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	From the Editor

	 

	Adrian Collins



	 

	 

	The last few months have gone by at whirlwind speed with our Kickstarter project, Evil is a Matter of Perspective: An Anthology of Antagonists, giving $44,000AUD a pretty damned good nudge. So first off the bat, a massive thank you to everybody that backed us to deliver an awesome project. To the 938 people we’ve just delivered this issue to as part of your backer packs, I’m looking forward to putting our anthology in your hands. To those that missed out, it’ll be up for pre-order around the start of 2017.

	Issue #8 has a focus on sci-fi fiction, something I feel has been a bit lacking from GdM over the first two years (can you believe it’s been two years?). I hope you enjoy Matthew Ward and Brandon Daub’s Grimdark sci-fi works as much as I did. For the fantasy lovers, we’ve of course grabbed you a piece from someone you love to read, James A. Moore.

	We’ve also decided for this issue to cut out the excerpts for this issue. We hadn’t had much positive feedback on them. If you miss them and want them back, let us know on one of our social media pages.

	And, as always, a tip of the glass to Kennet, who is undoubtedly watching us from wherever he’s gone (Valhalla gets my vote) with a grimdark grin plastered across his face. We miss you, mate.

	Enjoy GdM#8, the final issue of our second year!

	 

	Adrian Collins

	Founder

	 

	Connect with the Grimdark Magazine team at:

	 

	facebook.com/grimdarkmagazine

	twitter.com/AdrianGdMag 

	grimdarkmagazine.com 

	plus.google.com/+AdrianCollinsGdM/

	pinterest.com/AdrianGdM/ 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Viva Longevicus

	Brandon Daubs



	 

	 

	Parents are supposed to say they love all their kids the same but that’s a fuckin’ lie, isn’t it?

	With my kids, Nat, and Kevin… I told myself that at first, when Kev was born. I’ll love them both the same. They were the same, almost. Looked the same. Shat the same kind of load into their diapers. Nat was a little bit bigger and further along, but otherwise they might as well have been the same kid and I told myself I would love them both equally, whatever that meant. I thought I would.

	 ‘We’ve got to hit the jets so our velocity matches up with the rotation of Hawen before we try to land,’ Kev said behind me. I watched the altimeter and glanced at the display that showed the slope of the putrid jungle planet below us.

	I waited until the last possible second to make the adjustment, and watched Kevin sweat in the reflection of the dark radar. His military fatigues never had fit him very well.

	‘You were a little bitch, growing up,’ I said.

	Kevin didn’t take the bait. He only looked down at his clipboard. ‘Nat’s last transmission came from somewhere near the east edge of the basin,’ he said. ‘That area is heavily infested. I feel like I should debrief you on what we’ll be up against down there. I doubt you’ve been reading my articles on Rodentius Longevicus…’

	‘Rats.’ I glanced over my shoulder at the rack of assault rifles and stun batons by the exit hatch. ‘Useless little rats bred for super cuteness. How bad could it be?’

	Bad, it turned out. 

	But how the fuck was I supposed to know?

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	By the time Kev and I crashed the dropship through the thick jungle canopy on the east edge of the hollow known locally as The Basin, the suns of Hawen had already slipped below the horizon and left us in ass-crack darkness. Once the whine of the dynamos died down I slammed the door of the dropship open and stumbled out into the black, cursing, slapping the light on my assault rifle so it would stop flickering and I could see where the fuck I was going.

	‘We should head to the colony,’ Kev told me. He had an assault rifle of his own, but he held it like a limp dick.

	‘No,’ I said.

	Kev gave me that look again. ‘These people are suffering,’ he said. ‘Even if you don’t pay attention to anything else I say, you’ve heard reports of the famine. We have more rations on board than we’ll ever use. It would take us two hours tops to hike up to the ridge. They might even have information that would help us find Nat…’

	‘I really don’t give a shit about the settlers.’ I raised a finger to point through a break in the trees toward a red-orange glow and the pillars of smoke rising from deeper in the basin. ‘And I’ve found Nat already. Our mission is get him, and get the fuck out of here. That’s it.’

	I could see it in Kevin’s face. I think he knew.

	If only anything were ever that simple.

	

	*   *   *

	 

	Turns out Nat didn’t really want to leave when we finally found him. He and his men squatted for a smoke break in a charred clearing. Lieutenant Nat Vilhaus sat on a stump at the forefront, letting the light from the tip of his Sherman bathe a pissed-off face. The gauge on his flamethrower read pretty damn close to empty. The bags under his eyes, the slack jaw, the stubble on a heavy chin read pretty damn close to empty, too. The other guys looked just as wasted: Higgins, pale and skinny, checked a wound gouged into his arm the size of a roll of nickels; and Mathers, a hulking dolt loaded up with ammunition and a heavy beam-raker, cooked up something foul over a sad smudge of a fire.

	‘This it?’ I called as I stepped up closer. Kev came after me. ‘I thought there were more of you faggots.’

	Nat barely turned his head.

	‘Shut the fuck up,’ he said.

	Oh, Nat. The little shit. He thought he was too old for me to punch in the face but he was wrong about that. I clocked him a good one, watched the cigarette flip out of his teeth and bounce across the dirt. He got back up, of course. Even made a grab for his K-bar when he lunged at me. I wouldn’t have expected anything less from Nat. He had balls at least. I knocked him down again.

	‘Is that any way to greet your old man?’ I said, and I had a whole let’s forget about rat-chasing and get out of here right now speech planned, but Kevin interrupted me.

	‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘Not those. See the leaves?’

	I glanced over to watch Mathers ready to toss a few branches onto his fire. He glared at Kevin the same way I glared at Kevin, wondering whether to smack him or not.

	‘That stuff is a powerful hallucinogen,’ Kevin went on. ‘Something in the sap. Five leaves. Blue-violet. Burn it for a good time … not when you’re surrounded by longies in the middle of the jungle. Jesus, am I the only one who knows anything about Hawen?’

	Speaking of rats.

	Behind Mathers, sitting up on its haunches with its forepaws dangling over a fat belly, was one of the little shits I’d only seen pictures of before. It had a downy white and dark burgundy coat with a spiral design. It looked like a puppy crossed with a rabbit and some other rodents, but mostly it looked like a regular goddam rat. Same size and everything. There must have been some magical fairy dust sprinkled in there too because the thing was fuckin’ cute.

	Except for the scar, rough against its long muzzle. Except for the jagged edge of a mostly-missing ear, or the look in its eyes—the look of a dog beaten past the breaking point.

	I raised my assault rifle and pulled the trigger.

	The thing exploded into a puff of fur and bones and meat, like a teddy bear stuffed full of fireworks. Only the back paws remained, more or less where they had been a second before, coated in red. The whole goddam thing was so funny I had to laugh. I tilted my head back and laughed, laughed until my sides hurt.

	Somewhere out in the jungle, I was answered by a scream. Long. Tortured.

	I knew there had been more men in Nat’s company.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	‘They would have taken him to a nest,’ Kevin said as we moved through the jungle behind Nat and Higgins. Nat clutched his flamethrower like he might have to use it on a Hydro Leviathan. Close behind him, Higgins had his thermal net-launcher out with safety off. Mathers clutched his beam-raker shaking like he had a bad case of Parkinson’s.

	‘What’re you pukes all bent out of shape about?’ I asked. ‘They’re just fuckin’ rats.’

	‘For the last time, they’re not just rats,’ Kevin went off, like anyone cared. ‘Rats are just what they are. Rats. They evolved through natural selection—survival of the fittest just like any other animal on Earth. Rodentius Longevicus weren’t bred. They were engineered. BioGen designed them to be the superior pet. Smart. Social. Healthy. Adaptive to any environment on any planet so they could be sold throughout the galaxy.’

	‘Too adaptive,’ Nat muttered, more to himself than to anyone else. ‘Crop loss spiked from 20 to 99 percent in the year they wound up on Hawen. The ecosystem...’

	‘Blah, blah, blah.’ Nat turned to glare at me, and I couldn’t help but ask, ‘Why do you care about this place, anyway? Why not just molecular bomb the whole planet?’

	Nat didn’t answer. I could see it in his eyes, though. Some cunt, probably. Some settler he shacked up with. I was ready to push it when the trees thinned and I stepped out into the weirdest goddam scene I’d ever seen in my life.

	Rats. Fuckin’ rats, everywhere. There was a carpet of them. Among the currents of little bodies moving this way and that, I noticed a stream of them, going back and forth between two grotesque shapes. The first was a marine—what was left of him, anyway—sprawled out on a slab of rock. His ribs glistened white where they poked out of an empty chest cavity. Little hands reached into him, little teeth made precision cuts, and little cubes of meat were carried out and away. Not even eaten.

	Redacre, read the tag on his fatigues.

	The second shape was another rat, but bigger. Fat. Enormously fat. It lounged on a pile of bones. From the way the others piled up meat in front of it, I got the sense that this was the Bitch Rat and the others were all men.

	Weird. Weird fuckin’ behaviour, for an animal.

	‘Get the hell away from him!’ Nat screamed. The ocean of fur froze. Nat turned his flamethrower toward the rats chewing on Redacre and let it rip. Red-orange flames washed over the little shits and the air was filled with the stench of burning hair and barbecue. Mathers started slapping rats into the air left and right, fried, cut into chunks by the flashing prongs of his beam-raker. Higgins launched net after net of thermal wire that snatched up whole bunches of the little fuckers and crushed them into a sizzling mess.

	Kevin, though… fuckin’ Kevin just stood there, gawking. I shouldered him aside on my way forward and raised my assault rifle at the rat in the middle, too bloated to escape.

	She fixed me with her beady little eyes.

	I pulled the trigger and she exploded into chunks. 

	Although… eugh. I can’t even talk about this. Little… fuckin’ pink things came spilling out of her. All over my boots. Wriggling around. Biting, even with their eyes closed. Trying to get inside. There must have been like thirty of these things and I freaked out, I’ll admit, like someone had dropped a can of roaches at my feet. I started to stomp the little shits. And the damnedest thing happened.

	Other fuckin rats started to throw themselves into the way, to get crushed instead.

	I raised my boot up again and again. Crunch. Splat. The soles were stained red. Bits of fur and God knew what kind of guts stuck to the sides. Grown-up rats kept throwing themselves into the fuckin’ way to get crushed instead. More came, and picked up the little pink things, and started to haul them off while their buddies were getting smashed.

	This was my first hint that I wasn’t just dealing with rats.

	Then I noticed some of the little bastards running out of the woods with their jaws clamped on branches of some kind of wood. Branches with five-leaf clusters. Blue and violet five-leaf clusters. They threw themselves along with the branches into the fire from Nat’s flamethrower and within seconds we were all choking, eyes watering, lungs burning, noses oozing snot.

	By the time the smoke cleared the colours of the jungle were starting to blur together and the rats were gone.

	No, not rats. Longevicus.

	And I’m not really sure what the fuck happened next.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	I was trying to find Nat.

	The little shit. Didn’t he realize I’d launched myself 10,000 parsecs through space in a tin can to take him home? Nobody thought the Longevicus Corps was a noble calling anymore. As far as anyone knew, there wasn’t any way to stop the longies once they got to a planet and started to multiply. Hunting them down, sure. Wiping out the nests seemed to help, at first. But somehow, somehow they always came back. He was wasting his time. He was an embarrassment.

	Where the fuck had he gone?

	The trees seemed to spiral around me, seemed to bend inward and outward, seemed to breathe as I just tried to keep my feet. My assault rifle was gone. Dropped in the brush, somewhere, probably. Every once in a while, I’d realize I was drooling on myself. I only remembered my sidearm when I lumbered through a copse of trees and into a clearing, where another marine stood tall against a sky of stars, looming at the edge of a deep valley.

	I recognized this marine. Captain Andrew Vilhaus… my Old Man. What was he doing here? There seemed to be a settlement down in the valley below him, a cluster of colony pods sunk into the dirt… pods I hadn’t seen since I was a little kid. 

	They glowed with fire.

	‘You’re right, you know,’ said the captain. He turned toward me and I saw a face like mine, grey stubble, haunted eyes. ‘You don’t love all your kids the same. It’s not that you can’t. It’s just that, after a while, you realize they don’t all deserve it.’

	I watched the flames consume the dwelling pods in the valley down below. 

	‘If I could’ve left you in that fire instead of your sister, I would have,’ the captain went on. Like I didn’t already know. Like I didn’t think of that every goddam day of my life.

	I drew my sidearm. The flash from the muzzle bright against the darkness left a spot in my vision but I still saw the Old Man go down.

	After that, I don’t remember much. More stumbling around. Slapping brush aside. Shouting nonsense. There was some crying, yes, crying too. Shitting my pants, even, maybe. They never tell you how many marines shit their pants in the heat of battle with all the noise and the screaming and the blood and thinking any second they might catch one in the back of the head and all I heard the whole time was gunfire, gunfire all around me.

	Finally the whatever-it-was began to clear from my system and I pushed through a wall of leaves to find another marine, lying dead. Shot.

	Between the eyes.

	He wasn’t alone. Nat and Kevin stood beside him. Mathers was there, too, sweating like a rhino in heat. They looked up at me. They looked at my sidearm, still out and clutched tight in one fist. I glanced down at the dead marine again and realized why they looked so pissed.

	It was Higgins.

	‘He came at me,’ I lied. ‘He’d lost his mind. How long have you fuckers been out here, anyway? You’ve all turned into savages.’

	There was mumbling. A few sideways glances. They weren’t buying it. I know Kev didn’t. He gave me that same cold look he’d been giving me since he was just a little shit.

	He didn’t speak up, though.

	Too fuckin’ scared. As usual.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	By the time we finally returned to the dropship, the thing was surrounded by settlers.

	‘Shit! They’re back!’ one of them called, and another dropped a sad, mostly empty crate of supplies to whip six inches of pipe out of his belt. It certainly wasn’t a gun, whatever the fuck they thought it was. Several crates were loaded into the craft already, and there were more people in there, too. Some woman so thin she didn’t look like she would survive a solid fuck, and some geezer too old to wipe his own ass.

	I raised my sidearm.

	‘Wait!’ Nat shouted, as he came out of the brush behind me.

	I didn’t wait. I pulled the trigger. You don’t survive 25 years of service by waiting. And Nat, the stupid little fuck, dared to ram me with his shoulder. Bullets ricocheted off the sides of the dropship and more settlers crawled out of the brush like roaches. They raised their own crackhead weapons to return fire, just as Mathers and Kev stumbled out of the jungle behind us.

	Mathers went down in a heap. I felt something tug at my arm, like a bad bee sting. My elbow was slick with red. I shoved Nat aside, but by the time I took aim again the settlers had all piled into the dropship with their sad, mostly empty supply crates and raised up the door.

	Well. The crates hadn’t been that empty, I suppose.

	As the dropship dynamos whined to life I glanced at one of the crates the settlers had left behind. Buried deep under the clothes, and the machine parts, and a few tins of food, was a pair of beady little eyes watching through the slats.

	Kevin bent over Mathers. ‘He’s dead,’ he said. Like I didn’t fuckin’ know.

	Maybe we should have visited the settlers. Maybe we should have killed them. Now I had to get creative, as the dropship lurched up into the air and left a smear of exhaust across a sky turning orange in the light of dawn. I pulled out my radio transmitter and reset the signal to command the dynamos. More specifically, the fuel for the dynamos.

	Nat must have known what I was doing because he attacked me again. This time, he grabbed at my arm and tried to pull the transmitter loose.

	‘We have to scuttle the craft!’ I said, like he would just believe me. Like he would ever just accept that I knew what the fuck I was doing.

	‘No, God dammit!’ Nat screamed. ‘Just let them get away!’

	Even Kevin was trying to get the transmitter away from me now, Kevin, after all the bullshit he’d spouted about Rodentius this, Longevicus that. They’re dangerous. They’re invasive. I had to plant my boot into his gut to get him to let go, had to kick him while he tried to get up until he coughed blood onto his chin and finally laid still. Nat was a little harder to put down. He struggled. He tried to twist my arm, tried to break it, until the tendons stood out on his neck and his face burned as red as Satan’s asshole.

	I don’t know what it is with kids. Sons, specifically. Every day they think, today’s the day. Today’s the day I’m finally tougher than my old man.

	Well, that day never came for me. And it wouldn’t come for Nat or Kevin, either.

	I took a step back and flipped Nat onto his ass. He hit the dirt, and I pinned him with my shoe on his throat while I jammed the button on the transmitter. Up above, the dropship burst open—a firework of shrapnel and burning flesh. Smoke trailed behind embers arcing out over the jungle.

	Nat was sobbing like a little bitch and I knew I’d been right earlier. Some cunt. Probably, he’d seen her get on board. I moved my shoe off him and glanced over at Kevin. Kevin didn’t look like anything. Just a blank face, and some blood on his chin. He didn’t even try to get up.

	I felt … I don’t know what I felt.

	‘Get your asses up, both of you,’ I said. ‘Nat. You and your men must have got here on another ship. I know it’s low on fuel but take us to it. We’ll figure something out. We’re going home. All of us.’

	Well.

	Some of us were, anyway.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	The longies came for Mathers and they seemed to decide his porky ass wasn’t enough, because they started swarming us as well. We had to get the fuck out of there. I had all of three bullets left in my sidearm. Nat’s flamer had gone completely dry after one blast, and only Kevin had anything left in his assault rifle. That’s one advantage of being a scared little bitch, I guess. Ammo conservation.

	We ran through the jungle, just us three, side by side. Nat and Kevin didn’t say anything to me. No thanks. No nothing. Which was fine… I didn’t need the little shits to like me. I just needed them to get out of this alive.

	They had plenty to say to each other, though.

	‘How much fuel is left in your dropship?’ Kevin asked. Nat shook his head.

	‘I don’t remember…’

	‘Fuckin’ try.’

	‘I don’t know,’ Nat answered. ‘Maybe… 29 rods. Why?’

	Kevin glanced back at me. I was too tired to ask him what this was all about. We’d been up for a day and a half, on the move, doped out of our minds, chased halfway across this shithole planet. If Kevin wanted to spout some nerdy shit, this was his chance. I was getting ready to listen to him go on about weight ratios, and ballast, and delta-force-to-fuel volume comparisons.

	What he did instead, was raise his assault rifle and blast me in the leg.

	I didn’t go down right away. I think I was so surprised that I actually managed to run another few steps before the pain hit and locked up my knee. My sidearm jumped out of my grasp when I fell. The whole jungle went grey and it was only with every ounce of my willpower that I was able to keep from blacking out. I managed to look up at Kevin. I didn’t ask him why. I didn’t need to.

	Twenty-nine rods of fuel was not enough to get three people into orbit. I should have known.

	‘It’s nothing personal,’ Kevin told me. ‘It’s just the cold equations.’

	But I saw it in his eyes, before he and Nat shrank into the distance and disappeared into the trees, without missing a single step…

	It was fucking personal.

	My boys.

	I wonder… if Kevin ever knew he was my favourite.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	Jesus. Fuck! My leg is killing me.

	I managed to fight off the little shits long enough to find some kind of burrow to hide in. I’ve got some dead ones with me, which should throw the others off the scent long enough for me to finish this recording. I lost my K-bar when one of them chomped my hand pretty good and I ran out of bullets for my sidearm a long-ass time ago. Days, maybe. For the record, Rodentius Longevicus does not taste very good uncooked.

	Anyway. This message is for General Ritters of the U.S.S. AeroCorps.

	The president of BioGen needs to issue a galaxy-wide recall on Rodentius Longevicus. They must be destroyed.

	They are not cute.

	They are not pets.

	This is coming from Colonel Vilhaus so you know I’m not just saying this as some bleeding-heart cunt. I don’t give a shit about ‘playing God’ or whatever the fuck they say to protest the creation of these things. I’m saying we made them, great. And they’re fucking dangerous. We need to put them down, for the safety of our colonies all over the galaxy. Confiscate them as pets wherever they are.

	Jesus, I think they found me again.

	Here I am, you little shits! Come get some!

	Did you think just because I don’t have a weapon, that I won’t crush every last one of your goddam furry little

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	END OF TRANSMISSION

	 

	Transmission detected at roughly the same time that passengers VILHAUS and VILHAUS, Lieutenant, Specialist, U.S.S. AeroCorps, were picked up in orbit. Recording discovered on colony planet HAWEN, status, ABANDONED.

	 

	Recording to be stored on database of the Mothership Ophidian until requested for use in case of AEROCORPS COLONIES vs. BIOGEN.

	 

	Est. Date [0000/00/00]

	 

	<<ERROR>> //Insert text

	 

	///Doctor. If you get this message, please refer to fauna storage sample X552B. The order went through to molecular bomb the planet Hawen but we already have our specimens on board so that doesn’t matter. Go secure them before anyone notices. Delete this message as soon as you find it.

	 

	Viva Longevicus.

	 

	//End Text

	 [GdM]

	



	


Brandon Daubs is a science fiction and fantasy writer based out of Santa Rosa, California. His short stories have appeared in the UC Davis campus literary magazine Nameless Magazine and 4 Star Stories.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Is the Alien Trilogy Grimdark?

	 

	C.T. Phipps



	 

	 

	The Alien franchise has had an immense amount of influence since the release of the first film in 1979. While combining science fiction and horror were nothing new, dating back to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein at least, Alien’s hostile vision of space resonated with contemporary audiences. Many grimdark authors and film makers have cited the film as an inspiration for their works. The Warhammer 40K universe, in particular, draws from the Alien trilogy to create its Tyranid monsters. But is the Alien series, itself, grimdark? That is an interesting question, one that delves into a lot of the assumptions about what constitutes the science fiction side of the genre. It would be enough to have humanity confronted with its own insignificance like in the works of H.P. Lovecraft, but the Alien films make it clear humans are their own worst enemies. 

	The trilogy serves as a contrast to more optimistic sci-fi. The future predicted in Alien is not one especially different from our own despite the addition of space travel. There are workers, executives, soldiers, miners, and more with lives different in specifics rather than generalities. I believe the moral ambiguity, the general bleakness, and the cosmic nihilism of the Alien franchise lands this trilogy squarely in the realm of grimdark.

	Grimdark is a genre which is defined by heroes who are not driven by traditional motivations like altruism or righteousness but greed or revenge. The worlds, whether fantasy or sci-fi, are dark with little in the way of hope. Furthermore, they have no great goods like interventionist deities or heroic organizations to fall back on. The heroes of grimdark must survive by their own wits and ruthlessness rather than out of any cosmic fairness. Even so, their endings are bittersweet rather than triumphant with the heroes rarely winning without horrific cost.

	For readers unfamiliar with the Alien trilogy, it comprises Alien (1979), Aliens (1986), and Alien 3 (1992). It follows the story of Ellen Ripley (Sigourney Weaver), Warrant Officer on the doomed starship Nostromo, which picks up a terrifying monster, the Xenomorph, that proceeds to move from crew member to crew member with deadly precision. After surviving the events of the first movie, Ellen returns to confront the Xenomorph on the world where they discovered its egg, and then finally faces them on a prison world where none of her efforts seem to have any effect on the monster.

	In Alien, there are no heroes, not even Ripley. The protagonists are a group of ‘space truckers’ who are only interested in delivering their cargo and getting paid. When a distress beacon lures the crew to the Xenomorph's world, their reaction is ambivalence, and only the threat of losing their pay for the trip causes them to investigate. From the point the Xenomorph is born after an egg infests a crew member, the protagonists are solely interested in their own survival.

	The original incarnation of Warhammer 40K’s setting was the Rogue Trader role-playing game. There, the motivation by the characters was to make vast fortunes exploiting the populace of undiscovered worlds. That’s actually less cynical than the depiction of Alien where space is nothing more than another avenue for the same daily grind to take place only alone in a dark and empty void. It’s no coincidence our protagonists are neither nobles, nor heroes but common labourers since those individuals tend to have much more prosaic motivations than the heroes of traditional heroic fantasy. It’s why pulp heroes like Howard’s Conan the Barbarian or Leiber’s Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser care about coin foremost. They don’t have the luxury of worrying about higher ideals because their next meal is a bigger concern.

	Captain Dallas, the only crew member willing to take risks to save the others, is horrifically murdered midway through Alien as a direct result of his attempt at heroism. Indeed, the entire conflict of the movie would have been avoided if Ripley's attempt to force the infected crew member to stay outside the ship for 24 hours was allowed to occur. Her ‘cold equations’ that the value of one life, even that of a friend, doesn't outweigh the risk of a deadly plague is correct.

	Making the most heroic character a victim before setting up the more pragmatic character as an alternative is a common grimdark plot device. In Andrzej Sapkowski’s The Witcher series, Geralt frequently encounters idealistic heroes who get themselves killed trying to do the right thing like Aryan La Vallette in The Witcher 2 or the dragonslayers from The Bounds of Reason. George R.R. Martin kills both Ned Stark as well as Robb Stark to illustrate the dangers of relying solely on moral justice to survive. Collem West is unquestionably the most heroic and decent protagonist in Abercombie’s The First Law trilogy but he dies the most horrific pointless death, leaving the fate of the Union in the hands of none other than the nefarious yet practical Sand dan Glokta and Bayaz.

	When the crew first encounters a crashed alien spaceship, their awe is swiftly muted by their desire to get their job done then get out. Their loyalty is not to any United Federation of Planets or each other but a nebulous organization called ‘The Company’ (later called ‘Weyland-Yutani’) which turns out to have sent them as expendable pawns with a Manchurian agent android to recover the Xenomorph for biological research. Part of what makes the film so effective is the similarity between the alien ship and the Nostromo and the knowledge that the crew of the former has been annihilated by the Xenomorph. It's a ship which is, if you look carefully, no different from the Nostromo in that it is just hauling cargo. The crew of the Nostromo soon discovers that the alien race that existed millennia ago was no different from humanity in its working class values and died out without anyone taking notice of it. The Xenomorph, by contrast, is just an unintelligent hostile animal that could theoretically destroy the world if it reached Earth but has no more malice than a collection of plague-carrying rats.

	Cynicism about alien and inhuman society is a common part of grimdark fiction. In Warhammer 40K, aliens are universally every bit as corrupt as humanity or utterly monstrous. Similarly, Kiriath, the protagonist of Richard K. Morgan’s Land Fit for Heroes, is not as noble or heroic as she believes. The Witcher series, again, makes it clear elves and other races are just like humans in virtually every way. The same cynicism about nationalism with the government’s virtual non-presence in Alien applies to grimdark. In the Takeshi Kovacs series, for example, corporations are the primary motivational force behind the war on Sanction IV. The government is unimportant compared to the people with money.

	The sequel, Aliens, wastes no time in establishing how pitiless and cruel the universe is. Ripley, the sole survivor of the previous film, wakes up to discover fifty-seven years have passed and her daughter has died of natural causes. Traumatized and disbelieved by the public, Ripley is sent along with a contingent of Colonial Marines to investigate a possible new outbreak of the Xenomorph on a colony world. Ripley's motivations are, once more, not the least bit heroic (at least at first). Ripley is going to investigate the outbreak of the creature because her piloting license has been suspended and she desperately needs to regain it to avoid poverty. The Colonial Marines are cocky, heroic, and badass – seemingly the clichéd stereotypes of a standard monster-slaying action film. This presumption is quickly dispelled as the Colonial Marines are slaughtered by the Xenomorphs. The sole survivor of the original colony proves to be a young girl who understands the only way to deal with the threat is to run away.

	The failure of the Colonial Marines is essential to establishing the trilogy as grimdark. Cynicism about the military and its effectiveness go hand-in-hand with de-romanticizing war the way other sci-fi and fantasy lionizes it. Warhammer 40K portrays the Imperial Guard as a largely ineffective force of conscripts slaughtered en masse by the monsters. The Union’s army in The First Law trilogy is a largely untrained and led by morons (with the exception of the doomed Collem West). 

	Weyland-Yutani's evil continues with the character Burke (Paul Reiser), who takes the form of a sympathetic and likable corporate executive concerned with the possibility Ripley's story is true. This proves to be nothing more than a facade as the Company has not only sent the crew of a starship to serve as hosts for the Xenomorphs but a whole colony of men, women, and children as well. Burke intends to infect not only Ripley but the seven-year-old Newt in order to gain himself a greater share of the profits from analysing the Xenomorph's unique biology. While evil corporations are nothing new to grimdark, the extreme level of power and influence W-Y has over the lives of ordinary citizens is demonstrated by its complete ownership of the colony as well as Burke’s ability to send a troop of government Marines wherever he wants.

	Money as the motivation for grimdark antagonists is not an uncommon one. The slavers of A Land Fit for Heroes may have the patronage of the Dwenda but their interests begins and dies with the wealthy can accumulate from their crimes. The Witcher's Nilfgaard is a conquering despotic nation but when we actually get inside it in The Tower of the Swallow, we discover they're only interested in securing trade routes to enrich their capital city. Valint and Balk is a terrifying presence throughout The First Law trilogy, ultimately controlling the direction for how the Union operates for decades to come.

	Aliens remains the inspiration for countless novels and video games despite the Marines largely ineffectual fight against the Xenomorphs. Indeed, their ultimate triumph over the Hive is completely accidental. The Xenomorph Hive is destroyed by the colony's nuclear reactors exploding thanks to the ineptitude of the soldiers who accidentally damaged them during their initial attack. Ripley manages to achieve some success rescuing Newt and defeating the Xenomorph Queen with some power armour, which gives the movie some measure of a happy ending. Even so, the movie's misanthropy is summarized by Ripley's statement: ‘You know, Burke, I don't know which species is worse. You don't see them fucking each other over for a goddamn percentage.’

	Any hint of a happy or uplifting ending dies with Alien 3. The movie opens with the tragic death of Newt and the other crew members in a starship crash. Even android Bishop is forced to endure a mercy kill since there's no chance for his systems to be repaired after such catastrophic damage. Trapped on a mostly abandoned prison planet, Ripley discovers yet another Xenomorph, which is killing the prisoners one by one. A bunch of murderers and rapists, they react poorly to Ripley's presence. Indeed, she barely survives a rape attempt before the mass murder of prisoners by the Xenomorph begins. Ripley’s worst nightmare comes true when she discovers she is pregnant with a Queen embryo.

	Even Ripley's final act of sacrifice, plunging herself into molten metal rather than let the Company get its hand on a Queen is ambiguous. After having gone through such horrific events, the event has as much an air of suicidal resignation as heroic sacrifice. While it prevents the Company from retrieving the Xenomorph, it does nothing to impede the organization or prevent them from investigating the creature elsewhere. This ambiguity is not something which the movie, itself, picks up on but is one which the Alien Expanded Universe and subsequent films all addressed. It was discussed at length by the fan boards and letter columns of the day.

	Bittersweet endings remain a constant in grimdark fiction. To avoid spoilers, much of the main cast dies in The First Law trilogy, The Witcher, Mark Lawrence’s The Broken Empire, and Rob J. Hayes’ The Ties that Bind. Indeed, in many cases, the good characters are not rewarded while the bad characters are. The Warhammer 40K Ciaphas Cain novels focus on how the cowardly and egotistical titular character manages to survive to an old age while thousands of his fellow soldiers die horribly.

	The vision of the future presented in the movies is one of a bleak and uncaring universe that contains countless dangers which humanity is not prepared to deal with. The Xenomorph is superior to humanity in all respects, described by the android Ash as, ‘The perfect organism. Its structural perfection is matched only by its hostility.’ The Xenomorph possesses no capacity for love, empathy, or joy because these things have no value in terms of survival. To quote Ash again, the Xenomorph is ‘A survivor… unclouded by conscience, remorse, or delusions of morality.’ It has already likely destroyed the civilization that was originally transporting it, and it will likely destroy humanity as well.

	Humanity doesn’t present its more positive qualities in the face of the Xenomorph’s threat either. Continually, humans attempt to profit from the Xenomorph’s unique biology, considering the sacrifice of hundreds to be a small price to pay for additional wealth. Humans regularly turn upon each other when threatened, whether it’s the Nostromo’s crew’s barely concealed hostility or the outright treason of Burke. Bravado and heroism are worthless in the face of the universe’s super-predator. Even Ripley, the protagonist of the series, ultimately succumbs to the Xenomorph menace. Perhaps one consolation is that the universe (fate) doesn’t love the Xenomorphs any better—they are exterminated by bad luck as much as by Ripley’s efforts

	The Alien trilogy is a collection of stories which show a grimdark setting where profit and a hostile universe, rather than optimism or decency, define mankind’s future. The heroes of the story are frequently overwhelmed by morally ambiguous situations and act in self-interest and even their victories are hollow in the face of the larger nihilistic uncaring reality. Whether you’re a consumer or creator, I think you could do far worse than look to it for an example of grimdark science fiction.[GdM]

	 


C.T. Phipps is a lifelong student of horror, science fiction, and fantasy. An avid tabletop gamer, he discovered this passion led him to write and turned him into a lifelong geek. He is a regular blogger on The United Federation of Charles (http://unitedfederationofcharles.blogspot.com/). He's recently released the novels The Rules of Supervillainy, Esoterrorism and Wraith Knight.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Series Review: Acts of Caine

	 

	By Matthew Stover
Review by Matthew Cropley



	 

	 

	For me, reading Heroes Die, the first book in the Acts of Caine series by Matthew Stover, was like being an archaeologist and discovering that Ancient Romans had flat-screen televisions. It’s one of the best examples of grimdark fantasy that I’ve read, and it came out in 1997, one year after A Game of Thrones. I’d never heard of it until it was recommended to me by a reddit thread and I decided to give it a go. I have no doubt that if Heroes Die were released today, with the booming expansion of grimdark in recent years, it would be championed as one of the finest examples of the subgenre along with books like The Blade Itself (2006), and Prince of Thorns (2011). Yet released in a time before grimdark was even really a thing, with a pulpy cover, Heroes Die and its sequels are mentioned far less frequently in the grimdark community than they deserve.

	The series is a clever blend of science fiction and fantasy. In a dystopian future Earth, where corporations oppress the public into a rigid caste system, a breakthrough in technology allows people to be sent through to an alternate dimension, Overworld, a fantasy world filled with elves, dwarves and magic. Hari Michaelson is an Actor, one of the select few sent through to live out Adventures, which the public back on Earth can experience in real-time through his eyes with the use of complex virtual-reality equipment. While on Overworld, Hari lives as his alter-ego Caine, a ruthless assassin who kills targets with his bare hands. Although this mix of sci-fi and fantasy sounds like it could be cheesy, it’s flawlessly executed, and Overworld feels like a real place with as much blood and shit as anywhere, with racism against the ‘subhuman’ fantasy races, a deep magic system, and a pantheon of gods that seem to be background details at first, yet become more integral to the plot as the books progress. It works great both as an interesting setting and as a metaphor for why we read fantasy in the first place—to escape to somewhere where, despite the danger of monsters or bandits, we’re free to wander off into the woods or alleyways with nothing but a sword just to see what we find. When Caine is first transported to Overworld in Heroes Die, his thoughts articulate this feeling beautifully: 

	
“The sun is brighter here – a richer yellow – and the sky is more deeply blue; the clouds are more full and whiter, and the breeze that pushes them carries a faint undernote of green and growing things. It’s a beautiful day; I can barely whiff the shit trodden into the well-churned muck that passes for a street, and the flies, swarming in blue-shimmering thunderheads over the heaps of random trash, sparkle like gemstones.”

	
Not only is the setting of Heroes Die astounding and original, but Caine is one of my favourite grimdark protagonists, along with Jorg Ancrath and Logen Ninefingers. He’s at the end of his Adventuring career and in his forties when Heroes Die begins, and the confidence and arrogant humour born from decades of Adventuring contrast well with his deep-rooted self-loathing. He’s also an incredibly interesting mix of intellectualism and brutality, with a professor father but a brutal under-caste upbringing in the slums. He’ll snap someone’s neck while quoting Nietzsche or break an arm while ruminating on the characters from To Kill a Mockingbird. New layers peel away from Caine until the very end of the series and discovering them is a delight. As a reader I found myself constantly surprised by Caine’s ability as a strategist and manipulator, as well as his breathtaking competence as a killer. As Caine himself puts it in Heroes Die, “there is a time to be smart and careful and look before you leap, and there is a time to just rock and fucking roll.”

	Structurally, Heroes Die is a sword-and-sorcery fantasy adventure with its constituent parts braised in extra-strong grimdark sauce. Caine’s ex-wife Shanna is also an Actor, who plays a mage named Pallas Ril. On Overworld, Pallas has been captured by Ma’elkoth, the god and emperor of Ankhana, for trying to save innocents who would be killed by Ma’elkoth and his government as scapegoats for the empire’s problems. Caine juggles the demands of Earth and Overworld, cutting a bloody swath through Ankhana to save Pallas Ril while raising hell for his audience back home, generating questions in the reader about whether his noble goal justifies his brutal means, questions that Caine himself dismisses as irrelevant.

	Despite Caine’s lack of concern for the morality of his own actions, at the core of the novel are deep philosophical issues. Heroes Die, and the whole series, feels like the lovechild of a philosophy lecture and a gladiatorial battle. Stover phrased it beautifully in an interview when he said that he has “a pretty good grounding in what college kids these days call Dead White Guy Lit, which means my head is crowded with an assload of allusions from Homer to John D. MacDonald.”(1) The book looks at why we, as a species, have always been so entertained by violence, and Caine is essentially a futuristic gladiator who has found fame by being the most brutal. Rather than coming to a didactic conclusion about how bad violence is, Stover raises the question and lets the reader consider it themselves. Ma'elkoth is a constant source of rhetoric, and he often makes entirely valid points. One of the great things about grimdark books is that they allow authors to experiment with how different philosophical stances might actually affect the world, without the constraints of binary morality. The conflict between Caine and Ma’elkoth’s ideologies forced me to think even when I wasn’t reading, and that’s a truly valuable thing. The philosophy becomes even more overt and relevant as the books progress and Stover successfully argues from varied standpoints through the use of intricate plots and nuanced characters.

	Stover gives his characters the depth and nuance to make his philosophical discourse resonate throughout the series. Ma’elkoth is far from a cackling villain, and a lot of the time Caine finds himself agreeing with him despite their being at odds. Even the heroic characters such as Pallas Ril are composed of shades of grey. There is a rich, diverse cast of side characters that subvert fantasy archetypes, such as an elven maiden that runs a hard-core brothel. Every character, even those that are closer to traditional villainous or heroic archetypes, has surprising depth. Ma’elkoth’s lieutenant, the sadistic master-swordsman Berne, rapes, murders and tortures his way through Ankhana while hunting Caine. However, he shows loyalty to his men and to Ma’elkoth, a rare trait indeed in Stover’s gritty world. Conversely, Talann, an extremely talented ‘hero’ who has spent her life trying to emulate Caine, is shocked and disappointed at the reality of the man behind the legend.

	We’re given the third-person viewpoints of several characters including Pallas Ril, but spend most of our time with Caine. When on Earth as Hari the narration is in third person, but it switches to first when he enters Overworld and becomes Caine, as if the reader is one of Caine’s fans experiencing the Adventure through Caine’s eyes using VR equipment. Caine’s internal monologue is fantastic and colourful and he doesn’t just describe the choreography of fights, but also “the erotic power of the snap of bone beneath your bare hands, the smack of flesh on flesh and the sudden, delirious surge that takes you when your enemy gives that faint sigh—that gasp of the consciousness of defeat—when his face goes slack and he sees his death in your eyes.” Stover’s ability to write action is superb, which is unsurprising considering he has studied a huge list of martial arts that I would struggle to even pronounce, and one jailbreak scene is particularly memorable for just how long it successfully maintains such high tension, resulting in my only getting to sleep at five that morning. Stover always finds a way to ratchet up the testosterone, and his writing flows beautifully, resulting in a book that practically reads itself.

	The sequel to Heroes Die, Blade of Tyshalle (2001), is completely different from its predecessor. I won’t give too much away, but the framing of an Adventure is gone, and Hari Michaelson/Caine has to deal with who he really is without Acting. Shit hits the fan and there is real conflict between Overworld and Earth, with Hari/Caine smack bang in the middle, of course. It’s much more complex than Heroes Die, with more point of view characters and stakes that have been raised through the roof. There’s still plenty of action and violence to keep things rolling, but the pace overall is slower. Reading Blade of Tyshalle was a shock because I expected another story just like Heroes Die, but the serious, philosophical epic completely subverted my expectations in a good way. Stover constantly reinvents himself, always moving forward and maturing, much like Caine himself. Each book is a fresh experience that brings something new to the table.

	The third instalment in the series comes in two parts: Caine Black Knife (2008) and Caine’s Law (2012). They are two separate novels but Caine’s Law continues directly after the cliff-hanger ending of Caine Black Knife, and the story across both books is clearly a unified tale despite marked differences in style. Caine Black Knife pulls the focus right back to Caine, who is the sole viewpoint character, switching between the Adventure that made him famous twenty-five years ago and his travels on Overworld three years after the events of Blade of Tyshalle. Unsurprisingly, Caine finds himself at the epicentre of a shitstorm of cosmic proportions that ties directly into his past, and in Caine’s Law, things become metaphysical, with split timestreams and constant ‘unhappening’ of reality. Again, I won’t give away specifics, but Stover pushes the envelope even further in Caine’s Law, giving the reader pieces of the puzzle and forcing them to slot them together, which makes for a satisfying if occasionally confusing experience. It’s the most deeply philosophical book of them all, yet all of the deep questions are tied directly to the emotional lives of the characters and never become dryly intellectual. I became briefly lost midway through Caine’s Law, yet once I found my way back I appreciated just how artfully constructed Stover’s plot is. Upon finishing the last page I was surprised by how deeply the story had touched me, and I felt richer, both emotionally and intellectually, for the experience.

	All fans of grimdark should read the Acts of Caine series if they want a stimulating story filled with adrenaline, blood, and chunks of bone that explores the philosophy behind grimdark fiction. With Heroes Die, Matthew Stover began writing grimdark before almost anyone else, and then continued to reinvent himself over the next decade and a half with its fantastic sequels. Just in case you’re still not convinced that the Acts of Caine series is worth reading, I’ll leave you with a quote from Matthew Stover himself that would touch the heart of any grimdark fan:

	
“Does it appeal to the average reader? Christ, I hope not!” (2)

	 

	1 https://josephmallozzi.wordpress.com/2009/09/18/september-19-2009-author-matthew-woodring-stover-answers-your-questions/ 

	2. https://www.sfsite.com/04a/mws101.htm[GdM]
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	Burying the Coin

	 

	Setsu UzumÉ



	 

	 

	The Captain has ordered that I stay on the airship and wait in his office, as usual, but that’s alright. Today’s the day I betray my captain. If he takes the bait, I’ll be free. He’ll be in jail and I’ll be free. I’ll lay everything out like an afterthought, and pretend I haven’t been lying for the last year.

	Captain Urcon Grel strides into the small office, slides out of his coat and tosses it at me. I hang it up, careful to smooth out the soft fabric before I move on to other tasks. He settles into his chair and regards the news pamphlet I put on his desk. The headline celebrates a Hegemony victory over a new colony, and halfway down there’s a photograph of the three owners of Montglás, Inc.. In bold letters it reads: First Family of the Skies.

	My palms are sweating. I open the drapes near the sideboard and see the port shrinking as we ascend. The rest of the landscape is green and mountainous—cut off from the world. I squeeze the curtains to dry my hands and hope he doesn’t notice.

	‘Montglás supplies ships to our beloved Hegemony military, now. Do you know how they earned such success, Karelia?’

	‘Cunning and precision, Captain.’

	‘Correct. Even the way they present themselves. Cunning and precision, finesse and grace. That’s why Zelenrid Aeronautics is never in the papers. Tiny upstarts in war-torn parts of the world make for unremarkable news.’

	I pour him a drink and place it on his desk, then return to the sideboard to bring over the light supper the steward prepared. I barely have my hands on the silver tray when he speaks again.

	‘Karelia… this paper is nearly three weeks old. Why is it on my desk?’

	I set the tray with his supper down just to the side of the paper. ‘My apologies, Captain; I’ll remove it right away.’

	I reach for the paper and his hand slaps mine onto the wood. My index finger presses to one of the smaller front-page articles, just a few lines of text under the title: Colonial Auction.

	The very auction where I’ve asked detailmen to meet me and deliver Grel to the law once and for all.

	With his other hand, he picks up the paper and looks at it. He releases me and I step back from him and clasp my hands behind my back, wiping his touch from my skin.

	‘Treasures of the south to be returned to civilization,’ he reads.

	‘Personal effects, mostly. Worthless, yet irreplaceable,’ I say. The next page had a photograph of some of the choice items, including a heart-shaped locket. The listing says it plays music when you open it. He glosses over the article that caught his eye weeks ago, reporting one of our more profitable raids as rebel activity. Grel had always preferred smuggling over politics, but the price on his head rose regardless.

	I watch him consider the bait. ‘I seem to recall a painting in miniature on the desk of Zelenrid’s top engineer. A young lady was wearing this piece.’

	‘Sentiment weighs more than gold, correct? If you went in the night before as a prospective buyer, you could switch it out with a fake.’ I lower my voice just so. ‘We must show them the lengths to which we will go for them, personally. Perhaps a gift of his daughter’s necklace might demonstrate our sincerity. You’ve said before, good allies show good faith. That’s hard to come by when you act outside of Hegemony control.’

	‘Indeed.’ Grel carefully places the paper back on the table and then presses it with his fingertips. ‘And what kind of faith do you show with this elaborate farce?’

	The tiny office seems to close in on us, and the cloying sandalwood smell chokes me. The longer I’m silent, the more his black eyes bore into me. He’s thinking of locking me in a crate again. I can’t let that happen. I hold perfectly still.

	‘Did you prepare an explanation for why you waited this long to tell me about the auction?’

	I’m about to offer a weak reply when I see her, beyond him and through the window. A girl leans on the railing and stares at me. She stands on twisted, broken legs and one of her eyes is rolled up into her head.

	The threat in Grel’s voice snaps me back into the office. ‘Karelia Nayar… Finesse is seamless grace, not empty complexities. I taught you better than this. I will discuss Zelenrid with the officers tonight, and you will serve us while we talk.’ Grel shoves the silver tray back toward me and burning sauce splashes my wrist. He tosses the old print into the stew. ‘Take this away and bring me a more recent paper.’

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	Fuel regulations and Montglás’ impending monopoly are discussed at length over dinner. The Hegemony controls the sky through strict monitoring of fuel consumption. Getting a contract with Zelenrid would mean freedom from the Hegemony’s regulations. Captain Grel would have more mobility and less scrutiny than any other ship in the world.

	‘Tell them what you saw in the paper, Nayar,’ says Grel.

	I try to pretend nothing is riding on this. That I hadn’t been stealing from the Steward. That the detailmen don’t know we’ll be there. The locket, a gesture of good faith. ‘We could have a fake made and switch them.’

	The grizzled faces of the officers around the Captain’s table remain stern despite the gaslights’ efforts to cast a soft glow about the cabin. The quartermaster and the first officer lean forward over their greasy, empty plates. The steward and engineer raise their brows and avert their eyes from me, as though I were a naughty child acting out in public.

	The Captain says nothing. The only sounds are the engine’s thrumming and sails’ flapping as we cruise through the moonless sky.

	‘One man could do it, certainly no more than two,’ I say. ‘Quick, quiet, in and out.’

	The Captain would go, of course. He would slip into the auction house with the first officer, like he always does, and charm his way through the theft; but he wouldn't come back to brag this time. Hegemony law enforcement would be waiting. They'd be waiting for me, too, as soon as I snuck off the ship and escaped with them to collect my reward.

	My own ship. Freedom at last.

	I expect Captain Grel to shush me and take credit for the idea, but he doesn’t this time. He taps two well-manicured fingernails on the linen tablecloth, and glances up at the first officer. ‘Karelia will accompany me. You and the rest of the men stay aboard the ship. We’ll stop at Tav’riti station and have the fake made tomorrow, and then off to auction.’

	‘Me, sir?’ I say.

	‘Your idea, your mission. Let’s see how well you manage it,’ Grel says.

	My stomach turns to ice. He’ll know for sure now.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	In the air, second watch is the best time to slip down to the underside of the ship. We bank starboard to avoid a swath of clouds. One outstretched wisp slips across deck and, quick as a whisper, I follow it overboard.

	The ropes scrape at my fingers but the thought of being cut up by them is laughable now. Every time I had done something wrong, Grel had me run up into the rigging and tie off the lines. My hands were mincemeat for the first year or so, and I would wake up in tears from the soreness in arms and shoulders. Beatings were too crude for Grel. A sharp tongue and starvation were more to his taste. Besides, it would take me too long to heal. I learned to fly for my dinner. He made me fear failing more than falling.

	I improved, I’ll grant him that; but I stopped believing him when he said he would take me on a mission.

	I crawl across the hull to the aft, tugging on the ropes as I go. I need to cut three in long enough lengths that the detailmen will see them through a spyglass at night. That doesn’t leave much room for error, especially if I want to climb back up. If Grel taught me anything, it was finesse.

	The range. The track. The bridge. The rigging. I felt like a prize pony on a lunge line. No mistakes, Karelia. Three millimeters off target, Karelia. Aim for the face, Karelia. Climb faster, Karelia.

	He chanted trite phrases, pretending they were idioms from his Quechua ancestors. Listening gives you an advantage. Talking throws it to others. Gold is born from the earth, and returns there in dead hands. He loved that one. Gold is born, gold returns. He would never say “you can’t take it with you” like everyone else did. He talked about gold all the time, but he thought it was bad luck to hoard it.

	A coin in the hand is a knife in the back. Envy and murder are old friends, Karelia. Never hold a coin in your hand for too long.

	I believed that he could do anything, and he tried to make me forget that I could too.

	I feel along a length of rope, shift my body just to the right of it, and saw at it until the fibers fray and it drops. The netting jerks to one side. I tug at it a bit before moving further aft to make sure I have a secure route.

	I slice the second rope, and it drops easily without much tug. I don’t find a good place to cut the third until I’m almost all the way aft.

	I hook my knees in the rope and let go. I dangle for a moment, then swing up and grab the rope net. My legs slip free and I dangle that way. Stretching feels good. Even with miles between me and the ground, this feels safer than the crate. I clamber up over the curve of the hull and hear the click and whir of the rudder, responding to the helmsman far above. Five years ago, this would have terrified me to be out here—but tonight, it just sounds like something’s grinding in the rudder stock that shouldn’t be.

	I glance down at the dangling rope, remembering the first time I had to fix a steering problem by myself.

	We had been hired for a light run, bringing spices from Chalapuhar back to the west. Captain Grel once told me that in this part of the world, children were cheaper than spices. By the time we had the cargo loaded, a bunch of slum kids had clambered onto the hull to play. They got one warning to get off, and they didn’t listen. Three of the men gunned them down as we took flight. Twenty minutes later, we had no pitch. I was the best climber, so Grel had ordered me to check on the rudder and tiller, and take care of it.

	There was a kid out there. She was tangled in the auxiliary tiller ropes. Broken arm and broken leg by the way they twisted. She was still alive, and the wind was fierce. I couldn’t get close enough to free her by hand. Her struggling made the tangle worse, so I shot her. The first bullet hit her just above the eye. The second cut the primary rope that held her up, and the third shot cut her loose. The wind yanked her to the filthy city below. A minute later the ropes fell free.

	I remember standing there, watching the ropes flapping in the gale. I was thirteen, and that was the first time I had shot a person. There had to have been a better way. It had taken three bullets rather than one.

	It wasn’t until her body was long gone that I started to see her. She kept cropping up, one eye rolled up under the putrefying wound in her head. She always stood on twisted broken limbs. I kept seeing her until she told me we were the same. She could have been me.

	I cut the third rope and begin the climb back up to the main deck.

	I’ll be seventeen soon. Old enough to know that Grel had made me a killer the moment he strapped the guns to my belt. He shook my hand and slapped my shoulder, smearing me with blood that I couldn’t see until now.

	I think Grel knows about the ghosts and the stains; he was just waiting for me to see them, too. I tell myself that he’ll understand.

	Grel and I sleep while the crew flies us to the southern coastal region of the Western Territories, a pastoral treasure far from the sprawling cities at the heart of Hegemony lands. We arrive when the morning is still dark. The ship drops into a wheat field where the indentured farmer who lives up the way has been paid for his silence. Grel and I slip into bright, formal silk waistcoats—I’ve worn men’s clothes since he bought me—and prepare to meet the auction house’s proprietor. He’ll be expecting us. Or Grel, at least.

	If Grel taught me nothing else, it was to watch for mistakes. Mistakes haunt like ghosts, following you and chaining you to your failures forever.

	I slip my gun belt around my waist, sliding the two revolvers into place. I watch Grel do the same. I still remember the day he had given these to me. I was eleven, and so proud of myself. I had no idea what he’d done to me, not even two years later when I finally used them.

	As I pass the steward’s office, I see the correspondence piled up on his desk. I couldn’t have arranged this without his carelessness. My plan had two parts: removing Grel, and assuring my own escape. The Hegemony wanted Grel arrested, and their obvious desire made them easy to woo. Devising a code and a reliable contact was simple, and required only a few months’ patience. As for my escape, that required not only a physical extrication but a safe place to go to ground once I was out from under Grel’s boot. I wanted my own ship from Montglás, so I’d have to offer them something substantial as well. Then it fell into my hands—the key to their last remaining rival, Zelenrid Aeronautics. Grel’s contacts were laundering money for Zelenrid’s primary backers.

	By midday-meal, all the sentimental gifts in the world wouldn’t buy Grel an exclusive contract. Zelenrid would no longer exist. The Hegemony gets their bandit, Montglás gets their monopoly, and I get my freedom.

	Good allies show good faith.

	I knew I would be proving myself when the plan goes into play, but I had planned to be far away where I wouldn’t get caught. Captain Grel has held me back a thousand times before. I don’t know what changed. If he had shown that he trusted me a month ago—a week ago—I would have stayed. Now it’s too late.

	I don’t know which one of us is the bigger fool.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	The farmer whose field we land in brings horses for us. We have one hour until dawn. I sweat despite the cool mists, and the crickets are deafening.

	We arrive at the auction house within twenty minutes. The only other buildings for miles cluster around this spot—a nightstay, a bar, a dance hall. In the dim lantern light I see people I know. Constables pretending to be groundskeepers. They frown for just a moment, recognizing me. I’m not supposed to be here. I wonder if, when the time comes, they’ll take Grel alive or dead. I wonder if those orders now apply to me. I’m sure they do. The slum girl must have arrived ahead of us, whispering to the guards what I’d done to her—and what I was about to do to my Captain.

	We dismount onto a gravel road and step through the gardens on a stone path leading to the auction house. Grel squeezes my shoulder and gives me an almost fatherly look. Calm down, he seems to say. You’ll give the game away.

	Oh, Captain. I can’t find it in my heart to be calm. Or sorry.

	We trot up the steps between two green-veined marble columns and the Proprietor meets us at a stained-glass door. Captain Grel extends his compliments on the azaleas outside. The Proprietor trills his modest gratitude and leads us in.

	The first room is the conservatory, a long hall with huge urns lining each wall. Glass doors, glass ceiling, gold filigree and fragrant flowers everywhere. Gas lights hang like glowing bubbles from above. The sweet scent of chambeli blossoms and pink featherhearts make my head throb.

	Grel’s talking to the Proprietor, and I can’t lift my eyes off the huge black and white tiles. I have to stifle a laugh. I am walking into my own trap, and I’ll either die a pawn or come out a queen. A knight would have the sense to slip out to the side.

	I’m a little sad I couldn’t tell him about my plan for tonight. He would have appreciated its genius.

	Maybe he does know, and invited me along just to spoil it.

	The conservatory narrows into a small hall to a back gallery behind the showroom, where the various works of art, intricate devices and foreign plunder wait to be snatched up by the wealthy. Grel and the Proprietor laugh like old school friends while the Proprietor produces a crystal bottle from the chaos of beautiful objects. Grel’s clothes are tighter than necessary. His coat buttons glint in the candlelight as he gestures, knowing his beauty lies in movement. I smell his beloved floral notes in the whiskey when the Proprietor pours a glass for each of them. The Proprietor stares at Grel, and I curse myself for not knowing this detail. Grel playing on secret wants again.

	If I hadn’t seen the Captain with women I would have doubted his preferences. He knew mine before I did. I think he refused to hire any other women as deckhands purely to frustrate me. No companion but him. No distractions from my training. I had become one of the men without having to endure the awkwardness of boyhood.

	Grel and the Proprietor finally put their glasses down and look at a painting of some battle. Grel has him entirely engrossed. I should play along but I don’t. I can’t pay attention. What other details does he know that I don’t? I look at the two guards in here with us. Grel has his back to them, totally relaxed. The guards look straight ahead. The Captain and the Proprietor laugh together, and one guard clenches his jaw. Do they know the plan? Does Grel suspect? Am I showing my hand?

	The thing was already in motion.

	I look for the locket. I see a bell jar on a pedestal in the centre of the room. There’s an engine part on it. It looks absurd there, shining and unused—like a sledgehammer on the Queen’s lap.

	My throat is dry as rope. I look at Grel’s glass, a few drops gleam amber, reflecting the mahogany table. The whole room’s soft plush interior suffocates me. Overstuffed velvet, fine crystal glasses, expensive spirits, and carpeting so soft I feel embarrassed each time my grimy boots sink into it. It’s too much. My attention splinters on every detail instead of honing in on what’s relevant—what’s important. I hate this stuffy charade. Once I have my own ship, I will never have to do this again.

	I could warn Grel. He’s been in tighter spots than this. He could get us both out, probably in time to get to Zelenrid and warn them about what was coming, to warn the official to hide her books. We could help set them up somewhere else, too, with new suppliers willing to work outside the government regulations. Start over. But then, Grel would want to know how I knew about all this.

	The prospect of dying in a crate rises up to swallow me. I step backward, and bump my rear against the edge of a long display table.

	I’ve drawn attention to myself. Grel sees, and compensates. They move on to examine a portrait. Grel urges the Proprietor to give his thoughts on the piece, quizzing him. I turn away from them and walk slowly around each of the three long tables at the other side of the room, playing my part.

	Where is that confounded locket? I cross the room and see it on a table, tagged and laid out with a dozen other pieces.

	It’s gold. The fake we made is polished brass. A trained ape would know the difference. I should leave, now, before it’s too late. Make something up. Run.

	‘Karelia!’ Grel snaps at me.

	I look up. Grel holds his gun to the Proprietor’s shiny pate. The guards’ pistols clatter to the floor. I look at Grel, startled that we’ve arrived at this stage already. He knows something is wrong.

	‘Have you wandered off in the thick of it, girl?’ he says. ‘Let’s do what we came here to do, shall we?’

	The switch. My own plan gone awry. I had emphasized that the transition should be as seamless as possible, and I’m not sure which one of us even has the fake. I wander over and pluck the locket from the table. I fish around in my pocket for the brass copy, and find it.

	‘A bit late to bother with that,’ mutters Grel.

	I leave the fake in my pocket and stow the real necklace in there with it. The real one is much heavier. Grel nods toward the window. I circle the room, gathering up the guards’ pistols and take them to the window. I open it with sweaty fingers, flip the cylinder release on each gun and shake the bullets out into the garden. I drop the empty guns outside and they thump to the earth below.

	Only now do I realize that neither Grel nor I were asked to surrender our weapons when we came inside. That’s quite a detail to miss. If either of us drew our guns, the detailmen wouldn’t bother with a trial. The guards look tense, but not upset or surprised. They were expecting us.

	Does Grel notice any of this?

	He gives me a quick nod, and gestures toward the door.

	He’s got a gun out, I don’t. Maybe if I keep my hands empty, the detailmen won’t—

	‘Watch our backs,’ Grel murmurs.

	Grel strong-arms the Proprietor to walk out ahead of us. Simpering coward won’t shut up. I feel my heart in my throat as I grip my pistols. I slip them free of their holsters. I should have been watching for more guards, but I can’t look away from Grel. He moves with a dancer’s grace. I’ve hated him for so long, I’d forgotten why I admired him in the first place.

	He has his back to me. I could present the detailmen with a corpse… but I don’t want him dead.

	Grel keeps his composure. His voice never rises above conversational tones with the terrified Proprietor. He walks him back across the conservatory. Every flower disturbed by a breath of air sets me on edge. My arms and shoulders ache with stress. They nearly creak as I sweep the guns back and forth. I almost fire twice, forgetting myself. The lanterns are bright inside, and moths drum against the glass. We are completely exposed.

	We’re almost back across the black and white tiles, and I still don’t know whose side I’m on. The rules change if you cross the board, don’t they? How much time did I have left to decide? It’s still too dark to see beyond the glass.

	The doors stand just ahead of us. The Proprietor struggles, blubbering about paying us off for his life; never mind the locket.

	‘There now my good fellow, we’re almost out of this. Once we’re clear of the compound’s defences I’ll be happy to place your fate back into your hands at no cost.’

	It is pitch-black beyond the few colourless panes of glass in the garden doors.

	‘Karelia, dear,’ said Grel.

	The lanterns outside have gone out. He smells a rat. He is going to spin and shoot me. If there were nothing to fear and we walked back to the ship—if we got out of here—I’d lose any credibility I’d built with my contacts beyond the ship. Zelenrid would have been destroyed for nothing. I’d have to start all over.

	‘The doors, love. If you please.’

	His voice is still level.

	If the Hegemony forces wanted to imprison me along with Grel, what charge could they lay at my feet? Accessory to theft? That was the only thing they could prove. I had never gone out with the men on missions, legitimate or otherwise. They kept me behind to watch the ship with the coward engineer.

	Then another traitorous thought… maybe Grel had been holding me back to keep my hands clean. To protect me. If we go to prison together, would he feel the same way?

	I hook my little finger over the curved door handle. My palms ache as I squeeze my pistols. I force my hands to relax. 

	I look up, and there she is, through the glass. One eye rolled up at a strange angle, while the other looks right at me. The slum girl stands on broken legs, and stares at me. I tell myself I cannot be accused of murder. No one knows that I shot her, not even Grel. My incompetence with that kill was an embarrassment. That’s why she’s here. Something is going to go wrong, and she wants to be here to see it.

	The door latch clicks open but I can’t move. It’s silent beyond. She scared the crickets away.

	‘Go on, darling, I’m sure this gentleman is eager to resume his morning,’ says Grel, behind me. His voice is soft. Reassuring. I was so used to being threatened by him, it felt like being pat with the flat of a knife.

	I hate him. He taught me that murder is a matter of course. I can’t shoot him. Shooting Grel would make me like him. Selling him would make me rich. I have to earn this victory. I have to outdo him so spectacularly that he’ll be out of my life forever. I have to call down an entire government on his head.

	Our heads.

	I am an idiot.

	No way but forward, now.

	I slowly pull both doors open. I must face the ghost. Grel was here. If I couldn’t take her down, he could. We are unstoppable.

	We step out into the garden.

	‘Drop your weapons,’ comes a voice from the darkness.

	‘I must decline,’ Grel replies.

	I don’t raise my pistols. Could be the local patrol. Could be groundsmen. Maybe the Hegemony hadn’t sent the detailmen.

	‘Look alive, darling,’ Grel murmurs.

	‘Urcon Grel, you are under arrest for embezzlement, grand larceny, murder, sedition and…’ A boot scuffs the gravel between the garden and the road. ‘…trespassing.’

	I can tell Grel has tightened his grip on the Proprietor by the little yelp the man makes. Pitch blackness drapes the garden. Our eyes haven’t adjusted yet.

	My chest feels so tight I think I shall never draw breath again—then a manic thrill creeps in underneath it. The rustling breeze chills my face, heavy with floral perfume. A second later, the sweet, earthy smell of horses surrounds us.

	In the next moment, I will either be very wealthy or quite dead.

	Grel speaks again. ‘I will remove this gentleman from the mortal coil unless you—‘

	Torches flare. First two, then eight, then more—but the two had been enough. There were at least forty detailmen arrayed beyond the garden, bristling with rifles. A dozen or more on horseback. A coach looms behind them, hitched to a team of four horses. A prison wagon.

	The corporal shouts my name. ‘Karelia Nayar?’

	‘Here,’ I say. The word slips out of me as though it were spoken by someone else. It is the traitor, not me.

	In the torchlight, I can pick out the each detailman’s face under their caps. Many of them couldn’t have been much older than me. Sacrifices for tomorrow’s glorious press. Beautiful boys for beautiful caskets.

	I want to tell Grel what’s happening. I had intended for him to find out—to rub his face in it; but not while he’s armed and behind me.

	‘Put down your weapons and bring us the locket.’

	‘Do it, Kar—‘

	I lower my arms just a moment before Grel tells me to. He cuts himself off. I have given myself away. I obeyed the corporal before waiting for Grel’s command, and they knew exactly what we had taken.

	He knows. Worse, he was willing to give up the prize to keep us safe. I didn’t expect that.

	That was the moment the slum girl disappeared.

	Grel’s silk sleeve whispers as he shifts his aim toward my back. I dive to the right. Two shots fire. My arm rips open. I hit the grass.

	Detailmen stampede past me and gunfire explodes above me. The Proprietor screams. My face is wet.

	‘Hold!’ shouts the corporal. ‘We take him alive.’

	Grel barks profanity at the detailmen and I glance back over my shoulder. I blink my own blood from my eyelashes. Grel’s shirt is bloody. Someone had shot him in the shoulder and the leg. Faceless officers haul him to his feet. The Proprietor sobs.

	The searing pain in my left arm seems distant. I risk a look. I can’t tell if the bullet has struck bone or gone all the way through. There might be a chunk missing, I don’t know. I can’t bring myself to investigate the mess of flesh and silk.

	Heavy padlocks clink shut on an iron bar to hobble Grel. His chains rattle. They toss him into the prison cart. I try to feel remorse, but I can’t feel anything. Maybe they’ve forgotten I’m still here.

	Leather dusters whirl about me like bats’ wings and detailmen lift me to my feet. I feel fingers dig into the gash in my arm and I squeal. One detailman recoils and the throbbing softens. He looks at his hand, makes a face, and then bends to wipe it on the grass.

	‘Gentle with her, Adams. We have our quarry,’ said the corporal. ‘Bring her here.’

	The bats shove me toward the corporal. He sits high on his horse, my nose level with his calf.

	‘Miss Nayar, you missed your rendezvous. We were worried.’ His horse pulls at the bit and the corporal tugs the rein to still the animal. ‘I am Corporal Lyle Manfred. I have been instructed to take you with us as a precaution. Doubtless your former crew will be looking for you.’

	The corporal beckons a bat who turns me so my left side is under the torchlight. He peels the fabric away from my shoulder and determines that the wound can wait. Someone barks orders to see the Proprietor home and close up the auction house until further notice. They lift me and I ride with the corporal back to town.

	For reasons I cannot fathom, we ride next to the prison cart. Grel is silent within. The barred window is too small for me to see him.

	We reach town and the rising sun is behind us. My shoulder is a lash of raw, screaming, bleeding, flesh that feels four times its size. I spend all my energy trying not to scream until I hear a whistle from within the cart. Grel stares up at me, fingers curling around the bars.

	One of his hands disappears and comes back with a gold coin. ‘Gold starts in the earth, Karelia,’ he says, and he lets go. I watch a wheel grind the coin into the mud.

	I look back at Grel and he smiles at me, dashing, even behind bars. ‘Nothing like a dear friend to send you to your grave.’

	I’d seen enough of his chicanery to know that the smile was real. He meant to kill me.

	That was the last time I saw him.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	The Hegemony kept all their promises. I have my own ship, and Grel will be doing hard time in a vanadium mine until his tongue turns green and falls out of his head. A few weeks after I got rid of the brass locket the real one showed up in a parcel from Corporal Manfred accompanied by a formal letter of gratitude. I split it apart and had the hollow pieces riveted to my belt. Empty hearts play no music. He would have liked that. Every time I catch floral notes in whiskey I have to remind myself they’ll never let him out. I hope he’s dead.

	I wonder if that coin is still buried in the road.
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	For those of you that aren’t familiar with Dennis L. McKiernan and his writing, he has been cranking out works of fantasy going on four decades now. His work has often been compared to Tolkien’s, which to be fair, in the early 1980’s when Dennis first started publishing, was the lion’s share of fantasy at the time. Dennis even petitioned the estate of Tolkien to be allowed to write a sequel to Lord of the Rings and was denied. I can’t help but wonder what that would have looked like myself.

	Discovering fantasy novels in the 80’s thanks to the likes of Dennis, Terry Brooks, R.A. Salvatore and all the talented writers in the Dragonlance stables, I absolutely love the Iron Tower books. Dennis continued to write in the Mithgar world, eventually moving on to some creative reimaginings of some popular faerie tales with a decidedly French flavour.

	Most readers would agree that Dennis is far from Grimdark (his work landing squarely in the epic fantasy genre in my opinion), but Grimdark wouldn’t be where it was today without the trail blazed by fantasy pioneers like McKiernan and others.

	As busy as he is, Dennis took some time to meet with us and answer a few questions…

	 

	Hi Dennis, welcome. Thanks for joining us today and letting us walk around in your head a little.

	 

	[TS] Your early stories were very Tolkienesque. What drew you to those stories as a jumping off point, and were there other fantasy authors that really inspired you?

	 

	[DLM] First, Tolkien wrote a masterpiece, and I thoroughly enjoyed his world. And when I was laid up with a shattered femur, to stay sane I wrote a very long piece of fanfic about the Dwarves retaking Moria. After all, the Balrog was dead, and that was the only thing that had kept the Dwarves out of their homeland. So, it was a natural for a sequel.

	But other than Tolkien, I enjoyed the writings of many other authors before I even found JRRT. Robert E. Howard’s Conan and Solomon Kane come to mind. Joy Chant. Fritz Leiber’s Fafhrd and Grey Mouser stories captured me. The entire spectrum of the Lang fairytale series were favourites (you know, the Blue Fairy Book, The Red Fairy Book, and on through all the colours). I thoroughly enjoyed the Oz series of books. The old Norse Sagas of Loki and Thor and Odin were inspirations. I was into pulp magazines back in my youth, as well: Thrilling Wonder Stories; Planet Tales; Captain Future, etc.

	Like many others, we take inspiration from all of the things we have read, from romances to westerns to mysteries to science fiction to fantasy to... name your genre. So, as to specific authors who have inspired me, Adams to Zelazny, they all did. By the bye, my personal favourite author is Patricia McKillip.

	 

	[TS] As someone who has been writing for so long, you have really been able to watch the industry evolve. Do you think that shaped your writing style, and if so, how?

	 

	[DLM] I can’t say my style has changed. I think I write epic fantasy in a quasi-medieval style, fairy tales in a classical fairy tale style, mysteries in a contemporary style, and science fiction also in a contemporary style. I find it natural to shift to the style I think the story should be told in.

	 

	[TS] In high school, Iron Tower was easily one of my favorited series, due largely to the epic scope, the battles and the emotion built into it. What is your favorited work that you’ve written and why?

	 

	[DLM] You are asking me to pick my favorited child. I will say this, Dragondoom was the story that broke me out of the Tolkien mold, so, for that, I am grateful. It is the favorited of the majority of my readers (though, I must say that the Elf Aravan is the favourite character of many, and whatever story he is in is a favourite of many, and he does not appear until Voyage of the Fox Rider, somewhat after Dragondoom).

	 

	[TS] Which of the directions fantasy has taken in recent years would you like to see more of? Which one would you like to see go away?

	 

	[DLM] McKillip just keeps getting better and better, so those kinds of stories capture me. I am not a big fan of Dungeons and Dragons stories, for too many of them do little to conceal the sound of dice rolling.

	 

	[TS] Here at Grimdark Magazine, we define grimdark as a grim story told in a dark world by a morally grey protagonist. What character(s) have you written that you would consider the most grimdark?

	 

	[DLM] All of my fantasy heroes/heroines are pragmatists. And similar to REH’s Conan, when my protagonists decide to kill someone/something truly evil, they do their best to get it done. For example, they run down Black Mages and do them in (sociopaths, psychopaths all). But as far as them being grimdark, I cannot say any of my protagonists are morally ambiguous. If any are, it would have to be a warrior, and the ones who come the closest to being of a warrior cast, well that would be the Dwarves. Brega, for example; yet Brega has a code of honour, and to me that is not morally ambiguous. By today’s standards, either all or none are grimdark.

	 

	[TS] Are there any grimdark authors whose work intrigues you or that you really enjoy? What authors do you turn to typically when you want to relax and just read?

	 

	[DLM] I read mostly thrillers to relax... those and mysteries. Robert Parker, Robert Craise, Lee Child, etc. Spenser and Hawk; Jack Reacher, and others of that ilk are not bothered at all by taking out the bad guys. Is that grimdark? Perhaps. But it’s enjoyable as all hell.

	 

	[TS] Working as a fantasy author for so long, have you developed any close friends in the industry? And are there any authors that you always hoped to meet but never did?

	 

	[DLM] I have met more than I can count, usually at various SF/Fantasy/Horror conventions. The World Fantasy Convention has a great gathering of authors. I think I would have liked to meet Tolkien, but he died before I began my own writing career.

	As far as close friends, my closest friends are not in the industry, but they are gamers (video and role playing) and are deep into reading fantasy. But Terry Windling, Emma Bull, Will Shetterly, Charles deLint, Mike Stackpole visit every time they are in town. Tim Waggoner, Lois Bujold and I were in writers’ groups together, and Tim was one of my roleplaying friends. There are others, and for those I’ve left out...

	 

	[TS] Are there any characters you have created based loosely on yourself, or do you see all of them as pieces of you?

	 

	[DLM] Of my heroines/heroes, they and I have similar (perhaps identical) moral compasses, but no particular character is otherwise based on me. The one who might come closest is perhaps Vaindar Silverleaf, an Elf, a Lian Guardian. I know, I know, many might think I am the crotchety old Mage Alamar, but Silverleaf is more like me.

	 

	[TS] If you could explore one of your antagonists in a short story or novel, which one would it be and why?

	 

	[DLM] I have done a good bit of exploration of various Black Mages (Necromancers all) in my books, some more than others. I have told the backstory of Baron Stoke in fairly great detail (in The Eye of the Hunter), detailing his father, his mother, his upbringing, though I left enough unsaid so that he doesn’t seem trite, for when evil comes into hot light, it merely becomes banal.

	 

	[TS] What can we expect to see from you in the way of books or projects in the near future?

	 

	[DLM] Actually, I have recently retired. Stolen Crown was and is my last Mithgar novel. As far as my Faery series goes, that was conceived and executed as a five-book series (Once Upon a Winter’s Night; Once Upon a Summer Day, Once Upon an Autumn Eve, Once Upon a Spring Morn, and Once Upon a Dreadful Time), so no more of those are forthcoming. I might write a third Black Foxes book, but only if inspiration strikes me. In fact, if inspiration strikes me hard enough, I’ll unretire.

	 

	[TS] Dennis, thanks so much for taking the time to chat with us today. [GdM]
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	A short version of this review was originally published on the Grimdark Magazine blog.

	 

	In The Wheel of Osheim, the final instalment of Mark Lawrence’s The Red Queen’s War trilogy, Jalan Kendeth, lover of wine, women and slacking off somehow finds himself lost the bowels of Hell itself, in combat with an army of undead horrors, and forced onto a quest to save the fabric of reality. Needless to say, he’s mildly miffed.

	The last time we saw Jalan in The Liar’s Key, he was being pulled into Hell after his Viking companion Snorri. The Wheel of Osheim begins after Jalan has escaped Hell, and the events that took place there are given to us in a series of harrowing flashbacks. Jalan seeks nothing more than the comforts of home, yet he is dragged kicking and screaming into the role of the hero and sent on a quest to stop the titular ‘Wheel of Osheim’ from tearing reality itself apart. The stakes are far higher than the more intimate Prince of Fools and The Liar’s Key. Despite the grander scale, the story remains a deeply personal one, and Lawrence’s flair for nuanced character development soars to new heights.

	The Wheel of Osheim is a tale of wonderful paradoxes, with many of them embodied in its protagonist. In Prince of Fools, Jalan began as a pathetic coward, yet one with enough wit and charisma that you couldn’t help but root for him, and he manages to come into his own in The Wheel of Osheim, maturing and learning from his experiences without losing his core. Jalan has been through so much that, despite still claiming to be cowardly, he seems far braver than many of those around him simply by virtue of being so used to danger that he barely notices it. After spending two books with him I’d assumed that he wouldn’t surprise me anymore, yet he continues to do so seemingly every chapter. He’s selfish and selfless, fearful and brave, weak and strong, callous and caring. In short, he’s one of the most well-realised, realistic protagonists that I’ve encountered. Where Jorg Ancrath was a grimdark protagonist, possessing characteristics that would make him a villain in any other story, Jalan is a grimdark hero because it’s as if fate plucked a random side-character from his days of drinking and gambling and forced him into the role of the hero just to see what would happen. It almost feels as if he wishes he was from another genre of fantasy entirely, one where heroes exist and he is one of the best. In Jalan, we get to see how a flawed, realistic person might fare in a fantasy quest.

	The secondary characters are equally as well realised, even if we only get small glimpses. For example, our time with the Red Queen is brief as ever, yet when reading about her I felt as if I was staring into a lake and could just make out the suggestion of great depths. On one level I’d love to read a series following the Red Queen’s life, but on another the glimpses we get convey a full, rich life of complexity, boldness and bravery. The trilogy is aptly named The Red Queen’s War since, although we follow Jalan, the Red Queen and her struggle against the Lady Blue are always at the heart of things. There are glimpses of a war that has spanned decades, one that reaches far further than Jalan’s little tale. Additionally, the Red Queen’s story crosses over significantly with Jorg’s tale, and seeing these glimpses is immensely satisfying. Snorri, of course, is Jalan’s tortured but heroic Viking companion, and while Jalan spends significant time apart from Snorri this time round, his influence remains important. It’s interesting to see Jalan operating without Snorri, as it gives us a chance to gauge how different Jalan is because of their friendship. His rare but increasingly frequent moments of genuine courage and steel feel well earned and are all the more satisfying because we know that cowardice would be a perfectly reasonable reaction for him. Snorri is another paradox since while he’s a hulking muscle-bound warrior, he’s perhaps the most vulnerable character in the book. He’s what a hero might become after he’s lost everything, dead-set on the impossible task of rescuing his family from the afterlife. He and Jalan are polar opposites which is probably why their unlikely friendship is so touching and their banter so entertaining. Snorri’s heroism and equally heroic expectations are what bind Jalan to his quest: he just doesn’t want to let Snorri down. This, along with a variety of external pressures, provides a very human reason for Jalan to even attempt the ‘save the world’ mission. Kara and Hennan make reappearances, along with a variety of other secondary characters from the first two books, and their characters remain compelling though their roles are less significant than in The Liar’s Key.

	The certain doom of the Dead King and the destruction of reality that has been creeping up on Jalan, and indeed the whole Broken Empire, is no longer the far-off threat that it has been, but explodes violently into the present. Jalan, always seeking to escape from his troubles, finds that there is nowhere left to escape to, and this realisation, along with the epic battles that accompany it, make for a fantastic ending to the trilogy. The emotional threads woven through the series all culminate in a satisfying finale that links closely with the Broken Empire trilogy. Throughout the book, Jalan traipses around the edges of Jorg’s story and provides an explanation for the forces behind Jorg’s struggles. Where the previous books in The Red Queens’s War crossed over in minor ways with the Broken Empire trilogy, this time the links are significant. Rather than feeling like a tacked-on addition to a pre-existing story, The Wheel of Osheim slots in and adds to the Broken Empire trilogy seamlessly, giving us a glimpse into the Machiavellian machinations that happened behind the scenes of Jorg’s tale. However, at times, especially in the slower first third of The Wheel of Osheim these comparisons reminded me just how fantastic Jorg and the Broken Empire trilogy are, and made me yearn for the dark brilliance of those books. This effect was short-lived and by the time The Wheel of Osheim picked up, I was so swept up in Jalan’s story that thoughts of Jorg were far from my mind. The Broken Empire trilogy is larger in scale and perhaps more epic, with a deliciously dark tone and clever subversion of fantasy tropes, but The Red Queen’s War stands firmly on its own merits, providing more humour, heart, and a high stakes plot that’s ready to explode.

	The central dilemma of the novel, whether it’s worth the effort of even trying to save a world from certain doom, is compellingly encapsulated in the world of the Broken Empire. Hordes of horrific undead monstrosities storm kingdoms while corrupt rulers consolidate their own power. Undead have been portrayed frequently in fiction in general, not to mention fantasy, but Lawrence presents fresh horrors that exceed anything he’s shown us yet. Some of the descriptions of the new monstrosities summoned forth are genuinely disturbing, and I feel that the menagerie of monsters that Jalan faces in this book are more disturbing and varied than ever before. The battles with undead hordes are well thought out, with the actual logistical challenges of fighting undead clearly considered and used to create an atmosphere of hopeless dread. The chapters depicting Hell are particularly compelling, and Lawrence manages to incorporate aspects of various religions into the afterlife’s makeup without feeling derivative. We’re also given greater insights into the Broken Empire, including the history of the Builders and the bizarre nature of the Wheel of Osheim itself, all filtered through Jalan’s supremely entertaining viewpoint. Rather than odd titbits here or there, we’re now given great swaths of information about the Builders and how the world of the Broken Empire came to be, and after so long piecing things together, specific insight is definitely satisfying. The dissonance between how little Jalan cares about the world-shaking events of the past and the history of the Builders, paired with how hungry we as readers are to know about it, makes for a wonderfully humorous contrast.

	Throughout the novel, Lawrence’s prose succeeds in being both unpretentious and beautiful, with genuinely deep insights into human nature wrapped up in Jalan’s wittily cynical commentary. A single-narrator first-person perspective is rarely used in fantasy in favour of multi-viewpoint third-person epics, but Lawrence utilises the intimate nature of the first-person point of view and internal monologue to great effect, and looking out at the world from inside Jalan’s head is far more entertaining than simply watching him would be. An example of this is when he ruminates about the supposed beauty of deserts and how some people “wax lyrical about the grain and the shade of the sand, the majesty of bare rock rising mountainous, carved by the sand-laden breeze into exotic shapes that speak of water and flow… but for me sandy, hot and boring covers it all.” The manner in which Jalan relates events is almost laughably biased, and it’s great fun to mentally disregard his endless self-aggrandising. It’s with novels such as this that one realises just how much more engaging books can be when compared to other media, such as films. There’s just no substitute for being transported into another person’s mind, and Mark Lawrence is a master of the art. Jalan’s antics are genuinely laugh-out-loud funny at times, and act as good counterpoints to the dire stakes. His humour doesn’t detract from the seriousness of the situation, but is derived from it with his hilariously realistic reactions to horrific events that would see a traditional hero set his jaw and raise his weapon. Many of the action scenes are so tense and riveting that it’s impossible to look away from the page until they have run their course. From the first page to the last, the prose succeeds in being captivating, beautiful and hilarious.

	Overall, The Wheel of Osheim presents everything GdM readers could want in a fantasy book, which is no less than one would expect from Mark Lawrence. Fantastic character development, an intimate and entertaining narrative voice, artful and compelling prose, and a plot that manages to be both deeply personal and world-shaking all coalesces into a standout example of grimdark fantasy. It’s a wonderful end to The Red Queen’s War and a rich addition to the world of the Broken Empire. Read it.[GdM]
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	They found their prey near the edge of the cliff that fell into the Rehkail River a few hundred feet below. There was a damp trail of footsteps that ran from the edge of the cliff to where the shape waited. Allim wondered if the furry mass they stared at had actually climbed the sheer cliffside and then shook the notion away. Madness.

	‘What do you make of that, then?’ Allim stared at the lump of fur leaning against a large rock and frowned. Under him his piebald shifted from hoof to hoof, but did not bolt. The damned thing was always skittish.

	‘It’s a big bastard of a man, or a bear. Damn near the same size.’ Benny spoke, no more troubled than if they were having a pint around a fire. Just the same Benny checked that his weapons were in easy reach.

	They spoke softly, while considering their options, lest they disturb the large thing huddled in dark furs. Though Allim had never seen a Pra-Moresh they’d discussed the beasts before. Apparently the damned things were big enough to eat bears without much consideration, but none had ever been seen this far east. The fur on whatever they were staring at didn’t quite look like a bear’s. Kellish wanted to poke it with a spear, just in case there really was a bear under that fur. Kellish was from Louron and his dark skin made him stand out almost as much as the skull he painted on his face every day. He nearly danced whenever he used his sword, and Allim had never seen the man cut before.

	Benny disagreed: he just wanted to wake the fellow and take what he could.

	On the other side of the river the armies of Goltha were engaged with enemies from the far west. They’d heard the cries of war earlier and seen the smoke coming from the river below. On this side of the river, there were plains and flatlands and occasional settlements. People were slowly working the soil and growing farming communities where no one had ever bothered before. Allim and his men were moving along the area looking for easy prey. They were raiders. He wasn’t proud of the fact, but a man has to make a living and lately the only good livings seemed to involve swords. Fight for an army and die with them. Fight for your dinner and you get to eat another day. Farmers didn’t fight so hard, and some of them had daughters. As Able liked to point out, a man has needs. He’d had his way with too many women and girls to count and had no desire to stop. Even Allim joined in occasionally, though he preferred his women on the willing side.

	Now and then a cutthroat gets lonely, too.

	The fur covered figure stood, and the raiders took their turns being properly appalled. He was a big one indeed, and his skin was grey as stone. His eyes burned with a silvery glow in the twilight, and his body rose to a height that made Allim consider the risk of taking on one target. Maybe they should leave this one alone. Still, the numbers were in their favour, and the brute had no ranged weapons that Allim could see.

	Fat Able spoke. ‘Is that one of them Sa’ba Taalor the Empire is fighting? He looks like a demon.’ Able was the one who called himself fat, because he was. But under that fat there was a great deal of muscle and to prove that fact he wielded a mace that most men would have been hard pressed to lift with both hands. Fat Able came from the north and he was well trained as a fighter. He just didn’t much care for the ways of the armies. His horse was a brute, dark and big enough to hold his master.

	Allim shook his head and gestured for silence. Benny was the one who liked to talk to possible targets.

	Benny nudged his horse gently to keep her from trotting. She wanted to move on by the looks of things. ‘Drop your weapons and give us whatever valuables you have. Step back carefully. This doesn’t have to go badly for you.’

	Benny meant not a word of it, of course. He was a killer through and through. If he couldn’t mate with it, he’d just as soon cut it into pieces and leave it for the storm crows to feast on. Sometimes Allim worried about Benny. Other times he was merely glad they were on the same side.

	Able looked at the stranger and nodded his head, his face unreadable.

	Cenna the archer, greatest damned shot Allim had ever seen with a bow, reached over his shoulder and drew an arrow from his quiver. While he looked on, he notched the arrow and rested the whole affair across his saddle’s pommel.

	From Cenna’s left, M’Rae nudged his gelding forward, squinting as he looked over the grey man.

	‘Lookit ‘im. He looks like a damned soul if ever I saw one.’ M’Rae fancied himself a follower of Kanheer, the god of war, and always claimed he was taking souls for his deity. He never said a prayer. Allim tended to doubt the man’s faith.

	The grey-skinned man replied, ‘I am not damned.’ He stepped forward and his heavy fur cloak parted, showing the weapons hidden beneath. There were a lot of blades of differing sizes. Some looked familiar enough—an axe, a dagger—but others merely sparkled softly. ‘I am blessed. I am offered combat and a chance at a proper battle.’ His low voice was thick with an accent that Allim did not know, but his words were clear enough. He was not afraid of the raiders, not in the least.

	Benny shook his head. ‘Be wise, there are six of us. We’ll have you dead as soon as you pull a blade.’

	As Benny spoke, the stranger jumped forward, one hand blurred in motion and pointed toward Benny. A blade rammed into Benny’s cheek and lodged deep in his face.

	Benny dropped off his horse shrieking in pain, both hands clutching the area around the vibrating blade.

	The grey man charged them.

	Allim slid from his saddle, reaching for his sword even as the giant charged. Fear had his heart thundering. The bastard was head and shoulders taller than Allim, who was always short and slender. The ground nearly shook as the man came closer.

	The horse was there, a wonderful beast, a great shield against any possible attack.

	The grey man did not bother with Allim. He charged Fat Able. Able swept his mace down in a vicious arc at the grey man’s skull. Hellishly fast for his size, the stranger dodged the blow, grabbed Able, and wrenched him down from the saddle. The ground shook when Able landed.

	Able rolled himself around and was standing only a moment later, but by then the man had moved on.

	Allim watched, and learned. Able was not the target. Able was the shield. Cenna was calmly backing his horse away using his knees, bow drawn, desperately searching for a clean shot past Able’s bulk. The warrior countered smoothly.

	Cenna loosed his arrow, the shaft disappearing in to the grey man’s furred cloak to no visible effect. A second shot had better luck. The arrow sailed smoothly and the tip drove into the meat of their enemy’s shoulder. The grey man grunted and kept charging.

	At too close a range to fire an arrow Cenna changed tactics and whipped the bow around at his enemy’s head.

	One thick forearm caught the worst of the blow. The other hand grabbed Cenna and yanked him from his horse.

	Cenna yelped as the grey man slammed him into the side of his horse. The animal took it poorly, whinnying a warning and bucking lightly. Cenna beat at the arms holding him but it did no good. The grey-skin smashed him into his horse a second time and a third before the horse reared and snorted. The man threw Cenna at the front of the panicking animal and stepped back as the horse reared and stomped down on top of the archer.

	The warrior was smart enough to stay away from the horse as it reared up and came down on Cenna again, hooves breaking bone and scraping away muscle and flesh. Cenna screamed once, yelped once and then was silent. Allim shuddered at the sight and watched on, weighing his options.

	Through it all Allim watched, rooted to the spot in the face of such unrivalled brutality.

	While he looked on, Fat Able and M’Rae moved together toward the grey giant. M’Rae held a dagger in one hand and a thin sword in the other. He smiled as he circled the stranger.

	M’Rae shouted, ‘Your gods have blessed you?’ He spat at the ground. ‘My god, Kanheer, will eat your gods as an offering when I’m done with you.’

	Able, limping after his fall, looked at M’rae as if he’d lost his mind.

	The stranger said, ‘You will die first then.’

	M’Rae came in fast, sweeping his sword as a distraction. Allim had seen him in action many times and knew the strategy was one of his favourites. While his enemy worried about the sharp end of the sword, the dagger came in low and bit at legs and fingers, whatever could be struck.

	Rather than dodging, the stranger swept the sword aside with a crushing blow as he stepped in close. M’Rae’s arm took a smashing that would have cost the stranger his fingers, or his arm to the wrist, if the sword had caught him. M’Rae’s sword flew from his hand. Before he could recover the grey man struck him hard in the throat. M’Rae stepped back, gaping. He dropped his dagger and reached for his own wounded neck, trying to drag a breath past his ruined windpipe.

	Allim circled around, looking for a vulnerability, watching the fight, hoping for an easy opening to attack. No luck. The grey man moved with him, never losing sight of Allim’s blade.

	Fat Able slammed his mace into the grey man’s left arm, the sound of meat tearing and bone snapping quickly drowned out by a scream. The stranger fell to the side and staggered backward as Able came at him again, mace held in both hands. Allim grinned. Able intended to finish this fight as quickly as he could, and Allim intended to help him.

	Able brought the head of his mace around and jabbed hard at the stranger’s face. The blow sent the stranger backward a second time. Able kicked at the grey man’s thigh and the stranger fell to the ground, where he rolled and then stumbled into a proper crouch.

	‘You should’ve listened to Benny. You’d have lived longer.’ Fat Able was panting a bit as he slowly circled the downed stranger.

	M’Rae coughed and hacked, on his hands and knees, trying to breathe and failing. He was dead already but too hurt to know it.

	The stranger did not speak, but merely charged. His body was as heavy as Able’s, and the fat thief growled as the man hit him. Able brought the mace over his head and slammed its head into the stranger’s back. The man slipped under Able’s arms and shouldered him in his guts, lifting as he ran. There was a blade in one of those hands. It met Able’s gut and stabbed again and again as he shoved Able backward.

	Allim winced as the two of them staggered backward until they reached the edge of the cliffside that dropped to the river far below.

	Able let out a scream worthy of a scalded cat as he stumbled across nothing but air and fell. The stranger stayed at that edge, his feet splayed wide apart, panting as Able dropped. By the time the fat man thudded to the ground below, the grey man was already heading toward Kellish.

	Allim watched on, his enemy flexing his left arm as he strode toward the grease-masked swordsman. Allim’s heart sank. He’d though for certain Able had broken that arm.

	Kellish looked on, sliding slowly to the side, as he faced the man who had already killed four of them. ‘This does not have to be.’

	‘You have invited me to a war. I will make certain it is a proper one.’ The stranger didn’t even sound winded. Making matters worse, he smiled through a mouth covered in scars.

	Grey hands moved, sliding under the thick fur cloak and emerging with an odd looking blade, more like a scythe than a proper sword. He drew another one a second later.

	Kellish shook his head and backed further away. ‘Allim.’

	Allim raised his hands. When he spoke his voice shook. He was scared, no way around it. He was the leader, sort of, but he had never been fond of actual combat. ‘Don’t. I’ve no particular desire to die today.’ His right hand had a sword in it. He’d rather forgotten that in all the excitement.

	Still, better to die with a sword than without.

	The grey warrior held two of the strange weapons, and when Allim saw them properly he was more puzzled than before. Both had a blade that ran along the outside of the hand, a spike at the top of the fists and a long metal post that ended just beyond the elbow in another spike. They’d been designed to wrap around the man’s thick forearms and looked more like reshaped bracers than anything else.

	‘What are you holding?’ Allim asked the question as he considered the possible answers. There was little to consider, really. There were blades and spikes and he had no doubt that all of them could kill.

	‘I will show you more closely.’

	Allim shook his head. ‘No reason to rush on my account.’

	While the fighter was distracted, Kellish moved in fast, stepping up close and stabbing with his short spear. Its point did not penetrate the cloak but snagged in the outer layer of fur, pulling Kellish, who had put his full weight into the blow, nearly off his feet.

	He let go of his weapon before the man could retaliate. Then he backed up as the grey-skin threw a punch that would have impaled his chest if he had stayed his place.

	‘You’ve made your point! We don’t want to fight you.’ Kellish shook his head. The giant shook his arm and Kellish’s spear fell free from the fur cloak.

	‘Would you surrender?’ The man’s voice sounded odd, there was a sibilance to his words that Allim had not noticed before. The fine hairs on Allim’s neck rose and he edged back over to his horse.

	Allim shook his head and spat. ‘No! We would retreat! Run away, Kellish!’

	Allim hauled himself back into the saddle of his horse as the grey man charged Kellish.

	The grey man was fast. Kellish was faster. He was also on the defensive. Every jab or thrust the man made hit air as Kellish danced back and shook his head and grinned. The smeared skull on his face grinned with him.

	Allim backed up his horse. From thirty feet away he allowed himself one moment of bravery and threw a dagger at the back of the grey man’s head.

	Then he turned his horse and dashed away as swiftly as he could, hoping that Kellish managed to win the fight.

	It seemed like a good idea, but the horse let out a scream and bucked. Allim had never been a skilled horseman. He landed on his ass and watched the horse bolting away with his dagger in its flank.

	‘Cowardly! At least your friends fought with some honour.’ The grey man looked at Allim with those glowing silvery eyes and Allim shook his head.

	No. No chance he would fight the thing. It refused to die.

	Kellish rose from the ground behind the grey man, his face bloodied, the painted skull smeared and stained crimson in spots. He lifted his spear and moved toward the man coming for Allim.

	Allim picked up his sword from where he’d dropped it and charged at the man, praying Kellish would get there soon enough to do some damage. The stranger continued toward him, running hard. Allim braced himself, ready to strike as soon as the man reached him. He’d do whatever he had to do to survive.

	The stranger was fast. Kellish was faster. This time the spear struck true and the warrior grunted as he fell forward. Kellish pushed his advantage. As the man crashed into the ground, Kellish drove the spear deeper into the large man’s chest.

	Kellish pulled the spear free and backed away, warily.

	Sprawled across the stony ground, the grey man coughed blood, and Kellish relaxed. The spear had gone deep, the blade and shaft painted with a heavy flow of blood.

	‘All the gods…’ Allim moved a step closer but no farther. The man should have been dead by all rights but he was struggling still. His strength had failed him, however, and he didn’t seem capable of rising.

	‘That man is crazy!’ Kellish shook his head and eyed the body as if he expected it to attack again.

	Allim was contemplating hitting the back of that head with his sword a few dozen times to be safe. ‘Aye. Good work, Kellish.’

	Kellish started to respond when the man rose to his hands and knees and coughed again, another gout of blood that was more pink than red.

	He did not try to stand, but instead rolled over onto his back and looked toward Kellish. All the bravery in Allim faded just that quickly and he backed away.

	The man’s eyes glowed. He’d thought that a trick of the light earlier but no. ‘He’s a demon!’ 

	Three hooks on chains appeared in the man’s hand, each as long as Allim’s hand from wrist to longest fingertip. If they were meant to fish, then surely the fish must be the size of a man or greater. One flick of the grey man’s wrist and those barbed nightmares found Kellish’s face, eye and neck and sank deep into all three.

	Kellish screamed and stumbled backward his hands waving madly. He dropped his spear and tried to pull the hooks free.

	The stranger gripped the chains in his hand and hauled Kellish toward him. Kellish fell toward the man as his eye ruptured. He tumbled to his knees and the stranger ripped the hooks free from Kellish and threw them toward Allim.

	They missed him by the grace of any possible gods.

	Allim backed away, shaking his head in horror. The grey demon was supposed to be dead or dying, not fighting on!

	Kellish still had some fight left, though it was not much. His face was torn apart and his neck vomited hot blood across his front and his enemy alike. Instead of leaning back and dying like a sensible enemy, the grey man hooked his fingers into Kellish’s shirt and yanked him closer until he could wrap both of his thick hands around his enemy’s neck and squeeze.

	That was enough for Allim. He turned and ran. His horse wasn't far away, and he and the damned animal came to a quick understanding. Allim soothed its neck for a moment and whispered kind words to calm the beast, and then he was in the saddle and riding steadily away from the dead men who had been his friends for the past few months.

	He did not know if Kellish was dead or alive. He did not know about the grey man. He only wanted to get as far from them as possible, and so he rode until the sun was nearly set and the temperature fell icy. By the light of the dying sun Allim spotted his salvation. The village was one he’d seen before. A small gathering of farms and little else. He rode to the third house in the settlement. It was the largest and most likely to have room for a stranger. He’d have preferred a good pub, but beggars could not make demands.

	He pounded hard at the heavy oak door and waited. The man who answered wasn't overly muscled but he was a tall fellow and he looked capable. His hair was greying and his face had several days’ worth of stubbly beard. His frown was not welcoming, but Allim took a chance just the same. He was exhausted. He needed rest and food.

	‘Beg pardon, sir.’ Allim did his best to look sincere and reasonable. Which, in comparison to his now dead companions, was relatively easy. ‘I’m lost, you see, and I thought I might ask a place to sleep for the night and directions in the morning.’ The man stared at him in silence. Allim reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out four small coins. ‘I can pay. Not much, but I can pay.’ There was more coin, of course, but a good pauper’s pocket deterred curious eyes.

	Dark blue eyes regarded him for a moment and then, ‘Aye. We can manage something, I expect. Come on inside. I’m called Tovish. What do I call you?’

	He nodded his thanks and the man stepped back into the warmth of a spacious main room with a good fire going and what smelled like mutton cooking in a pot over it.

	‘I’m Allim,’ he replied as his stomach rumbled noisily. He closed his eyes and felt himself relax for the first time since they’d found the grey man. There was food, there was a fire, and there was shelter. Really, there wasn’t much more a man needed on a bitter night. ‘I thank you, sir. It’s getting cold out there and there are too many animals for a man on his own. And too many of the sort that carry knives for my taste.’

	Tovish nodded his head and gestured to the table. ‘Stew’s almost done. Sit. I’ve a spot of wine, too.’

	That was one of the reasons Allim liked the flatlands. There were many people out in the area and most of them seemed more civilized than city dwellers. 

	‘You are too generous, sir, and I thank you.’ He bowed his head and smiled. The day had been madness to be sure, but the night promised a little rest and a full belly. Tomorrow he would be on his way and he’d find himself some honest work, the sort that didn’t involve fighting grey men with too many weapons, who would not die when they should.

	‘Where are your friends?’ The man’s voice changed not at all, but Allim felt his skin crawl.

	‘Friends?’ He was just preparing to draw his sword when something slammed into the side of his skull and dropped him from his chair, leaving him stunned and barely able to think.

	‘Aye. Your friends. The ones had their way with my little Lyra and with my wife, too. I expect they were smarter than to come back here.’

	‘Hkk. Uln…’ Try as he might he couldn’t move. Damnedest thing: he’d been hit before but never like that. His head was screaming at him and his arms and legs just lay there.

	The man crouched next to him, his boots well worn, his clothes often mended and thinned out to nearly bare spots. ‘Lyra and the wife, they’re down in the cellar. They like to hide there when strangers come by these days. That’s for the best.’

	‘Nuh. Plizz. I didunt.’

	‘No reason to lie, boy. I never forget a face, especially one that’s made my kin suffer.’ As he spoke the man straightened out Allim’s legs and then tied his ankles together. ‘They’re proud women, my fine ladies. They’d probably face you and be brave for me, but I’ll save them from that.’

	Allim tried to plead but the man just talked over him as he hauled on the rope around Allim’s ankles and dragged him toward the door. On the ground not far from where Allim had gone over, he could see a metal pan, likely what had hit him so hard in the head.

	‘If I told them, they might even ask me to spare you, but that won’t happen.’ The man paused long enough to tie Allim’s hands tightly. ‘There’s a war going on, y’see. Soldiers might come along and ask about why I had a man like you bound in the cellar. I wouldn’t mind torturing you, but the wife and daughter, they’re better than you and me. They’re kinder.’

	Tovish dragged Allim over the threshold and into the night.

	Allim looked on as the ground slipped past.

	His neck felt like it was lit ablaze when he was hoisted by his feet into the air near another building that reeked of animal shit.

	The blood rushed to his head and nausea churned through his guts. The rope he hung from rotated slowly, so he had plenty of time to see the pen where the swine were kept.

	‘Theft is theft. I don’t much like it but I understand it.’ Tovish spoke calmly as he wrapped the rope’s end around a fence beam and tied it off with practiced ease. ‘What that friend of yours did, that was worse. None of you deserve to live. If I ever find the others, I’ll show them how I feel. For now, you’ll do.’

	Allim thought of telling the man he was too late but the words couldn’t make it past the bile clogging his throat.

	Tovish squatted until they were nearly face to face. For the first time he smiled. ‘What I like about pigs is that they’ll eat any sort of garbage you offer them. They aren’t picky. They just like to eat.’

	Allim let out one last scream as the pig farmer came for him, clutching a well-used and keenly sharpened blade in his heavy-knuckled hand.[GdM]

	



	


James A. Moore is the award winning author of over twenty novels, thrillers, dark fantasy and horror alike, including the critically acclaimed Fireworks, Under The Overtree, Blood Red, the Serenity Falls trilogy (featuring his recurring anti-hero, Jonathan Crowley) and his most recent novels, The Blasted Lands and City of Wonders. In addition to writing multiple short stories, he has also edited, with Christopher Golden and Tim Lebbon, the British Invasion anthology for Cemetery Dance Publications.

	The author cut his teeth in the industry writing for Marvel Comics and authoring over twenty role-playing supplements for White Wolf Games, including Berlin by Night, Land of 1,000,000 Dreams and The Get of Fenris tribe book for Vampire: The Masquerade and Werewolf: The Apocalypse, among others. He also penned the White Wolf novels Vampire: House of Secretsand Werewolf: Hellstorm.

	Moore’s first short story collection, Slices, sold out before ever seeing print. His most recent novels include A Hell Within (With Charles R. Rutledge) and the forthcoming apocalyptic sci-fi thriller Spores, and a new series tentatively called The Tides of War, with the first book The Last Sacrifice, slated for release in January 2017. More information about the author can be found at his website: 

	http://jamesamoorebooks.com , http://genrefied.blogspot.com/ 

	On Twitter https://twitter.com/JamesAMoore, 

	and on Facebook:

	 https://www.facebook.com/james.a.moore1

	 


 

	 

	 

	Review: Wolfenstein

	 

	C.T. Phipps



	 

	 

	It's a strange statement to make but Nazis and grimdark don't usually go together. Why? Because, despite being the singularly most awful people in the modern era (despite several close contenders), they tend to make any struggle into one of black versus white. Good versus evil. It is the reason they have become stock villains and why it doesn't take more than a bad guy putting on a vaguely Gestapo-esque greatcoat for the audience to know he's the bad guy.

	This is doubly true with first-person shooters. Since, well, Wolfenstein 3D, Nazis have been one of the singularly least interesting antagonists to gun down without mercy. Whether literally in the original Call of Duty games or allegorically in Star Wars: Dark Troopers, Nazis are just an excuse to feel no guilt as you murder folk by the hundreds.

	Wolfenstein: The New Order is not like that.

	The premise of the game doesn't seem like it would be particularly nuanced: Jewish American commando William ‘B.J.’ Blazkowicz is part of an Allied mission to take down a secret Nazi research facility in 1946 after zeerust super-science causes the invasion of Normandy to fail. Nazi scientist Wilhelm ‘Deathshead’ Strauss has created a host of cyborgs, robots, jets, stealth-bombers, and worse to cripple the American forces. The Allied Forces have one chance to defeat his army before their offensive crumbles.

	They fail.

	B.J. proceeds to wake up fourteen years later in a Polish asylum when Nazis are engaged in ‘cleansing’ of the ‘deviants’ inside the asylum. After rescuing the daughter of the doctors therein, B.J. finds the Nazis have conquered 75% of the Earth, exterminated the majority of resistance, and covered the Earth in horrific super-science machines. B.J., both for moral reasons as well as out of sheer horror, decides to strike back at the Nazi machine as best he can.

	Pure escapism, right?

	Wrong.

	The developers at Bethesda games have taken a surprisingly nuanced look at why the Nazis were such horrible people. They take time to show just how horrible life would be under such a regime. We get to see the Nazis co-opt music, destroy local culture, replace landmarks, murder large numbers of dissidents, and slowly pave over the old world. What's worse isn't that the Nazis have triumphed but that so many people in this world have come to accept their rule. 

	B.J. and the makeshift rebellion he joins owe more to Quentin Tarantino's Inglorious Basterds than they do Star Wars' Rebel Alliance. They're a bunch of traumatized, hate-filled, and broken people who are well aware they might not be able to make any sort of difference. One of them, for example, is a former Nazi who doesn't have any disagreement with their ideology but lost his deformed son and wife to their eugenics program. 

	Another surprising member of this makeshift rebellion is a serial killer of Nazis who begs B.J. to understand why she does what she does. The resistance does numerous terrorist acts like suicide-bombings, blowing up bridges full of civilians, and even nuclear strikes to hurt the Nazi regime. They're the lesser evil, but the actions they commit out of mad desperation and insane righteous fury aren't shown in a flattering light.

	The characterization for the game is also exceptional. Each of the individuals you meet has a fully developed personality. The Nazis in the game aren't portrayed sympathetically but, instead, as realistic grotesque—perhaps the most realistic they've ever been portrayed in a game—who have been allowed to enjoy their every depraved whim and who have had their most monstrous impulses normalized by the state. All of the game’s backstory comes from actual real-life policies of the Nazis, which makes it all the more disquieting.

	Part of why I love the game is how much it takes the piss out of Nazi ideology while simultaneously showing it in all of its nasty anti-glory. One of the big revelations we have in the game is the Nazi ‘super-science, which allowed them to conquer the world, originated from a Jewish utopian religious sect that had been working on it to benefit the world before it was stolen by Deathshead. The Nazis weren't superior, they just stole from actual real-life geniuses—same as in the real world.

	My favourite character in the game is undoubtedly Anya, B.J.'s love interest. Together they are perhaps the most singularly well-developed romance in a video game. This is because, ironically, the game doesn't try to make it a romance. Anya and B.J. fall in love in the game, they have sex, and they continue on with their lives as events transpire around them. 

	There's no attempt to make her ‘sexy’ like a real-life woman, and their connection doesn't dominate the story. Sex is just something that happens, and love is a thing that occurs between two friends attracted to one another. Their mutual opposition to the Nazis is more important to both than ‘love—another nice bit of realism.

	Wolfenstein: The New Order is a dark, dark game. It is grim, gritty, and thoroughly depressing. Some gamers might be put off by a mission that takes place in a concentration camp, and there's some who will think, no matter how well intentioned, the Nazis shouldn't be subjects of cheap entertainment. Despite these legitimate criticisms, I think Wolfenstein: The New Order is an extremely good grimdark game. It’s a fun action game, beautiful to look upon, and has an immense amount of detail put into it. I also love the characterization of the leads.

	Even if victory is impossible. Continue to fight.

	A lesson many grimdark anti-heroes have learned.[GdM]

	 


 

	 

	 

	An Interview with Jesse Bullington (Alex Marshall)

	 

	Adrian Collins



	 

	 

	Hi Jesse, thank you for taking the time to speak with us. Having just finished A Blade of Black Steel, the sequel to A Crown for Cold Silver, we're all keen to get to know the author behind the gritty brilliance of the Alex Marshall pseudonym.

	 

	[AC] What drove and inspired you to write a gritty fantasy novel, breaking away from the more gothic styles of The Sad Tale of the Brothers Grossbart?

	 

	[JB] To be honest, I don’t consider the Alex Marshall series to be terribly different from the novels I published under my own name, stylistically speaking. The real difference was that I wanted to write something second world, with epic conflicts versus the relatively smaller scale struggles and historical settings of my earlier books. It’s hard for me to pinpoint a singular motivation for any given project, but I will say that my long-standing love for epic fantasies inspired me to build my own. Plus, a friend and fellow lover of dark fantasy put me up to it.

	 

	[AC] What were the risk factors considered when deciding to use the Alex Marshall pseudonym? Did you consider publishing under your own name?

	 

	[JB] I did initially plan on releasing it under my own name, but ended up going the pseudonym route at my editor’s suggestion. The only real risk was that fans of my earlier books wouldn’t realize I had a new project out, and that concern was what made me want to announce the pen name sooner rather than later.

	 

	[AC] A Crown for Cold Silver and A Blade of Black Steel have all the elements of grimdark as our magazine likes to define it: a grim story set in a dark world told by morally grey protagonists. Do you see Alex Marshall as a grimdark author and did you set out to write a grimdark story?

	 

	[JB] I do like that definition, and it accurately describes not only the Crimson Empire trilogy but also my earlier novels. Life isn’t black and white, and what’s the point of writing if we don’t attempt to capture the fundamentals of existence? Ultimately, though, whether this book or that one gets classified as grimdark or epic or gothic or what have you is something that only the readers can decide. To me each project is the product of many influences, but is ideally very much its own thing.

	 

	[AC] Drugs play a big part in the everyday lives of the characters your books, playing down the vindictive illegality of their use in modern society while not eschewing the addictions, effects and dangers. What made you want to include them in your book to cause the reader to bat no more of an eyelid than over a skin of spirits or wine? Where did the idea to use bugs as the source of them come from?

	 

	[JB] Before retiring, my dad was a criminologist who spent much of his life researching various drugs, so the subject matter has always been of interest to me. When I was a teenager that interest took a very personal turn, and there were a few years there where they were part of my everyday life. I eventually got out of that scene, but not all of my friends were so fortunate. I took ‘Alex’ as my pen name in honour of a dear friend and fellow writer who died of an overdose. Including and normalizing drugs in my fiction is a natural consequence of my personal experiences. One of the constants across time and culture is our human desire to alter or escape reality using such substances, so why would fantasy worlds be any different?

	As for the insect angle, that probably originated in my love of entomological documentaries like Microcosmos and Life in the Undergrowth—bugs are cool. I also read Naked Lunch at a young age and watched the movie not too long after, so between Burroughs and Cronenberg the egg was laid early on.

	 

	[AC] A Crown for Cold Silver provides an incredibly refreshing view on sexuality—in that it just... well, is, in whatever form it's in (eg. Ji-hyeon's first and second fathers, or Zoisa being attracted to Lieb, and Bang). There's no fanfare, no feeling that you're up on your soapbox; it's just normal, and brilliant for it. What made you take that approach as opposed to other approaches where non-heterosexual relationships are used as a tool to show how messed up society has been and still can be to people? 

	 

	[JB] That was a decision I made at the beginning, and my motivation was pretty simple: I wanted to make the sort of world I would want to live in. I absolutely understand the need for narratives about non-heteronormative characters struggling in oppressive societies—two of my three previous historical novels deal with just that. However, for this project it just seemed like too good an opportunity to pass up. At fantasy’s best there’s obviously a great deal of engagement with real world issues, but like most people I also turn to fantasy as an escape from reality, and I wanted my fantasy to be one that anyone could escape to.

	 

	[AC] You’ve got a double bachelor’s in literature and history. What organisation and period of history inspired the Burnished Chain and the treatment of War Nuns?

	 

	[JB] Probably because I’m a life-long atheist I’ve always been fascinated by organized religion, and the Burnished Chain is an amalgamation of the worst of the worst. The Catholic Church during the Spanish Inquisition is the obvious touchstone. But, to the discredit of our race, it’s far from the only one. I’m not one of those people who is against religion entirely, though, and I’m friends with amazing individuals of all manners of faith. As a historian, though, I see organized religion being used to divide people far more often than it brings them together, and as a justification for all manner of horrors.

	 

	[AC] Maroto is a pretty trope-standard aged barbarian with a crappy and bloody past, a warped sense of morality and a want to do better while constantly dropping back into the ways of the past. What made you want to go with his character and how did you aim to define him from the norm?

	 

	[JB] That archetype has been with us as long as we’ve had stories, hasn’t it? Gilgamesh, Odysseus, and Beowulf are just a few of the models, but their authors obviously didn’t consider them to be barbaric, or to have warped senses of morality—that all comes out through the lens of the modern age as we look back at those legends. I’d argue that the contemporary incarnation of that archetype—the conflicted barbarian trying to do better—is our own effort to rehabilitate the classic hero, a character who has resonated with us for millennia. So as a storyteller, historian, and lover of folklore I wanted to take part in that tradition, but as an artist I of course wanted to do my own thing, and that’s how Maroto sprung to life. In terms of how he differs from his predecessors, my ambition was to write a character that started off seeming archetypal and familiar, but over the course of the narrative defined his own unique personality, which in turn comes from his being the product of an environment a bit out of step with earlier epic fantasies.

	 

	[AC] I love the way devils are represented and worked into your books. They live in the ethereal, seen only be a few, yet can be bound to flesh and blood creatures by those ballsy or crazy enough to try. They represent a possible deeper back-story and the anticipation of the possibility of what Zoisa's devil, Choplicker, could be was a huge hook (for me, anyway) to pick up A Blade of Black Steel. What was the inspiration behind them and can you tell us anything about where the story about the devils is going in book two?

	 

	[JB] From the time I was very young I’ve been obsessed with the supernatural and the macabre. As I mentioned before, growing up in a non-religious household I developed a curiosity for the Abrahamic faiths. My devils are the creative product of a lifetime of reading about demons and spirits from all over the world, and of course the concept of familiars. With each successive book in the trilogy we’ll learn more about the devils and the First Dark, as our mortal protagonists find themselves with no choice but to traffic with forces beyond their understanding… 

	 

	[AC] With A Blade of Black Steel out there kicking arse, can you give us any teasers for the final instalment of the Crimson Empire Trilogy?

	 

	[JB] I’m not big on teasers, as a rule, but I will say the third book is going to answer a lot of questions readers may have and resolve some of the trilogy’s biggest conflicts in very bloody fashion. The scale of it is also larger than the first two books combined, in terms of action set pieces, supernatural weirdness, and interpersonal drama and politics. 

	 

	[AC] Will there be more from Alex Marshall?

	 

	[JB] Working as Alex Marshall has been very rewarding, and I’m sure I’ll do more work under that name and in this mode… but maybe not right away! The Crimson Empire trilogy has consumed years of my life at this point, and I need a little break before I start peering into any more Gates.

	 

	[AC] Thank you for your time, Jesse. We’re all really looking forward to seeing your Crimson Empire short story in our Kickstarter, Evil is a Matter of Perspective: An Anthology of Antagonists![GdM]

	



	


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Price of Honour

	Matthew Ward



	 

	 

	The Sabre's Edge was almost deserted. The last of the noonmeet drinkers had slipped away, the hubbub of their conversation replaced by the dull thrum of rain against the tavern's windows. Eribon sat alone at his usual table, a flagon of mead untouched before him. He wasn't much in the mood for drinking, but a few coins had dulled the servitors' accusing gazes.

	<<Are you sure he's coming?>> remarked Talgard.

	As ever, the spectre's voice lay just on the edge of Eribon's hearing. It wasn't really a voice at all, of course. Talgard's phylactery lay deep in Eribon's frontal lobe, entwining their thoughts. Talgard gave Eribon an edge in combat, finessing reactions with a deftness Eribon couldn't have hoped to achieve alone. It did, however, mean that Eribon's thoughts were never entirely his own—Talgard was always listening. Listening, and judging.

	‘He'll be here.’

	Eribon was surprised at the steadiness of his own voice. An hour ago, he'd shaken like a freezing child. It was ridiculous, in its way. He'd faced death head-on not twenty-five hours ago, and without so much as a flicker of fear, but the walk between his apartment and the tavern had nearly defeated him. With each step, he replayed the events of the last three days, searching out some way things could have unfolded differently. He hadn't found one, not that it mattered. The past was the past and not for changing.

	<<Maybe he will. But you don't have to be here when he arrives. The landing field's only minutes away.>>

	‘No. I'll wait. I owe him that much.’

	<<You can't tell him the truth.>>

	Eribon scowled, knuckles whitening on the tankard's handle. ‘I'm not a complete fool.’

	No one must know of this. That's what Corvor had said. If he broke his silence, she'd destroy what remained of Clan Merrix just as surely as if he'd refused her in the first place. He took a swig of mead, and quickly set the tankard down. Its contents tasted of ash.

	The tavern door creaked open, the sudden draught setting synthflames guttering. Three men and two women entered, rain spilling from travelling cloaks and high-collared jackets. To all appearances, they were five heralds out for an afternoon drink. Eribon knew better. He knew the leader's face well: the tousled black hair and clean-shaven jaw that had always matched the romantic ideal of a herald somewhat better than his own ample jowls. Three days ago they'd been brothers—or as close as was possible for two heralds from different clans. Today? Today everything was different.

	‘Lord Eribon.’ Icarin's expression was as rigid and formal as his greeting.

	His companions said nothing, but then, they weren't there to speak. They were witnesses. Eribon recognised Riona Tarenis at once—for her, at least, an accusing gaze was nothing new. He didn't know the others. The other woman bore the violet rose of Clan Briganta; the two men wore the same hunter's green as Icarin.

	‘We missed you at the wedding.’ Icarin's words were friendly. His tone was not.

	‘I'm sorry, it was unavoidable.’

	‘Duties to your clan?’

	Eribon hesitated, but there was no sense dragging things out. ‘Yes.’

	A shadow of pain flickered across Icarin's eyes. When he spoke again, his voice was raw with emotion. ‘You swore to me. You swore. Does our friendship mean so little?’

	The accusation ripped at Eribon's heart. ‘It means more than you know.’

	Icarin didn't seem to hear but forged on, his face contorting with barely contained anger. ‘Do you know what you've done? My cousin Araña was to handle the negotiations, but some serpent ambushed the Kerno delegation. One of your Balanos friends, I have no doubt. The Kerno don't believe that, of course. They returned Araña's head as a wedding gift. I'm told they fed the rest of her to Arix Kaerin's hounds. They say they will not rest until Clan Tarenis is destroyed.’

	Eribon bit his lower lip. More than ever, he was glad to have stayed clear of Castle Valda the previous night. He'd suspected the news would break during the wedding, but not in so cruel a fashion. As unpleasant as the next few minutes were sure to be, they were but a pale shadow of what would have happened had he been present when the Kerno 'gift' had been unveiled. As for Icarin, the destination he'd reached was not incorrect, even though he'd taken several wrong turnings to arrive there. Not that the details mattered. Not now.

	‘I told no one about the delegation.’

	Icarin drew his pistol and laid it on the table. ‘My pistol calls you a liar, Eribon Merrix.’ Icarin closed his eyes, the anger in his face slipping away into sorrow. ‘Do you deny it?’

	‘Please don't do this.’ Eribon shook his head slowly, sadly. ‘I don't want to fight you.’ But he'd have to if Icarin persisted. To refuse a challenge was to concede, and to concede was to admit the accusation was true. It was as binding as a decree from the Sened, and all the proof of treachery that the Tarenis would ever need.

	‘Do you deny it?’ shouted Icarin.

	Eribon met his friend's furious gaze. For a moment, he was tempted to confess, and to the Five Hells with the consequences. There could be no forgiveness, but there was some small honour in the truth being known. However, that truth would doom what remained of Clan Merrix. The only way to protect them was to compound one dishonourable act with another. He had to make that truth a lie, and the only way to do that was to kill his friend.

	‘You lie,’ he said, rising to his feet. ‘And I will prove it.’

	 

	*   *   *

	Two Days Earlier

	 

	Midnight had come and gone by the time Eribon excused himself from the celebrations, and returned to his rented quarters—a small, high-rise apartment in one of Valda's better districts. Synthflames flickered into life around the walls, suffusing the room with a warm, orange glow. Stifling a yawn, Eribon tossed his jacket onto a nearby chair. He wouldn't need it for a while—his crimson and gold dress uniform was pressed and ready for the morrow's ceremony.

	‘Good evening, Lord Eribon. Or should that be good morning?’

	Eribon's hand dropped to the brass grips of his holstered pistol. The woman stepped away from the wall, her tailored black robes lending the impression that she glided rather than walked. She pushed back her hood and smoothed her long white hair back from her aged, aquiline face.

	‘What are you doing here, Corvor?’ Eribon made no attempt to conceal his distaste.

	‘A small Kerno vessel will be leaving Mindra Dock in six hours. We estimate it'll have a light fighter escort only. You're to intercept and destroy it.’

	Eribon felt a spark of hope. ‘We're intervening on the side of the Tarenis?’

	Corvor's lip curled into the ghost of a smile. ‘After a fashion. You'll be flying under Tarenis colours.’

	Those words snuffed out Eribon's hope as if it had never been. He rebuked himself for thinking anything promising could spill from a shadow's lips. And not just any shadow—Corvor had the ear of Arix Gavron Balanos himself. ‘I'm a herald. I don't fight in false raiment.’

	‘Do you recognise this?’

	Corvor placed a thin golden disc on the table. Its embossed spiral serpent gleamed in the light of the synthflames.

	‘Arix Gavron's seal.’

	‘Precisely. He has decreed there is no dishonour in this mission.’

	‘That's not for him to decide. I'll intercept the convoy, but in Balanos crimson.’

	Corvor folded her arms. ‘I was afraid you'd take this stance. Arix Gavron disagreed. He's always been a sentimental judge of character, and fonder of you Merrixes than he should be. A monarch has that privilege.’

	Talgard stirred for the first time in hours. <<Tread carefully, Eribon.>>

	I'll be damned if I do. But nonetheless, Eribon fought to control his temper. There had been something in Talgard's voice—something akin to fear. What possible hold could a shadow have over a spectre? ‘I'll happily discuss the matter with the arix.’

	‘I said he was sentimental, not stupid.’ Reaching into a pocket, Corvor produced a slender datascreen. ‘Perhaps this will change your mind, where an arix's command will not.’

	Eribon felt Talgard stir, a swirl of unidentifiable thoughts echoing through his mind. It was a spectre's equivalent of fidgeting. Warily, he took the datascreen. ‘What is this?’

	‘See for yourself.’

	Eribon thumbed the screen into life. There were hundreds of files, too many to properly register; a mix of interrogation records, espionage reports and witness statements, all of them over a hundred years old. One name cropped up again and again: Elioni Merrix. His great-grandmother, and the last arix of Clan Merrix. ‘I don't understand.’

	Corvor's lips drew back over her teeth in a predatory smile. ‘What you hold in your hand is the complete, airtight proof that your great-grandmother orchestrated a conspiracy to break the power of the Sened.’

	‘I don't believe it.’ Eribon's reaction was instinctive—anything to ward off the sudden chill in his bones.

	‘I assure you, it's quite genuine. But I would say that, wouldn't I?’

	‘Why does it matter? She's been dead for decades. This “conspiracy” of yours must be nearly a hundred years old.’

	‘Were you not listening? A herald's sins are his alone, but the arix is the clan. Your grandmother's trespasses, however distant, are yours, and those of all others who bear her name, or her blood.’ Corvor stepped forward, jabbing a finger at eye level to emphasise her points. ‘You will do as instructed, or I will bring this information before the Sened. Your entire family—from your sister and her children to distant cousins whose names you've never even heard—will be stripped of rank and wealth. They'll be shipped to Galadon, and spend the rest of their days as munitions-factory workers. I understand life expectancy there can be as much as forty years.’

	Eribon clenched his teeth. ‘I won't let that happen.’

	‘Oh, my dear, you can't prevent it. If there's one thing sure to unite the Sened's vocators, it's outrage. If it's of any consolation, I expect the arix to speak passionately on your behalf. He feels things very deeply, as you know. It will change nothing.’

	‘He doesn't know about this, then?’

	‘Not unless he has to.’

	Eribon ripped the datareader's memcrystal clear, and rolled it back and forth in his hand. ‘And this is the only copy?’

	‘You're certainly free to believe that.’ Without waiting for an answer, Corvor raised her hood and moved towards the door.

	‘Wait,’ said Eribon, still staring at the memcrystal. ‘Why me?’

	Corvor chuckled dryly. ‘Because, despite your manner, you're one of our most accomplished pilots. There are others, of course, but we'd... Well, we'd miss them more.’

	Eribon scarcely noticed the shadow's departure, lost in a whirl of thoughts. That he was considered expendable was hardly a surprise—heralds died in their clan's service all the time—but to hear it expressed so openly was jarring, nonetheless. To strike a blow against the Kerno was all well and good, but to do so under false colours? It went against everything he lived for. Heralds bore their raiment openly and without fear, representing the clan in open war, as well as the quieter political battles of the Sened. That he was being ordered—no, blackmailed—Into undertaking a mission whilst masquerading as a member of another clan...

	Eribon felt as if the apartment's walls were collapsing in around him. With a cry of frustration, he hurled the memcrystal across the room. It struck the tiled refectory wall, and shattered into a dozen glinting fragments. If only his great-grandmother's guilt could be so easily destroyed. ‘And what do you know about all this?’

	Talgard said nothing.

	‘Don't you dare try and hide from me! Tell me!’

	<<What would you have me say? It's true. All of it's true.>>

	‘How can you say that? How can you know?’

	<<Because one day, a few years ago, another shadow presented your mother with a similar choice. She was given more time to make her decision, so she had me check the evidence. If it is a forgery, it's as good as makes no difference, given the Sened's paranoia.>>

	Eribon closed his eyes, trying to fight back the rising sense of betrayal. ‘Why didn't she tell me? Why didn't you tell me?’

	<<She hoped it would never be used against you. You'll recall that your mother wasn't, shall we say, so absolute in her loyalties.>>

	Eribon recalled his mother's insistence on observing the traditional Merrix feast days, to the point of refusing to attend Balanos ceremonies when the timing clashed. Even an armed escort hadn't been able to persuade her. In his mind's eye, Eribon saw her on the steps of their hall, threatening to shoot down any Balanos warden who crossed the threshold. He'd never understood how she'd survived such defiance. For the first time, he realised she hadn't.

	‘And you?’ he asked quietly. ‘Why didn't you tell me?’

	<<She asked me not to. It was her last request.>>

	Talgard spoke so solemnly that, for the first time since their bonding, Eribon actually felt sympathy for his disembodied advisor. Moving to the window, he stared out across the city to Castle Valda. He wished now that he'd accepted Icarin's offer of lodging—Corvor wouldn't have dared approach him in a Tarenis stronghold.

	‘How many lives rest on this?’

	<<You think I carry that kind of information? I'm not a census agent.>>

	‘Don't be difficult, Talgard. I'm really not in the mood.’

	The spectre hesitated. <<The last time I checked, the scions of Clan Merrix numbered around five thousand, including those associated by marriage.>>

	‘Then I don't have a choice, do I?’

	<<No, I don't believe you do.>>

	 

	*   *   *

	Now

	 

	Eribon was drenched within seconds of entering the courtyard, the heavy cloth of his crimson uniform greedily soaking up every raindrop. The rain hissed down as if the storm clouds wished to wash all trace of Valda into the sea. A dozen paces away, across the puddled flagstones, Icarin and his retinue fared no better—not that it was any consolation.

	You should have told me about my great-grandmother.

	<<It wouldn't have done any good.>>

	Talgard didn't understand. Probably he never would. We'll never know now, will we?

	Riona Tarenis splashed across the courtyard to meet him, her fine blonde hair plastered to her skull by the rain. ‘Have you no second to support your claim?’ Her clipped tone didn't begin to conceal her worry. She'd already buried one husband, little more than a year back. One day into a new marriage, and she stood fair chance of being widowed before dusk.

	Eribon shook his head. ‘Let's get this over with.’

	It was hardly proper to fight a duel without another herald to witness the outcome on his behalf, but he wasn't in the mood to stand on ceremony. Besides, his only friend in Valda was also his opponent.

	At Riona's gesture, he walked to the courtyard's centre and stood back-to-back with Icarin. He checked that his holster was unlatched and that his pistol moved freely. Speed was everything—he'd seen too many duels end badly because a muzzle had snagged on the draw.

	‘Heralds, on my first signal you will take ten paces.’ It was the Brigantan woman who spoke. Her thick braids had survived the deluge better than Riona's hair, yet she looked more uncomfortable than anyone else. Probably, she wasn't happy at being involved, but a herald from a neutral clan legitimised the contest in a way that a hundred witnesses from Clan Tarenis would not. ‘On my second, you will turn and fire. If this first attempt does not resolve the matter, we will repeat until there is resolution. Are you prepared?’

	Eribon nodded. The motion dislodged water from his hair, and sent droplets dribbling down his face.

	‘Then may Queen Dian be your judge.’

	The Brigantan fired a shot skyward. The sound of it echoed around the courtyard like thunder. Eribon was on the move before it faded, silently counting out each stride.

	One. Two. Three. Four.

	He wasn't afraid. He'd often accused Icarin of shooting like a blind drunk.

	Five. Six. Seven.

	The truth was, Icarin was a lousy gunslinger. Not inaccurate as such, but he took too much time over his shots.

	Eight. Nine. Ten.

	A second gunshot echoed across the courtyard. Eribon spun around, careful not to lose his footing upon the rain-slick stones.

	 

	*   *   *

	One Day Earlier

	 

	The javelin gunship shuddered as it swept out of the mists of otherspace and into the starry void of Karagon's outer orbit. Shifting against the flight harness straps, Eribon glanced at the glowing green sense-grid, tallying the readings with the sight through his gunship's for'ard viewport. Seven ships, a little more than twenty kilometres away, all of them in midnight blue. He looked closer: six targas—squat, humpbacked fighter-craft, piloted by commoners. Taken individually, Eribon knew they were no match for a herald's javelin, but in a swarm...? The Seventh vessel was easily ten times the size of Eribon's gunship, with graceful curves and gilded traceries on its out-swept double hull.

	‘Dian,’ breathed Eribon. ‘Is that a stellar yacht?’

	<<So it would appear,>> said Talgard. <<It must be someone important. One of Arix Kaerin's family, perhaps?>>

	The comm crackled into life. ‘Unidentified javelin, transmit your clearance code.’

	<<Clearance code?>>

	‘I don't know.’ Eribon shook his head. ‘Are we broadcasting a Tarenis ID?’

	<<We are. Fighter escorts are moving to intercept, standard shield formation.>>

	Eribon looked at the sense-grid. Sure enough, the targas had formed a flying wedge. Beyond, the stellar yacht was driving hard in the opposite direction, putting as much distance as possible between itself and Eribon's javelin.

	‘Unidentified javelin, transmit your clearance code, or you will be destroyed.’

	There it was again. Why were the Kerno even giving him the chance to avoid a fight? It didn't matter. There was nothing he could say that they'd want to hear, and no way he could turn back now. Eribon threw full power to the drive, and the javelin leapt towards the incoming Kerno fighters.

	<<Comms spike from the yacht. They're calling for help.>>

	‘It doesn't matter. We'll be gone long before reinforcements arrive.’

	Streams of brilliant light exploded across the starscape as the targas opened fire. Eribon threw his javelin into a port-wise roll. A handful of plasma shells spattered against his forward shields. The bulk passed away to starboard. The targas corrected at once, their streams of fire tracking towards Eribon's javelin.

	<<Shields at ninety percent.>>

	One of the targas passed across Eribon's crosshairs. He squeezed the flight yoke's triggers, sending a double stream of plasma shells stitching across the lead targa. Its hull flared blue, but the shields held. The pilot's nerve did not. He broke formation, hauling hard to starboard.

	Eribon fought to stay calm. It had all been a little too close for comfort, but he was damned if he'd admit it. ‘Give me an intercept heading for that yacht.’

	<<Come about to low-ten.>>

	The javelin took another pair of hammer blows before it escaped out of the targas' range, but the shields held. Barely. The fleeing yacht grew larger in Eribon's canopy. It had been built for luxury, not speed.

	<<There's an otherspace gate opening at high-twelve... No, wait... I've a second gate at low-three.>>

	Eribon started in surprise. ‘That was fast.’ The first of the mist-wreathed gates was opening directly beyond the fleeing yacht. There was no sign of the incoming vessel, not yet. If the yacht reached the gate... ‘Can you give me any more power?’

	<<Engines are already at maximum. It's going to be close.>>

	‘What about the other gate?’

	<<Nothing yet.>>

	Ahead, the otherspace gate pulsed. A vessel emerged, lightning clawing at its egg-shaped hull. It was vast, dwarfing the fleeing yacht, its sleek lines made ragged by unfurled shield-sails and rigging lines.

	‘A void galleon. It's almost a shame they're too late.’

	The crosshairs on Eribon's canopy shifted from red to green. He squeezed the triggers. A three-second burst of shredders dropped the yacht's shields; another split its catamaran hull right down the middle.

	<<The galleon's launching targas. A lot of targas.>>

	A quick look at the sense-grid confirmed that Talgard wasn't kidding—at least thirty targas were bearing down on them. ‘It doesn't matter. We're done here.’ Eribon brought his gunship around in on another pass, shredders pounding at the drifting hulls until they imploded. ‘Open a gate. We're leaving.’

	<<Charging.>> Eribon heard the telltale whine as his javelin made ready to gate away. <<The second gate's resolving.>>

	‘Any danger to us?’

	<<No, they're too far out. Sensors show a heavy hauler, six targas and... one javelin.>> Talgard's voice faded. <<Eribon, they're transmitting Clan Tarenis proclamation codes.>> 

	Eribon frowned. That made no sense. A Tarenis flotilla, in approximately the same configuration as the ill-fated Kerno one...

	<<The Kerno targas are breaking off pursuit. They're moving to intercept the hauler instead.>>

	Suddenly it all came together. A yawning gulf sucked at Eribon's chest. His fingers tightened on the flight yoke, as if he could somehow, through willpower, force away that awful hollow feeling. But he couldn't. As his javelin slipped into otherspace, he realised he wasn't going to make it to Icarin's wedding after all.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	Now

	 

	Eribon slipped the pistol free from its holster. A heartbeat, and the sights were centred on Icarin's forehead. His friend's gun had scarcely cleared its holster.

	One shot and it would all be over. Quick. Clean.

	Eribon's finger closed on the trigger. Rain dribbled across his wrist.

	<<Do it,>> urged Talgard. <<Put this nonsense behind you.>>

	But Eribon knew he couldn't. It didn't matter what it cost him or what proof it gave the Tarenis. He couldn't kill Icarin—the thought of that final betrayal clawed at his guts. At the last moment, he twitched the pistol aside, and the plasma bullet meant for the centre of his friend's brow instead scored a bloody line along his scalp.

	Icarin collapsed with a scream, his pistol discharging as he fell.

	When Eribon came to, he was lying on his back, staring up at the stormy sky. Everything felt so far away. He heard Riona shouting in alarm, but the sound was muffled, as if from a distant room. Craning his neck, he glimpsed the charred hole just below his ribcage. The heat of Icarin's plasma bullet had cauterised some of the wound, but there was still blood. Too much blood. Eribon let his pistol clatter to the flagstones, and pressed numb fingers to his chest. The strain on his neck became too much, and he let his head fall back. The Brigantan woman leaned over him. He saw her lips moving, but heard nothing over the beating of his heart. He tried to speak, but no words passed his lips.

	Then came the darkness.

	 

	*   *   *

	Three Days Earlier

	 

	The mechtrite servitor was as dilapidated as everything else in the Sabre's Edge. The wooden tray in its corroded hands shuddered with every uneven step. Eribon whisked the tankards off the tray, and set them on the table. As the automaton began its unsteady retreat, he sank into the creaking leather armchair and rubbed at bleary eyes.

	Icarin grinned. ‘I thought we'd end up wearing those.’

	‘That thought had occurred to me.’ Eribon raised his tankard. ‘To health, and to wedded bliss.’

	Icarin copied the gesture. ‘To health. And to bliss.’

	‘If I might say so, old friend, you're lacking in cheer. Having second thoughts?’

	‘None at all. I didn't go through all that unpleasantness with my uncle to back down now.’

	Eribon snorted. ‘Your uncle's a fool.’

	‘My uncle's the arix of Clan Tarenis. Like all monarchs, he worries too much about his heir marrying beneath himself.’

	‘Then I'm right: he's a fool. Riona's an accomplished herald, and has easily twice your brains. Quibbling over ancestry is... undignified.’

	Icarin shook his head. ‘I'm sorry, are we still talking about Riona, or someone else's struggles with an ungrateful clan?’

	Eribon felt Talgard's laughter echo through his mind, and scowled. ‘Clan Balanos needs me, and they know it, deep down.’

	‘But you'd like them to be a little more open about their needs?’

	‘Why not? I've earned it. I've served them, and served them well. Who broke the blockade around Senethon? Who saved Arix Gavron's life during that disaster out near Singoria? I've fought and bled while my so-called betters were turning a pretty step at court...’

	‘...or pursuing midnight dalliances.’ Icarin laughed. ‘It's just as well you're not bitter, otherwise you'd go on about it all the time.’

	Eribon glared at his friend. Icarin had never understood his frustrations, though he pretended otherwise. And how could he? He didn't have to prove his worth day after day after day. Eribon was about to say as much when he realised that the corners of his friend's lips were quivering, as he tried to hold back a grin.

	‘Careful,’ he growled. ‘We're not such good friends that you can throw insults like that around.’

	Icarin splayed the fingers of his right hand across his chest. ‘You'd call me out? Me?’

	‘I would. And I'd give you the thrashing you so clearly deserve. You shoot like a blind drunk—In every sense of those words.’

	Icarin made a masterful attempt to look offended, but collapsed into guffaws of laughter.

	‘Alright, so I've said all this before,’ Eribon said, laughing along with his friend. He clashed his tankard against Icarin's. ‘But that doesn't make it any less true. And it doesn't mean you've managed to change the subject. Something's bothering you, isn't it?’ He took a long swig of the spiced mead, savouring the sour aftertaste.

	Icarin's laughter faded as he glanced conspiratorially around. A wasted effort—the tavern was practically empty, save for a crowd of hauler crewers enjoying a raucous layover. ‘My uncle's suing for peace.’

	‘There's no other way?’

	‘None. At least we'll look like we're bargaining from a position of strength.’ Icarin winced, suddenly aware he'd said too much. ‘You must repeat nothing of this. Nothing at all, do you hear me?’

	‘On my honour, it'll stay between us.’ Eribon gulped down another mouthful of the thick, sweet mead. ‘Do you want my advice?’

	Icarin smiled ruefully. ‘Do I have a choice?’

	‘Of course you don't. I was being polite.’ Eribon leaned forward and placed the tankard on the table. ‘If there's truly nothing you can do, then put it from your mind—there's no sense tying yourself in knots.’

	Icarin shook his head. ‘That's exactly what Elza keeps telling me.’

	‘Then I'm doubly sure. I never argue with a spectre, unless it's my own. Besides, she's right. Enjoy your wedding day. War is a cycle, you know that. Today, the Kerno have the better of you. Tomorrow? Well, maybe tomorrow there'll be a more sympathetic ear in the Balanos high command.’

	Icarin gave a weary smile and shook his head. ‘Anyone I know?’

	‘One day, I'll have all the influence you could ever need, you'll see.’ Eribon shrugged. ‘I'm only sorry that day isn't today.’ He fished his gold-inlaid chrono out of pocket by its chain, and snapped it open. ‘Look, it's late, and you've a busy day ahead of you.’

	‘You are coming to the ceremony, aren't you?’

	Eribon laughed. ‘What, you think I've flown all the way here just to abandon you? I'll be there. Come on, let's get you home.’

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	Now

	 

	Eribon awoke in a dimly-lit room with dreary grey walls. The air stank of antiseptic, and the only sound was the gentle hum of the medical monitor at his bedside. His chest felt like a single, vast bruise. His extremities felt distant, numb.

	‘Ah, you're awake.’

	Corvor loomed over the bed. She regarded Eribon with an air of disappointment. Somehow, her presence surprised him even less than her disapproval.

	‘Where am I?’

	‘Aboard the Indomitable,’ she replied. ‘We could hardly leave you at the mercy of the Tarenis medicians, could we? Such a backward bunch.’

	The flagship? Eribon tried to piece together the jumbled images and sounds that formed his recent memory, but there were too many gaps. Experimentally, he pressed together the fingertips of his left hand. There was no sensation. None. He repeated the process with his right hand with the same lack of result.

	‘What's wrong with my hands?’

	‘The bullet grazed your spine. There was a great deal of neural damage, not all of it reparable. You'll never fly a javelin again. I'm afraid your career as a herald has come to an end.’

	Given what had happened the last time he'd sat in a pilot's seat, Eribon couldn't summon up much sadness at that. Then again, all of his thoughts felt slightly fuzzy. Painkillers, or another symptom of neural damage? ‘What about Icarin?’

	‘He's alive, and in rather better condition than you. Made a botch of things, didn't you? I had to rescue the situation. With both of you crippled, Cerin Briganta—your adjudicator—declared the result a draw, and therefore unproven.’

	Eribon frowned. Such a thing was technically possible, but almost unheard of. ‘Why?’

	‘Let us say only that she owed me a favour.’

	She almost certainly still did. Corvor wasn't the kind of woman to let debts be easily settled. 

	‘Icarin will challenge again.’

	‘You really don't listen, do you? You're no longer a herald: he can't. The result of the duel, though not to anyone's liking, will stand. The Tarenis may suspect our involvement in their recent tragedy, but with the duel a draw, they can't prove it. More importantly, they can't prove it to the Kerno. I think we'll let them hammer away at each other for a while yet before getting properly involved.’

	Eribon regarded her stonily. ‘All this to keep them at one another's throats?’

	‘Well, it seemed a shame to let such a useful war boil away to nothing. This way, the Tarenis will eventually be forced to seek our protection. Does that sound familiar at all? Just think, you and Icarin will be comrades again. Won't that be nice?’

	‘I thought I wasn't a herald anymore.’

	‘Oh, you're not, but I'm sure I'll find a use for you. I wouldn't get any ideas about free will, not yet. There's still your great-grandmother to consider.’ Corvor moved to the door. ‘Get some rest. I'll need you soon.’

	With a swirl of robes, she was gone. Eribon stared after her, clenching and unclenching a fist he could not feel.
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