashbox similar 
to mine lay open, dustily lined with the scrabbling 
marks of fingers scooping out the last small change. 

Tarps flapped as I walked through the maze of 
rooms, some of which were merely scaffolding overlaid 
with plastic. They had been working on a dozen half-
finished clay pieces, not moist to the touch but still 
damp and pliable. I pictured them saying—or just her, 
perhaps—"If we go, then we go together." Too 
foolhardy to call brave. Had I not seen myself what 
happened when people fled in a group? There was no 
safety in numbers. It merely drew Their attention. 

The neighbours claimed to know nothing, staring 
curiously at my clay-stained fingers, as I was clearly no 
artist. "Two days ago it went quiet," the old lady said, 
not looking up from her goat. I looked away, oddly 
embarrassed, as the milk spurted into the wooden pail. 
"They left nothing, no notes to even cancel the milk. 
You are who? The father?" 

"Pardon?" 
"Alina's father, the little one?" 
"Ah, Alina," I said. "Yes." 
"Well, if it's the boyfriend you seek, I haven't seen 

him. Ghastly boy. I knew his mother." 
This was an opening I knew well, from the old days. 

"Of course," I said. "They had the house on Old Parade 
Street." 

"No," she declared. "Not when the war began. It 
was on Knifemaker Street—the big pepperflame tree 
in the front, that was her pride and joy. More than that 
boy. Tch." 
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"Who could blame her," I murmured, and bade them 
farewell, feeling their eyes on my back as I walked back 
east.  

Pepperflame trees were hard to grow, of course; 
you had to coddle them to keep them alive more than 
a few years, and then you had to prune and train. They 
must have been a rich family, had a gardener. The 
splendid house was still standing, easy enough to 
identify even with the few other trees on the street. 
Who was Alina? Must be one of the assistants, gone 
with Augusta. But had the boyfriend gone too? 

He had not, as it happened, and was terrified to 
discover a stranger in his family home—ruined, almost 
unlivable, probably what he wanted people to think. I 
studied the photos on the walls while he gibbered in 
the corner behind his gag. Nothing useful. And the 
house had long been stripped for anything that could 
be bartered, sold, or repurposed. I knelt next to him, 
tapping the machete on the black-and-white tiles. 
"You're all that's left, hm?" I said sympathetically. "You 
were not invited to go with them? If I take this off, you 
must tell me about Alina." 

Unbound, he sobbed as he rubbed his wrists, a pool 
of urine spreading on the floor. "Are you her father?" 
he said. "She said... she said he was dead..." 

"Tell me about Alina," I said again, putting a little 
extra emphasis into the next tap. A ceramic chip flew 
up and hit him in the ear, and he screamed as if he had 
been stung. "Tell me." 

* * * 
In the old days, you did not need to kick down a door, 
you did not need to stand over a man with a kettle of 
boiling water. It was enough to have the hat and badge, 
which told informants that something large and heavy 
stood behind me, and should they push me, we could 
push back—much harder. Now, I had to feel my way 
through the investigation, if that's what it was. I had no 
authority, not even Their insectile token that cut the 
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fingers. I had no covering story. I was looking for 
people who did not want to be found. And all for the 
promise of metal, the hope of a bright new day in which 
perhaps for a week or a month I could simply work at 
smelting and sheeting, and not clamber around in the 
ruined city like a mountain goat. That was a younger 
man's work.  

The trail eventually led me to what even before the 
war had been a bad part of town—flimsy, ramshackle 
buildings put up too quickly, burned in moments when 
their panicked occupants fled the attacks. Now their 
shells were so decrepit they resembled black lace, 
ruined down to the studs. A place for the poor and the 
desperate, a place even the criminals left as soon as 
they could afford it. As I walked I picked up screws and 
wires by habit, till my coat pockets were bulky with it. 
Good. Could use the illusion of a bigger man.  

Tamecov, the last person to give me any useful 
information, had warned me that the artists' hideout—
"If that's where they are, which I doubt!"—would not 
easily be found, and had been shored up, as only 
sculptors and metalworkers could, into something 
closer to a fortress. "I will be able to find a fortress, Mr. 
Tamecov," I told him, and ignored his eye-rolling. He is 
a relic from my old job, a reliable source of gossip and 
news, as if he is a small strong magnet that collects 
even the finest filings. He likes, I think, that I am fallen 
so far—a mere merchant, my prestigious employer 
replaced by Them and Their downtrodden agents. 

In a fortress, you can stockpile food, but we all 
discovered how precarious the water situation was 
when things began to come down. And this 
neighbourhood, so close to the old city wall, has a 
well—muddy, much-graffiti'd, no doubt filled, that night, 
with burned and crushed bodies—but deep, and 
working when I'd last been here. The fugitives would 
be nearby. A bucket brigade would not have far to 
walk.  
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I glanced up: five or six hours of daylight. In the past 
week I'd scurried back to my workshop before night fell, 
but the routes I had been taking each day had gotten 
longer, the margin of safety smaller, and my feet and 
legs were tiring; I was moving at a snail's pace now. 
Perhaps tonight I would be able to make it back. If not, 
there were places to hide here. It would be an 
uncomfortable night, but for a man to be uncomfortable 
tells him also that he is alive. And I would sleep well 
after the job was over, in my own apartment above the 
workshop. Well and richly compensated. 

As all jealous conquerors do, They had knocked 
over the statue of the old mayor and left its bare base, 
the concrete pocked here and there where scavengers 
had pulled the plaques off. I wondered if any had found 
their way into my smelt pile, and been turned into a vile 
new statue. No matter; I found a good vantage on top 
of the mayor's marble head, tucked in between his ear 
and a windowsill, and settled in to wait. 

I didn't know who I was looking for, but I knew at 
once when he came to the well, after a long and 
expected procession of silent children and chattering 
mobs of powerful old women with pails and plastic 
bladders. He moved like a dancer on the uneven 
cobbles, tall and delicate, his hands like clubs swinging 
his two buckets. I slid down from the ear and followed 
him through the empty streets till he ducked out of sight 
into an old pumping station. Ah—it would have sturdy 
underground control rooms, concrete tunnels to 
protect the piping, a dozen different exits in case of 
flooding. Very wise. I should have guessed before. 

How would I get in, though? Did they have enough 
people to post guards, lookouts, at every exit? Perhaps 
if I— 

"Don't move, mister." 
I nodded against the knife at my throat. "This will do 

nicely." 
* * * 
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"Why, that's Mortin, the metal-seller," said Augusta—
without an introduction I still knew her, would have 
known her anywhere, a heavyset brunette with 
penetrating dark eyes and the same muscular hands 
as their water-carrier. "What's the matter, did we not 
pay our last bill?" 

"Don't joke," said the girl who had captured me—
surely Alina, small and ferocious as a street cat, with 
the same sharp white teeth. "Should we just kill him?" 

"Not till we know why he's here," said the water-
carrier. He lounged against one of the control 
consoles, not quite camouflaging his height in the low-
ceilinged room. The other artists, a ragtag group, dusty 
and hungry-looking, had ranged themselves around 
the hexagonal tables which had probably once been 
used for computer consoles. Augusta's chair creaked 
as she peered at me in the candlelight. 

"A man came to me," I said. "One of Theirs." It was 
never necessary to explain what was meant by the 
collective preposition now; it was as if people could 
hear the capital 'T.' "A Krystof, a Mister Krystof. Who 
asked me to find you, as he could not do it himself, and 
They were most concerned about your 
disappearance." 

"I daresay They were," Augusta said. 
"Augusta," said another man, half-panicked, not 

quite warning her off; I got the sense that no one dared 
go that far. 

"Well, if we are going to kill him anyway, as Lina has 
suggested," Augusta said. "Bramwell, Poldo, go guard 
the door; he may have been followed. The rest of you, 
go." 

"But—!" 
"Take his weapon," she said. "I like it. Go. Shut the 

door. Watch the exits." 
When they had filed out, grumbling, Augusta invited 

me to sit at her plastic table. There was a strong odour 
of old mould long dried up without water, and 
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something light and familiar, like fresh clay. "Perhaps it 
was put about that people wanted us dead simply 
because we made statues for Them," she said. 

"No. No one says that. People know how things are 
now." 

"People know their place, you mean," she said, a 
barely-restrained growl. "Well, we discovered 
something—that we, perhaps just I, have the ability to 
use Their magic in those statues. And I learned how to 
turn it." 

The words made no sense. I sat dumbfounded for 
a moment till she laughed at me, not maliciously. "So 
you vanished," I said. 

"Yes. I have a portion of Their power now. I know 
what I'm doing, though I still don't understand why. The 
statues are key. We have hidden here to continue 
making statues to combat Them. This is the revolution, 
Mortin." 

"It cannot be." 
"Every conquered people has a revolution," she 

snapped. "You read enough history as a young man. 
You needed it for the federal entrance exams. Did you 
not?" 

I shrugged, hoping to indicate that I was not as 
embarrassed by my past as she hoped I was. Of 
course I had taken the entrance exams; I had had to 
prove I had a brain to be a public servant. I might have 
even known as much history as her, classically trained 
in the big university down the river. We were not 
equals, but we both knew much about the past—that 
was her message.  

She sighed exasperatedly. "We will let you live; it's 
too suspicious for you to go missing, too, and it will 
draw unwanted attention. But you are bound to keep 
our secret now. Do you understand?" 

"I understand only that I promised to deliver you 
unharmed to Krystof," I said. "They have hostages, you 
know. His family. Wife, children. Father. Sister. He told 
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me the whole list. If you come with me, perhaps They 
will... an understanding can be..." 

"Yes, perhaps," she said. "They like deals, They like 
to make deals. Sometimes They even keep them. But 
it is not guaranteed. I am very sorry about Krystof's 
family. But you understand, don't you, that you cannot 
bring me in." 

I began to protest once more that I had made an 
agreement, and moreover, aside from the blasted 
family, there was the metal to consider, but my words 
shriveled in my throat. The fire in her eyes was so 
genuine—I had seen enough liars in my time. It would 
explain, anyway, the behaviour of the things at night; 
we had known from the start they were not inanimate 
blocks of metal. In the intense silence I heard stifled 
breathing from the far side of the door. In front of them, 
could I truly say, "Too bad; got mine"? 

"His family is at the new dungeon," I finally said. 
"They will be killed if he fails. They are all he has left." 

"I know. I am sorry. It is cruel to take so much from 
him, when he has managed to keep them this long. But 
we could fight Them, Mortin. This is our chance to fight 
back. Do not take that from us." 

I got up slowly, my hands and feet buzzing as if they 
had been asleep. There would still be time to return to 
my workshop for the night—shortcut across Midnight 
Avenue and then down the dry canal up to New Parade 
Road, then— 

"Mortin," she said. 
"You have my word," I said finally. My stomach 

roiled as if I were about to be sick. Later, there would 
be time to think about this moment, the moment I said 
the opposite of the thing I meant to say. Was that her 
doing? Magic? Something else? The years of guilt, 
silence, the years of blood on my hands? "I ask no 
payment for keeping your secret, damn you. But if 
you... if you do anything, if there are enough of you to 
do anything, go take down the dungeon." 
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"We intend to do something. Tonight. But we cannot 
promise you anything else." 

"You can promise to try." 
* * * 

Back outside I wondered for a moment why I felt so 
naked, then realized that my machete had been left 
with the rebels. Too late now. There was always the 
axe back at the office, and all the hammers in the 
workshop, if I could reach it in time. The spring sunlight 
grew long and amber across the shattered buildings, 
casting sharp black shadows across the broken bricks. 
I walked my shortcuts as fast as I could, lungs burning, 
stopping frequently with stitches. A younger man's 
work. 

With two blocks to go the last of the sun died, and I 
froze for a moment in the darkness, like I used to when 
I was a child, my sister and I seeing the first stars come 
out and panicking, knowing we were past curfew. But 
that had not been a curfew like this. Already I could 
hear scraping and screeching from the square, the 
sounds of whatever unholy magicks drove the statues 
to kill. My breathing wheezed so loudly it sounded like 
an idling truck, a sound no one heard now.  

I buried my mouth in my sleeve and ducked into a 
nearby doorway, hiding in an awning's shadow, 
watching the last coral stripe vanish from the horizon. 
One star. Two. Stealth now? Or a mad dash to the 
door? I fingered my keys, and decided on stealth; if I 
could get to the door silently, I could be inside before 
the monster was alerted by the noise of the lock.  

Even so, it was a very near thing; I slammed the 
door and dove behind the counter as it hit, momentum 
carrying it into the metal with a sound like a churchbell. 
Its shrieked snarl split the air as I scrabbled for the axe, 
sharpened to an edge you could shave with, the handle 
stickily wrapped with old leather. Through the high, 
small windows, the thing's brass legs were visible, 
pacing with deliberate menace. A handful of glowing 
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red eyes appeared for a moment in the window nearest 
my head, making me yelp. But it was too big to get in 
even if it broke the glass. I hefted the axe so it could 
see it.  

That was it though, wasn't it? What the vanished 
sculptors had realized, what everyone else had, and 
only I had not, stupid and greedy as I had become. 
That at the end, it is terrible to fight alone. That if you 
must fight, it can only truly be done shoulder to 
shoulder, even if there is no hope, even if your enemy 
will crush you. One man and an axe was no revolution. 
It was one man and an axe. And what had I done 
today? Not even moved myself, a pawn, on Their 
chessboard.  

And yet, whatever tonight would bring, at least I had 
not moved a single pawn to help Them. At least there 
had been that.  

The door rang again, a clear, high sound as the 
statue's brass body met it. The glass trembled in the 
frames; my mug fell from the desk, spilling an inch of 
cold tea. I put the axe over my shoulder like an 
American baseball player. "Come on!" I shouted. 
"Come on, if you're coming! Come taste!" 

It crashed once more, then fell silent, listening—
incredulously, like me—to the impossible sound of 
explosions. Then its claws scraped across the cobbles 
as it raced away. I pressed my face to the window, 
holding my breath. A ring of people, masked, 
shouting—was that Augusta herself, in the middle?—
and great fireballs of blue and green splashing down 
upon the advancing statues, and behind the ring, 
indistinct in the shadows, waited things I could not 
even name—unfamiliar monsters of hammered metal, 
advancing step by step.  

I lowered the axe and laughed, half a sob. So they 
had indeed spoken truth. I should have known. And 
later, if anyone survived, I might be able to say that I 
had witnessed the beginning of Their downfall. 
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And Sneer of Cold Command was originally published 
on sockdolager.net. 
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Premee Mohamed is a Nebula award-winning Indo-
Caribbean scientist and speculative fiction author 
based in Edmonton, Alberta. She is an Assistant Editor 
at the short fiction audio venue Escape Pod and the 
author of the 'Beneath the Rising' series of novels as 
well as several novellas. Her short fiction has appeared 
in many venues and she can be found on Twitter at 
@premeesaurus and on her website 
at www.premeemohamed.com. 
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An Interview with Foz 
Meadows 

 

BETH TABLER 

 

 
 
Foz Meadows is Hugo award, Nora K. Hemming 
Award, and a Ditmar award winner for their essays, 
reviews, short fiction, and stories. They have appeared 
in everything from Uncanny Magazine to The 
Huffington Post. Foz will be releasing their queer 
fantasy novel A Strange and Stubborn Endurance next 
month. 

It was an absolute treat to talk to them and find out 
a bit about what makes inspires them.  

 
[GdM] I read that you decided at age 12 to become a 
writer. How did that happen? What led you to that 
discovery? 
 
[FM] It’s hard to remember my exact thought process, 
but I’d been writing stories for fun since I was six or 
seven, and at a certain point, I realized that was a job 
people had, which meant I could do it, too. I was one 
of those kids who was always reading, always writing, 
and while I went through periods of wanting to do other 
things—most notably archaeology and journalism—it 
was always as well as, not instead of. It probably 
helped that I grew up in a house full of books: my 
parents both wrote for a living, and they always 
encouraged me, so it never felt unachievable. But at 
the same time, I had no idea how the industry worked, 
which was its own learning curve once I got older! 
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[GdM] Which stories have had a considerable effect 
on you? I know you are a fan of The Goblin Emperor 
by Katherine Addison; who else do you love?  
 
[FM] I’d be here for days if I tried to list everyone, but 
some of my favourite authors right now are Martha 
Wells, N.K. Jemisin, K.J. Charles, Aliette de Bodard, 
Kate Elliott, Yoon Ha Lee, Lois McMaster Bujold, June 
Hur and Django Wexler. At this point, there’s so much 
brilliant work being written in SFF that I feel like 
everything I read is affecting me, because I’m 
constantly in awe of the field. Tamsyn Muir’s use of 
language and voice in the Locked Tomb series, 
Shelley Parker-Chan’s incisively mirrored internalities 
in She Who Became The Sun, Silvia Moreno-Garcia’s 
nuance and versatility, Lee Mandelo’s sense of place 
and deep understanding of people—it’s all just 
breathtaking. I’ve been reading Mo Xiang Tong Xiu’s 
work as the installments come out in English—I did try 
the unofficial translations, but I struggle to read long 
works on my phone—and there’s these moments with 
her characterization where I want to bow down, it’s so 
good. Right now, I’m reading an ARC of The Archive 
Undying by Emma Mieko Candon and it’s just 
phenomenal: the prose, the pace, the concept. I’m 
spoiled for choice! 
 
[GdM] You have a deep love of webcomics. Which one 
is your favorite, and why? 
 
[FM] Oh man, webcomics! There’s a few I’ve been 
reading for literally twenty years now, which feels 
insane to say, because what even is linear time? Of the 
ones I follow currently, I don’t think I could pick a 
favourite, because they’re all too different; I really love 
Wilde Life by Pascalle Lepas and Dresden Codak by 
Sen Diaz,but if we’re including comics that have 
wrapped up, I think my all-time favourite is Check, 
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Please! by Ngozi Ukazu, which aside from being a truly 
wonderful story is also responsible for getting me into 
ice hockey. 
 
[GdM] What is the biggest difference between writing 
Solace and Grief and The Key to Starveldt to now with 
A Strange and Stubborn Endurance? 
 
[FM] Honestly, the biggest difference is who I am as a 
person. I started writing Solace & Grief in 2007 aged 
21, which means there’s fifteen years of life experience 
between me-then and me-now; coincidentally, we’re 
also coming up on my fifteenth wedding anniversary. 
Since Solace, I’ve moved internationally three times, 
lived in four different countries, become a parent, 
figured out some gender stuff, had my health get 
fucked up, clawed it back, and been through an 
arguable rollercoaster re: the industry and my place in 
it. I’m a stronger writer now than then, which feels trite 
to say on one level—I’ve had an extra decade and a 
half to work on my craft; you’d hope I would’ve 
improved a little!—but it’s also because I know myself 
better. I understand what I want to write and why in a 
way I didn’t back then, not because me-then had no 
convictions, but because me-now has had longer to 
develop them and figure out how they intersect with 
fiction. Which is funny, because inevitably, me-now will 
eventually become a different me-then to look back on. 
You know? There’s no end point to identity any more 
than there is to craft; it’s just a mix of changes all the 
way down, some big and some incremental, until we 
all turn into Theseus’s ship. 
 
[GdM] You are a lover and prolific writer of fanfiction. 
What was your first brush with fanfiction? And how has 
fanfiction influenced your work as an author? 
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[FM] Way back in the mists of early adolescence, long 
before I ever knew there was a word fanfiction, I co-
wrote Zelda: Ocarina of Time fanfic with my friends, 
though I can’t now recall if this came before or after 
writing Final Fantasy VIII fanfic for myself. Either way, 
it was never posted anywhere; it was just for us, 
because we had feelings about the characters in the 
games we played and felt moved to tell our own stories. 
As an adult, I still had the same impulses, but I’d lost 
the sense of play I’d had in my tweens and teens that 
made me feel it was something I could indulge in 
outside of daydreaming on the bus to work, so I didn’t 
do anything with it. And then—and this is basic, I know, 
but basic is basic for a reason—I wound up in the 
Supernatural fandom, saw what friends and fellow fans 
were making, and realized, “Hey, I can do that!”  

I posted my first fic to AO3 in 2014, and that opened 
the floodgates. Sharing in a big fandom like that, 
writing things specifically because a single friend wants 
to read them or because you desperately want it to 
exist and nobody else has done it quite right yet—it 
was honestly a transformative experience. It made me 
completely rethink the way I wrote, not just in terms of 
showing me that I could write romance as a central 
narrative focus—and more, that I enjoyed writing 
romance as a central narrative focus—but by totally 
recontextualizing my understanding of tropes. Once I’d 
learned what tropes were and how they applied to SFF, 
I’d honestly been kind of paralyzed by it, because I’d 
started thinking tropes were the same as cliches—that 
is, simplistic concepts to be avoided rather than 
distilled descriptions of common narrative building 
blocks—and been struggling to avoid them, which isn’t 
actually possible. And then fanfic came along and 
made it clear that none of us is a creative island. You 
don’t have to find some totally unique, hitherto 
untapped perspective or develop a brand-new concept 
of language or voice or setting in order to be original; 
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you just have to write as yourself, giving your own 
perspective on the ideas that interest you, where an 
interest can be anything from a deeply-felt political 
passion to a random thing that makes you happy. It 
was just … nice, to be reminded that stories—and the 
act of writing them—can be joyful, and that their joy 
doesn’t detract from or come at the expense of depth. 
We can all contain multitudes.  

 
[GdM] Which fandoms are you a fan of? 
 
[FM] Right now, my main fandom is still The Untamed, 
aka Chen Qing Ling, the live action adaptation of Mo 
Dao Zu Shi (The Grandmaster of Demonic Cultivation) 
by Mo Xiang Tong Xiu. It’s such a rich, powerful story 
with so much to say about people, power, violence, 
history—every time I come back to it, I find something 
new. I’m also completely obsessed with Beyond Evil, 
aka Goemul (Monster), a Korean crime drama; it 
subverts and critiques the genre in a way that makes 
me feral, and the chemistry between the lead actors—
and the performance of Shin Hakyun in particular—is 
phenomenal. 
 
[GdM] Can you tell us about your newest novel, A 
Strange and Stubborn Endurance? 
 
[FM] It’s a queer fantasy romance centered on the 
diplomatic marriage between two noblemen: Velasin 
vin Aaro, who’s from the homophobic nation of Ralia, 
and Caethari Aeduria, from the more liberal nation of 
Tithena. Vel, a gay man, is originally slated to marry 
Cae’s sister, but when he’s outed under ugly 
circumstances, the Tithenai envoy proposes that he 
marry Cae instead. Though Vel’s father is opposed to 
the new arrangement, as the alternative is to let the 
alliance fail, he allows it to go ahead, though not before 
effectively disowning his son. So Vel starts out the 
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story in a very dark place, but his arc is ultimately one 
of healing—and at the same time, there’s political 
shenanigans afoot when he gets to Tithena, because 
not everyone is thrilled about the alliance. 
 
[GdM] What was the genesis for the creation of A 
Strange and Stubborn Endurance? 
 
[FM] I started writing the first draft in 2015, after I’d 
handed in my edits for An Accident of Stars, but before 
I was set to start work on A Tyranny of Queens, when 
I had a free moment and my brain, somewhat 
predictably, leapt at the chance to work on something 
new. I’d been enjoying writing queer romance in a 
fanfic context, so I wanted to try my hand at something 
original in a fantasy vein, and this was what came out. 
I didn’t plan the story: I just opened up a new document 
and Vel’s voice flowed onto the page, and suddenly I 
had this whole concept in my head that needed a 
home.  
 
[GdM] How did you select the name of the novel? 
 
[FM] The original working name for the book was The 
Killing Choice, in reference to a fictional queer fantasy 
novel I made up to include in a Supernatural fanfic. I 
wasn’t trying to write the story as described in the fic 
so much as riffing off the name I’d given it, and in the 
end, the title didn’t fit. So I went back into the text to 
look for inspiration, and settled on A Strange and 
Stubborn Endurance, which is what Vel is described as 
having at one point, and which feels much more 
representative of the story. 
 
[GdM] How did Velasin vin Aaro's character come 
about? What was his inception? 
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[FM] Honestly, he just showed up! I started writing and 
there he was, which is how it often feels when my 
creative hindbrain gets an idea but doesn’t deign to 
enlighten my conscious mind about all the underlying 
hows and whys. There’s just something there, and I 
know it’s mine, but it’s come from the black box part of 
my brain rather than the cockpit, if that makes sense, 
and when that happens, it’s generally best to just run 
with it. 
 
[GdM] A Strange and Stubborn Endurance is a lot of 
things: a love story, a story about healing, friendship, 
cultural roles and the damage they can do, and 
recovery from trauma. How did you balance everything 
so well? Did the story organically grow as you wrote it?  
 
[FM] I do sometimes plan out my novels, but this one 
was purely organic. I wrote the first half in about two 
months, sending day by day updates to my friend Liz 
Bourke, who was cheerleading me through it and 
continually asking for more—but then I had to stop and 
work on A Tyranny of Queens, for which I was 
contracted at the time, and after that, life got in the way 
for a while. I kept nibbling at it and tweaking the early 
sections over the next few years, but I didn’t actually 
come back and finish it until 2020—at which point, the 
whole second half came out in about three months. So 
depending on how you measure it, the book either took 
five months or five years to write! 
 
[GdM] What is next for you? What have you been 
working on? 
 
[FM] The first book in my Manifold Worlds duology, An 
Accident of Stars, is getting rereleased in June, which 
is really exciting, and in addition to working on the 
sequel to A Strange and Stubborn Endurance, I’ve got 
a novella, Finding Echoes, coming out from Neon 
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Hemlock in 2023. There’s also another couple of 
novels on the backburner, one of which I’m particularly 
eager to get to; working on it is going to be my reward 
for finishing the Endurance sequel. It’s a sort of reverse 
murder mystery in a setting where magic comes from 
being touched by gods, and I can’t wait to finish it! 
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Royalty and Power in 
Fantasy: Heavy is the 
head that wears the 

crown 
 

AARON S. JONES 

 

 
 
Pick up a fantasy book at random and odds are, there 
will be royalty in the story. A sneering prince looking 
down on the commoners, a king or queen struggling 
with the burden of their responsibilities, a princess 
doing her best to play the role expected of her whilst 
plotting in the shadows the ways of earning true power. 
What is the obsession with royalty in fantasy? Why do 
writers feel the urge to use these characters in their 
stories? 

The birth of fantasy is a topic debated frequently by 
its readers. Whilst there are arguments for different 
starting points for the much-loved genre, it is clear that 
it has strong links to the fairytales that many of us grew 
up with; fairytales that stem from medieval times with 
dark castles, kings, queens, princes, and princesses. 
Fantasy’s obsession with royalty goes hand in hand 
with its love of the Middle Ages. After the fall of the 
Roman Empire, Western Europe fell into a decline 
known as the Dark Ages. It was a time of chaos: war 
and bloodshed, plague and depression. It was grim as 
hell. The perfect period for writers to mine for ideas in 
the hope of creating conflict and drama. Throughout it 
all, monarchies rose and fell. Beheadings, hangings, 
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treaties, alliances … the Dark Ages had it all. Whilst 
the Islamic world was going through a Golden Age, 
Western Europe’s Dark Ages inspired some of the 
greatest writers in western literature, and the lives of 
the kings and queens of this period were full of intrigue 
and scandal. 

George RR Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire is 
famously influenced by the War of the Roses—civil 
wars fought in England between the houses of 
Lancaster and York. He had read history books about 
the important events but wanted his story to focus on 
the juicy parts: the war, betrayal, assassinations, and 
murder. His fascination with the history of the kings and 
queens of that period even led to him compiling his 
own history book of the Targaryens aptly titled Fire and 
Blood which is soon to be a series on HBO.  

One of Martin’s inspirations, JRR Tolkien, looked to 
the mythos of Britain and was inspired by elements of 
King Arthur and his infamous legend (though he found 
it all too connected to Christianity for his liking and 
ended up developing his own story with its own 
cultures, languages, and mythos—he was quite 
successful with it too …) and William Shakespeare 
lived through the transition of Elizabeth I’s death and 
her enemy’s son, James I, taking the throne. 
Shakespeare was able to see the workings of the royal 
family and felt the pressure of leading an organization 
called the King’s Men, working to produce incredible 
plays that needed to be performed nightly. His work 
during this time is interesting in that through plays like 
King Lear, he looks at the effect of a divided Britain. 
His work becomes a warning without being hollow 
propaganda. A clever move, as King James was king 
of both Scotland and England at the time. Whether 
writing about the monarchy, or for the monarchy, it is 
clear to see that some of the greatest writers have 
been inspired by those in power. 
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That’s the key component: power. The stories we 
read often involve characters with power, and 
characters without power. This divide can be what 
drives the story—the goal can be for a character 
without power to obtain it. Stories with royalty allow for 
that epic scope. They lead whole nations, call for 
armies to head into battle, and require men and women 
to die for their country. Adding royalty often creates 
plots that lead to world-changing events. 

Peter McLean’s War for the Rose Throne gives a 
thrilling example of what happens to a person when 
they gain power. Starting with Priest of Bones, the 
character Thomas Piety returns from war to rebuild his 
criminal empire. There are different levels of power that 
Piety either achieves or witnesses throughout the story 
and it is the power of McLean’s writing from Piety’s 
perspective that gives the reader an insight into his 
incredible worldbuilding. When the story moves to the 
capital, Piety witnesses power on another level. People 
in the capital feign reverence to the Queen knowing 
that it is important to at least be seen to be fawning 
over the monarch. Those who do not are often taken 
away and never seen again or used as an example to 
ensure the masses obey.  

This social construct of subjects having to be seen 
obeying a monarch draws parallels to Shakespeare’s 
time and the anxiety people felt when they were 
uncertain about the balance of power. The powerful 
using fear to ensure obedience isn’t something 
confined to the annals of history. It can still be seen 
today and great writers use such injustices to add 
depth to their stories and enrich the experience for the 
readers. Piety is a brilliant character for a reader to 
follow in this regard. He has lived as a common man. 
His father’s actions towards him and his brother show 
the abuse of power within a family. The abuse of power 
and lack of empathy for their fellow man is shown on a 
grander scale through the actions of the leaders in 
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Piety’s world. Of course, Piety himself questions his 
actions when he realizes that he has brought about so 
much death in his homeland. 

Fantasy has its heroic royals. Shining beacons that 
show us the way things should be done by those with 
enough power to influence the masses. Lord of the 
Ring’s Aragorn is a reluctant leader who cares for 
those around him and would willingly die for them. 
Princess Leia in Star Wars is a badass leader, 
unwilling to just wait for others to rescue her and 
Queen Olenna Tyrell in Game of Thrones is all kinds 
of awesome. However, some of the best royals in 
fantasy, and in grimdark especially, are those leaders 
who struggle in their role. In King Henry IV Part Two, 
Shakespeare writes, “Uneasy is the head that wears 
the crown.” It is easy to be envious of kings and 
queens. Power. Wealth. Powerful alliances. The world 
seems easy. But fantasy sometimes scratches the 
surface and shows us what is beneath.  

The First Law trilogy by Joe Abercrombie 
introduces Jezal dan Luther, an arrogant, handsome, 
smarmy noble who doesn’t realise the privilege he has 
when he mocks those beneath him. When he is 
suddenly thrust into the office of king, he feels it is his 
right to rule. Little does he know that his new role is 
suffocating with everyone watching his every move, no 
chance to choose who to speak to, where to go, who 
to love. Jezal comes to realise that life as a king means 
sacrifice and that the higher you climb, the more 
people you serve. By the time readers come to see 
Jezal years later in the Age of Madness trilogy, he is 
no longer the charismatic and smart-talking young man 
we were introduced to. There is a weariness to him, as 
though the crown is a literal burden weighing him down 
until he is almost unrecognizable. The burden of power 
has robbed him of his vibrancy and it is something that 
Abercrombie delves into even further with his son, 
Orso. Abercrombie also plays with an idea touched on 
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by McLean, that true power can be wielded from the 
shadows through fear and manipulation. The 
scheming Bayaz understands that royals can be killed 
either by assassins or through revolution. Figureheads 
are sometimes just the puppets being played by a 
greater master. 

Great stories take characters on a journey. They 
change. They evolve. Characters rise and fall and it is 
easy to see that when reading about royalty. Whether 
it is characters overcoming obstacles to rise to the 
position of king or queen, or royalty falling and learning 
to live away from the trappings of their former position, 
it is always interesting to follow them on that journey 
and see how the characters behave when their lives 
change so much. It is the study of power and the lack 
of it. Human history is one of conflict and the struggle 
for power. Fantasy shines a light on such dynamics. It 
gives an insight into the corruptive nature of power and 
the strength needed to shield oneself from it. Tolkien 
displayed this to perfection in Lord of the Rings and it 
will be a focus on Amazon Prime’s upcoming The 
Rings of Power. As a famous character once said, 
“With great power comes great responsibility.” It is that 
incredible responsibility that makes regal characters in 
fantasy so captivating and powerful to readers and 
writers. 
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Born in the area of Birmingham that inspired Tolkien's 
Middle-Earth, Aaron S. Jones caught the fantasy bug 
early.  

He is the author of Flames of Rebellion, the epic 
first part of The Broken Gods Trilogy. When he isn't 
reading or writing, he teaches as Head of English at a 
primary school in Kent, introducing the next generation 
of readers to the world of fantasy. 

You can find him rambling about his favourite 
books, films, and games on Twitter @hereticasjones or 
via his website aaronsjones.com. 
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The First Bar at the End 
of the Day 

 

KEN SCHOLES 

 

 
 
A man walks into a bar. How’s that for a beginning? 
Well, here I am and here you are. Me? No, I’m not gay. 
It’s just the first bar I saw and let’s just say that after 
my day at the office, I needed a drink or three. Any bar 
will do. 

Talk? Sure, let’s talk. But I have to tell you, straight 
up, that I don’t have time in my life for a new 
relationship. Frankly, you don’t either. What am I 
drinking? Bourbon. Thanks. 

So, what do you do, Tom? Security guard? Nice. 
Me? I’m in nonprofit. Well, at least that’s what we 

call it. Called it, I mean. What kind? Oh ... you mean 
like homeless shelters or saving seafaring mammals? 
No. More like ... research. I’m not allowed to talk about 
it but you seem like a good guy so what the hell. 

Ever hear of SETI? Bunch of geeks pointing radio 
receivers at the sky listening for voices. That’s not us. 
We’re a bit ... unusual. We listen to the sky with our 
minds. I know. Far-fetched? Extremely. Ever hear of 
the Foundation for a Better World? That’s us. We’re in 
the bank tower down on Sixth. 

How long? Well, I’ve been with them for about 
twenty years. They recruit us young. I was fifteen, 
doing card tricks at the county fair. Couple of suits 
watched me for two or three hours, asked me to take 
some tests. And here I am. 

I quit today. 
Then I came here to get shitty drunk. 
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Slow down? Why? How about another? No, let me 
get this one. I insist. 

Well, there we were, working in shifts, hooked to 
machines they called boosters, stretched out in 
recliners in the basement. Exactly. Going to work for 
the last twenty years basically meant crawling into a 
recliner and spending the day thinking. Reach out and 
touch someone, you know? 

Say again? Well of course we found stuff. That’s 
why we did it in the first place. Not much. Glimpses of 
strange skies. Nonsensical mutterings. Snippets of 
alien song. Flashes of temples on crystalline sands. 
But nothing really solid. Officer of the Watch logged it 
and we kept right on casting. 

Then, three days ago, I got something no one else 
could hear or see or sense or whatever the hell you 
want to call it. They always said I had more reach than 
the others. Made sense: I’d been at it longer.  

Do you believe in evil, Tom? Yeah, I didn’t use to. 
But I touched something ... or maybe it touched me. 
And it was so fucking dark it made my balls ache and 
my stomach lurch. I started crying—not just a tear or 
two but full-on sobbing. I saw it. Worse: It saw me. You 
ever see a woman so pretty, so ... perfect ... that you 
just hurt from wanting her? Oh. Sorry. Okay ... a guy 
then. Ever see a guy that— 

Well, I’m flattered, Tom, but like I said: Bad timing. 
Anyway, imagine that craving for her—for him—

only flip it so that what you want most is to smash that 
pretty face, crack those slender bones, chew that 
tender meat until you’ve completely broken and 
devoured your love. 

That’s what I touched. Out there. And it touched me 
back. And it moved. Like I was the guest star in its 
dreams and it suddenly woke up, saw me there, and 
turned towards me with open eyes. 

They unhooked me. They told me it was an 
anomaly, a problem in my booster. But they didn’t look 
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like they believed that. My nose bled, my head 
throbbed, my hands shook. They sent me home for the 
day; told me to get some rest. 

I chicken-shitted instead. Excuse me? Chicken-
shitted. I had a bottle of sleeping pills. I don’t know how 
many I took. Obviously not enough. Why? Because I 
knew what it meant, Tom. I’ll get to that. 

Anyway, I took a bunch of pills. Went to sleep. 
Woke up two days later in a pool of cold vomit. Yeah, 
sorry about that. Not a pretty picture. 

I knew it was closer now. I could feel it without the 
booster. It moved with slow, hungry, intent. I cleaned 
myself up and went to the office. Thought maybe there 
was something we could do to stop what was coming. 

All of the other casters were dead in their chairs, 
eyes and mouths open. The handlers were nowhere to 
be found. 

I decided to call it a day. I came here and met you. 
One more? Sure, you can pay for this one. 
Tom, do you ever think about how the world will 

end? Do you ever think about what you’d do or where 
you’d go? Is there someone you’d call? Would you 
pray? Would you cry? Or would you just find the closest 
bar and get shitty drunk? 

No, wait. Don’t go. I know, I know. Poor taste and 
all that. Sit down. Please?  

I’ll tell you the truth. I make shit up all the time. I’m 
a science fiction writer. No casters. No boosters. No 
psychics in basement recliners. No strange hungry 
space monsters. I’m sorry; I’m a little drunk. 

Let’s just sit together for a while. Maybe later, we 
can go back to your place or back to my place and see 
what happens. Sound good?  

My nose is bleeding? I know it is, Tom. Yours is 
bleeding, too. 

Feel that? Me, too. Hurts like hell, doesn’t it? 
It won’t be long now. It won’t be long at all. 
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Ken Scholes is the award-winning, critically-
acclaimed author of five novels and over fifty short 
stories. His work has appeared in print since 2000. He 
is also a singer-songwriter who has written nearly a 
hundred songs over thirty years of performing. 
Occasionally, in his spare time, Ken consults 
individuals and organizations on maximizing their 
effectiveness and accessing their creativity. 

Ken is a native of the Pacific Northwest and makes 
his home in Cornelius, Oregon, where he lives with his 
twin daughters. You can learn more about Ken by 
visiting www.kenscholes.com. 
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An Interview with Chris 
Panatier 

 

BETH TABLER 

 

 
 
Chris Panatier's new novel, Stringers toes the line 
between intellectual science fiction and bat-shit crazy 
fun. It also features one of the best friendship duos akin 
to Sam and Frodo. 

Chris is someone I have looked forward to chatting 
with since his debut novel, The Phlebotomist. And I 
wasn't disappointed; he is a fascinating man with his 
hand in many pies: lawyer, artist, and author. 

Check out the below conversation that Chris and I 
had via email. 

 
[GdM] Hey Chris, thank you so much for taking the 
time to interview with us! 
 
[CP] Thank you so much for having me, Beth. What a 
treat! 
 
[GdM] You are a lawyer by day, an author of some 
wildly cool science fiction, and an artist of album 
covers. What attracted you to law as your day job? 
How did both being an author and an artist start? 
 
[CP] I have a bit of a reverse story from a lot of writers, 
I suppose. Most would-be authors I hear seemed to 
know they were going to write early on. Not me. I was 
too lazy for that. I had to write a 30-page paper in my 
third year of law school and considered it a great 
affront that anyone would be required to put down so 
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many words. So, long story short, my desire to be a 
trial lawyer came pretty early and I’ve done that for 
twenty years. I like to find the story in the case, then 
speak it to juries with an aim to holding companies 
responsible for doing bad things to people.  

As for art, that started in childhood, but (due to 
laziness) I didn’t really get serious until around 2007 
when I started trying to draw album art and bands 
started to find me. 

Writing hit me like a bolt of lightning. In 2015 I was 
struck by the desire to write a novel—probably 
because it suddenly dawned on me that the marriage 
of writing a story and a reader reading that story is this 
very magical thing. That you can write words that lots 
of people will read in the same order, but the story as 
it manifests in one reader’s mind will never look like it 
looks in somebody else’s brain. There was a beauty to 
that idea I couldn’t shake. After that, I started writing. 
Badly. But I wrote every single day for years until my 
work began to find homes. 
 
[GdM] Is there a story that was very influential for you? 
If so, how? 
 
[CP] I think it depends on the day and influential in 
what way, you know? But on this day, the stories that 
comes to mind are some that my mother read to me 
when I was very young. A Wrinkle in Time fascinated 
me. I think maybe that planted the little seed that 
hatched so many years later. As for modern stories, 
Annihilation by Jeff Vandermeer has been something 
I’ve aspired to in terms of pure beauty and story 
execution. Ask me tomorrow and get a different 
answer! 
 
[GdM] I read on an AMA you did a few years ago that 
you furiously wrote The Phlebotomist in 70 days. The 
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story was at the forefront of your mind. Did you have 
the same sort of burst of writing with Stringers? 
 
[CP] Stringers came in two parts. I’d actually begun the 
book that became Stringers first. I remember that the 
early version of it was kind of fizzling out on me. I put it 
down and wrote The Phlebotomist. When I resurrected 
Stringers two years later, I got the first draft done in 
three months. Sometimes all you need is time. 
 
[GdM] You released The Phlebotomist in the middle of 
the pandemic and released Stringers recently. Has 
anything changed between releasing your first book 
and now your second? 
 
[CP] It definitely sucked super hard to have a debut 
come out when it did. On the other hand, my publisher, 
Angry Robot, was so supportive and organized lots of 
on-line events for me and other writers. I have enjoyed 
being able to do in-person events now in support of 
both books. Most of the time I feel like a little cave 
dweller yearning for human contact, so I try to get to 
any events I can. Readings, cons, what have you. 
 
[GdM] You are both an artist and a writer. Each of 
these disciplines requires different parts of your 
creative faculties. But process-wise, would you say 
that you approach both similarly? For instance, if you 
are a pantser, do you go into an art piece and create 
whatever feels right at the time? Or do you have a set 
of criteria that you want to hit?  
 
[CP] Great question! The longer I write, the more the 
two crafts seem the same to me. It may be different for 
others who do both things, but for me I never know 
what I’m really working with until I start 
writing/sketching. I may have a broad idea, such as a 
premise in writing or a compositional structure in 
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drawing/painting, but I usually just need to start and 
see where the art takes me. Pantsing in both 
endeavors is a process of discovery for me. Before I 
ink a drawing I’ve probably sketched and redrawn 
aspects of the piece dozens of times. Same goes for 
writing. Leave what works, bin the rest. 

Another interesting thing I’ve noticed is that art and 
stories come together in much the same way—both 
paintings and books go through an ugly phase and you 
just have to remember that more often than not, you do 
come through on the other side! 
 
[GdM] What are some album covers or art pieces that 
you genuinely admire, and why? 
 
[CP] There is so much good album art. I’m hugely 
inspired by anything John Baizley has done. Some of 
my favorite work by him is the cover of Skeleton 
Witch’s Beyond the Permafrost album and Pig 
Destroyer’s Phantom Limb. Also, anything Pushead 
did for Metallica. Love the painterly stuff by Adam 
Burke, who did the cover for Vektor’s Terminal Redux. 
Just off the top of my head. What these all have in 
common is some type of trapped energy that seems 
ready to leap off the page in addition to nice 
composition and linework (if pen is involved). I’m a 
sucker for pretty lines. 
 
[GdM] Speaking of Album covers, I bought your Full 
Metal Coloring book about a year ago. It is gorgeous. 
When will we see another coloring book from you? 
 
[CP] Oh, I’m so glad you like it! I’ve actually got more 
than enough art to do a second coloring book, but I 
wanted to make it available in a larger format. My agent 
(Sara Megibow) recently submitted a proposal for a 
new coloring book to a few places. Cross your fingers! 
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[GdM] I read that you drew the anatomical heart on the 
cover of The Phlebotomist. Is that true? How did the 
cover design process go for that book? The cover is 
very cool and distinctive.  
 
[CP] That is a true fact! It was a very collaborative 
process. I told Angry Robot that I wanted to have a hot 
pink cover (to match my protagonist’s hair). They came 
up with the medical illustration theme and had a few 
possible centerpieces done in that style. Pen and ink 
is something that I have a lot of confidence in, and so I 
asked them if I could draw the center image. They said 
‘go for it’ and that was that! 
 
[GdM] The covers for Stringers is also amazing. Did 
you have a hand in Stringers as you did with The 
Phlebotomist? 
 
[CP] I had a lot of input, and we even played with the 
idea of my doing a cover for it. I actually painted a giant 
spaceship with oils but we later decided it didn’t really 
do the job we wanted for the cover. The concept that 
made it to the front was mine, and the brilliant 
execution was the work of AR’s graphic designer 
Kieryn Tyler. I absolutely love what she did.  

By the way, the spaceship made it onto the book. If 
you look at the spine, you’ll see a very tiny image at the 
top. Hahaha!  
 
[GdM] How did you shape your protagonists, Willa and 
Ben, in The Phlebotomist and Stringers? Was there a 
starting point, an idea that you worked from? Or did 
you build the story first, and the protagonists 
developed organically? 
 
[CP] Another great question! I have a tough time 
developing characters outside the confines of the 
story. With most of mine, I know little more than their 
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circumstance and primary motives before I begin 
writing. They gain layers of flesh as the story goes on. 
In my experience, characters are truly defined by their 
decisions. So, putting them into the story is key for me. 
All I knew about Willa, for instance, was that she’d be 
older (only because the phlebotomists I’d encountered 
were older) and that she would be employed by the 
company at the center of the book’s conflict. 
 
[GdM] Can you tell us a bit about Stringers?  
 
[CP] No spoiler version: Ben has a lot of knowledge 
but doesn’t know why. He’s an encyclopedia of natural 
sciences (with a focus on bug sex), antique watches, 
and the Chime—though he can’t say what the Chime 
actually is. Unfortunately for Ben (and his best and only 
friend, Patton) there are people in the galaxy who do 
know what the Chime is, and obtaining it is very 
important. Naturally, Ben and Patton are abducted. It 
devolves from there. 
 
[GdM] Stringers has a ton of crazy humor, often 
involving a jar of pickles. How fun was writing all of the 
shenanigans? 
 
[CP] An absolute joy. I had every bit of it in my mind’s 
eye and it unfolded like a comedy film. I admit I laugh 
at my own shit. I’d love to see this book on the screen 
at some point because I truly think people would need 
supplemental oxygen from all that happens to our 
“heroes”.  
 
[GdM] Also, what made you choose the sex life of 
animals and watches for Ben's unique pool of 
knowledge?  
 
[CP] I needed something that seemed entirely random 
but was still engaging. Here, engaging meant humor + 
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strange facts that could keep the reader involved as 
they plow through the footnotes that symbolize the 
many intrusions of poor Ben’s asshole brain. 
 
[GdM] What are some deep intellectual dives you went 
down in research for Stringers? What is the coolest 
thing you learned? You had to have discovered a 
lifetime of information about insects. 
 
[CP] The deepest dive I went on had nothing to do with 
bugs or animals at all, actually. It was in trying to 
develop a plausible, but original, faster-than-light travel 
device. I watched hours and hours of videos on particle 
entanglement in order to get a basic understanding of 
the science to then bastardize it into the mechanism 
for Naecia’s “Switch Drive”. The bug stuff was fun and 
amazing, but for me the exploration of actual physics 
was more rewarding. Doesn’t mean I won’t regale 
people with facts about head-fucking snails at parties. 
 
[GdM] Would you say that Patton is Ben Sullivan's 
Samwise Gamgee? I think we could all use someone 
like Patton in our lives.  
 
[CP] Wow, I hadn’t seen that comparison yet. It’s 
shockingly apt! For both Patton and Ben. Because 
Frodo—like Ben—could be a selfish asshole, and Sam 
stuck by him.  
 
[GdM] What is next for you? 
 
[CP] I have a dark fantasy manuscript with my agent 
and some beta readers right now. It’s nothing like my 
prior two books (I guess that’s becoming a theme!). 
Tough to describe, it’s sort of Monsters Inc, + Wizard 
of Oz + The Exorcist. I’m very excited about it.  

Thanks so much for having me! 
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Chris Panatier lives in Dallas, Texas, with his wife, 
daughter, and a fluctuating herd of animals resembling 
dogs (one is almost certainly a goat). He writes short 
stories and novels, "plays" the drums, and draws 
album covers for metal bands. As a lawyer, he goes 
after companies that poison people. 
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Head Games 
 

CAMERON JOHNSTON 

 

 
 
Seven corpses lined the side of the alley, heaped atop 
pig shit and kitchen slops. Stained blankets did little to 
conceal the lumps of butchered human meat beneath. 
A black-clad warden wearing the red sash of a captain 
stood in the middle of the bloody mess, his back to me, 
hand resting on the pommel of the sword at his waist. 
I pried the bent rollup from my lips and yawned tabac 
smoke, scratching at my chin, bristles rasping. They 
had hauled me out of a warm bed and sent me trudging 
halfway across the bloody city for this? 

I tched. Seven murders was a quiet night for the 
Warrens—it was called the cesspit of Setharis for a 
damn good reason. I stuck the smouldering rollup back 
between my teeth and picked my way forward, shards 
of pottery crunching underfoot, decaying tenements 
groaning and creaking on either side. Why had the 
Arcanum ordered their loathed tyrant to a murder 
scene? None of those oh-so-worthy magi poncing 
about in silken robes were comfortable with the idea 
that I could use my Gift to get into their heads.  

But I had to do as the Inner Circle demanded, 
unless I felt like being back out on the streets without 
a coin to my name, opening my veins for mageblood 
addicts to get high on a touch of magic—or worse, I 
could start using my Gift too much. My power over 
others was terrifyingly seductive. 

The warden turned, scowled. My mood plummeted. 
"Walker,” he spat. "Of all magi, why did they have to 
send you?" Captain Matthias Meldrum of the city 
wardens regarded me with that familiar mix of 
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contempt and utter disgust he reserved solely for me. 
Considering he was in the scummiest part of Setharis 
and ankle-deep in a pile of human intestines and grey-
green offal, I thought it a little unfair. His moustache 
was trimmed and waxed in the very latest fashion, but 
for once he wasn’t wearing his dress uniform all edged 
in gold thread. Today, he wore a plain black tunic and 
thick trousers. He meant business. 

"Guess you've pissed somebody off," I said in a 
cloud of smoke. "Good to see you too, Meldrum.” 
Pompous prick. 

Opposite the corpses, a hole gaped in the tenement 
wall. As I studied the scene Meldrum studied me, hand 
twitching on the hilt of his sword. Worrying, that. I 
peered through the crumbled hole into a flooded cellar. 

A pair of ashen-faced wardens carrying wicker 
baskets hauled themselves up from the gloom, 
struggling with the weight. The contents were wet, pink 
and glistening. They upended the baskets and human 
organs slopped out into the alley. The wardens 
retched, threatening to add the contents of their guts to 
the mess. 

Hearts and lungs, a mottled liver, and a bloated 
stomach ... all well-preserved. 

"You are a waste of time, Walker," Meldrum said, 
prodding my chest with a finger. "I called for a seer to 
help with this atrocity. What use is a sot like you?”  

I grinned, pointed to his shiny new boots. "You have 
a kidney on your foot. You’re welcome."  

He grimaced, shook it off.  
"You called for a magus," I said, spreading my arms 

wide. "Now you have a magus." 
He groaned and lifted a bloodstained glove to 

massage his temples, leaving streaks. Ha! Still, at least 
he’d deigned to get his own precious hands dirty 
amongst the filthy peasants. 

I was a Docklander, and these were my folk, every 
last filthy, thieving, one of them. It might be my home, 
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but I didn't really belong anymore. Not here or 
anywhere else. Still, somebody had to give a rat’s arse 
about them, and nobody else was going to. "What have 
you found?" 

Meldrum sighed, moving from corpse to corpse, 
peeling back cloth. "Seven men, butchered." He’d 
done his best at putting them back together, but even 
including their haul from the baskets, bits were clearly 
missing—an arm here, a foot there, internal organs, an 
entire torso. However, I noted no heads had been 
taken. 

"When were they found?” 
"The doorway to this cellar collapsed a week ago. 

Somebody finally got around to reporting the bodies to 
my men last night. All I can say with certainty is that 
they have been in there for more than seven days." 

It was a strange answer. Meldrum was precise, 
methodical, and far more knowledgeable than the likes 
of me. He knew exactly how long a corpse had been 
lying there rotting, and usually what put them there. 
There had to be a reason he had asked the Arcanum 
to send a magus. 

"What do you expect me to do about a few poxy 
murders?” I asked. “I’m no thief-taker.” I wasn’t allowed 
to rifle through people’s minds without high-level 
authorisation, and all I could do otherwise was produce 
a waft of air or a few feeble sparks of flame. 

He ground his teeth. "There is no natural decay." 
Ah. I blinked. He was right. The air was free of the 

stink of rotting flesh. The victims looked as if they'd 
been killed only a few moments ago: no bloated and 
rat-gnawed flesh; no swarms of fat black flies dancing 
from corpse to corpse.  

I swallowed, mouth gone dry, then opened up my 
Gift. Magic quivered like an illicit orgasm through my 
flesh, washing away any trace of a hangover, tempting 
me with both power and pleasure. I forced myself to 
set aside magic’s seductions. I didn’t want to end up 
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warped and corrupted like that poor wretch of a 
pyromancer the Arcanum put down last week. He had 
lost control of his emotions and let his magic run 
unchecked. By the time they got to him, it was far too 
late: his Gift had torn, and magic flooded through to 
twist mind and flesh. With inhuman logic, it began 
moulding his body into a better host for the Worm of 
Magic, that fucking parasite that tempted us every time 
we opened ourselves. For the Gifted, using magic was 
easy but surviving was hard. 

I knelt and pressed my hand to one man's forehead, 
ignoring the glassy stare. The skin was waxy and 
lukewarm but that didn’t bother me; any child of the 
Docklands grew up with Uncle Death and Auntie 
Murder. I didn't really have to touch the corpse to use 
my power; I just didn't want anybody to know that. I 
wasn't trusted as it was, and a fictional limitation on my 
power helped them sleep easier at night and kept the 
knives out of my back.  

I probed deeper. 
Nausea roared through me. I lurched to my feet, 

spun to Meldrum, clutched his arm, and doubled over 
retching. 

"Another late night with too much ale, magus?" 
Meldrum said, every ounce of personal distaste forced 
into one little word.  

I spat gunk, then looked up, taking a deep, calming 
breath. “Yes, as it happens," I said. "But that's not why 
I feel sick. Meldrum, I ... the victims ... they're not 
dead." 

His brow furrowed, eyes flicking between me and 
the dismembered bodies like I was cracked. "Of course 
they are.” 

"The decay, man! There is none because they're 
not dead. Not fully.” 

A horrified look stole over him. "Do they still feel? 
Are they aware?" 
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I shook my head. “That I’m sure about. Feels more 
like..." How to explain it to a mundane? "They seem to 
be frozen mid-death. They’re not quite dead, but 
bloody-well not alive either." 

He shuddered, closing his eyes for a moment. 
"Scant mercy. What else?" 

It seemed I’d been the perfect choice for this task. 
And here I had thought myself the last magus they 
would ever entrust with official Arcanum work. Ancient 
tales of hoary old tyrants still lurked in people's 
nightmares. 

As the bodies were not quite dead, with a bit of luck 
their minds might still be readable. I crouched and 
pressed a finger to the man's forehead, trying to ignore 
the stink of corrupt magic. I had never encountered 
something so foul, but I recognised the source; every 
magus was trained to. 

"Blood sorcery," I whispered. 
"Damn,” Meldrum said. “Burn it all, that is the last 

thing I need." 
The first victim’s mind was like glass, my probes 

unable to find much purchase. It was usually a simple 
task to read mundanes, like netting fish. I carefully felt 
my way in. His mind was frozen, a record of his last 
moments. A woman’s skin, soft under his hands. Lust. 
Confusion. Fear. Pain. A glimpse of her face, twisted 
in dark ecstasy.  

The others yielded similarly rotten fruit. 
I straightened, back killing me. The two sick-looking 

wardens eyed me warily, as if I was a venomous snake 
reared to strike. I pulled a silver coin from my sleeve 
and flicked it into their snatching hands. "Go get a 
drink, lads. Be back in half an hour." They couldn't wait 
to get out of this abattoir. 

Meldrum waited until they were out of earshot. 
"How much will this hurt, Walker?" 

I chewed on my lip, looked him right in the eye. “Do 
you want justice or to keep your arse out of the fire?" 
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"So, it is like that. Nobility or Arcanum?" 
"Nobility.” The lesser of two disastrous options. Not 

that the two weren't intertwined in some weird sexual 
union, each trying to shaft the other. 

He broke eye contact, mulling it over while staring 
at the seven dismembered men. He sighed. "Justice." 

I hated to admit it, but his answer didn’t surprise me. 
“This atrocity was perpetrated by Lady Ilea, head of 
High House Graske.” 

He rubbed his forehead, and I could almost feel his 
headache beginning. "Damn and blast," he said, 
echoing my own feelings on the matter, but with less 
odious bodily functions and rabid animals. He 
considered me gutter scum but knew me well enough 
to realise I wasn’t joking. 

We stood in silent dread until the two wardens 
returned to keep an eye on the alley, then hastily made 
our way up the hill and through the gatehouse to the 
Old Town. 

Meldrum insisted on stopping at his barracks to 
wash and change before daring to darken the 
doorways of a High House. He was right, but that didn't 
stop me bitching about it. Ilea had murdered seven 
men, so I wasn’t inclined to be polite; I would have 
happily trailed chunks of congealed corpse and 
chicken shit through their halls. Still, Meldrum had 
enough clout to make life difficult for me if I didn't do 
things his way. 

I scratched at the starched collar of my borrowed 
shirt, feeling out of place in the pure white linen and 
high-necked grey warden jacket he'd foisted on me. 
Meldrum's formal uniform was all pressed and crisp, 
oiled black leather boots and brass buttons sparkling 
even on a dingy afternoon. I got into the right mindset 
for my role as official lackey: chest puffed out, 
deliberate movements, cold eyes, colder heart, and not 
one iota of imagination. I snapped off a crisp salute. 
"Ready, Sir!" 
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He scowled and smoothed his moustache, checked 
and re-sheathed the sword at his hip. He insisted on 
doing this on the low-down, all quiet and subtle instead 
of men charging into the seat of High House and 
detaining everybody. I thought Meldrum was having 
apoplexy when I suggested it. Instead, we would first 
have a quiet word with the head of the house, Lady 
Ilea. 

We made our way west along wide streets lined 
with marble columns and ornate facades. As we drew 
closer to our destination the buildings grew older, 
grimmer, the ornate palaces of the merely rich giving 
way to the older, brooding fortresses of the High 
Houses. Finally, we reached the immaculate gardens 
surrounding House Grakse. 

Rumour held that beneath the ancient five-story 
house of black basalt, secret tunnels burrowed deep 
into the rock. As a child, I had once been trapped in the 
catacombs below the city. I shuddered on the inside, 
hoping that no trace of my fear made its way past my 
mask of official lackey. I stamped down old terrors and 
focused on the building ahead. Pitted gargoyles leered 
down from the spires and buttresses, drooling 
rainwater, not at all sinister.  

"So, what's the dirt on Graske?" I said, voice 
sounding surprisingly calm as we marched to the great 
iron-bound doorway. “I know Lady Ilea recently 
became head of the house. Don’t know much else 
about her. We don’t exactly move in the same rarefied 
circles.” 

Meldrum was fidgeting and starting to sweat. The 
prospect of arresting the head of High House could do 
that to you. "Lady Ilea is mageborn,” he said. “Some 
small talent with healing magics, but not Gifted enough 
for entry to the Arcanum. Otherwise, she was the 
perfect child. Perhaps too perfect. There have been 
unpleasant whispers, but until now I had thought them 
to be the usual nonsense spread by social leeches.” 



 
 

 

54 

Even I knew that Graske’s power and influence had 
crumbled. Still, however diminished her House might 
be, the old Houses would close ranks to crush 
everything that disrespected their ancient names. 

I couldn't care less for dirty politics between nobles 
and mages, but with the Lord of a High House dying, 
gossip was everywhere. The simple truth was that 
even mages a damn sight more powerful than me 
could trip and break their necks falling down the stairs. 
It was stupid and it was humbling, so of course, people 
invented vile conspiracies. If blood sorcery hadn’t been 
involved I would not even have considered the official 
route. There were ways and means to fix such thorny 
problems, and I was more dangerous than the 
Arcanum could ever know. 

Meldrum was out of his depth, treading dangerous, 
shark-infested waters, and he knew it. Only stubborn 
pride kept him moving forward. He was nervous and 
fearful when he needed to be focused, angry even. I 
was good at making people angry. "All I remember 
about Ilea,” I said, “is that she had a nice arse.” 

He spun, stabbed a finger at me. "Do not piss me 
about, Walker. If you let your vile tongue run free in 
there, they will have your head on a spike. And I will 
help them. You will keep your mouth shut and follow 
my lead. Are we clear?" 

I lifted my hands, mimicked offense. "Me? I'm the 
very definition of respectable. I'm shocked you would 
even imply such boorish behaviour." His eyes 
narrowed and I rolled mine. "Fine." 

He shot me a silent threat as we reached the door. 
He thumped an expensive brass door knocker that had 
the face of a constipated lion. I slipped in line behind 
him, looking all dangerous and professional-like. 

A dull-eyed maidservant opened the door. She 
looked at us without visible emotion, body language 
telling me nothing, which—after recent exertions—
made my Gift itch to crack open her mind. I didn’t like 
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not being able to read people. But that way was a 
slippery slope: if now, then why not next time; why not 
a little mental adjustment here and there, just small 
things ... at first ... until soon it would be difficult, maybe 
even impossible to stop. It would lead to madness, 
addiction, and death. Or worse. 

"Captain Meldrum of the Wardens," he said. "We 
are here to see Lady Ilea Graske on official business." 

The maidservant ushered us into an opulent 
reception hall. At the far wall, a swordsman in chain 
hauberk and fancy red cloak stood guard by a door, his 
back straight, eyes fixed, unmoving as any statue. The 
nobility lived in another world, all marble columns, 
imported Ahramish rugs, and servants arranged like 
furniture. Any one of the tapestries or paintings that 
adorned these walls could have fed an entire 
Docklands tenement for their whole damn lives. The 
maidservant shuffled through the guarded doorway. 

The guard barely seemed alive he was so still. I 
leant close to Meldrum. "Don't these folk seem a bit off 
to you?" He glared at me. I shut up. Tempting as it was 
to open my Gift and search for signs of blood sorcery, 
this was a High House and they always had sniffers 
employed to sense any use of magic. It was better to 
keep that particular loaded dice up my sleeve. 

Eventually, Ilea herself appeared in the doorway, 
tall and willowy, wearing a green silk dress that 
complimented long, glossy red hair. Her eyes had dark 
circles below them that powder did little to hide, and 
she had that sort of exhausted look common to people 
with tortured consciences. Much like myself. Nor did 
she have young children running her ragged day and 
night. 

"My Lady Ilea," Meldum said in his best courtly 
voice, lacking all the harsh tones he reserved for me; 
not that I blamed him—it was my fault he felt that way, 
even though he couldn't remember why. He bowed to 
her. I followed suit in a clumsy attempt at etiquette. 
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"Captain Meldrum," she replied, a vague smile on 
her lips, her eyes a touch too wide and staring. "It has 
been too long since we last danced. Lady Barton's ball, 
I believe. To what do we owe the pleasure of your 
visit?" She ignored me utterly. I was just a decoration. 

Meldrum cleared his throat, glancing at the 
swordsman. "My lady, perhaps we should discuss this 
in private." Something flickered behind her gaze, too 
quick to catch. Fear? Excitement? 

She led us past the silent, motionless guard, 
through the door, and down a hallway. The building 
was deserted when it should have been bustling with 
servants. She stopped at a heavy iron-bound door and 
fitted a key into the lock. “I must pay my respects to my 
dear father and then I will do whatever you require.” 

Meldrum nodded stiffly. I wasn’t overly enamoured 
of visiting an urn of his ashes before we could get down 
to business, but it was his call. 

The door swung open to reveal a room with a stone 
staircase in the centre spiralling down into darkness. I 
swallowed, not liking it one bit. She waved Meldrum 
through. I glared a warning at him, but the idiot didn't 
even think twice, courtly politeness requiring him to 
accept her invitation. The fool definitely did not trust my 
words. Me, I trusted nobility about as much as feral 
dogs. There was no way I would risk her slamming the 
door behind me, locking us in hated darkness. 

"After you, my lady," I said, holding back the heavy 
door. She lifted a flickering lantern from a wall hook and 
stepped past me, a beguiling floral scent in her wake. I 
wedged a coin between the door and jamb to keep it 
open, and then followed her in. She led us down 
winding stairs. Down and down, further than I first 
thought, further than I feared. The stairs finally opened 
into a large cavern hewn from the black rock below Old 
Town. Lanterns and glow-gems on stands cast small 
circles of light to dull my terror. Even so, I was starting 
to sweat at the thought of a mountain of rock pressing 



 
 

 

57 

down on me. My armoury of coping tactics did little to 
calm my nerves.  

The crypt was old and vast, hundreds of elaborate 
urns containing the ashes of her ancestors lining the 
walls. Every magus was destined to burn. Magic filled 
us, in flesh, blood, and bone and it could live on after 
death. The unfortunate ended up portioned up and sold 
by black market traders of those goods. Ilea walked 
deeper into the darkness. Uneasiness washed through 
me—a hint of magic in use. 

The clink of a coin tumbling down the stairwell 
caused me to look back. The echoing boom of the 
heavy door slamming shut followed soon after. I knew 
it would be locked. The hairs on the back of my neck 
rose. 

Ilea approached a high-backed wooden throne 
becoming visible in her lantern light, a throne with 
somebody on it. "They have come," she said. "Just as 
I said they might, Father." 

I shot Meldrum a glance. "Father? I thought—" His 
horrified expression caused my eyes to snap forward. 
Ilea knelt beside the chair. A naked man sat there, his 
mismatched body covered in a patchwork of neatly 
stitched wounds. The limbs and torso were smooth 
with youth whereas the aged and stern face was 
framed by straggly grey hair. She stared up at him with 
adoring eyes. His hand lifted to stroke her cheek. 

Oh. Cockrot. 
Lord Graske's eyelids slid back, revealing pits of 

septic green light. Unbound magic churned in the 
empty sockets. 

Meldrum gagged. "Dear gods, she must have 
bribed a Keeper to look away while she stole the head. 
They cremated a headless corpse." 

She smiled. "Arranged at tremendous expense, but 
gold holds no lustre without my beloved father at my 
side." 
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She had used blood sorcery and dark rituals to build 
him a new body, but it was not her father anymore, nor 
was it even human; it was merely a revenant host for 
the Worm of Magic, a puppet on magical strings going 
through the motions of memory. It took all the willpower 
I had to not piss myself and run off screaming. 

I opened my Gift wide, drawing in power. A miasma 
of magical corruption filled the room like a palpable 
entity, a rotting thing with writhing tendrils of despair. It 
wasn't an alien thing, but darkness born of all too 
human loss and pain. 

The thing felt my probing and focused its will upon 
me, a cold and greasy hand trying to grab my mind. Its 
touch forced needles of pain into my Gifted mind. The 
urge to vomit slid up my throat. My guts churned, body 
screaming danger even as the Worm of Magic 
whispered salvation if only I would just give in. 

I struggled to focus on Ilea. “How many have you 
murdered for that thing?” I said, voice cracking. 

She shrugged. “Their weak flesh wears out so very 
quickly. The servants were not enough, so I procured 
more in Docklands. What does it matter? Nobody will 
miss their sort.” She looked at me, eyes feverish, smile 
crazed. "Father needs new flesh. He says that yours 
should last much longer.” 

My mental feelers reached out to Ilea. Her thoughts 
crawled with the corruptions of blood sorcery. Its dark 
influence writhed between her and the revenant along 
an umbilical of magic, an old connection put in place 
long before Lord Graske’s death. 

"Such a dutiful daughter," The revenant croaked, 
stroking her head with a trembling hand.  

"You shall not take him from me," she hissed, 
pulling a small knife from a hidden sheathe in her 
dress. Thick, milky fluid glistened along the edge. 
Poison. 

I growled. "Beyond twisted." I gathered my power 
and punched into her mind. It wasn't difficult; her 
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resistance to outside influence had already corroded to 
nothing. She slumped, unconscious. Her lantern 
clattered to the floor, flickering fitfully, light dimming. 

Meldrum drew his sword. He darted forward without 
hesitation, blade arcing towards the revenant’s head. 

It surged upright, eyes flaring, arm lifting to block 
the blow. Meldrum’s blade hacked down, leaving a 
bloodless wound and the limb hanging by shreds of 
muscle and skin. It ignored the damage and leapt at 
Meldrum, yellowed teeth going for his throat. The 
revenant slammed into him, knocking him to the floor. 
They rolled, the revenant coming up on top.  

Somehow Meldrum managed to get his sword 
between the thing’s jaws. Teeth squealed along steel 
as he held it back from his face more with blind panic 
than skill. 

I swallowed my fear and charged. The thing was a 
patchwork mishmash held together by little more than 
stitches. I hoped. My boot slammed into its head. Pain 
lanced through my foot. It didn’t fly off as I’d hoped, but 
the revenant did roll aside. Its eyes locked on mine and 
a whirlpool of despair sucked me into its abyssal gaze. 

The dark closed in like tonnes of falling rock, 
crushing terror. My grip on magic slipped, the pillars of 
control cracked and began to crumble. I sagged, 
shaking with the effort of keeping my Gift from tearing 
open. 

Gods burn it, I wasn’t a terrified child anymore! I 
refused to succumb to blind gibbering fear. I was piss-
poor at vulgar magic. I gritted my teeth and forced my 
magic into tortured, unnatural forms, howling as I 
channelled a gust of elemental air. The lantern skidded 
across the floor into the thing's face, right where I 
needed it to be. Then came elemental fire—distilled 
pain—roaring through me as I channelled it into the 
wick, as much as I could take. Fire flared to engulf the 
abomination, for a second, before the strain broke my 
control. I staggered back clutching my head, after-
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effects exploding in my mind. The revenant hissed, 
rising to its feet, hair and stitches alight, skin charring. 
It fixed churning pits of mindless hate on me and leapt. 

Oh sh— 
Meldrum's sword flashed, crunched through 

vertebrae below its skull. The flaming body crumpled 
to the floor. The head, still horribly alive, bounced once, 
twice, and came to a stop facing us, mouthing 
obscenities. 

We paused for breath, exchanging looks in the dim 
light. "Be my guest," I gasped between pants of pain. 
The thing’s body twitched, starting to rise again.  

I looked away and moments later came the crunch 
of sword through skull. Two dozen blows to make sure. 
By the time I looked back, all that was left of the late 
Lord Graske was smeared across the floor. The body 
didn't move again, but with the head gone, fluids 
started gushing from the wounds like a burst wineskin. 

Meldrum cursed, words more commonly heard in 
Docklands taverns. I hadn't known he'd had that in him. 

"The High Houses will be in an uproar," he said. 
"Not to mention the Arcanum." He snarled, punching 
Lord Graske's throne over. "They will be furious. By 
evening this scandal will be all over the city." He looked 
down at Ilea. "The trial alone will be a nightmare. But 
Justice has to be done." 

Normally I would be cheering him on, more than 
willing to see all those vaunted names dragged through 
shit, but Meldrum, for all his faults, wasn't a complete 
bastard. He didn't deserve the shitstorm coming his 
way. More importantly, some of that storm would be 
coming my way and I was already on my last legs as 
far as the Arcanum was concerned. I couldn't have 
that, couldn't afford to make enemies of the High 
Houses. While on the surface they'd back our actions, 
we would still have sullied their good name and that 
kind of thing was not forgotten or forgiven. No, it was 
better for everybody if this situation just went away. 
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I reached for Meldrum's arm. He knew what I was 
and what I could do. He swayed out of reach and the 
point of his sword lifted towards my face. "What are 
you—" 

But I didn't need to touch him. His eyes glazed over 
as I slipped into his mind like I was putting on an old 
glove; it was far from the first time I had done this, after 
all. The first time I had been young, just coming to grips 
with my power, and I messed it up, left fragments 
behind in a cack-handed attempt to cover my trail. No 
wonder the sight of me roused his ire—part of his 
subconscious still knew that I was dangerous, and 
even though those memories had been altered or 
scrubbed out I couldn’t seem to get rid of it all. 

What to do with Ilea? Five days from now she could 
experience an overwhelming urge to jump from the 
tallest window. A nice, neat death. Her mind had been 
corrupted by blood sorcery and that made her 
dangerous. The magic eroded empathy and replaced 
it with an unspeakable hunger for power and pain. If I 
let her roam free, any further victims would be on my 
head. 

It would have been so easy. If only she hadn’t been 
yet another victim, one of her father’s making. Didn’t 
she deserve a chance to live her own life? Did I even 
possess the skill to counter something so pervasive? I 
cursed and went to work on Ilea and Meldrum: 
adjusting memories, weaving a new narrative, 
something believable and innocuous. This was exactly 
the sort of thing that other mages feared in my kind, 
and why the Arcanum watched me for any misstep. 
Luckily, they all thought I was just a wastrel and a 
drunk. I appeared to be as far from those tyrants of 
legend as was possible. It kept me alive. 

Lord Graske was dead and gone, had been since 
the cremation. No blood sorcery or revenants. All we 
were doing was returning a stolen brooch that Meldrum 
found on one of the corpses and had identified as 
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Ilea's. Nothing worthy of any real examination. In fact, 
everybody should actively avoid dwelling on it. 

Meldrum didn’t pose much of a problem but 
eradicating Ilea’s memories of the murders and cutting 
out the darker impulses of her corruption took longer 
than I feared. Her father's deeply ingrained and twisted 
compulsions proved especially tenacious. By the time 
it was finished, I was drenched in sweat and teetering 
on the edge of losing control. Even with this, there was 
no guarantee she would ever be entirely sane. I would 
have to keep a close eye on her. 

I was taking no chances with her father. I opened 
an old sarcophagus and tossed all the body parts in, 
then took a spare oil lantern from the wall and torched 
the lot. When the flames died I slid the stone lid back 
into place. Nobody would ever find his remains. 

Ilea led us out, all a-daze. 
At the front door, she blinked and came back to 

herself, smiled, and held out a hand for Meldrum to 
kiss. "I find myself very glad that you were on duty, my 
good Sir. Thank you for returning my brooch.” 

Meldrum kissed her hand and then we were off, 
heading back down into the lower city. He turned a 
suspicious eye on me. "I knew you'd be useless. We 
have not found any leads on these murders." He 
noticed me shaking and sweating and turned away in 
disgust. "Go crawl back into your ale cup. Why they 
sent you, I shall never know." He snorted and strode 
off. 

Why indeed. A sick sense of dread oozed over me. 
Who would send an uncouth wastrel like me when 
Meldrum had asked for a seer to tease answers from 
the stones? I didn't think it blind chance. Somebody 
high up had been onto Ilea. But was that somebody 
also on to me? I decided to take Meldrum’s advice and 
head off in search of a drink. The stronger the better. 
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Associating with 
Antiheroes 

 

DEBORAH A. WOLF 

 

 
 
I have written before about the fact that many readers 
delight in a well-written antihero. But … why? Why do 
we enjoy reading stories which feature characters who 
teeter on the ledge between hero and villain? 

Okay, let me back up a second. For the purposes 
of this discussion, I am: 1) speaking exclusively of 
fiction and 2) making the enormous assertion that we 
read because we find the act of reading enjoyable. 

That being said, why do we enjoy reading about 
antiheroes? 

Affective Disposition Theory (ADT) explains why an 
audience finds a particular narrative enjoyable; the 
theory predicts that a reader’s pleasure will increase 
when a likable character experiences positive 
outcomes as a result of their actions, and also when a 
disliked character experiences negative outcomes. 

The reverse is also true: a reader’s enjoyment of 
the narrative will be diminished when a liked character 
experiences negative outcomes, or a disliked 
character is rewarded. 

Further, the reader’s like or dislike of a character is 
closely tied to both empathy and morality; arguably 
‘good’ characters who do ‘good’ things are likable, 
while ‘bad’ characters who do ‘bad’ things are 
repellent. 

So, for our purposes, there are three components 
to a reader’s enjoyment of a story: favorable or 
unfavorable disposition towards a particular character, 
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emotional reactions to that character’s victories and 
failures, and the cognitive response of the reader to the 
final outcome of a character’s journey. 

It can therefore be assumed that a reader may find 
enjoyment in reading about a character who is cast 
from a hero’s mold: a good person who strives to do 
good things and is ultimately rewarded by the universe 
for being heroic. A reader can admire such a character, 
empathize and sympathize with them, cringe when 
things go badly, cheer when they go well, and 
ultimately feel delight when the hero wins the day (in 
what would classically be considered a comedy) or, if 
the story is meant to be a tragedy, we might experience 
a cathartic sorrow when the hero fails despite their best 
efforts. Either way, the cognitive effect of the story 
upon the reader is one of satisfaction. 

Why, then, do we find ourselves cheering for the 
antihero? If we find a character likable or despicable 
based on our moral judgment of their character, how 
then do we explain the satisfaction we feel when 
Michael Corleone becomes the next Godfather, or 
when William Munny slaughters an entire saloon full of 
people and rides off into the sunset, leaving his best 
friend’s body unburied? Either character neatly fits the 
description of an antihero: a character who lacks 
conventional heroic attributes such as idealism, 
morality, and courage. 

Does such enjoyment speak to the hidden nature of 
the reader, and suggest that a person who gains 
pleasure from reading about the triumph of a morally 
ambiguous character is somehow twisted in nature, 
and therefore, finds themselves attracted to 
wickedness? 

Not necessarily. 
A character who is morally ambiguous for the sake 

of being contrary, or for the joy of being evil, is not an 
antihero at all, but a villain. A well-written antihero 
struggles—struggles hard—with their own concept of 
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morality and the drive to do ‘good’ vs. the necessity of 
doing ‘bad’. The character defines themselves and is 
defined by both their actions and their moral compass, 
however broken. And the agony of a character who 
longs to be a hero but falls short—at least in their own 
eyes—is exquisite. 

Again—why? Why not simply write off such a 
character as a ‘bad’ person, boo when they succeed, 
cheer when they fall? What emotional payoff do we get 
from the antihero’s rise that keeps us coming back for 
more? 

One answer may lie in the concept of affective 
judgment, which is defined as judgment about the 
pleasure/displeasure and feeling states we expect to 
experience when enacting an activity. Similar to the 
effects of affirmation and positive thinking influencing 
real life experiences, we enter an antihero’s story 
rooting for them and expecting to experience the 
cathartic effects of success when they achieve victory 
by overcoming their own less admirable qualities, 
completing a character arc towards the good, and 
winning the day. 

Only … that’s not how the antihero’s journey works. 
They try to do good things and be good people, but in 
the end their obstacles can only be overcome by 
unleashing their darker impulses. Every time they 
attempt to follow a moral path, their more vicious and 
villainous adversaries grow stronger, until the only 
remaining choice is to go dark or go home. And so our 
antihero goes dark. 

We’ve been invested in their story since the first 
page, cheering them on, knowing that they are going 
to show themselves to be true and just, and … oops. 
But they win in the end, and we’ve been anticipating 
our thrill in their victory all along. We experience 
pleasure because we had expected ourselves to be 
pleased. We so want to feel this thrill of victory, in fact, 
that we morally disassociate ourselves from the bad 
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things our character has to do to win it for us. We 
excuse murder, mayhem, and all manner of moral 
violations because we have been anticipating the 
delight we will feel when our character wins and 
damned if we’re not going to feel it. 

Damned indeed. 
Perhaps we ourselves are not as heroic as we’d like 

to believe. 
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Adramelech 
 

SEAN PATRICK HAZLETT 

 

 
 
I dreamt of a peacock. Not the majestic fowl in all its 
pomp and beauty, but a twisted and perverted chimera. 
Blackened, burnt, and torn plumage radiated from its 
serpentine form. Jaundiced eyes, both human and 
animal, infested its spotted feathers. Each eye shone 
with what struck me as a keen and malevolent 
intelligence. 

I woke to find myself scribbling arcane symbols in 
my daily ledger—strange, indecipherable glyphs. 
Though executed by my own hand, the writing was 
more precise and beautiful than mine. It was so small, 
I considered using a magnifying glass to make out the 
wedge-shaped marks. My phantom hand had filled all 
two hundred pages with this inscrutable script in the 
course of one night. 

As I turned the pages to marvel at this prodigious 
effort, I stumbled upon several revolting illustrations. 
Children boiling in kettle pots, inverted crucifixions, and 
the dismemberment of babes—these were but a few of 
the horrors I witnessed on the ledger’s sacrilegious 
sheets. 

As I leafed through the tome, a crushing sense of 
melancholy suffocated me. It was as if a sickly film of 
somber gray had occluded my vision. After turning the 
book’s profane pages, it took all the energy I had to rise 
from my bed. 

I should’ve burnt the accursed book on the spot, but 
its artisanal quality was unrivaled. Despite its 
corruption, it had a dark beauty that made it impossible 
for me to feed it to the flame. 
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The urge to destroy the blasphemous text waned, 
while my curiosity about its contents waxed. So I 
wrapped the book in burlap and brought it to my dear 
friend, Alastair Moorcock, Professor of Hebrew and 
Semitic Languages at the University of Glasgow. 

A Christ-fearing man, I had never resorted to 
outright deception before, but I feared Moorcock would 
name me a madman if I’d told him the truth. So instead, 
I concocted a story about how I’d uncovered the ledger 
in some flea-bitten apothecary shop in West London. 

Surrounded by dusty books lining his walls or 
arranged on the floor in haphazard piles, Moorcock 
cultivated an aura of aristocratic intellectualism. With a 
keen eye and a strong sentimentality for the past, he 
refused modern conveniences, preferring the 
illumination of candlelight to one of Edison’s 
incandescent light bulbs. 

“Where did you really find this?” he demanded, his 
waxed whiskers vibrating as he stared intensely at me 
from his cramped study. 

“What do you mean?” I said, playing coy. 
“This text is written in Sumerian cuneiform, in ink, 

and on a modern ledger, not chiseled on a stone 
tablet.” 

“That is rather unnerving,” I admitted. 
“If I may ask,” Moorcock continued, “which 

apothecary shop sold you this forgery? I should very 
much like to meet the shopkeeper. He seems to be an 
exceptionally well-educated man. Only a handful of 
academics possess the scholarship to identify these 
glyphs; even fewer know enough to translate, let alone 
write them.” 

I lowered my head, embarrassed. If I continued this 
charade, Moorcock would summarily expose my lie. 
Then I’d get no help from him at all. So I confessed. 
“My deepest apologies, Professor Moorcock. I didn’t 
find this at an apothecary shop. I composed it last 
night. The truth is so preposterous I reasoned you’d 
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more likely accept the lie. Regardless of the text’s 
origin, I very much require your expertise.” 

His eyebrow arched. His jaw tightened. “Mr. 
Brooks, how is it you’re incapable of reading something 
you wrote?” 

He had a point. So I tried a different approach. “It 
matters not how this ledger came to be in my 
possession. What’s important is that we decipher its 
contents. You’re the first and only person I’ve sought 
for guidance because I’m convinced that your curiosity 
will outweigh your concerns about how I acquired this 
book.” 

Moorcock cupped his chin in his hand in what 
appeared to be a moment of consideration. “You didn’t 
steal it, did you?” he asked in a manner suggesting 
that’s exactly how he thought I’d come by it. 

I smiled and shook my head. “Of course not.” 
“Very well then. Let’s have a look,” he said, rolling 

up his sleeves. He opened the tome and squinted at 
the first page. 

“Here,” I said, handing him my magnifying glass.  
He took it without saying a word and began his 

examination. He traced his index finger across the 
page in a steady hand. As he read, his eyes widened. 

Then they rolled back into his head until I saw 
nothing but their whites. He raised his head, turning 
away from the ledger and smiled in a most unsettling 
manner.  

“And so it begins,” he cackled. “For your assistance 
in this life and for your eternal servitude, once you pass 
beyond death’s veil, I will grant you the power to inhabit 
the bodies of others. What say you to my offer?” 

Moorcock’s transformation was so strange and so 
abrupt that I hesitated, unable to formulate anything 
resembling a coherent response to this rather 
unnerving query. 

“I’m sorry, Professor Moorcock, I don’t understand.” 
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“Not Moorcock,” it said, “Something else. 
Something far older. What say you to my offer?” 

“No,” I said without wavering. 
When I tried to elaborate, I found my ability to draw 

breath thwarted. I struggled for air, desperately 
opening and closing my mouth like a herring flailing on 
the slick deck of a trawler. 

“What about now?” it said, grinning. 
I fought and I prayed and I panicked and I tried to 

weep. But nothing would bring me air. As patches of 
hazy blackness obscured my vision, I nodded in 
submission. 

With that, Moorcock collapsed. Shaking his head 
like a befuddled drunkard, he slowly rose back to his 
feet. “My God,” he said, “you must burn that tome, 
immediately.” 

I shuddered at his suggestion. Once more, I 
couldn’t bear to contemplate the ledger’s destruction. 
The book was a foul thing, but one of exquisite 
splendor, and it hinted at shuttered secrets I despaired 
to learn. There were still too many unanswered 
questions. What had possessed Moorcock? With 
whom or what had I made a bargain? Could it be 
undone? 

“No, I can’t. We can’t. There’s still much to learn 
from this text,” I pleaded. 

Moorcock scowled. He lifted the foul ledger from his 
desk and held it over a candle’s open flame. 

“No!” I yelled. Then, from Moorcock’s own eyes I 
watched my body collapse. I yanked the book away 
from the flame and placed it on the floor next to my still-
breathing human husk. I sat in Moorcock’s chair. Then 
I returned to my own body and snatched the ledger 
before standing. 

Moorcock regarded me with an expression that 
straddled the thin line between awe and horror. “What 
have you done, sir?”  

“You have no right to destroy my property,” I replied. 
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Pointing at the tome, Moorcock said, “That thing is 
an abomination. You saw what it did to me.” 

I tried to ignore his outrage. “Please, tell me what 
you learned. I must understand what just happened,” I 
begged. 

He brooded behind his desk. “Get that thing out of 
my sight and never come here again.” 

“Done,” I said. “But please, for the love of God, help 
me understand what knowledge you gleaned from your 
brief reading.” 

Moorcock paused, then said, “Return to London 
and call on Sir Willard Hilton. Show him your ledger 
and inquire about the Dictionnaire Infernal. Good day, 
Mr. Brooks.” 

With that, I grabbed the ledger, left his study, and 
returned to London by rail. 

* * * 
I was to meet Sir Willard Hilton in a modest pub about 
half a block away from the electric adverts illuminating 
Piccadilly Circus’s thoroughfare. I entered the 
establishment, happy to find shelter from the cold and 
rainy night. 

It was always night for me. Since I’d birthed the 
ledger, I’d become a nocturnal thing, preferring the 
solace of shadow to the loud and arrogant face of the 
sun. Even the moon, whose source of light was the 
sun’s reflection, was something I shunned. 

I collapsed my umbrella and removed my bowler 
hat, taking in the tiny pub’s ambiance. The 
establishment was little more than an alcove, carved 
into the bone and sinew of London’s West End. The 
tables were roughhewn and discolored, pitted oak 
slabs from years of use and neglect. 

“What’ll it be, sir?” the portly barkeep said. 
“I’m just here to see someone,” I replied. 
“Best you be seeing them elsewhere,” the man 

said, leering at me. “Only have space for paying 
customers.” 
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I balled my fists. Fantasies of ripping out the man’s 
throat filled my mind’s eye. I had to blink twice before I 
was able to regain my composure. “Fine,” I said. “A 
glass of whiskey will do.” 

“What kind?” the man said. 
“The kind that is cheapest,” I said, annoyed. 
He harrumphed and poured my drink. 
“Do you happen to know if a Sir Willard Hilton 

frequents this pub?” I asked.  
He answered with a scowl. “You? Here to see Sir 

Willard?” 
“What? Were you expecting someone different?” I 

said, insulted. 
He rolled his eyes and then pointed to a table in the 

pub’s back left nook. I followed his arm to find a wiry-
thin man with curly black hair that receded into a 
widow’s peak. He vibrated with nervous energy while 
he chatted up a curvaceous blonde. He clutched an 
overflowing pint of ale. 

I grabbed my cheap whiskey and made my way to 
his table, interrupting him in midsentence. “Excuse me, 
Sir Willard, may I have a quick word?” 

Sir Willard ignored me, sipping his drink. 
I cleared my throat. “Excuse me, Sir Willard ...” 
He held up his hand, never taking his eyes off the 

woman. “Piss off.” 
“But Sir Willard, this can’t wait. It’s a matter of life 

and death.” 
His head swiveled toward me. “I said: Piss. Off.” 
Sir Willard’s stern tone and a glint of violence in his 

eyes told me that if I didn’t back off, the world-
renowned explorer would very likely do me harm. 

So I took my whiskey and sat at the bar, where I 
brooded. I had to get Sir Willard’s attention, but I 
couldn’t compete with his companion. Then I had a 
curious idea. There was no need for me to compete 
with her for Sir Willard’s notice at all. 
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My head slumped onto the table. In an instant, I was 
staring at Sir Willard from across a common table. 

“C’mon, luv. My flat’s only a few blocks away. We 
can have a nightcap there,” Sir Willard said, winking at 
me. 

I felt awkward inside this woman’s body. So I got 
straight to the point: “Sir Willard, I need your help. 
Professor Alastair Moorcock recommended that I seek 
your assistance with the Dictionnaire Infernal.” 

Sir Willard’s jaw dropped. His eyes shifted past my 
feminine host and stared at my empty human husk. 

“What are you?” he said. 
I gestured toward my original vessel. “I’m the chap 

over there you wouldn’t speak to.” 
He stood up and backed away from me, nearly 

stumbling over his chair. “No,” he said with a hint of 
panic in his voice. “What kind of thing are you?” 

“I’m a man, just like you,” I said in a woman’s voice 
and without any trace of irony. 

“But ... but only demons are capable of soul 
displacement.” 

And with that one sentence, I learned more about 
my predicament than I had in the last month. 

“Tell me more,” I said. 
“Not here. And not until you release your hold over 

Victoria’s body.” 
“If I do, will you help me?” 
He nodded, so I released her. 

* * * 
“Adramelech is its name,” Sir Willard whispered, 
paging through the ledger. Candlelight flickered in his 
dank cellar study. His mahogany bureau was firmly 
rooted in the middle of the room like a citadel anchoring 
its power in the center of a far-reaching kingdom. The 
floor beneath and the walls surrounding the bureau 
had a complex series of circular and triangular warding 
sigils scrawled in chalk. 

“Whose name?” I asked. 
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“The entity that holds your contract.” 
“What entity?” I said. 
“The thing called Adramelech. According to the 

Dictionnaire Infernal, references to Adramelech pre-
date the founding of Christianity. They point to its origin 
as a Mesopotamian deity. According to the lore, 
worshippers appeased Adramelech through ritualistic 
human sacrifice. It is said that Adramelech’s acolytes 
frequently offered it burning children.” 

I shuddered at Sir Willard’s words. What had I 
done? Then my thoughts became more urgent, more 
focused on solving my immediate dilemma. “And 
contract? What contract?”  

“Your immortal essence for the ability to project 
your soul into others,” he said. 

“But ... but, I was coerced,” I stammered. “I had no 
choice.” 

“We always have a choice. You could have chosen 
death.” 

I bowed my head in resignation. There had to be a 
glimmer of hope, a way out. “Is there any way that I can 
break this pact?” 

He fixed his gray eyes on mine. “Tell me one thing: 
did you summon Adramelech or did it seek you?” 

“The latter,” I said almost too quickly, my 
desperation roiling beneath a thin veneer of calm. 

“I see,” he said. “Then, according to this tome, 
there’s still hope.” 

“Thank the Lord,” I said. “Tell me what I must do.” 
* * * 

Procuring the hollowed-out bronze statue required a 
fair bit of archival work and logistical meandering, but 
the request was harmless enough. 

After paying Sir Willard a princely sum to recover 
the artifact, he returned with word that his expedition 
had unearthed the item and loaded it on a steamship 
in the Levant. He’d promised that the artifact would 
arrive in London within the month. 
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When it arrived at my flat, enshrouded in black, I 
couldn’t help but experience a sense of deep 
foreboding and woe. The hidden statue had an 
uncanny aura that invoked dread in its beholders. 

I had the deliverymen lower it into my cellar. They 
used a complex system of levers and pulleys. The 
hemp groaned and creaked with the effort. I scarcely 
believed the relic would make the passage without 
snapping the ropes that held its colossal heft at bay. 

After they departed, and despite my trepidation, I 
removed the statue’s dark shroud. I trembled as I 
beheld the image of my nightmare cast in bronze-all 
those menacing eyes glaring at me, boring into the pit 
of my soul. 

I immediately covered the statue back in its 
shadowy veil before the ghastly figure befouled my 
mind with more sinister visions. 

And there it sat, awaiting Adramelech and whatever 
sordid purpose the fiend had intended for it. 

* * * 
The next several years passed at a glacial pace. 
Serving as Sir Willard’s acolyte, I dedicated my life to 
uncovering the esoteric mysteries of the obscene tome 
I’d transcribed in my youth. 

Even with the meticulous warding in Sir Willard’s 
cellar, the book exacted a punishing toll on my 
constitution. Darkness became my permanent abode, 
and I a thing of midnight. 

Each year, on the anniversary of my contract, 
Adramelech summoned me on pain of death, 
compelling me to scour the barrows for the corpse of 
an orphaned child. It was a gruesome task, digging into 
the loamy earth and exhuming the tiny coffin. 

On one such night, I passed under the moon’s 
glowing crescent, its reflected sunlight scarring the 
blue-black sky like a cicatrix on unblemished skin. The 
light it cast revolted me-no doubt a consequence of the 
corruption festering in my spirit. 
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My method for selecting which body to disinter was 
a simple one. Before my nighttime jaunts, I would pore 
over the obituaries of rural newspapers for the names 
of recently deceased orphan children. In this particular 
year, my research led me to Bocking Cemetery in 
Braintree, Essex. 

Stalking the lichyard in the service of my master, I 
meandered through a maze of tombstones and 
mausoleums without the aid of lantern light. There, I 
sought the grave of the Jameson boy. The ground was 
still muddy from the rainstorm that had soaked the land 
earlier that day.  

It didn’t take long for me to locate the Jameson plot 
with its freshly turned dirt. Hoisting my spade, I began 
to dig. 

A faint light glimmered through the distant hedges 
and oak trees. I ceased digging, fearful my illicit activity 
might garner unwanted attention. 

The light grew brighter and drew closer. My heart 
pounded. Sweat slithered down my brow. To avoid 
discovery, I hid behind a gravestone and lay on my 
stomach. 

The silhouette of a man passed through the trees. 
He shined a lantern in my direction. I held my breath, 
cowering.  

He approached slowly. 
I hugged the earth, clutching clumps of mud in a 

futile attempt to avoid detection. 
A light blinded me from above. “What the bloody 

hell are you doing here?” a gruff voice said. 
I held my hands before my face, trying to blot out 

the glaring light. As my eyes adjusted, I saw the night 
watchman, his countenance grimacing in disgust. 

“Stand up!” he commanded, waving a baton. 
This was the end. If he turned me over to the 

authorities, I would be forever severed from that 
spellbinding tome. I couldn’t bear the thought of it. 
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There was a way out, but it terrified me. I’d promised 
myself never to use that dreadful power again. 

Now I had no choice. I locked my eyes on his. 
In an instant, I watched my body slump to the 

ground. Wearing the night-watchman’s skin, I sprinted 
back toward the tree line, my lantern swaying like a 
chaotic pendulum scything through darkness. 

In moments, I’d passed through the oaks and 
hedges, and into Essex’s flat fields, running until the 
night watchman’s heart felt as if it were on the verge of 
bursting. My mind raced. It would take me hours to get 
him far enough away from the cemetery so I’d have 
enough time to unearth the body. 

But I didn’t have hours. I had only until daybreak. 
Then I stumbled upon my redemption. 
It was no more than a black speck on the horizon. 

As I drew closer, the stone well jutted from the earth 
like a broken tooth. When I reached it, breathless, I 
stared down fifty feet into its gaping maw. 

It was either his soul or mine. 
I leapt into the well. 
In half a breath, I was back in my own skin. I 

grabbed my spade and dug with a fury, using guilt as 
my fuel. I tried not to imagine the man’s frantic effort to 
keep his head above water in that black well. Despite 
my rationalizations, what I had done was unforgivable. 
But what choice did I have? 

Hours later, I placed the muddy coffin onto a dolly 
and wheeled it to the midnight-blue Ford Model T 
waiting on the side of the country road. There, I loaded 
the small coffin into the backseat, covered it with an 
olive drab tarp, and then motored back to London. 

With shame, I carried the coffin to my flat, removed 
the corpse of a freckled boy with strawberry-blonde 
hair, and placed it inside the repulsive statue. Then I 
positioned a brazier heaping with coals behind it, 
where I presented the burnt offering to my demented 
overseer. 



 
 

 

81 

I know not why Adramelech forced me to repeat this 
grim ritual year after year. It was as if through these 
unspeakable acts, the demon was honing my instincts 
and inuring my conscience to prepare me for 
something far worse.  

I yearned to sever my contract, devoting every 
waking hour to study the diabolical tome, scrutinizing it 
for a loophole. Sir Willard assured me from his 
extensive scholarship that the brazen statue was a 
crucial element of the remedy. Yet the puzzle 
remained. 

Despite my wretched nocturnal existence, I 
resolved never to use my unnatural ability again, 
fearing that each use only served to spread 
Adramelech’s infestation of my immortal soul. 

But through the toilsome years, I knew only failure 
and regret, until I convinced myself that the only way 
out was by the fiend’s own hand. 

* * * 
There was something troubling about the boy’s voice. 
Both haunting and familiar, it rumbled above the din of 
the boisterous pub like an echo in the crag lands. 
Under the guise of youth, it carried the weight of 
eternity on sonorous and ethereal wings. Of love and 
of loss twisted with a sense of despair in some cruel 
and arcane concoction not birthed of the natural world. 

The pub’s denizens made merry, drowning their 
earthly worries in the false mirth of fermented barley. 
Each year, I came here to think, to reflect on the 
bargain. For thirty years I had come to commemorate 
the anniversary, finding solace that I still had more 
time. But today was different. Today, I sensed that the 
butcher’s bill was due. 

“Logan,” the man-child said, the ken of my name 
betraying his deception of innocence. There was 
power in the knowing of names, but that power had 
long been lost to the kindred of men. 
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A storm was brewing outside. The smell presaging 
the coming of rain wafted into the pub each time 
another poor soul entered the establishment. If you 
were old like me, you could feel it in the hollows of your 
knees. The void of the space betwixt flesh and bone 
coupled with the creaking pain of age. The hackles on 
my narrow neck rose in warning to the gathering 
maelstrom. 

What most didn’t know or realize was that another 
tempest was brewing. It had been building for three 
decades. And tonight, it would discharge its vast 
malevolence. 

Girding for the inevitable, I swigged my whiskey in 
one last pathetic attempt to preserve my mortality. I 
then turned to regard my night caller. 

“Can’t say I’m pleased to see you, Adramelech, but 
I’m sure you understand why.” 

The child nodded in a manner, unlike a child. Its 
smile taunted and tore at my soul. I could feel it rattle 
inside me like a rat caught in a cage with a serpent. 

“Logan, let us speak of less unpleasant things. It’s 
true that your soul is now mine to rend. But you still 
have free will. What if I were to offer you a way to repay 
your debt that would free you of your obligation?” 

I knew with every fiber of my being not to trust this 
spawn of the abyss. But hope was a powerful thing. As 
the autumn of my life fast approached, the horror of 
harvesting the rotten fruit of a dying tree had become 
more real. 

“Say on,” I said. 
Adramelech smiled, his eyes conveying unsettling 

malice. “All I require is one final task. After that, I will 
consider your debt paid in full.” 

I took a deep breath, downed my whiskey, and said, 
“Tell me more.”  

* * * 
I didn’t understand why this infernal thing wanted to be 
encased in the statue, but I was only too happy to 
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oblige. If I could broil the beast inside the boy by 
burning the boy, I wouldn’t hesitate, especially to save 
my own soul. 

So, as instructed, I hoisted the child who was not a 
child into the bronze statue and sealed it. I placed the 
brazier behind the statue, loaded it with coals, and 
heated it. 

I thought about my freedom as the heat began to 
rise and fill the air with the scent of steaming charcoal. 
I wondered if this doom would forever be my shadow, 
stalking me to the grave in a life that ultimately offered 
neither freedom nor security. Would I ever escape 
Adramelech’s choking grasp? 

I stepped backward as the process of thermal 
conduction radiated heat throughout the hollow statue. 

The child screamed. 
My gut lurched. A wave of guilt flooded my 

consciousness, blotting out the influence of my rational 
mind. Instinct told me Adramelech no longer enthralled 
the boy, but I couldn’t be sure. And was it really worth 
my immortal soul? 

I panicked. The entity had made me its agent of evil. 
This child would suffer and die because of me. 

Wind swirled in the draftless room. I shivered. Ink-
dark, the smoky essence slithered through the dank air 
and hovered before me. 

Adramelech was here. 
A vision of the perverted peacock appeared in my 

mind’s eye. The thing cackled at me. It had subverted 
my free will, twisting it to its own maleficent ends. 

“So much for free will,” Adramelech whispered from 
the space in-between life and death, from a twilight 
realm where entities beyond the ken of humanity 
dwelled. 

The child’s earsplitting shrieks became more 
urgent. The strangely sweet smell of burning flesh 
made my mouth water, evoking an unsettling feeling as 
I listened to him howl inside the statue. 
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“Do you recognize the child?” Adramelech hissed 
from the ether. 

I shook my head. 
“He is the orphaned son of the man you threw in the 

well.” 
What had I done? What kind of a monster had I 

become? 
And then the idea came to me, a spark of salvation 

in a sea of suffering. Adramelech had never taken 
away the power it had granted me. 

So I possessed the boy, shouldering his agony in 
one final defiant display of free will, completing the 
circle—master becomes boy, boy becomes master, 
and master becomes boy again. 

A serpent swallowing its own tail. 
And so I burn. 
 

 
Adramelech was originally published in Writers of the 
Future, Volume #33 
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Review: August Kitko 
and the Mechas from 
Space by Alex White 

 

BETH TABLER 

 

 
 
August Kitko and the Mechas from Space by Alex 
White is a kaleidoscope of a space opera story mixed 
with music notes and cinematic worldbuilding that 
takes the reader on a wild robot-fueled ride. If I had a 
visual comparison, think Speed Racer by the 
Wachowski sisters, mixed with Pacific Rim by 
Guillermo Del Toro. It is a whole vibe and one in which 
Alex White revels. You know he had to be cheering on 
the characters as he was writing this.  

The plot starts with August Kitko staring at his 
demise on the cliff's edge. August, Gus for short, is one 
of our protagonists, and he is a lover and player of jazz 
who truly feels music in his soul. But like his fellow 
humans, Gus has resigned himself to the fate of 
imminent death. He is at a party at the estate of Lord 
Elisa Yamazaki. The last party of humanity is a literal 
"eat, drink, and be merry for tomorrow we die" affair. 

 
"These are Gods, and they speak with infinite 

choris." 
 
Humans are dying, not with a bang but with a single 

discordant note. An army of AI sentient Mechas from 
space are slowly destroying humanity by downloading 
each person's consciousness and killing their bodies. 
Some of these killer robots break off, join the humans, 
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and fight for humanity. The only caveat is that these 
robots need humans to pilot them, a prospect that 
would fundamentally change the human pilot forever.  

Alongside Gus, we have our other protagonist 
Ardent Violet, a mega-pop star who shines with an 
inner light all their own. Again, in the same way music 
sings for Gus on his piano, music sings for Ardent on 
their guitar. Unlike Gus, Ardent is super famous. Both 
Gus and Ardent's lives become intertwined. They have 
undeniable chemistry with one each other.  

The Vanguard arrives on Earth in the form of a 
mecha named Juliette. A giant sleek purple robot set 
to start the maiming and destroying of bodies and 
reaping of consciousnesses. Then with an explosion of 
a "colorful Borealis of solar particles rippling across 
Earth's atmosphere," a sleek black Vanguard streaks 
across the sky. It is Greymalkin, the destroyer of 
seventeen worlds. The humans stare in stunned 
silence at the display of power, much like ants would 
stare in horror at an oncoming boot. The titans crash 
into each other in a thunderous cacophony. The 
Vanguards speak to each other in musical ululations, 
and above it all, Gus picks out F Dorian the favorite of 
jazz musicians everywhere.  

Instead of gawking with the multitude of slack-
jawed humans, Gus wants his true solace at the piano. 
"He taps the F-zero key, and it's like heaven under his 
fingertips." Gus lays in an effortless sound that "shifts 
modes to keep in sync with his new playmates," the 
Vanguards crashing into each other outside. Gus 
dances over the sound of the robots outside as if they 
are playing for him. "If they want to end the world, fuck 
them. At least he can make it catchy." Gus plays for 
the lost dead, his friends, his family, and the last 
vestiges of humanity.  

Then Ardent, whom he connected with earlier, 
comes in like a ray of sunshine; they brandish a red 
metal flake strat. And they prepare to play to the end 
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of humanity until a black metal fist punches the wall in 
and grabs Gus.  

One of the particular thrills of this story is the love 
of music and art. The story itself ebbs and flows like a 
symphony. I am not sure if that was a purposeful stroke 
by the author or me reading into it from being swept 
away by the descriptions of music. But the descriptions 
speak to the universal connections music gives us that 
are not bound by language or creed. Outside of the 
main characters, Gus and Ardent, the supporting 
characters we meet later in the novel also have a deep 
love for music, but with different instruments. I love that 
White is touching on how music is culturally boundless.  

If you have giant robots, we have to talk about the 
fights. Firstly, we get descriptions of every Vanguard 
that comes in swinging. The descriptions and names 
are fantastic because it is akin to cheering the home 
team on. You have a much greater connection to these 
giants than them being a nameless horde. Every punch 
and kick is choreographed to have the most effective 
mental image. The swings are enormous, the slams 
are massive, and machine parts fly. In the belly of the 
gigantic beasts are pilots controlling it all.  

Why does this story work? I think in lesser hands, 
this story could be a mess. There are a lot of working 
pieces. However, White helps us keep our eye on the 
ball. We care about the protagonists, probably more so 
than the fate of humanity in general. Gus and Ardent 
are not perfect in any way. Ardent can be narcicistic, 
and Gus can be melodramatic. But both characters rise 
above through pain, terror, failure, and heroism. They 
reach inside themselves to be more than they ever 
thought possible. Someone has to step up and do it, so 
why not them? 

Is this book for everyone? Absolutely not. As I said 
earlier, this book is a kaleidoscope—a crazy fast, 
moving, loud story with brilliant lights and massive 
highs and lows. It isn't for someone who enjoys subtle 
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prose. It is intense from the first page to the last. So if 
you enjoy stories like Nophek Gloss by Essa Hansen 
and Far From the Light of Heaven by Tade Thompson, 
this story is for you.  
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Writing Good Tie-in 
Fiction 

 

(PUT EVERY WRITING ADVICE SURVIVORSHIP BIAS 

CAVEAT YOU’VE EVER HEARD HERE.) 

 

ALEX WHITE 

 

 
 
I love writing tie-ins. My licensed Star Trek and Alien 
books are some of my favorite works. However, writing 
advice requires me to be blunt. Please remove your fan 
hats and t-shirts for a moment if you choose to see how 
the sausage is made. I don’t want to get stains on your 
merch. 

Let’s start with the ugly truth: my goal as a tie-in 
writer is career recognition. Say what you will, I’m 
literally doing this for exposure. Tie-in contracts simply 
aren’t as lucrative: they pay half as much and I get half 
the time to write them, so I must be strategic about 
what I write and for whom. 

How can I stand out when tie-in novels are 
considered the mass-produced, lesser sibling of noble 
original fiction? Licensed books exist to commodify and 
extend the story for further monetization, and there’s 
little recognition in it. The major spec fic awards don’t 
even have a category for licensed fiction, and they 
have some pretty esoteric ones. How can I distinguish 
myself as a raindrop in an ocean? 
 
Don’t try to write the perfect brand experience. 
At the heart of every book is a goal. On the surface, the 
goal of a licensed Trek book might be, “Make the 



 
 

 

91 

missing episode of my favorite series.” That sounds 
reasonable. It’s easy to build those sets in my mind, 
and I can work in the fan favorites: transporters, 
phasers, Earl Grey tea and hot. 

But then, everyone already saw all that stuff. It’s 
table stakes. 

For Alien’s horror, which relies on violating 
expectations, this disadvantage is even more 
pronounced. No one will be surprised when a guy 
peering into an egg gets facehugged. Oh, the British 
android turned evil? Who could’ve guessed that was 
coming? 

If I try my hardest to make that lost episode of a 
favorite series, and I succeed, it’ll be tossed into a bin 
with all the other extruded products. Relying on the 
brand identity to be my plot identity is a great way to be 
swept under and forgotten. Did you know there are 
more than 850 Star Trek novels? 

My goal is instead to replicate the moment you truly 
fell in love with that licensed property. How did you feel 
the first time you saw a chestburster? Shock? Disgust? 
Fascination? How old were you when you first saw the 
Enterprise? What possibilities did you imagine? 

A great tie-in novel will be both familiar and new. It’ll 
capture the wonder and depth of your love from a 
perspective you’ve never seen, turning all your 
predictions on their heads until you stop guessing and 
enjoy the ride. 
 
Take risks. 
It feels like a privilege to have the keys to a major 
licensed property. It’s a storied place full of sacred 
wonder for many lifelong fans. The studio that owns it 
has put a lot of money into it, and they’d like it if I 
returned it like I found it. However, and I really can’t 
stress this enough: 

One is not privileged to work for a major 
corporation. 
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Let me say it again. It’s cool to work with my favorite 
characters. It’s cool to entertain the fandoms. It’s 
nothing special to be in the employment of the 
megacorps.  

I’m generating content for their machine, one which 
can be guided by averages and pocketbooks instead 
of vision and love. There’s pressure from fans and 
brands alike to be “apolitical,” which is a word that has 
worn out its welcome in the politicization of everything. 
I guarantee, if I write a story about good versus evil, 
there will be some fascist frothing at the mouth, 
claiming I’m writing about them. 

And sometimes I am. Not sorry. 
I can’t be cowardly because it’s some multimillion-

dollar property quivering beneath my pen. The world 
can be a dark and painful place, and some people 
deserve comfort. Others deserve to have a mirror 
shoved in their faces. I’ve been lucky to have the 
support of fantastic editors to protect my works against 
meddling. 
 
Let the hatred flow through you. 
Sometimes our favorites disappoint us. If you’re a fan 
of any large endeavor, it contains elements that you 
thought were less than perfect. Maybe they were 
boring, foolish, or problematic. I’ll tell you what the 
fanfiction world figured out a long time ago: 

If you hate a story, you can write something to fix it. 
Readers are always asking me what I loved about 

the show or movie that inspired my books, and the 
answers are frankly embarrassing. I wrote The Cold 
Forge because I thought Carter J. Burke was an 
ineffective heel, and the situation would be terrifying if 
he was even a little good at his job. I wrote Revenant 
because I thought that Jadzia Dax got shortchanged in 
her interactions with Curzon. 

These are complaints. My stories come from gripes 
half the time. 
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And honestly, this doesn’t just apply to tie-ins. 
Sometimes I’ll see a television show do something I 
despise, and I’ll think, “What an interesting plot. I’m 
going to scrub off the serial numbers and write a book 
about that.” 
 
Be an auteur. 
This is probably trite, but always be yourself. I aim to 
leave an indelible stain on my tie-in novels, like graffiti 
on the studio wall. No matter what property covers it, 
no matter what brands we filter it through, my writing 
should always be mine. If I try to work in the style of 
another person, it’s clunky and obtuse. The natural 
feeling of the prose goes away. 

That’s why I don’t take assignments with too much 
plot work done beforehand. If an editor calls me with, 
“We have a specific story we need you to write,” the 
answer is usually, “Thanks for considering me, but no.” 
It’s hard to write someone else’s plot—far easier to 
create my own. 

The only way for me to achieve my goal is if you 
remember my name when you’re done. I’m here to 
create support for my own endeavors. Who wants to 
work in the worlds of others when they have their own? 

One piece of parting advice: never compromise 
quality. Write your heart out, every single time. 
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A Reputation for 
Prudence 

 

RICHARD SWAN 

 

 
 
Sir Konrad Vonvalt watched the waves through a 
broken window as they crashed rhythmically against 
the shore.  

Thump, fizz; thump, fizz.  
Like the ticking of a slow clock.  
Seabirds trilled in the cold salt air. A biting wind 

whipped across the dunes. Razorgrass flickered and 
rustled.  

He drummed his fingers on the old altar—fingers 
clad in the fine leather of a Justice’s glove. This place 
had once been a pagan temple. Now, roofless and 
glassless, its only congregation was the brackish, 
drizzly air.  

The old temple creaked. Wooden beams older than 
him protested. Stones and mortar older than his 
grandfather grated and chafed as the earth shifted 
under the sea’s relentless pounding. Through the 
bones of the roof, the light drained from the sky like 
blood from a corpse.  

Thump, fizz; thump, fizz.  
His foot tapped against the flagstones. He had been 

waiting all day, whilst snow had turned to sleet and 
then to drizzle. His body ached where the wet cold had 
seeped into it. In an hour it would be dark. 

But he was patient. He had learned patience. It was 
a Justice’s best quality.  

Thump, fizz; thump, fizz.  
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The waves no longer pounded like a clock, but like 
some monstrous heartbeat. 

“Sir Konrad Vonvalt,” a voice said, cutting through 
the frigid air. Vonvalt looked up sharply. Justice 
Klaudia Sokol stood in the old entranceway. The 
wooden steps had rotted away, and she lowered 
herself to the floor stiffly, though it was no great height. 

He knew better than to move to assist her. 
“You received my message, then?” Sokol asked. 
Vonvalt nodded. “Shall I fetch Sir Ivan?” he asked, 

referring to the local sheriff. His voice was hoarse; they 
were the first words he had spoken in many hours. 

Sokol pulled an expression of distaste and sat at 
the altar with a grunt. She was much too old for these 
misadventures, but the winter’s bite of Baniskhaven, 
an old coastal town at the western extremity of 
Denholtz, would have tested even the toughest of the 
Emperor’s Legionaries. 

“No,” she said. “There is no one in the residence 
except Lord Emil Baran.” 

“He is a Reichskrieg veteran,” Vonvalt said.  
“What man is not?” 
Vonvalt shrugged. His shoulders were stiff. “I am 

just saying. If he is half the rogue you say he is, he will 
not go quietly.” 

Sokol looked at him askance. “You have a 
reputation as an accomplished swordsman.” 

“I am trying to cultivate a reputation for prudence.” 
Sokol smiled, and then laughed—quietly, for they 

were trying to remain undetected. Vonvalt smiled too.   
“Master Kadlec says you are the best in the Order. 

That is why I asked for your assistance.” 
“I assumed it was because I was the only other 

Justice in the Westmark of Denholtz,” Vonvalt replied. 
“Aye,” Sokol allowed. “There was that, too.” She 

gestured outside. “Your man is with the sheriff? What 
was his name?” 

“The sheriff, or my taskman?” 
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Sokol grunted. “Better give me both.” 
“The Sheriff of Baniskhaven is Sir Ivan. My 

taskmen—” 
“The Grozodan?” 
“The Grozodan,” Vonvalt confirmed, “is Dubine 

Bressinger.” 
Sokol looked out through the door, though she 

could not see the posse of men hiding in the forest 
there. “You and I will enter the manor alone. I have 
instructed Sir Ivan to hold back unless we call for him.” 

Vonvalt sighed but nodded. He had to be careful not 
to seem impudent. He was well-respected in spite of 
his relative youth, but Sokol was many years his 
senior—indeed, this was to be her last case before she 
returned to Sova. There her life as a roving Justice 
would end; her twilight years would be spent as Jurist, 
maintaining the philosophical health of the Order of the 
Magistratum. 

“Here,” she said, opening her satchel and 
unwrapping a parcel of cured sausage and bread. She 
nodded at the sky. “We will go in after nightfall.” 

Vonvalt accepted his share of the food, and they ate 
in silence, waiting for the last of the light to fade. 

Thump, fizz; thump, fizz.  
* * * 

The manor was unremarkable, a two-storey box of 
grey stone, sloped roofs of lichenous red slate, and a 
crenellated tower that sat at the nexus of two uneven 
wings. The whole structure lay in the centre of 
extensive grounds which had been cultivated into 
attractive gardens—though a careful observer would 
notice several months’ worth of neglect that had left the 
flowerbeds ragged and the weeds unchecked. Sokol 
knew why, though given the number of missing people 
reported in Baniskhaven, Vonvalt had his suspicions. 

They left the temple ruin under the cover of 
darkness and surmounted a low stone wall that 
separated the ornamental gardens from the wider 
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landholdings. The manor was mostly dark, but there 
was light in several of the oriel windows in the south 
wing. There was almost no moonlight, and thanks to 
the wind and drizzle, their approach was well masked. 

“Here,” Sokol whispered. They had reached the 
dark northern wing and were crouched beneath one of 
the windows. There was just enough space to slip a 
dagger through and push the latch up, and Sokol did 
so. She exhaled slowly as she opened the window and 
peered into the darkened chamber beyond. 

Immediately, she ducked back down. 
What is it? Vonvalt mouthed. He was crouched on 

the ground, his back to the wall, hand on the pommel 
of his short sword. 

Sokol did not immediately answer. She spat onto 
the grass, then cleared her throat a few times and spat 
some more. Vonvalt moved to stand, but Sokol 
grasped at his shoulder and pushed him back down.  

The silence within the manor continued 
undisturbed. Sokol eventually pressed herself back 
up—not without difficulty—and once again peered over 
the sill. She spent a few moments looking, then 
motioned for Vonvalt to do the same.  

“Nema,” he swore quietly. 
Inside was a dining hall, filled with all the ostentation 

one would expect of a wealthy provincial lord. In the 
centre, on a huge, ornate rug, was a long table of 
glossy dark wood attended by three people—two men 
and a woman—all of them sitting upright and with their 
arms stiff and outstretched. Between them was a 
generous spread, and some of this food had found its 
way onto the guests’ plates. There, it sat, untouched. 

Despite the cold, the smell that emanated from the 
dining hall was overwhelming. It was a rich, cloying, 
fruity stench, one that caught at the back of the throat 
and clotted there. It was the sour smell of decay, a 
smell that both Sokol and Vonvalt were intimately 
familiar with. And yet, although the food was 
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undoubtedly degrading—the infestation of maggots 
was testament to that—it was the state of the guests 
that accounted for at least some of the smell. 

Vonvalt and Sokol crept into the dining hall. Vonvalt 
went first and then helped Sokol over the threshold, 
despite the latter’s clear reluctance to be helped. Sokol 
pulled the window closed behind her and eased the 
latch down. 

Vonvalt turned and examined the closest guest. 
What he had initially taken to be hair in the poor light 
was, in fact, a dark mass of brain. Looking across at 
the other two victims revealed the same fate; namely 
that the caps of their skulls had been cut away with the 
skill of a barber-surgeon. Some of the brains had been 
removed, too, roughly excavated by knife and fork. 
From what Sokol had told Vonvalt about the case, he 
had no doubt that these morsels had been consumed 
by Emil Baran.  

Sokol drew Vonvalt’s attention with a wave and 
then gestured to the door at the far end of the room. 
Vonvalt nodded, and together they made their way 
quietly to it. Sokol held her breath as she pressed the 
handle down and pulled the door open, but they need 
not have worried; the hinges were well oiled, and it 
made no sound. 

They were now in the central part of the manor, a 
large open hall that was home to little more than a 
broad staircase and an impressive array of hunting 
trophies. They crossed it quickly and achieved the door 
to the south wing. Vonvalt looked at Sokol. She 
nodded. The time for subtlety was over. Vonvalt 
pressed the handle and flung the door open so hard it 
slammed into the wall.  

If they had hoped to startle Baran, they were 
disappointed. A man was sitting in an armchair, facing 
away from them, and he did not stir. A silver plate of 
human brain matter and other viscera sat on a small 
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table next to him. Flies, untroubled by the interruption, 
buzzed soporifically in the cold air.  

“Lord Emil Baran,” Justice Sokol said, sweeping 
past Vonvalt. What little candlelight remained was 
suddenly extinguished. Vonvalt curled his lip. He was 
not a credulous man, but the sudden darkness felt 
inauspicious.   

There was no response from Baran.   
“Emil Baran! In the name of the Emperor, hearken 

to me!” Sokol snapped. The words seemed 
unforgivably loud in the silence of the manor house.  

They rounded the armchair. Vonvalt lowered his 
sword. The man was slumped, unmoving. His skin was 
waxy and pale, his lips blue. He had the stout frame of 
the well-fed, though in death his features were slack. 
In a physical sense, he was, by any measure, an 
unremarkable man.  

Sokol rammed her sword back into its scabbard. 
Her face was a mask of displeasure. 

“That is that, then,” Vonvalt said, sheathing his 
weapon with no small measure of relief. Sokol had 
been working on the matter for weeks, and there had 
never been any indication that Baran was in league 
with another.  

“That is nothing of the sort,” Sokol said, irritably. 
She moved about the chamber, lighting fresh candles 
and jamming them into the hot wax of those recently 
extinguished.  

Vonvalt squatted and examined Baran. The body 
itself did not smell particularly, though the plate of brain 
matter did. Next to the plate was a crystal goblet. 
Vonvalt picked it up and sniffed the remnants of the 
liquid inside. He pulled a sour face. 

“Monksbane,” he said to Sokol, but she seemed 
hardly to notice. 

Vonvalt placed the goblet back down and cast an 
eye over the corpse. He shook his head. Monksbane 
was too painless and clean a death for someone as 
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monstrous as Baran, there was no question of that, but 
the matter was concluded. Sokol had not filled him in 
on every last detail, but it was obvious that those who 
had been reported missing in Baniskhaven were the 
corpses in the man’s dining hall. The reasons behind 
such appalling murders died with Emil Baran, but what 
was there to be divined? The man had clearly been 
profoundly insane. 

Vonvalt sighed and he stood. There was no longer 
any need for him to be in Baniskhaven and he was 
eager to move on. “I shall fetch Sir Ivan.” 

“You shall do no such thing,” Sokol said. Vonvalt 
saw the flash of polished silver where she had pulled 
her Justice’s medallion from within her blouse, and the 
pale, wrinkled skin of her forearms where she had 
rolled her sleeves back. Vonvalt’s features creased in 
confusion as she approached the corpse. 

“You do not mean to—” he began, but she held up 
a hand to silence him. 

“What measure of comfort can I provide to the 
families of his victims if I do not at least attempt to 
discover his reasons?” 

Vonvalt shrugged. “His reasons cannot matter,” he 
said. He gestured at the corpse. “The man was clearly 
a lunatic. It is cold comfort, I agree, but we must play 
the hand we are dealt.” 

Sokol ignored him. She moved so she was standing 
next to the corpse.  

Vonvalt felt his frustration grow. “Justice, this is a 
risk you need not take.” 

“’Tis not a risk if you know what you are doing,” 
Sokol snapped.  

Vonvalt gritted his teeth. “You do not know how long 
he has been dead.” 

“It cannot have been more than a day.”  
“You do not have the grimoire necromantia.” 
“Any necromancer worth their salt knows the 

incantations by heart.” 
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Vonvalt opened his mouth and closed it again. He 
grimaced. “Justice, your reputation as an experienced 
necromancer is well known and deserved within the 
Order, but—” 

“But what?” 
“The case is concluded. Do you not make for Sova 

tomorrow?” 
“And?” 
Vonvalt was silent for a few moments, trapped 

between speaking his mind and affording a much more 
senior and experienced Justice the respect of his faith 
in her abilities.  

“If the séance goes wrong—” 
“Blood of gods, Konrad, shut up and step back if 

you are not going to assist me.” 
Vonvalt’s further protestations—and he had had 

plans for many—withered on the vine. Whether it was 
obsession, hubris, grandstanding, some combination 
of the three—or something else entirely—he could not 
shift her.  

With a sigh that verged on insolent, he obliged and 
took several steps back.  

Sokol began muttering under her breath in an 
ancient, arcane tongue known only to a select few 
within the Order of the Magistratum. The candles, only 
freshly lit, began to tremble and gutter. Vonvalt turned 
and looked through the window, out across the 
gardens and to the forest at the edge of the manor 
grounds where Bressinger and the sheriff and his men 
waited. He willed them to approach, to interrupt this 
foolishness and so give him an excuse to cancel the 
séance. The baron was long dead, and his mind had 
been in disarray at the moment of his death. To attempt 
to commune with him, even for a necromancer with the 
skill and experience of Justice Sokol, was very ill-
advised. 

What sounds there had been beyond the 
residence—the wind, the rustling of the trees, the odd 
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bark of a fox—died away. The more Sokol spoke the 
incantations and wards, and the thinner the fabric of 
reality between the mortal plane and the holy 
dimensions grew, the more sound and light drained 
away. Soon, there was little except silence and 
darkness. 

Vonvalt felt a familiar cold dread well up within him. 
His physical courage was beyond question, but some 
fears could never be fully erased. Necromancy was so 
offensive to the laws of nature that it was impossible 
not to be frightened by it, but it was too powerful an 
investigative tool to be relegated to the Master’s Vaults 
of the Law Library.  

His skin roughed with gooseflesh. His brain reeled 
from what his eyes were telling it, but the reality of the 
situation could not be denied: 

The corpse of Emil Baran was waking up.  
Vonvalt watched the man twitch and jerk as though 

he were strung to a puppeteer in the midst of a seizure. 
Justice Sokol’s eyes had gone white like balls of cut 
marble. She continued to speak the incantation, and 
the baron responded, his life force being rammed 
forcefully back into his body like a pillow being stuffed. 

Eventually, Emil stopped twitching and his eyes 
opened. Whereas Sokol’s were purest white, Baran’s 
were dark pools of obsidian. He maintained the same 
pose as before and stared fixedly at the ceiling. 

Complete, raging silence claimed the solar. Vonvalt 
let out a shaky breath. His hand instinctively went to 
the pommel of his short sword. They had entered the 
séance’s most dangerous period. 

“You are Lord Emil Baran,” Sokol said. Establishing 
the identity of the dead was the first and most important 
thing. There was power in a name; it anchored a spirit 
to the Plain of Burden, for a time. But for as long as it 
was so anchored, it was also vulnerable. 
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Baran did not respond for a long time. “Quite 
delicious,” he said. His voice was jarring, at once both 
muffled and clear. “Quite delicious.” 

Vonvalt’s grip on his sword tightened. It was normal 
to obtain nonsense from the subject of a séance—
more often than not, it was all that was obtained.  

“Hearken to me!” Sokol said sharply. “You are Lord 
Emil Baran.” 

“What do you want?” Baran asked. “I am in the 
middle of a dinner party.” He spoke with sudden 
expansiveness, but his body remained unmoving.  

“You are a murderer,” Sokol said. There was venom 
in her voice.  

“I am a murderer,” Baran agreed.  
“There are three people in your dining hall,” Sokol 

said. “You killed them, yes?” 
There was a pause.  
“Baran!” 
“What do you want?” He twitched. For a moment—

no longer than an eyeblink—his face was a rictus of 
agony. “I am in the middle of a dinner party.”  

Vonvalt looked at Sokol. The urge to bring the 
séance to an end was strong.  

“You murdered the people in your dining hall. You 
ate their brains. Why?” 

“Quite delicious.” 
“You killed them!”  
Something changed. The air shifted, drew in. The 

darkness deepened. Vonvalt’s ears throbbed with a 
distant buzzing. The pit of his stomach dropped.  

He looked sharply at Sokol. “Break the bond. You 
must.” 

“Silence!” Sokol snapped.  
“I have killed many,” Baran said. His voice had 

changed, deepened, taken on weight. It was an 
unsettling timbre, one that injured the mind to hear.  

“I am speaking of the people in your dining hall,” 
Sokol pressed.  
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“Thousands. Tens of thousands. Bodies piled high 
like petals of ash.” 

“Three people!” Sokol snapped. “I am talking of the 
three people in your dining hall!” 

“What do you want? I am in the middle of a dinner 
party.” Baran’s voice, now, jarring and mild.  

Vonvalt could clearly remember his tutelage many 
years before in the Grand Lodge in Sova. In warm, 
subterranean chambers, the walls and bedrock 
carefully inscribed with magickal runes, one of the first 
things they had been taught was to never interrogate 
an insane mind. They were like chum to the predators 
of the afterlife.  

“Why did you do it?” Sokol asked. “Why!” 
“The churned offal and powdered bones make good 

mortar for the stones of the Ziggurat of Ambyr,” Baran 
said. 

Vonvalt clenched his fists. His heart pounded.  
“Klaudia, please!” he hissed.  

“Why did you murder them?” Sokol demanded, one 
last time.  

“I’ll tell you why I did it!” Baran snapped. “I was there 
the day the Muphraab led his legions against the 
Accuser. He spent almost a year marshalling his host 
by the Halls of Hell. And then for six days they battled, 
and he slew them, rendered their flesh from their 
bones, put the flesh into pots and boiled them to mulch, 
ground the bones like chaff and mixed them, and he 
quarried the stone from the Broken Path which had set 
the ground of his greatest victory and built the great 
colossus of death in the Edaximae, the Ziggurat of 
Ambyr. The Muphraab made it his home, a temple to 
his greatest victory, may his name live forever in the 
mouth of the Accuser!” 

Baran’s voice had reached fever pitch. Vonvalt 
looked between Sokol and the corpse. The latter had 
changed. Something intangible had shifted. Emil 
Baran, if he had ever been summoned to the Plain of 
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Burden, was gone. His body was a vessel, but it was 
not his spirit that inhabited it. 

Vonvalt instinctively grabbed his medallion and 
advanced on Sokol. Precisely his worst fears had been 
realised, and they had but a precious few moments to 
remedy it. “You must come back,” he said to Sokol, “at 
once!” 

In a sudden, explosive movement, Baran’s corpse 
folded like a pocketknife. His mouth broke open and a 
violent stream of black ectoplasm vomited forth and 
splattered Sokol. She shrieked as the necrotic goo 
filled her mouth and nose. In moments, her eyes had 
gone from white to black as though diluted with poison. 
She staggered backwards clutching her face, 
screaming like a burn victim.  

Vonvalt lunged forward. He quickly incanted the 
wards from memory and grabbed Sokol by the 
shoulder. 

He gasped as he was thrown backwards, crashing 
through one of the solar’s windows. He landed outside 
in the gardens.  

“Klaudia!” he shouted. He immediately pulled 
himself back up and hurried to the broken window.   

Sokol was standing at the far end of the room, 
slightly hunched over and breathing heavily. 
Everything was silent and still.  

“Klaudia?” Vonvalt asked. 
She looked up.  
It was not Klaudia. 
Vonvalt leapt backwards as she bore down on him, 

barrelled out of the smashed window, overshot, hit the 
ground, turned, and came at him again. 

“I am the progenitor of the Legions of Sardach!” 
Sokol shouted in a voice that was not hers. She took 
her medallion into one hand and Vonvalt watched as it 
melted into molten silver. “I am the one who smote the 
Accuser and took his head to the Halls of Hell! It was I 
who cut the heart out of Vangrid, and it was I who 
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poisoned the Blood of Creus! And you, fools, children, 
animals, attempt to deny me my prey! This man is 
mine! His spirit is mine! No man should seek to deprive 
me!” 

Vonvalt stepped backwards as Sokol—diminutive, 
elderly Sokol—towered over him, impossibly, her body 
swollen and straining with dark energies. He was 
moments from losing his nerve entirely. His short 
sword was held out in front of him, but he was not even 
sure it would achieve anything.  

Sokol took two steps forward and gripped the blade. 
Rancid breath washed over Vonvalt, making him gag. 
His fear manifested as a single, low grunt. He felt the 
cold, damp stones of the mansion press into his back. 
His ears were filled with a horrible buzzing that by itself 
threatened to crush his sanity to a fine powder. His 
heart squirmed and thumped so brutally he was sure it 
was about to give out.  

“Tread. Lightly,” Sokol said, the words like blades of 
ice. With her other hand, she let the molten medallion 
dribble to the floor. “Have better sense than your 
master.” 

And then, vacated, Sokol collapsed. 
* * * 

“Fucking Nema,” Bressinger said the following 
morning. In front of him was a jar of onions in vinegar, 
and he picked at them idly, crunching them between 
his teeth. 

It had been a long, cold night, one filled with the 
heavy burden of administration that came in the wake 
of murder. Vonvalt, his taskman Bressinger, and the 
sheriff, Sir Ivan, as well as the latter’s constables, 
combed through the house for more remains. They had 
unearthed a hoard of corpses in the residence’s cellars 
in various states of dismemberment and 
decomposition, in and amongst a great many pots of 
human bonemeal.  



 
 

 

108 

After the search was exhausted, and the bodies 
had been cleared out, Vonvalt gave the order for the 
house to be burned. Now, he and Bressinger 
breakfasted in one of the few remaining inns in 
Baniskhaven—insofar as a succession of goblets of 
wine could be considered breakfast.  

“What a senseless waste of a life,” Vonvalt said 
bitterly, draining the last of his wine and signalling to 
the barkeep for another. The man had broken out a 
bottle of some of his finest red, expecting Vonvalt to 
have a refined palate, but seeing that the two of them 
were simply drinking it as one might a pint of ale, this 
time he brought over a significantly cheaper vintage. 

“And a career,” Vonvalt added.  
“What did she hope to achieve?” Bressinger asked 

him. 
“I know not,” Vonvalt sighed. “Nema knows I tried to 

dissuade her. Emil Baran was insane. His dead mind 
was never going to be anything other than a stew of 
interdimensional parasites.” Vonvalt shook his head 
and winced at the taste of the new, cheaper wine. 
“Interrogating him was nothing but reckless. She could 
have used me, too, but she did not.” 

“I’ll warrant she was showing off. Going out with a 
bang. You said she was due to retire?” 

Vonvalt shrugged. “Perhaps. I think it more likely 
her actions were born of obsession. Baran cheated 
her, and on her last case as a roving Justice. He killed 
himself. She cannot have thought to extract any useful 
testimony from him. I think she wanted to make his 
death more traumatic.” 

“Revenge?” 
“Something like that. In any event, it was a risk she 

did not have to take. And now she is dead.” 
“Aye. And what a death.” 
“Do not remind me,” Vonvalt said with great 

sincerity.  
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“What was it? That commanded her? I do not want 
the detail,” he added quickly. “Nema knows I’ve not 
seen you so troubled in a long time.” 

Vonvalt pulled an expression of distaste. “Truthfully, 
I know not. A very old soul, talking on all manner of 
things concerning the holy dimensions.” He waved 
Bressinger off. “It is best relegated to memory.” 

“It had its hooks in Baran?” 
“Aye. As though Sokol had interrupted a tyger and 

the carcass of its prey.” 
Bressinger shuddered. “Fuck me.” He drained his 

wine and fished the last pickled onion from the jar. 
“Have the families been informed?” 

“Sir Ivan will take care of it.” 
“Then there is nothing left for us in Baniskhaven?” 
Vonvalt shook his head. “I must send a letter to the 

Order, explaining what has become of Justice Sokol. 
You and I will head north this afternoon.” 

“Thank fuck for that.” 
They sat in silence for a long while.  
“Sir Konrad?” 
“Aye?” 
Bressinger cleared his throat. “If you want to 

discuss it, you know I will always listen.” 
Vonvalt nodded. “I know,” he said. He looked out 

the window, to where snow was pattering against the 
panes.  

“But I do not.” 
* * * 

They left Baniskhaven that afternoon, hunched in their 
saddles, their horses kicking through snowdrifts on the 
sand. Above, the sky roiled like a ceiling of broken 
slate. To the west, the cold, grey waters of the Grall 
Sea foamed and lapped against the beach.  

Thump, fizz; thump, fizz.  
Like the pounding of a monstrous heartbeat.  
“Dubine?” Vonvalt called over the wind.  
“Aye?” 
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“Let me hear one of your Grozodan folk songs, eh?” 
Bressinger smiled. “With pleasure, sire.” 
Vonvalt eyed the distant horizon. It would be a long 

time before the image of Justice Klaudia Sokol being 
dragged into the afterlife, her eyes wide with horror and 
bafflement and agony, faded from his memory.  

“And Dubine?” 
“Aye, sire?” 
“Make it a long and happy one.” 
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mortdeathminis, Andrew T, Jonah Fischer, Horhar , 
Melissa Hirschfeld , Virginia Ilten, Zack Argyle, Paul, 
John Mauro, Timothy , Tait Szabo, Cullen Wade, S 
Naomi Scott, Janelle Janson, Jeff Newby, Keith 
saunders, Goran Zadravec, Andrew Ligas, Eric 
Jankowski, Gregory S Hersom, Brian B Baker, Wilfred 
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Berkhof, Gallant Knight Games, Morgan Shank , 
MichaeLeroy, Claire Bromley, Jared Martin, Ross 
Millar, Rohan Scammell, WritingHall , Jonathan L 
Williams, Aaron M van Dorn, Zolian al'Thyne, Claudio 
Kulesko, Jenni Lennse , Trevor Williams, Tyler A 
Giesen, Zach Courtright, Daniel , Kevin Mealey, Kevin 
Harris , Thomas Legones, Erik Henriksen, N.B 
Andersen, Andrej Podobnik, William R Howell, Andrew 
Zavitsanos, Alex Denley, Judd , Aaron Markworth, 
Timothy Piazza, Simon Obfuscated, Richard K, 
Miriam, Christian Prater, Ian Radford, Clare Deming, 
Allan Malcolmson, Jonathan Strugnell, R. J. K. Lee, 
Atanas Atanasov, Simon, John Sherck, Erik Dyrelius, 
Andrew Pickin, Mattily, Graham Dauncey, Debbie 
Leonard, Daniel Dwyer, Seth Lindberg, Paul English-
Wolfe, Lambo, Aitor Figueruelo Padro, Rachael-Anne 
Knight, Björn Morén, Lee Murray, Barbara Butler Long, 
Laura L, Nate Aubin, Michael Blevins, Joel Pearson, 
Nerine , Dann Todd, Chris Haught, Tom Flintoff, Tom 
Nickles, Andie Frogley, Steven Schroeder, Philip 
Overby, Cory Miller, Martin Key, Rolf Laun, Josh King, 
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): Virginia Weir, 
StumptownDave, 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 #31 was 
created by Carlos Diaz based on A Reputation for 
Prudence by Richard Swan. 
 
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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