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“A dwarf with no name is a dwarf most shamed.”







As the lands above the ravine city of Arx Gravis face their gravest peril, the last desperate hope of Creation lies in a dwarf with a grisly past:




The Nameless Dwarf—a pariah, untouchable, the most cursed of dwarven kind.




But in a world plagued by deception, where no action is free from risk, the road to salvation is shadowed with portents of blood.
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PART ONE







THE END OF ALL THINGS
















“Because, of course, he would need to grow accustomed to the light before he could see things in the upper world outside the cave.”




(Plato, The Republic)


AWAKENING







It was black as the Void.

The air was dank, heavy with must. He could smell something rancid…

Bad breath.

His breath.

There was something covering his head. He could feel its oppressive snugness.

His heart stuttered to life, and he gasped.

Had he been sleeping? No, he was upright. His arse was numb from sitting too long. In a fit of panic, he tried to move, but nothing worked. It could have been someone else’s body, for all the control he had over it. If only he could open his eyes, see where he was, but they were glued shut with the sleep of a thousand years. He concentrated on a finger, did his best to curl it, but it had the suppleness of a fossil.

There was a sound—murmuring, droning. Someone uttering, reciting, praying, over and over.

At least his ears still worked. And at least he wasn’t alone. He forced the words of a challenge into his sand-dry throat, but he couldn’t squeeze them past his lips.

A chasm yawned within him, and what little awareness he had cascaded into its depths. From the pit of darkness at the bottom, a jagged wound screamed its wrongness at him. An unformed question floated above the void. It coagulated into words:

Who am I?

A ruddy haze passed behind his eyelids. Or was it a stain? His newly awakened heart juddered and almost stopped.

Blood.

He could smell it now.

Enough of it to drench his skin and soak through. Rivers of blood, and him bathed in it, from hands to elbows, from feet to knees. It spattered his face, matted his beard. He remembered chopping; the rise and fall of an axe. Screams. Such screams, as if all the demons of the Abyss were thrashing and wailing about him.

“Is it a dream?” he wanted to ask the praying voice.

He tried to struggle, stand up and pull whatever it was from his head. He needed to see. He needed light. No, he needed to go back to sleep and stay that way.

But something had woken him.

Someone.

And the murmuring voice was growing louder, the words more and more discernible.

“Nous, eternal word, comfort me.”

Gods of Arnoch, he was trapped in here with a lunatic. But trapped where?

In Arnoch? Was there such a place? There must have been for him to curse by it.

Then the thought struck him: maybe he’d had an accident, like when the mine tunnel collapsed on his pa.

Now there was a thought. His pa? Yes. His pa was a dwarf, which meant he was, too. Ravine Guard. Red Cloaks. City of….

It was all there somewhere, swimming around the fringes of his mind. Little bits and pieces, snippets of identity. His pa was… His pa was… It was close, so tantalizingly close, and then it was gone. Blank as a smoker of somnificus.

He had a brother, too. Or did he? Maybe he once did. But if he did, he couldn’t remember who it was.

And his own name…

It floated before him, an innominate shadow goading him to pluck it and give it form. His name… a wisp of fog on the breeze. He squeezed all his attention into a ball around it, tried to force it into submission, give it no choice but to reveal itself.

Nameless.

Was that his thought, or someone else’s?

See you again, Nameless Dwarf. Who was it that said that?

Fragments of memory fell in shards: places, people, all washed over with red.

A time will come when the name that is not a name will be as cursed as the Ravine Butcher’s.

His thoughts tumbled down a twisting channel in flight from that grisly appellation. Torrents of blood pursued them. Crimson letters spattered across his inner vision. If he could snag them, rearrange them… But no sooner did he focus in on one than it skittered out of sight.

A thousand voices clamored inside his head, yelled at him that his was the name that was cursed—the name that is not a name.

But what had he done? A dwarf with no name is a dwarf most shamed. Shog, what had he done to deserve such a punishment?

The praying voice rose in desperation. “Nous, scourge of demons, rescue me.”

It was tinged with pent-up rage, and there was an accent: a familiar accent, but it was not dwarvish. But the words were the same as those used in Arx Gravis. The city’s name appeared out of nowhere, like a coin dropped for luck down a drainage grille in one of the walkways. One of Arx Gravis’s network of walkways that connected the central tower of the Aorta to the ravine walls all the way to the bottom. He’d grown up there; lived his life there. No dwarf had left it for a thousand years.

“Nous, lord of the living,” the voice continued. And then the dam burst. “Hear my prayer!”

The cry reverberated around his skull, until it finally died away. The silence left in its wake was sepulchral.

But even that seemed to condemn him. Inaudible whispers ghosted between his ears, hammered home the truth with muted blows:

Nameless Dwarf… Nameless Dwarf… Nameless—

A jolt of lightning shot along his spine. His fingers twitched then splayed. He clenched them into fists. Chains rattled, clashed against stone.

Whoever was in the room with him gasped.

The Nameless Dwarf was shackled, manacled to an unforgiving bench. The realization struck his heart like the spike on a pickaxe. He strained, felt his thews swell with the effort. Flashes of memory swirled about his mind’s eye: scaled faces, frenzied eyes, the scratch of filthy talons. He felt once more the fear of contagion.

He tried to stand, but the chains pulled taut. His body shook as he defied them. Why was he chained up? Why was he here?

With sickening dread, he knew what it must be: he was fodder. No, those words of prayer he’d heard the man utter… Shog, he was a sacrifice, an oblation to some demonic god, or to the Father of the Abyss himself, the Demiurgos.

His eyes snapped open, but all he could see was a strip of gray bordering on black. He blinked and refocused. It was the gray of the walls: finely mortared bricks. Good stonework. Dwarf stonework. But he could hardly see up or down. Something was restricting his vision.

A helm.

He dimly remembered it being settled over his head; relived the sensation of it meshing with the flesh of his neck, never to be removed.

A bald human… That was it: the philosopher who had encased him in the scarolite helm. The helm that had belonged to… belonged to…

It was there one instant, gone the next.

But the voice that had woken him, that stayed with him clear as anything. He knew that voice. It had been the last thing he’d heard before falling into an unnatural slumber.

It was the philosopher’s voice.

He swiveled the helm, searching for a toga and a glistening pate. But the eye-slit came to rest on a brown coat, worn over a white surcoat with a red symbol on the front—a stick person with curves for legs and a horn-topped circle for a head, within which was a single crimson eye. Chainmail glinted beneath the surcoat.

He craned his neck until he saw a lean, angular face beneath a broad-brimmed hat. He’d never seen this man before. Or maybe he had. In a dream: a battle atop a mesa. Above the man, there had been a figure with blazing eyes, seated upon a throne. And he’d heard the philosopher’s voice bubbling up from the depths: Not good. Not good at all.

But this man’s eyes: they were the same as the philosopher’s. How could that be? The philosopher was twice his age, and had no hair, whereas the man seen through the slit of the great helm had dark locks that fell below his shoulders.

Sorcery! His befuddled mind cried. Demon!

Finally, his lips parted like the ruptured earth of the ravine that housed Arx Gravis, and he roared. He wrenched his arms together. Bolts shrieked, chains snapped, and he stood. Blood pooled toward his feet. Pinpricks of agony accompanied its descent.

The man in his field of vision stepped back.

With a burning rage, the Nameless Dwarf pivoted the helm to track him. 

There was a door in the background—an iron door with a grille at head-height to a dwarf, but chest-high to this human. The room itself was circular, the ceiling festooned with cobwebs. Dust was steeped about the floor.

He took a lumbering step, threw a punch that struck air. He shuffled round to keep the man in view, rolled his shoulders, and brought his hands together in an almighty clap, hoping it would clear away the fug. When it didn’t work, he stomped his booted feet and shook his head within the helm.

He was loosening up, but not fast enough. If the shogger came at him, he was done.

His legs felt stiff, so he squatted to his haunches, growling at the pain in his joints. When he came out of the squat, he homed in on the man and closed him down, anticipating his every move around the walls of the cell.

The man feigned one way, darted the other, but he was no circle fighter. The Nameless Dwarf slung out a hook that should have pulverized him, but his timing was off, and he struck the wall instead. Pain flared, and the skin of his knuckles split. He went for an uppercut, but the man was fast and twisted aside. He backed the shogger against the door, saw the fear in his eyes. But then he saw something else: stone manacles on the man’s wrists, connected by a short chain. This was no demon; he was a prisoner. They both were.

“Do I know you, laddie?” The Nameless Dwarf’s voice came out a rasp. It felt like he’d swallowed shards of glass.

“I—” the man started.

“Thought you were that shogging philosopher, but he’s a crusty bald bastard, and you must be half his age with ten times his hair. Funny thing, that. Could have sworn I heard his voice. Must have been dreaming.”

The man made an effort to relax, but his eyes betrayed a sense of horror. What was it he could see? Was it blood, or something worse?

“I am Deacon Shader, a knight from—”

“Never heard of him. Gods of Arnoch if I can remember the name of the bloke I was swinging for, but I’m sorry I mistook you for him. Can’t see shog out of this helm. What with that and the daze of sleep, dwarf’s bound to make mistakes. Am I forgiven, laddie?”

“Of course,” Shader said. He sounded relieved. “This philosopher you mentioned, his name wouldn’t happen to be Aristodeus, now, would it?”

“Aye, that’s the shogger. Tricked me, he did. Tricked me and trapped me.” His hands went to the sides of the great helm. Had he been tricked? It felt like he had. Someone had put him in this cell, that was for sure. He wouldn’t have come willingly.

He dipped the helm and saw through the eye-slit the dark stains on his boots, the grisly film coating the front of his chainmail.

He was armored. Still armored, and yet here he was in a cell. Yes, Aristodeus had led him here, said that he needed to sleep a long time.

“It was Aristodeus who put you here?” Shader asked.

“Aye. Him and the Council. Shoggers would’ve killed me, if they’d had their way. Can’t say I blame them, either. After what I’d done…” His voice choked away.

But what had he done? How could he remember so much yet recall so little? He angled the helm to get a good look at his forearms. They were crusted over with dried blood, all the way to the elbows.

“I know him,” Shader said. “I once considered him a friend and mentor, but now, I’m not so sure.”

The Nameless Dwarf licked cracked lips and fought against the current that was dragging him down. It was a sensation that was disconcertingly familiar, like a heavy blanket smothering him, or a black dog creeping from the edges of his mind and gnawing away at his volition, at the slightest thread of interest in the world outside his head.

“Ah, he means well, laddie. He might be a lying, cheating, flatulent windbag, but his heart’s in the right place. Least Thumil thinks so, and that’s good enough for… Oh, my shogging nugget-sack! Thumil and Cordy—they were in the Dodecagon when I was trapped.”

When Shader shrugged, he explained: “The Council chamber. It’s twelve-sided and lined with scarolite, the same ore this bucket’s made of.”

He rapped the helm with his knuckles and then raised his bloodied hand to the eye-slit. “Ouch, that smarts. Must have cut myself.” He shrugged and carried on. “They stood up for me. Shog, I wanted to die; wanted to die so much, but they still cared.” He went silent. His shoulders bunched up around the sides of the helm. And then, he remembered: the helm—it was his mother’s.

“Thumil?”

The Nameless Dwarf winced as Shader’s voice interrupted his vain attempt to retrieve his ma’s name from fog of forgetfulness.

“Marshal. And good at it, too. Though I would say that, because I served under him in the Ravine Guard, and because he is… was my friend.”

“Sounds to me like he still is.” Shader said.

“Loyal to a fault, ol’ Thumil, but he knows. He knows.”

“Knows what?”

“More than I do, that’s a fact. It’s like my memory’s a book telling the story of my life, but someone’s taken an inkwell and splattered every page with black splotches. Some of it’s still there, but other bits are missing. I see snippets—most of them bad—but I can’t piece it all together.”

Shader nodded then made his way to sit on the bench. “Well, it’s not as if we’re going anywhere soon. Why don’t you tell me what you know? It could help.”

The Nameless Dwarf sauntered over and sat beside him. “I’m not sure. I’m thinking there’s things in my noddle I don’t really want to know.”

“Then start with just what’s necessary. Tell me your name.”

The Nameless Dwarf chuckled. “Ah, you got me there, laddie.”

Nevertheless, he tried to find it once more; rummaged about in the secret spaces of his mind, but he found only the absolute emptiness of the Void.

Shader shrugged his incomprehension, but before the Nameless Dwarf could explain, the grille on the door slid open. Muffled voices came from outside, followed by the grinding screech of bolts being drawn back, and a resounding clunk. A few more words were exchanged, the door opened a crack, and Thumil entered the cell.


THE DOOM OF ALL CREATION










At Thumil’s nod, the door closed. There was a resonant clunk from the lock, and the grate and thunk of three bolts being snapped into place. He faced Shader, gave a lopsided smile, and held his palms up apologetically.

“Precautions. I’m sure you understand.”

Thumil looked terrible. His hair was falling out in fistfuls, and he was worn and haggard. He had on the white robe of a councilor. That seemed odd.

“We had no idea,” Shader said. “About our companion, I mean. He was a trap. A deception of the Demiurgos.”

It was starting to seem deception was rife; that it was in the very air.

Shader had come to Arx Gravis with someone? More than that: he’d said “our companion.” So, where were the others?

“That’s precisely what we’ve been afraid of all these centuries,” Thumil said.

Shader frowned and looked at his cellmate for an explanation.

Well, he wasn’t getting one. Not that there was anything to give. There were more questions than answers bouncing around the inside of the helm. It wasn’t even clear what Thumil was doing here. He’d been marshal of the Ravine Guard, but then he’d left to do something else… Join the Council of Twelve, that was it. Thumil had been chosen as Voice. Hot on the heels of the revelation came another: and he’d married Cordana Kilderkin. Cordy.

That didn’t seem right. Cordy had been the Nameless Dwarf’s best mate at the Ephebe, where they’d learned to fight. Then the three of them had been friends, done the round of the taverns together. That night when the baresarks had lain wait for them outside Kunaga’s House of Ale… It flashed behind his eyelids, but then it was gone.

Only a sour taste remained.

Cordy should have been with him, only he’d left it too late; realized too late how he felt about her. And she’d known it; he’d seen it in her eyes. Did that mean he and Thumil were no longer friends?

Thumil and Shader’s voices droned on outside the helm.

“I see you’ve met,” Thumil was saying to Shader. He scratched at his beard, and a clump of hair came away in his hand. “Tried talking to him?”

He didn’t know. Thumil had no idea the Nameless Dwarf was awake.

“Yes, but—”

“Me too,” Thumil said. “Used to come daily. Then days turned to weeks, and weeks to months. I don’t know, I guess I just hoped he’d…” He stopped and stared at the sheared bolts on the floor beneath the bench. The color drained from his face, and he backed toward the door. “What have you done?”

That was it: the time to say something, the time to risk finding out what was going on.

“Hoped he’d what?” The Nameless Dwarf pushed himself up from the bench.

Thumil yelped, and his knees buckled. He slid down the door to the floor.

“Hoped I’d say something?” The Nameless Dwarf stepped toward Thumil. “I would have, if I’d known you’d been here. Weeks, you say? Months? How long has it been? Forgive me, Thumil, I feel I’ve been dead, and this is my tomb.”

Thumil’s teeth chattered, and spittle sprayed from his mouth when he spoke. “It’s not possible. How can you be awake? Aristodeus said only he could… Oh, never mind. Are you… Are you…?”

Another flashback: the three of them waiting for him on the walkway: Thumil, Cordy, and Aristodeus, holding a great helm.

Had they all conspired against him, brought him to this? He dimly remembered them claiming they were helping him. He remembered a sea of demons flooding the walkways and plazas surrounding the Dodecagon. Everywhere he looked, vileness and corruption. But then the three figures had stepped closer, and he’d seen them for what they were. At first, they’d appeared ghoulish, ghost-like, but as Aristodeus brought him into the helm’s ambit, his vision had cleared, and he’d known them for his friends. At least, Cordy and Thumil.

He focused in on Thumil’s half-formed question.

“Am I what? All right? I don’t think so? Myself? Definitely not.”

Thumil gripped Shader’s wrist, pushed his back into the door, and got his feet beneath him. “You remember your name?”

“That’s where I thought you could help.” He gave the helm a sharp rap. “It’s in here somewhere, I’m sure of it, but it won’t show itself.”

Thumil sighed and lowered his head. “I’m sorry, old friend.”

“But you remember it, surely?” Shader said. “Tell him what it is.”

Thumil looked up, eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I can’t.”

“You can’t?” Shader said. “Don’t you want to—”

“It’s gone.”

“What do you mean it’s gone?” Shader said. “Surely—”

“Gone for all time. Gone from all time, as if it never existed. As if he—”

The Nameless Dwarf backed away and flopped down on the bench. “Should have killed me, Thumil. You should have sent me to the seethers.”

Oh, shog, the seethers. That’s what they’d done to his brother—the Council’s special cohort, the Krypteia. He could hear echoes of the screams.

“I couldn’t,” Thumil said, the tears running freely now. “You were… you are…”

Thumil’s tears were a mirror of truth. But it was a dark mirror, and the truths were fleeting shadows.

Thumil steadied himself by taking hold of Shader’s arm, and together they came back across the cell.

“They call him the Nameless Dwarf now,” Thumil said.

Shader shook his head, not understanding.

“It struck me, so clear, so forcefully,” Thumil said. “As if that’s what he’d always been known as. It was like an echo back through time, and then this being, this Archon, came and—”

Shader gripped him by the shoulders. “The Archon was here?”

What did he mean, “an echo back through time?”

The Nameless Dwarf was suddenly staring at his own blood-spattered face reflected in the Scriptorium window, the place his brother had studied the Annals of Arx Gravis obsessively.

Thumil nodded in response to Shader’s question about the Archon. “Last year, though it seems a lifetime ago. He and the philosopher argued. He wanted to kill…” He indicated the Nameless Dwarf with a nod. “Said one day it would be a cursed name.”

“Is now,” the Nameless Dwarf said. “That’s the point of it.”

Thumil grimaced. “The worst punishment a dwarf can receive.” He looked up at Shader. “We are a people steeped in tradition, in history. Names are very important to us. They are recorded by our families, all the way back to the Founders. One gap in the roll of names brings dishonor to the whole lineage. Most dwarves would prefer death.”

“There’s still time,” the Nameless Dwarf said. “Grab a spear and come straight back. I’m not going anywhere.”

“That’s enough!” Thumil barked. It conjured memories of the Ravine Guard barracks when they had served together.

The Nameless Dwarf gave a mock salute and lay back on the bench.

Thumil let out a sigh and raised his eyes in what looked like silent prayer.

Without warning, the Nameless Dwarf was in the underworld of Gehenna. He saw a shadow-formed axe barely discernible against the darkness. Feelers of fuligin sprouted from its blades, quested toward him. He recoiled, but then the axe was in his hand and blazing golden.

Mention of a name he recognized drew his attention back outside the scarolite helm: Maldark. Had Shader just claimed he was a friend of Maldark the Fallen, a dwarf who’d lived more than a millennia ago?

“Rubbish,” Thumil said. “That’d make you old enough to be my great, great, great, great—”

“There isn’t the time for this,” Shader said. “I am a knight from a far away place. I am pledged to the Ipsissimus, ruler of the Templum—”

He’d said as much before, that he was a knight. There had been stories of humans riding horses into battle in the earliest Annals. Stories his pa had read to him as a child. But those tales had been legends, not history, same as the ones about dragons and the Sanguis Terrae Monster.

Thumil and Shader went on talking, but it was too much to take in; there were too many questions of his own begging answers. Still, the Nameless Dwarf may as well have not been there, for all the notice they were taking of him. That may have been a good thing. Perhaps it was better to keep quiet, listen and learn what he could, work out who he could trust.

He pretended to snore, and watched through the eye-slit.

“Look, nothing happens quickly here,” Thumil said to Shader. “By the time the Council is ready to see you, it’ll likely be the Feast of Arios. Takes us weeks to agree an agenda. I’ll root about in my study, bring you some things to read.”

“Maldark was helping me,” Shader said. “Helping me to avert a cataclysm that will come to pass long before your bloody feast day.”

The Nameless Dwarf almost said something then. Maldark, helping Shader? Unless there was another Maldark—which was extremely unlikely, given that the name had been dropped from usage on account of the Fallen’s unpardonable sin.

“Listen to me,” Shader said. “Have you heard of Sektis Gandaw?”

The Technocrat? The lunatic the Annals said dreamed of unweaving the whole world of Aethir, and everything else that existed, and recreating it according to his own megalomaniac design.

“Who hasn’t?” Thumil said. “According to history, he’s the reason we shut ourselves away down here in the first place.”

“Well, he’s still alive,” Shader said.

“I know that. Out of sight, out of mind is our way. We’re no threat to Gandaw and his experiments, and from what I hear, he keeps himself to himself, for the most part.”

“And what does your history tell you about Maldark? About his Fall?”

Thumil scoffed. “Nearly brought about the Unweaving, that’s what. If it hadn’t been for that shogger betraying the so-called goddess—”

“Careful,” Shader said. There was barely-suppressed anger in his tone. “I watched him die trying to atone for the past. There’s no one braver, no one more honorable.”

Thumil sighed and wrapped his arms about his chest. “Forgive me. Even in our legends, Maldark made amends, but it is said he never forgave himself for delivering Eingana to the Technocrat. When Sektis Gandaw reduced her to a statue and commenced the Unweaving, it was Maldark who saved her. But afterwards, when the Fallen set himself adrift on the black river that runs from the depths of Gehenna through the heart of the Abyss, the Statue of Eingana vanished. To this day, no one—Gandaw included—has a clue where it went.”

“Urddynoor,” Shader said. “My world. The world Gandaw hails from. He’s found it, Thumil. Found the pieces of the statue and assembled them. The time of the Unweaving is upon us.”

The Nameless Dwarf gasped, and almost broke his rhythm of fake snores. And then he wondered if they were fake snores. Maybe he was really sleeping, and dreaming he was pretending to snore. That made more sense than what he was hearing.

The Unweaving of all the worlds was upon them? The cataclysm that Maldark had at once triggered and averted was beginning again? No, that couldn’t be true. It was his mind playing tricks on him, an aftereffect of being asleep for so long.

“Urddynoor?” Thumil said. “You sound like that shogging philosopher, Aristodeus. He was always claiming he came from Urddynoor. The pair of you must think we were born yesterday. Urddynoor’s no more real than the lost city of Arnoch. I don’t know what your game is, Shader, but the idea of Gandaw finding the statue on Urddynoor is as believable as me finding a cask of mead at the end of a rainbow.”

Aristodeus… Yes, the philosopher had said he was originally from Urddynoor, and the Nameless Dwarf recalled snippets of a conversation about how the philosopher was so fluent in Old Dwarven, a language scarcely anyone but scholars used these days. Apparently, a similar tongue existed on Urddynoor.

“I’m not joking,” Shader said. “Urddynoor is every bit as real as this world of Aethir.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you? Even if you’re deluded, you believe what you’re saying.”

“I can assure you, I’m not deluded, Thumil.”

“Well, you would say that, wouldn’t you? It’s what defines delusion. Listen, if Gandaw really had the statue, how come we’re all still here? Don’t you think he’d have started the Unweaving by now?”

“I think he has started. When we left the Sour Marsh, there was a brown cloud above the Perfect Peak.”

“You’ve been to the Sour Marsh?” Thumil said. “All the way up to the Dead Lands? Then why didn’t you put a stop to it, rather than bring your problems here?”

Shader inhaled sharply. When he spoke, there was a quaver in his voice, as if a great deal hinged upon what he said next, and how it was received.

“The mountain is guarded by silver spheres that spit fire. The only way we’re going to get inside is through the tunnels you dwarves used for—”

“The scarolite mines?” Thumil said. “You want to use the tunnels that run from the mines to the Perfect Peak? They’ve been closed for years.”

“But you can get us into them?”

The Nameless Dwarf stopped his pretense of snoring. The mines where his pa had worked. Something had happened in the mines. Something terrible that  he’d been part of. Shader wanted access to them, so he could get to the Perfect Peak, Sektis Gandaw’s scarolite mountain?

Thumil rubbed at his beard, frowning as strands came away in his fingers. “They could be unblocked, I suppose, but shog knows what you’d find inside. According to the Annals, back when we were mining for him, Gandaw had the tunnels infested with giant ants to keep the scarolite from being stolen. The only reason our boys weren’t eaten is because he made an ant-man to control them. Horrible thing, by all accounts, and I pity the poor bastard he took and melded into it.”

“I’ll deal with that hurdle if we cross it,” Shader said. “The question is, will you help us?”

Thumil puffed his cheeks up and blew out a big breath. “That’s putting the cart before the goat, I’d say. Council still needs to meet to decide what to do with you after that business outside. Then, and only if they reach a decision, which is by no means certain, I could propose admission to the tunnels, but the problem there is that it would constitute an action that may have ramifications in the world above the ravine. Last thing the Council wants is to be implicated in anything that might come to Gandaw’s attention. You see, everything we do is fraught with peril. One action leads to another, and before you know it—”

“That’s just ridiculous,” Shader said. “You can’t hide away from the world.”

Thumil shrugged. “For some, Arx Gravis is all there is.”

“Then convince them they need to get a move on,” Shader said. “Tell them about the Unweaving.”

“You’ve yet to convince me,” Thumil said, “and I can assure you, the Council will take a lot more persuading.”

Shader raised his arms, turned in a circle, as if he could find more sense in the walls of the cell. “Forget them, then. If they’d rather debate while the worlds return to nothing, let’s bypass them. You could get us into the tunnels. You are the leader of the Council, aren’t you?”

Thumil looked horrified. “That’s the sort of attitude that leads to tyranny. I’ll not do it. No dwarf would.” He turned away and raised his fist to knock on the door.

“I would,” the Nameless Dwarf said.

Thumil stiffened, then turned to face him.

The Nameless Dwarf stretched and yawned inside his helm, then swung his feet to the floor and stood. “Seeing as you won’t kill me, and seeing as I could get very, very bored holed up down here now I’m awake, I might as well make myself useful.”

“No,” Thumil said. “No, that won’t help at all.”

The Nameless Dwarf folded his arms over his chest, the eye-slit of the great helm focused squarely on Thumil, the friend who had betrayed him by taking Cordy for his wife. No, he reminded himself, before the thought blossomed into anger. He’d forgiven them both, said they could still be friends, promised to defend their marriage.

But he hadn’t caught himself soon enough. Thumil must have sensed the change in the atmosphere, because he turned back to the door, muttering as he knocked.

“I’ll speak with the Council,” he said, “tell them of the urgency; but don’t get your hopes up. They are fatalistic, at best, Shader, and they don’t want to be blamed for anything.”

“My brother used to say it’s been more than a thousand years since Maldark’s betrayal,” the Nameless Dwarf said. “Surely we can start to take baby steps into the world once more.”

Surely you can give me this chance to make amends.

Even as he had the thought, he saw it for what it was: vain folly. Amends for what? All he knew was that it must be something too bad to put into words. A dwarf wasn’t stripped of his name without reason. Outside of the morality tales in the Annals, no dwarf had ever been punished in such a way before. It was considered too cruel; too shameful. Ignorance did nothing to mitigate the guilt.

And even if he were permitted to aid Shader, and they succeeded in stopping the Technocrat’s plan for unmaking all that existed, it would be an infinitesimal drop in the ocean compared to whatever he must have done.

“Lucius,” Thumil said. “Your brother’s name was Lucius. And yes, you are right about what he used to say, but look where it got him.”

The door swung open, and spears bristled across the threshold.

“Everything all right, my Lord Voice,” a gruff voice said from out in the corridor.

Thumil didn’t even bother to answer as he stepped between the speartips on his way out of the cell.

“Shog, he’s awake!” someone yelled. “The butcher’s awake!”
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Two Red Cloaks surged into the cell, spears leveled. For a split second, the Nameless Dwarf thought they were demons. But it was a memory, a fleeting glimpse of horror. They were dwarves sure enough.

Their resolve ebbed under the great helm’s glare. They both took a step back.

Three more dwarves slipped through the doorway and moved to his flanks.

Outside, voices were raised with agitation, and above them, Thumil could be heard saying, “It’s all right, Captain. He’s all right. No, that won’t be necessary. Did you hear me? I said no.”

A burly dwarf with a salt-and-pepper beard and a horned helm pushed his way inside, a double-bladed battle axe over one shoulder. The Nameless Dwarf knew him: Captain Stolhok, a decent enough dwarf by any standard. He would have made a much better choice for Thumil’s replacement as marshal than that pervert Mordin. More memories, knitting together, weaving the texture of his life. But there were patches, whole patches of nothingness. Why could he recall some things and not others?

“Captain Stolhok!” Thumil yelled, but his voice was cut off by the slamming of the cell door.

Stolhok looked different: There was a grim set to his jaw, and in his eyes there was little room for anything other than loathing.

The Nameless Dwarf turned his back on him. How could he understand Stolhok’s reaction to him, if he wasn’t in possession of all the facts?

“What’f up, fogger,” Stolhok said, “fcared to fafe someone who ain’t fcared of you?”

That lisp. He almost laughed as he remembered the way they used to rib Stolhok in the taverns. Even now, he couldn’t resist it.

“You might consider substituting ‘frightened’ for ‘scared’, laddie,” the Nameless Dwarf said. “And ‘fight’ for ‘face’.”

“What?” Stolhok said. Then he got it. “Why, you fogging piefe of fit!”

The swoosh of air. The scuff of boots on stone.

The Nameless Dwarf spun on his heel, crashed an elbow into Stolhok’s nose, and followed it up with a punch. The shogger had swung for him with the axe. Shader had moved to intercept him.

Stolhok’s knees buckled, and he went down. Blood spurted from his ruined nose. The Nameless Dwarf’s hand snaked out to snatch the axe before it hit the ground. He held it for a moment, turning it over and over. A fair weapon, nicely balanced. But it was no substitute for the axe he’d once possessed.

He recognized the pull of desire. It was the same as when he craved a flagon of mead at the end of the day. Or the beginning. Sometimes even the middle. But in this case, it wasn’t a healthy need: it was compulsive, and it sent shivers beneath his skin. Maybe it would always be there, that insubstantial craving for the axe of his vision, lurking at the back of his mind, like the black dog mood ever threatening to bring him down.

The semicircle of spears shook, and worried looks passed between the Red Cloaks.

“Now look here,” one of them said. “We don’t want no trouble now, do we, lads?”

“That’s right,” another said. “Just put the axe down and move to the bench. No one needs to get hurt.”

The Nameless Dwarf slapped the haft into his palm.

The dwarves skittered back against the walls.

“Don’t know about you, laddie,” the Nameless Dwarf said to Shader, “but I’m parched as a parrot and stiff as a morning glory. Quick flagon down at the Queen’s Beard, then I’ll take you over to the scarolite mines. How’s that sound?”

He strode toward the door, wondering how far from the ninth level tavern they were, but before he could lay a hand on it, a guard darted in and took a jab at him.

The Nameless Dwarf swept the axe down, and the spear-tip clattered to the floor. The dumbfounded Red Cloak was left staring at the splintered shaft in his hands.

The others started to shuffle forward, thought better of it, and stayed where they were.

“Shog,” the Nameless Dwarf said, pounding the side of the scarolite helm with his fist. “How am I going to drink in this bucket?” He turned on the Red Cloaks. “Any of you lads know a good blacksmith?”

They all exchanged looks.

“Won’t help, my friend,” Shader said. “It’s fused to your skin.”

The Nameless Dwarf ran his fingers along the seam connecting the helm to the base of his neck. Course it was. “Bloody shogging shogger,” he said, shoving the door open and stepping out into the corridor. “Where’s that bastard philosopher? Oops!”

A dozen spears came at him at once. He twisted past two, batted a third aside with Stolhok’s axe, and hacked down. Someone screamed, and a hand flopped to the floor, fingers still wriggling.

The Nameless Dwarf almost stopped then. It’s not what he’d intended, but in the heat of battle… No, that was no excuse. It had never happened before. He’d always shown restraint. Or had he? He was beginning to wonder.”

A spear glanced off his chainmail. Another grazed his shoulder. He roared and swung the axe like a club. The spearmen scurried back, but he was relentless, stepping in close and bashing away with the flat of his blades.

It came back to him as he dodged and ducked and blocked and swung: how good he was. How good he’d always been, training at the Ephebe, and in the uniform of a Ravine Guard, the same as these dwarves wore.

Someone started blowing short, desperate blasts on a trumpet.

Movement from behind caused him to pivot, just enough to get a glimpse through the eye-slit.

The Red Cloaks in the cell were creeping closer with leveled spears. Shader stepped in front of them, manacled hands raised.

“Out of the way,” one of them snarled, “or we’ll gut you like a pig.”

Seeing their opportunity, the Red Cloaks in the corridor surged forward, and the Nameless Dwarf had his work cut out staying alive.

Four guards were down, but he was bleeding from a score of cuts. Through his attackers, he caught sight of Thumil’s white robe.

He clobbered another. The flat of the axe clanged against a helm, and the Red Cloak crumpled. A bristling wall of spears came at him. It was too close to what had happened before, he realized, when he’d faced wave after wave of red-winged demons, and he’d plowed through them like a reaper with a scythe.

“Don’t hurt him,” Thumil cried. “He’s using the flat.”

“Not on my shogging wrist, he didn’t!”

Shader backed into the doorway, dragging a Red Cloak with him. He had the chain connecting his stone manacles around the dwarf’s neck, and was using him as a shield. The knight could certainly handle himself in a fight. Even without a weapon, and with his hands in shackles.

Shader shoved the Red Cloak back into the cell and slammed the door shut. He got one of the three bolts in place before he had to spin out of the way of a spear.

Heavy footfalls pounded down the corridor to the left, and that seemed to give the Red Cloaks renewed courage.

“C’mon, lads, we can take him,” one yelled, and lunged with his spear. It struck the Nameless Dwarf in the guts, snapping a link on his hauberk.

“Laddie, I’m trying to give you a chance,” the Nameless Dwarf said. He took hold of the spear shaft and yanked. As the Red Cloak flew forward, the scarolite helm came down to butt him in the face.

“Stop!” Thumil cried, waving his arms from behind the dozen standing spearmen. “Please stop!”

“You’ll do no such thing!” Another white-robed councilor, came into view at the head of a column of Red Cloaks with shields and swords. “Kill him, and anyone who gets in the way.”

“Grago,” Thumil said. “You don’t have the authority.”

At a nod from Grago, a couple of Black-Cloaked Krypteia emerged from the pack and escorted Thumil to one side.

The Nameless Dwarf backed up against the door beside Shader. “Crouch down, and put your hands on the ground.”

He raised the axe, and Shader did as he was told. The blades came down, sending up stone chips and dust, and shearing straight through the chains.

Shader reached for a spear, changed his mind, and took a dagger from the belt of an unconscious Red Cloak.

“Ready?” The Nameless Dwarf stepped away from the door.

The spearmen pulled back, waiting for the newcomers bustling down the corridor.

Banded armor creaked, swords glinted in the dim light coming off the dusted-over glowstones set into the ceiling. The newly arrived Red Cloaks were packed four abreast, with shields locked, and shog only knew how many ranks deep.

“Ready,” Shader said, turning the dagger over and over in his hand.

The phalanx advanced.

“One…” The Nameless Dwarf rolled his shoulders.

The Red Cloaks picked up pace, hammering swords against shields.

“Two…”

A shout went up, and the phalanx moved to a jog.

“Thr—”

Thunder boomed, flames flashed, and smoke billowed, flooding the corridor.

A dark-haired woman stepped out of the churning brume. She was robed in begrimed white, the same red symbol on her chest as on Shader’s surcoat.

“Rhiannon!” Shader said.

A tiny man appeared behind her, delivering concussive blasts with some sort of wand. He had to be a homunculus, one of the gnomish denizens of Gehenna. He was no taller than a dwarf child, and like a ghost, he was part in, part out of reality. All the Nameless Dwarf could see were his pallid hands and face, his pink eyes. But then it grew obvious, as glimpses of the corridor behind could be seen through his clothing: He was wearing a concealer cloak.

The woman—Rhiannon—grabbed Shader’s arm.

“Come on,” she said, “let’s go.”

Whatever it was that shot from the homunculus’s wand pinged off of shields and sent up shards of stone from the floor. A few blasts got through, and blood started to spray.

Red Cloaks yelled, cried, and screamed. And then they were routed.

“Friends,” Shader explained to the Nameless Dwarf. “Quickly, come with us.”

They ran back the way Rhiannon and the homunculus had come. It took them deeper into the ravine. The only way out down there was the portal beneath the Sanguis Terrae, the lake at the foot of the ravine, and that was one place the Nameless Dwarf didn’t want to see again. He didn’t know why, exactly, but thought of it filled him with dread. If their plan was to flee the city, then the only way he was going was up.

“Back the other way,” the Nameless Dwarf said. “There were only fifty Red Cloaks, give or take. I tell you, I could’ve—”

“Someone shut scuttle-head up,” the homunculus said.

He didn’t sound like any homunculus the Nameless Dwarf had so far met. His accent was strange: brash and nasally; and every last word sounded like a question, even when it wasn’t.

“I’m trying to concentrate.” The homunculus ran his hands over the wall, muttering and cursing. “It was here. I shogging know it was here.”

“After them!” Grago’s voice rolled down the corridor, and the tramping of boots on stone sounded every bit like an approaching avalanche.

“Sure that’s only fifty?” the woman asked, casting a worried look over her shoulder.

“Give or take, I said, lassie.”

The Nameless Dwarf saw what the homunculus was looking for. He only knew because he was a miner’s son, and his pa had told his boys wondrous tales about the magic of the mines. The dwarves had inherited a handful of ghost walls, if not the lore to create them, from the homunculi back in the distant past. You’d have thought this pale-faced shogger would have seen it a mile off.

He shoved past the homunculus and stepped right through the wall, as if it weren’t there. He found himself in an entirely different corridor that wound its way up.

It was all so unfamiliar, a part of the ravine he’d not had access to before. But it was starting to become clear. The sense that told a dwarf where he was underground, where the air came from, and where the nearest point of egress was, told him something more: they were inside the walls of the ravine, and not as far down as he’d assumed. They can’t have been much lower than the Dodecagon; perhaps only a level or two.

He popped his head back through the ghost wall.

“I take it you were looking for this, laddie. You have to have the knack, see.”

“How the shog—?” the homunculus started.

“Old miner’s trick. My pa was… Ah, never mind. Coming?”

They followed him through.

Rhiannon led them along a maze of twists and turns and up a steepening incline. When they finally arrived at a door, the homunculus produced a sliver of stone and broke it into two halves. It was one of the keys the Krypteia used to access their secret places. More homunculus lore that was denied to the regular citizens of Arx Gravis.

The door began to grind its way upward, letting in a blast of fresh air from the walkway.

The Nameless Dwarf sobered in an instant. “Where did you get that key?”

“What’s it to you?” The homunculus ducked into the widening gap and stepped over a black bundle as the others followed him outside.

They were on the top tier, with nothing overhead save for clear cobalt sky. The twin suns were at their zenith, blazing down ire at the bundle on the walkway.

It was a cloak, small enough for a dwarf child, or a homunculus. And it was covering something.

“Is that…?” The Nameless Dwarf reached down and pulled away an edge of the fabric.

Dead eyes stared up at him from a bearded face.

“Nice,” Rhiannon said. “That your handiwork, midget?”

The homunculus scowled.

“Well, laddie?”

The concealer cloak whipped up behind the homunculus in the gusting wind, taking on the cobalt of the sky, the ocher of the ravine wall. He had to have taken it from the dead dwarf and left his own cloak to cover the body. Sunlight glinted from the blades nestled in his baldrics, and a pallid hand crept toward one.

“So what if it is? It’s what I do. You got a problem with that?”

“As a matter of fact, I have.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes.” The Nameless Dwarf set his axe-head on the walkway and folded his hands atop the haft. “Can’t blame you for not knowing, laddie, but this city’s seen too much blood. Way too much.”

“Look, mate,” the homunculus said, “no one asked you to come along. If you don’t like it—”

“I asked him,” Shader said. “He can help us get into the mines. There are tunnels all the way to the roots of Gandaw’s mountain.”

The Nameless Dwarf swung his axe up onto his shoulder. “That I can, laddie, but only on condition that your little friend here doesn’t kill any more of my people.”

“Who the shog are you to tell me what to do?” the homunculus said. “And besides, my foster mother told me never to trust a bloke with a piss-pot on his head.”

“I’m with the midget there,” Rhiannon said. “It’s not like we know anything about him. Last thing we need’s another—”

Shader cast a quick look back at the entranceway. “You planning on closing that?”

“Oh shit,” the homunculus said. He fumbled his two pieces of stone back together, and the door started to come down.

“Look,” Shader said, leading them out onto the walkway, “this is… Well, he doesn’t have a name anymore.”

Nothing like rubbing salt in the wound.

“They call him the Nameless Dwarf now,” Shader explained.

“There a reason for that?” Rhiannon said. “I mean, it doesn’t sound good.”

“Aye, there’s a reason, lassie,” the Nameless Dwarf said. “I’m just not sure what it is.”

“Sounds like the sort of stupid monikers the journeymen are always coming up with,” the homunculus said. “Twats.”

“It’s no worse than Shadrak the Unseen,” Rhiannon said.

Now there was a shifty name for a shifty shogger. Presumably, being unseen was an asset in the homunculus’s line of work. Judging from what the Nameless Dwarf had already observed, Shadrak’s wasn’t likely an honest trade.

“Yeah, well that weren’t me,” Shadrak said. “It’s a reputation, ain’t it?”

“I could think of something better,” Rhiannon mumbled.

“Won’t catch me calling you Nameless Dwarf,” Shadrak said. “No offense, mate. It’s just a bit wanky, if you ask me. Reckon I’ll just call you Nameless, if it’s all the same to you.”

The Nameless Dwarf thought it over. It was an improvement, but not by much. He shrugged and nodded. Beggars, after all, couldn’t be choosers.

As they reached the hub of four intersecting walkways, the grind of stone on stone caused them to look behind. The door they’d come out of was once again rising, and booted feet could be seen in the widening gap at the bottom.

“We need to move,” Shader said. “Which way, uh, Nameless?”

Nameless pointed toward the archway on a plaza near the center of the tier. What he saw standing beneath it—or rather who—told him everything that had happened so far was anything but blind chance.

“Past the bald bastard, and keep going till we reach the switchback path cut into the ravine wall. Same way you must have come in.”

“Bald bastard?” Shader said.

All eyes turned to look where Nameless was pointing. Judging by their expressions, they recognized the philosopher standing there just as much as he did.

Aristodeus.
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The philosopher stood on the far side of the arch, toga flapping in the wind, a leather satchel on one shoulder. He was turning an ebon sword over and over in his hands.

A shudder ripped through Nameless. He wanted nothing more than to hurl the evil-looking blade from the walkway. The violence of his reaction shocked him.

Shadrak pulled his concealer cloak tight, until only his hands and eyes were visible. The rest of him was like the blurring of the sky, an undulation of the walkway.

“Now this I wasn’t expecting,” Aristodeus said as they approached. His gaze was fixed on Nameless. “You weren’t meant to awaken without… ah!” His eyes flitted to Shader. “Of course.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Well, they said there was trouble. But how can we turn this to our advantage?” He pursed his lips and clicked his fingers. “Could work in our favor, I suppose. A moment, please!” he yelled over their heads.

Nameless turned to see Grago emerge from the ravine wall at the front of the Red Cloaks. Thumil pushed through beside him.

More doors were opening all around the level, and from one came a group of white-robed councilors. Cordy was with them, her blonde hair and beard making her stick out like gold in gravel. She flicked an anxious look Nameless’s way, but it was to Thumil she ran.

“What do you mean, ‘of course’?” Shader said. “He wasn’t meant to awaken without what?”

“His voice,” Thumil said, as he drew near, hand in hand with Cordy. “Only Aristodeus’s voice could break the spell.”

“Must be the accent,” Aristodeus said. “No other explanation for it. Dear old Maranore. Starting to miss the motherland yet?”

Shader frowned. Something had rankled him. It was easy to understand. The bald shogger had that effect on people.

“Accent or no accent,” Nameless said, “I’ve a bone to pick with you, laddie.”

He took a step toward Aristodeus, but Rhiannon barged past him, sweat beading her forehead, drenching her robe.

“Give it to me,” she demanded. “Now.”

The philosopher narrowed his eyes, an enigmatic smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

Rhiannon clenched her fists. She was trembling, though it didn’t seem to be from fear.

Aristodeus let out a chuckle. He reversed the sword and handed it to her. As it passed beneath the arch, red flames flared along its blade.

Aristodeus worked his jaw and gave a slight shrug. “You should be more careful where you leave it. An unpleasant weapon, but it wouldn’t be the first.” He cocked a look at Nameless.

Rhiannon caressed the sword but stopped when she caught Shader watching her. With a sullen scowl, she maneuvered it into the scabbard on her back and folded her arms across her chest.

“Laddie,” Nameless said, tapping the side of his helm, “it’s taking things too far when I can’t get this shogging thing off, even for a flagon of ale.”

“I’m sorry,” Aristodeus said, producing a pipe and popping the stem in his mouth. “Too dangerous.”

“The black axe…” Nameless said. The shadow-formed weapon he’d found in Gehenna.

Within the ambit of the helm’s theurgy, the axe’s hold on you is weakened. Wear it, and the glamor will be broken.

He recalled the philosopher saying that to him, before lowering the helm over his head.

Nameless saw flashes of the axe, sometimes black, sometimes golden, but always there was blood. He remembered watching it carried away, encased in crystal. Whatever it was, whatever it was supposed to have done to him, he was free of it now. Or was he? Had he not felt it earlier, still calling to him like a flagon of Urbs Sapientii mead?

“Don’t worry, the axe is in a safe place,” Aristodeus said. He patted his toga. “Anyone have a light? No, of course not.” He sighed and thrust his pipe away. “At least, safe while you wear the helm. The link must not be re-established.” He cast a look at the assembled dwarves. “They’d never allow it, in any case.”

“Then destroy it,” Nameless said. Something like a ripple passed across his heart. Destroy the axe? Is that what he wanted? What he really, really wanted?

“Can’t be done,” Aristodeus said. “Least not yet. Give me time, and I’ll work it out.”

“What about grub?” Nameless said. “A dwarf needs meat and bread and steaming bowls of salty broth. It’s not like I’ve got any spare.” He patted his belly. “If you don’t get a move on, I’ll be a bag of bones in next to no time.”

Aristodeus held up his hands. “I’ll come up with something. I hadn’t expected you to awaken. I suppose I could…” He scratched his beard. “Yes, that would work.”

“What, laddie? What would work?”

Before Aristodeus could answer, Shader broke in with a question of his own. “You knew about Dave, didn’t you?”

Aristodeus looked perplexed. “Dave?”

“The hunchback that led us here from the Sour Marsh. Was he part of your meddling as well?”?

A blur of movement told Nameless Shadrak was circling behind Aristodeus.

“The demon that triggered the arch,” Thumil said.

Nameless spun to face him. He’d forgotten the Voice was there. Forgotten the councilors and the hundreds of Red Cloaks still filing out onto the walkways.

Demon? A demon triggered the arch?

At the request of the Council of Twelve, Aristodeus had rigged the arch with homunculus lore, so that it would blaze red if anything from the Abyss were to pass through.

Thumil looked drawn and haggard, and in the stark light of the two suns, his patchy scalp was starting to rival Aristodeus’s for sparseness. Cordy squeezed Thumil’s hand, and he immediately straightened up, as if drawing strength from her.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t know,” Shader said.

“All I know is that the alarm was triggered, and my presence here was required.” Aristodeus shrugged, and did a good job of looking perfectly innocent.

Steel glinted behind the philosopher. Nameless caught a glimpse of pale skin, pink eyes. Shader saw it, too, gave the slightest shake of his head, raised his fingers. He clearly thought Shadrak might do it. Might do what a lot of people probably wanted to do.

“It was a demon, right enough,” Grago yelled, storming toward them.

Aristodeus glared at him and held up a finger.

Grago’s stride faltered, and he came to a stop. The other councilors gathered around him, straining to catch the conversation.

Thumil glanced at Cordy. They both looked haunted, as if they’d woken within a nightmare. All this talk of demon hunchbacks was creeping up Nameless’s crotch, too.

“I’ll admit it does smack of my style,” Aristodeus said, stroking his beard. His voice remained even, but the blood had drained from his face. His eyes seemed darker, somehow, and he was blinking furiously. “But I have no knowledge of…” He trailed away, and his expression was that of a man starting to realize he’d been had. “The enemy is cunning, more so than I could have imagined.” He narrowed his eyes. “But I am better.”

“Boo!”

Aristodeus shrieked. He clutched his hands to his heart and cursed.

Shadrak threw off his hood and stepped from behind him, sauntering back through the arch. “Don’t get too cocky, now, mate.”

Nameless clapped the homunculus on the back. “Laddie, you might be a runty, bloodthirsty little pipsqueak, but I think I’m warming up to you.”

Grago took that as his cue. He jabbed a finger at Aristodeus. “You, sir, have some explaining to do.”

Aristodeus blinked, and his eyes came sharply back into focus. “Is that so, Councilor Grago?”

“It most certainly—”

“It was me that persuaded them to let the Nameless Dwarf live.” Thumil released Cordy’s hand and approached Aristodeus.

Grago ceded him ground and looked back at his fellow councilors, raising an eyebrow.

“You told me there was a way to end the slaughter,” Thumil said, “and I believed you.”

“And I was right,” Aristodeus said.

All around the ravine, phalanxes were forming, and Black Cloaks began to appear on the plazas across the way, taking aim with crossbows.

“Do you remember what you did?” Thumil asked, moisture rimming his eyes.

“Some,” Nameless said. Disconnected scenes, most of them bloody. Bit by bit, though, the connections were becoming clearer, the awful narrative of what had transpired. He’d thought he was slaying demons that had infested the ravine, but in reality, they had been dwarves.

“But not all?” Thumil said. “That’s good. I wouldn’t wish that burden on you. My point is, I was desperate.” He turned back to Aristodeus. “Desperate enough to believe you.”

“The killing stopped,” Aristodeus said.

“You were family to me, Thumil,” Nameless said. “Even with the madness upon me, some tiny part of me still recognized that.” Then to Cordy he said, “And I trusted you, lassie. Trusted you enough to let Baldilocks put the helm on me. I think I wanted to be stopped. More than that: I think I wanted to be killed.”

“And so you damned well should be,” Grago said.

Weapons clashed against shields in affirmation.

Grago nodded at his fellow councilors.

Nameless recognized Old Moary, the very definition of indecisiveness. He saw bespectacled Dorley, Castail, Tor Garnil, and they all looked flustered.

Grago beckoned to a Black Cloak in among the reds, and within moments, a knot of Ravine Guard was advancing.

Shadrak pointed his wand at the sky. There was a crack of thunder, and smoke plumed from the tip. The Red Cloaks stopped dead in their tracks.

Aristodeus rubbed his brow and sighed. “No one is going to be killed. At least not here. Not today. But,” he said to the councilors, “if you don’t let these people go, the worlds will be unmade, and if there is anyone left to tell the tale, which I sincerely doubt, your names will be cursed for all eternity. Rather than getting in the way, you should be doing something, anything to prevent the Unweaving.”

“That, sir, is heresy, and you know it,” Tor Garnil said. “It was acting that nearly brought us to the brink of doom before. That is why we can do nothing. Every step we take into the affairs of the world may be a snare of the Demiurgos.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Aristodeus said. “So you don’t even ask someone to pass the mustard in case it’s a trap. I thought Lucius was getting through to you, but you went and had him killed.”

“It was his action that led to the finding of the black axe,” Grago said.

“Yes, well,” Aristodeus said. “I didn’t foresee that.”

Nameless lurched into motion, and every dwarf in the ravine seemed to flinch. Memory bloomed from Grago’s accusation. “Lucius found mention of the Pax Nanorum—the Axe of the Dwarf Lords—in the Annals, in a passage he though was historical.”

“And he was duped,” Aristodeus said. “It shouldn’t have been there.”

“Which is why we have the code of non-action,” Old Moary said. “Even our histories cannot be trusted. I mean, well, the theory, as I understand it, is that a homunculus planted reference to the axe, hoping that someone would be foolish enough to go looking for it.”

“Lucius was no fool,” Nameless said. “His sin was to hope. To hope that the axe was a link to a glorious past, something we could take pride in.”

Through my boys, his pa had said, the dwarves would become like the Dwarf Lords of legend.

“Surely it’s better to fail trying,” Nameless said, “than never to try at all.”

“Tell that to the families of those you slaughtered, Butcher,” Grago said. “I think we can all see where this is leading.”

“I haven’t finished!” Nameless said. “Lucius only sought the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, but you actually did something, Grago. You sent assassins, who fed him to the seethers. He didn’t get to act. You got there first. If you hadn’t killed my brother, I’d never have completed his work for him. There’s no telling how differently things would have worked out then. For all his faults, Lucius was no warrior, so I doubt he’d have made much of a butcher. My point is, you were prepared to act then, but what about now?” He turned his ire on the rest of the Council. “What are you prepared to do?”

Thumil’s face lit up, and he spread his hands. “He’s right. If we do nothing, then we are complicit in the end of all things.”

“How do you know?” Councilor Castail said.

Old Moary scratched his head. “Well, I don’t know. I mean, what if…?”

“Oh, we need to start acting all right,” Grago said, “but in accord with our own reasoning. Our own agenda. I’ve been saying this for years, and yet it’s fallen on deaf ears. Certainty of purpose, a clear vision of who we are and what we want is—”

Aristodeus took his pipe back out and rapped the bowl against the stone of the archway until he had everyone’s attention. “None of us has the luxury to indulge your circular arguments. Whether you accept it or not, Sektis Gandaw has in his possession the Statue of Eingana. Even as we speak, he is commencing the Unweaving.”

All eyes looked to the sky. Besides a few soaring buzzards, there was nothing but an expanse of cobalt and the glaring orbs of Aethir’s two suns.

“Then why are we still here?” Grago asked. “What’s taking so long?”

“It is not a fast process,” Aristodeus said, “unpicking every thread of Creation. And besides, I am reliably informed Gandaw’s plans have been set back, but we do not have unlimited time. A few days, a week at most, and then a great big nothing. When the lights come back on, assuming they do, Gandaw will be at the center of his own universe, and I doubt very much any of us will be perfect enough to feature in it.”

“So, what are we expected to do?” Councilor Castail said. “Trust you again, even after you told us the Ravine Butcher could only be awakened by your voice, and yet here he stands?”

“Do nothing,” Shader said. “Stand aside. Keep out of our way. Is it not action to prevent our going?”

The councilors turned to each other, clearly confounded.

“We only need to enter the mines,” Shader said, “so that we can travel to the roots of Gandaw’s mountain. All action will be ours, not yours.”

Aristodeus was grinning from ear to ear. He gave Shader a knowing wink.

Grago took a stranglehold on his beard and shook his head. “Clever. Very clever. But, is it not the case that willful non-action is itself still an action, albeit a negative one? No, my brother councilors, we cannot let them go, for in doing so, we may still be found culpable.”

“That’s illogical, incoherent, and idiotic, Grago,” Aristodeus said, “and you know it.”

“You’re wasting your breath, laddie,” Nameless said.

“I agree with Councilor Grago,” an enormously fat councilor said. “But it’s more than a case of—what was it you said, Grago?—‘willful non-action’. If we allow these people to enter the mines, we are, in effect, opening the mines to them. We need no more complicated argument. We are prohibited by our own laws from granting outsiders admittance, are we not?”

“Balderdash!” Aristodeus said.

Thumil shrugged. “An excellent point, Councilor Bley, which leaves us with only one solution.”

Expectant eyes turned on him, and Thumil seemed to grow in stature, as if he were marshal once more and giving a speech to the new recruits.

“If we prevent them from leaving, we are guilty of the act of preventing.”

Begrudging nods of agreement.

“If we admit them to the mines, we are guilty of the act of admittance.”

More vigorous nodding this time.

“So, what are you going to do if we ignore you and enter the mines anyway?” Shadrak said, a wicked smirk on his face.

“Then you would be forcing us to act in preservation of the law,” Thumil said. “And if we are forced, we cannot be held culpable. Marshal Mordin.”

“Councilor?” The hard-faced pervert stepped forward and saluted. He had on Thumil’s old golden helm, and a spanking new scarlet cloak.

“Send two platoons to see no one enters the scarolite mines.”

Shader shook his head at Thumil as the marshal issued commands, and a ripple of troop movement ran across the walkways. “And I thought you were—”

Thumil held up a finger. “You are free to go, so long as you steer clear of the mines.”

“Are you an imbecile, Thumil?” Aristodeus said. “Don’t you care about the Unweaving?”

“Shog him,” Shadrak said. “Let’s go it alone, if these scuts are too stupid to do anything.”

“How?” Shader said. “You saw those silver spheres patrolling Gandaw’s mountain. How are we going to get inside?”

Shadrak shut his eyes, as if thinking. When he opened them, he said, “Shogged if I know. Raise an army?”

“Could always try New Londdyr,” Nameless said. Everyone knew it was the biggest city in Malkuth, the upper-lands this side of the Farfall Mountains. “They must have a fair few legions.”

“Actually,” Aristodeus said, instantly brightening, “that’s not such a bad idea. Take an army. Storm the mountain. You never know.”

Shader said, “It’s quicker if you go ahead. Magic yourself there, or whatever you do.”

Aristodeus shook his head. “Can’t do that. I need to prepare for other contingencies. And besides, the Senate and I don’t exactly see eye to eye.”

“What contingencies?” Rhiannon said. “Way I see it, we’re running out of options.”

“There are always options, my dear,” Aristodeus said. “And believe me, this business goes deeper—much deeper—than our current threat from Sektis Gandaw. We must stay one step ahead of the enemy at all times.”

“You’re sure about the mines?” Shader said to Thumil.

“I’m sorry, Shader. We are dwarves. I don’t expect you to understand.”

Shader sucked in a breath through clenched teeth, but he nodded all the same. “All right,” he said, “how far to New Londdyr?”

“Couple of days, at a guess,” Aristodeus said.

Thumil grunted in agreement.

Shader caught Rhiannon’s eye. “Best get a move on, then.”

She held his gaze for a long while, as if considering something.

“Why don’t you come with me?” Aristodeus said.

Rhiannon’s expression would have been less sour if she’d been chewing on a lemon. “You?”

“If our nameless friend here is traveling to New Londdyr, he’s going to have to be fed. I could use some help gathering my apparatus and taking them on ahead to the city.”

“I am not—”

Aristodeus waved away her response before she gave it birth. “And there are matters I would discuss with you—these contingencies I mentioned. Would you at least allow me the chance?”

Rhiannon’s eyes narrowed to slits. She snaked a venomous look at Shader. “Fine. Anything’s got to be better than this.”

Aristodeus held out his arm, and she took it. Then the philosopher produced a drawstring purse from his toga and passed it to Nameless. “In case you need money. I assume they still use the same coinage. When you get to New Londdyr, go to the Academy. Ask for Master Arecagen.”

“Arecagen?”

Aristodeus grimaced. “Just ask for him. I’ll meet you there and make sure you don’t starve. Mark my words,” he said loud enough for the councilors to hear. “The day is coming when you will thank me for preserving this kinsman of yours. He’s special, this one, and if I can only set him on the right track, he could yet prove our greatest weapon.”

“Never been called a weapon before,” Nameless said. “Except maybe once, but she was a feral lassie from the Sanguis Terrae wharfs. All hips and melons. You know the sort I mean?”

Before anyone could respond, green light swirled about Aristodeus and Rhiannon, and they vanished.

A confusion of emotions played across Shader’s face, leaving him finally blank and bewildered.

Thumil gestured toward the top of the ravine. “Go. Now. Before they come up with another objection.”

Nameless cast a look at the councilors. Some of them were muttering among themselves, and there was a palpable tension seeping into the Ravine Guard and Black Cloaks.

Thumil saw him looking. “You should leave.”

Cordy pressed up close to Thumil and took his hand. “You said you’d ask, remember?”

“Ah, yes, my dear, of course.” He coughed and gave Shader a sheepish look. “My wife does not share my spiritual views…”

You could say that again, Nameless thought.

“But she does… I mean, she…” Thumil waved his hand around, as if trying to pluck the words from the air. He glanced at Nameless, but all he would have seen was the scarolite great helm. It seemed to unnerve him.

Cordy touched her belly and sighed. She, too, glanced at Nameless, but it only seemed to stiffen her resolve. “We are trying for a baby, but the doctors say I’m barren. Either that, or Thumil’s too old.”

That called for a joke, but Nameless was suddenly not in a joking mood.

A baby—Thumil and Cordy. It should have been obvious, coming on the back of their marriage, but even so, it flattened any excitement he might have felt about leaving the ravine.

Thumil nudged his wife with an elbow. “Most likely it’s my illness.” He indicated the bald patches on his scalp and beard.

“Anyway,” Cordy continued, “we were hoping you’d give us your blessing, what with you being a holy man and all.”

Shader looked like they’d just insulted him. He chewed his lip and nodded. “Of course.”

“You know, laddie,” Nameless said to Shadrak, who was watching impatiently. “I think I like ‘Nameless’. You have a way with oxymorons.”

“Eh?” Shadrak said. “What’s that, a stupid cow? Think she just left with the bald scut.”

When Shader finished the blessing, he spoke for a minute with Thumil—religious stuff about faith and higher powers, from what Nameless could hear, and none of it particularly interesting. Thumil gripped Shader’s wrist and wished him well, but to Nameless, all he offered was a pensive frown.

Nameless led the way through the arch to the walkway beyond without a look back at the city that had been his home for as long as he’d lived. All it was to him now was a canyon of horrors, of wounds that could never heal.

The patter of feet told him Shadrak was close on his heels.

“This New Londdyr,” the homunculus said, “you know where it is?”

“Never left the ravine before, laddie.”

Shader came alongside with long, loping strides. “Then how are we going to get there?”

Nameless stopped to look up at the zigzagging pathway that led to the lip of the chasm.

“For one thing, it’s big, laddie. At least, so my brother used to say. He was a scholar of our Annals. And for another, it’s said there’s a long straight road leading east from here all the way to New Londdyr. It was built by the Founders of Arx Gravis, long before my people hid themselves away from the world above.”

“Great,” Shadrak said. “Shogging great.”

“What?” Nameless said.

Shader gave a weary sigh. “Sounds like the road we followed from Sektis Gandaw’s mountain. Only, we came from the west. I’m starting to think every move we make takes us further away from where we need to be.”
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Shadrak led the way up the switchback pathway cut into the ravine wall. When he reached the final incline, he sprinted the last few strides, leapt, and kicked off the rock face to land lithely at the top. With a swirl of his concealer cloak, he vanished into the brilliant cobalt of the noonday sky.

“That’s Shadrak for you,” Shader said, taking a breather by the high step leading up from the penultimate level. “Always scouting ahead or following at a distance. Everyone else is an amateur to his mind. Still, given what happened down there, when Rhiannon and I got ourselves captured,”—he angled a nod below at the receding walkways and plazas of Arx Gravis—“he might have a point.”

Nameless thought he detected a certain reluctance in Shader moving onwards and upwards. Shadrak had ascended the steps and inclines like a ravine goat, but Shader had wavered on the way up. Once or twice, he’d leaned against the ravine wall, sucking in shallow gasps of air.

“Worried about what’s waiting for you up top, laddie?”

Shader glanced above, then shook his head. “You ever feel like you’re galloping on horseback and you can’t get off? The horse is taking you someplace you don’t want to go, but it doesn’t respond when you try to make it stop?”

“Laddie, I’m a dwarf. I live in a ravine. A horse to me may as well be a fairy or a unicorn.”

Shader sputtered out a laugh.

“But we do have this train thing that runs along tracks,” Nameless said. “It’s how the miners get to work. I rode that once, to the headframe and back. I could certainly imagine being stuck in a carriage as it speeds along the rails. In fact, that’s how I remember things, before I was shut in that cell: one incident heaped upon another, and me just reacting, and not always reacting wisely, either.”

“Who does in a crisis?” Shader said.

“You scuts coming, or what?” Shadrak called down from the top. His pallid face and pink eyes were there one second, gone the next.

“The little fellow’s in a hurry,” Nameless said.

“And he’s right to be.” Shader grimaced, like he was angry with himself.

He turned to take a hold of the top of the step to the last sloping pathway. It was chest-high to him, head-high to Nameless, and even higher for Shadrak. Yet it was Shader who had the most trouble climbing up to each level.

Worrying about the course of action they were taking, worrying about the Unweaving, was natural enough, but it struck Nameless that Shader’s foot-dragging as they ascended to the top of the ravine was likely due to another cause. The knight did his best to disguise it, but it was starting to become obvious: Shader was scared of heights.

Nameless grabbed hold of the step and pulled himself up until he could get his knees over the edge. All those years of chin-ups at the Ephebe made it almost effortless for him. It did make him wonder, though, how most other dwarves would cope; but then, they wouldn’t have to. Who among them left the ravine? Whatever the original purposes of the steps and pathways, it wasn’t to facilitate easy egress.

“Come on, laddie,” Nameless said. “Just this last incline and we’re there.”

Shader looked green as he came to his feet. He swayed and threw an arm out to clutch at the wall.

“I’ll be a step behind,” Nameless said. “You’ll be fine. I’ve yet to hear of a dwarf plunging from the heights.”

One careful step after the next, they inched their way to the top. And to be honest, Nameless was glad of the slow pace. Having fantasies about leaving the ravine and actually doing it were two different things. He felt the lure of the taverns, of the Ephebe, of home calling him back down. And he would have heeded their pull had the truth been other than it was. But no matter how much he wanted his old life back, it was as gone as the name he’d been stripped of.

He hadn’t noticed when Shader climbed over the lip of the ravine without his help or support, and it came as a shock to him when the knight reached down to offer him a hand up.

Nameless felt himself teetering on the brink, literally as well as figuratively. All he’d ever known, everything that defined him, lay in the city below. How could he expect to cope in the world above? How could any dwarf? The thought flitted across his mind that he should simply back to the edge of the incline and step off into the chasm. There would be a moment’s terror as he plummeted toward an upper-tier walkway, maybe a split second’s pain, and then it would all be over.

“Nameless,” Shader said.

Nameless craned his neck to see above through the eye-slit.

Shader nodded encouragement at him, stretched out his hand. His eyes—the eyes Nameless had thought were Aristodeus’s—had none of the philosopher’s calculation and coldness. Aristodeus was a master of saying what he thought people wanted to hear, but humor, compassion, even genuineness were never reflected in his eyes. Shader’s might have been the same piercing blue, but they were as changeable as the skies of Aethir: one minute dazzling, almost iridescent; the next clouded over with gray.

Right now, they were a mixture of both, as if a tangle of conflicting emotions bubbled just beneath the surface: fear, doubt, reluctance; barely contained anger, frustration. But in among them, Nameless detected a thread of concern for him, a chink of empathy. And that last alone was what convinced Nameless to take Shader’s hand and be helped to the top of the ravine.

The minute he stepped away from the brink, Nameless felt exposed. It was so open, and he missed the protective shadows of the ravine walls like an absent parent. If it hadn’t been for the scarolite helm enclosing his head and restricting his field of vision, it might have felt a whole lot worse.

“Well?” Shader said. “How’s it feel?”

Nameless panned the great helm left and right, piecing together the view one strip at a time through the eye-slit. Ahead, perhaps a quarter of a mile off, the rock-strewn ground rose in steps and ledges that burgeoned into a low range of hills. They looked like nothing so much as a cluster of tuberous growths above the scarolite mines.

Shader followed his gaze and said, “The road we came by skirts those hills.”

“Aye, that’ll be the one the Founders built. Follow it east, and we’ll reach New Londdyr.” With the suns directly overhead, he wasn’t sure which way that was, and he said as much.

Shader seemed as clueless as Nameless. He looked to the left. “That’s the way we came, the way to the Perfect Peak.”

“So, right, then,” Nameless said, turning to face that way.

A dense mountain range rolled away toward the horizon. At the near end, it came close to the hills above the scarolite mines, and the dwarven road entered a pass between them.

He turned again, this time to look back out across the ravine.

In the far distance, he could make out the peak of a lone mountain. At first, he thought it must be Gandaw’s, but it couldn’t have been. That stood in the Dead Lands, as far west as the old dwarven road went. In which case, the peak he was looking at had to be Mount Sartis, the volcano his people had once tried to engineer. He remembered Thumil saying that had been the last time the dwarves ventured outside of Arx Gravis, an action that confirmed them in their fear of emerging from exile. The goblins the expedition had disturbed followed them home to the ravine, and the dwarves had come close to extinction.

“Found us some eggs,” Shadrak said.

The homunculus was a blur of movement coming from the direction of the hills. His cloak billowed about his shoulders, giving a glimpse of a dark leather jerkin and twin baldrics bristling with knives. Without his hood up, he looked somewhat severe with his close-shaven white hair and clipped box beard. Black rings surrounded his pink eyes like calderas. His lips were thin and set in a permanent scowl. With his bloodless complexion, he looked an evil shogger, for sure; either that, or he was extremely unwell and dying from consumption, or the cancer that had claimed Cordy’s pa.

Shadrak held out a pouch he’d crammed full with speckled quail’s eggs. The birds were regular visitors to the ravine, and their eggs made for a hearty breakfast, along with a few rinds of bacon and doorstops of toasted bread. And kaffa, of course.

Just the thought of all those succulent smells, and the bitter aroma of freshly roasted kaffa made Nameless’s stomach rumble. And then he remembered: he couldn’t take the helm off to eat.

“I’m not hungry, laddie. But thanks anyway.”

Shadrak reattached the pouch to his belt, where half a dozen smaller ones hung.

“Suit yourself.” To Shader, the homunculus said, “We should save them, in case there’s no hunting to be had this side of New Londdyr.”

Shader nodded his agreement, and then they were off, making a beeline for the road.

Despite the patches of overgrowth, there was evidence the road was still in use. A few hours out of Arx Gravis, they took a short break beside a broken wagon wheel. There was fresh dung close by, which Shader identified as coming from horses. To his trained nose, it was apparently quite recent.

When they passed the shoulder of the hills above the mines and entered a plain, Nameless was stunned by the wide open spaces, and began to realize just how shut away from the world he’d been in the ravine. His old life, the only life he’d ever known, was already starting to feel claustrophobic by comparison. Everything he’d taken for reality in Arx Gravis now seemed like the shadows cast on the ravine walls by the silvery glow of Raphoe, the largest of Aethir’s three moons.

At the end of the first day, the road brought them along the shore of an inland sea. Shadrak continued on, scouting out somewhere they could camp for the night.

The water made Nameless nervous. At first, he had no idea why, but then more cracks opened in the hard crust that covered his memories. It was the law of Arx Gravis that a mother taught her children all the skills essential for survival, but for some reason, his ma had never taught him to swim. Worse still, he had no recollection of her, save for the portrait in oil his pa kept in his room.

Suddenly acutely uncomfortable with the blood scabbing up his arms and coating his boots and britches, Nameless made his way to the water’s edge. He fought down a flutter of panic by telling himself he didn’t need to go in more than up to his waist; that there was no chance of drowning.

Seeing what he was up to, Shader helped him out of his chainmail hauberk, and Nameless walked into the water until it came up to his belt. He rubbed it into his forearms, and picked away at the worst of the scabs. After awhile, he grew more confident, and ducked down until the water came up to his neck. Finally, he came back to shore, stripped off his clothes, and plunged back in naked, save for the scarolite helm and the manacles on his wrists trailing lengths of chain.

When he emerged, Shader was wringing out his clothes for him. Nameless put them back on, still wet.

Shadrak returned, and led them to a copse of ash trees set back from the bank, where he said they should rest for the night.

Off in the distance, Shadrak claimed he could see the spires of a city. Try as they might, Shader and Nameless could see nothing but an endless expanse of scrubland. The homunculus must have had eyes as keen as an eagle’s, because there seemed no possible reason for him to lie.

After they had gathered deadfall and kindling, Shadrak got a fire going with his tinderbox. Nameless leaned his axe against a tree, and pulled off his boots and his sodden socks so he could rub his aching feet.

Shadrak took a quail’s egg from his pouch, cracked it open on a rock, and swallowed the contents. When he saw Shader’s reaction, he said, “What? You want an omelet? Unless you can get that helm off Nameless’s head and use it as a frying pan, raw eggs is the best I can do.” He cracked open and ate another. “Course, if we was back in Sarum, my mate Albert would have cooked up something fancy. He’s a master chef. Downside is, he’s also the deadliest poisoner in the Sicarii.”

“Sicarii?” Nameless said.

“Assassin’s guild,” Shader answered. There was bitterness in his voice that betrayed he liked these Sicarii every bit as much as Nameless liked the Krypteia.

“That what you are, laddie?” Nameless asked. “An assassin?”

“So what if I am?” Shadrak was on to his third egg.

“Doesn’t matter to me. I was just wondering how a little fellow like you, a homunculus, gets mixed up in that sort of thing.”

“Size matter to you, does it?” Shadrak said.

“To the lassies, it does.”

Shadrak rolled his pink eyes and swallowed another egg. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and said, “And I ain’t no homunculus.”

“You could have fooled me.”

“Well, I ain’t. And you ain’t the first scut to call me one, neither. But keep it up, and you’ll be the last.”

“Oh, aye?” Nameless said.

“Are those squirrels in the treetops?” Shader said, clearly seeking to break the tension. “We used to boil them up on campaign when I was with the Seventh Horse.”

Nameless started to tug his socks and boots back on.

Shadrak said, “Shog squirrels. Wait here, and I’ll see what I can find.”

With a swirl of his concealer cloak, he was lost in the foliage.

After a while, Shader said, “You want to be careful around him.” He winced and rubbed his lower back. “Before we were working together, if that’s what you can call it, Shadrak stabbed me in the back. Literally. The only reason I survived was this.” He drew his shortsword, and golden fire burst along the blade.

Nameless stiffened. Like Rhiannon’s black sword, it reminded him too much of the axe he’d found in Gehenna. “You sure you know what that is, laddie?”

“Mostly.” Shader re-sheathed the sword. “It’s a gladius, an ancient weapon. It is known as the Sword of the Archon.”

“The shogger who wants me dead?”

“He does?”

“I heard. Least I think I did, after Aristodeus put this helm on my head. There was a voice, like the rustle of leaves. I could have been dreaming, I suppose.”

“No,” Shader said. “That sounds like the Archon. What did he say?”

“That I was a pawn of the Demiurgos. That if I lived, thousands would die.”

“Thousands?” Shader couldn’t keep the dread from his face. “That’s what he said? That you would kill thousands?”

“That they would die,” Nameless said. “So, how did you come by his sword? I don’t believe you stole it.”

“I won it in a tournament,” Shader said. “It came with certain responsibilities I didn’t want to take on.”

“So, you did steal it.”

Shader smiled. “In a manner of speaking. But the supreme ruler of the Templum, the Ipsissimus, forgave me. At least, I think he did.”

“And where does Aristodeus come into this?” Nameless said. “You said he mentored you, same as he mentored my brother. I find it hard to believe he didn’t engineer you getting hold of that sword.”

“He prepared me to win it,” Shader said. “Over many years.”

“And you know this Archon?” Nameless said. “Can he be trusted?”

Shader sighed and, without looking, untied the cord from his belt and began to pick at the knots on it. Nameless was beginning to think he’d chosen not to answer, but when one of the knots came undone, Shader said, “I don’t know. Same as I no longer know if Aristodeus can be.”

Nameless nodded. “I know what you mean there. That shogger knows more than he should about what’s been going on, and I’m undecided about which side of the fence he’s on.”

“He was my tutor,” Shader said. “From the age of seven onwards. It was Aristodeus who taught me to fight, prepared me for entering the Elect, the Order of knights I belonged to.”

“Belonged?”

Shader looked up at the eye-slit. “I left.” He held up the cord. “This is a Nousian prayer cord. It’s an aid to contemplation. I found it increasingly difficult to reconcile the way of prayer with the way of the sword.”

“And yet you still carry a blade, even as you pick away at those knots.”

Shader smiled and shook his head. “Don’t see I have much choice. Someone needs to stop Sektis Gandaw, and fate—or Aristodeus—seems to have decided that’s me.”

“So, you are not here out of choice?”

“Not really,” Shader said.

Nameless could certainly relate to that: being caught up in events he neither wished for or controlled. “So, we’re both pawns, then.”

Shader chewed that over before he answered. “There are choices open to us. There are always choices.”

“I used to believe that,” Nameless said. “But these days, I’m not so sure.”

“Believe it again,” Shader said. “No matter what they throw at us—fate, the Demiurgos, Aristodeus, even—we can still decide how to react. How to conduct ourselves. No matter the situation, there is always a right and a wrong way to be.”

“If you have the eyes to see it,” Nameless said. He certainly hadn’t when he’d emerged from Gehenna. He’d seen things, right enough—demons overrunning the ravine—but the reality had been another thing entirely.

“Urddynoor,” Nameless said. “To my people, it’s a dream world.”

“As is Aethir to mine,” Shader said.

“And yet, here you are,” Nameless said, “a man from Urddynoor sitting around a fire with a dwarf of Aethir. How can that be? How did you get here?”

“Shadrak,” Shader said. “He brought us here in a plane ship.”

“Beats a gaudy one, I suppose.”

Shader laughed. “The other sort of plane: a different order of existence; at least that’s how it was explained to me.”

“By Aristodeus?”

A thunderclap sounded from beyond the copse. They looked at each other. Shadrak must have found supper.

“What is that wand thing of his?” Nameless asked.

“Ancient tech. A gun. Sometimes he calls it his Thundershot. Things like that are rare on Urddynoor, but from time to time the secrets of the old world come to light.”

“So, Urddynoor has a mythical past, just like Aethir. Ours is full of Dwarf Lords, sinking cities, and all manner of beasts from the lands of nightmare beyond the Farfall Mountains.”

“Ours is…” Shader started, and then stopped to recollect himself. “Ours is divided into the times before and after a cataclysm known as the Reckoning. Our Ancients lived under the rule of Sektis Gandaw and his Global Technocracy. Everything that did not conform to his vision of order was gradually eradicated: every culture, religion, every freely chosen expression, until all that remained to oppose him was the continent of Sahul. Finally, he moved his metal monsters in to subjugate the Sahulians, but their Dreamers, their native people, fought back. Or rather, one of them did: a shaman called Huntsman. He had possession of the one thing Sektis Gandaw needed to unweave all the worlds.”

“This Statue of Eingana?” Nameless said.

Shader nodded. “Huntsman used its power to turn the tide. He opened doorways between your world and mine, and creatures of nightmare came streaming through to destroy the civilization of the Ancients. It’s said Eingana had a son, you know. A dog-headed ape.”

“The Cynocephalus?” Nameless said. The god who had dreamed the world of Aethir into existence, and now lay sleeping fitfully in the bowels of Gehenna, on the cusp of the Abyss.

Shader nodded. “The same. It was his dreams that bled through to Urddynoor, or rather, his nightmares. Sektis Gandaw fled to Aethir in a plane ship, like the one that brought me here, and Huntsman broke apart the statue into five pieces, and entrusted each to its own guardian, so that it would be next to impossible for Gandaw to find them in the future.”

“But he has found them,” Nameless said. “And the Unweaving has commenced.”

“Last time, a thousand years ago, Maldark the Fallen prevented it.”

“Aye, laddie,” Nameless said. “I was meaning to ask you about that. You say you met Maldark? But how can that—”

A tree trunk rippled and Shadrak emerged from it, the concealer cloak falling open as he walked. He held a dead armadillo by the tail.

“Now that beats a squirrel any day,” he said.

“Just make sure you cook it thoroughly,” Nameless said. “They were all the rage back in the ravine, until Thom Larny caught leprosy from eating one half-raw.”

“Brought this, too,” Shadrak said, tossing Nameless a waterskin. “Thought you might be able to pour some through the eye-slit, maybe get a drop or two in your mouth.”

“Obliged to you, laddie,” Nameless said. He unstoppered the costrel and tipped his head back. The cold water splashing his face felt good, and some of it trickled to his lips.

Shadrak slung another waterskin to Shader. “Drink as much as you like. We can refill before we set off in the morning.”

An hour later, Shadrak and Shader tore off strips of char-blackened armadillo and chewed morosely. Nameless dropped a piece of meat through the eye-slit, but it fell to the bottom of the helm, and try as he might, he couldn’t get it anywhere near his lips. He gave up then. Last thing he needed was a pile of moldering armadillo flesh stinking up the inside of his ma’s helm.

His rumbling tummy brought the black dog scampering from the recesses of his mind. If it had been a real dog, it might have wolfed down the meat he’d dropped through the eye-slit. But that would have been way too useful. Instead, it harried him with gloomy thoughts and a crushing sense of hopelessness.

Dimly, he became aware Shadrak was asking him a question, and was holding up a slender pick.

“Want me to get those manacles off you? You two go waltzing into a city with chains hanging from your wrists, they’ll lock you up in no time. And while I’m about it, you can tell us what you know about New Londdyr.”

Nameless held out his wrists, and Shadrak began to poke about with his pick.

What he knew? Nameless didn’t know much, save for what he’d heard from the Annals.

“Laddie, I’ve been stuck in a ravine all my life. All I can tell you is that it’s big. Very big. And it’s governed by a Senate.”

The first clasp clicked open and the manacle thudded to the floor trailed by a snaking length of chain.

“But my people have had no contact with the world above since the time of the Fallen. It’s as new to me as it is to you.”

“Great,” Shadrak said. “This just gets better and better.”

“Thing that’s been troubling me,” Nameless said, “is why we couldn’t go straight to the Perfect Peak. You said there were things outside, guarding it. What kind of things?”

“Some kind of tech,” Shader said. “Silver spheres that spit fire. We’d last no longer than a few seconds. We were lucky to make it back to the Sour Marsh.”

“But not lucky enough to find my scutting plane ship,” Shadrak said, wincing as he worked on the second manacle. “We landed in the marsh, but when we went back, the ship was gone.”

“Sure you went back to the right place?” Nameless asked.

Another click, and another thud and rattle of chain. “Course I’m sure.” Shadrak tapped his temple. “Perfect memory. Never forget a place, a name, or a face.”

“Wish I’d known you sooner, then,” Nameless said. “Because no other shogger can recall my name. So, tell me about the Sour Marsh.” Maybe hearing about such exotic places would drive the black dog back to its corner.

“Shog-hole, is what it is,” Shadrak said. He pointed with his pick at Shader’s manacles.

“The place is alive,” Shader said, holding out his wrists. “Sentient. It apparently oozes beneath these Farfall Mountains you mentioned, carries pestilence through from the land of nightmares.”

“Does it now?” Nameless said. “Now that is a worrying thought. I must go there.”

“Why?” Shadrak said, freeing Shader from one restraint, then setting to work on the other. “You got a thing for giant maggots and will-o-the-wisps that lead you into the mire to drown?”

“Well, it’s different,” Nameless said.

“And lizard-men,” Shader added, rubbing his wrists when Shadrak freed him of the other manacle. “Creatures melded by Sektis Gandaw. One of them, their leader, Skeyr Magnus, had a gauntlet of power he’d stolen from the Technocrat. He saw himself as usurping Gandaw, only…”

“Only he was a cowardly scut,” Shadrak said, “who’d rather skulk away the rest of his life in the swamp than do anything useful. Sound familiar?”

It did, but Nameless wasn’t sure he liked what was being implied. His own people were no different, though, he had to admit that. But hearing it said by an outsider was like putting out a haunch of mutton for the black dog to come gnaw on. It was only by an effort of will that he fought back the encroaching dark of depression.

“So, you decided to come to Arx Gravis instead.”

“Not by choice,” Shadrak said. “This scut that followed us from Urddynoor showed up in the Sour Marsh.”

“Dave the hunchback,” Shader said. “Though how he got to Aethir is a mystery.”

“Stowaway?” Nameless suggested.

“I don’t think so,” Shader said. “Not given what we saw when we entered Arx Gravis; when we passed beneath the archway.”

“A demon,” Nameless said, doing his best to steer his memories away from what the black axe had made him see during the massacre.

“No other explanation,” Shadrak said. “And a right shogger to kill, he was.”

“But you killed him?”

Shadrak looked at Shader. “He did.”

It was no wonder the dwarves had reacted like they did. Visitors to Arx Gravis were bad enough, but a demon…

“We should get some sleep,” Shader said, settling himself down on the ground by the fire.

Nameless couldn’t argue with that. He was bone weary. He lay down beneath his tree.

Shadrak muttered something under his breath, but then it fell quiet.

Last thing Nameless remembered was the gentle lapping of the waves from the inland sea, the chirping of cicadas, and the flutter of bats’ wings overhead.


MARESMAN BUSINESS







Nameless knew he was dreaming. He had to be. He’d fallen asleep beneath a tree, but here he was in an immense cavern formed from coal. Here he was circling a monolith of ice. There was a shape within the glistening block, much as the black axe had been encased in crystal. While it was no axe, it was formed from the same nebulous shadow: a giant as tall as the Aorta. He had to step away from it to see the head hundreds of feet above: it was featureless as the Void, save for eyes of coruscant violet. It did not move. It did not speak. All it did was laugh within his skull, a bubbling, malign mirth that burned him with shame, froze him with despair. He was a disappointment, a failure, but over and above all else, he was a butcher.

Something roared.

The cavern shook under the impact of thunderous hooves. A rasping slither. A tortured flutter. Clopping. Whuffs and whinnies. A pounding, galloping wind, crashing toward him like a rockfall.

He snapped awake and rolled aside.

Something huge shot past him in spurts of coiling undulation. He struck the trunk of the tree, pulled himself to his feet. Where was his axe? Where was his shogging—

Thunder boomed.

Shadrak.

Nameless panned the great helm, saw only the denser black of the copse.

A flare of aureate brilliance—Shader drawing his sword. It wove a golden thread through the night as he turned a circle.

The rockfall—the pounding crash of hooves rumbling toward them.

“Out of the way! Maresman business!”

Nameless pressed himself against the bark as a horse and rider thundered by.

Shader swung round behind them, watched them pass.

Something dark dropped from a low branch: Shadrak, landing in a crouch, his gun tracking the horseman.

“See that thing he was chasing?” Shadrak said. “I tell you, you don’t want to be sleeping on the ground no more.”

Nameless saw the glint of his axe in the glow coming off Shader’s sword. He snatched it up.

“What the shog was that?” Not just whatever had torn through their camp, but the giant encased in ice he’d circled in his dream.

Shader started across the copse in pursuit.

“Leave it,” Shadrak said. “Let’s get out of—”

A shrill scream split the night.

“The horse,” Shader said. He was already running toward the sound.

Nameless barreled after him, dimly aware of Shadrak slipping away to his flank.

They emerged from the other side of the copse into a chaos of limbs.

The horse was on its back, kicking and whinnying. Something thick and incredibly long was coiled about its body. Swaying above the horse’s head was the torso of a man, tapering away into a serpent’s body. It had the head of a bull, ruby eyes glinting in the moonlight. Feathered wings flapped furiously from its back. One of them was broken.

The rider must have been thrown. He was scrambling to his feet. Black coat, black hat, broad face, heavy with scars. He ran at the beast constricting his horse. He had no weapon, but his fist came up wreathed in flame.

The bull-head cannoned into him, butted him skyward. The man rolled as he fell; charged again.

Shader darted in, rammed his sword into the undulating body. A wing smacked him aside, leaving the gladius buried to the hilt in scales.

As the bull-head veered toward Shader, blocking him from retrieving his blade, Nameless delivered a woodcutter’s chop to its mannish torso. It reared up so fast, he struck the scales beneath its thorax, and the axe flew from his grasp. It was like hitting rock.

Shadrak fired, and blood sprayed. The beast roared and launched itself at him, anchoring its tail on the weakening horse. Shadrak tumbled aside of an eviscerating gore, fired again, but the creature switched back with blistering speed. It caught him by the cloak in one monstrous hand. Shadrak backflipped and kicked it in the snout. His cloak came unclasped, and he dived out of the way of a head-butt that would have pulverized him.

The black-coated man leapt onto the beast’s back and slammed his flaming fist into its neck. It screeched and bucked, and flung him clear. This time, he hit the ground hard and struggled to rise.

The head came at him, but the man got his palm up in time. Flames burst from it, and the creature recoiled screaming. Its coils contracted with sudden force. There was an answering crack, and the horse shuddered and stilled.

Shadrak came on, blasting with his Thundershot. The first two shots ricocheted off scales. The third punched a hole in the beast’s torso. The tail whipped out from beneath the horse and lashed at him. He ducked beneath it, sprang atop a coil, and bounded off to one side, firing as he fell. The tip of a horn shattered. Shadrak hit the ground rolling, and kept on rolling till he was clear.

Shader darted in and yanked his sword out of the scales it was embedded in. The head arced down. He slashed at it, turned it aside, but the tail whipped around his chest. He gasped, and hacked at the coils crushing him, but there was no power to his blows.

Nameless bellowed and charged. The head swung toward him. His axe thudded into fur and sinew, but the impact jolted his arm. Slinging blood in its wake, the head slammed into the great helm with a resonant clang. The axe went flying, but Nameless stood his ground and fired off a right hook. The beast snorted, and hammered him with a punch of its own. His chainmail bore the brunt, but the force of the blow drove him to his knees.

The black-coated man was there then, flinging fire in its face. The beast howled and thrashed. The man bobbed and weaved between its flailing arms and flat-palmed it in the sternum. Fire lit its body from within, and it shrieked.

Shader groaned. His face was purple, his sword arm hanging useless at his side, fingers barely retaining the gladius’s hilt.

Shadrak stepped in, skimming silver stars that lodged in the creature’s torso, head, and arms. Black-coat crumpled beneath a pounding fist. Shader began to gurgle.

Nameless pushed himself to his feet and hit the beast with an uppercut, rocking its head back. It chomped down on his shoulder, but the chainmail saved him.

Silver streaked across his vision. One of Shadrak’s stars lodged in the creature’s eye. It screamed and turned toward the assassin, and in that instant, Nameless grabbed it by the horns and twisted, twisted, twisted with everything he had. Shader’s wheezing breaths only lent him strength. Heavy arms bashed at him, tried to dislodge him, but he refused to let go.

Shadrak ran in, stabbed at its heart, but an arm came down to block, and the assassin swirled away.

“Shader!” he cried.

“I know!” Nameless grunted.

The beast bucked and flailed, reached behind to grab his forearm. Something ruptured deep within Nameless. Something not quite tangible. Magma surged through his limbs, and he put everything he had into a last desperate heave.

The beast’s neck cracked and turned to an impossible degree. At once, its coils grew flaccid, and Shader dropped on top of them.

Nameless released the monster’s horns, and it slumped to the ground.

He lay there for a moment, catching his breath. Another second, and they would have lost Shader. Nameless had the feeling that would have spelled the end for all of them. For all the worlds.

He heard the knight cough and splutter, though, and took some comfort from that.

A pallid hand clamped down on his shoulder, and then Shadrak reached down and helped him to sit.

“See what I mean? I said to leave it. What did you two think, that I was shogging joking? Does this look like a face that jokes?”

Nameless focused in on him, on the bloodless visage with its unnerving pink eyes.

“Honest opinion, laddie?”

“Only one that’s worth shit.”

“It’s an ugly mug more suited to frightening children and slurping the bodily fluids from moldering corpses than it is to a stand-up routine in Slim Shafty’s House of Grog, where all the best comedians perform.”

Shadrak’s silence cut the air like a threat, but then he shrugged. “So, fit for purpose, then?”

“I’d say.”

Shadrak helped him all the way to his feet. “They have comedy in Arx Gravis?”

“It’s a city within a ravine, laddie. It gets frightfully boring at times.”

“And I was was starting to think you dwarves were dour, with faces like cat’s arses.”

“There’s some truth in that,” Nameless said. “Which is why I hide mine behind this helm.”

He crossed over to Shader and knelt beside him.

“Are you all right, laddie?”

Shader’s breaths came in tortured wheezes, but he held his hand up to forestall anymore questions. Golden light flared along the blade of the gladius and suffused his flesh. He stiffened, then let out a long, slow breath.

“Am now,” Shader said, standing and rubbing his ribcage.

“You folks have got some explaining to do.” It was the man in the black coat. He’d found his feet and was stumbling over to them.

“Like what?” Shadrak said, fastening his cloak around his neck. “Like how we took this thing down and saved your arse?”

“I told you,” the man said, his fist starting to smolder, “this is Maresman business. That means stay out of it.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “I don’t mind a bit of bluster, but ungrateful…” He flicked a look at Shadrak. “I was going to say ‘shoggers’, but I feel the occasion warrants something stronger.”

“Tossers?” Shadrak suggested.

“Thank you. Ungrateful tossers will never—and I must emphasize the seriousness—never get to drink mead at my table.”

“Well, stumpy,” the man said, “let me give you some advice.”

“Not interested,” Nameless said. “Are you, Shadrak?”

“Nope.”

Shader came to stand at the assassin’s side. “What you could do is give us some answers. What was that thing, and why were you chasing it?”

“It’s my shogging job, that’s why. And as to what it was, I can’t give particulars, because it’s the first of its kind we’ve seen, but it’s a husk like all the other husks that think they can cross the Farfall Mountains. Don’t know what it is that’s gotten into them, but there’s been more incursions this past few days than we usually get in a year. The Senate has every last Maresman out hunting.”

“Creatures from Qlippoth crossing the Farfalls?” Nameless said, “but that’s impossible.”

“That’s what you’re supposed to think, and you’ve already seen more than you should. You, though,”—his eyes flicked from Shadrak to Nameless—“you two have got some explaining to do. Sure you ain’t no husks yourselves? You ain’t human, that’s for certain.” His hand burst into flame. “You want to tell me where you came from?”

“My mother’s womb,” Nameless said.

“Shog knows,” Shadrak said.

“Funny.” The Maresman stepped up close to Nameless. “Take off that helm.”

“Now there’s a thought.”

The flaming fist came up. “Take it—umph!”

He doubled over, then collapsed to his knees, trying to stem the flow of blood from his crotch.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Shadrak said, holding a gore-stained dagger in front of the Maresman’s face. “Just figured if you had nothing to toss with, you’d be cured of being a tosser.”

“Shadrak…” Shader warned.

But the assassin slashed the blade across the Maresman’s throat and stood back as he slumped to the ground.

“This isn’t what we came for,” Shader said, sheathing his gladius.

“You want my help, then stop trying to tell me how to give it.” The assassin’s pink eyes flashed at Nameless. “What about you? You got something to say, too?”

A hundred questions seethed and roiled through Nameless’s mind. He didn’t understand it either, the gratuitous brutality. There had been no need. If the shogger had tried anything with that flaming fist, Nameless would have known exactly where to shove it. But to kill a man, and with such glee… He stopped himself there. He was hardly in a position to judge.

Shadrak was watching him expectantly, and Nameless knew he had to say something.

“So, laddie, you don’t have a mother?”

Shadrak frowned, then said, “Yes, I do. Only, she didn’t give birth to me.”

Before Nameless could ask who did, Shader crouched over the body of the Maresman.

“He said there’s been an unusual amount of incursions. Husks, he called them.” He glanced over his shoulder at Nameless. “You think it has anything to do with the Unweaving?”

“Can’t say, laddie, but it does seem a bit of a coincidence. Maybe the husks have got wind of what Gandaw’s up to and are trying to stop him.” If that was the case, the Maresmen were playing right into the Technocrat’s hands.

“So, the Senate employ these scuts to patrol the borders?” Shadrak said.

Nameless shrugged. “If they do, this one was doing a poor job of it. The Farfalls are said to be in the far north, and yet here we are a stone’s throw from New Londdyr.”

“Maybe the Senate will thank me for killing him, then,” Shadrak said. “Save them the trouble of firing him. Don’t know about you two, but I ain’t likely to sleep after this. I say we press on, see if we can make it there by morning.”

“Agreed,” Nameless said. “Shader?”

“We can’t just leave the body.”

“Watch me,” Shadrak said. “It ain’t like I carry a shovel.”

“We could find rocks for a cairn,” Nameless suggested.

“That isn’t what I meant.”

Shader knelt down beside the body and fished a leather-bound book from his pocket. Paying no heed to Shadrak’s impatient pacing, he began to read aloud.

Nameless knew he’d heard the very same words before. And then he remembered: Thumil had read them over the body of Nameless’s pa when they’d brought him back from the mines.

At the same time, one of the names he’d been hunting seeped through the cracks in his mind. His pa’s name:

Droom.

And in the privacy afforded by the great helm, he started to weep.




NEW LONDDYR







Dawn light bled atop the city’s battlements as one sun crested the horizon. The walls must have been close to five-hundred feet tall, and they extended for miles without end. The sections stretching between the scores of cylindrical towers were heavily buttressed, and embrasured on dozens of levels. Lanterns ghosted in between the merlons, and cones of stark light roved the ground outside the city. A cluster of bronze-capped minarets peeked above the walls, and way off to their left, an immense chimney billowed smoke that swirled into a dirty canopy of smog.

Boggy ground squelched beneath their boots as the trio trudged the last few miles toward New Londdyr. Eventually, the second sun rose to join its twin, and they both climbed at their usual hectic rate, setting the domes of the minarets aflame and limning the smog with gold.

Nameless angled the great helm back the way they’d come, where the sky was bruised with a patch of mauve. It must have been way past Arx Gravis, perhaps as far as the Perfect Peak.

Shader, too, was looking back to the west. A frown furrowed his face.

“Reckon it’s started?” Shadrak said.

“Either that, or there’s a storm coming,” Shader said.

“You get twisters here, mate?” Shadrak asked Nameless.

“Only bad winds we get in Arx Gravis are from drinking Ironbelly’s,” Nameless muttered, more to himself than anyone else.

Whether it was from trekking through the night, or from the worsening hunger gnawing away at his innards, the black dog mood was starting to worry away at the novelty of being outside the ravine. That was the cruel truth of things: no matter how wondrous, how awe-inspiring a new experience, it became mundane before you knew it, and then the hound of depression crept out from the dark spaces and gnawed the last scraps of flesh from its bones.

Lightning flashed in the distance, forking and branching across the mauve stain like cracks in a mirror.

“Storm it is, then.” Shadrak shrunk into his concealer cloak, merging with the browns and greens of the fens that were beginning to cede ground to the freshly plowed fields skirting the city.

“Nah, laddie.” Nameless said. “Not a storm.” At least, not any storm he’d seen. While living below ground had sheltered the dwarves from the worst of the winds that sometimes raged across the upper-lands, he’d seen his fair share of thunderstorms. The lightning arcing down the chasm sometimes struck the Aorta in coruscating sparks, and set the ravine walls flickering. Those were the moments of almost supernatural dread that nevertheless fueled his imagination and told him there was more to life than Arx Gravis.

But this… this was something different. The lightning he knew came down. These flashes traveled upward from the ground. And where they met the sky, specks of blackness were left in their wake, as if they scorched the very air and hardened it into scabs.

“We need to hurry,” Shader said. “There’s no telling how much time we have.”

The shadow cast by the walls fell over two or three acres of farmland. It smothered the blaze of the twin suns and sent a chill into Nameless’s bones.

Shader tugged his coat tight about him and pressed on. Shadrak glanced at Nameless, pulled his hood up, and together they set off after the knight.

“What we gonna do, knock?” Shadrak said as they approached the barbican thrusting out from the curtain wall between two towers. It was big enough to be a castle in its own right. In place of gates, it had huge double-doors of stone etched with cursive script. The writing was old dwarven.

Nameless walked right up to the doors and scanned the letters through the eye-slit.

“Something from the time of Maldark,” he said. “Old Dwarven’s not too good. No call for it, except for scholars, and Thumil, of course. Dead language, if you ask me.”

“Maldark?” Shader squinted where Nameless pointed. He started to translate out loud: “The last act of the dwarves of Malkuth, a gift for the first of the free.” He turned to Nameless for an explanation.

Nameless was momentarily stunned that the knight could read Old Dwarven, but then he recalled Shader reading over the Maresman’s body, and Aristodeus once saying a similar language existed on Urddynoor.

“Malkuth’s everything this side of the Farfalls, laddie,” Nameless explained. “The first of the free, though… I can only guess that’s the colonists. Legend has it they were brought to Aethir by Sektis Gandaw in magical ships that crossed the stars.” Now he was starting to believe the tale, though he’d bet his hind teeth they were plane ships, and they’d set out from Urddynoor.

Shader glanced at Shadrak, who merely narrowed his eyes and gave an almost indiscernible shrug.

“What’s the rest say?” Nameless asked.

“May this city vouchsafe the protection of these, our brothers, our fellow victims; and may it serve as an acceptable penance for our sins.”

“That’ll be about Maldark’s betrayal,” Nameless said. “From then on, my people mistrusted themselves so much, they withdrew from the world above. It’s why we have the Council, bunch of procrastinating codgers that they are.”

“Think they’ve noticed we’re here yet?” Shadrak looked up at the crenellations atop the barbican, where there appeared to be a change of guard taking place. “Want me to climb the walls, slit a few throats, and open them doors from the inside?”

“Can’t been done, laddie,” Nameless said. “Dwarf stonework. Mortar’s thinner than a gnat’s hair. Even with fingers as dainty as yours, you’ll find no purchase.”

Shadrak gave a tight-lipped smile and patted one of his belt pouches. “Then you don’t know much about my line of work.”

“Don’t know much about anything since I woke up,” Nameless said, rapping his knuckles on the great helm. “Noddle’s numb as a leper’s knackers.”

Shader shook his head as he looked at the walls, taking in the massive blocks of stone, each the size of a house. “Must’ve had some skill to build this. Your people, I mean.”

“Aye, laddie. Aye, that they did. You’ll not find stonework like that even in Arx Gravis. They call these the Cyclopean Walls. I heard it said a race of one-eyed giants lifted the blocks into place.”

Shader chuckled.

“I’m serious, laddie. Mind you, there’s more than one version of the tale. Some say Gandaw made the cyclopes from the raw stuff of humans brought from Urddynoor, same as he claims he did with my peop…”

He tailed off. That was a belief that had slowly taken hold of the popular imagination in Arx Gravis. Since Maldark’s day. Before that, if Lucius were to be believed, folk had considered themselves descendants of the Dwarf Lords, and they had worshipped a higher power that most certainly didn’t reside in a mountain of scarolite. “Gandaw did a lot of experimenting here in Malkuth. When he’d exhausted all he could do with a species, he exterminated it, and that’s what they say happened with the cyclopes.”

“Doubt he was chuffed them helping out with the walls,” Shadrak said. “Not if they were supposed to keep the colonists safe. I take it you mean safe from him?”

“Aye, you’re not wrong there. Course, there’s another legend that says the cyclopes were natives of Qlippoth on the other side of the Farfalls, but no one believes that anymore.”

A trumpet blast sounded from the barbican, and a soldier peered down at them through a crenel. His face was framed by a bronze helm with a white horsehair crest.

The soldier made a funnel of his hand and threw his voice. “Salvete, amici. Quo vadis?”

“Shog’s he say?” Shadrak said, hand slipping to his Thundershot.

Shader called back, “Ave, amicus. Quaeramus Academiae. Nos intrare?”

“Hold on, hold on,” the soldier said. “Not so fast, mate. All I know’s the greeting, and that’s only coz the bloody Senate’d have my job if I didn’t learn it right. Say again.”

“We’re heading for the Academy,” Shader said. “May we enter?”

A heavy clunk sounded from inside the barbican, followed by squeaking and groaning as the stone doors opened outward.

Shadrak started forward, but Nameless put a restraining hand on his shoulder. The assassin’s eyes flashed dangerously, and his hand crept inside his concealer cloak.

“Might want to take that off,” Nameless said.

“Yeah? And why’s that, then?”

“Folks see you blending with the surroundings, and they’ll assume you’re up to no good. Don’t want to get off to a bad start now, do we?”

Shadrak gave a curt nod and removed the cloak, bundling it under his arm. It looked like he was carrying a boulder the same color as the city walls.

“Give it here, laddie,” Nameless said. He took the bundle and stuffed it up the front of his hauberk. “They’ll either think I’m up the duff or a bit too friendly with the beer. Don’t worry,” he said as Shadrak gritted his teeth and shook his head. Nameless produced the drawstring purse Aristodeus had given him and shook it so that it clinked. “Big city like this, there’s bound to be a rogue’s outfitters. I’ll buy you a new one. All I ask in return is a pint in the nearest watering hole.”

“Just give it back when we leave,” Shadrak said, starting through the doors. “After you’ve washed the dwarf sweat off it.”

“How about you, laddie?” Nameless said, walking beside Shader into the mouth of the barbican. “A half, even. Something to wet the whistle.”

“You can’t drink, remember?”

Nameless rubbed the top of his great helm. “Oh, shog, I completely forgot. Silly really, seeing as that’s why we’re heading to the Acad…”

He dried up as they entered a long hallway lit by softly glowing crystals set into the vaulted ceiling. Fluted pillars ran in three evenly spaced rows, and polished wooden doors flanked both sides of the hall. Switchback railings formed a maze-like channel down the center, presumably for queuing people entering and leaving the city.

Past that, the hall was dark and devoid of furnishings. The ceiling crystals  there cast no light, and heavy cobwebs hung like drapes.

Four signs marked the exits: “Visitors”, “Residents”, “Guilds”, and “Private”.

A guard stepped from the shadows to usher them into a featureless gray corridor that took them to a squat chamber. Barred windows looked out onto a gloamy street. A couple of soldiers with crossbows watched from each. Between the windows, a massive oak door was fastened shut by three thick bolts. A man in a wrinkled toga stood to the side of it next to a waist-high table, upon which were stacks of booklets and papers. Apparently, Aristodeus wasn’t the only one to wear such a ridiculous garment.

“Welcome, friends. Welcome to New Londdyr, bastion of the free and first city of Malkuth. My name is Lawson, your greeter today. Is this your first visit? Good, well, then you’ll need one of our exquisite street maps and a guide book, which details places of interest such as the Capitol, the Old Mint, our incomparable restaurant strip, the…”

Shadrak sidled up to the table behind the man and pocketed something.

“… Cotze’s Foundry, the Raymark Brewery—”

“Let me see,” Nameless said, snatching the map from the greeter’s hand. “How much?”

“We have a special discount this week only. A denarius for the book, half that for the map; but if you take both, we’ll work something out.”

“Denarius?” Shader said. Then to Nameless, “Like back home.”

“A lot of time and preparation went into the design, sir. I hardly think it’s too much to—”

Nameless withdrew his purse and fished out a couple of silvers. “Just the map, laddie.” There was a fair bit of gold left, Made him wonder how much money Aristodeus had, that he could give it away so blithely.

Shadrak rolled his eyes and shook his head. “I’ve already nabbed one,” he mouthed.

“Two sistercii.” Lawson shot Nameless a beaming smile. “That’ll do nicely. Thank you, sir. Have a great day. Uh, guards, would you be so kind…”

One of the soldiers sighed and set about pulling back the bolts so that he could open the door.

“Once again,” Lawson said, “welcome to our city.”


THE ACADEMY







Outside in the street, it could have been night, so dark were the shadows thrown by the Cyclopean Walls. Glowing crystals suspended from tall posts shed dirty yellow light in swaths upon market stalls bustling with activity. The bitter aroma of kaffa hung heavy in the air, and a brief gust of wind brought a whiff of pipe smoke through the slit of the great helm.

Shadrak slid in among the crowd and disappeared.

“There he goes again,” Nameless said. “Slippery little shogger, that one.”

Shader spun round as if he’d been stung.

“Sorry, guv,” a stoat-faced man said, snatching his hand away from Shader’s pocket. “Missed my footing.”

Nameless took a step toward him, and the man slunk back into the throng.

“Just like the Sanguis Terrae wharfs,” he said. “Pickpockets, waghalters, and rutterkins galore. The gnome should be in his element.”

“Gnome?” Shader said.

“Yes, you know, the homunculus. Miners call them deep gnomes, though you wouldn’t want to say that to their face.”

Nameless unfolded the map he’d bought and tried scanning it through the eye-slit before giving up and handing it to Shader.

“The city’s divided into dozens of squares,” Shader said. It’s almost a perfect grid. The Academy is north-east of here.”

Shader glanced up, and Nameless followed his gaze to the smoking chimney they’d seen from outside.

“That’s Cotze’s Foundry,” Shader said. “Only a couple of blocks from where we need to be.”

They set out onto the high street and followed it north through the shaded market stalls, making their way around the scattered pavement tables and chairs in front of a bewildering array of eateries. The smell of roasted meat and garlic was torture to Nameless. He’d have given his right arm for a hot stew and a hunk of fresh-cooked bread.

He led the way east down a side street labeled EW 41st. They must have been at the rear of yet more restaurants. Crates were stacked outside weatherbeaten doors, and here and there, refuse spilled from overturned cans.

They turned north onto NS 20th and left the shadows cast by the Cyclopean Walls. The temperature went from cool and refreshing to muggy, and suddenly the stench of rotting food became overbearing. They’d gone barely twenty yards, when three dark figures stepped from an alcove. One of them snapped his fingers, producing a tongue of flame, which he used to light a weedstick. It might even have been narcotic somnificus, same as everyone said Councilor Yuffie smuggled into Arx Gravis. The other two raised crossbows.

“Oh good,” Nameless said. “This is what I get up for in the morning.”

Shader’s hand hovered above the hilt of his gladius.

“Let me guess,” the smoking man said. “You got lost and just happened to wander into our territory? No, don’t tell me: You’re a pair of those underground holies come looking for converts. Am I close? No? Hows about you’re a couple of Night Hawks wanting to jump ship now there’s a new king on the dung-pile? See, thing is, no one comes down here less they’s really stupid or they got business with—”

In one smooth motion, a shadow dropped down behind the trio, rolled left, lunged right, and the two crossbowmen crumpled into heaps.

“Thing is,” Shadrak said, ramming a punch dagger into the smoking man’s kidney, “you got a big gob that’s just about starting to piss me off.”

The man screamed, and his weedstick dropped to the ground. Shadrak kicked him in the back of the legs, sending him sliding off the dagger onto his knees.

“Stop!” the man cried through a mouthful of bubbling blood. “Wait!”

Shadrak whirled in front of him and rammed his elbow into his nose. There was a sickening crunch, and the man screamed.

Nameless turned the great helm on Shader. “Give the gnome his due, he’s a tough little runt. Got the makings of a featherweight circle fighter, if you ask me.”

“That’s enough, Shadrak,” Shader said.

Shadrak picked up the still-burning weedstick. “Nothing’s enough for these types.” He jabbed the smoking end in the man’s eye, and this time the scream was even more shrill and terrible. “Show them one jot of mercy, and they’ll take it as weakness.” He burned the other eye and stood back to watch the man thrashing and whimpering on the ground.

It wasn’t right, the way the assassin took pleasure in what he was doing, but you had to say, the shoggers had asked for it. Nameless had half a mind to step in and put the fellow out of his misery. He glanced at Shader and saw he was thinking the same.

The thrashing subsided, and the man curled himself into a fetal ball. Shadrak bent over him and punched the dagger repeatedly into his skull. There was a grunt, a few twitches, and then nothing.

“Shogging journeymen,” Shadrak said. “Hate the scuts.” He wiped his dagger on the man’s clothes and straightened up. “Place ain’t so bad,” he said. He threw Shader a paper-wrapped package. “Good food, lame city watch, and now what sounds like rival guilds ripe for the picking. Makes me want to set up shop.”

The package contained a hunk of fresh bread and a slab of cheese. Shader glanced guiltily at Nameless and then tore into it.

“Sorry, mate,” Shadrak said to Nameless. “Had a turkey leg earmarked for you, and a bottle of wine, but then I remembered…”

Nameless growled.

By the time they reached the main street, Shader had wolfed down his bread and cheese and looked better for it.

They emerged from the alleyway into a bustling shopping district, loud with the clatter of carts and the clip-clop of horses.

They tagged along behind a man in a wide-brimmed hat and drab gray robe. He was handing out slips of paper to anyone who’d meet his eyes, weaving his way in and out of the central throng. As they passed a pavement restaurant sheltered by an awning, the man went from table to table leaving his slips for the diners. Some pocketed them surreptitiously, but others shook their heads or snapped their fingers at the waiters.

When they came out the other side of the awning, the man was waiting. He looked through narrowed eyes at Shadrak and Nameless, then clasped Shader’s hand and gave a half-smile. He turned away and entered the open door of a three-story house nestled between two shops. A balding man peered around the jamb, checked the street both ways, then shut the door.

Shader held the slip of paper he’d been left between his thumb and forefinger.

“What’s that he gave you?” Nameless said.

Shader passed it to him. There was a drawing on one side of a bird stabbing itself in the breast with its beak. On the reverse was written something in Old Dwarven, or whatever they called it here.

Nameless shook his head and handed it back.

“It’s Ancient Urddynoorian,” Shader said. “Same as what you call Old Dwarven.” He began to translate for Nameless. “O Dayspring, brightness of the everlasting light, Sun of Justice, come to give light to them that sit in darkness and in the shadow of death.”

“Sort of thing Thumil used to spout,” Nameless said, “when he was drowning in his own vomit in Rud Cairy’s Mead Hall.”

The memories were coming easier by the minute, but there were still great swaths of emptiness. He could recall all manner of inconsequential things: day to day life in the ravine, faces, places, customs. It was certain specifics that eluded him, things even closer to home; things that threw up an overwhelming wall of dread whenever he tried to think on them. It was all very well having a vague outline of what he was supposed to have done, but until he relived the events in all their stark horror, it was like hearing whispered rumors about someone else.

Shader eyed the door, looking like he intended to go inside and speak with the man who’d handed him the paper.

At the same time, Nameless saw something far more appealing:

“Tavern!” he cried, setting off at a staggered run. He pulled up sharp and slapped the side of his helm. “Shog, shog, and double shog. I forgot again!”

Shadrak was on him like a shadow. “Outfitters,” he said, pointing at the clothes store opposite. “My cloak, remember?”

“Ah, laddie,” Nameless said. “You’ve a fine memory on you. Here, hold this.” He handed Shadrak his axe, ambled over to the store, and went inside.

A bell rang as the door closed behind him, and an elderly woman looked up from behind the counter.

“Oh my shog, a dwarf!” she said, coming round to get a closer look. “They said there was a dwarf in the city last year, but I never clapped eyes on him. And now, I have. Go on, luv, take your helm off.”

“Last year?” Nameless said. “Madam, I’ve only just arrived.”

“Then there must be two of you.”

Another dwarf, leaving Arx Gravis to come to New Londdyr? “Are you sure of your facts, madam? I mean, where I come from, there are always stories of a monster in the lake, but no one seems to have seen one.”

She circled him like a predator, lightly touched her fingers to his shoulder as she passed. “Not as short as I imagined,” she said. “And such muscles.”

“Always like to keep in shape,” Nameless said. “As regards the helm, I’ll have to disappoint you. It’s stuck.”

“I’ll get some butter, see if that’ll help.”

“Really stuck,” Nameless said. “Utterly and completely.”

“Oh… But do tell me you have a beard under there.”

“A big one, lassie. Thick and bushy.”

That seemed to please her. “So, tell me, sir dwarf, how can I be of assistance?”

“I’m looking for a cloak, for my runty little friend outside.” He held his hand out level with his chest. “He’s so tall, and built like a half-starved fairy.”

The shopkeeper gestured toward the far end of the store. “Have a look in our children’s section. There’s lots of bright colors, and some with embroidered patterns and sequins.”

A few minutes later, Nameless stepped outside with a hessian knapsack and a sky-blue cape trimmed with gold.

“You’re having a laugh,” Shadrak said, snatching the cape from him.

“Thought it was rather fetching, laddie. It has a hood. All we need now’s a tinkling bell and you could earn a living as a prancing pixie.”

Shadrak stormed into the shop with the cape.

Nameless chuckled and pulled out the concealer cloak so he could stuff it into the knapsack.

Shadrak eventually came out, his pale cheeks flushed scarlet. He was fastening a black cloak around his neck as he approached.

“Now, why was that so hard?” he said, accepting the knapsack from Nameless.

“Well, I just thought—”

“Well don’t.”

“It’ll draw the heat,” Nameless said to Shadrak’s retreating back. “And you still owe me a pint. Two, if you count the bag. I’m keeping a tally.”

Shadrak held up his middle finger and kept walking.

The street opened onto a crowded plaza, which was dominated by a three-tiered fountain sending up sparkling arcs of crystal-clear water. Sunshades had been set up all around the perimeter, where market stalls were bustling with trade and thick with the smells of fish, roasting meat, and ale.

Nameless turned the great helm to face a beer tent jostling with raucous patrons clutching frothing tankards as big as buckets.

“Oh, look,” Shadrak said, an impish grin crossing his face. “I’m right parched, I am. Reckon I might grab myself one of those.”

“You do that, laddie,” Nameless said. “I would join you, but I never touch the stuff these days.”

Shader studied the map and lifted his eyes to the broad avenue leaving the plaza on the far side. “Come on. It’s just off that road.”

People were stopping to look up at the sky. Nameless angled the helm so he could see. Wispy fingers of mauve seemed to be clawing their way toward the city walls, but when he blinked, he realized it was a matter of perspective. The discoloration was still some way off.

Shader had noticed it, too.

“Don’t look good, mister,” an old woman said. “Enjoy the sunshine while it lasts, I say.”

Shader nodded, forced a smile. He started to say something, but an earsplitting boom rocked the plaza.

Shader instinctively ducked and clapped his hands to his ears. All about the plaza, people were running and screaming.

Nameless turned a circle, trying to locate the source of the blast, but there was nothing to be seen.

“Just a clap of thunder,” Shadrak said. “Don’t know what all the—”

There was a second boom, and this time the assassin swore and covered his ears. “What the shog is it?”

Out of nowhere, rain sheeted across the plaza. Shader sprinted for the shelter of a doorway at the edge of the square. Shadrak was close on his tail, but Nameless merely ambled after them at his own pace. He’d heard worse during the storms at Arx Gravis, where the thunder would reverberate from the ravine walls, amplified tenfold by the time it hit the bottom.

Stalls were swiftly covered, and within minutes the square was empty.

“Funny thing about this rain,” Nameless said catching up with the others.

“What?” Shadrak grumbled from beneath his hood. “It’s shogging wet?”

“It’s falling sideways.”

Lightning flashed, and a second or two later, there was another thunderclap. A dust devil stirred up the center of the plaza, spun into a covered stall, and dispersed.

Leaving the shelter of the doorway, Shader led the way down the avenue. Fierce winds were gusting, and he gave up trying to look at the map.

“Cotze’s Foundry.” He pointed above the rooftops at the smoke-spewing chimney. “Must be near.”

“Want my advice?” Shadrak said. “Follow the geezer in the hat.”

A man in a long gray coat and a chimney-stack hat was picking his way along the sidewalk, completely unfazed by the weather. It was like he was in a bubble of sunshine and calm.

“That a wizard?” Nameless asked. It sure looked like a sorcerer from one of Droom’s tales. His heart thudded with excitement. Leaving the ravine was like stepping into a fairy story.

They followed the man down a series of backstreets. The architecture started to change in subtle ways the further they got from the plaza, but after a while the difference was startling. Twisty narrow buildings leaned precariously over cobbled streets. Flying buttresses and arched walkways crossed overhead, and many of the buildings had burnished turrets, atop which flew flags of various designs: horse heads, skulls, green garlands, frogs, snakes, geometric shapes, pyramids of numbers.

The man in the tall hat was down the far end of a narrow lane when they entered it. Shader redoubled his pace, but Nameless didn’t keep up with him.

“What is it?” Shader cast over his shoulder.

“Nothing, laddie.” Nameless waved him on. “I won’t be far behind.” Each word came with an effort. His mind filled with cold numbness. Where had it come from? Where had the black dog… But then it seemed obvious. They were almost there, and though he was hungry, whatever Aristodeus had in mind was likely to be as appetizing as a pint of Ironbelly’s. Worse was the indignity of needing the philosopher to feed him. Worse still was the thought that’s exactly what Aristodeus wanted: his dependence. But dependence no doubt at a cost.

Shadrak glided off into the shadows.

Nameless continued to the end of the lane, grimacing against the stench rising from the cobblestones. Rats scampered out of his way, burying themselves in moldering piles of refuse, or splashing through the dank water spilling from the gutters.

The lane ended at a wrought iron gate flowing with intricate whorls and vine-work. It stood ajar, and the hinges moaned as Shader pushed through ahead.

Nameless followed at a much slower pace, but Shadrak was nowhere to be seen.

The cobbles of the lane gave way to a mosaic pathway between banks of trellises interwoven with ivy and dotted with violet petals. After a stretch, the pathway opened onto an ornamental garden skirting a towering edifice. Harmonious pairings of rockeries and fountains, flowerbeds and herb gardens did their best to soften the looming gray facade of the Academy.

Shader made his way to the broad stone steps leading to a colonnaded portico and disappeared inside.

Nameless tried to focus, tried to take in all the details in the hope of something catching his attention and triggering a better mood.

Flying buttresses splayed from the sides of the building, like the legs of an enormous spider. Each story—there were seven in all—was surrounded by a stone balustrade, upon which sat gargoyles in various lewd poses. The windows were of stained glass, depicting men with the heads of beasts, retorts, crucibles, patterns of fire, water, air, and earth. Passing beneath the shade of the portico’s vaulted ceiling, he approached twin doors of polished oak, which Shader had already passed through.

Shadrak slipped from behind a hedge, turning this way and that, pink eyes glittering scarlet in the sunlight. And that’s when it struck Nameless: The storm still raged beyond the garden, but here, all was tranquil and calm as a perfect summer’s day.

Inside, he was greeted by the smell of must and sulfur. To the right, the antechamber opened onto an enormous circular room with balconied levels rising all the way to the ceiling. Each was crammed with bookshelves, and the floor space of the lower level accommodated dozens of desks. Shining crystal globes were suspended from silver chains. There were people browsing the book cases, and still more bent over the desks, with stacks of books and papers before them. Lucius would have loved it. But thoughts of his brother weren’t likely to send the black dog scurrying for cover.

The man with the tall hat was leaning on a counter sharing a joke with the librarian.

On the opposite side of the antechamber, there was an impossibly vast hall dominated by displays of skeletons, some human, but most of giant beasts. Some were four-legged, with long sinuous necks, while others stood upright and had cavernous maws lined with sword-like teeth.

The antechamber continued past both rooms to a reception area. A young girl with pigtails looked up from the desk. Shader turned to face Nameless as he caught up.

“Who was it Aristodeus said to ask for?” Shader said. “Master Are…”

“Straight ahead, second door on the left,” the girl said. “They’re expecting you.”

“I can hardly wait,” Nameless grumbled.

“Good,” Shadrak said. “Pleased to hear it. Sooner we get this over with, sooner we can stick that bastard Gandaw and go home.”

The girl’s eyes widened for an instant.

“Thank you,” Shader said, and led the way along a carpeted corridor. 

Raised voices spilled from an open door.

“… you’re missing the point,” Aristodeus was saying, every word punctuated by a dull thump.

“No, it is you who are missing the point: the point of your swollen-headed hubris!” The second voice was a lilting bass, stressing the consonants like a declaiming actor.

“That the door, you reckon?” Shadrak said with a thin smile.

“Have you no logic?”—Aristodeus’s voice again. “If your so-called magic is drawn from the dreams of the Cynocephalus…” He trailed off as Shader moved to the doorway. “Oh, you’re here.” The philosopher shook his head and turned away. “Nothing like taking your time when everyone’s depending on you.”

“It’s your game,” Shader said, edging into the room so that Nameless and Shadrak could enter. “I’m just the pawn, remember?”

The other man inside laughed. “Aren’t we all? In his inflated mind, at least.”

He was half a head taller than Aristodeus, broad-shouldered and barrel-chested. His black hair was streaked with white and twisted into spikes, and his beard was a braided trident. He threw out an arm in an expansive gesture, spreading his crimson cloak like the wings of a bat. The air about his hand shimmered, and a staff appeared in his grip.

“In case you haven’t noticed,”—Aristodeus clicked his fingers before sighing and going to stare out of the window—“the very worlds are being unwoven as we speak. You think that’s a natural storm coming in from the Perfect Peak? You think it’s magical?” He sneered at the last word and peered over his shoulder at Shader. “Master Arecagen and his wizards think a bit of psychic self-defense will see it off!”

“That is not what—”

“Uh, uh, uh,” Aristodeus cut him off, wagging his finger.

Arecagen tensed, his knuckles whitening around the staff.

“Call it a semantic issue, if you like,” Aristodeus said, “but it makes no difference. You draw power from the Cynocephalus, from the raw material of his dreams, yes?”

The wizard sighed through clenched teeth.

Aristodeus strolled back over, taking in Shadrak and Nameless with his sparkling eyes before coming face to face with Arecagen. “Well, let me tell you, Gandaw’s Unweaving will pull the rug out from under you. Everything will be undone, Arecagen. Everything. No Cynocephalus, no magic. Simplex sigillum veri, my friend. The logic of the position is mine.”

“And where’s your evidence?” Arecagen said, punctuating the words by rapping the heel of his staff against the polished floorboards.

“Look,” Aristodeus said, “why not turn your magic on the Perfect Peak? At least it might create a distraction and keep Gandaw’s eyes off of Shader.”

“Impeccable logic,” Arecagen said with a shake of his head. “Even if we could penetrate the scarolite, which we could not, Gandaw has harnessed the power of Eingana, if you are to be believed. What chance do you think magic drawn from the Cynocephalus would have against his mother? No, defense is our best chance.”

“Balderdash!” Aristodeus said.

Arecagen raised a placating hand. “We must agree to disagree. I’ll not hinder your efforts, and you, I trust, will allow me mine.”

“If I must,” Aristodeus said. “I’d prefer it if we sang from the same hymn sheet.” He shot Shader a fake smile. “But needs must. I take it you will honor our agreement, in spite of our disagreement?”

“How long will it take?” Arecagen cast a wary eye over the tubes and packages heaped on the desk.

“A few hours at most.”

“Just today,” Arecagen said, “and then you can find somewhere else. Clear my desk, and shut the door on your way out. Gentlemen.” He gave a stiff bow and left.

“Typical,” Aristodeus muttered as he pushed the door to. “They plan to expand the Academy’s magical shielding over the entire city, as if that will do a damned thing. The Senate’s just as bad. This idea of yours,” he said to Nameless, “getting the Senate to send their legions against the Perfect Peak—they’re going to take some persuading. They’re convinced they’ve appeased Gandaw over the years by suppressing the same things he once suppressed on Urddynoor. What they fail to realize is that he’s way beyond that now. And even if he doesn’t spare the city, as far as they’re concerned, nothing can get past the Cyclopean Walls. Why is it so difficult to understand that there won’t be any walls if everything’s unwoven?”

Nameless’s thoughts slowed to a torpid sludge. He could hear the words, but he was struggling to follow their meaning.

“Deluded bunch of Urddynoorophiles,” Aristodeus said.

“What’s that, boy love?” Shadrak said, starting to poke about the room, looking in drawers and cupboards. “You old robey types are all the same.”

“Pretentious, is what it is,” Aristodeus said. “If I thought it would do any good, I’d have gone to them myself, but I have more than enough on my plate with that bloody woman of yours.”

“Rhiannon?” Shader said. “She’s her own woman, not mine. Where is she?”

Aristodeus closed his eyes and drew in a long, slow breath. “Left her propping up a bar. She certainly knows how to drink.”

Knows how to drink? Nameless got that bit. Rhiannon, the woman in the white robe from Arx Gravis. The woman who’d disappeared with Aristodeus. She liked to drink? He imagined she was no Cordy, but still, she sounded a lot more promising than he’d first thought.

“Which bar?” Shader said. “Where?”

“Place called Dougan’s Diner, a roach-infested cesspit on 71st, north-south, not east-west,” Aristodeus said.

Shader started for the door.

“No, Deacon.” Aristodeus laid a hand on his shoulder. “You must try the Senate. I’ve never had good relations with them; there’s a lot of history between us, but you may have a chance. Go to them, tell them what you’ve seen, what’s coming. If they resist, reason with them. Please don’t let all those endless lessons I gave you be for nothing.”

“Don’t sweat on it, mate,” Shadrak said. “I’ll get her. Even the mother of all bitches has got to be better than listening to anymore of this shit, and I don’t reckon my presence at this shogging Senate is gonna do us any favors.” Before anyone could stop him, the assassin was out the door.

“Whatever you do,” Aristodeus called after him, “don’t eat the food.”

“But Nameless?” Shader said.

Nameless wanted to say something, be of some use; but he couldn’t move his lips. Energy was seeping from him like blood from a wound. It had happened before, more times than he cared to remember, but now? When others were depending on him? All he could do was watch and listen. It was like being a ghost, a lingering spirit who could observe, but who had no voice, no touch that could be felt.

“Leave him with me,” Aristodeus said. “I’ll tube-feed him, and he’ll be back to normal. After that, we should rendezvous at the diner. Map,” he demanded, holding out a hand.

Shader gave it to him, and Aristodeus scanned it before jabbing it with a finger. “Senate building, plumb in the center of the spider’s web. Now hurry.” He thrust the map back in Shader’s hand and ushered him through the door.

Shader opened his mouth to say something, but Aristodeus slammed the door in his face.

Nameless felt the loss of his new companions almost as much as the loss of home. When Aristodeus came round to peer in through the eye-slit of the great helm, he’d never felt so helpless, so at the mercy of another being. When Aristodeus rapped his knuckles on the top of the helm and tried to smile reassuringly, it only made matters worse.


HUNTED










Fist-sized hail hammered against the rooftop, and sleet spewed across the purple stain spreading above New Londdyr. Shadrak pressed his back into the chimney breast, making a tent of his cloak so that he could study the map he’d taken when they entered the city.

New Londdyr was designed along a simple grid, all carved up neat into roads and intersections going north-south or east-west. Didn’t take no genius to find 71st. Soon as he did, Shadrak scrunched up the map and threw it to the street below. No need for it now; he only had to look at something once to have its image burned into his head. After navigating the maze of passageways that made up the plane ship, New Londdyr was going to be a doddle.

His face tightened at thought of the plane ship, and his eyes narrowed as he ran through the possibilities for the thousandth time. He couldn’t have just lost it, not with his memory. Either the Sour Marsh took it, or someone had found it.

A flash erupted in the sky, back the way they’d come. Shadrak stood, holding onto the chimney so the gusting winds didn’t fling him after the map. Where the light had flared, the purple smudge was speckled with black. It was impossible to tell how big the spots were from so far away, but whatever was happening over the Perfect Peak, it wasn’t good.

He slid to the edge of the roof on his backside and was reaching for the drainpipe when he saw a dark shape out of the corner of his eye. It was on an adjacent rooftop, standing, no thought for the storm.

Shadrak rolled from the roof, caught hold of the guttering, and shimmied along till he’d put the building between him and whatever it was watching him. Because it was watching, he was sure of that. Heaviness worked its way into his arms, and his fingers felt numb. His heart was slinging around in his chest, and an icy prickle crept up his neck. He hadn’t felt that way since… since he was a kid, when he’d stumbled across a pack of ghouls picking over the corpse of a streetwalker and run for his life. The day he’d found the plane ship. Stuff like that didn’t happen to him now. He was Shadrak the Unseen. He watched others; they didn’t watch him.

He dropped to a window ledge, found finger-holds in the wall beside it, and climbed down.

The street was deserted. Water spilled from overflowing gutters, and swirls of wind sent leaves and dust dancing into the air.

Something leapt from the rooftop and glided down to the pavement further along the street. It was black—all black, save for the shimmer of silver on its torso—with slender limbs and a long head. Shadrak caught himself staring, momentarily frozen. It had no eyes, no facial features at all. Quick as a flash, its hand went to its hip and came up firing.

Shadrak dived and rolled and ran. Air whistled past his ear, and then he flung himself headfirst at a window. His arm came up at the last instant, and glass shattered. He tumbled out of the fall, ignoring the stinging cuts crying out all over his body.

Scanning the room, he took the stairs up two at a time, barged through a door, and ran across a bed. A woman screamed, and a man swore. The whole place stank of sweat and other stuff, but Shadrak went straight for the sash window, lifted it, and climbed out onto the sill.

He saw everything larger than life, slow and easy, like he always did when his blood was up. Without a thought, he jumped for the drainpipe and made the roof.

More screams from below, and two thunder-cracks.

It’s got a gun. He shut the thought down before it paralyzed him, but it refused to stay buried. A scutting gun. What the shog?

He sprinted, threw himself to the next roof, rolled and ran without breaking his stride. He kept on leaping from rooftop to rooftop until he was sure nothing could have kept up with him.

Collapsing against an ornate balustrade, he focused on slowing his ragged breaths.

He’d panicked, he knew that, but he also knew that if he hadn’t panicked, he’d most likely be dead. Whatever that thing was, it was fast. Faster than should have been possible. Question was, why had it come after him? Chance? Bad luck? Or was it something else?

He looked up at the roiling skies, half-expecting the creature to glide down out of the clouds. A few more deep breaths, and his heart stopped its flapping. He was seeing shadows everywhere, but that only told him he was still creeped out.

He made a couple of practice draws, spinning the Thundershot before holstering it each time. With one last look around, he decided there was nothing more he could do. Death, when it came, was as swift and as sudden as a knife in the back, in his experience. Shog all you could do about that, save be sharp and honed, and ready to do whatever it takes. He’d been cheating death most of his life; no reason this should be any different.

He made his way to 71st Street calmer than he should have. If the shogger came for him, there wasn’t a whole lot he could do, save kill or be killed. Worrying about it was just going to achieve the latter. Didn’t stop him studying the shadows and listening keenly, all the while treading so softly he wouldn’t miss the slightest rustle, the barest scuff, the most whispering breath.

Besides the odd patrol of bedraggled and miserable-looking militiamen, he didn’t see a thing.

He found his way to the diner with his nose. The sign above the door used to read “Dougan’s Diner”, but some scut had half-painted out “Dougan’s” and put “Queenie’s” there instead. And they’d added “Fine” in between. Can’t have been long ago, either, because the paint was still running from the base of the letters.

Whatever Aristodeus had said about the food, it sure smelled good from outside, and it set his stomach rumbling. Garlic, if he wasn’t mistaken, and the yeasty smell of fresh-baked bread.

Bells tinkled as he pushed through the door. Place was a mess, what with the tables stacked with dirty crockery.

The waiter was over by the bar, between a short, bearded punter with mottled cheeks and Rhiannon, who was out cold, a pint of beer clutched in her hand.

The waiter jumped, like he’d just stuck his hand in boiling water. Shadrak narrowed his eyes. Bloke was a weedy looking beggar in outsized clothes. He was starting to lose his hair. The only thing that set him out as staff was the neat black apron tied round his waist. What he was doing up so close to the bitch was anyone’s guess, but Shadrak reckoned she’d be more than a little pissed when she came to.

“We’re closed,” the whelp said. “Can’t you read?”

Shadrak stepped closer, eyes pointedly moving to Rhiannon and back.

“I was checking her pulse,” the waiter said. “Too much to drink, silly cow.”

“Strange place to look,” Shadrak said.

“Yeah, well I ain’t no doctor, now, am I? And who do you think you are anyway, telling me my business?” His eyes widened, and he guffawed. “What the shog are you, a dwarf to a dwarf?” He patted the bearded man on the back. “Eh, Rugbeard? You didn’t tell me you had a kid.”

The bearded man seemed oblivious. He downed his drink, belched, and then tugged Rhiannon’s tankard out of her grasp. Must have been roughly the same height as Nameless, though skinny and knotted up with arthritis, by the looks of him.

“Spirit of a dwarf,” Rugbeard said to no one in particular, “but not the stomach.” He took a long pull on Rhiannon’s drink and then fell forward. His head smacked against the bar. Within moments, he was snoring.

“Get me a bucket of water,” Shadrak said.

“Bucket?” the waiter said. “Don’t you mean glass? Mind, little geezer like you might be better off with a wooden cup, so’s you don’t cut yourself. Looks like you’ve already got more than your share of nicks. What happened to you? Someone drag you through a bramble bush?”

Shadrak growled and whipped out a knife. “I’ll give you worse, if you don’t shut your trap and do as you’re told.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes.” Shadrak advanced on him, pressed the tip of his blade against the idiot’s nuts.

The waiter’s lips trembled, and a tic started up under his eye. He gulped and tried to back away, but Shadrak went with him.

“Water, you cretin. In a bucket. Understand?”

The waiter nodded and cocked a thumb over his shoulder toward the kitchen. Shadrak turned him around and booted him up the ass, sending him sprawling through the louvered doors. Someone yelled, and the waiter started blubbing.

Shadrak lifted Rhiannon’s head by the hair. Her face was smeared with puke. The sight of it nearly made him gag. He dumped her head back down with a thud. It was going to take more than a bucket of water to rouse her, that was for sure.

The kitchen doors flew open. “Knife or no knife, I’m not having that kind of carry on in my… Oh, my scutting… I mean, shag the Ipsissimus! Shadrak!”

“Think I’ll leave that to you, Albert.”

Same as ever, the poisoner was dressed in a charcoal jacket and britches with hairline stripes, but he wore a stained white apron over the top. His bald head was covered by a chef’s toque, which he removed and clutched to his breast.

“I…” Albert started, chewing his bottom lip. “I suppose you’re wondering how I came to—”

“Where’s my shogging plane ship?” It didn’t take a genius to make the connection. He should’ve known.

Albert waved his hat around, the same way he used to flap his papa’s hanky when he was nervous. “I can explain about the ship, but just look at this place, this city. Me coming here has done us both an enormous favor.”

“Where is it?”

Albert gave a delicate cough. “Safe. It’s safe. I crash… set it down a little way from the city. Hitched myself a lift here.”

The waiter peered out from behind one of the kitchen doors. “Safe, my ass. Picked him up near some boreworm holes, I did. Stupid sod nearly got himself ate.”

“Eaten,” Albert said. “And you’re exaggerating. Haven’t you got something useful to do, like fetch that bucket of water?”

“But you said—”

Albert slammed the door on him.

“Ah, my fingers! You squashed my fingers!”

Albert rolled his eyes and shook his head.

“Twat,” Shadrak said.

“That, old friend, is Buck Fargin, soon to be guildmaster of the Night Hawks.”

“What’s that, flower arrangers’ guild?”

“Entrepreneurs, Shadrak.”

“Thieves, then.”

“And assassins. This city, Shadrak, is incredible. It makes Sarum look like a village. I’ve already made a contact in the Senate, and plans are afoot to raise our friend here—”

Buck shouldered his way through the doors, sloshing water from a bucket all over the floor. He swore and set the bucket down.

“Mop, cretin. Mop,” Albert said.

“I know, I know!”

“You’re going to use him to front up the guild?” Shadrak said. “Which, naturally, you’ll control behind the scenes.”

“I could use some help.”

Shadrak looked around at the diner. He could see what Albert was up to. He’d seen it all before. “You got a nice place here, Albert. Didn’t exactly waste much time.”

“None at all. The owner was on oaf, more suited to bricklaying than cooking. He fell ill, and so I stepped into his shoes, with the blessing of my senator friend, I might add. Come on, Shadrak, what do you say? You and me, taking over the guilds one by one. You always used to talk about that on Urddynoor.”

Shadrak smiled and shook his head. It was tempting, but what good would it do if the worlds were about to end?

“I can’t, Albert. Not right now. You seen the storm outside?”

“So?”

“It’s the Unweaving, Albert. It’s started. If we don’t find a way to stop Gandaw, there won’t be no guilds for us to run.”

“We? Surely you’re not suggesting—”

“There’s three of us.” Shadrak picked up the bucket. “And her.” With a heave, he upended it over Rhiannon’s head.

“Shog!” Rhiannon shot upright, as if she’d been struck by lightning. “Shog, shog, shog.” She tried to stand, but the stool tipped over, and she fell sprawling to the floor.

Shadrak toed her in the ribs, but she just grunted and rolled onto her side. Within moments, she was snoring as loudly as the dwarf.

“This is gonna be harder than I thought,” Shadrak said.

“What the shog?” Buck said, bashing his way through the doors with a mop. “All I spilt’s a little trickle. What you have to go flood the place for?” He tried to hand Shadrak the mop. “You clean it up.”

“Careful, Buck,” Albert said. “This is Shadrak the Unseen, probably the nastiest bastard I’ve had the pleasure of working with. He must be in a rare good mood. The way you’ve been carrying on, you should be floating down the sewers by now.”

“Still time for that,” Shadrak said.

Buck paled and set about mopping up the water with vigor.

“Don’t worry about her,” Albert said, stepping over Rhiannon on his way back to the kitchen. “I have the perfect remedy for drunkenness. She’ll be right as rain in a couple of hours. Well, not quite right, but she’ll be conscious.”

“Thanks,” Shadrak muttered under his breath. “I can hardly wait. And Albert…”

The poisoner paused in the doorway. “Dearest?”

“I haven’t forgotten about the plane ship.”


PUPPETS THAT BITE







Nameless watched numbly as Aristodeus took three metal rods from the desk and screwed them together. Within minutes, the philosopher had assembled a stand with a hook at the top. From that, he hung a pliant silver bag that bulged at one end when he squeezed it. To the bottom of the bag, he attached a length of clear tubing, and then he selected locking forceps, which he used to clamp the tube.

Next, he ripped open a packet and took out a broad needle.

“You might want to look away,” he said as he approached Nameless with it. “Actually, you might want to remove your chainmail first.”

When Nameless didn’t move, Aristodeus said, “What is it?” A flash of impatience passed across his eyes, swiftly masked with a good impression of genuine concern. “Let me guess: grief? You didn’t have time to grieve your pa, let alone Lucius, before I put you to sleep. Is that it? Or is it guilt? Guilt at the slaughter? Let me put that particular misapprehension to rest. It was not your fault. You understand me? We are all deception’s prey, only some of us are sheep and others more like wolves, who can give as good as they get.”

“I dreamed,” Nameless said in a low monotone. “On the way here, I slept beneath a tree, and I dreamed.”

“Of what?”

Nameless thought back to the cavern of coal. The stench of sulfur clung to his nostrils, as if he’d really been there.

“A gigantic figure. A man of shadows, encased in ice.”

Aristodeus took a step back.

“That’s what you saw, in your dream?”

“Violet eyes,” Nameless said, “and laughter. Mocking laughter. Derisive.”

“Pay it no heed,” Aristodeus said. He was worrying his lip, and his eyes were focused inward.”

“Easy for you to say. You didn’t see it.”

Aristodeus stooped before him, gazed in at the eye-slit. “But that’s where you’re wrong. I have seen it. I see it every day, feel its insidious whisperings in here.” He tapped his head. “But I am a wolf, not a sheep. I choose to fight back.”

“How?” Nameless asked. “How do you fight such a thing?”

“With cunning,” Aristodeus said. “With guile. By using his own tools against him.”

Nameless couldn’t shake off the feeling it was futile. Futile to take a stand against an inexorable fate. But that was his black dog mood talking. He knew he’d see things differently, if ever it relinquished its hold. “So, it was the Demiurgos in my dream?”

“He is just a being, like the rest of us,” Aristodeus said. “Powerful beyond measure, but a being nonetheless. A creature from the Supernal Realm, just like his brother, the Archon, and his sister, Eingana. The Supernal Triad, they are called in Shader’s insipid scriptures, but that’s as good a title as any. The three who fell through the Void.

“Why they fell is anybody’s guess. A conflict, from what I can gather from the Archon: the Demiurgos’s challenge to the Supernal Father. But when they arrived in our cosmos, what an opportunity for them to impersonate that ineffable god that sired them. Eingana seeded the worlds with creatures of myth and magic, while the Archon set about imposing Supernal laws and morality. The Demiurgos, though, had a one-track mind back then. He pursued and raped his sister. The Archon drove him off using the very sword Shader now wields. Drove him back to the Void, where nothing can exist. But he did not know his brother as he should have. The will of the Demiurgos is without peer. He threw up his own realm about him, preserved his essence on the cusp of the Void. He created the Abyss. That’s what you saw: the Demiurgos frozen within his own creation, powerless to act save by an extension of his mind, and by the generation of offspring to do his bidding.”

“The homunculi?” Nameless asked.

“Among other things. Demons and their ilk.”

“But why me?” Nameless said. “Not just the dream, but the black axe. He intended it for me, I feel that now.”

“Because you are special, Nameless Dwarf. Just how special is for you to find out. I have an inkling, but I have been wrong about things before.”

“Aye, laddie,” Nameless said. “Aye, you have.”

Aristodeus turned away. “I saw the ploy, but too late. Too late to prevent Lucius from going into Gehenna.”

“And yet you still aided me in following him.”

Aristodeus whirled round. For an instant, his eyes seemed to plead for understanding, for forgiveness, but they swiftly hardened over with icy blue.

“What would you have had me do? Abandon him? He was my friend, you know. Not just my pupil. And he was your brother. Would you seriously have left him to his fate?”

Nameless’s legs buckled, and he stumbled. Strength was no longer bleeding from him; it was pouring away in torrents.

“But it made no difference. They killed him, Aristodeus. They fed him to the seethers.”

Aristodeus steepled his fingers beneath his nose. He sighed, and for a moment closed his eyes. When he opened them, there was the telltale glisten of moisture.

“I know. I once thought nothing was written in stone. Now, I am not so sure.”

He looked away, suddenly depleted of his usual arrogance. He cut a forlorn figure, a figure on the cusp of despair.

“But if that is the truth of things,” Aristodeus said, “it is a truth I will oppose till my dying breath. I cannot accept a world without the will to act freely. We must fight—me, you, Shader—and keep on fighting, until we have exhausted every option. If we are but puppets, then we can at least be puppets that bite.”

“But fight for what?” Nameless said.

Aristodeus opened his mouth to answer, but then set his jaw.

“Fight for what?” Nameless repeated.

“Do you believe in evil? Do you believe in right and wrong?”

Nameless gave a slow nod of the great helm.

“Well, I never did. Not until I met Sektis Gandaw. Oh, it was on Urddynoor an aeon ago, when his Global Technocracy had hegemony over the entire world. I was sent to meet with him, reason him on to a less rigid path. I failed. For all my skill with logic, my reputation for never losing an argument, he just sat there and observed me like a specimen in a petri dish. You have petri dishes here?”

Nameless shrugged.

“No, of course you don’t. I was a specimen to him, something to be vivisected. You see, Sektis Gandaw didn’t believe in evil, either. But during that meeting, to my mind, he came to embody it. Don’t you see? Gandaw is as deceived as Lucius, as you were when under the sway of the black axe. He’s just another tool of the Demiurgos.

“The things that man did in the name of his so-called science, to animals, to people, to children… I am not squeamish by nature, but somewhere, in some hidden strata of my being, I knew that everything about Gandaw was plain wrong. I suspect it’s what they used to call Natural Law. Shader and his beloved Templum still do. It was encoded in my genes—forgive me, the fabric of my being—: the sense that made me recoil in horror. And then he let slip his dirty little secret: his plan to harness the energy of a Supernal being, so he could unweave all of Creation. I thought him mad at first, but then he showed me the schematics, and a millennia’s worth of algorithms he’d meticulously worked out from the almost limitless amounts of information he’d collated. Data on everything, extrapolated from what he called the Pandora event, the unified first cause from which all existence came.”

“And now you want us to do your dirty work for you,” Nameless said. “You prepared Shader to stop him from bringing about the Unweaving. You think that’s not evil? Taking a child and honing him into a weapon?”

“It’s more than that,” Aristodeus said. “You couldn’t possibly understand.”

“On account of my being a miner’s son, is that what you mean? Lucius was Droom’s boy, too. He’d have understood.”

“Maybe,” Aristodeus said. “Maybe not. I never told him the whole story. And I don’t intend sharing it now. Suffice it to say, Gandaw commenced the Unweaving once before. Your ancestor, Maldark the Fallen, aided him at first, swallowed his lies; but then together, Maldark and I, along with the children of Eingana, hybrid creatures, part man, part beast, confronted him within the Perfect Peak. Confronted him and lost.”

“Lost?” Nameless said. “But Maldark retrieved the Statue of Eingana and hid it from Gandaw.”

Aristodeus nodded. “True. Maldark averted the Unweaving. But there was collateral damage. To me. Damage that to this day is still being worked out.”

“What kind of—”

Aristodeus silenced him with a raised hand. “Chainmail. If you’re going to emulate Maldark and help put a stop to the end of all things, you’re going to need to be fed.”

With heavy hands, Nameless tugged the hauberk over his head and removed his gambeson.

Aristodeus pulled out a chair from Arecagen’s desk and bade him sit.

“Now, this is going to hurt.”

The philosopher pressed the needle to Nameless’s belly and pushed. Nameless winced and bit his lip, but he refused to let a sound escape his lips. The needle went in deep.

“All the way into the stomach,” Aristodeus said. “Now, just need to attach the tube to the cannula, and we’re away.”

Blood seeped around the needle, but Aristodeus just ripped open another packet and stuck a patch of something glossy and sticky over the site. Then, with the tube from the bag connected to the needle embedded in Nameless’s stomach, Aristodeus released the clamp, and whatever was in the bag began to flow.

“It’ll take awhile,” the philosopher said. “But look at it this way: you’ll not need another feed for a few days. And if we are successful, if Gandaw is stopped, I’ll put together a denser, slow-release formula that should see you fine for a month or so between feedings. Call it a miracle of the Ancients from Urddynoor, if you like. You might even want to thank Sektis Gandaw for his part in its development.”

“And the helm?” Nameless asked. “Because, shog help me, I’ll not spend the rest of my days without feeling the wind on my face, or a lassie’s bristles pressed up against mine. And the beer: no amount of gunk in a tube can make up for Ballbreakers’ Black Ale.” He would have said Cordy’s Arnochian brew, but the memory was too painful. A missed opportunity. A friend lost. And not just her, but Thumil, and everyone else he’d known in Arx Gravis.

“You must have patience,” Aristodeus said. “I am following up on leads that may yet see you out of that helm, and the black axe destroyed.”

“Does it involve your dissident homunculi?”

He saw them now, in his mind’s eye: the two deep gnomes carrying off the black axe encased in crystal. One of them had turned to him and said, “See you again, Nameless Dwarf.”

“The Sedition? Yes.”

“How did that work out for you last time?”

“These are complex issues. So many variables. So many interconnected patterns. By the time my contacts in the Sedition confirmed my suspicions about the inserted passages in the Annals that spoke of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, Lucius had already gone off to look for it. Last thing I’d have expected of dwarves was a loose cannon. Always so staid and predictable. But apparently not you and your brother.”

“So, it’s our fault, is that what you’re saying? That if Lucius had been an obedient pup, and if I’d kept a closer eye on him at Cordy and Thumil’s wedding, so he couldn’t slip away unnoticed, you could have averted the massacre, and struck a blow against the Demiurgos?”

Aristodeus crossed to the window and peered outside. Nameless had the impression he wasn’t really looking; he was masking his need to think; he was pondering the truth of what he’d just heard.

Finally, the philosopher turned back to the room. “It would be folly to think so. Like I said, some things, despite what I formerly believed, seem indelibly written in the book of time. And yet, I have to believe outcomes can be altered, choices can be made, otherwise, what is the point? Are we all simply to lie back and let preordained events wash over us? Are we to be passive observers of our own drama?”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “you overthink things. The way I see it, a shogger messes with me, my family, my friends, and I bloody his nose. He does it again, and he gets to wear my axe as skull jewelry.”

“Nature red in tooth and claw,” Aristodeus mumbled. “A dog eat dog world, where only the strong survive.”

“You think it isn’t like that?” Nameless said.

“I hope it isn’t.”

Nameless glanced through the eye-slit at the slowly emptying bag that was feeding him.

“A little longer,” Aristodeus said, “and then we’ll join the others at Dougan’s Diner. Hopefully, Shader will have some good news.”

“You think the Senate will listen to him?”

“More than they ever listened to me.” Aristodeus’s eyes widened with sudden realization. He slapped himself on the forehead three times in quick succession. “He’s Nousian. You stupid idiot, Aristodeus. He’s… No, wait, it’s Wayists the Senate have outlawed. But the symbols are similar, and the red on white…”

“Something you want to share with me?” Nameless said.

“Oh, it’s probably nothing. The Senate of New Londdyr are paranoid about Sektis Gandaw. Years ago, they thought they could appease him by outlawing religion: specifically the religion of the Wayists.”

“So, Shader’s in trouble?”

“Not necessarily,” Aristodeus said. “The symbol on his surcoat, the Nousian Monas, is different to the Wayists’ red cross above a triangle. I’m sure they’ll see that. And if not, Shader can handle himself. In that, he’s not dissimilar to you. There are few, if any, better with a sword.”

“So, you don’t really need me, laddie. Shader has it all: brains, from what I’ve seen, holiness, and he can fight with the best of them.”

Aristodeus closed his eyes and clasped his hands over his mouth. “Exactly what I thought. What I planned. But now, I’m not so sure. On Urddynoor, there was a battle to determine the fate of the worlds. A battle for the last piece of the Statue of Eingana. Everything was thrown into that fight, and finally Shader had a chance to kill Sektis Gandaw, but he froze. He froze, and that’s why he had to come here, with Shadrak and Rhiannon. One last desperate bid to prevent the Unweaving.”

“And who are they, Shadrak and Rhiannon? I mean, I’ve worked out the midget’s a nasty piece of work, though good at what he does, but Rhiannon… I thought I detected bad blood between her and Shader.”

“Rhiannon is a nobody. There was once something between her and Shader, but that relationship was… discouraged. After that, she tried to be a priestess of the Templum, but she was never really suited to the life. Between you and me, she’s got issues.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “that’s more than I was wanting to know. My concern is how she fits into this plan of yours. Can she fight?”

“She can now.”

“What’s that supposed to mean.”

“She’s my back-up plan. Or rather, my second back-up. You are my first. Shader is our best hope, of that I am certain, but if he fails, if he freezes up again, I need you to step in. What can’t be achieved by painstaking preparation might yet be achieved through brute force. And if not, then I’ve started to plan for other contingencies.”

“Which is why you asked her to go with you.”

“Indeed.”

“But you can’t make a fighter in two days.”

“Who said anything abut two days? Where I took her, time has no meaning.”

“No meaning?” A chill seeped beneath Nameless’s skin.

Space is no barrier to him, and neither is time.

A homunculus had told him that in the bowels of Gehenna. The same homunculus who’d broken into the Scriptorium and tampered with the Annals. But when Nameless asked if that made the philosopher a servant of the Demiurgos, a creature of the Abyss, he’d been met with stony silence.

Like the homunculus, Aristodeus ignored Nameless’s question.

“You’ll be surprised at how proficient she’s already become, but not half as surprised as Shader. And there’s more to it than fighting. There are other things she may be able to help with later, if we survive the Unweaving.”

“Even though she’s a nobody.” And wasn’t that what he was himself now: a nobody? A dwarf with no name?

“All a nobody needs is a master craftsman to mold her into a somebody,” Aristodeus said. “Only, with Rhiannon, there are matters beyond my control. She has something of a temper, and worse than that, she drinks. A lot.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “I think I’m warming to her already.”


QUEENIE’S FINE DINER







“Thought you said it was called Dougan’s Diner,” Nameless said.

Judging by the sign, it quite possibly had been, but someone had painted out the original lettering and replaced it with “Queenie’s Fine Diner”.

“Interesting,” Aristodeus said. “Dougan’s owned this dump for years. Everybody who’s anybody eats here. Well, everybody who’s anybody in the underworld.”

“Thought you told Shadrak not to eat the food.”

“Ah, yes. When I said everybody eats here, I should perhaps have said ‘meets’. Chef Dougan is a man of many talents, but cooking isn’t one of them.”

Something tugged at Nameless’s awareness. Ice prickled the hairs on his forearms. He turned round and looked up at the rooftops opposite. Was that a shadow crouched beside a chimney?

The creak of the door handle distracted him, and he looked away as bells tinkled, and Aristodeus entered the diner.

At the same instant, a scrawny-looking man in clothes a couple of sizes too big came flying out head first. He hit the road, tumbled badly, then picked himself up and set off down the street, mustering as much dignity as he could.

Nameless glanced back at the rooftop, but the shadow was gone.

He was being watched. He was sure of it.

“Nameless,” Shadrak said as he stepped across the threshold and shut the door behind him. The assassin’s new cloak was ragged and frayed, and his face and hands were cut in a score of places. “About shogging time. What kept you?”

“I kept him,” Aristodeus said.

Nameless immediately tuned out as the scent of garlic and fresh-baked bread wafted through the eye-slit of the great helm. It didn’t matter that he’d just been fed through a tube, he was instantly hungry.

A dozen or so tables were stacked with smeared plates and half-empty glasses, but no one seemed to be clearing up. Toward the rear of the diner there were louvered swing doors, from beyond which came the clatter of pots and pans.

Shadrak grabbed Nameless by the arm and took him to one side. “You see anything out there?”

“How did you know?”

“Because it damned near killed me, that’s how. Up on the rooftops. A creature, all black and featureless. Glided down on some sort of membranes beneath its arms.”

“There was a shadow,” Nameless said. “On one of the roofs opposite.”

Shadrak started toward the door, but Nameless held him back. “Gone now. When the scruffy ragamuffin was slung out onto the street. Must have scared it off.”

“Buck Fargin?” Shadrak said. He shared a look with a fat man in a jacket and trousers, both of which were charcoal gray with hair-thin lines in a lighter shade. “Least he was good for something.”

“And he’ll be good for a whole lot more, if he just does as he’s told,” the fat man said. He was bald, save for a strip of hair that ran round the base of his skull. And he was flabby, too, same as Lucius had been. He puckered his lips when he spoke, and he had roving eyes that seemed to constantly take in everyone and everything in the diner.”

“This is Albert,” Shadrak said. “Albert, Nameless.”

“Nameless?” Albert said. “What kind of—”

An interior door slapped open, and out staggered Rhiannon. Judging by the stench that followed her, it must have been the latrine. She looked green as a corpse, her eyes bloodshot and sunken. “Oh, great,” she growled. “What the shog do you want?”

Aristodeus looked down his nose at her. “From you, nothing more at this juncture. When you are… recovered, we should talk.”

“Nothing to say to you,” she said, propping herself on a stool at the diner’s small bar and reaching for a bottle.

On the stool next to her, one of the punters was slouched over the counter with his head in his beer. He looked a shambles, all matted gray hair and beard, and clothes that were coming apart at the seams.

Albert stepped across Nameless’s field of vision to confront Rhiannon.

“I wouldn’t,” Albert said. “The tisane I gave you doesn’t mix well with alcohol.”

Rhiannon groaned and held her head in her hands.

“Albert’s the new owner of this shithole,” Shadrak explained.”

“Oh?” Aristodeus said. “What happened to Chef Dougan?”

“He ate something that didn’t agree with him,” Albert said.

“It was Albert that moved my plane ship,” Shadrak said to Nameless. “He stowed away when we left Urddynoor. The tosser I just threw outside picked him up on the road, gave him a lift here. Apparently, this is where some of the guild bosses do their deals. Albert got wind of that and decided to set up shop. It’s the same thing he did back home.”

“He’s an assassin?” Nameless said, thinking he looked anything but.

Shadrak nodded. “Poisoner. Best I’ve worked with. Anyhow, thought you’d found a way to get that bucket off your head, got a belly full of booze, and gone to sleep it off.”

“The feeding takes time,” Aristodeus said. “And there were other matters.”

“Such as?” Shadrak said.

“Other matters.”

“It’s all right, laddie,” Nameless said, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Just had a lot to talk about, after what landed me in this helm.”

“I ain’t got a shogging clue what you’re talking about,” Shadrak said, “but right now, I couldn’t give a stuff. We got problems of our own. Shader—”

“He’s not back from the Senate?” Aristodeus said.

“Yeah, like you didn’t know,” Rhiannon said.

“I didn’t, but perhaps I should have.”

But he’d suspected, Nameless knew, and then rationalized the danger away. Was the philosopher less of a planner and thinker than he tried to convey? Was he like a child, hoping things would work out, in spite of evidence to the contrary? Or was it more sinister than that? Had he known all along that Shader would run into trouble? He’d said the knight had had his chance and failed. Was that all he got in Aristodeus’s game? One strike.

“According to Albert’s contact in the Senate, Shader’s been taken into custody. They plan to execute him.”

“What?” Aristodeus said. “For being religious?”

“So, what are you going to do about it?” Rhiannon said.

“Me? Nothing. There’s nothing I can do.” Aristodeus looked haunted, and something fiery flashed across his eyes. He swiftly regained his composure, though. “I am… I am already overstretched, and some actions are just a little too—”

“What, you mean you can’t be bothered?” Rhiannon said. “Or is the great Aristodeus a coward as well as a creep?”

“You wouldn’t understand if I told you!” he thundered.

A hush settled over the diner.

It was Nameless who finally broke the silence. “Way I see it, laddie, if you won’t or can’t do anything, you should go pour yourself a drink and let the grown-ups do the thinking.”

“Did I hear right?” Albert said. “Aristodeus, is it? Come, let me get you something to eat.” There was something predatory about the way Albert looked the philosopher up and down.

“No.” Aristodeus waved away the offer. “But you are right,” he said to Nameless. “This is something you could do. Think of it as reparation.”

Aristodeus went to hover over Rhiannon at the bar. “Perhaps we should make use of the time, have our talk, after all.”

“If we must,” Rhiannon said.

The punter next to her sputtered and shook, turned his head the other way, and resumed his snoring.

Shadrak gestured to a table, and Nameless and Albert joined him there.

“Look,” Shadrak said, “all we know is Shader’s in a cell somewhere on 101st Street.”

Nameless started fumbling in his pockets, but Shadrak put a restraining hand on him.

“No need for a map, mate. I’ve got it all memorized. Now, usually, I’d stake it out, see all the comings and goings, work out the locks and all that, but we don’t have the time. Way I see it, if we can’t prepare for the specifics, we prepare for everything. That’s why I need you, you devious old bastard,” he said to Albert, “and you, my friend,” he said to Nameless, “are there for if it goes tits up.”

“Stealth and hammer, laddie,” Nameless said. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

Albert was scratching his head and frowning. Then a light seemed to go on in his eyes, and he stood.

He was halfway to the door before Shadrak said, “What? What is it?”

Albert threw the door open and hollered out into the street. “Buck! Buck, you cretinous oaf!”

The ragamuffin Shadrak had turfed out appeared in the doorway, having no doubt been eavesdropping.

“Changed you minds? Need me, after all?”

“How could we ever do without you, Buck?” Albert said. “Now, where’s the nearest blacksmith’s?”

Buck opened his mouth to answer, but Albert carried on.

“I need a bellows and a—shit, where are we going to get some tubing?”

Nameless gave a polite cough and stood. He lifted the front of his chainmail hauberk to reveal the coil of clear tubing Aristodeus had taped to his belly in readiness for the next feeding.

“I’m sure old baldilocks has plenty more where this came from.”

He glanced at the bar, but the philosopher hadn’t heard him. He was deep in conversation with Rhiannon, if that’s what you could call it. Aristodeus was doing all the talking.

With a grunt, Nameless yanked out the tube and stemmed the flow of blood with his free hand.

“Yes,” Albert said. “Yes, that will do nicely.”


GLIMPSES OF SELF







The suns rose bloody, casting the basilica that housed the Senatorial chambers in a battlefield hue. The brightening sky was all smudges of greens, grays, and browns as sickness continued to roll in from Gandaw’s mountain.

The jail behind the basilica looked of newish build. It was a squat brick and mortar construction with just the one way in and out—an iron-bound hardwood door. The soft glow of lantern light spilled over from the far side, where workmen were hard at it putting the finishing touches to a guillotine.

Nameless staggered on past Albert under the weight of the beer keg he’d lugged all the way from Dougan’s Diner—or Queenie’s or whatever the poisoner had changed the name to. Tankards clattered from within the bag slung over his shoulder.

Albert was already in position, kneeling beneath the nearside window of the jail and running the tubing Nameless had yanked from his guts up through the bars. The other end was attached to the hand bellows Buck Fargin had come back with, and that was connected to the bell-jar containing the evil-stinking gas the poisoner had concocted.

The guard on the front entrance started awake as Nameless passed him and set the barrel down. Before the fellow could say anything, Nameless cried out in a booming voice, “Beer for the workers! Come and get it, lads!”

A chorus of exclamations erupted from the platform the guillotine stood upon, and a big man came into view.

“Beer? Who sent it? Not them shoggers in the Senate, surely?”

Nameless didn’t reply. He simply tapped the barrel and filled one of the tankards. The man took it from him, had a taste, then called his mates over.

“Sir?” the door guard said, as he approached. “Excuse me, sir…”

Nameless handed him a beer. “I won’t say anything if you don’t, laddie. Go on, get that down you.”

Desire was written all over the guard’s ruddy face. Judging by his bulbous nose and the veins webbing it, he was as likely to refuse a drink as any self-respecting dwarf. Humans, it seemed, weren’t so different, after all.

Taking his cue from the workmen bustling over to line up at the barrel, the guard took a sip that became a swig, and then he necked the tankard in a long, glugging pull.

All the while, Albert was pumping furiously on the bellows, and the job was as good as done.

One by one, the workmen took to the beer like it was Cordy’s Arnochian Ale. It wasn’t. Even a drinker of Ironbelly’s would have been hard-pressed to swallow such gnat’s piss, but Albert had augmented it with something from a glass vial, and the workmen were buying it.

By the time Shadrak came jogging down the cobbled road, from where he’d been on rooftop lookout, everyone but the guard was out cold. The assassin had a blood-speckled dagger in either hand.

Nameless perched on the edge of the barrel and held a tankard up before  the eye-slit. Piss or no piss, poisoned or otherwise, he’d have given his right arm for a swill of cold beer in his mouth.

“What the shog are you doing?” Shadrak said, striding straight past.

Nameless swiveled round to see what he was talking about.

The guard had his sword out and was stumbling toward Albert, who was reeling in the tubing with a smug grin on his fat face.

Albert hadn’t seen the danger, and he bent down to disconnect the tubing from the bellows. The guard raised his sword and half-tripped, half-ran in a swaying zigzag toward him. Shadrak ran, too, but he was too far off to use a dagger. He stopped for a moment to sheathe one of the knives and grab a razor star.

In that moment, Albert lunged for the guard and got a garrote around his throat.

Nameless let out a booming laugh. He’d not expected that. Albert was full of surprises, no doubt all of them as poisonous as the gas he’d sent through the window.

The guard’s sword clanged to the cobbles. He was arched back at an unnatural angle, arms thrashing, legs twitching. Albert was grinning like a baresark with a pitcher of mead. A couple more shakes and shudders, and the guard flopped to the ground.

“Credit where credit’s due, eh, Shadrak?” Albert said, straightening up and picking bits of flesh from the wire. “Chef Dougan might have been a terrible cook, but his cheese-cutter works a treat.” He stuffed it in his jacket pocket and adjusted his rumpled collar.

“Good job, Albert,” Shadrak said. “That all of them?”

“Unless there’s a change of guard on the way.”

“There was,” Shadrak said, slipping the razor star back in his baldric and wiping his dagger clean on his cloak. “But not anymore. Any sign of a key?”

Albert rifled through the guard’s pockets, checked his belt, and came up shrugging. “It’s all yours, then.” He gestured ostentatiously toward the door.

Shadrak slipped out his tool-pack and unrolled it. He put a hook pick between his teeth and took out a torsion wrench. The lock was at eye-level for him; anyone else would have had to bend down. Without looking, he wagged his fingers over his shoulder. “Light,” he hissed. “Bring me some light.”

Nameless slid from the barrel and grabbed one of the workmen’s lanterns. He ambled over to stand behind Shadrak and illuminate the lock.

“What you need is a hammer and chisel,” he said, slinging the tankard over his shoulder, and feeling the loss of ale like it was family. “Lock like this isn’t sturdy, not like the ones in Arx Gravis. One good whack—”

“What I need is peace and quiet,” Shadrak said. “Do I tell you how to lop heads off with that axe of yours?”

Nameless started to object that he hadn’t lopped off any heads, but he had. More than he cared to remember. Shame prickled his face as images of dwarven heads on spears sprang unbidden to mind. Thank shog for the helm, else Shadrak or Albert might have noticed.

Shadrak placed the torsion wrench in the lower part of the keyhole and applied torque to the cylinder, turning it the merest fraction of an inch. Taking the pick from his teeth, he poked it into the upper part of the keyhole and felt around.

“My way’s quicker,” Nameless said.

Shadrak turned the wrench. The lock clicked, and he pushed with his shoulder—but the door didn’t budge.

“Crap,” he muttered, and then, “Shogging, scutting bollocks.”

“Oh, don’t tell me…” Albert said.

“Yep,” Shadrak said, stepping back from the door and giving it a kick. “Barred from the shogging inside.”

“Well, that’s… sensible, I suppose,” Nameless said.

“This is why I don’t like rushing,” Shadrak said. “Everything needs to be planned out in advance.”

“Now you sound like Baldilocks,” Nameless said. “But I don’t see it doing him much good, do you?”

“Here,” Albert said, removing the pick and wrench from the lock and passing them back to Shadrak. “Can’t say we didn’t try.”

“Stand back,” Nameless said. He handed Albert the lantern then hefted his axe. “I’ll have a crack at it.”

“No,” Shadrak said. “We’ll use this.”

He took a glass globe from his pouch. “Last one,” he muttered.

He moved back, gesturing for the others to follow. He gave the globe a good shake, then threw it at the door.

There was a a brilliant flash, a concussive boom, and Nameless was flung onto his back. Sulfurous fumes filled the great helm and made him cough.

“That’ll do it, laddie,” he said, kicking his legs in the air.

“Well, no one would have heard that,” Albert said in a voice dripping with sarcasm. He made a show of dusting himself down as he stood.

Shadrak rolled to his feet. “We need to move. Fast.”

Nameless grabbed his axe and used it to push himself upright.

Black smoke billowed away on the wind as Shadrak led them through the wreckage of the doorway.

There was a door with a grille opposite, and off to one side there was a heavy wooden chest. Two guards were slumped over a table, greenish drool oozing from their mouths.

Albert lifted one’s head and used his thumb to raise an eyelid, then let the head drop with a thud onto the table.

“Shader,” Shadrak said, starting toward the cell door.

“Oh, he’ll be fine. I dare say only a trickle made it through to the cell. Here.” Albert unclipped some keys from a guard’s belt and flung them to Shadrak.

Shadrak rattled through them till he found the one that fit the lock. There was a healthy clunk as he turned it, and he pushed the door open.

Shader was face down on the floor. His hair was matted and caked with filth, and his surcoat was a shredded mess, soaked in red. A pair of bunks was the only furniture in the whitewashed room. Bloodstained sheets draped down from the top one, and on the bottom lay a scrawny corpse with a face so bruised and bloodied it didn’t seem human.

Nameless pushed through the doorway and crossed to the bunks. He knelt beside Shader and turned him onto his back. The knight had taken one shog of a pummeling, by the looks of him: split lip, puffy black eyes, streaks of dried blood from dozens of cuts.

“He’s breathing,” Albert said from over Nameless’s shoulder.

“Aye, laddie, but look at the state of him. Game to Sektis Gandaw, I’d say.”

“Help me,” Shader mumbled from the floor. “Help me up.”

Albert looked at Nameless and stuck out his bottom lip. Together, they supported Shader as he stood, coughing and wincing, clutching his side.

“Where’s you’re gear?” Shadrak said.

Shader looked at him through slitted eyes. He shrugged, and then lurched toward the bunk-bed.

“Dead,” Shadrak said.

Nameless pivoted so he could see the open door through the eye-slit. Someone would have heard that blast.

With agonized slowness, Shader lowered himself to one knee beside the bed. Grunting, he set the other knee down, too, and bowed his head. In spite of his injuries—and they looked severe—he was tight as a spring, and tension rolled off him in murderous waves.

“Ain’t like you knew him,” Shadrak said.

Albert gave a delicate cough and nodded that they should go. He crossed to the doorway and peered out across the guards’ room they’d entered by.

Nameless put a hand on Shader’s shoulder. “Laddie? Laddie, we need to get you out of here.”

Shader pulled a bloodstained sheet over the corpse’s face.

“They tortured him, Nameless. His name was Tovin. He was one of those people handing out slips of paper we saw when we arrived. You know what they were? Invitations to secret prayer meetings. He was a Wayist, Nameless. Like Thumil back at Arx Gravis.”

“Thumil? He read that weird old book, but I wouldn’t have said—”

“The same book they use. He showed me it before they shut me in that cell with you. The same scriptures. I was starting to learn from Tovin. Their holy book, their Liber Via, is an older, purer form of my Templum’s Liber.”

“But they killed him,” Nameless said.

“They were softening him up for execution. But he was too frail, and they went too far.”

“And they worked you over as well,” Albert said. “Did a good job of it, too.”

Shader’s eyes hardened. Where they were usually blue, they had darkened to slate-gray. He pulled himself up using the bed-frame, took a lurching step, and staggered as his leading knee buckled. Nameless caught him by the elbow and walked with him into the guards’ room.

Shader snapped his head round to glare at the chest. He pulled free from Nameless and tottered toward it.

“Locked,” he muttered.

“Here.” Shadrak threw him the keys.

Albert pressed himself against the wall beside the wreckage of the main door and glanced outside. “Time to go, darlings.”

“How many?” Shadrak asked, rushing to the other side of the entrance to see for himself.

“Three,” Albert said. “But there’s activity further down the street.”

Shader got the chest open. He slipped his coat on, buckled his sword belt, and tugged his hat down low over his face. He adjusted his scabbard so it sat behind his hip.

Nameless risked a peek outside.

Two kilted soldiers in bronze breastplates were examining the unconscious workmen. From out of sight, the third cried, “Guard’s dead. Someone slit his shogging throat.”

Albert shrugged. “Technically, he was strangled. Although, to give them their due, the cheese-cutter did make rather a mess of his throat.”

Behind them, a groan sounded from one of the guards slumped over the table.

“You didn’t kill them?” Shadrak said.

Albert frowned. “Thought I did. Must have misjudged the dose.”

Then Shadrak said, “Heads up.”

The two soldiers examining the workmen started straight toward the doorway.

The rasp of a sword being drawn made Nameless look behind. He tried to call out “No!’ but he was too stunned to speak.

Shader rammed his gladius through a stirring guard’s back. The man spasmed, gurgled, and stilled.

A soldier stepped though the debris of the door. Albert slipped out behind him and looped his cheese-cutter around the man’s neck. As the second soldier charged to his aid, Shadrak spun away from the wall and flung two razor stars in swift succession. One took the soldier in the eye, the other in the throat. Shadrak closed in and finished him off with a dagger through the heart, which he made a point of twisting.

Albert’s soldier slumped to his knees, flailing weakly at the garrote. Albert gave a final tug, then flung the body to the floor.

Nameless watched as the third soldier fled toward the basilica.

“Best get going,” he said.

Shader, though, was standing over the other unconscious guard. He took a jug of water from the table and tipped it over the man’s head. The guard spluttered and came awake. Shader grabbed him by the hair and exposed his throat.

“No!” Nameless cried as he came back across the room. He grabbed Shader’s sword arm.

“I won’t allow it, laddie. Won’t let you do what I did.”

With a flash of movement, Shader snatched the gladius with his other hand and hacked down at the great helm. Nameless smacked it aside with his axe-haft and slammed the flat into Shader’s shoulder, spinning him from his feet.

Shader hit the floor, rolled, and came up slashing for Nameless’s guts. Nameless turned the sword aside with a blistering block, and then smacked Shader between the eyes with the axe butt. The knight went down hard, hit the back of his head on the flagstones. The gladius skittered away across the room. He blinked up at Nameless standing astride him, axe slung carelessly over his shoulder.

Shader rubbed his forehead. Already a knot was forming.

“You remember?” Shader said. He raised his hands to look at the palms. They were raw and weeping, as if he’d held them to a naked flame.

“Aye, laddie, I remember. Not everything, but more than I’d like.”

There was a blur of movement, a squeal and a gasp, and the guard Shader had been about to kill crumpled to the floor.

“If you’re gonna do a thing,” Shadrak said, crouching to wipe his dagger on the guard’s britches, “at least finish the shogging job.”

Shader shook his head, tried to find the right words. He gaped at the guard he’d stabbed in the back, as if he were emerging from a nightmare.

Nameless knew exactly what that felt like.

Had it been the sword that had enraged Shader? That was certainly what had happened with the black axe. But Nameless had felt that weapon’s malice when he’d first seen it, before it he’d grasped it and the world had turned upside down. He’d felt no such revulsion for the Sword of the Archon. Could Shader’s bloodlust have been a natural consequence of being locked up and tortured? Of seeing the Wayist, Tovin, die at the hands of the guards?

That was something he could understand. If it had been him, and if Tovin had been a friend, like Thumil or Cordy, he’d have likely done the same. But Shader? A man who was more priest than warrior? It felt wrong. And it reeked of Aristodeus. What had the philosopher done to mold a seven-year old boy into such a contradiction?

“I don’t want to hurry you or anything,” Albert called from the doorway. “But there’s a lot of activity over by the basilica.”

A horn blasted from outside. Orders were barked. For a few moments, there was a chaos of hollers, clatters, clangs, the crunch of boots.

To Shadrak, Nameless said, “You three go. I’ll slow them down.” Then to Shader, “Come on, laddie, let’s get you back. No sense in anymore killing.”

Shader stooped to pick up the gladius. “Back whe—Ouch!” He recoiled, sucking at his fingers, as if he’d touched a boiling pan.

He looked at Nameless, horror passing across his eyes. “What have I done?” he asked. “Oh, Nous, what have I—?”

“Now, laddie!”

Half in a daze, Shader withdrew his hand inside his coat sleeve and used that to pick up the gladius. As he re-sheathed the sword, Nameless bustled him toward the entrance.

Shadrak grabbed one of the knight’s arms, and Albert the other.

It hadn’t been boots he’d heard, Nameless realized, as a platoon of soldiers in bronze helms and cuirasses rounded the corner from the basilica. They were sandals. Rectangle shields were formed up in a wall six abreast and four deep. Short stabbing swords poked between the gaps.

The four of them emerged from the doorway together, but as Albert and Shadrak half-dragged Shader toward the narrow alleyway they’d first approached the jail by, Nameless strode straight toward the shield wall.

It was impressive, how quickly the soldiers had responded, and the discipline would have made the Red Cloaks look sloppy.

With a roar of “Kunaga!” he raised his axe overhead and charged. It was the cry shouted by the crowds at the circle fights: the name of the legendary baresark hero.

The soldiers faltered. They hadn’t expected this. Faster and faster his legs pumped, until he came within a few strides of the front rank. Shields were braced to meet the impact. Shortswords glinted hungrily.

And Nameless veered away in a wide loop back toward the jail.

Of Albert, Shadrak, and Shader, there was no sign. They must have made it into the alley.

A moment’s hesitation, and then a cry went up, and the phalanx surged toward him.

As he’d hoped it would.

Suddenly, the soldiers’ discipline wasn’t quite so perfect. Gaps opened between shields as they struggled to match each other’s pace, and when he doubled back and slammed into them, none of them saw it coming.

The clangor of steel on steel broke like a thunderstorm. The shield wall buckled, and Nameless was in among them shoving and pushing, using the flat of the axe like a club.

Soldiers fell into one another in a panic of chaos.

And then Nameless was back out and pelting toward the alley.

As he made the entrance, some inner sense sent prickles of ice along his spine. He looked up at the roof of the basilica.

There was a dark shape close to the edge. He could have sworn it was the same thing that been watching him outside the diner, and likely the same  creature that had attacked Shadrak. It was vaguely manlike, only sleek, black, and featureless.

A thud and a clang rocked his head back and spun him round. A crossbow bolt ricocheted from the helm and clattered away across the ground.

When he angled another look at the rooftop, the creature was gone.

A second bolt glanced off Nameless’s hauberk. It had come from a top story window. What did they expect? Crossbows lacked the range, and against dwarven mail, they were worse than useless.

Sandaled feet scuffed toward him, and Nameless whirled to confront the advancing soldiers.

They fanned out in a semicircle around him.,

Nameless held up a hand to stall them.

“Now listen, laddies,” he said. “I’m going to say this only once.”

Silence.

Hard eyes glittered. As one, they started to close in.

Nameless suddenly tilted the great helm to look up at the sky. “Look out!” he cried. “The suns are falling!”

The soldiers all looked up, and Nameless legged it down the alley.

One second, two, and then there were sounds of pursuit.

But it wasn’t just a straight alley; it was a warren of passages between buildings, a labyrinth of byways filled with rats and refuse. Losing the soldiers was going to be easy; getting himself lost, easier still.

He barged through a gate into a courtyard garden, entered a house by way of the back door, walked to the front as if he owned the place, even waving a greeting to the startled residents, and then he was out onto a main street.

Soldiers were gathering a way off to the right, so he hugged the walls of buildings, then made a dash for an alley on the opposite side of the street. Without pause, he strode ahead, taking random turns into adjoining passages until he no longer had any idea if he was heading back the way he’d come.

But one thing was certain: there were no more sounds of pursuit. All he heard was yelled orders off in the distance, the peep of a whistle, the blast of a horn. They hadn’t given up, by any measure; but they were moving in the wrong direction.

At an amble now, he emerged from the narrow lanes onto a cobbled street and found himself staring up at a sign depicting a naked woman with a fish’s tail. Above her head was the name of the establishment, painted in red: The Mermaid.

Nameless slipped inside the doorway and immediately relaxed. It was the scent of hops that did it, the aroma of pipe tobacco. It was a tavern, and more than that, it was open this early in the day.

“Breakfast?” a crone said from behind the bar.

The scattering of punters gave him uneasy looks, and then he remembered the helm.

“Just beer, lassie,” Nameless said.

“Beer for breakfast?”

“And why ever not?”

With a sigh and a roll of her eyes, she filled him a flagon and set it on the counter before him. He paid for it with the coins Aristodeus had given him, then carried it to a nook over by the hearth.

As soon as they realized he meant no trouble, the punters went back to their breakfasts of eggs, ham, and kaffa.

Nameless suppressed a pang of envy as he set his beer down on the table and stared into the froth.

And stared, and stared.


RUGBEARD’S WAY







“What do you mean you can’t use it?” Aristodeus was saying to Shader as Nameless entered Queenie’s Fine Diner to the accompaniment of the tinkling bells above the door.

Aristodeus was red-faced, and spittle flew as he raged. Nameless had never seen the philosopher’s eyes so wide, so bloodshot, so… haunted.

Thunder rolled outside the window, and lightning sheeted upward into the sky. It had started when he left the Mermaid and begged directions to Queenie’s, and yet no rain had fallen as he made his way back.

“Well?” the philosopher said, stabbing a finger at the gladius sheathed at Shader’s hip.

Cords stood out on Shader’s neck, and his cheek twitched. But despite the fact he looked ready to carve Aristodeus up into pieces, he turned away. It wasn’t so much suppressed anger, Nameless realized: it was shame.

Nameless made his way to the bar and plonked himself on a stool next to the scruffy waster who’d been slumped unconscious in the very same position before they’d left to rescue Shader.

Rhiannon hovered by the latrine door, still looking green as grass. She sneered at Aristodeus, flicked her eyes in Nameless’s direction, then looked down at her feet.

“So, we’re shogged, is what you’re saying?” Shadrak said. He was leaning back in his chair, feet crossed on a table. He eyed the crust he’d been nibbling, snorted, and tossed it over his shoulder.

The kitchen doors swung open, and Albert backed out carrying a steaming dish in each hand.

“Best I could do at such short notice,” he said, turning to see who was listening.

No one was.

Nameless leaned over to the unconscious punter and whispered, “Did I miss anything, laddie?”

The punter grunted and turned his head to get more comfortable.

And Nameless nearly fell off his stool.

It was a dwarf. And not just any dwarf: it was someone he thought he knew. Or had known. A bulbous nose, purplish pigmentation to the cheeks; a crop of unkempt hair and a matted gray beard. And he stank. At first, Nameless thought it was the moldering stench from inside the great helm, but now he was sure it was coming from the dwarf. But what was his name? He knew he should remember, like he should have recalled the names of so many others they’d left behind at the ravine. Like he should have recalled his own.

The dwarf gazed at him with rheumy eyes. He propped his head up on one arm and belched. Even the great helm offered no protection against such a rancid burp.

“I know you, son?” the dwarf said.

“I know you,” Nameless said. “I just don’t know who you are.”

The dwarf peered round at the others in the diner, taking it all in with a bored expression. “That don’t make a whole lot of sense, knowing someone but not who they are. Tell me, son: you made it out of the ravine. Did anyone else survive?”

“Rugbeard!” Nameless said. “Your name is Rugbeard.” The night warden of the mines, and one-time teacher of the Annals. He knew there was more, too: something about metal weight plates for training with.

“Take that there helm off, son. Let me get a look at you. I could swear I know your voice.”

Nameless sighed. “I can’t.” He indicated where the helm was fused to his neck. “I can’t remove it, see.”

Rugbeard frowned and worried his lip. “How’s that, then?”

Nameless looked round at the diner, caught Aristodeus glancing his way. He decided not to answer. He didn’t really know what to say. Everything was still a blur of conflicting images, and while he was piecing together the past, how could he be sure what was real and what was an invention of the black axe? And how much of what Aristodeus had revealed to him was simply for the purpose of manipulation?

“At a guess,” Rugbeard said, “I’d have to say you was one of Droom’s boys. It’s in the way you speak, but it’s in the width of your shoulders, too. More than that, there can’t be too many helms like that one you’re wearing. Not made of scarolite. Only one I know of was in Droom’s possession. But there’s no way in shog’s cesspit you could be Lucius. That there stool would have broken under his weight, and he’d have been waving a book under my nose and wanting to debate about stuff that was authentic and stuff that weren’t. No, you have to be the other one. Thingy…” He idly picked up an empty bottle and studied the label, as if he could find the name that had eluded him there.

“Lucius is dead,” Nameless said.

Rugbeard dropped the bottle atop the bar, then slammed a hand down over it to stop it from rolling.

“Dead? Lucius?” He closed his eyes and sighed. “How many more? How many fell to that butcher’s axe?”

“You were there, Rugbeard. You must have seen what happened.”

“No, I was not there. Soon as it started, I got out. Thing is, after arguing so much with Lucius about those passages in the Annals, the ones he said were genuine, but I said were fake, I went and had another look at them.”

“Lucius was right?”

Rugbeard looked at him as if he were an idiot. “No, Lucius weren’t right. I was. But the important thing is, stuff the fake passages said, stuff no one would have took to be true, had been born out by what we’d seen in the mines.”

He peered long and hard at the great helm, as if willing Nameless to remember.

And he did: bits and pieces. He remembered riding on the train to get to the headframe. He remembered Rugbeard driving.

“Golems, son,” Rugbeard said. “We’d already seen golems were real, and when whistles were peeping all the way down to the floor of the ravine, when horns were blasting, and more Red Cloaks than I’ve seen in my entire life were forming up on every single walkway, I knew the slaughter was coming. It was written on the page, son: a butchery among the dwarves so terrible that hardly anyone survived. The Corrector, they said did it. A tyrant come to punish us for our sins.”

“And Lucius knew this?”

Rugbeard shook his head. “He was too wrapped up in fairy stories about the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. He never mentioned no Corrector to me. I bet he didn’t even read that far ahead. That’s the trouble with scholars these days: too specialized. Eyes only for what takes their interest.”

“I remember nothing about any Corrector,” Nameless said. “Just a butcher. And people did survive. Lots of them. When we left Arx Gravis, there were Red Cloaks all over the place.”

“Maybe the Annals got it wrong, then,” Rugbeard said. “Or perhaps it hasn’t happened yet.”

“Oh, it happened, laddie, I can assure you of that. Just not the same way.” 

Could it be that Aristodeus had averted a much greater catastrophe? Maybe fate wasn’t set in stone after all.

Rugbeard reached over the counter for a cask of mead. Albert scowled at him from across the room, and Rugbeard withdrew his hand as if slapped.

As the poisoner-cum-chef stalked back toward the bar to keep an eye on his stock, Aristodeus sucked in a long breath through his teeth and asked Shader, “What have you done?”

“Nothing I haven’t done,” Nameless threw across the diner at him. “Nor most of the people in this room, if I’m right.”

Aristodeus shot him an irritated glare and then fixed his eyes on Shader once more.

“I killed an defenseless man,” Shader said.

“So shogging what?” Shadrak said. “Scut had it coming. Did for the other one myself.”

“It was more than that,” Aristodeus said, taking a step closer. “You’ve killed before, and the sword didn’t reject you.”

Shader closed his eyes. When he opened them, he was looking right at Nameless, pleading with him to say something; to understand.

“It was the rage,” Nameless said. “Same as with me.”

“No,” Shader said. “Not the same.”

Nameless stood. That sounded like a criticism. And he was only trying to help. “What’s that supposed to mean, laddie?”

“This is the Sword of the Archon, not some demonic axe.”

“Meaning?” Nameless crossed his arms.

Albert gave a delicate cough. “I take it no one’s hungry, then. Such a waste of good chowder.”

Rugbeard raised a shaky hand. “Bring it here, sonny, and grab me another beer, while you’re at it.”

“Meaning, the sin is all mine,” Shader said.

Rhiannon scoffed. “Here we go again.”

Shader flashed a look at her, and she instantly lowered her eyes and pulled up a seat at the bar on the other side of Rugbeard. Nameless resumed his stool as Albert plonked down the food in front of Rugbeard, complaining as he filled a tankard from a keg.

“Me, too,” Rhiannon said, rubbing her stomach and wincing. “Sooner chance it than listen to any more of this shite.”

“And me,” Nameless said. “Not that I can drink in this thing.” He rapped the side of the great helm then delivered an almighty slap to Rugbeard’s back. “But it’s yours if you’ll lighten the mood with a story. The taller, the better.”

“There is only so long I will be ignored,” Aristodeus said.

“Face it, Baldy,” Shadrak said, “your scutting master plan is shogged. Don’t know why you didn’t send an expert in the first place.” He drew his Thundershot and made a show of polishing it with a napkin.

“Years and years and years,” Aristodeus said, thrusting his face into Shader’s. “Do you think I wanted to train you? Wanted to keep coming back to that stinking little hovel in the armpit of Nousia?”

“That was it all along, wasn’t it?” Shader said, locking eyes with the philosopher. “I always knew you wanted something from me; something very specific; but you played me so well, got me thinking you were a friend, family, even.”

Aristodeus turned away. “Oh, I was far more than that to you.”

“Yes? And what might that have been?”

Aristodeus flicked his fingers dismissively over his shoulder. “Time is not on our side. Whatever you may think about my motives, it is imperative that you wield the Sword of the Archon. Believe me, nothing else will suffice.”

“Who says?” Shadrak stood and holstered his weapon.

Aristodeus threw his hands in the air. “Are you all complete bloody morons?” He whirled on each one of them, eyes blazing with indignation, or maybe desperation.

“The little fellow has a point,” Nameless said. “You have all the answers, then maybe you’d better start sharing them with the rest of us.”

Aristodeus tensed, then sighed, and his shoulders slumped.

“All I can say—and I mean that quite literally—is that I tried once before to stop Gandaw. I…” He grimaced and licked his lips. “I failed. I didn’t factor in the power of Eingana, which he had somehow harnessed. If it hadn’t been for the dwarves—for Maldark—”

“The Fallen?” Shader said. “What—?”

Rhiannon cut across him. “So, your plan’s to neutralize the statue with the Archon’s sword. You want to pit sister against brother.”

Aristodeus rolled his head and looked around, his eyes eventually settling on a chair at Shadrak’s table. He pulled it out and sat down. “Not quite, but almost.” He flashed her a smile that said, “Go to the top of the class.”

“The statue really is Eingana,” Aristodeus said. “Her fossilized essence. That was Gandaw’s genius: to harness the power of a god.”

“Eingana’s no god,” Shader said. “Not in the true sense of the word. Neither’s the Archon, for that matter.”

“Semantics!” Aristodeus said. “The point is, the Supernal Triad have incomparable power, at least in this cosmos. What Gandaw threatens—the end of all things—is madness. He wants to unmake what does not come from him, so that he can make all things anew, with himself as the one and only creator.”

Albert insinuated his way into the conversation by starting to stack the plates on the table. “Isn’t that what we all want, ultimately?”

“Weirdo,” Rhiannon said.

Aristodeus snatched an olive from one of the plates and popped it into his mouth. He chewed noisily.

Albert cocked his head and watched the philosopher eat, then said, “What I mean is, it’s natural to want to control.” He proffered Aristodeus the last olive, which was accepted with relish.

“Which is why you’re such a obsessive, conniving bastard, Albert,” Shadrak said.

“Look who’s talking,” Albert said. “How many times was it you followed Councilor Hordred home till you were absolutely certain of his every habit? Seven? Eight?”

Shadrak gave a little cough and spoke behind his hand. “Twelve.”

“My point is,” Aristodeus said, “that Gandaw’s—”

“A nut job?” Rhiannon said.

Shader glared at her. He looked about to berate her, but then his mouth dropped open, and he said, “No, he’s been deceived.”

Aristodeus jabbed a finger at him. “Exactly. Gandaw thinks he’s in control; thinks he’s fathomed everything there is to fathom; thinks he has the perfect plan to unweave the old and create the new, but he forgets what he is. He’s no god. He’s human, and as flawed as the creation he judges so harshly. But more than that, he’s blinded by his own hubris. Yes, he can control Eingana, but does he know what she really is, where she comes from? Do any of us, other than in some loose metaphysical sense?”

He nodded approvingly at Shader. “Maybe all that training wasn’t completely wasted. Deception is what underlies this whole bloody mess. Self-deception, yes, but a whole other layer of deception beneath that.”

“The Father of Lies,” Shader said. “The Demiurgos.”

“Eureka!” Aristodeus said. A look of relief came over him, and he dabbed at an eye with his finger. He may have been wiping away a tear.

“Laddies, laddies, laddies,” Nameless said. “And lassie. Much as I’d love to listen to your theologizing all day, this peeling away the layers of the onion doesn’t solve our immediate problem, now, does it?”

Shadrak gave a slow handclap. “Thank shog for that. At least someone’s got his head out of his arse.”

“Yes,” Albert said. “I was rather wondering how analyzing Gandaw’s obvious megalomania is going to put an end to what he’s up to.”

Another crash of thunder shook the windows, and in its wake, the diner was noticeably darker.

“So, what you’re saying,” Shadrak said, “is Shader’s the only one who can handle Gandaw.” He shook his head, as if at some private joke. “But to succeed, he needs the sword.”

“If it were a simple matter of fighting prowess,” Aristodeus said, “I’d have finished Gandaw when I had the chance.”

“Yeah, well maybe you ain’t as good as you think,” Shadrak said. “Maybe I should have a crack at him.”

Aristodeus slapped a palm to his forehead and pressed his lips tightly together. “Eingana is our problem. How many times do I have to—?”

“But only the righteous can wield the Sword of the Archon!” Rhiannon said, as if a light had suddenly gone on. “That’s why…” She looked Shader directly in the eye. “That’s why this creep warned me off you.” She flicked a look at Aristodeus.

“So I’d remain holy,” Shader said, shaking his head.

“The important thing is—” Aristodeus started.

“And Rhiannon?” Shader asked. “You think you had the right?”

Aristodeus pushed himself to his feet and drew himself up to his full height. “This isn’t about you, Deacon,” he said in a voice full of weariness. “We are talking about the end of all things. Sacrifice. If there’s one thing I hoped you’d take from all that Nousian balderdash, it’s sacrifice. The needs of the other…”

Shader finished for him: “… outweigh the needs of the suffering servant.”

“Oh, please,” Rhiannon said. “That’s just about love; you know, self-giving love. Least that’s what they said in the novitiate. Not quite the same as you shogging around with people’s lives and expecting them to take it.”

“You,” Aristodeus said, turning his finger on her and fixing her with a glare, “need to keep quiet.” He raised an eyebrow, and something was communicated between them. Whatever it was, Rhiannon sighed and backed away to the bar.

Thunder boomed outside, and this time rain began to pelt the windows.

“Nameless is right,” Aristodeus said. “We need to deal with the immediate crisis. What happens after that—if there is an after that—is a battle for another day. You are the only one remotely close to being able to wield the Archon’s sword,” he said to Shader. “I’ve already tried once.” He brushed his palms together. “And these two”—he took in Albert and Shadrak—“have a trade that’s hardly compatible with holiness. Rhiannon is… well, she’s Rhiannon.” She was pouring herself a beer from a cask as he spoke. “And Nameless…”

“Why not just spit it out, laddie?” Nameless said. “A murderer? A maniac? What’s the word for someone who attempts to butcher his entire race?”

Rugbeard stiffened, and he turned wide eyes on Nameless.

“I was going to say,” Aristodeus said, “that you might have been the perfect choice, had you not had your own brush with the Demiurgos. I’m sorry, Nameless, but the black axe wounded you far more deeply than it did your people.”

Nameless was barely listening. He couldn’t take his eyes off Rugbeard’s face. The old dwarf hadn’t known. Hadn’t worked it out.

“Droom used to say,” Rugbeard said. “Used to say…”

“Salvation would come from my mother’s womb, laddie. I know.” Nameless pivoted the great helm so he could stare at the wall. The rush and patter of rain echoed around his skull. It called to him, lured him back into rivers of blood.

“I never would have…” Rugbeard said. “So, it was true, about the axe?”

“Oh, it was true, laddie. Lucius discovered it’s whereabouts, but the Krypteia killed him. Fed him to the seethers.”

Rugbeard would have known the legends about those writhing monsters. The way he put a hand over his mouth and stared into his beer showed that he did.

“But it wasn’t the Pax Nanorum, Rugbeard.” Nameless’s voice broke, and he started to shake with sobs. “It wasn’t the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.”

The sound of thumping footsteps passing the windows drew everyone’s attention. There was a collective intake of breath, but when the footfalls faded away, the tension left the room.

The door burst open, and Buck Fargin came in, dripping puddles on the floor.

“It’s all right; wasn’t looking for you. They was on fire duty,” he said.

“Last place they’d look is a shithole like this,” Shadrak said.

“Do you mind?” Albert said. “If you’d seen what it was like under Chef Dougan, you’d be singing my praises.”

Buck took in everyone in the diner, puffed out his chest, and bobbed his head from side to side.

“Whatever,” Aristodeus said before turning to Shader. “Right now, what you need—and I never thought I’d hear myself saying this—is confession.”

“Buck,” Albert said, “aren’t you still keeping watch?”

“Nah, reckon you’re safe for the time be—”

Shadrak cocked a finger at him, and Buck rolled his eyes and went back out into the rain, slamming the door behind him.

“Can’t,” Rhiannon said. “There’s no priest.”

“Poppycock,” Aristodeus said. “A good outpouring of the heart to your beloved Nous is all it takes. Trust me, the rest is all smoke and mirrors.”

“Rhiannon’s right,” Shader said. “There needs to be a priest.”

“Well, what do you expect me to do?” Aristodeus said. “Rustle one up out of thin air?”

Another boom rocked the diner, this one much closer. Somewhere in the distance, glass shattered, and a gusting howl ripped through the street.

“That the Unweaving?” Shadrak said.

“Side effects,” Aristodeus said, “but when it really gets underway, expect to see distortions, and then pockets of nothingness. If I’m right—and I only have Gandaw’s early theories to go on—emptiness will coalesce above the Perfect Peak until it goes critical. Once it does, everything that exists will be snuffed out faster than you can blink.”

“What I don’t get,” Shadrak said, “is why the scutting Archon don’t just sort Gandaw out. I mean, surely he can handle his sister. Way I heard it, the Demiurgos handled her good and proper.”

Aristodeus gritted his teeth. “The Archon is a law unto himself. I cannot answer for—”

“If Gandaw captured Eingana,” Rhiannon said into her drink, “couldn’t he do the same to her brother?” She looked round as if it were obvious. “Couldn’t Gandaw do the same to the Archon as he did to her?”

Aristodeus’s focus turned inward. He hadn’t even considered that, Nameless realized.

“Perhaps,” Aristodeus said after a moment. “But I’m certain there’s more to it than that. But as to the Archon taking any sort of direct action, we can forget it.”

“Then sword or no sword, it’s down to us to do something,” Shader said. “Judging by the state of things out there, I doubt we have enough time to trek back to the mountain. Can you get us there?”

“You must confess first!”

“Can you, or can’t you?”

“My freedom is not as total as it might look,” Aristodeus said.

“You manage to get around right enough when it suits you,” Rhiannon said. “It’ll be a damned sight quicker if you do that magic trick you did with me.”

“The Perfect Peak is made of scarolite, understand?” Aristodeus said. “It shields Gandaw from such ‘magic’, as you call it.” He sighed and turned to Shader. “If you won’t do as I ask, then you have failed, Deacon. Failed. You leave me no choice. Desperate times call for desperate measures. Come!” He held out a hand to Rhiannon.

She looked up blearily from the bar. “You’re joking.”

“And bring that with you.” Aristodeus pointed at her black sword, which was propped up in the corner.

“But—” Rhiannon started.

Aristodeus turned back to Shader. “Do what you can, but it’s wasted effort without the Sword of the Archon. Just remember, on your head be it.”

Rhiannon sauntered over with the black sword clutched in both hands. Aristodeus grabbed her in a rough embrace, green light swirled, and they vanished.

“What, now he’s gonna use her to save the world?” Shadrak said. “You gotta be having a laugh.”

Albert gave a dry chuckle, but then he picked up the stacked plates and headed to the kitchen. Nameless heard him mutter as he passed, “So, our bald friend likes olives, does he?”

“I can get you there,” Rugbeard said.

All eyes turned to him.

“I can get you to the mountain, and I can get you there real quick.”

“How, Rugbeard?” Nameless said. “We’ve already tried Arx Gravis.”

“And there’s no way in above ground,” Shadrak added.

“Old miner’s secret.” Rugbeard tapped the side of his nose and winked at Nameless. “Kept since afore you was a twinkle in your daddy’s eye.”


THE ANT-HILL







They left the city in a covered wagon. Nameless sat up front with Rugbeard, who insisted on driving, despite being too drunk to walk in a straight line.

Shader rode in the back with Shadrak and Albert. He’d suggested they hid in empty crates, in case they were stopped at the gates. After the jail break-out, there were patrols on every street, it seemed. Rugbeard said there would be no need. It was a guild wagon on loan to Buck Fargin, and the guards didn’t question guild business. After all, it was the guilds that supplemented their wages and gave them gifts for their families on all the major feast days.

Once they left the shelter of the Cyclopean Walls, unnatural winds buffeted the wagon, and the air about them shrieked, as if it were a beast being torn apart. Lightning flashed, and every now and again, the horse pulling them would balk and whinny.

Rugbeard was a mass of gray hair and beard tousled by the wind. He held the reins in one hand, a bottle in the other. The journey seemed to revive him, though, and he had a lot of talking to get out of his system. Nameless was the first dwarf Rugbeard had seen for more than a year, and it sounded like he needed to explain himself, justify leaving the ravine.

“I got out as soon as the blood started flowing,” Rugbeard said. “It was like the end of the world had come, and I just had to flee. I tell you, I’d have thought twice if all the Red Cloaks and Krypteia were at their posts. But when you started butchering… I mean, when the butchery started, they had their hands full, and I slipped away. I ain’t proud of it, but at the same time, what could I have done? I know what I am, same as everyone else knows: a drunken sot.

“I headed to the mines, took the train to the headframe, and then I made use of a little secret I’ve kept to myself all these years: there’s a ghost wall in the upper cavern. It leads to a fissure that takes you all the way to the hills on the surface.”

Up ahead, a whirling vortex of black—Nameless could only call it light—crossed the road and went spinning through a field, carving its own path and leaving bizarre patterns in the crops. A shadow passed across the face of one of the suns, and its twin started to strobe, making their progress appear stilted, staccato.

“What happened, son?” Rugbeard asked. “What exactly happened?”

A cold fist closed around Nameless’s heart. He tried to reach inside, wring the truth from the maelstrom of memories that never seemed to settle long enough for him to make sense out of.

“I’ve been piecing it together up here.” He tapped the helm. “But I can’t tell dreams from reality. I have no sense of having done what they say I did, even though I’m convinced it is the truth.”

Rugbeard cocked him a look. It was hard to tell if he was disbelieving, or simply curious.

“I see blood,” Nameless said. “Lots of blood. And I remember there being demons in the ravine. Though now I’m sure there weren’t.”

“Demons, eh?” Rugbeard grimaced, started to shake his head, but turned it into a nod, encouraging Nameless to go on.

“There was an axe rising and falling, over and over. It was golden. The blades shone like the suns.”

“Did they now? But you say it wasn’t the Pax Nanorum, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords?”

“I see another axe, one made of shadows.”

“That’s what they were saying,” Rugbeard said, “the Red Cloaks clearing the walkways of people. A butcher with a black axe, cutting down our boys like they were so much chaff.”

“I think they were one and the same,” Nameless said. “The golden axe was really the black one. It distorted everything I saw, heard, and felt. It only stopped when I came close to this helm.”

“Yyalla’s helm,” Rugbeard said. “Your ma’s. A great woman.”

“You knew her?”

Rugbeard nodded, then took a swig from his bottle. “Aye, I knew her. Knew she died giving birth to you.”

Recollection came like a pickaxe breaking through granite and revealing the ore-seam within.

Of course! That was why Nameless couldn’t swim. With no mother to teach him, and his pa too busy in the mines, some skills were bound to get left behind. And the painting, the portrait of Yyalla in oil Droom had commissioned from Durgish Duffin: every year it formed the focal point for the reading of the family’s roll of names, all the way back to the Founders. It was the torturous ritual Droom insisted upon to mark his wife’s passing, and the birth of his second son.

Yyalla.

Yyalla was his ma’s name, but try as he might, he couldn’t remember the House she was descended from, which Droom would have become a member of, along with his boys. He thought about asking Rugbeard, but what would be the point? It was gone. The name-stripping had been complete, and it shamed his family almost as much as it did him. Even Droom’s family name from before he was married would have vanished from time. If the scroll of genealogy still existed, it would list only given names followed by blank spaces, and in Nameless’s case, there would be nothing at all.

“It was your ma that saved Arx Gravis when the goblins came,” Rugbeard said. “She was marshal of the Ravine Guard then, and I still say she was the best of them. But that was her helm, right enough. Scarolite. No shogger knows how to work the ore nowadays, but at one time or another, we possessed the lore. Handed down to her, she claimed, a family heirloom from back beyond the time of the Founders.”

“Yyalla… my mother,” Nameless said. So, the blankness concerning her was quite natural. He’d never known her. “And Droom was my pa; Lucius my brother.”

“That’s it, son. It’ll come back in time. It’s the same for me. The grog’s rotted my brain so, I can’t always place a name to a face, but I get by. You greet folk a certain way, nod a lot and that sort of thing, they come away thinking you know who they are.”

“But you knew my family. You know me.”

“Me and Droom went back a long way. And your brother Lucius, we didn’t see eye to eye on the Annals, but he was a good lad. You were, too.”

Rugbeard stared at the great helm for a long while, as if he expected Nameless’s name to appear there, emblazoned across the crown.

Nameless looked off into the far distance, where a greenish brume roiled above some hills. And the hills themselves were stretching, contorting, as if they were putty in invisible hands.

Rugbeard took a long pull on his drink and tossed the bottle over the side. “Reach under the bench, son. Grab me another.”

Nameless pulled a bottle from a crate and unstoppered it before he passed it to Rugbeard.

“The Annals spoke of a punishment so terrible, most dwarves would take death over it any day. It’s thought to be a morality tale, but with what’s happened in your case, you have to wonder. Name-stripping, they called it. Don’t ask me how they did it—some fusion of homunculus lore and scarolite is what I can gather—but the Founders were said to deal with the worst criminals in that way, the kin-killers and crazies who would have been put to death, had the population not dwindled so far. Names were removed, taken from history, like they’d never been. You know how important our rolls of names are, our heritage, our family traditions. Your name’s not on that roll, you ain’t got no place in society. You have no House or family name, you’re like the baresarks in the underbelly of Arx Gravis: one step removed from the beasts. You become an outsider, a nobody, a nameless dwarf.”

Nameless could feel the breath of the black dog on the back of his neck. He imagined its teeth breaking the skin, its tongue lapping at his blood. He was cold, so cold. Numbness spread through his limbs, as if he were slowly petrifying.

“But whatever they’ve done to you, son, don’t forget this: you are Droom’s boy. Yyalla’s son. Lucius’s brother. And if you forget, I won’t. Not all the booze in Arx Gravis could erase that from this pickled old brain. Some folks are special. Too special to be forgotten. And I tell you, I won’t ever stop thinking about what you did in the mines, when we lost Ming and Muckman to that golem, and when, in spite of the Ravine Guard and the Krypteia being torn apart, you managed to—”

Shader pushed through the canvas covering the wagon bed.

Rugbeard grew silent, but his eyes kept flicking to Nameless, as if he couldn’t comprehend the magnitude of the suffering being unnamed caused him.

“What’s this plan of yours?” Shader asked. “You said it was a miner’s secret.”

The wagon lurched as a tremor ran through the road.

“Got to know the mines better than most after I gave up teaching.” Rugbeard looked over his shoulder at Shader, watery eyes checking to see he was being heard. “Had my uses once, you know.”

“You were a teacher?”

“Taught the Annals, till no one but scholars cared a shog about the past. The Council didn’t exactly encourage history. It was too dark in places, and there was things in them records most folk simply didn’t want to know.”

Nameless turned to watch him then.

“Aye, you know what I’m talking about, son. See,” Rugbeard said to Shader, “there was life on Aethir long afore the Technocrat came. Oh, it was all dreamed, they say; dreamed by the Cynocephalus, the dog-headed ape at the heart of the world; but they was powerful dreams, and they shaped all this.” He made an expansive gesture. “There was creatures, too, and races, just like us; just like you. But when Sektis Gandaw came and started his experiments, the races were either wiped out or altered.

“It’s said even the Cynocephalus was scared of Gandaw and what he was planning, and he was terrified enough already. With a father like his, you can hardly blame him. The Cynocephalus’s screams caused the earth to groan, and the Farfall Mountains was thrown up, a dividing line right down the middle of our world. Them races that Gandaw hadn’t already warped or killed fled over the mountains into Qlippoth.”

Rugbeard took a swig then held the bottle over his shoulder to Shader.

Shader waved it away.

Rugbeard shrugged, then poured the contents down his throat. He growled, shuddered, and slung the bottle from the wagon. After he’d wiped his mouth on his sleeve, he took the reins in both hands again and cocked his head toward Nameless.

“You believe in the Lords of Arnoch, son?”

A body of water glimmered some way off to the left, and a low range of mountains could just be made out to the right. Nameless thought he recognized the route they’d taken on the way to New Londdyr.

“Are we heading toward Arx Gravis?”

“Them’s the Cooling Crags, son.” Rugbeard nodded toward the mountain range. “Arx Gravis lies straight ahead, but we’ll be stopping a long ways afore that. Once we’re by the Great Lake of Orph,”—he looked over toward the ever-nearing water, which was reflecting the turmoil of the skies and sending up a shimmering haze—“we’ll pull up shy of the hills above the mines.”

“But we’ve been denied access to the mines,” Shader said.

“By the Council,” Nameless added.

Rugbeard chuckled. “What those old codgers don’t know can’t hurt them. You see, there’s more than one way into the tunnels that lead beneath Gandaw’s mountain.”

Nameless swiveled on the bench to face him. “The fissure you came out of?”

“Nope,” Rugbeard said. “That ain’t what I mean. You remember what Gandaw created to make sure no one else got their hands on the scarolite till he was done with it?”

“Giant ants? That was just a legend,” Nameless said.

“Was it?” Rugbeard said. “Just you hold on and we’ll see if you’re right about that. But you never answered my question. You believe in the Lords of Arnoch?”

Nameless sighed. “Another legend. False history. False hope.”

“Yes, yes,” Rugbeard said. “An alternative to the truth that Gandaw made us; made us from Urddynoor humans and something else.”

“Is that true?” Shader asked. “Gandaw altered humans to make the dwarves?”

“It’s what some folk believe,” Rugbeard said.

Nameless looked out at the boiling waters of the lake as they finally passed along its shore. It wasn’t just a haze he’d seen earlier; it was steam. Heat stung the exposed skin of his arms and made him sweat within the helm.

“That normal?” he asked.

Rugbeard sucked in his lips and made a popping sound. “Nope. Can’t say that it is. Grab us another beer, son. All that steam’s drying my throat out.”

When Nameless handed him the bottle, Rugbeard took a long swig. Then, with a raised eyebrow, he said, “They say the Lords of Arnoch once killed a dragon.”

“You have dragons here?” Shader said.

“If we still do,” Rugbeard said, “they must be wary of crossing the Farfalls. I’ve heard no tale of dragons in Malkuth, and don’t expect to, neither. But my point in mentioning the Dwarf Lords,”—he looked sharply at Nameless—“is that legends ain’t the same as lies. Your brother and I agreed on that, to a degree, only we disagreed on which parts of the Annals were myth and which were history.”

“Are we there yet?” Albert called from inside. “I need to micturate.”

“There’s a bucket in the back,” Rugbeard called over his shoulder. “Either that, or tie a knot in it. Won’t be long now.

“Anyways,” he said, scanning the way ahead and giving the reins a gentle flick, “the Lords of Arnoch kept watch over the sea, but they also patrolled the skies using baskets hung from enormous balloons. They was filled with gas that was lighter than air, but they wasn’t exactly safe. A single lick o’ flame, and that gas’d go up—boom!

“One day, a dragon was razing the fishing villages along the coast, but then he gets all purposeful and comes at Arnoch itself. Flames charred the city walls, hundreds was killed, and just when all hope seemed lost, and the city was making ready to sink beneath the waves, as it was designed to do in the worst of all perils, Lord Kennick Barg asked permission of the king to go out after the beast on his own. The king agreed, seeing as there was nothing to lose, and brave Lord Kennick goes up in a balloon, hollering insults at the dragon for all he was worth. The wyrm grew mightily pissed. It soared right at the balloon and unleashed a searing torrent of flame, and kabooooom! No more dragon. No more Lord Kennick, neither.”

Rugbeard turned his gaze on Nameless. “That’s our model, what we were supposed to be like. Don’t believe all this Gandaw shite. Where’s the proof? In the Annals? Pah, you’ve seen just how much they can lie. In the Council, bunch of prevaricating old gits that they are? Too ready to despair, ever since Maldark, I say. Too ready to see everything as doom and gloom, and themselves as no more than botched experiments. We’re better than that, and someone needs to ram an axe-haft up the Council’s asses to let them know.”

They rattled along in relative silence, save for the skirling wind. Above them, both suns flared briefly then began to flicker like guttering candles. In the far distance, what looked like a third sun—black as the Void—sent dark fractures through the surrounding sky. Nameless couldn’t be sure, but each time he looked, it seemed the black sun had grown larger.

His back ached from sitting too long, and he desperately needed to stretch his legs, so he gave up his seat, and squeezed past Shader to get to the wagon bed.

Shadrak looked up as Nameless seated himself on the bench beside him. He was meticulously cleaning each and every one of the daggers and razor stars in his baldrics. When he’d finished that, he unholstered his pistol, took a rectangular segment out of the handle, shook it, and then replaced it with another from a belt pouch. He looked down the barrel, blew dust from its end, spun it on his finger, and re-holstered it. Even then, he didn’t stop checking his pockets and pouches.

On the opposite bench, Albert looked completely out of place in his pin-striped jacket and britches. Sweat beaded on his bald pate, and at one point he reached into his breast pocket for something that was no longer there, rolled his eyes, and wiped his brow with the back of his hand. After that, he sat staring down at his cheese-cutter, the wire held taut between his hands.

“How long do they say we’ve got?” Albert said.

“They don’t, laddie, but judging by the look of things out there, I’d say the Unweaving’s well underway. Could be minutes, could be hours. Who can say?”

“Not long enough for you to find out what cold cuts Gandaw likes and lace them with sausage poison,” Shadrak said.

Albert chuckled, but his eyes remained hard, and somewhat feverish. He was scared, that much was clear. As they all should be. And it wasn’t like any of them had much say in the matter. Either they stopped Gandaw, or they perished, along with everything that existed. If it had been any other way, Nameless thought it likely Albert wouldn’t have seen it as his problem.

The wagon bumped and clattered along the shoreline for an hour or so, and then Rugbeard called Nameless back up front. He pointed out a barren hill set back a couple of hundred yards from the lake.

“There it is. That’s where we’re heading.”

Nameless could see a range of hills rolling away beyond it.

“That’s Arx Gravis back there,” Rugbeard said. He steered a course for the hill. “But this is the secret I was telling you about.”

As they drew nearer, Nameless could see the hill was made of packed earth, as if it had been piled there during some mammoth dig. Holes pocked its surface, many of them big enough to drive the wagon through. They pulled up close, and he climbed down. Shader did the same.

Albert was straight out the back and rushed into the cover of some scrub. Shadrak leapt lithely from the wagon, fingers still checking his pouches and weapons.

Rugbeard busied himself hammering an iron spike into the ground and tethering the horse to it.

“Is that—?” Shadrak started.

“An ant hill,” Nameless said. “So, it wasn’t just the drink talking, laddie.”

Rugbeard chuckled as he slung his mallet into the back of the wagon and took down a hooded lantern from inside. “Like I said, there’s an ocean of difference between legends and lies.”

“So, those are tunnels,” Shader said. “Big ants.”

“Giant,” Rugbeard said. “More of Gandaw’s creatures. It’s said they had no queen, just a controller, part ant, part human. They say they never aged, neither, not the ants, nor the Ant-Man.”

“And you want us to go in there?” Albert said, traipsing back over, fastening his britches.

“Hill’s deserted nowadays,” Rugbeard said. “Last I heard, the Ant-Man and his pets was out Malfen way. Probably trying to cross the Farfalls to be with all the other monsters.”

A muffled boom rolled across the sky, and the ground shook beneath their feet. Dirt cascaded down the side of the ant-hill.

A dark shape appeared in one of the holes, then slipped out of sight.

Nameless was already moving toward it.

“Was that an ant?” Albert said.

“It was standing upright,” Shader said.

Nameless scrabbled up a bank of dirt until he reached the opening. Shader and Albert struggled up behind him.

There were footprints leading away down the tunnel, and a smudge of similar markings around the entrance. But they weren’t ordinary footprints; they were long and slender, the impressions left by the toes splayed wide.

“Looks like it was hanging round the entrance for some time,” Shadrak said, coming up alongside the others. “Waiting.” He exchanged a look with Nameless. His face tightened with concern.

“You think it’s the Ant-Man?” Albert asked.

Rugbeard was next up, shaking his head, eyes wide and bulging. “But they was in Malfen. That’s what folk say. Surely—”

“That weren’t no ant, and it weren’t no shogging ant-man, neither,” Shadrak said, drawing his Thundershot and slipping into the tunnel. “Wait for me here.”

To the south, the black sun was wobbling, expanding, and its fractures were thrashing about like tentacles. And then, as if the dreaming god of Aethir blinked, everything was plunged into darkness.

Was that it? Were they too late?

The next instant, the darkness lifted, but there was no sunlight now, only a crepuscular gray that turned the surrounding landscape dull and lifeless.

Shadrak came back down the tunnel. “Gone,” he said. “Scut sure does move quick.”

“You know what it was?” Shader asked.

“Thing that attacked me in the city,” Shadrak said. “Certain of it.” He unfastened his cloak and slung it down the hill, then took the concealer cloak from his knapsack and put it on.

“My advice,” Shadrak said, “is stay alert. Anything moves in there, hit first, worry about what it was later.”

Rugbeard struck flint to steel and got his lantern burning.

“You said it had a…” Albert pointed at Shadrak’s Thundershot.

“Gun? Yeah, it did, and it’s shogging fast.”

That was a troubling thought. Nameless had only caught a glimpse of the creature. If it had a gun, it could have shot him without him even seeing. That begged the question, why hadn’t it done so? He said as much to Shadrak.

“It’s what I’d have done in its situation. Keep back, observe, and strike only when you’re sure of your target’s strengths and weaknesses.”

“Must have given it something to think about,” Nameless said, flexing his biceps.

“Yeah, right,” Shadrak said.

“Come on.” Nameless sauntered into the tunnel. “No point worrying about things we can’t control.”

Rugbeard ran up alongside him, holding his lantern aloft and sending long shadows across the floor and walls.

They moved through a maze of winding tunnels bored out of the earth. Shadrak was almost invisible in the concealer cloak, no more than a shifting blur beside the tunnel wall. Albert brought up the rear, fiddling nervously with his cheese-cutter.

At one point, Shadrak took the lantern from Rugbeard and scanned the ground. “Tracks have gone,” he said, raising the light to inspect the ceiling and walls. Finally, he handed it back to Rugbeard. He muttered something to himself and pulled the concealer cloak tight, merging with the tunnel once more.

Rugbeard led them to a steep decline, which they had to descend on their backsides. They emerged into a mine tunnel. It was lit by a soft, greenish glow that emanated from veins in the otherwise black scarolite. Struts and supports lined the walls and ceiling. Iron rails with scarolite sleepers threaded down the center of the tunnel.

Rugbeard led the way to an abandoned mine-train. The undercarriage was of rusted iron, but the main body was a sleek silver capsule, caked in rock dust.

Rugbeard wiped a patch of grime away with his hand, revealing a row of five buttons. He pressed each in turn, and the side of the carriage slid open to admit them.

There were three rows of seats inside, each upholstered with padded leather, and at the front was an array of levers and knobs. Rugbeard toggled a switch, and a panel lit up. The smell of ozone wafted through the tunnel, accompanied by a low, pulsating hum.

“Hop in,” Rugbeard said with evident relish. “I ain’t ridden this route for donkey’s years.”


WHERE TIME HAS NO MEANING










“Keep your guard up!” Aristodeus yelled.

Rhiannon couldn’t. Her arms were leaden, the black sword a ponderous weight. “Can’t you at least open the shogging door? It’s bloody stifling in here.”

The whitewashed walls of the philosopher’s tower seemed to be closing in on her, and the ceiling threatened to crush her to the floor. There was no room for maneuver, and that meant the swordplay was relentless; no retreat, just stand your ground, parry, thrust, block, slice; either that, or receive a sharp slap with the flat of a blade.

“We’ve been going at it for hours,” she said. “Shouldn’t the world have ended by now? What’s the point of all this, if we don’t even take a pop at Gandaw?”

Aristodeus sighed and lowered his sword. “As I’ve said a thousand times, it would not be wise to leave the tower, nor open the door—even a crack.”

“Why? What’s out there? Where the shog—?”

He held up a hand to cut her off. “And as for the Unweaving, consider it on hold. It’s more complex than that, but let’s just say time has no meaning here. We could train for days, years even, and still emerge before the end of all things. Call it a gift. Call it a blessing, if you like. Call it a responsibility.”

He lunged at her, and she batted his blade away with ease.

“Good,” Aristodeus said. “It’s paying off. Still a poor substitute for Shader, though. If you’re to have any chance, we’ll need to go in together. You must be fast, very fast, and you’ll need the element of surprise. Without Shader’s sword, our chances are virtually nil, but I refuse to sit back and do nothing. If Gandaw doesn’t see us coming, and if that evil-looking sword of yours can penetrate his exoskeleton, who knows, maybe we won’t need to deal with Eingana.”

“So, what, you just magic us in and hope he’s looking the other way?”

Aristodeus shook his head and adopted a defensive stance. “I can’t get us through the scarolite. The mountain’s shielded against anything I can muster.”

“What, then?”

Aristodeus looked up at the ceiling and sucked in his top lip. “I fought Gandaw once before, and he used Eingana’s power to send me here. I have a theory—a desperate one, nonetheless—I might be able make the return trip, follow the fault-line of his own making. This tower is, shall we say, a construct of my will. It’s all that wards us from what’s outside. It is not, however, altogether stationary. It can be relocated, moved, propelled, even. You’ve already seen what I can accomplish with my will; how else would I have brought you here? No, just wait and see. I think I can get us to Sektis Gandaw. Now, fight!”

He launched a blistering series of attacks. Rhiannon parried frantically, until he backed her up against the door. He pressed in close, the whiskers of his beard scratching her face. His breath stank of garlic and wine, same as before, when he’d… when she’d drunk too much champagne. She tried to knee him in the groin, but he saw it coming.

“You lack strength, speed, and stamina. We’ll work on all three. But first, if you’ve had enough for today—and don’t forget, we’ll be doing this day in, day out, until you’re ready, no matter how long it takes—there’s something we must do, sober, this time.”

He pushed himself away from her.

Rhiannon screamed and swung the black sword with all her might. Aristodeus was quicker, though, and he grabbed her wrist and stayed the blow.

“Look at me. Look at my eyes. Are you telling me it was just the champagne last time, or do you see something there, something familiar?”

She was riveted to the ice-blue of his eyes, the way they darkened at the edges like a gathering storm. How could she have not noticed before? Had it been the drink? “Shader,” she said. “You have Shader’s eyes.”

“Oh, it’s more than just the eyes, my dear. I am him. Or rather, he is me.”

And then he explained. Explained how he had failed against Gandaw before. Maldark might have prevented the Unweaving, but Aristodeus had been plunged into the Abyss when the Technocrat had opened up a chasm in the floor of his mountain chamber using the might of Eingana. The Supernal power had been too much for him, and it would be again.

“I have outwitted the Demiurgos,” Aristodeus said, gesturing at the walls of the tower. “Not only did I create this with my own mind, but I discovered a way to travel beyond its confines, albeit for limited periods. I can visit any place, past or present, and I have done so. I have started to redress the balance in our favor.”

“What did you do?” Rhiannon asked. “To Shader?”

Aristodeus smirked. “Not to Shader. To me. I went back to the time I was born, stole the baby that was destined to be me, and gave it to foster parents in Maranore, on the fringes of the Nousian Empire. I picked them myself: Jarl and Gralia Shader: a warrior and a woman of such piety they would have made her a luminary, if she hadn’t lived in such obscurity.”

Rhiannon’s head was a war of conflicting emotions. Aristodeus had taken himself as a baby, and had himself raised as another person?

“No,” she said. “I don’t believe it. Shader is you?”

“He must never know,” Aristodeus said with a flash of warning in his eyes. “And besides, how else do you think his voice awakened Nameless from the artificial slumber I had placed him in? I don’t expect you to understand, Rhiannon, but I do expect you to recognize the truth when it is revealed to you.”

“Why?” she asked. “Why did you do it?”

“Because to face the Statue of Eingana, I needed to be able to wield the Sword of the Archon. I tried once before, but the sword rejected me. I lacked the requisite holiness.” He said the last with a sneer.

“That makes no sense. Why not someone else? It didn’t have to be you that went up against Gandaw this time.”

“Oh, but it did. It’s not just swordsmanship that will win the day against Gandaw; and not just the might of a Supernal weapon, either. If takes brains, and an intuitive grasp of patterns that not everyone can see. No, my dear, it had to be me. All the child lacked was education and training, and I provided him with both from the age of seven onwards.”

“But he’s not you, is he?” Rhiannon said. “He led a different life. There were different people, different influences.”

Aristodeus puffed out his cheeks and sighed. “I see that now, which is why I think it won’t be enough. Shader won’t be enough. That’s where Nameless comes in, and to be doubly sure, that’s why I need you.”


THE WAY IN










Nameless sat next to Rugbeard at the front of the train. His ears popped as they raced along an unending tunnel. Green blurs streaked past the windows, but other than that, the walls outside were black as pitch, broken only by evenly-spaced gray struts.

Rugbeard was wittering on, but Nameless wasn’t really listening. The train unnerved him. He was re-living the time he had ridden in such a thing before, to the headframe above the mines. He remembered Kal being there—Kaldwyn Gray. They had taken the cage down to the sump pit at the bottom. Ming and Muckman had been lost. A golem had come out of the walls at them. There was screaming, then blood. Red Cloaks and Krypteia stood against the monster, and it tore them apart. But Nameless had somehow prevailed. Why him and no one else? What was so special about him?

But that was all the interred memories his mind would give up at this time. His awareness was squeezed to a point by paws of darkness, and then it burst like pus back into the moment.

He turned the helm to look at Shadrak seated behind. The assassin was nervous. The creature that had attacked him in New Londdyr had put the fear of shog in him, and seeing it waiting for them as they entered the ant-hill only made it worse. Not only was it stalking them, but it now seemed one step ahead, as if it knew what they were attempting to do and was planning to stop them. It was too much of a coincidence to think it was just some random predator that had picked up their scent.

Albert was beside Shader on the next seat back. They were silent, Albert fiddling with his cheese-cutter, Shader looking straight ahead like he was staring at his own tomb. He’d not been right since they broke him out of jail. A pall of shame and defeat hung over him.

Without warning, the tunnel walls bulged and contracted.

“Ain’t right,” Rugbeard said.

The tunnel began to twist and turn, like they were passing through the insides of a writhing serpent.

Rugbeard raised his hands. “Ain’t right, I tell you. These here tracks run straight as the crow flies.”

It had to be the warping effects of the Unweaving. They were running out of time.

There was a muffled thud from the roof of the train, a frantic scrabbling and scratching.

Everyone looked up, but there was nothing to be seen. Shadrak’s pink eyes glanced Nameless’s way, and he drew his Thundershot.

The undulations stopped as quickly as they’d started, and the train picked up speed.

“Hold on!” Rugbeard called out. “Some shogger’s left a mine cart on the track!”

The undercarriage screeched, and the train juddered. A few more jolts, and the train came to a halt.

Rugbeard hit a switch, and the sides slid back, revealing a stone platform lit from above by flickering strips of crystal. Something dark streaked past the opening.

Shadrak was out like a shot, leading with his gun. Nameless climbed out after him, holding his axe in a death-grip. He scarcely dared to breathe as they waited and watched, but there was nothing.

In front of them was a mine cart filled to the brim with chunks of scarolite. They’d missed it by a hair’s breadth.

Rugbeard jumped down from the train. “Ain’t nothing short of dangerous, is what—”

There was a whoosh of air further along the platform. It was followed by a resonant clang.

“Thought this tunnel wasn’t in use,” Shadrak said.

“It ain’t,” Rugbeard said. “Dwarves ain’t come to the Perfect Peak in a very long time.”

Albert gingerly stepped onto the platform, as if it might sprout teeth and bite his legs off.

Shader emerged last and walked straight past them. Nameless exchanged a look with Shadrak, then they set off after the knight.

Shader waited for them before a huge circular portal that must have been thirty-feet in diameter. Its center was a swirl of steel petals surrounding a central aperture no bigger than a coin.

“Iris valve,” Rugbeard said. “Only, we don’t have the code.” He wandered over to it and slapped a panel on the wall.

“This is the way?” Shader asked.

“Right into the roots of the Perfect Peak,” Rugbeard said. “Far as I ever been. Even back in the day, the ore would’ve been dropped off here, and Gandaw’s creatures would take it into the mountain.”

Shadrak pushed past Rugbeard and glared at the panel.

“It’ll take more than lock picks for that,” Albert said. “Suppose you could blast it, if you had any more of those blasty things left.”

Nameless leaned over Shadrak’s shoulder and watched as the assassin placed his fingertips on the glass, each one touching a glowing shape. When he traced his fingers along the surface, the shapes moved with them. With a quick succession of swipes, he rearranged the patterns, and they started to flash green. There was a sharp rush of air—the same whoosh they had heard moments after leaving the train—and the petals of the iris valve retracted until the aperture filled its circular frame.

Shadrak stepped away from the panel, a befuddled look on his face.

“Laddie?” Nameless said.

Shadrak waved him away. He shut his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. He looked like he had no idea what he’d just done, or how. Not for the first time, Nameless saw him as a homunculus. It would explain a lot: the plane ship, his eagle-like vision, the way he’d just worked out the panel, but it left a lot unanswered, too: If Shadrak was a homunculus, how come he didn’t know it? Because one thing was for certain: he really believed it when he said he was human, albeit a midget, and sickly-looking as shog.

“Come on,” Shadrak said, his eyes re-focusing. “Let’s get this over and—”

Shader pushed past him and stepped through the iris valve. The instant he crossed the threshold, a red light started to wink on the panel. Before Nameless could say anything, Rugbeard had gone after the knight.

“So much for caution,” Albert said. “What’s the red light?”

Shadrak glared at the panel. “How the shog should I—?”

There was a fizzing crackle from beyond the iris valve, a burst of light, and a scream.

“Rugbeard!” Nameless cried as he ran through the aperture.

He heard Albert and Shadrak right behind him.

Nameless was met with the impression of a vast space and the stench of roasting meat. Something silver flashed above him. He roared and flung his axe. Metal struck metal, and sparks flew. The axe clanged to the floor, and the silver sphere it had struck whirred and gyred away. It spun in a wide arc, steadied itself, then dived toward him.

Shadrak’s Thundershot bucked in his hand. It boomed. There was a blinding flash, and silver rained down in a thousand pieces that clattered to the floor.

Shadrak threw himself into a roll and came up beside a pile of black ore. He held the Thundershot in both hands, and his eyes flitted all over the place.

Shader and Albert stood staring down at the charred and smoldering body of Rugbeard.

Nameless dropped to one knee and let out a long, keening moan. In his mind’s eye, he saw a stretcher laid out on the floor of the hearth-room back home. His pa was upon it, covered in rock-dust from where the mine gallery had collapsed on him.

He cradled Rugbeard, rocking back and forth. Rugbeard had been there when the miners brought Droom home. So had Thumil and Cordy. It felt like his heart passed through a mangler till all the blood was squeezed from it.

His focus was pulled back to the moment when he heard Shadrak’s boots crunching as he came round the ore stack. He lay Rugbeard down, gently closed his eyes, then stood, feeling like he was the last of his kind, no matter how stupid the thought. His people were as good as dead to him. There was no hope of ever going back to Arx Gravis.

The chamber was so massive, he could barely see the far wall. There were heaped piles of scarolite all over the floor. He’d never before seen so much of the precious ore in one place.

A metallic rasp turned his head, and he swore as the iris valve snapped shut. High above, red lights blinked like evil stars, and smoke began to rise through grilles set into the floor.

“What’s happening?” Albert said.

Shader was staring at the smoke coiling about his boots like a man consigned to the Abyss and despairing that anything could be done about it. Sweat was streaming down Albert’s face.

“We have to get out,” Shadrak said, sprinting for the iris valve. There was a panel on the inside. He ran his hand over it, but nothing happened. He stepped back and fired the Thundershot. Sparks flew, black smoke plumed from the panel, but the iris valve remained shut.

“Now what?” Albert said.

It was hot. Too hot, and the soles of Nameless’s feet were blistering through his boots. He shuffled from foot to foot and then started to run in a wide circle, just to break the contact with the floor. Albert followed suit, hopping and squawking like a deranged folk dancer.

Then Nameless had a flash of insight. Scarolite absorbed force. It was virtually indestructible, and it was the perfect insulator.

“To the ore stack!” he bellowed. He lunged for its base, and the minute his feet touched scarolite, the sizzling stopped.

Albert made a beeline for the stack, but Shadrak veered toward Shader, grabbed his coat sleeve, and dragged him over to it. The knight offered no resistance, but neither did he seem to appreciate the danger he was in.

It was a brief respite. The heat continued to rise, and the air grew thinner. High above, another silver sphere swooped into view and began to circle the ore stack.

A nozzle emerged from the sphere, and searing light streamed from it.

Nameless swept his axe up. Light bounced from the blades, sent burning heat into his palms. He let go the haft and the axe clattered to the ore-stack, glowing red.

The sphere circled them and then soared toward Albert.

Shadrak let rip with three shots from his Thundershot. The first two ricocheted from the outer casing, but the third sent the sphere whirling and shrieking to the far side of the stack.

“Bugger,” Albert said, pointing at the far wall.

Brownish-yellow gas was cascading down from vents and rolling out across the floor.

“If that’s what I think it is—”

“What, Albert?” Shadrak demanded. “What is it?”

“If you get a whiff of horseradish, ask me again. Although, if the concentration’s high enough, you might not get the chance.”

Nameless pivoted to take in the rest of the room through the eye-slit. There was no way out he could see; no exit save for the iris valve, and that was a dead end.

A whining, droning sound reached his ears, and the silver sphere spun into view. It dropped a few feet, righted itself, and then started to rise in fits and starts.

A carpet of dirty gas was inching its way across the chamber, and more of the stuff was flooding out from the far wall.

Albert clambered up the ore stack toward its summit some twenty feet above the floor. “Once there’s enough volume, it’ll start to rise,” he said.

Shader curled his fingers around the hilt of his gladius. He winced and gritted his teeth. He tried to draw the sword but finally let go.

Nameless glanced at the gas roiling toward them, then at his axe. There was no way in shog he was leaving it behind. He closed his fingers around the haft and felt the skin of his palm bubble and blister.

With a curse, he started to climb up after Albert, but Shader was in a daze at the bottom, staring blankly at the gas now swirling about his boots. As Shadrak came up, Nameless went back down, grabbed the knight by the arm and made him follow.

At the top, he leaned back to look up. The ceiling was maybe fifty feet above, crisscrossed with girders, and there was a circular opening just shy of the ore stack, toward which the silver sphere was heading.

Shadrak saw it, too. He holstered his gun and leapt from the summit. He caught hold of the sphere, and it spat fire at him, singeing the hood of his cloak. Grabbing the nozzle, he ripped it from its socket amid a spray of sparks. The sphere emitted a shrill cry and shot upward. Shadrak clung on by the tips of his fingers.

As the assassin’s boots disappeared through the opening, they suddenly shot to one side, as if he’d thrown himself clear. A gunshot sounded, another close behind—too close. Two guns had fired almost at the same time. There was a rustle of movement, a dull thud.

“Laddie?” Nameless called up at the opening.

Nothing.

“Shadrak!” Albert cried. “The gas is rising!”

The murky cloud was up to Nameless’s knees, even at the top of the ore stack.

From above came a succession of wet stabbing sounds, a grunt of effort.

Something dark dropped through the opening. It made a pulpy splat as it struck the ore-stack, then bounced down till it vanished beneath the carpet of gas.

It had been a head. A featureless head, sleek and black as tar.

“Lovely!’ Albert called up. “Now get us out of here!”

The gas reached Nameless’s chest.

“Shadrak!” Albert’s voice was shrill.

“Laddie?”

The gas continued to inch upward. Shader still seemed unconcerned. He looked numb to what was going on, turned in on himself.

A silver disk floated down from the aperture in the ceiling. It was attached to nothing Nameless could see. And again, a flash of recollection: of him riding such a disk beneath the waters of the Sanguis Terrae. Of him stepping off of it in a cavern of scarolite in the underworld of Gehenna.

“Get on!” Shadrak yelled down through the opening as the disk alighted atop the ore-stack.

“It’s below the level of the gas,” Albert called back. “What do we—”

“Get the shog on!” Nameless barked, stepping to where the disk had sunk beneath the gas and taking Shader with him.

Albert jumped and then did as he was told.

“All right, laddie,” Nameless yelled. “Bring us up!”

The metal beneath their feet vibrated as the disk carried them upward, out of the mist. It came to a hover a few feet above the opening. Directly overhead was another circular aperture, through which the disk could presumably rise further.

To one side lay a glistening black creature, viscous fluid pumping from the stump of its neck. Its limbs were long and slender, its legs articulated backward like a bird’s. Silver glinted from its torso: dozens of daggers nestled in some kind of harness.

On the other side, Shadrak lay slumped in a heap, barely visible in his concealer cloak. Blood stained one shoulder, and his pallid face seemed a whole shade whiter.

Albert stooped over him and prodded him with a finger. “Shadrak?”

“Laddie?” Nameless said. “Laddie, are you all right?”

Shader knelt beside the assassin’s head. He pulled out his book and opened it to read.

Shadrak cracked an eye open. “Oh, no,” he rasped. “No you shogging don’t.”

He tried to move, but Albert leaned in close and restrained him. “I can stem the flow of blood. Just keep still.”

Albert unclasped the concealer cloak and took a knife from Shadrak’s baldric to cut up the fabric.

“That’s the creature that was watching me in the city, right enough,” Nameless said. “Looks a shog sight better with its head off. Where’s its gun?”

“Gone,” Shadrak grunted. “Turned to dust. Shot me first, though. Think I’m done for. You’re wasting your time.”

“Don’t be so silly,” Albert said. “You’re coming with us. No one else knows how to use these panels.” He nodded to a plinth beside where Shadrak lay. A red light winked atop it.

“Too weak, Albert. You need to find Gandaw, stop the Unweaving.”

Nameless walked over to the opening and peered down. “Gas has cleared,” he said. Then he got on his belly for a better look. “And the iris valve’s open. Was that you?”

Shadrak nodded. “Just don’t ask me how.”

Shader stood and put his book away. He seemed there all of a sudden, back from whatever inner torment possessed him. Nameless knew that feeling well, knew how the black dog could pounce when he least expected it, then retreat to the corners just when he thought it would never let him go.

“Can you send this disk down again?” the knight said.

“If someone holds me up long enough to work the panel. Why?”

“Albert,” Shader said. “Think you can drive the train?”

Nameless climbed back to his feet.

Albert scoffed. “If a drunken sot like…” He glanced at Nameless, and thought better of it. “I think so.”

“Take Shadrak back to the city. There’s nothing more he can do here.”

“And I’m a useless waste of space?” Albert said, finishing packing Shadrak’s wound and starting to wrap strips of concealer cloak about it. “Is that what you’re implying?”

Nameless stepped up close to him. “It’s for the best, laddie. You’ll see. Saving the world is dwarf’s work.”

“And what about Shader?” Albert said. “What about the sword he can no longer use?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Nameless said.

Once Albert had finished tying off the improvised bandages, Nameless helped Shadrak to stand over the panel.

“When we’re on the disk,” Shadrak said to Shader, “slide these two symbols together; they should turn green, which means you’re good to go, then swipe them toward the bottom of the glass like this.” He demonstrated without actually moving the symbols.

Shader nodded that he understood, and then Albert helped Shadrak onto the disk.

“Just you and me now,” Nameless said, as the disk carried Albert and Shadrak below.

This was it, he knew with sublime certainty. The moment he’d been awakened for. His chance to atone for what he’d done. And if he couldn’t atone, if his crimes were simply too much, he could at least do what Aristodeus had asked of him, and keep Shader alive long enough to reach Sektis Gandaw.

Shader’s eyes met Nameless’s through the eye-slit. They were still riddled with uncertainty, more gray than blue, but he managed a stiff nod.

Albert called up from below that they had cleared the disk, and Shader’s fingers danced across the panel like Shadrak had shown him.

As the disk came back up, Nameless’s guts sunk to his boots. The brief snatch of purpose he’d found dispersed like clouds in the wind.

Shader clamped a hand on his shoulder and once more met his gaze. This time, the knight’s eyes were glittering sapphires, and his touch imparted strength. More than that, it imparted gratitude.

And then they stepped onto the disk.


ROOTS OF THE MOUNTAIN










The roots of Gandaw’s mountain were a warren, though it was a warren with design. The halls were the hubs, with the corridors the spokes, uniformly gray and flanked by an endless succession of sliding doors. Soft light bled from glowing panels, and strips of crystal glared starkly overhead. Ribbed tubing of some sleek material ran the length of the ceilings, and at every intersection, a silver globe hung down from a sinuous stalk, each with a winking red light.

Nameless stomped ahead, the clangor of his footfalls on the cold steel floor like bells tolling the end of the worlds. He heard a clatter and a rattle, the whoosh of air. He stopped dead and pressed himself against the wall. Shader did the same.

A homunculus came through an open door pushing a metal trolley. He was dressed head-to-foot in gray. A white mask covered his mouth and nose, and his eyes were enclosed in clear goggles. Surgical instruments lay atop the trolley, and on the shelf beneath, there was pink-stained tubing and a glass bell jar smeared with blood. Something red and misshapen lay within, but before Nameless could get a good look, the man wheeled the trolley down an adjacent corridor.

“Look,” Nameless said. “The shifty little shogger’s left the door open.”

The instant he crossed the threshold into the vast room, Nameless was freezing. Frost rimed the walls, and set into the ceiling there were blue crystal globes and vents that gusted down chill air. The floor formed a walkway around a domed cage made from scarolite.

Within the cage, a red-scaled and winged reptile, easily the size of a wagon, lay curled up and unmoving. One plate-sized eye was half-open, the sclera yellow, slit down the middle by a purplish pupil. Fangs like scimitars protruded from either side of its crocodile-snout.

Low, rumbling breaths sent faint shudders through its scales, and plumes of steam rose from its cavernous nostrils.

“Poor ol’ Rugbeard was right,” Nameless said. “Seems there were dragons, after all. Just never thought I’d see one in such a state. Have to wonder, though…”

He pressed up close to the bars.

“About what?” Shader said.

“If there really was a Lord Kennick Barg to blow that dragon up with his balloon. If there really was an Arnoch.”

Lacerations crisscrossed the dragon’s thorax, and a fresh incision that had been stitched with thick twine seeped blood and pus. Its forelegs had been hobbled, and its frost-dusted wings hung limply, pierced with sparking rings. Gossamer threads pulsing with beads of light trailed down from the top of the cage and attached to the rings.

Shader moved around the walkway to the other side, and Nameless followed.

Half the dragon’s skull had been removed, replaced with glass, and within, glowing metallic worms burrowed in and out of its exposed brain.

Shader started as Nameless clamped a hand on his shoulder.

“Come on, laddie. I’ve seen enough.”

Leaving in silence that felt almost reverent, they continued past row upon row of sealed doors. Muffled noises came from behind some of them—chirps and growls, moans and gurgles. A few of the doors had windows, and through them they could see all manner of aberrations: tentacled things with the heads of women; giant clams that scuttled in frantic circles, snapping voraciously at invisible food; four-legged fish with cloven hooves; spiders with wings. In one cell-like chamber, there was an enormous bear with a glass bowl for a head, within which the brain had been divided into segments connected by copper wire. Its eyes were set on stalks that protruded from the bowl, and one of its arms had been replaced by a pincer harvested from some gigantic insect.

When they reached a stairwell, Nameless led them up a floor to a sprawling hall, where dozens of the floating disks they’d ridden out of the poison gas carried homunculi up and down.

If the creatures spotted them, they didn’t show it, and Nameless didn’t let Shader linger long enough to find out. They were immediately off into yet more labyrinthine corridors, until they reached another stairwell leading up to the next level.

Nameless’s knees ached, and his calves were burning by the time they reached the top and emerged into a diamond-shaped room with a door set into one of its walls. It was open, and a sparkling silver trolley stood right outside. There were a number of steel implements on it—forceps, tweezers, a miniature saw—and a yellow sack of some glossy material hung from a hook at the top.

“Either there’s a way through here,” Nameless said, “or we backtrack; though these ol’ stumpy legs of mine might have a thing or two to say about that.”

Shader shrugged, as if he couldn’t care less. Either he was growing tired, or his resolve was ebbing once more. It wasn’t a luxury they could afford.

Nameless stepped through the doorway, straight into the stench of rot, decay, death, and something astringent that made his eyes water inside the helm.

And then he saw the cause of the smell.

Tiny bodies hung from meat hooks. Babies. More were laid out atop burnished steel tables, and still others had been crammed into jars filled with greenish liquid. The lid of a long metal chest was partially open, with an infant’s foot sticking out of it.

He backed straight out of the room, retching and groaning.

“What?” Shader said, grabbing his shoulder. “What is it?”

Nameless waved him away and bent double, clutching his stomach. After a moment, he let out a long sigh and straightened up. “Laddie, you don’t want to go in—”

But Shader was already at the doorway. “Nous preserve us,” he said, covering his mouth and nose.

Inch by inch, he crept into the room, taking in the grisly scene with an unblinking sweep.

Nameless stood on the threshold, cradling his axe, drinking in the abomination. Was this what Sektis Gandaw saw as work? Was this how he wiled away the centuries?

Shader turned back to the tables, studying their contents with an expression of horror and disgust.

Nameless edged into the room to stand at his shoulder.

There was something about the bodies lying upon the tables: their necks were arched at unnatural angles.

Shader stepped in close and touched his fingers to a livid cheek, so he could move the head. He flicked a look at Nameless, as if communicating his revulsion could somehow lessen it.

The baby’s spinal cord had been snipped just below the base of the skull. Same with the others. And they were all so tiny, smaller than any newborn Nameless had ever seen.

“Are they—?” Shader started, but he seemed unable to form the rest of the sentence.

“No, laddie. No, I don’t think so.” Nameless lifted a baby’s waxen arm and examined it. “Proportions are wrong for a dwarf. They’re human.”

But the babies had no hands, just bloody stumps with protruding nubs of jagged bone. The feet were missing, too, as if they’d been crudely hacked off.

Shader’s eyes widened as he noticed. He took hold of the table to steady himself, then edged toward the chest Nameless had seen coming in.

When the knight lifted the lid, the foot that had wedged it open dropped to the floor with a dull thud. There were hundreds more inside, frozen in ice that had a pinkish tinge from the blood.

Shader lowered the lid and slid to his knees. His head dropped, and his hands automatically clasped together, as if he were going to pray. His chin trembled, and the muscles of his neck began to spasm. His breaths came faster and faster, but when the explosion came, it was with a whimper. Tears spilled down his cheeks.

“Why?” he muttered in the voice of a child. “Why take their feet?”

Nameless staggered. Ice cracked deep within, and a thousand malignant faces spilled out, swirling about his mind like leaves churning in a gale. Demons assailed him from every side: red-winged demons with eyes of lightning. Shadow-formed devils that descended from overhead walkways on strands of spider web. They clawed and raked and slavered; they punched at him, tried to bury him beneath the weight of their scaly hides. He chopped and he hacked. Blood flew, ran from the walkways to pool at the foot of the ravine and stain the waters of the Sanguis Terrae red.

And a demon came toward him, calling his name, but try as he might, he could not hear it.

But it was pleading with him. Begging him. Its flashing eyes grew dull and brown.

And then it was Kal’s face before him. Kaldwyn Gray, his patrol partner in the Ravine Guard. His friend.

The axe came down. And in his heart of hearts, he knew it was black, not golden.

Nameless let out howl full of despair.

He’d done it. There was no doubt now. This time, it wasn’t like hearing about it secondhand; he felt it right down to the marrow. They hadn’t been demons, they had been dwarves. Not red-wings, but Red Cloaks. Not shadow-forms but Krypteia.

His anguished cries reverberated through the room, and Nameless sagged against the edge of a table.

The nightmare scene drained away to the dark spaces within, leaving him once more face to face with the horror that had triggered it.

“This is…” He turned the eye-slit on Shader. “Even I… with the black axe… I mean, I couldn’t have done such… Wouldn’t!”

He let go his axe, and it clattered to the floor as he made his way over to Shader and took hold of his hand.

“I killed them—my own people; hundreds of them. But not children. Not babies. I should have been stronger. Strong enough to resist. But no matter how weak I was, nothing could have made me do this.”

He released Shader and held out an arm as he turned to take in the room. “Not even the the black axe could have made me kill a child.”

He heard the scuff of movement, then Shader laid a hand on his shoulder. “No, my friend. You would have resisted it. From everything I’ve seen of you, you would have beaten it.”

Nameless spun round and looked Shader in the eye. “Pray for me.”

Shader took a step back. He swept off his hat, ran his fingers through his hair. “I—”

“You prayed for Thumil back at the ravine. You blessed him and Cordy.”

Shader nodded. He placed a hand on top of the scarolite helm and mouthed the words of a prayer. After a moment or two, he put on his hat and tugged it low over his eyes.

“Thank you, laddie,” Nameless said. “Now you.”

“What?”

“Pray for yourself.”

Shader scoffed at that, but Nameless grabbed him by the arm.

“It’s what’s needed, laddie, if we’re to put a stop to this madness. Pray. For forgiveness, if that’s what you need. Pray that you break free of this stupor that’s followed you since the jail; but most of all, pray that you see this evil for what it is and have the courage to destroy it, all the way down to the roots.”

He stepped back and pointed a finger at the gladius hanging from Shader’s belt.

“With the tools you’ve been given.”

Shader’s face reddened. His muscles clenched, and he narrowed his eyes.

“Oh, I’ll fight evil, all right. With my bare hands, if I have to. But prayer… Even if I knew there was anyone listening, I wouldn’t hold my breath for an answer. And as for forgiveness!”

“So, what you did to that guard back there,” Nameless said, “the one at the jail…”

Shader opened his mouth to say something, but Nameless’s cut him off.

“Are you saying there’s no forgiveness for what you did?”

Shader sneered, and his eyes roved around the room, drinking in the senseless death, as if it somehow affirmed him in his guilt. “How could there be?”

“So, what about me?” Nameless said.

“What about—?”

Nameless thrust the great helm up close to Shader’s face. “What about me? If you’re beyond redemption for losing control, where does that leave me? You only murdered one man. I slaughtered hundreds.”

“It’s not a numbers game,” Shader said. “It doesn’t matter how many you killed; how many I killed—”

“Matters to me,” Nameless said. “Matters a whole lot.”

Shader gritted his teeth. “What I mean is, I acted from within. It’s who I am, and all this… this…” He fumbled his book out of his pocket and held it up. “This bullshit is just to keep me reined in, get it? Only, back at the jail, I was smarting so much, from what they did to me, to Tovin, the Wayist that died from their torture, it would have taken a damn sight more than pious scriptures to restrain me.”

“No,” Nameless said, walking away to the far side of the room and facing the babies impaled on meat hooks. “There’s more to it than that. Has to be.” He moved a couple of bodies to one side, and peered behind them. He pointed at the closed door he’d uncovered.

Shader nodded that he’d seen.

“Thumil’s no fool,” Nameless went on. “He’d not waste his time studying and praying, if that’s all it was about.”

“And he’s right,” Shader said, slipping the book back into his pocket. “But it’s beyond me right now. I don’t even know who I’m praying to anymore.”

Nameless gave a last lingering look at the bodies then turned back. “Maybe you don’t need to know. Just pray, laddie. Head to the heart, Thumil used to say.” He bent down to pick up his axe, spat on the blade, and gave it a quick polish. “To be honest, I thought he was just drunk and rambling most of the time, but I’m starting to see the sense of it. Keep it simple.”

He swept the axe up and brought it down hard on a table. It left a huge dent in the surface.

“This,” Nameless said, stroking the head of one of the babies, “is evil. That’s enough to tell me we’re on the right side. Are you sorry for what you did to that guard? Really sorry?”

A knot of emotions warred on Shader’s face—rage, despair, sorrow, shame. He lifted his eyes to the great helm. They were glistening with the tears that had not stopped falling.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Nameless said.

Shader withdrew a pendant on a chain from beneath his surcoat. He made a fist about it, drew in a deep breath.

Nameless made way for him as Shader leaned over the baby, touched two fingers to its forehead, and uttered a prayer.

Tension sloughed away from him. He lingered a moment longer, then tipped his hat to the child.

“Ready, laddie?” Nameless asked.

Shader tucked his pendant back beneath his surcoat and nodded.

His hand strayed to the hilt of the gladius. He flinched, as if expecting it to burn him, but then he curled his fingers around it and let out a sigh of relief.

Nameless pushed through the hanging corpses till he came to the door. He angled the helm to try to get a good look at the panel through the eye-slit. All he saw was a blur of symbols. None of them made any sense to him.

“Let me,” Shader said.

He pressed a glowing triangle, and the door slid back.

“I would have had it in another second or two,” Nameless said.

The room beyond pulsed with a soft amber glow. Some kind of elliptical track ran round the center of the ceiling. Dozens of women were hung spread-eagled from it by metallic cords around their wrists. Their ankles were secured to a similar track on the floor. Their eyes were completely white, their mouths gaping. They each had the pallor of death, and yet their bellies were grossly distended, as if they were heavily pregnant.

The tracks carried them forward a few feet and clunked to a halt. Snaking tubes rose from the floor and inserted into their abdomens, delivering a brownish fluid before retracting. The tracks moved them on another few feet, and the same thing happened again.

“Let’s not linger here,” Nameless said, indicating a door on the far side.

This one slid open as they approached.

Nameless led the way into a hall so large, he couldn’t see the far side. All around the walls at ground level there were frosted oval windows. Each was as tall as Shader, and behind them, shadowy forms were moving.

“Not sure I like the look of this, laddie,” Nameless said. “Ready to put up with some stumpy-leg grumbling?”

Shader couldn’t take his eyes from the windows. “Leg grumbling?”

“Back the way we came?”

“Agreed.”

The instant Nameless turned round, the door slid shut.

Shader raced to the panel beside it. He pressed the dark glass, gave it a slap, but nothing happened.

“Uh, laddie…” Nameless said.

The frosting was melting away from the windows, and in some cases the glass—or whatever it was—was starting to bulge, where hands pressed against it.

“Can’t go back,” Nameless said, “so that only leaves us one choice.” He slung his axe over his shoulder and headed out across the center of the hall.

An arm burst through a window, pale fingers clutching at the air. There was no shattering of glass, just the tearing of some kind of clear membrane. The head was next out, stretching the membrane until it split.

The face was human, though bloodless, and white eyes roved sightlessly back and forth. Where there should have been hair, wires were bundled up around the cranium, and a single red light was nestled in among them. The second arm punched through, this one an articulated silver tube that ended in a metal hand. Enough of the membrane had fallen away to reveal a shallow alcove behind it.

Nameless looked round as Shader caught him up.

“That sword of yours behaving, laddie?”

Shader half-drew the gladius.

“Good,” Nameless said. “Limber up.”

Shader drew the gladius fully, as all about the room more limbs ripped their way free of confinement. He made a few practice strokes and rolled his shoulders.

Creatures were starting to step from their alcoves as far into the distance as Nameless could see. Those either side were a good twenty feet off, lumbering, shuffling, lurching toward them. Their legs were braced with metal struts, and they wore what looked like steel sandals that whirred and clicked as they walked.

They closed in front and back, their numbers swelling until they formed a circle around Nameless and Shader at least ten ranks deep.

“All right, that’s far enough,” Nameless said.

He pivoted and swung his axe in a murderous arc. The blades sparked across metal and threw up shreds of gray flesh that didn’t bleed. The creatures merely stumbled, then continued to press forward.

“Shog,” Nameless said. “That doesn’t bode well.”

Shader hacked at an arm, and the gladius sliced through dead flesh and steel with no resistance. The limb fell twitching and grasping to the floor. A slash across the neck sent the head flying, and the body crumpled.

Nameless brought his axe down with all his weight behind it, ripping through a shoulder and sending a metal arm skimming across the floor. He rammed the butt of the haft into the creature’s nose, reversed his grip, and powered the blade right through its jaw.

Shader struck to his right, but a bloodless fist caught him on the left temple. He stumbled, reversed his sword, and stabbed back into pliant flesh. Spinning, he ripped the blade up through the creature’s torso and split it in two all the way to the head.

Nameless went down beneath a barrage of blows, his axe clattering to the floor. He grabbed two of the creatures round the ankles and surged upright, flipping them into the throng. Retrieving his axe, he staggered backward, flailing about wildly.

“Run,” Shader yelled.

“You run,” Nameless said, swaying on his feet. “I’ll hold them.”

“For all of two seconds.”

Together, they fought a determined but ailing rearguard all the way to the wall. A narrow channel had opened up along that side of the hall, and they edged along it, battling for every step.

A glimmer of movement drew Nameless’s eyes to the ceiling. Fifty or so yards ahead, a disk was coming down, a lone homunculus standing on it and watching them intently. He wore a gray tunic and britches. His hair was oily black and far too perfect to be natural.

As the disk touched down, the homunculus jumped off and tapped at a vambrace on his wrist. The mass of creatures fell back from Shader and Nameless, leaving a corridor that led to the disk.

Shader saw the opportunity first and practically flung Nameless ahead of him into he opening.

“Go!”

This time, Nameless obeyed.

Already, the channel was closing up, and he had to duck and dodge grasping fingers and clubbing blows. Shader came with him, cutting and thrusting with deft precision.

The homunculus stepped away from the disk and weaved his way into the mass of bodies until he was lost from sight.

Nameless’s feet were starting to drag, but he was seconds from the disk, when a huge creature stepped from an alcove and raised a metal arm with a barbed spear tip in place of a hand. With a sound like the crack of a whip, the spear flew at him, trailing a length of chain. Nameless twisted at the last possible instant, but the tip tore through his side in a spray of blood and the clatter of broken links from his armor. Pain flared beneath his ribs, and then the creature yanked on the chain and reeled him in like a fish.

Nameless stumbled onto his knees and slid toward it, one hand clasping the base of the spear jutting from his side. His vision started to fade, but then fire ignited his blood. Just as the creature reached out to grab him, he swung his axe with the other hand, hitting it in the guts with more force than he’d have believed possible. The creature bent double, and bones punctured its skin in half a dozen places. The chain slackened, and with a sickening roar, Nameless tried to pull the spear tip out. The barb caught, and his roar turned into a scream as he slumped to the floor.

He dimly saw Shader arrive ahead of the lumbering crowd. The knight swung for the creature, and its head bounced away.

Nameless felt rather than saw Shader kneel beside him.

“Grit your teeth,” Shader said.

Nameless grunted, and Shader pushed the spike out through his back. When the barb emerged, the knight swept down the gladius and sheared it away. Sheathing the sword, he placed one hand on Nameless’s shoulder, and with the other pulled the chain out through the front. Nameless bucked and shuddered, and when the chain came clear and snaked to the floor, he bellowed, “Shog, shog, shog!” The bellows turned to coughs, and then he managed to croak, “That hurt.”

“I can heal you,” Shader said, starting to draw the gladius again, but Nameless put a hand over his.

“No, laddie. No magic. Not from that thing. I saw how it sliced through those shoggers like they weren’t even solid. It has the feel of the black axe about it.”

Shader hooked an arm under Nameless’s shoulder and helped him to stand. “But you’ll bleed to death.”

“Come on, laddie,” Nameless said, scooping up his axe and limping toward the disk. “Help me get my boot off, and I’ll plug the wound with a sock.”

Shader supported him on one side, casting wary looks at the creatures, who were lumbering in from all sides and closing up the gap the homunculus had made.

The instant they made the disk, the horde grew frantic. Those in the front ranks parted to admit three more of the huge creatures. They each raised metal arms and launched spears trailing chains.

Shader threw Nameless to the platform and dropped on top of him. There was a succession of dull thuds as the spears struck some invisible barrier, and the chains clunked heavily to the ground.

The homunculus appeared off to the right. He gave a single nod and tapped at his vambrace.

With a whir and a shudder, the disk lifted into the air. As it passed through a hole in the ceiling, it gathered pace, shooting up through level after level.

Nameless moaned as he was rocked from side to side. He had one hand vainly trying to staunch the flow of blood, the other draped over the haft of his axe. After what seemed an age, the disk entered a metal shaft, shook violently, and came to a halt.

The disk had come to rest in some kind of silver-walled cubicle, where it fit seamlessly into the floor. One of the walls had a hairline crack down its center, and there was a panel adjacent to it. Nameless could hear someone running about outside. There was a clang of metal, a searing hiss, and beneath it all, a sound like the roar of flames.

Shader placed a hand on the wall.

“Heat,” he said.

Stepping away, he bent to examine the panel. “It looks unlocked, if I understand the symbols correctly.”

“Boot, laddie,” Nameless rasped. He held out his leg. The warm seep of blood flooded the disk beneath where he lay. His hand staunching the flow from his side wound was red as a butcher’s. He gave a grim smile at the irony.

Shader took hold of the boot, but before he could pull, Nameless heard a man say something from beyond the cubicle, not loud enough for him to make out the words, but the timbre of the voice was somehow familiar.

“That ol’ Baldilocks?”

Shader stiffened, straining to hear.

Another man spoke, the sound clipped and toneless. “Think we’ve arrived,” Shader said. “That’s Sektis Gan—”

There was a cry and a clash, then a boom rocked the cubicle.

Shader ducked instinctively.

Nameless tried to roll onto his side, let out a gasp, and lay back. His chest fluttered as it rose and fell, and his breaths rattled around the great helm.

“Think I’ll take the magic, after all,” he said. “If you don’t mind.”

Moving aside Nameless’s blood-soaked hand, Shader touched the gladius to his wound. Golden light flowed down the blade.

Nameless cried out, and his back arched. Searing heat cauterized the flesh. He winced at the sensation of muscle and sinew knitting back together. He hummed a tune to take his mind off the pain, but stopped abruptly when Shader withdrew the sword.

“Thank you, laddie.” Nameless yawned, suddenly overcome with fatigue. “Just thirty winks and I’ll be right as—”

A woman screamed.

Shader whirled toward the crack in the wall, shot a glance at the panel.

Another scream, and this time, Shader cried, “Rhiannon!”

Nameless struggled to rise but slumped back down. “Go, laddie. I’ll follow… when… I…”

His words trailed off as blackness claimed him.


THE UNWEAVING







Nameless had no idea how much time had passed. He rolled his head from side to side; heard the scrape and grate of the helm on the floor. His eyes snapped open.

He was lying on his back, staring at a silver ceiling. With a start, he sat. Ahead of him was the open doorway Shader had headed for. A flickering orange glow came from the other side, and with it a blast of warm air.

He tried to stand, but swooned and had to lay back down. The healing had worked, but he felt like he’d fought ten bouts in the circles.

He heard Shader’s voice. Aristodeus’s, too. And there was a third man speaking, in a tone that was cold and rasping.

He rolled to his front and crawled toward the doorway, dragging his axe with him. It was hard going, and the blood he’d spilled smeared as he passed through it.

He crossed the threshold into a chamber like the inside of an enormous cone. Blood pounded in his ears from the effort of moving. He rested for a moment, angling the great helm so he could take in the sight ahead.

Tiers of walkways, each with banks of flickering mirrors, wound all the way up to the apex of the cone. Naked women with wings like a bat’s were hunched in front of the mirrors, as if watching their own reflections, or monitoring the moving pictures playing across the glass.

Crimson footsteps led across the floor—Shader’s, from where he’d stood in Nameless’s pooling blood.

A flame-filled chasm rent the chamber in two, and from within its maw, the top of a slender tower poked, its ivory walls blackened with soot.

Aristodeus was staring wide-eyed from an open sash window just below the tower’s turreted roof, and Nameless followed his gaze to where Rhiannon was suspended in midair.

A silver sphere hovered above her, bathing her in blue light. Even more shocking, though, was how different she looked. She was armored in dark leather, with black boots all the way up to her knees. Her hair was pulled back in a braided tail, and where her arms were exposed, they looked harder, more defined. Her eyes glared defiance, and not a little frenzy. The black sword was directly beneath her feet, lodged in the fizzing and sparking shell of a metal crab the size of a pony. More of the crab-things were heaped around the room in smoking piles.

Shader stood off to one side, staring up into the heights. He didn’t look like a man who’d come to fight. He seemed bewildered. Out of his depth.

Nameless rolled to his back so he could look up more easily. At first, all he saw was an inky cloud belching waves of blackness near the cone’s truncated ceiling. It looked and felt alive, and each time it breathed, a tinge of nausea crept beneath his skin.

Then, within the miasma, he could make out the form of a serpent with glowing amber eyes and fangs like jags of lightning. It had to be the Statue of Eingana. Atop its head, a crown of pulsing filaments sent a constant ring of sparks up through the ceiling. At the center of the circle they formed, a single mirror glared down, showing nothing but a black hole that seemed to beckon and tug.

A disk drifted out from behind the statue and made an arcing descent, until it hovered twenty feet above Shader.

A man stepped to its edge and inclined his head to look down with eyes of incandescent blue. His face appeared gray, mask-like, beneath pitch black hair as slick and unnatural as the homunculus’s had been. He wore a long brown coat, beneath which Nameless glimpsed dark metal greaves and cuisses. One hand was gloved in black; the other looked desiccated. Ribbed tubing ran from the knuckles up under the coat sleeve.

Nameless had seen this man before, in a vision. It was the figure upon the throne. Shader had been beneath it, atop a sprawling mesa, and Aristodeus’s words had bubbled up from the earth:

Not good. Not good at all.

The lost battle Aristodeus had told him about. Shader’s missed opportunity, his failure to nip the Unweaving in the bud.

There was no doubt in Nameless’s mind who it was.

Shader threw a look at Aristodeus, who shrugged and turned his palms up. A ripple passed through the philosopher’s body, and for an instant he flickered. If Aristodeus noticed, he didn’t show it.

Sektis Gandaw, however, seemed impressed. “Bilocation? I thought only I’d mastered that. It’s been quite a day of discoveries. First,”—he gestured toward the smoking chasm—“tangible evidence that the Abyss may well constitute an empirical fact, after all, and now a philosopher who can be in two places at the same time.”

“What are you talking about, Sektis?” Aristodeus said. “Has one of your memory nodes ruptured and corrupted what’s left of your brain?”

Gandaw surveyed him for a long moment before he replied. “Simply an observation. Where there is a certain density of shielding—in the case of this mountain, scarolite—bilocated simulacra have been known to flicker, whereas the originals, generally, do not.”

Aristodeus glanced at his hands. “What flicker? Maybe you need your optics tested.” His voice rose in pitch, and a tic started up on his cheek.

“Stolen technology, no doubt,” Gandaw said, as if he didn’t really care. “Leftovers from Global Tech, or did it come from here?” He let his disconcerting eyes rove the chamber, and when he didn’t find what he was looking for, visibly stiffened. A fine tremor ran through his coat, his shoulders dropped, and he drew in a long, shuddering breath. He lifted his arm and spoke into his vambrace. “Mephesch?” The next words came out slow and deliberate: “Where are you?”

“On my way, Technocrat,” a crackling voice answered.

Nameless rolled to his side until he could see Rhiannon hanging beneath the sphere. She hadn’t moved since he’d entered the chamber. Was she even breathing?

“I didn’t use technology to bring us here,” Aristodeus said, tapping himself on the temple. “There are more things in heaven and earth, Sektis—”

“Oh, please,” Gandaw said. “I’ve dissected and analyzed every last strand of human DNA, scrutinized every possible permutation of the genome, and rigorously tested the whole pathetic organism ad nauseam. There is no hidden power of the mind that allows you to teleport, let alone move an entire tower. I don’t care how old you are and how inflated your ego is, you are either lying or deluded. No, wait, I hadn’t factored in the new data to hand. What can we extrapolate from the empirical evidence for the reality of the Abyss? Must we not now hypothesize the existence of its reputed creator?

“You see, Aristodeus, last time you tried to thwart the Unweaving all those hundreds of years ago, that very same chasm opened up and swallowed you. All I did was unleash the power of Eingana. What happened next was as unexpected to me as I’m sure it was to you. I confess, I should have investigated the phenomenon, and it’s been niggling away at the back of my mind ever since. But I recently had something of an epiphany. It doesn’t matter that there are two imponderables in this miserable universe that I’ve not set my scalpel to. I thought it mattered, thought I knew all there was to know, but then I realized I’d been deceiving myself. The Abyss, and that.” He jabbed a finger toward the lone mirror at the top of the chamber.

Its hungry emptiness hit Nameless with sudden clarity. Somehow, Sektis Gandaw had a mirror showing that which shouldn’t be seen—couldn’t. He realized with a primal dread that he was gazing directly into the Void.

“They didn’t fit into my grand hypothesis,” Gandaw said, “and so I left them out. I deceived myself. Maybe you’ve done the same; or maybe someone’s deceiving you. Could it be that you are bilocating without even realizing it? That your essence is elsewhere, kept by a master who allows you a long leash?” He looked at Shader. “You holy types invented the myths. What do you think? Is it possible that the impeccable mind of Aristodeus has fallen prey to the deceptions of the Demiurgos?”

A haunted look passed across Aristodeus’s eyes, and for a moment, his mouth hung open. Then he clamped it shut, and his face grew as stoic and mask-like as Gandaw’s.

“You don’t believe that, Sektis. All this speculation is hardly your style. What are you up to? Stalling?”

A homunculus stepped out of a wall and pattered across the floor. It was the same one that had given up his disk for them, and rescued them from the creatures below.

“Ah, Mephesch,” Gandaw said. “Re-route enough of Eingana’s power to close that rift, would you?”

When the homunculus looked at him blankly, Gandaw said, “She opened the exact same chasm when this upstart philosopher plunged to what should have been his death.”

“One thousand one hundred and eighty-four years ago, Technocrat,” Mephesch said. “Two hundred and seventy-six years before the event known as—”

“Yes, yes, the so-called Reckoning. Your point?”

Mephesch glanced at Aristodeus and grinned. “He doesn’t look a day above seventy.”

Aristodeus frowned at that, but he was as rapt as everyone else.

“My point, Gandaw said, is that if Aristodeus has found a way to re-open the rift Eingana created and subsequently closed, it stands to reason, does it not, that she can seal it again?”

“But the Null Sphere, Technocrat…” The homunculus glanced up at the ceiling.

“A minute’s delay, at most,” Gandaw said. “Just do it; it’ll save worrying about the clean-up later.”

Aristodeus started to protest as the homunculus leaned over the shoulder of a bat-winged woman and tapped at its mirror, all the while flicking glances between Gandaw and Aristodeus’s tower poking up above the chasm.

A brilliant burst of amber lanced down from Eingana’s eyes.

Nameless rolled back to his front, got onto his elbows, and tried to drag himself forward. He grunted with the effort and slumped back down. He’d not even moved an inch.

“No!” Aristodeus cried. “Shader!”

The philosopher was flung back from the window. With a shake and a rumble, the white tower sank beneath the flames, and the chasm closed over it. When the tremors subsided, the floor looked as good as new, as if the tower had never been there.

“Every action has an equal and opposite reaction,” Gandaw said to Shader. “Somewhat predictable, but what do you expect from such a pedestrian creation? Sorry to see him go? Indifferent? Glad to fill his place in the pecking order?”

“He’s dead?” Shader said.

Nameless tried again to move. His heart thudded around his ribcage, and his lungs were clogged with the stale air inside the helm. He clawed vainly at the floor.

Gandaw’s disk hovered closer to Shader. “I met Aristodeus only once—well, twice, if you count his ill-fated attempt to stop the Unweaving last time round. He was sent to see me on Urddynoor, at the behest of some obnoxious bioethics commission or other. I forget what they were called—one of the curses of longevity for an imperfect organism. They had grown concerned at my success with melding.”

When Shader shrugged, he explained:

“Fish with beast, plant with man, that kind of thing. It was early days and inestimably crude, but we all have to start somewhere. Their strategy was that a face-to-face meeting would render me vulnerable to Aristodeus’s silver tongue. Find out what your opponent wants, he believed, and you can talk your way into a compromise agreement. I imagine he underestimated my goal, and the bioethics commission overestimated his capacity for debate.

“But enough of him. You, Deacon Shader, have been quite the nuisance. Tell me, why didn’t you end this atop the mesa when you had the chance? No, hold your answer.” He pointed at Rhiannon. “Mephesch, the woman next.”

“Technocrat,” Mephesch said, rapidly tapping at his vambrace and raising it to his mouth.

“Rhiannon?” Shader said. “You’re going to kill—?”

—Jags of lightning arced beneath Nameless’s skin; rills of lava scalded his thews. His head snapped up, and he sucked in a chill blast of air that filled his lungs to bursting.

It was happening again…

“She won’t feel a thing,” Gandaw said. “And besides, in a few more minutes, everything she’s ever known will cease to exist. Think of it as a mercy killing.”

—The Ephebe’s five walls dropped down around Nameless. There were seven Red Cloaks. One of them touched Cordy…

A nozzle emerged from the silver sphere holding Rhiannon aloft.

—He hit the shogger. The rest turned on him. That was the first time his blood flared…

“No,” Shader muttered. He started to draw the gladius, but he was too late, and his ‘No’ became a scream.

Nameless surged to his feet, and in the same movement, he flung his axe with such force, it streaked like a comet.

Metal clashed with metal, and the sphere exploded in a shower of sparks. Silver shrapnel clattered down, and Nameless’s axe fell with it, clanging as it struck the floor, and skittering off till it came to rest against a wall.

—Seven Red Cloaks down and bleeding. Cordy aghast. Later, she joked he was a Dwarf Lord, like his pa claimed Yyalla was; but everyone thought Droom was just a doting husband who placed his wife on a pedestal…

Rhiannon seemed to hang in midair for a second, then she dropped like a stone. Shader lurched toward her, but she was too far away. She tucked her knees in, rolled as she hit, and came up smoothly.

She moved like a cat, and the veins along her biceps stood out in ridges as she took hold of the black sword and wrenched it free of the metal crab-thing.

“That the shogger?” Nameless said, stumbling toward her and pointing up at Gandaw. “Doesn’t look like much to me.”

The fabric of Gandaw’s coat ripped as he swelled from within. His entire frame shuddered, and then he expanded again. The coat and the gray tunic beneath disintegrated, swirling about him in a cloud of dust. Where his chest should have been, there was now a black breastplate, flecked with green. His legs and arms were encased in scarolite, too, and the air around his head grew denser, solidifying into a clear, crystal dome.

“Ah,” Nameless said. “Lassie, pass us my axe, would you?”

Rhiannon backed away to the wall, black sword held tightly in white-knuckled hands. Without taking her eyes from Gandaw, she used her foot to shunt Nameless’s axe across the floor to him.

As Mephesch ran for cover, Gandaw raised his gloved hand and extended the palm. The glove smoldered and fell away to reveal metallic fingers, each tipped with fiercely sparking crystals. Lightning arced between them, and the hand glowed white-hot. With quick stabbing movements, he aimed first at Rhiannon and then at Nameless.

Balls of fire streaked toward them both. Rhiannon dived, but the blast drove her head first into a console.

Nameless could barely walk, never mind run, but he saw the fireball coming a mile off and ducked. It sped over his head to explode against the floor.

Gandaw spun toward Shader and unleashed a barrage of missiles. The first was wide.

Shader sprinted for a console and hunkered down behind the bat-winged woman seated there. The second fireball struck where he’d been standing a split second before.

Shader emerged from cover and held the gladius in front of him. When the third fireball hit, the shortsword threw the full brunt of the blast straight back at Gandaw. It exploded against the edge of his disk and sent him plummeting toward the floor. Grapnels shot out from his armor and snagged a railing, reeling him in. Effortlessly, he took hold of the rail and vaulted over it, landing with a resonant clang on the walkway.

“Rather attached to her, aren’t you?” Gandaw nodded down toward where Rhiannon was slumped over the console. “Not quite the same disinterest you showed for the philosopher. So, you see, already I have more data on you. And your sword—a weapon that can both nullify and redirect energy. More stolen technology?”

“Don’t answer, laddie,” Nameless said. “He’s stalling.” He must have needed more time to complete the Unweaving. Time they couldn’t afford to lose. “I say we get up there and see how well he talks when I cut him a second mouth with my axe.”

Gandaw stepped back from the railing and cast his eyes back and forth. For a moment, he took on the appearance of a cornered rat. Within seconds, though, he resumed an air of calm confidence. With the ghost of a smile, he said, “Mephesch, the bat-meldings, if you please. Release them.”

The homunculus popped up from behind a console and ran his fingers over the mirror.

Nameless couldn’t fathom the homunculus. He’d thought Mephesch was helping them. Was he frightened of disobeying a direct order, or was this something else? Wasn’t it the nature of the homunculi to deceive? If he’d betrayed Gandaw, why wouldn’t he do the same to others?

Shader started to run at Mephesch, but he was too late. With a cry, he flung the gladius like a javelin. The homunculus ducked behind the console, and the sword flew overhead.

The women hunched over the consoles jerked and unfurled their wings. As Mephesch got up and ran, Shader’s gladius turned in a wide arc and shot toward him. Mephesch dived—and passed straight through the wall, as if it weren’t there. The gladius drew up sharp, then reversed direction until it slapped back into Shader’s palm.

The bat-meldings flapped furiously a couple of feet above their chairs and let out ululating screams as the wires that connected them to their consoles ripped free in sprays of blood.

Shader stood there in a daze, but Nameless directed the eye-slit of the great helm to the root of their problems.

“Gandaw, laddie!” he cried. “Your sword!”

This time, Shader simply slackened his grip, and the Sword of the Archon launched itself through the air.

Gandaw threw up both hands and instinctively ducked, but even before the blade reached him, it struck something solid and rebounded. For a brief moment, a sphere of blue light flickered around the Technocrat and then vanished.

Shader snatched the returning gladius from the air as the winged women on the lower levels screeched and flew at Gandaw. More of the creatures flocked overhead, gathering into a tightly packed wedge and diving.

Gandaw scattered them with a fireball, and the few that pressed their attack squawked as they struck his invisible barrier. In a great cacophony of beating wings and cawing cries, they spiraled about the chamber in a frenzy, crashing into walls and bumping off the apex, as if all they wanted was to break out.

“I should have seen that coming,” Gandaw said through gritted teeth. “Just need to teach them who’s master, that’s all.”

He exploded a fireball against the ceiling, obliterating the lone mirror that hung there. Half a dozen winged women dropped, smoldering and lifeless, hitting railings, bouncing, and ending up crumpled on the floor.

The rest descended like a murder of crows onto the ground floor consoles. Their caws turned into mournful wails, and they started to rip out tufts of their own hair with long-taloned fingers. They scratched at their breasts, leaving trails of crimson down their torsos. Their legs, Nameless could see now, were like a bird’s, with three claws at the front and one at the back.

Shader spun round as Gandaw detonated another fireball, above and behind the bat-meldings. The women let out a collective squawk and took to the air once more. They wheeled as one toward Gandaw, then shied away. They circled Shader, passed over Nameless, and looked like they were starting to regroup for a concerted attack, when the squawking took on a different sound: less frenetic; more triumphant. And then, in a mass of beating wings, they swooped toward Rhiannon’s unmoving body.

Shader started to run, but Nameless had already seen it, and he was closer.

He barreled in among the winged women, scything about with his axe. Each swing drove them back a few paces, but they instantly flapped closer again. Talons slashed at him. Fangs snapped. The flock descended upon him, but a few alighted on the console Rhiannon was draped over.

Shader hurled the gladius, shearing the head clean off a bat-winged woman. As the sword returned to his hand, he reached Rhiannon and dragged her back from the console, letting her slump to the floor at his feet.

Nameless burst through the cloud of wings, whirled back to face it, shook his axe, and roared.

The bat-meldings dispersed, but then they flew behind him in an arc and came down at Shader.

“Sorry, laddie!” Nameless yelled above the din. “Unintentional.”

The gladius was a dazzling blur as Shader cut and chopped, hacked and slashed in every direction. He ducked, wheeled, spun, and kicked, taking in every move the meldings made, predicting every attack. The sword seemed featherlight in his hand, yet each blow he delivered was brutal, solid, and utterly devastating.

Nameless’s axe rose and fell with whuffs of effort. Mostly, he was just hitting air as the women flapped and fluttered away from his strikes, but then he found his timing and started to aim a little ahead of, a little behind the target. Blood showered down on him. Women squawked. Bat-wings flapped furiously.

On the next tier up, Gandaw hurried along the walkway toward a metal staircase. He was heading back to the top.

A woman raked her claws across Shader’s coat collar, narrowly missing his throat. He backhanded it away, and as it gathered for a renewed attack, he plunged the gladius between its breasts.

“Get Gandaw!” he cried toward Nameless. “I’ll hold them!”

“Got you, laddie!” Nameless shouted back.

Clutching his axe to his chest, he ducked down and charged through the chaos of wings.

A melding followed him, clawing from behind, but Nameless twisted, turned, and swung for it with almost casual grace. The woman fell to the floor in two pieces, and Nameless reached the steps and started upward.

As he made the next walkway, he glanced down.

The meldings assailing Shader rose into the air. At first, Nameless thought they were coming for him, but then they began to circle, cawing mournfully at the mass of dead bodies heaped on the floor.

Nameless pounded along the walkway. Gandaw was already halfway up the steps to the next level.

Down below, Shader dragged Rhiannon from beneath a pile of bat-meldings. He steadied her by the elbow and shoved her toward the steps as the winged women dived once more. He hacked one out of the air as it sped at Rhiannon, but another made it past. He called out a warning, but she was already in mid-swing, and the black blade sliced into human flesh, exiting through the leathery membrane of a bat-like wing.

Gandaw reached the top of the steps as Nameless started up them. His axe clattered against the railings as he climbed in pursuit. Gandaw let off a fireball, but Nameless swayed aside, and coruscating sparks sprayed across the walkway below.

A reverberating clunk sounded from above, and the room was plunged into shadow.

The bat meldings squawked and flew toward the ceiling.

Mephesch was standing over a console at the floor of the chamber.

Above, Sektis Gandaw stopped and stared up at the ceiling with a look of horror on his usually impassive face.

“No!” he cried. “Mephesch! Mephesch, what is happening? We are not shielded!”

A hole had opened up, and the walls at the top of the cone were slowly receding into the level below. A fierce wind blew down the funnel, buffeting the bat-meldings as they swarmed through the aperture and out into the black. 

Because that was all Nameless could see: a sphere of absolute darkness hanging above the Perfect Peak, pulsing like a gigantic, malevolent heart. With every beat, it swelled and grew denser. Its oppressive weight was almost tangible, and a sickening wave of wrongness rolled through Nameless, sending him reeling back against the railing.

Beneath him, Rhiannon stumbled and clutched her stomach as she gazed up at the burgeoning dark. Shader looped his arm in hers. His face hardened with resolve.

The walls of the cone continued to retract. As they passed beneath Shader and Rhiannon, Nameless saw just how dense they were, each level sitting within that below in concentric circles, each with its own rooms and passageways sandwiched between twin walls of scarolite at least ten feet thick.

Down and down they went, level by level, until the heart of the chamber, with its tiered walkways and flickering screens, was little more than a skeletal framework, completely exposed to the raging elements.

Nameless looked down over the railing and felt himself swaying.

They were hundreds of feet up, atop what was now the truncated summit of the Perfect Peak. Far below, the white sands of what had to be the Dead Lands swirled and formed into tortuous vortices that spun wildly in every direction. Mangroves at the edge of a swamp were stretched to impossible heights and bowed beyond breaking point. The gloaming skies were fractured, like broken glass, and way off in the distance, a cordon of shimmering fog whirled dizzyingly up into the heights, ever expanding to engulf more and more of the hazy, unreal landscape.

Gandaw was transfixed by the scene. Transfixed and horrified, judging by the way he just held the railing and gawped. Everything he had worked for was coming to fruition outside. But he was mortified to be caught up in it himself, stripped of the protection of his scarolite mountain and whatever magical shields it had before Mephesch lowered the defenses.

Nameless hurtled at Gandaw and swept his axe down. There was a scintillant blue flash, and the axe head lodged within the coruscating egg of light that sprang up to surround the Technocrat. Nameless hung on with both hands and pushed his boots against the sphere in an effort to free the axe.

Gandaw swung his metal hand round. Lightning arced between crystal-tipped fingers. Flame swelled upon his palm.

Nameless winced in anticipation of the impact.

Something huge and dark smashed into Gandaw from above. His protective sphere spat blue motes, buckled, and fizzed out.

And Nameless yelped as he fell on his arse, still clutching his axe.

Gandaw was momentarily stricken, staring wide-eyed at the massive black fist that had struck him.

Down below, a fearsome clamor arose as hundreds of lizard-men swarmed into the chamber from the top of the truncated mountain. They must have been there all along, Nameless realized, clinging to the outer casing until the walls were lowered. More of Mephesch’s scheming? More duplicity? One of them—their leader?—was making a fist with a smoking gauntlet.

“Skeyr Magnus!” Shader and Rhiannon exclaimed at the same time.

The lizard man made a jabbing motion with the gauntlet, and the giant fist responded by hammering into Gandaw.

The Technocrat crashed through the railing but managed to cling on with his desiccated hand. From the other, he discharged a barrage of fireballs that sent the black hand spinning away.

Nameless leapt to his feet and ran at Gandaw, swinging the axe down at the hand holding onto the railing. A coil snaked out of Gandaw’s armor and wrapped around Nameless’s ankles, tripping him and whipping him into the air. Nameless hacked through the coil and fell, landing heavily.

Gandaw used both hands to pull himself up and back onto the walkway.

The lizard-men ran, leapt, and bounded, some of them scaling the railings in their frenzy to get at Gandaw. Shader and Rhiannon were swept along by the horde until they reached the steps and climbed up.

The black hand righted itself and soared back toward Gandaw. This time, he blasted it almost casually and then tapped out a sequence on his vambrace as the hand was repulsed once more.

The first of the lizard-men to reach him, he backhanded with such force it ripped the creature’s head clean off. He kicked another straight through the railing and out above the Dead Lands, where it flailed and screamed as it plummeted toward the ground hundreds of feet below. Just as the main tide threatened to hit him, though, Gandaw took a step back, let off another fireball, and then ran for the steps to the next level.

A trio of silver spheres rose out of the Dead Lands and tore into the lizard-men with sizzling bursts of lightning. Clouds of smoke plumed up, carrying the stench of roasted flesh and ozone. The lizard-men panicked and scattered, seeking the cover of consoles, chairs, the bodies of the fallen, but the spheres pursued them relentlessly, cutting them down in their tracks.

As Shader and Rhiannon made it to Nameless and helped him to stand, Gandaw joined in the massacre, blasting down into the lizard-men, and then he sent a devastating volley straight at Skeyr Magnus, who was still on the ground floor, no doubt letting his people take the bulk of the risks for him. Skeyr Magnus threw his gauntlet up to cover his face, and the black hand instantly appeared in front of him, fingers splayed, palm facing the onslaught. The fireballs exploded against it, and for a moment, it looked like the lizard-man would survive, but then his gauntlet burst into flames and sent sparks shooting across his skin. With a howl and a scream, he was slammed into the floor and lay there smoldering. The black hand winked out of existence.

Rhiannon was already halfway up the steps, and Nameless was right behind her. He could hear Shader following.

When she made the walkway, Rhiannon yelled at Gandaw and charged. Gandaw hadn’t seen her coming, but he still managed to get off a shot. Rhiannon must have predicted it, for she rolled beneath it and swung the black sword.

A coil snapped out of Gandaw’s armor and caught her wrist, locking the sword in mid-swing. Gandaw brought his metal arm round till it was directly in Rhiannon’s face.

Nameless saw the opening, and flung himself at Gandaw, swinging his axe for all he was worth. It struck the scarolite armor like a thunderclap—and shattered.

“Oh, shog,” Nameless said, as Gandaw aimed his metal hand at him instead.

Fire blasted from the palm, and there was no missing this time. On instinct, Nameless ducked into it and took the full brunt of the explosion on his great helm. There was a muffled boom, and flames flared briefly, but then fizzled out as if they’d struck water. Nameless fell like a plank, and the back of the helm clanged against the metal of the walkway.

He tried to get straight back up, but the walkway careened in his blurred vision.

Rhiannon’s hazy form kicked out at Gandaw. The Technocrat swung his arm back round at her, but before he could fire, Shader was there. He slammed the gladius into Gandaw’s transparent helm. The crystal cracked, and Gandaw gasped. The second blow sheared right through the metal hand, and Gandaw screamed.

Nameless blinked until his eyes came into focus. He was stunned, and every limb, every organ felt like it had been tenderized or crushed to a pulp. But it was more from the impact with the walkway than the exploding fireball. He thanked shog for his ma’s scarolite helm. Without it, he would have been dead.

Sparking wires thrashed from the stump of Gandaw’s wrist. Shader drew back the gladius for a thrust, but the coil holding Rhiannon reeled her in and smacked her against Gandaw’s breastplate. Another coil sprang out and wrapped around her neck, tightening, constricting, making her gasp and choke for every breath.

Nameless struggled to rise, but it was as if he had no bones. He was sprawled in a heap, utterly flaccid, and he started to panic that he might have been paralyzed.

Gandaw took a few steps back. His blue eyes blazed fiercely with either fear or rage, but within moments, they dulled. A halo of soft light irradiated the glass helm, and the crack Shader had made melted over until there was no sign of it.

Gandaw raised his remaining hand. At first, Nameless thought he was surrendering to Shader, but then he saw the flashing red light on his vambrace.

One of the silver spheres massacring the lizard-men broke off and soared to a position above Gandaw’s head. A beam of blue light shot from it and bathed Gandaw and Rhiannon, lifting them high into the air and bearing them toward the Statue of Eingana. The black sword fell from Rhiannon’s grasp, and Nameless twisted his head to track its feather-like drift all the way to the bottom.

He heard Shader curse, and looked back. The knight started for the steps, but the other two spheres sped straight at him and unleashed searing streams of fire. He threw up the gladius, and it answered with a surge of aureate brilliance that sent the beams back on themselves. The sentroids erupted in flame and clattered and clashed against the walkways as they dropped.

As Shader raced to the steps, a tumult of hissing and grunting had Nameless look below once more. Skeyr Magnus was back on his feet and barking commands. His scaly hide was charred and blistered, and smoke still rolled off of him. The few lizard-men that remained bounded over the edges of the walkways and escaped down the side of the mountain. Skeyr Magnus wavered for a moment, and then he clambered down, out of sight.

“Spineless shoggers,” Nameless muttered.

What did they hope to achieve by fleeing? He glanced up at the pendulous black sphere gyring above the Perfect Peak. They had only minutes—moments, even—before it ruptured, or exploded, or perhaps imploded to unmake everything there was; everything that had ever been.

Lightning arced upward into the sky, illuminating the Dead Lands with its stark flash. In its wake, a purplish vortex materialized and spun along the fringe of the swamp, tearing up grotesquely distorted mangroves and flinging them far and wide.

The silver sphere carried Gandaw and Rhiannon into the inky cloud beneath the spinning void and brought them alongside the serpent statue. Questing filaments sprouted from the Technocrat’s armor and inserted themselves all over Eingana’s petrified body.

Prickles of pain ran beneath Nameless’s skin. Heat surged through his veins, but it was weaker this time. He twitched his fingers, but that was as much as he could manage.

A flare of golden light drew his eyes upward. Shader’s gladius was lit up like a sunburst. It suddenly launched itself into the air, and the knight clung on with both hands.

Gandaw looked up as Shader reached his height. Rhiannon twitched against his chest. Her face was bloodless, her lips tinged with blue.

Light pulsed along Gandaw’s filaments, and Eingana’s fangs flared amber. Flame gushed from her maw and struck the bottom of the chamber. The mountain shook, and with a succession of tortured cracks, a fracture worked its way across the floor, until it yawned into another gaping chasm—the same chasm that had swallowed Aristodeus.

Only, this time there was no white tower. This time, gigantic ribbons of shadow quested forth like avaricious fingers. They brushed against Nameless, tugged at him with irresistible force. He flipped onto his side, and slid inexorably toward the edge of the walkway.

As he shot over the side, he grasped the railing and clung on. Desperate, he cast a look above, but there was no help there.

The coils holding Rhiannon released her, and she fell. Shader let go of the gladius with one hand, and reached for her, but it was no good. She plummeted toward the rift.

Her screams swirled away in the chaos of nebulous tentacles. Shader screamed, too, and Gandaw laughed.

White brilliance erupted behind Nameless’s eyes, exploded through his entire body. Holding onto the railing with one hand, he lashed out with the other and snagged Rhiannon. Her hurtling weight almost dislodged him. Daggers of pain sliced through his shoulder, but he held on. The strain was unbearable. It wasn’t just Rhiannon, the momentum of her fall; it was the infernal force dragging them both down.

Veins stood out along his biceps as he drew her closer. His grip on the railing began to uncurl. He reinforced it by wrapping his fingers over the top of his thumb—the hook grip he favored on his heaviest dead lifts back at the Ephebe. He twisted from his upper torso, pulling with everything he had.

Little by little, he curled his forearm toward his biceps, bringing Rhiannon with it. She stretched out her free hand. She was close, tantalizingly close, but she couldn’t quite reach the rail. All Nameless could do was hold on as the wisps of blackness continued to pull them toward the floor. His hook grip held, but pain lanced through his shoulder, his elbow, his wrist. Much more of this, and his arm would rip free of its socket. But there was no shogging way he was letting go.

A flash of gold made him glance above. Shader was still holding onto the gladius as it hovered level with Gandaw, but the tip of the sword was now aiming straight at the Technocrat.

With a sudden surge of movement, it shot forward with Shader clinging on, legs swinging crazily, and embedded itself in the silver sphere. There was a burst of flame, a thunderous roar, and Gandaw fell. His filaments ripped free of the statue and flailed around him as they retracted into his armor. Grapnels snagged a railing and reeled him to the safety of a walkway.

Down below, the chasm trembled and then snapped shut like the jaws of a monstrous beast.

Instantly, the relentless tug to the bottom ceased. Still gripping Nameless’s hand, Rhiannon swung back and forth to gain momentum, then flipped herself over the railing and set off toward the steps up.

Nameless hung on for a moment longer, then climbed back onto the walkway. He glanced around for something to use as a weapon, then simply bunched his fists and went after Rhiannon.

As they reached the uppermost level, Gandaw turned to a console and made a series of swipes and taps on its mirror. The Statue of Eingana slowly descended toward him, the crown atop its head still ablaze with sparks that stretched into strings of fire and fed into the base of the black sphere.

Shader’s gladius matched the statue’s descent, and the knight reached out to grab it. He cursed and snatched his hand away as if burned.

Gandaw plucked the statue from the air.

“Seconds to go!” he raved. “Seconds!”

Amber light blasted from Eingana’s maw. The gladius came up to meet it with a wall of golden radiance. Where the two forces collided, a keening wail arose. At first, Nameless thought it was coming from the gladius, but then he realized there were two cries: brother and sister. Eingana and the Sword of the Archon, forced to fight, and both of them screaming.

Above them, the black sphere ballooned and shuddered.

The filaments reemerged from Gandaw’s armor and penetrated the statue. Instantly, it was irradiated with fire, then it blazed like a small sun. Shader was thrown back, but golden effulgence exploded from the gladius and met Eingana’s assault force for force. Flames and light burgeoned into a conflagration that consumed Shader and Gandaw but burned neither.

It made no sense. Heat from the flaming sphere encompassing the knight and the Technocrat forced Nameless and Rhiannon back.

“What the shog?” Rhiannon said. “We have to help him.”

She tried stepping forward with her arm covering her face. Sweat poured off of her. Black fire surged along the blade of her sword. She took another step, then cried out and retreated. Her hair was smoldering.

“Deadlocked,” Gandaw said to Shader from within the fiery barrier. “Stay like this, and you’ll perish in the Unweaving.” He glanced up at the black sphere shaking violently and growing denser by the second. “Let me raise the walls, shield us. Otherwise we’ll all die.”

“Isn’t that what you want?” Shader said.

“Not me,” Gandaw wailed. “Not me!”

The gladius bucked in Shader’s grip.

“Please,” Gandaw cried. “Lay down the sword!”

“Don’t do it, laddie!” Nameless yelled. All Shader was to him now was a blur in the heat haze.

“No, Deacon,” Rhiannon said. “Don’t stop!”

A low drone came from the black sphere, growing in volume. The sound reverberated through Nameless’s bones, pressed on his skull, threatening to crush it.

Seconds remaining… Only seconds.

“You’re a holy man,” Gandaw said, barely visible through the blaze coming off the statue in his grasp. “If you can’t trust me, place your faith in your beloved Nous. Lower the sword.”

Inch by inch, Shader brought the gladius down.

“No!” Rhiannon cried.

Nameless snatched the black sword from her and ducked into the conflagration, trusting the scarolite helm to absorb at least some of the heat.

Vileness crept into his veins from where he gripped the sword. His muscles contorted into knots of pent-up violence. He felt once more the malice of the black axe, the need to kill, to slaughter, to triumph.

The flames about him wilted in the ambit of the great helm, but there was so much pressure driving him back. He inched forward a step, then another. It was like walking into a hurricane. The black sword in his hand strained toward Gandaw. It hungered. It thirsted for his blood.

“Fight, laddie!” Nameless yelled at Shader. “Kill him!”

But the knight released the gladius, and it clanged to the walkway.

Its light died instantly.

Eingana’s attack petered out as Gandaw whirled around to the console and swiped across its mirror. With a rattling hum, the walls of the chamber began to rise, and when Gandaw made a few more passes across the mirror, they raced upward and closed the chamber tight against the Unweaving.

The instant the ceiling snapped shut, blocking sight of the black mass that was about to end all things, Gandaw turned back in triumph—and sent a wall of amber flame straight at Shader.

The gladius shot up of its own accord, whirling, spinning, drawing the fire into itself. A sound like a gasp came from the statue, and for a moment, Eingana’s attack faltered.

“Finish him!” Gandaw yelled.

The hum from beyond the apex rose to the roar of a thousand waterfalls. The walls of the chamber warped and buckled, and time seemed to stand still.

Gandaw’s mouth opened and closed with macabre slowness.

“Yeeeessss!” slewed from his lips in an endless stream.

“No!” Nameless yelled. He was seething with anger that poured into him from the black sword. Ribbons of fuligin streamed from the blade, wrapped themselves around him, and lent rage to his voice. “Idiot! You’ve doomed us! Doomed us all!”

Shader glanced Nameless’s way, uncertainty writ across his face.

Rhiannon muttered, “Deacon.”

The gladius stopped spinning and aligned itself, tip facing Gandaw.

Faster than everything else in the room, as if it were immune to the new constraints on time, it shot forward.

Gandaw cried out and ponderously raised his arms, but the sword wasn’t aiming for him.

With a thunderous crack, it embedded itself in the heart of the statue.

Eingana shuddered, and the glare of her eyes and fangs went out. Tendrils of golden light wrapped her in their embrace, and amber feelers of her own came out to intertwine with them. The serpent’s body began to swell. Stony scales cracked and sloughed off; long-fossilized jaws closed, and a forked tongue flicked between them.

“No! What have you done?” Gandaw cried.

Eingana grew and grew and grew, until her monstrous head swayed high above Gandaw. She dashed the sparking crown against the ceiling, crushing the filaments linking her to the black sphere, and then, with a second blow, the crown shattered.

The chamber stilled, and from outside came nothing but a deathly silence.

The Archon’s sword jutting from Eingana’s body sank deeper, until black scales closed over it.

Gandaw took a step back, but Eingana’s tail whipped around his legs and held him fast. Coil upon coil, she wrapped around his body, until all that was visible was his head, aghast beneath its crystal helm. His lips moved fast now, and a babbling stream of pleas left them.

Eingana’s jaws opened, and her head snapped down.

Gandaw screamed. Greenish fluids sprayed as the giant serpent crunched down on him and swallowed him whole.

Nameless watched in fascinated horror as a bulge passed down the serpent’s throat.

Amber eyes turned toward Shader, and he braced himself. The serpent’s head bobbed atop its neck, and it seemed to Nameless that she nodded. Then, with a flick of her tail, she vanished, taking the Sword of the Archon with her.

Shader sank slowly to his knees.

Nameless let go of the black sword, and it drifted to the walkway, light as a feather. Rhiannon lunged for it and snatched it up.

Numbness spread from Nameless’s mind to his limbs, and he hung his head in shame. His hands were shaking, and the rims of his eyes burned with the need to shed tears.

Rhiannon’s hand on his shoulder made him look round at her. She let out a long sigh and managed a tight smile before glancing at Shader.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” she asked. Her fingers stiffened on Nameless’s shoulder, and she let go. “We thought you’d given up. You should have bloody told us.”

Shader opened his mouth to speak, but he didn’t seem able to find the words.

Mephesch’s head poked above the walkway, and then he rose into view atop a floating disk. He was beaming from ear to ear. He stepped off the disk and set about swiping symbols on the console mirror Gandaw had so recently been using. With a clunk and a hum, the ceiling snapped open a crack, and then the walls began to sink once more toward the floor.

The black sphere was gone, and instead, a ray of sunlight lanced down through the opening. Motes of dust danced along its length all the way to the floor of the chamber.

“You did it,” Rhiannon said. It sounded begrudging at first, but then she said, “Deacon, you did it.”

“No thanks to me,” Nameless mumbled to himself.

A change in the light made him look up.

The receding walls gave way to skies of brilliant cobalt dotted with gossamer wisps of cloud. High above the Perfect Peak, the twin suns blazed with newfound health and vitality.

As the walls retracted fully, exposing the stark expanse of the Dead Lands, Mephesch hopped back on his disk and descended all the way through the ground floor and down into the roots of the mountain.

Shader climbed to his feet as greenish light flared out on the open plain.

Nameless followed the knight’s gaze.

A portal swirled into existence, and a figure stepped out of it. Nameless blinked against the glare, seeing little more than a silhouette, but Rhiannon tutted and went to lean out over a railing to watch the figure approaching.

Even without seeing him clearly, Nameless knew who it was. It was starting to seem that nothing—not even the gaping maw of the Abyss—could stop Aristodeus from returning like a fly to a pile of dung.

Way back past Aristodeus, at the edge of the swamp, a line of lizard-men spread out, staring up at the pristine sky.

Aristodeus opened his arms and quickened his pace, and Mephesch ran to him. As the two of them walked back to the disk, Rhiannon shouldered her sword and headed for the steps down.

“Nameless?” Shader said as he approached.

Nameless jerked and then shook himself. “Laddie? Gods of Arnoch, laddie, you did it!”

Shader hesitated for a moment, and then gripped Nameless by the wrist. “I did nothing.”

It was the truth. Nameless and Rhiannon had fought tooth and nail, and had both nearly been killed in the process; Skeyr Magnus and his lizard-men, too. But when it had come down to it, in the heat of the moment, Shader had lowered the sword.

And it had been the right thing to do.

“I saw just what you did, laddie. Shog me for a shogging shogger, but if you’d listened to this stupid old dwarf, we’d have lost everything.”

“Listened to you?” Shader said.

“I told you to fight. Yelled at you to kill Gandaw.” It’s all he knew how to do, and the black sword had merely amplified what was already there. “But if you’d gone on fighting, there’d have been no one to break the deadlock, and the worlds would have ended. I see it now, but at the time, I thought you’d failed us. Failed everyone. How did you know?”

Shader looked away, down into the open chamber, where Rhiannon stood leaning on the black sword as Aristodeus and Mephesch came up through the floor on the floating disk.

“Truth is, I didn’t know. If anything, I gave up. I couldn’t see the point.”

Do nothing, and we all die, Gandaw had said.

Fight on, same conclusion.

“Thumil told me something before we left Arx Gravis,” Shader said.

Nameless snorted. “Only good advice I had from Thumil was to steer clear of Ironbelly’s ale.”

“He spoke about surrender.”

“What? Thumil’s no coward. He’d have never—”

“Not in battle.”

“Ah, well, that’s different, laddie.”

“He meant not always needing to be in control. Surrender to Nous, or whoever it is he prayed to. Giving yourself over to a higher power.”

Nameless scoffed and shook the great helm. “Sounds like a bad idea to me. That’s the kind of thing that led to my…” His voice choked off. After a moment’s silence, he said, “The black axe was like that. I don’t see myself surrendering to any higher power after what it made me do.”

“This is different,” Shader said. “A willing surrender, not a…”

“Aye, laddie. A possession. I’m starting to see what happened to me, but I’ll not use that as an excuse. What you did today was the right thing to do. It was the only way to stop the Unweaving. I see that, and that’s why Aristodeus was wrong to doubt you. He didn’t need a back-up plan. He didn’t need me or the lassie.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Shader said. “If it hadn’t been for you, I’d have never gotten close enough. And Rhiannon gave it everything she had. With just one of us missing, the outcome could have been very different.”

Nameless had to admit he was right, but he couldn’t shake off the feeling Shader had triumphed in spite of his help.

It had always been a problem of his back at Arx Gravis, when he’d been a Ravine Guard: he met every conflict with a fist or an axe. He’d needed no other way, never even thought of one, because it always worked for him.

Until now.

Shader had found the solution, and it was something Nameless would never have even considered. Not only that, he knew he lacked the courage to see it through, to entrust his fate to a higher power and throw himself upon its mercy. That had never been his way, and it likely never would.

Which is why Shader was the savior of all the worlds, and he was just a butcher with too much blood on his hands.


THE PARTING OF WAYS










The wagon pulled up just shy of a crater-pocked plain that stretched away from the road.

“This it?” Shadrak said. “This where you left it?” He scratched inside the sling holding his injured arm tight to his chest. Shogging thing was infested with lice, he was sure of it. Either that, or Albert had cut it from Buck Fargin’s shite-encrusted loin cloth.

Buck looked over his shoulder from the driver’s seat. “It’s where I found him.”

Albert didn’t look so sure, sat in the back with Shadrak, a half-eaten pastry clutched in his pudgy hand. He stood and turned a slow circle, using his spare hand as a visor. “They all look the same to me,” he said.

“Yeah,” Buck said. “Once you’ve seen one boreworm hole, you’ve seen them all.”

Shadrak grunted as he rolled forward from the crate he’d been using as a seat. Pain lanced down his arm, all the way to the fingers. He bit his lip and grimaced. Shog, he hated being injured. Once, he’d stubbed his toe kicking in some shogger’s door. Blasted thing had swollen to the size of a sausage and made him hobble for weeks.

“Find it,” he said to Albert.

“You find it,” Albert said, taking a bite of pastry and making more noise than a cow chewing the cud.

Shadrak knew it was the pain, knew it was the annoyance of being hurt, but he was right out of patience. A couple of day’s practice, and he was as good with the left hand as the right. He drew his Thundershot, twirled it once on his finger, and took aim.

Albert got the message clear as mud. Shadrak gave a satisfied nod. He reckoned he was a dab hand at non-verbal communication.

Cramming the rest of the pastry in his gob, Albert shuffled to the end of the wagon bed and sat on his arse so he could get down. The wagon bucked when he dropped off the end, the horse nickered, and Fargin cursed. Then Albert was trudging off over the plain like a chastised kid, waving his arms and swinging his hips. He blundered first one way, then the next, without a shogging clue where to look. Suddenly, he stopped and waved excitedly, then squealed and ran off toward a hole. Shadrak could just about make out a brown-stained piece of cloth fluttering in the breeze that Albert dashed toward and snatched out of the air. Another one of Fargin’s?

“Yes!” Albert cried back at him. “Papa’s hanky! I dropped it here. Now I know we’re in the right place.”

He skipped ahead like the other sort of kid—the one who’d just got what he wanted for his birthday—and rebounded as if he’d hit a wall, landing flat on his back.

“What the shog?” Buck said, looking up from attaching a feedbag to the horse’s nose.

“Reckon he found it,” Shadrak said.

“Year but what? I don’t see nothing.”

“Make sure you keep it that way,” Shadrak said, pointing the gun at him before holstering it.

“I’m looking the other way,” Buck said, “even if there ain’t nothing to be seen.”

Shadrak leapt from the wagon and winced at the jolt of pain from his shoulder. He made his way over to Albert and started feeling in front of him with his fingers splayed out.

“Thanks for helping me up,” Albert mumbled as he stood and brushed himself down.

“Bad arm,” Shadrak said, without pausing in his search.

“Only one,” Albert said. “Nothing wrong with the other. Unless you’re telling me it’s numb from too much—”

“Got it!” Shadrak said, finding the invisible recess. A glowing panel appeared at his touch, and he tapped out the entry code.

The door slid open to reveal a rectangle of stark light hanging in midair. A burnished silver corridor led off beyond it.

Shadrak sighed with satisfaction and relief. There was a history between him and the plane ship that went all the way back to when he’d discovered it as a child.

“Well,” Albert said. “I guess that’s it. It’s been nice working with you, Shadrak. Give my love to the rest of the Sicarii.”

“Won’t change your mind, Albert? About coming back with me?”

Albert sighed and glanced at the wagon, where Buck Fargin was waiting impatiently. “This place is perfect, Shadrak, and I’ve already made connections. What would I go back to Urddynoor for, when the guilds of New Londdyr are just crying out for someone like me to show them how it’s done?”

“Suit yourself,” Shadrak said.

With a roll of his eyes, Albert started back toward the wagon.

Shadrak watched him go for a moment, wondering if the poisoner didn’t have a point. Since Kadee’s death, there had been no one for him back on Urddynoor. But still, it was what he knew.

Before he could step across the threshold into the plane ship, a voice spoke in his head—a voice like the rustle of dry leaves.

“Shadrak.”

He froze, and his hand went to his Thundershot.

“Shadrak,” the voice came again. “You must not leave.”

Shadrak looked around.

No one there. He shook his head.

The air before him shimmered, and a robed figure stood there. White fire suppurated from beneath an all-enveloping cowl.

“This Nameless Dwarf you have befriended,” the figure said. “I need you to watch over him.”

Shadrak answered through gritted teeth. “Why do you think I give a shog what you want?”

“I am the Archon.”

A tingle of dread crept beneath Shadrak’s skin. “Whatever it is you’re up to, I want no part of it.”

“You do not care about the dwarf?”

“Why would I?”

As the Archon chuckled, ribbons of white flame streamed from beneath his hood. “That is good. That is helpful. While he lives, there is danger. Thousands may yet die.”

“Not my problem,” Shadrak said.

“Then think of it as one part of a contract.”

“Contracts need agreement, and a shog-load of money,” Shadrak said. “You got that?”

“What I have is this.”

Another figure appeared beside the Archon.

Shadrak gasped as he recognized the creased dark skin, the beaded gray hair, and those eyes of sparkling green that could warm his soul, no matter how far he fell.

It was his foster mother.

It was Kadee.

Hot tears spilled down Shadrak’s cheeks.

“I will not stand idly by this time,” the Archon said. “This Nameless Dwarf has already killed before. Hundreds were slaughtered in the ravine city. Aristodeus persuaded me to stay my hand; him and the Voice of the Council. And now the philosopher is working on a plan to free the Nameless Dwarf from the scarolite helm that contains him. In his arrogance, Aristodeus thinks he can destroy the black axe that was the cause of the massacre. He thinks he can outwit my brother, the Demiurgos.”

Shadrak wasn’t listening. He couldn’t takes his eyes off of Kadee. “How?” he asked in a voice choked up with grief. “How are you here?”

“Fellah,” Kadee said.

He winced, as if she’d struck him. How long had it been since he’d heard her voice, save in his head?

Her people were savages, through and through, but Kadee hadn’t been like the rest. She’d lived among the city-folk of Sarum. Said she’d done that so she could raise him, and he wasn’t even her own child.

“Kadee.” Shadrak made no attempt to hide his tears. He could never keep anything from her. She’d known him better than anyone ever had or ever would. “I’ve missed you.”

“I know,” she said.

“I’ve grown rotten without you. I’ve turned into everything you hate.”

“But I will never hate you, my fellah.”

Shadrak shook his head. “You’re dead. How can you be here?”

“Death is not the end for everyone,” she said. “For some, it is worse.”

In her somber eyes, Shadrak caught a glimpse of skeletal trees and mountains of obsidian. A black sun hung in a granite sky.

“Enough!” the Archon said.

And with that, Kadee vanished.

“You aid me, and I will show you how to find your foster mother, Shadrak. Do we have an agreement? Whatever I ask of you, until such time as I say we are done, and in return, you get to end her suffering, maybe even get to hold her again.”

Shadrak drew his Thundershot and cocked the trigger.

“You know how to get me to Kadee, then do it now.”

The Archon threw back his hood, and white flames roared forth. Shadrak fell to his knees, blinded by the blaze.

“You think a gun will harm me?” The Archon’s voice rumbled like a gathering storm.

Shadrak’s hand began to tremble. Under the Archon’s glare, he felt as insignificant as an ant.

Like it always did with him, the fear turned to anger. He opened his mouth to let it out, but the part of his mind that kept watch on his thoughts, words, and actions stepped in.

“What exactly do you want me to do?”

The flames retreated within the Archon’s cowl. “Nothing you’re not used to. Wait. Observe. And when the time is right,”—the Archon twitched his index finger—“pull the trigger.”

And then he was gone.

The clatter of the wagon pulling away snapped Shadrak to full alertness. He cried out for Albert and Buck to stop, but when they didn’t hear, he let off a shot in the air.

The wagon lurched to a standstill, and Shadrak waved them over. Albert clambered down and came briskly toward him, but Buck remained in the driver’s seat, shaking his head.

“Give me a minute to get some supplies from inside the plane ship,” Shadrak said as Albert reached him.

“You’re staying?”

“Albert, someone better warn the guilds of New Londdyr, because if you and me partner up, they are going to be well and truly shogged.”







***




Nameless woke to the sound of the door swishing open. He was reclining on a padded black chair in the center of the room Aristodeus had taken for his study. It had apparently been Sektis Gandaw’s, but now there was a new lord of the Perfect Peak.

His hauberk was up around his waist, and a tube ran into his stomach from a silver bag on a metal stand. Liquid passed from the bag along the tube with a steady drip, drip, drip.

Rhiannon had her feet up on a low table and her arms crossed over her chest.

Aristodeus was seated at a desk on the other side of the room from her, rattling through some glass tubes in a case, occasionally taking one out to look at more closely. Directly above him, suspended in midair, was a long crystal case, from within which Nameless could just about make out the the shadowy form of the black axe.

Shader was standing in the open doorway. He paused there for a moment, taking everything in. When he crossed the threshold, the door slid shut behind him.

Aristodeus spun round on his chair. “Now, Shader,” he said, “I expect you’re wondering what I’ve been up to these past two days.”

Rhiannon snorted, causing Aristodeus to shoot her a glare.

“Not really,” Shader said. “I’m more interested in getting back to Urddynoor.”

Rhiannon stiffened slightly. She brushed her hair out of her face and looked at him casually, disinterestedly, almost.

“Figured as much,” Aristodeus said. “Which is why I’ve been working with the homunculi to find a way.”

“You’ve not had any trouble popping up here, there, and everywhere before,” Shader said. “Why now?”

“I travel from A to B,” Aristodeus said, “and the effort is prodigious. More so when there are passengers.” He cocked a thumb at Rhiannon. “Given that we are currently at B, it would be necessary to return to A prior to predicating a new B.”

Rhiannon dropped her boots from the tabletop and stood. The hilt of the black sword hung from a new scabbard at her hip. “What he’s saying is that he’d have to take you to his poxy white tower first, and give you the bull about not stepping outside.”

“Because A’s the Abyss?” Nameless said. “You travel back and forth from the Abyss?”

Aristodeus closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Don’t you worry about that. That is a problem for minds far older and wiser than yours. It’s an ages-long campaign, a battle of wills, but given our progress here, I’d say I have the upper hand.”

“Can I get up now?” Nameless asked.

Aristodeus came over to the stand and squeezed the bottom of the bag. “A few more dregs, and you’ll be good to go.”

“Well?” Rhiannon said. “Are you going to tell Shader why I can go with you and he can’t?”

Something was communicated between them.

Nameless had no idea what it was, but it made him edgy.

Shader glared at the philosopher with unbridled jealousy.

“Too risky,” Aristodeus said. “Which is why I’ve had to come up with another way. What I mean, Shader, is it’s too risky you and I being in the same space within the Abyss at once. My point is, I cannot place all my eggs in one basket. I might have the advantage at the moment, but the slightest miscalculation, the smallest error—”

Rhiannon sneered.

“Right now,” Shader said, “I couldn’t give a damn if you win or lose. Just get me home, and then find yourself some new pawns.”

“Yeah,” Rhiannon said, “I’m sick of it, too. Maybe you can drop us both off at Oakendale.”

Aristodeus whirled on her but then instantly softened, speaking in a cloying tone. “All right,” he said. “I suppose I could countenance that.”

“What’s it to you?” Shader asked. “She’ll go wherever she wants, whether you like it or not.”

Red flooded Aristodeus’s face, and he clenched his fists. “This is not about megalomania, Shader! Can’t you see that? Did I waste all those years educating you, teaching you to think? Gandaw was the control freak, not me. Do you think I want to fight this battle? Do you? Have you any idea how long it’s gone on for, how many centuries? I am pivotal, Shader. Understand? Pivotal. And I am getting close.”

Shader narrowed his eyes and kept his voice low, full of threat. “Close to what?”

“Freedom, of course. And after that, turning the tables on the Demiurgos and sending him back where he came from.”

“I remember thinking I was ridding Arx Gravis of demons from the Abyss,” Nameless said. “And we all know how that turned out.”

“This is not the same!” Aristodeus said. He wrenched the tube out of the bag and rapidly coiled it up and lay it on Nameless’s belly. “Tape,” he muttered. “Tape, tape, bloody tape.” He located what he was looking for on a desk and began to tear off strips from a spool, which he used to stick the coiled tube to Nameless’s skin. “There, you can go now. Just remember, once a month—”

“Yes, yes, laddie, back here for dinner. How could I ever forget?”

Nameless jumped up from the chair and tugged down his hauberk. “But aren’t you forgetting something, laddie?” he said to Aristodeus.

“No, I don’t think so. What?”

“Shadrak and Albert.”

Aristodeus sighed and rolled his eyes. “You think I don’t have enough to do already? They’ll be fine in New Londdyr, and if not, Shadrak will just have to go find his plane ship.”

“Yes, well let’s hope he drowns in the Sour Marsh looking for it,” Rhiannon said.

“Lassie,” Nameless said. “I’m starting to consider him a friend, in an odd sort of way.”

Shader nodded. “If it hadn’t been for Shadrak getting us into the Perfect Peak, you’d not be standing here, Rhiannon. Neither would the rest of us.”

Nameless offered his hand, and Shader took it. “Glad we see eye to eye on that, laddie. Credit where credit’s due, eh? And don’t forget what you did, either. Makes this old dwarf proud to have been there with you.”

Shader’s instant reaction was to withdraw, as if he still believed he had failed in some way, but Nameless tightened his grip and drew him into a hug.

“You did well, laddie, and if anyone tells you otherwise, they’ll have my axe to… Shog, the blasted thing broke.” He turned the eye-slit of his great helm up to where the black axe lay encased in crystal. “Don’t suppose…”

“No!” Aristodeus said, rushing over and ushering him toward the door.

“Just joshing,” Nameless said, tapping the side of his helm. “The ol’ bucket’s still working.”

Be that as it may, he still felt the pull of the axe, though it was diminished. It would have taken far more willpower to resist a pint of Cordy’s Arnochian Ale, or a flagon of Ballbreaker’s. In the scheme of things, his desire for the black axe was about as strong as his yearnings for Ironbelly’s.

The door slid open, and Nameless stood there for a moment. “You have a lead, though? So we can destroy the axe and get this thing off my head. I thought you said—”

“Yes,” Aristodeus said, “but you’ll have to be patient. There are a million and one other things to do, but I’m already working on it.”

“Till we meet for dinner, then,” Nameless said.

He waved at Rhiannon and gave Shader a nod of respect as he stepped outside, and then the scarolite door slid shut behind him.




***




Seeing the lizard-men attacking Gandaw’s mountain had given Nameless an idea. Cooped up in the ravine all his life, he’d never seen much more than chasm dogs and goats, the flocks of birds that made their home on the Sward where he’d lived. But here, in the upper-lands of Malkuth, beneath the glare of Aethir’s twin suns, there were a myriad things to see, and first off, he was going to start with this Sour Marsh he’d heard so much about.

The thing was, he thought, as he stepped away from the shadow cast by the Perfect Peak and out onto the bleached sand of the Dead Lands, he’d always had a begrudging interest in his brother Lucius’s research into the blurring of myth and reality. Lucius had buried his head in the Annals, trying to work out which bits were historical fact, and which were folklore. Nameless, though, had another way of dealing with the same question. He intended to travel from place to place and put it to the test.

When he reached the mangroves skirting the swamp at the edge of the Dead Lands, he cast a look back at Sektis Gandaw’s scarolite mountain. They had indeed done well, Shader more so than the rest of them. But for Nameless, it wasn’t enough. It could never be enough to atone for what he’d done back at the ravine.

He felt the black dog mood crawling out from its kennel at the back of his mind. For a moment, he was tempted to greet it as an old friend, simply sit down and let it numb his brain, petrify his limbs. A dwarf with no name, after all, was a dwarf most shamed. What was there left for him to live for?

But then a rustle of the mangroves snapped him out of it. A thrill of excitement ran through his nerves. Had there been something watching him from the edge of the Sour Marsh? Could it have been a lizard-man, or something even more exotic?

He entered the mugginess of the swamp and found himself some deadfall weighty enough to serve as a club.

His boots squelched on the boggy ground as he edged deeper into the mire. His heart was a bracing tattoo that grew louder and faster with every step. He knew it was here somewhere, whatever it was that had been spying on him.

A sucking, gurgling noise came from behind. He spun round, and staggered back in horror.

A mound of mud and vegetation surged up from the marsh floor to stand towering and dripping over him. I was shaped like a man, woven from swamp grass, mud, and twining creepers. Its head was an amalgam of fungi fused together. It glared down at him with emerald eyes, then took one shambling step, and another. Slime dripped from its gaping maw, and it let out a gurgling roar.

“Yes!” Nameless cried. “Shogging yes!”

And with the fire of battle coursing through his veins, he lifted his improvised club and charged.


PART TWO







THE THREE TASKS













“What fates impose, that men must needs abide; 

It boots not to resist both wind and tide.”




(William Shakespeare, Henry VI, part 3)


NIGHT OF THE GUILDS










New Londdyr was burning.

At least the docks were.

Black smoke mushroomed up into the night sky, smothering the stars and choking up the air with acrid fumes. People were screaming in the distance, and someone was shouting out for the militia.

Sad bastard. They weren’t coming; not tonight. Not in the middle of a guild war.

Everyone had seen it coming for more than a year; ever since the name Shadrak the Unseen started to be whispered in relation to the mounting death-toll among the underworld’s leaders.

The Senate were the first to admit these things needed to happen from time to time. Best policy was to sit it out and wait for the status quo to resume once the power struggle was over. It would either be the Night Hawks or the Dybbuks, this time round, and it didn’t matter which to them.

Ilesa Fana breathed in ash carried on the wind, and coughed into her gloved hand. She glanced both ways to make sure she’d not been heard above the clangor of steel on steel, the cries of rage and pain. Then she slipped into the shadows of the buildings lining the water’s edge.

The other Dybbuks up ahead had found what they were looking for: a two-story warehouse with the kind of doors you normally only saw on senatorial strongholds. They were steel-plated, riveted round the edges. It was something you didn’t get outside Malkuth’s principal city—that kind of workmanship left over by the first settlers from Urddynoor—but Ilesa had seen her fair share these past few years. Enough to know they’d lost this last desperate gamble.

“No way,” she said, abandoning stealth and striding to the doors, where Master Plaguewind and the fat man were engaged in a hushed conversation. “No way we’re getting in there.”

She wiped her sweaty palms on the seat of her britches, brought one hand to rest on the hilt of the sword at her hip, the other on the pommel of her dagger.

The men—the ten they’d brought with them—were jittery, and one or two looked ready to run, or maybe make a move of their own. It had been a long time coming, this ‘Night of the Guilds’, and everything was up for grabs.

Master Plaguewind turned toward her. He was like a particularly dense shadow in his ankle-length coat. There was fire in the glass eyes of his mask, reflected from the burning buildings on the fringes of the docks. The beak-like nose jutted at her like a dagger. If he had a mouth, it would no doubt be curled in a sneer, but none of his features were visible beneath the molding. There wasn’t even a mouth-slit. It was the tilt of the head to one side that told her what he was thinking before he gave it muffled voice.

“You think we’d be here if we couldn’t open them?”

The fat man took a crystal disk from his jacket pocket and inserted it into a slot at the edge of one of the doors. He glanced at Plaguewind, whipped out a handkerchief, and mopped the sweat from his glistening head.

“That’s it?” Ilesa said. “Now what?”

“Now we enter,” the fat man said. There was the hint of an accent, but mostly he sounded posh, like a lord or a senator. His clothes were posh, too: a charcoal gray suit with hairline stripes, shiny black shoes, and a necktie shaped like a butterfly. She hadn’t liked the look of him since he’d set foot in their hideout the day before yesterday, apparently at Master Plaguewind’s invitation.

A low drone started up, and the doors slowly slid apart. The fat man collected his disk and slipped in first, like he owned the place.

Plaguewind’s head tilt this time reeked of smugness. He leaned on his staff and waved Ilesa in next.

She paused in the doorway, looked up into Plaguewind’s glassy eyes while angling a glance at the fat man’s back. “You trust him?”

“Much as I trust anyone.”

“He’s a shogging defector.”

Plaguewind threw his arm about her shoulder, and nodded for the men to go in.

“We’re all defectors, Ilesa. One way or another.”

That cut her to the bone. She knew what he was referring to, and it was a cheap shot. She never should have told him about her life in Portis, about what had happened, about how she’d abandoned her brother Davy.

In an instant, she relived the wolf-man’s slavering jaws, felt the change come over her, till she looked just the same. She could still taste the blood as she ripped out its throat, still smell its musty hide. She’d protected Davy that time, but those weren’t the only wolves. Second time round, she was too late. Sure, she’d made their bastard father pay for what he’d done to Davy, but the boy was ruined, and Ilesa couldn’t handle that. Still couldn’t, truth be told. That’s why she’d left him there alone.

“You think you know me,” she said with venom. “But you don’t.”

“What?” Plaguewind said. “What do you… Oh, Ilesa, it isn’t always about you. I meant in general, for the kind of work we do, the things we have to do to survive: jumping from ship to ship; going where the strength is.”

“You even know who he is?” It was an effort to stay on track, because she was still seething. Trouble was, once the Davy button was pressed, it didn’t matter if she’d misread what Plaguewind was saying; it’d take an age for the fire in her veins to burn off.

Plaguewind seemed to understand that. In the time they’d known each other, he’d become a master of deflection.

“Remember how Shadrak the Unseen took out the Pinchers?”

Ilesa snapped her head back toward the open doorway. She could just about make out the fat man’s bald head amid the men going in.

“No! That’s him? Albert the poisoner?”

“Best there is,” Plaguewind said. “And now he’s working for us.”

“You sure about that? I mean, why—?”

Plaguewind stopped her by raising his hand. She’d grown so accustomed to taking his orders, she bit her tongue without even thinking about it.

“Ilesa, you are my second, and I trust you.”

That was unexpected. Praise from the master. Suddenly, Plaguewind went down a notch in her estimation. Didn’t help her confidence in the faith he placed in Albert. All it told her was he was a poor judge of character. Trust you! For shog’s sake, she was hard-pressed to trust herself.

“Not absolutely, mind,” Plaguewind said.

Least he wasn’t a total shogwit, then.

“So, I’m your second, but you don’t trust me enough to explain why our arch-rival’s top man is probably right now leading us down the garden path. Is that it?”

“I do have secrets, Ilesa,” Plaguewind said. “Even from you.”

He wasn’t kidding. After all the hours he’d spent training her to hone her… ability, all the jobs they’d done together, all the times he’d watched her back and she’d saved his skin, she still didn’t know the first thing about him. Save for his body-language. There was no one better at reading each subtle inclination of his head, each minute hand signal, each shrug of his shoulders. But that was the extent of her knowledge. She still had no idea who or what he was beneath that mask. Some said he was horribly disfigured after a spell had misfired. Others that he was marred by the Demiurgos in return for the gift of magic. She’d even once heard he was a Stygian from the nightmare realm of Qlippoth, somehow crossed over the Farfalls undetected by the Maresmen patrolling the border.

“Trust me,” Plaguewind said. “I know what I’m doing.”

He turned to enter the building, when an ear-shattering boom rolled across the water. Hot air blasted Ilesa against the warehouse wall, and her knees buckled. She felt Plaguewind’s hand on her arm, keeping her up.

“Inside,” he said. His voice was mushy in her ears. She could barely hear him, yet he looked to be shouting. “They’re rallying!”

Ilesa blinked her eyes into focus on the river. A barge was on fire, and there was fierce fighting on the far bank. Dozens of men were in the water, wading across, flaming torches held high, daggers glinting between their teeth.

Plaguewind dragged her inside the warehouse, left her reeling on her feet. Her ears were ringing, and her nose and throat were thick with sulfur.

“Shogging black powder!” Plaguewind said, singling out Albert. “You forgot to mention that, fat-boy.”

“Black…?” Albert said, fanning himself with his handkerchief. “I had no idea. Honestly.”

Plaguewind’s chin dropped to his chest. He was pissed off, but giving Albert the benefit of the doubt.

“Seal the door.”

“Good idea,” Albert said, fishing out his disk and scuttling over.

“I know,” Plaguewind said.

“They’ll smoke us out,” Ilesa said. “Burn this place.”

“No,” Plaguewind said, strolling to one of the crates stacked in rows all across the floor. “They won’t.”

He slid the lid off and beckoned for Ilesa to look. It was crammed full with dried black and brown leaves, and gave off a pungent aroma, tinged with sweetness.

“Somnificus?” she said. “In all of them?” There must have been more than a hundred crates. If they all contained somnificus, why, that would mean—

“Millions of denarii,” Albert said, ambling back from the door. “If you know how to eke out sales and control the flow.”

Plaguewind nodded, his beak-nose slicing the air, making him look like a demented bird. “He who controls the somnificus…”

“Controls the guilds,” Ilesa finished for him. It was a cliche often spoken of, but no one really believed there was a stash like this. She looked from Plaguewind to Albert. “How…?”

“The Night Hawks have been shipping it in from Portis for donkey’s years,” Albert said. “My job was overseeing the overseers, make sure none went missing. Shadrak’s idea. He’s what you might call a control freak.”

Portis. Ilesa couldn’t think of it as home anymore. Too many bad memories. Too much left behind. Let those old wounds open up, and she’d likely bleed to death.

“But he’d know,” Ilesa said to Plaguewind. “Shadrak. If fat boy’s got access to this warehouse, and now he’s gone over to the other side, then…”

She trailed off when she recognized Plaguewind’s nodding for a conceited, “All part of the plan.”

Albert was grinning like the cat that got the proverbial. “He’s no fool. They’ve been following me for days, waiting to see what I do.”

“So, it’s a trap,” Ilesa said, her sword already halfway from its scabbard.

Plaguewind stopped her with a sharp look. “For Shadrak, not for us.”

The rumble of voices came from outside, muffled by the steel door Albert had closed just in time.

“Don’t worry about them,” Albert said. “No one sets foot in here save Shadrak and my successor.”

“Who is?” Ilesa said.

Albert sniggered and looked to Plaguewind, but the master had stiffened. Had he sensed something? Or was it just the thrill of being so close to what he had planned.

“Buck Fargin, I imagine,” Albert said. “A nauseating little toe-rag who’s destined to one day lord it over the unified guilds of New Londdyr.”

“Was,” Plaguewind said, almost absently. “Was destined.”

“Naturally,” Albert said. “Until your own stupendous ascension. My point is, there’s no way that flaccid little prick is going to risk his scrawny neck coming here in the middle of a guild war. So—”

“Shadrak will come,” Ilesa said. Her breathing quickened, and she licked her lips. Was this the moment she finally got to see Shadrak the Unseen. His name was whispered everywhere. It was common knowledge he had the run of the Night Hawks and had moved in on all the other major guilds, save for the Dybbuks, and Koort Morrow’s outfit. Master Plaguewind still had a tight grip, largely on account of the fear his sorcery engendered. They might be a bunch of thieving, backstabbing cutthroats, but the Dybbuks were far from ripe for the taking.

Albert was nodding enthusiastically, but Plaguewind was all business. He gathered the men together and spoke quietly with each in turn. They all produced glass bottles and started to uncork them.

“Why doesn’t he wait?” Ilesa thought aloud. “Why not starve us out?”

“Because of the other secret I haven’t shared with you,” Plaguewind said, coming back over. “One of several, actually.”

Albert’s grin was starting to get up Ilesa’s nose. She’d half a mind to punch him. “But fat boy knows, clearly.”

“We planned it together,” Plaguewind said. “No one knows Shadrak like Albert. No one knows his operations better, either. This… battle over the docks is nothing but a ruse. Oh, they’ve pushed us back, and we’ve lost a lot of men, but it’ll be worth it.”

“It’s a diversion?” Ilesa said. “You always were a devious bastard.” He’d beaten her at chess more times than she’d care to remember; even cheated on occasion, she was sure of it.

“Albert’s given us the locations of every Night Hawk stronghouse in the city. You wondered why I hadn’t been around much these past few days. Well, it’s because we’ve been to meeting after meeting, shoring up a last ditch alliance to stop Shadrak from taking absolute control. While our forces have been clashing in the docks and we made our way here, hundreds of assassins have been moving in on Night Hawk positions. But that’s not all. Albert knows Shadrak. Knows what he looks like, where he stays. Chances are, we won’t have to use those potions the men have, but it’s always good to have insurance.”

“You mean, he could already be dead?”

Albert nodded like a mad man, but Plaguewind lifted his glassy eyes and looked slowly around the shadows collecting in the corners of the warehouse.

“What’s in those bottles, anyway?” Ilesa said. “Potions?”

Plaguewind’s head snapped round. “Albert is friends with—”

“Associate,” Albert said. “An associate of.”

“Magwitch the Meddler,” Plaguewind said.

“The mad mage?” Magwitch was the crazy the Senate used for all their security. His talents were legendary, but hardly anyone could afford his services. Many a guildmaster had tried coercion, but the magical backlash was enough to persuade them never to try again.

The men were taking up positions all around the warehouse, each with nothing but a bottle in hand. Ilesa strode over to one, snatched the bottle from him and read the label.

“Global Tech? Isn’t that Sektis Gandaw’s old company?”

Histories were already being written, since the Technocrat had been brought down and his plot to unweave all of Creation had been thwarted. Quintus Quincy’s was the only one she’d heard, badly declaimed at the Dog’s Head, but there’d been just enough Urddynoor history in among the bad poetry to keep it interesting.

“Magwitch has a stock of them. Says they used them to win wars on Urddynoor. One swig of that stuff and a man will grow twice as strong, twice as fast, and twice as aggressive,” Albert said. “Well, I may be selling it a bit short. Ten times would be more accurate.”

“Gandaw used magic? But I thought—”

“Science,” Albert said. “And quite the science at that. I’ve had a good look at them, being something of a chemist myself, and I have to say—”

A shadow descended behind Plaguewind. Ilesa opened her mouth to warn him, but thunder cracked, and she averted her eyes from a blinding flash.

Silvery motes lit up around Plaguewind in a sphere—his magical ward.

The shadow landed lightly on the floor of the warehouse. Not a shadow: a cloak, fanned out like the wings of a bat. The hood fell back to reveal a face as white as bone. Pink eyes took in everything in the warehouse in a single sweep. In the same instant, Ilesa registered every detail, like it was burned forever into her mind: Small. Barely the height of a child. Shaven head, the stubble white; box beard, pallid hands, each of them gripping—a wand? One was smoking, the other coming to bear on Plaguewind’s sparking shield. It boomed, and the shield flashed argent and fizzled out.

“My eyes!” Plaguewind cried, hands flying to his mask. “My eyes!”

The other weapon bucked and roared, and this time Plaguewind screamed as he pitched to the floor, clutching his thigh.

“Now you see me,” the assassin said, as he leveled both weapons at Plaguewind’s head. “Now you—”

“Potions!” Plaguewind cried. He groped at the air, pivoting his head and clearly seeing nothing. “Now!”

The men knocked back the contents of their bottles without hesitating.

The assassin turned one of his weapons on Albert, kept the other covering Plaguewind.

“Shadrak…” Albert said, holding up his hands.

One of the men clutched his throat and keeled over. His bottle smashed as it hit the floor.

Plaguewind gasped. “What’s happening? What—”

Another man collapsed, and another, until all ten Dybbuks fell amid the shower of breaking glass.

Shadrak dropped his aim on Albert. “Good boy,” he said.

Albert let out a huff and made a show of mopping his brow with his handkerchief. “Anyone would think you didn’t trust me.”

“You…” Plaguewind said, trying to locate him by the sound of his voice. “You betrayed me.”

Albert shrugged and set about folding his handkerchief with great precision.

“Ilesa?” Plaguewind turned his mask, trying to find her. The slump of his shoulders told her he knew it was over. “Change,” he said. “Change!”

Into what? A rat, like the last time she’d shifted? A snake? That was all she’d achieved under his instruction. In Portis, she’d managed a mermaid to please Davy, and there was that one time that wasn’t under her control. A wolf-man like she’d become then could have ripped out Shadrak’s throat, but—she eyed the weapons that were once more both pointing at Plaguewind—even then she’d have to get close enough.

First one weapon fired, then the other. Plaguewind slammed back against the floor, bright blood blossoming from his shoulder and guts. He tried to stem the flow with his fingers, even as Shadrak advanced to stand over him.

“Change, you shogging bitch!” Plaguewind croaked, looking around blindly. “Help me!”

“I can’t,” Ilesa mouthed, no sound coming out. She wanted to tell him, tell him she would if she could.

Shadrak turned his pink eyes her way and put a booted foot on Plaguewind’s throat. “Mustn’t forget the bint now, must we?” he said. “Shame for you, darling, is that you saw me. Imagine the shogging inconvenience if I had to change my moniker. Can’t go round being called Shadrak the Seen, now, can I?”

A shiver ran through Ilesa’s body, and she swayed as if she were aboard a ship on a stormy sea. She heard the boom of Shadrak’s weapon, winced against the pain, but felt nothing.

“Shog!” Shadrak said. Suddenly, he seemed a giant, looming over her. “Where’d she go?”

She’d scuttled halfway across the floor before she realized she’d changed without knowing it.

Not a rat. Not a snake. Something even more appropriate, she thought as she found a crack in the wall and crawled though it.

A cockroach.

Plaguewind cried out once more, a plea that turned into a wail and was cut off by a final resonant boom.


LAST STAND OF ARNK







The Sea of Insanity lashed the shoreline with waves of jade, silver, and gold. A chaos of rip tides wrenched the waters every which way. White horses galloped across the wave tops, leaving a trail of virulent foam, and prismatic plumes of steam rose from the boiling surface, speckling the shimmering air with a kaleidoscope of motes and vapors.

Nameless stood atop the hills east of the village of Arnk, cradling the woodman’s axe the locals had armed him with. He blinked against the raging miasma of the sea, fought down the nausea threatening to spill his guts.

The farm-folk flanking him leaned on their scythes and pitchforks, faces painted somber. Jethor Lult’s makeshift phalanx of villagers armed with saplings stripped of leaves and branches and whittled to points held the center. Twenty men wide, but only four ranks deep. It was the best they could muster. Anyone who could fight, would fight.

Lult stood out like a sore thumb in his moth-eaten cloak and tunic, the sandals, kilt, and rectangular shield he’d brought into retirement with him from his days as a New Londdyr legionary.

A ragged line of youths with hunting bows made up the left flank. Some of them had leashed rabbit hounds lying obediently at their sides.

It wasn’t much. It might not be enough. But it was either stand and fight, or pack up and leave, because the reavers were coming, and this time they were coming in force.

One by one, their metal ships emerged from the scintillant mist. They were high-prowed and broad-faced. Flaking gray paint clung like dead skin to corroded keels riddled with rust. There were no sails among them. They drifted toward the shore by some sorcerous means of propulsion.

Six, Nameless counted. Then seven, then eight. Each packed to the brim with things that may have once been men.

Murmurs passed among the farmers standing with him. There was a tangible wilting of resolve, and some started to inch back. They’d known what was coming, and they’d prepared as best they could. But imagining a battle and actually waiting for it to start were two different things.

“Courage, laddies,” Nameless said, voice a resonant rumble from within the scarolite great helm.

Someone pointed off to the gully that afforded some degree of protection to their right flank.

A woman crested the rise. A big-boned lassie with a massive spiked club over one shoulder. Her hair was woven into gray dreadlocks. Bone piercings disfigured her face, and her flabby arms were blue with tattoos a baresark would have been proud of.

“That’s Taryn Glave,” an old man said with hushed awe. To Nameless, he explained, “She lives alone in the woods; comes to the village from time to time with skins to barter.”

“Aye,” another said. “She was a chieftain near Illioch, till the tribe chased her off for not siring an heir.”

She stood twenty yards from them, glared, and then nodded. She was here to fight.

Dom Nilo, the closest thing Arnk had to a mayor, came up the slope behind, pushing a wheelbarrow filled with bottles. He was followed by a stick-thin man in a black coat and hat.

“Thank you for staying, Nameless,” Dom Nilo said. “We’re going to need all the help we can get. Since the wolf-men came, we’ve been vulnerable, and the reavers know it.”

Nameless had only intended to stay the week. It was the same everywhere he went: he always needed to allow travel time back to the Perfect Peak, so Aristodeus could re-feed him.

“It’s my honor, laddie. You’ve all treated me like one of your own, and that means a lot to me.”

“You are one of us,” Dom Nilo said. “We’re all wanderers and outcasts in Arnk, just looking for some place to call our own. I wish you’d reconsider staying.”

“Perhaps one day, I will,” Nameless said. A year roaming the wilds of Malkuth was starting to take its toll. As a penance, it was warranted, but there was no sign it was working.

Maybe a place like Arnk was where he belonged: a village of those whose faces no longer fit anywhere else; people who had brought their skills with them to throw into the community pot. There were tanners and fletchers, hunters, fishers, former soldiers, crooks, thieves, bandits. But, from what he’d seen this past week, there was no crime. The simple law of Arnk was pull together or perish, and no one seemed to disagree.

“But till I can get this bucket off my head, I’m bound to the Perfect Peak. Now, these reavers that are coming: it sounds to me a lot more than raping and pillaging.”

“It is,” the skinny man said. He looked Nameless up and down with snake eyes. His face was sallow, crusted with flakes above the eyebrows and round his lipless mouth. And it was indeed lipless. Diseased gums and jagged teeth gave it the appearance of a sphincter. “Their numbers are swelling. The Cerritus Isles they hail from are overrun with the vermin.”

“Nameless, this is Bolos the Skink,” Dom Nilo said. “Bolos used to be a Maresman; spent most his life hunting the husks coming over the Farfall Mountains.”

“Just don’t say nothing,” Bolos said, issuing a warning glare to Dom Nilo. “Only ex-Maresman is a dead Maresman, the way they see it. It’s only the obscurity of Arnk that’s kept me out of their way.”

“The same obscurity that stopped them coming to our aid when the wolf-men came,” Dom Nilo said, like he was scoring points. “Yet, when the pack moved on to savage Portis, the Maresmen rode to their aid.”

“Eventually,” Borlos said.

“Portis has a big fishing industry,” Dom Nilo explained. “Serves the best eateries in New Londdyr; so you can guess why they thought it was important enough to save.”

Borlos’s cold eyes panned the shoreline, taking in the eight boats that were even now beaching.

“Well, these reavers ain’t husks, but in some ways they’re worse. A husk doesn’t choose what it is. They were just dreamed into existence that way. But these shoggers: I don’t know what they are, but I do know there’s lore in those boats of theirs, the way they move against the tide, and I’ve seen what they do up and down the coast. Husks are what the dog-head dreams them to be, but reavers…” He shuddered. “They’re the kind of evil that only comes from working at it.”

The ramps at the front of the boats clanged open, and giant men spilled out, each a head and a half taller than the tallest human, and twice the height of a dwarf. They were naked, save for flesh-toned loincloths—flesh-toned to a human, that was, because the reavers themselves had skin as livid as a corpse’s. In place of hair, their scalps were ridged with spines, and they each had a single, plate-sized eye, a sickly yellow disk with no pupil. They were armed with cutlasses and spears, which glinted in the fierce light of the twin suns.

Dom Nilo wheeled his barrow in among the farmers and started handing out bottles.

“Don’t drop them,” he cautioned. “There’s an alchemical mixture within that will explode. And make sure you don’t get any on your skin or clothes. It burns and burns, and goes on burning; and water only makes it worse.”

Borlos shook his head and cursed. “Tells me he learnt to make it down in Pellor, among the sorcerous bastards who brought it back from Qlippoth.”

“People went into Qlippoth?” Nameless asked, eyes fixed on the assembled reavers below. “And came back?”

“Not many. Some. The founders of Pellor returned with lore from the Stygians, some of the nastiest husks you’ll ever find.”

An arrow arced through the air toward the reavers and fell short.

“Hold your fire,” Jethor Lult yelled from the phalanx. In case the boy-archers hadn’t heard, he dispatched a runner to make it crystal clear.

It would have been a fine thing, picking them off with arrows, but there weren’t enough bows. The boys had been drilled to fire and run, keep harrying the reavers’ flanks, while Lult drew them into the center. His phalanx was on the low ground between two hills. If the plan worked, Nameless was to lead a charge against the right flank. If it didn’t, and the reavers came for the two-score farmers that stood with him, they’d have the hill to contend with, but unless the farmers could fall back to the flat, Lult and his makeshift pikemen would be worse than useless.

But that was the beauty of battle, Nameless supposed. Even the best laid plans were prone to being thwarted. In the Ravine Guard, Thumil had drilled them for every conceivable situation, and they’d trained year in, year out at the Ephebe, but real combat like this… In Nameless’s lifetime, the Red Cloaks had only been put to the test the once, and that was when he had emerged from Gehenna with the black axe.

The reavers fanned out along the shore in a single line. Those at the flanks moved inland a ways, forming a broad semicircle, with the beach in between an open space, like an arena.

“What the shog are they doing?” Dom Nilo said. “Why don’t they attack?”

“They’ve seen through Jethor Lult’s little ploy?” Nameless suggested. “You’d have to be a shogwit to cede us the high ground; and to attack the center where the pikes could hold them long enough for us to crush their flanks… only a baresark drunk on Ironbelly’s would fall for that.”

“Then why didn’t you say something?” Borlos said.

“Me? I’m just an grunt with an axe, laddie. Lult’s the local strategist, and I respect his command.”

“Even if it’s foolhardy?”

“It’s just the way of things. Back home, you disobey a superior and you lose a week’s worth of tokens. Next time, it’s a month’s. If the lack of mead doesn’t kill you, the shame of it would. And any scut persistent with their insubordination will end up making a living from the circle fights, till some great big baresark chokes them out or snaps their spine.”

“Sometimes orders are meant to be broken,” Borlos said.

“That why you’re here, laddie? Why you left the Maresmen?”

Borlos narrowed his eyes to slits, then he glared down at the beached boats and the hundred or so reavers stretched out in front of them.

“They’re waiting for something,” Borlos said. “And I dare say it ain’t good.”

Nameless noticed the former Maresman had no weapon. He recalled the husk hunter he’d encountered on the road to New Londdyr with Shadrak and Shader. That one had a flame-wreathed fist, which he used to devastating effect.

One of the reavers broke from the line and strode along it, barking out guttural sounds that may have been words. He held something aloft in one hand.

“What is that?” Nameless asked.

Borlos squinted. “A conch shell.” He turned his eyes on Nameless. “This doesn’t feel good.”

The lone figure of Taryn Glave took a step toward the sloping face of the hill. She’d seen it, too, and something about it unsettled her. She rolled her spiked club from her shoulder and thumped the head into the ground so she could lean on it.

The reaver with the conch returned to the center of his men, then turned toward the defenders and approached, until he stood midway between both forces. He raised the twisted shell like a threat.

One of the farmers dropped his britches and showed the reaver his arse. Nervous laughter passed along the ranks of defenders.

“Careful, laddie, you don’t want to give him an idea where to shove that cone-shell.”

Blushing, the man re-fastened his britches.

“Just saying,” Nameless said, “but I don’t disagree with the sentiment.”

Turning to face the sea, the reaver lifted the conch to his lips and sounded a single sonorous note. It carried eerily across the foaming chaos, amplified tenfold as it struck the multicolored mist. It lingered long in the air, then trailed away to silence. Nothing now but the background susurrus of the surf hitting the shore and receding.

The waters grew agitated further out to sea. They roiled and bubbled. Froth sprayed and eddies swirled, and then something dark burgeoned beneath the surface. It grew larger as it cut a line for the shore. Scaly bumps rolled above the waves, undulated toward the beach, and the reavers opened their line to welcome it.

“What the shog is that?” Dom Nilo said.

Worried looks passed between the farmers. In the valley to their left, Jethor Lult’s phalanx seemed to lose cohesion. The archers on the other side began to nock arrows to wavering bows. Rabbit hounds yipped and barked, some of them moving to the crown of the hill and growling.

“Big is what it is, laddie,” Nameless said, trying to inject lightness into his tone, as if he saw this sort of thing all the time. “Back home, I used to wrestle with the Sanguis Terrae monster.” He didn’t. He couldn’t even swim. “Now there was a beastie that would have eaten this wee nipper for breakfast.”

It thrashed and wriggled its way onto the beach, a monstrous wyrm as long as the line of reavers was wide. Its segmented body was mottled purple and black. As it crawled inland, water cascaded from its glistening scales. It reared up and swayed, scenting the air. And that’s when Nameless saw its maw: a bristling circle of saber-length fangs, within a jutting ring of mandibles like a crab’s.

“Reminds me of a lassie I once knew from the wharfs,” Nameless said. “She was a baresark, and fiery as a dragon’s sneeze. Had me scratching for a week and passing shards of glass instead of water.”

No one was listening.

The beast started to snake its way toward the phalanx.

“Draw it off,” Nameless said to Dom Nilo. “Lult’s men will be slaughtered.”

Arrows looped into the sky from the left flank. Most fell short, but the one or two that hit bounced off and stuck in the sand.

“Draw it off how?” Dom Nilo said.

“Those bottles you brought, laddie. Put them to some use.”

“It’s way out of range,” Dom Nilo said.”

“Then it’s time we got closer.”

Nameless started down the slope facing the sea as sure-footed as a ravine goat. The few brave enough to follow him scooted down on their backsides. He glanced behind to see who’d come and who hadn’t. The majority of the force remained atop the hill, but five men were with him, among them Dom Nilo and Borlos. All of them held two bottles. He only hoped it was enough.

The behemoth issued a gaseous belch. The beach shook as it drove a furrow through the sand. Its mandibles clacked as loud as thunder.

Jethor Lult ordered, “Brace!”

Pikes so long they passed from the back ranks to the front were brought to bear. Tips whittled to razor sharpness poked a good six feet ahead of the front line.

The monster surged straight at them, the wind of its roar buffeting the phalanx and driving the men back.

“Now!” Nameless yelled.

Five bottles sailed overhead. Three of them struck the wyrm and burst into flames. The other two landed softly in the sand and failed to break.

The beast howled and swung its ghastly head toward the bottle-throwers. It changed course like arcing lightning, and barreled up the side of the hill.

Five more bottles shattered against its hide, and the monster was engulfed in flame. But still it came on.

“Run!” Nameless yelled, not checking to see if anyone obeyed.

And then he bellowed “Kunaga!” and hurtled downhill to clash with the beast.

Its flaming head whiplashed down, but Nameless rolled beneath it and came up, slinging a thunderous blow into its underbelly. The axe bit deep, and dark ichor spilled. He wrenched the axe free and spun to meet the head snaking round behind him. He stared into its venomous maw as it shot down at him. A deft twist, a well-timed strike, and he shattered its teeth. It thrashed and shuddered, coils of segmented body rolling up the beach.

Lult’s phalanx slammed into its flank. Sapling pikes tore through its hide, some coming out the other side. Flames leapt from its burning body and erupted along the shafts. The men had no choice but to let go and draw chipped and rusted swords.

The reavers saw the opportunity and charged at Lult’s unprotected flank.

Arrows rained down from the left-most hilltop. A handful of reavers fell. The rest continued, yowling cries that betokened slaughter.

Then rabbit hounds were among them, snarling, worrying, rending.

Nameless ducked beneath the monster’s head, and it passed over top. Heat from the alchemical mixture blazing across its scales scorched his shoulders, but the scarolite helm drew most of it in and nullified it. The wyrm back-lashed violently and flung him across the beach. He landed heavily, but the sand was soft. Borlos ran in between him and the questing head of the beast.

Lult’s men broke off from the wyrm to defend themselves against the reavers. The two forces clashed with a tumult of roars and steel on steel. Dogs scurried in and out of the fighting, nipping at friend and foe indiscriminately.

Bottles sailed overhead, shattering among the reavers and sending dozens of them screaming toward the sea.

Smoke billowing from its blistering hide, the wyrm let out a thunderous roar. It homed in on Nameless as he found his feet, but when it darted forward, the air around Borlos shimmered. His clothes burst apart in tatters, and his body suddenly swelled to twice its size. Scales sprouted to cover his naked skin, and bony plates jutted all along his spine, which extended into a sinuous tail. His face grew long and snouted, and powerful jaws like a gator’s cracked open as he half-hissed, half-roared.

The wyrm slammed into him, and Borlos caught on fire. His jaws clamped down, and he ripped out a huge chunk of flaming flesh. The wyrm rolled, tried to dislodge him, but Borlos raked for purchase with razor-sharp talons. He ripped, and gouged, and pummeled, and then he was screaming as he began to melt under the heat of the flames.

Nameless ran in and delivered a woodman’s chop with the axe. The head bit true, but flames licked up the haft and he had to abandon it.

A bloodcurdling cry from behind had him turning—straight into the path of a cutlass. He swayed aside and caught the reaver with a punishing hook to the temple. A dozen more came at him before the first had hit the ground, murderous looks on their corpse-livid faces.

Taryn Glave ripped into them like a demented goddess of war. No matter the reavers’ size, she seemed to dwarf them with her sheer ferocity. Her spiked club bludgeoned and bashed. Skulls cracked, arms broke, and by the time they reacted to her onslaught, half were already down.

The death throes of the wyrm sent its tail scything through the reavers. Those that weren’t crushed burst into flame.

All along the beach, blazing reavers were diving into the sea, but when they touched the water, the flames surged higher, until all that was left was charred carcasses bobbing on the waves.

Jethor Lult urged his men to regroup, and led them in a final rout of the reavers, driving them back to their boats.

On the beach, the wyrm gave a last shuddering roar, and lay still.

Melted to its side in a blistered heap was the lizard-formed corpse of Borlos the Skink.




***




“Thirty-three dead, fifteen more injured badly enough to need your ministrations,” Jethor Lult reported to Dom Nilo.

The beach was strewn with bodies, most of them reavers. The last of the enemy boats was no more than a black speck vanishing into the polychrome mist.

“Used to be a surgeon, back in the day,” Dom Nilo explained to Nameless.

“That before Pellor?” Nameless said.

“Aye, before Pellor. Poor old Borlos never quite shook off his Maresman suspicion of anything that comes by way of Qlippoth. But what I learned in Pellor, the lore they garnered from the Stygians: you have to see, not everything that comes from the other side of the Farfalls is the big evil menace the Senate of New Londdyr would have us believe.”

Nameless shrugged. “The way they tell it back home, Qlippoth’s a land of nightmares.”

“It’s that, too,” Dom Nilo admitted, “and you’d not catch me setting foot across the Malfen Pass.”

Nameless found himself in agreement. The way he saw it, after so many years in the ravine, Malkuth had more than enough wonders for him to see without him needing to go exploring the worst dreams of the Cynocephalus.

Villagers started to gather together, giving each other congratulatory hugs. A cluster formed around Nameless, and before he knew it, they hoisted him overhead. They threw him in the air and caught him, over and over again. Cheers went up, along with cries of “Nameless! Nameless! Nameless!”

When they set him down, he was moved to tears. He’d not felt anything of the sort since Arx Gravis, and even then it had been back before Thumil and Cordy had married, before Droom had died. Before Lucius and Gehenna, the black axe and the butchery.

He could have gladly set up home here among these people who didn’t ask questions about his past, and who accepted him for what he was. Even the fact he was encased in a black helm drew only the most cursory of glances. They were practical folk, from all manner of hard lives. And they all had buried secrets that no one in Arnk gave a flying shog about.

Jethor Lult grasped Nameless by the wrist. “Thank you, Nameless. I saw what you did, how you charged that thing and drew it away from my lads. That was a brave act, and well done.”

The survivors of the phalanx grouped behind Lult, all nodding their respect at Nameless.

“Reason I never got a command in the legions was because I couldn’t improvise,” Lult said. “I was fine following orders, and knew all the basic strategies, but do something unexpected, and I fall apart.”

“You did fine, laddie. You all did. You should be proud of yourselves.”

Dom Nilo clapped a hand on Nameless’s shoulder. “Sure I can’t persuade you to change your mind? I mean, Arnk’s a fledgling community, but these are good folk. You’d be more than welcome.”

“Aye, laddie, I know. And I’m, glad to call you my friends. But I’ve a feeding due in a couple of weeks, and Arnk’s about as far from the Perfect Peak as you can get.”

Dom Nilo frowned at mention of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain. “So, you’re still heading west, then. You want to bypass Portis. Whole place stinks of fish, and I hear it’s at the heart of the somnificus being shipped to New Londdyr. Brink’s where you want to head for. It’s midway between here and the Dead Lands. It’s supposed to be the up and coming town, but I’ve never felt inclined to head that way and see for myself.”

“Brink, eh, laddie? Am I going to need a map?”

“Pah!” Taryn Glave said.

Nameless hadn’t seen her approach. She was spattered with blood, and the spiked end of her club was drenched with it.

“Follow the Origo River to the Chalice Sea, then go cross-country as the crow flies. My people used to raid there, before the Senate sent garrisons to protect the townsfolk.”

“Brink it is, then,” Nameless said. “Obliged to you, lassie.”

She hawked and spat at her feet.

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t do the same,” Nameless said. “Spitting in a great helm is something I’ve learned to avoid.”

“Here,” she said, handing him a costrel. “You should fill it from the Origo. The water is good there. Cool and pure.”

He was about to tell her there was no need. The fluid Aristodeus had pumped into his stomach last time was some wonder of the Ancients on Urddynoor. Apparently, it replicated water, enough to keep him hydrated for a month, and while he might still experience pangs of hunger, his body had all that it needed for energy and repair. He decided to accept the gift. He could sense it was a rare gesture from Taryn Glave. Even the spitting was probably a mark of respect.

“Thank you, lassie. I’ll think of you when I drink from it.” What he’d probably do was pour a trickle through the eye-slit to cool his face, and maybe use the rest to douse his feet after a long day’s walking.

The longer he stayed, basking in the villagers’ thanks, the harder it would be to leave, and so, with the shake of many hands, and a promise to return when he could, he pointed himself in the direction of the setting suns and headed out for Brink.


BIRD







Brink was a shog-hole, a den of scuts and waghalters.

Nameless’s first thought when he passed the outlying smallholdings and entered the main street was to pass right on through and spend another night beneath the stars.

Most of the buildings were boarded up and looked set to crumble into dust. The few that were still in use were scabby with peeling paint, and tiles were missing from roofs. Those that had windows had broken windows, and no one had bothered to sweep up the glass. The gutters were oozing with filth, and if it wasn’t rats scampering through it, it was unwashed children looking like they were panning for gold.

A big old building that used to be a bank, judging by the signage, had been converted into a barracks. Legionaries in soiled cloaks and scuffed-up sandals loitered about outside, smoking weedsticks and drinking kaffa. They looked up as he passed, then went on chatting among themselves, as if it were every day a dwarf in a scarolite helm came waltzing into town. The impression it gave was that they’d seen it all before, or they didn’t give a shog.

Further along the road, a storefront stood out from the rest of the ramshackle shops selling their tawdry wares like a diamond in a dung pile. It had an enormous window of unbroken glass that was polished clear as crystal. Lettering had been engraved upon the glass in swirling white script:

JARK SVENTIN: MASTER JEWELER.

A man in an immaculate gray tunic looked up from behind the counter as Nameless peered in through the window. He glided to the door and cracked it open so he could poke his head out. His face was tight with suppressed irritation, and there was the barest wrinkling of his nose. He tilted his eye-glasses so he could peer over them.

“Sventin. Jark Sventin, at your service. How may I help you?”

“Nice store you keep, laddie,” Nameless said.

“I know. But I should warn you, quality comes at a price.”

Nameless stepped back from the window and gazed down the street. “Oh, I’m not looking to buy, laddie, unless you sell axes. Last one I had was more suited for chopping wood. It had the balance of a drunkard, and chafed if I gripped it too hard.”

Sventin indicated the lettering on his window with a theatrical sweep of his arm. “This, sir, is a jewelers, not a blacksmith’s. Might I suggest you try Gifforn’s forge over on the far side of town. You can’t miss it, what with all the clangor and smoke.”

“Thank you, laddie, I will. Now, tell me, where would you recommend for an overnight stay?”

Sventin whipped off his glasses and came to stand conspiratorially at Nameless’s shoulder. “Quite frankly, I wouldn’t. As you can see, Brink’s on the rise as a town, but that doesn’t mean it’s there yet. But we will get it there, mark my words. There are big investors starting to take an interest—an ex-Senator among them—and I have personally financed the bringing of law enforcement to town.”

“You have?”

“Sheriff Orton.” Sventin looked up and down the street, as if he were hoping the sheriff might materialize. When he didn’t, Sventin said, “Look, Brink might have been a free-for-all not too long ago, but we have standards now. Or rather, we are trying to establish them. I’m sure you have the best of intentions, but the helm and the armor: it creates the wrong impression.”

“Is that right?” Nameless said.

“Oh, I mean no offense. It’s just, times change, things move on.”

Nameless caught sight of activity on the verandah of a three-story building a few doors down.

“That a hostel, laddie?”

Sventin scoffed. “That, sir, is virtually a brothel.”

“Is it now?”

Leaving Sventin standing there shaking his head, Nameless went to take a look for himself.

A man with slicked-back gray hair, a mustache like an anaemic caterpillar, and wearing a grimy white toga stood on the porch of the hostel, engaged in animated negotiations with a thick-set woman. From what Nameless picked up, the man was interested in buying the property. The woman merely nodded as she wiped her hands on her apron. The impression she gave was that she thought the man a pompous ass, but she was too polite to tell him.

“Madam,” Nameless said, “do you have a room available.”

She nodded dumbly.

“No,” the man said. “I’m sorry, but the hostel is in the process of changing hands. You might find lodgings with one of the locals. They’re always glad to make an extra sistercii or two. Good day.”

The woman shrugged apologetically, then went back to listening to the man’s persuasive proposal.

Nameless turned a circle, undecided about where to try next. He’d seen enough of Brink to know Dom Nilo must have misheard his sources. Brink was as up and coming as Kunaga’s House of Ale, which was as close to the bottom of Arx Gravis as any self-respecting dwarf would go.

He could just about hear the pounding of hammers on anvils, fancied he caught a whiff of heated metal and soot through the eye-slit of the great helm. He was about to start off toward the noise, when he noticed the boarded-up property opposite the hostel.

It was a broad, one-story building with some solid-looking brickwork. Planks had been nailed over a couple of swing doors that made him think of the fancy upper-tier taverns back home.

He crossed the street and peeked through a gap in the shuttered windows. The space inside was virtually one enormous room with a stone floor and good sturdy rafters. There was a door at the back, and off to one side was an archway leading to a smaller room. A room with a bar.

It hit him like a mattock to the head: this place was meant for him. All that space, that solid floor, would make a perfect training space, like the Ephebe. If he could get hold of some weights like Rugbeard had made him back in Arx Gravis, or maybe just improvise and use heavy stones… And there was room enough for sparring. He could even put some practice dummies in there for axe work. And capping it all, after a hard workout, he could slip through the archway and take a recovery beer—assuming he could ever drink again. Assuming Aristodeus came up with a way to remove the great helm without leaving him vulnerable to the black axe.

But it was a plan, a chink of hope. It was perfect. All he needed was some money, an investor, and maybe he really could forge a new life for himself, a life that didn’t involve wandering from place to place and fighting, just because that’s all he knew how to do.

“Morning, sir.”

Nameless spun away from the window. A slob of a soldier was looming over him, eyeing him with suspicion.

“Everything all right?” the soldier said. He clearly wasn’t enquiring about Nameless’s welfare. He may as well have said, “What’s going on here?”

Seeing the soldier’s protruding gut, his general state of flabby lack of condition, only reinforced Nameless’s idea that he really could make a go of things in Brink.

“Where do you train, laddie?” he asked.

The soldier’s baffled expression was all the answer he needed. “Thought as much. Thank you. Thank you for giving me an idea.”

He could set up a gym with a beer hall attached, and he could earn a living training the troops the Senate sent to protect the town.

Nameless clapped the soldier on the arm. “Now, laddie, all I need’s the money to buy this place.”

“Very well, sir. As long as everything’s all right.” The soldier walked on, casting the odd look back over his shoulder, as if he didn’t know what to make of Nameless.

A crow flapped down from the roof and landed beside Nameless in the road. The air shimmered about it, and in its place there stood a homunculus. He was lean and hawkish, and he wore a cloak of feathers.

Nameless stepped back against the boarded-up swing doors. He glanced across at the hostel to see if anyone else had noticed, but the toga-clad man and the thick-set woman must have gone inside.

“Nameless Dwarf,” the homunculus said in a chirping voice. “You don’t know me, but I know you. And I know a friend of yours: Shadrak the Unseen.”

The assassin? The albino midget Nameless had at first taken for a homunculus.

“He is in trouble, Nameless. He’s going to need your help. But more than that, it is almost time.”

“Time?”

Nameless’s mind was a whirl of emotions, thoughts, second guesses. The mere sight of a homunculus was enough to set his heart racing. He couldn’t help thinking of the one who’d broken into the Scriptorium, the one who’d come to him in the chamber of the black axe, told him the ravine was under attack by demons. They were born to trickery. Deception and betrayal were as innate to them as breathing.

“Time for you to be free of that helm. For the black axe to be destroyed.”

“You are with the Sedition?” Nameless asked. “You know Aristodeus?”

The homunculus nodded. “I am called Bird.”

“And you know Shadrak, you say. What kind of trouble is he in?”

“He will kill someone he shouldn’t, and not by choice, either. It will set in play events that will drive him from the guilds he now controls.”

“Guilds?”

“He lords it over the guilds of New Londdyr.”

Now why didn’t that surprise Nameless?

“Does that mean he has money, laddie?”

“Lots of it,” Bird said.

“So, I help him, you think he might…” He turned away and cast a longing look over the building he’d earmarked for his gym-cum-beer hall. “Laddie,” Nameless said, “you might just have made my day.”

When there was no response, he turned back, but Bird was gone. Across the street, a crow flew over the roof of the hostel and gave a single, mocking caw.

But all the same, Nameless couldn’t recall the last time he’d felt so full of purpose. He had to have the gym, and if that meant traipsing all the way to New Londdyr to help out a friend in need, then so be it.

But then a shadow fell across his enthusiasm. It was almost time, the homunculus had said. Time to be freed of the helm; time to destroy the black axe. It was what he wanted, even more than the gym; but hearing the words from a homunculus only made him wonder what was going to go wrong.

He drew in a long breath and let it out in a sigh. Nothing that was worth achieving came without risks, and had Bird not said he was with the Sedition? The homunculus, Mephesch, who had delayed Sektis Gandaw’s Unweaving at Aristodeus’s behest was a member of the Sedition. He’d turned out all right, hadn’t he? After all, he’d given them the time they needed for Shader to prevail.

A rush of air from the distant forge bellows roused him from his thoughts, and almost without thinking, he started in its direction.

If Shadrak really did need his help, he had no doubt the stakes would be high. The assassin could handle himself, so this had to be serious. And while Nameless wasn’t worried about facing danger, he had the feeling he was going to need a new axe.


THE DEMIURGOS’S DISCIPLE










Shadrak let out an appreciative whistle. “Look at the jugs on that.”

Amid a shower of sparks and a billowing cloud of smoke, the near-naked Dame Consilia floated down from the ceiling above the stage. Well, not floated exactly; she was lowered from the fly floor. You could see two sweating stagehands paying out the ropes, if you knew where to look.

Shadrak knew, but he wasn’t looking anymore. He couldn’t take his eyes from those swollen breasts, barely covered by a wisp of silk. A ruby sparkled in her navel with reflected light from the lanterns above the proscenium. Beneath that, strips of diaphanous gold did little to hide her womanhood, leaving her long, graceful legs smooth and bare. Atop her head, her platinum hair had been wound up into two devil’s horns.

“Look, I tell you.” He kept his voice low; stuck well and truly to the shadows at the back of their box.

Albert was looking, but not at the stage. He hoicked his paunch to the loge’s low, velveteen wall. Obviously, standing was proving too much effort. “You watch the jugs; I’ll keep an eye on the husband.”

Shadrak followed his gaze.

Koort Morrow was in the box opposite. If he’d noticed Dame Consilia’s dramatic entrance, he was hiding it well. He was engaged in hushed conversation with the goons either side of him. All business, Morrow. Shadrak guessed that’s what made him the greatest threat to the Night Hawks. Maybe the only threat left.

Morrow held up a hand to the man whispering in his ear, long enough to take a bite of pie. Cherry pie. His favorite. Albert had it all filed away in his head, what people liked to eat, what they had a weakness for. That’s why he’d had some sent over to Morrow’s box, courtesy of Queenie’s Fine Diner.

“Enjoy,” Albert said, rubbing his hands together, and making it all too obvious, as far as Shadrak was concerned.

There was a flurry of movement up in the gods. Shadrak couldn’t see much without showing himself. Didn’t help there was a thick pall of weedstick smoke hanging overhead. Not just weedstick, going by the smell. He was sure there was a hint of sweetness in there; the pungent odor of somnificus.

“What’s going on up there?”

Albert took out his hanky to mop his brow as he glanced up, then straight back down at Morrow.

“Mal Vatès is here.” He leaned forward over the edge of the box, blocking what little was left of Shadrak’s view with his pinstriped arse. “Probably had a few too many after the inauguration.”

“Bit late, ain’t he? Seeing as this bollocks is for him.” Shadrak angled another look at the stage. Had to be better than what Albert was presenting him.

Well, maybe not.

Dame Consilia was dancing suggestively through a chorus line of muscular slaves, giving each a quick feel as she spouted some crap about the Abyss or something.

“Not every day you get elected First Senator of New Londdyr,” Albert said.

Shadrak shrugged to himself. Guessed it was a big thing to most. Hadn’t been exactly unexpected, what with Vatès’ predecessor, Reegers, getting into bed with the guilds. Not that it was such a bad thing. There’d been an agreement between the Senate and the Night Hawks, who pretty much accounted for ninety-per cent of all the shit that went down in the city since the Night of the Guilds. Problem was, Morrow had gone and blown the whistle on Reegers, and that left the Senate with nowhere to go but back to the polls.

“What is this shite, anyway?” Shadrak said, pressing himself back against the curtain at the rear of the loge. He noticed Albert’s hands clenching into fists and said, “Don’t look so eager. Someone will see.” Morrow had goons everywhere. Half the theater was his tonight; the other half filled with Vatès’ hangers-on.

Albert sat back in his chair and stole a quick glance at the stage.

Dame Consilia was approaching the ogling crowd at the front, bestowing a touch here and there on outstretched hands. Someone got overexcited and tried to get his face between her breasts. One of Morrow’s goons yanked him back and held him still while another broke his face. Stupid scut. But you had to admire his nerve.

When the dame continued her speech without any indication she’d been ruffled, Albert finally got round to replying. “The Demiurgos’s Disciple.”

“Never heard of it. What’s that, then? Quintus shogging Quincy?”

“Bent Horrigan,” Albert said. “They love him in the provinces.”

“Yeah, well, he can shogging stay there.”

“This is the infamous soliloquy of the succubus,” Albert said. “It’s supposed to give you an insight into what the ladies want, though why anyone would care about such things, I’ll never know.”

Shadrak strained his ears to catch what the dame was saying. Not that it mattered much, what women wanted, because they still wouldn’t want it from him. That was the trouble with being the height of a child. Didn’t help none he was white as a sheet, and most everyone found the pink of his eyes disturbing. Great for intimidation, but shit for all else.

“Load of bleeding bollocks,” he muttered, looking back at Morrow’s box when he saw Albert stiffen.

Morrow had turned green. His cheeks puffed up, like he was gonna throw. The two men beside him helped him from his chair and rushed him out the back of the loge.

Dame Consilia glanced over from the stage. Only for a second. She was a real pro, and instantly snapped back into her role. Except she fluffed a line and stood there like a lemon till someone prompted, “And what big balls you have, sir dwarf,” from the wings.

Murmurs rumbled about the auditorium, and all eyes shifted to Morrow’s empty box.

Dame Consilia struggled on, but her cheeks were red, and she kept glancing off stage.

“I’ll follow them outside, see if it worked,” Shadrak said.

Albert spun out of his chair to face him. “And why would you do that?”

“Just in case. You know…”

“In case I got the dose wrong?” Albert clasped his hands over his belly and tapped his thumbs together, like he always did when he was pissed off.

“I trust you, Albert. Really. It’s just the way I am. I have to check.”

Never leave anything to chance. Shadrak wouldn’t have gotten where he was today, if he’d not been so careful. He’d never have survived so long among the Sicarii in Sahul, never mind made it as boss of the Night Hawks and unifier of all the guilds in New Londdyr.

All but Morrow’s.

And that was about to change.

“Wait here,” he said, as he slipped through the curtain at the back of the box.

“If I must.”

The ruffle of the curtain was instantly followed by a swirl of dust motes in the corridor beyond. The air shimmered, and then there was another ruffle, this time from a brown robe that flickered into view, growing quickly denser, more solid. There was no face beneath the drooping cowl, just a blinding brilliance that made Shadrak throw a hand over his eyes. He couldn’t help it, and dipped his head, but his free hand still went to the grip of a flintlock, for all the good it would do.

“What the shog do you want?” he asked, before he could stop himself.

The Archon’s robe rippled, and flames erupted from where his face should have been.

Shadrak stumbled back into the curtain and dropped to one knee. He hated himself for it, but what else could he do? Save wait, and learn from each time the shogger put in an appearance.

“Leave your scheming and attend to mine,” the Archon said in his rustling voice.

“Busy,” Shadrak said. “Can’t you see that?” He stood and made to walk past, but the air in front of him took on the solidity of a wall.

“Our agreement is binding, Shadrak.”

“Tell me about it,” Shadrak said. It was a contract that had been sealed with irresistible bait. “So, how’s my foster mother? How’s Kadee?” He suppressed a scoff, partly because the last thing he needed was to rile the Archon; partly because he knew there was nothing to scoff about. He’d seen Kadee—or her ghost—that first time the Archon had appeared to him outside the plane ship. She was the carrot to the Archon’s stick, but if there was some chance she was really alive, some place he might find her, then he saw no choice but to play along. At least for the time being.

“It is perilous,” the Archon said. “Always perilous where she endures. But fulfill our agreement, and piece by piece, we will restore the rightful order and let the dead go back to being what they are.”

“Shog’s that supposed to mean?” Shadrak said. Let the dead go back to being what they are! Dead is what they are. What Kadee was. He’d seen her waste away before his eyes. Every instinct told him what the Archon had shown him was some kind of trick, like the illusions in the wizard’s quarter. But he couldn’t help it. What if there really was some hope? Hope he’d see her again. Since she’d passed, he’d been nothing. Nothing save a hitman, and that wasn’t anything Kadee would have been proud of.

“Give me more. More to go on, or I’m through.” It was tough talk, and Shadrak knew he was messing with fire, but sometimes you had to goad your enemy to find out what he had.

Rather than the explosion Shadrak had expected, the Archon’s blaze retreated into the shadows of his cowl. He let out a long, sibilant breath and then nodded. “The creature that came for you on the rooftops, before you left for the Perfect Peak—”

“The thing with the gun?” Even now, he often saw it out of the corner of his eye, started at the slightest movement from the shadows. It had been fast, so fast, and yet he’d beaten it. Just. That was the thing about years and years of killing. You became honed to it, took every glimmer of opportunity, even if it wasn’t exactly playing by the rules. Surprise had been on his side, but in a fair fight, he doubted he’d still be there to tell the tale.

“A Thanatosian, captured by Sektis Gandaw,” the Archon said. “A killer from Thanatos, the dark world, the stealer of souls.”

“That’s where she is, Kadee? On this Thanatos? But how—”

“The passage of the dead has been dammed since the dawn of time, by the formation of the Abyss. None of you go where you should when you pass from this world. The worst are held fast by the Demiurgos in the deepest strata of his realm, but those who resist his pull lie closer to the surface. There, they are vulnerable to the poachers. More than that, I do not know.”

So, the Archon had limits. That was good to know.

“In the way I measure time,” the Archon said, “Thanatos is a newcomer to this cosmos, and it had no existence in mine. It is… a mystery.”

“But you’ve been there, right? You know how to get me there?”

A round of applause came from the auditorium, and by the sounds of it, people were starting to leave.

“Quickly,” the Archon said, “your target will be among the first out.”

“Tell me about it,” Shadrak said. “He’s probably backstage feeling up that tart of a wife of his by now.” Truth was, Morrow was more than likely choking on his own vomit while his internal organs turned to soup.

“Your real target,” the Archon said. “Mine.”

The ruffle of the curtain behind him alerted Shadrak to Albert peering out with eyes as big as plates.

“Oh,” Albert said. “Sorry.” With that, he slunk back inside the box.

“Yeah?” Shadrak said, turning back to the Archon. “And who’s that, then?”

“The man this play should have been named for.”

“The Demiurgos’s Disciple?”

“Indeed,” the Archon said. “The newly elected First Senator. Mal Vatès.”


THE NEXT HIT







“Hurry!” the Archon’s voice urged inside Shadrak’s head. “The timing is perfect.”

Shadrak glided past the open doors of the dressing rooms, no more than a shifting shadow. The clink of glasses, the shrill giggles of chorus girls followed him. He caught more than one glimpse of bare flesh as they flung down their costumes.

Perfect, my arse. Too much was down to chance. Nothing had been planned. The only way hits like this went was tits up.

Dame Consilia rounded the corner in front of him, a thin man on one arm, fat man on the other. Both were dressed in lilac togas, and both kept tripping over their own feet due to their eyes never straying from the dame’s flushed face. She wasn’t looking where she was going, either; eyes all teared up, lips pouting, chin quivering.

“Any news?” she said, loud enough that everyone in the dressing rooms would hear. “Koort. Take me to him.”

Shadrak brushed past, and if they noticed, they probably took him for one of the freaks from the warm-up act. Just the thought of it fired his blood. If he’d had the time, he’d have knifed them for the slight, imagined or not, snobbish shogwits.

“Fellah,” Kadee’s warm voice spoke in his mind. Her presence was fleeting, no more than smoke in the wind. “It’s not them, it’s you.”

Like you don’t tell me every two minutes. It was all him. Always was. He knew she meant well, but being told you’re a paranoid scut was as helpful as shite on a mop head.

Course, there was no telling if it was Kadee, or just his own shogged up thoughts. His brain hadn’t been right since she died. Maybe the Archon was playing on that. Thanatos! Yeah, right. Chances of her being there, if it even existed, were the same as for him being taken up into the Blessed Halls of Araboth, body and soul.

But the Archon had mentioned the creature—Thanatosian, he’d called it. Not something Sektis Gandaw had cooked up, then. That had been real enough. Shadrak still had an ache in his shoulder to prove it.

He pushed through the stage door exit onto the street.

The road was packed with legionaries decked out in bronze galeas with horsehair plumes. They should have been stationed round the gleaming black carriage stood waiting by the front entrance, but they’d been drawn by the clutch of goons hovering over Koort Morrow’s twitching body. There was a frantic flurry of activity as a man knelt by Morrow’s head, rummaging through a surgeon’s bag. Froth spilled from the guildmaster’s mouth. His eyes were white and vacant.

The crowds leaving by the main entrance were ushered to one side as Vatès emerged, a gray-robed aide on either side. They made a beeline for the carriage, and the door was held open for them by a big bald bloke in a leather jerkin. Hired muscle, no doubt, to keep well-wishers and the other sort at bay. Probably, he did a good job of it, normally, but with the commotion caused by Morrow’s poisoning, his eyes weren’t everywhere, like they should have been.

Shadrak slipped past Morrow’s goons and strode for the carriage as Vatès and his aides climbed inside. Without pausing, he slid out a punch dagger and rammed it into the hired-muscle’s kidney, dropping him like a stone. He rapped on the carriage as he stepped inside. The driver was as distracted as the rest of them, and sent the horses into a trot.

Four pairs of startled eyes met Shadrak’s entrance.

He stabbed an aide in the chest, flung a razor star at the second, catching him in the throat. As the man bubbled and foamed at the mouth, Shadrak snapped his kneecap with a kick, then, in one fluid motion, whipped out a dagger and stuck it in his eye.

Vatès raised his hands and babbled a stream of pleading. Could have been a bribe in there, for all the good it did him.

Shadrak wrenched his punch dagger from the aide’s chest and stabbed Vatès in the guts. As the senator doubled up, Shadrak ripped his dagger free from the other aide. The eyeball came away with it, skewered like a kebab. Had to wonder if it saw anything as it plunged down into the bald patch atop Vatès’ head and lodged in his brain.

The carriage rattled and rolled along the street, causing Shadrak to throw out an arm to steady himself. His fingers were slick with blood, none of it his.

A girl whimpered.

The fourth set of eyes.

She was staring up at him from the far side of the seat Vatès was slumped on. Must’ve been four, maybe five. Vatès’ granddaughter, no doubt.

“Daddy,” she said on the crest of a sob.

Daughter, then, the lusty old dog.

He yanked his dagger free from Vatès’ head, and blood gushed out like water from a whale’s blowhole. The girl screamed and buried her face in her hands.

“Shut the shog up,” Shadrak said, grabbing her hair and exposing her throat.

“Shadrak…”

“Not now, Kadee,” he growled. “I’m working.”

“Shadrak!”

This time, her plea cut him dead. He stood glaring at the girl for a long moment, then he let go her hair.

“Fine. Shog it. Just keep your mouth shut, got it?”

The girl’s face was whiter than his was. Her lips quivered, and then she managed a nod.

Sheathing his blades and reclaiming his razor star, Shadrak booted open the door and leapt out. As he hit the road and tumbled to his feet, the girl screamed.

“Shogging little scut!” Shadrak muttered.

The driver cried, “Whoa!” and the horses pulled up. As he climbed down from his seat to see what the noise was about, Shadrak took off for an unlit alleyway.

“Oh, my bleedin’…” the driver said. Then, in a voice like a trumpet blast, he hollered, “Guards! Guards! Over here!”

Dozens of legionaries broke off from the theater crowd and pelted toward the carriage. Worse still, another unit that must have been stationed further along the road came pounding from the other direction.

“That way!” Shadrak heard the girl shouting. “It was a gnome or a goblin. It stabbed my daddy.”

Shog. She’d got a good look at him. Only person to have done so during a job that he’d not silenced. Damn Kadee. Why’d she have to go and prick his conscience?

No, not damn Kadee. Damn the Archon for forcing him to take Vatès out with no preparation. Doing it at all was bad enough. The truce between the Night Hawks and the Senate would be well and truly over now. But like this, with so much left to chance… That was the last he was gonna have to do with that fiery-faced shogger, threat or no threat. Kadee or no Kadee.

He reached the end of the alley and cursed.

Dead shogging end.

He started to climb the rear wall, but the footfalls of the soldiers were too near. He’d never make it. Dropping back to the ground, he spun round and flung himself into a pile of garbage, just as the first soldier entered the alleyway.

It stank like a Dreamer’s crotch, but it was the best he could do. Rats gamboled in and out of the refuse, but Shadrak tried not to notice. He lay face down, cloak pulled tight about him. They’d not see him until they were right on top of him, and if they were stupid enough to get that close, they’d never know what hit them.

Muffled voices came from the mouth of the alley. Shadrak peered out from beneath his hood. Two more soldiers had joined the first. They stood hesitantly, casting looks behind at the cordon of legionaries now encircling the carriage. He could hear the girl sobbing, the driver’s attempts at explaining what had happened.

Shadrak stiffened as the three legionaries edged deeper into the alley. One of them looked toward the rubbish heap and prodded its base with his spear.

“Shog, that’s rank,” he said.

“Shogging disgrace, is what it is,” another said. “If I was First Senator, cleaning the shite off the streets would be the first thing I did, I tell you.”

“Yeah?” the third said. “Well, now maybe you’ll get your chance.”

“I’ll vote for you,” the first said, though his voice was riddled with sarcasm, and something else.

Fear, Shadrak realized.

He couldn’t blame the man. Whatever the Senate paid them, it wasn’t enough to get your throat slit. He let out a sigh of relief. These were his kind of soldiers, the kind that made a show of doing all the right things but then put down failure to factors beyond their control.

“Come on, lads,” the wannabe senator said. “Nothing here. Reckon he’s long gone.”

“Yeah,” the first said. “Bloody driver took his sweet time calling us. Either he crapped his pants, or he’s in league with the killer.”

“You have to wonder,” the third man said. “It ain’t like Vatès didn’t have enemies.”

As they retreated back toward the carriage, a brilliant white orb flared into life above the theater and began to scour the streets.

Shadrak gritted his teeth. Magwitch the Meddler. He’d recognize the mad mage’s handiwork anywhere. It was no secret the Senate employed a raft of his security measures. The rate the orb was moving, he had fifteen, maybe twenty seconds before he was lit up bright as day.

He slid from the refuse pile and found a foothold on the rear wall again. When he reached the top, he turned for a last look as the orb’s light spilled across the mouth of the alley.

A figure stepped into its radiance: a silhouette, tall and slender, long arms drooping almost to its feet.

Something tugged at Shadrak’s mind, slipped in between his thoughts, latched on.

A psycher!

Creatures of Sektis Gandaw the Senate held on to; used only in the most serious crimes. Unleash a psycher, and it would never give up, never let go. Once it had a taste of your mind, it was relentless.

Shadrak dropped to the street on the other side of the wall. The pressure in his mind eased as he ran. Maybe the stories were wrong. Maybe you could shake a psycher, after all.

“You have done well,” the Archon whispered in his head. “And the balance has tilted once more in our favor. The secularist agenda has been stillborn. Already, Vatès and his supporters were looking to back to Gandaw’s reign as some sort of golden era.”

“Shog you,” Shadrak managed as he found a drainpipe to shimmy up. “You pushed me into this one too fast.” He paused for breath as he reached the roof. “Need time to plan. This’ll cost me. Cost the guilds.”

“That is no loss,” the Archon said.

“No shogging loss?”

Something tickled beneath his scalp, and once more the pressure began to rise. He set off across the rooftop at a sprint, launched himself across the gap between buildings.

“I allowed it,” the Archon said. “So long as you did my work.”

“Did your murdering, you mean. What is it, afraid to get your hands dirty?”

“I cannot act directly. You know this.”

“Yeah, well you’re gonna have to find someone else, because I’ve had it with you.”

“The contract, remember?” the Archon said. He shimmered into existence and glowered down at Shadrak from the depths of his cowl.

“Shog the contract. You wanna kill me for not sticking to it, go ahead. I’m right here.”

Shadrak’s fingers twitched above the handles of his flintlocks. It was probably futile. The Archon had already said guns could not harm him, but he was willing to give it a try. He’d had about enough of being controlled and manipulated. And besides, the faux flintlocks might have looked older than his original pistol—his Thundershot—but when the planeship had first given them up to him, he’d seen right away they were better: more powerful, and held more bullets.

The white fire beneath the Archon’s cowl flickered. He was rankled, undecided. It wasn’t much, but it was another clue. Sooner or later, Shadrak would know enough about him to take him down. It was just a matter of time.

“What about Kadee?” the Archon said.

Needles of pain stabbed at Shadrak’s brain.

“It is close,” the Archon said. “The psycher. Hurry. You must survive this.”

“Tell me,” Shadrak said as he lurched toward the far end of the roof. “Kadee. Tell me how to find her.”

“One more kill,” the Archon said. “Then I will free you. Then I will lead you to her.”

“That a promise?”

The Archon glided closer and loomed over him. “That is a promise.”

Shadrak put his hands to his head, winced against the pain. Fighting back a growing wave of nausea, he gauged the distance to the next roof, took a few steps back, and prepared to jump.

“Fine. One more kill. Who is it?”

He ran for the edge and threw himself across the gap.

As he caught hold of the guttering on the other side, the Archon’s voice was strong and clear in his mind.

“A tool of the Demiurgos. The single greatest threat to Aethir and Urddynoor.”

Shadrak swung himself up onto the roof and glared out over the city. “Thought Shader already took Gandaw out,” he said, more interested in saving his skin than in the Archon’s next victim.

Queenie’s was two blocks away. If he could get there ahead of the psycher, grab his things…

“You mustn’t leave yet,” the Archon said, as if he could read Shadrak’s thoughts. “He’s already coming to you. He will ask of you a favor, and whatever happens, you must not grant it. There is no other way, Shadrak, you must kill him.”

“Whatever,” Shadrak said. “So, you gonna tell me who it is, or is that some big shogging secret, like the rest of your scheming?”

The Archon reappeared in front of him, a reddish hue to the flames bleeding from his cowl.

“The Nameless Dwarf.”


END OF THE TRUCE










Time he got to Queenie’s, the pressure in Shadrak’s head had all but gone. Either he’d slipped beyond the psycher’s reach in his mad dash across the rooftops, or it was playing with him, lulling him into a false sense of security.

—The Nameless Dwarf.

He clamped down on the thought as soon as it reared its head.

No way. Not after what they’d been through together. Not after Sektis Gandaw and his shogging Unweaving.

—One more kill.

And then it would be over. No more doing what he was told. No more Archon’s assassin.

And then there was Kadee. Would he really see her again? Could he?

Nameless.

Closest he’d had to a friend all these years. A real friend, that is. Someone who had his back. Not at all like Albert.

Far as Shadrak was concerned, the Archon could go shog himself, only, he wasn’t ready to tell him just yet. He didn’t know enough; hadn’t worked out a way to stick it to him. How did you kill a god? He wasn’t even sure there was a way.

But the Archon claimed he wasn’t a god, didn’t he? So, however you looked at it, that increased the chances. It was just a matter of how long it would take.

Thing was, did he really give a shit about Nameless? Was he kidding himself that the dwarf gave a damn about him? They’d shared a few jokes—most of them made by Nameless. They’d faced danger together, more than once. But so shogging what? If it was a choice between Nameless and freedom, between him and Kadee…

It wasn’t like he’d chosen the situation. He was under contract. It was a job like any other. Just had to be professional. Just had to be pragmatic.

He slipped in through the back door, not even bothering to remove his cloak before going into the restaurant. What was the point? The game was up. He’d been seen, but more than that, he’d been “scented” by a psycher. So much for taking out Morrow and finally bringing the last of the guilds to heel. It was like the Archon was shogging with him, one minute giving him a long enough leash to get a stranglehold on New Londdyr’s underworld, and the next snapping it back and leaving him with nothing. Because that’s what it amounted to. While there was a truce with the Senate—we won’t touch you, if you keep out of our business—the Night Hawks had been a nice little earner. But with the slaying of Mal Vatès, that truce was over. If Shadrak had been on the Senate, he’d have thrown everything he had at bringing the Night Hawks down, and he’d start with their leader, especially now he had a face.

“Shadrak.” Big Jake acknowledged him with a grunt. He was locked in an arm wrestle with Albert’s adopted savage, Ekyls.

Both men were red-faced, veins popping out on their necks. Ekyls was naked from the waist up, his wiry body a map of tattoos, most of them snakes coiling about each other. His lips were curled back in effort, yellow teeth bared and dangerous. His filed incisors looked like they could puncture all the way to the bone and inject more venom than even Albert could dream of.

There was a single customer seated at a table with nothing but a cup of water in front of him. He was no bigger than Shadrak. Was it a child? He was dressed in a cloak of feathers, the hood low over his face.

Ekyls let out a gurgling growl that grew more insistent, until it ended in a shrill whine. At that point, Big Jake rolled his wrist and slammed Ekyls’ hand into the table. The savage roared, and his whole body tensed, as if he were getting ready to pounce.

“No shame in losing,” Big Jake said. There was warmth in his voice but steel in his eyes.

Shadrak knew what was coming if Ekyls tried something. And Big Jake was right: there was no shame in losing an arm wrestle to him. Hundreds had come to test their strength, and all had failed.

“Not lose,” Ekyls said, pushing his chair back and rubbing his wrist as he stood. “You speak Shadrak. Me think wrestle finish.”

Big Jake stood, too, and leaned over the table. “So, my old mate, what you’re saying is, you want a rematch.” He cracked his knuckles and made as to sit down again.

Ekyls glared at him for a second, then lowered his eyes. “Boss here now. Me work to do.”

With that, he stalked off into the kitchen.

Why Albert thought a grime-covered savage should be in charge of washing the dishes had never sat right with Shadrak. Last he’d looked, the kitchens were awash with fresh blood, from where Ekyls ate his food without cooking it. Word is, he caught it himself—rats, mice, or any bird stupid enough to get too close to the open window.

“Scut,” Big Jake said, frowning at Ekyls’ retreating back. Then he shrugged at Shadrak. “Can’t stand a sore loser.”

“Pack up, Jake,” Shadrak said. “We’re clearing out.”

The little man in the feathered cloak looked up at that.

Big Jake saw Shadrak noticing. “Sorry, matey. I was gonna tell you, your dad’s here.”

“Shog off, scut-breath,” Shadrak said.

With his head lifted, the man’s face came into view. It was creased with wrinkles, and unhealthily gray. He had a wisp of white beard, and beneath curling white brows there were beady eyes. When they turned on Shadrak, he felt exposed somehow, as if they saw too much.

Something about the man unsettled him. It was like that sensation he got when he thought he’d been somewhere before. He narrowed his eyes and tried not to look away. Finally, he broke off, feeling like his perfect memory had cheated him.

“Thought I knew you from somewhere,” he said. “But that ain’t likely. I never forget a face.”

“Memory can be trained,” the little man said.

He was right there. Shadrak’s was no accident, no freak of nature. He’d realized the need for a sharp mind and recall of faces, facts, places early on in his career.

“But from before the time a mind is trained,” the man said, “it is like the murk of a swamp.”

Big Jake cast a long shadow over Shadrak. “’Scuse me interrupting, Boss. Clearing out?”

Shadrak lowered himself into the chair opposite the little man. “Grab your things, Jake. And tell Ekyls to do the same.” Though shog knew what the savage had to bring with him, save for his knives and a bloody carcass or two.

Big Jake knew not to waste time with questions, and headed straight upstairs.

Shadrak fixed the stranger with a cold stare and asked, “Why are you here?”

The little man tilted his head to one side and studied him. Darkness swirled across his eyes like ink on water. It was hard to tell if he was vacant or sad, or perhaps a bit of both. Finally, he lifted a finger to his lips and looked about the room, as if someone were listening.

“This is bigger than either of us, Shadrak. I beseech you to stay your hand until the patterns of play emerge.”

“Do you?” Shadrak said, leaning across the table. “Kinda familiar, aren’t we? Only, you seem to think it’s all right bandying my name around, while I don’t know you from shog.”

“You know me. You just can’t remember.”

Shadrak pulled a flintlock and took aim. “You got two seconds to give me a name, or I’ll make one up for you. It’s likely to start with, ‘Where’s his’ and end with, ‘shogging face?’” 

The little man didn’t flinch. Instead, his eyes hardened into obsidian. “Bird is my name.” He raised an eyebrow to see if Shadrak betrayed any recognition.

He didn’t.

“That why you wear the cloak?” Shadrak said, spinning the flintlock on his finger and holstering it.

“It is not.” Bird clasped his hands together on the table and let out a sigh. “I came ahead of a friend of yours. He seeks a favor, and I hope you will cede it precedence over any other requests you may have received.”

He knew? About the Archon? How was that even—?

“You already knew he was coming, didn’t you?” Bird said. A ripple ran through his feathered cloak, and he cocked his head. “People are approaching. Many people.”

Shadrak strained his ears, and sure enough, the distant thud of footfalls was drawing nearer. The psycher hadn’t lost the scent after all. By the sounds it, half the legions in New Londdyr were closing in on Queenie’s.

He stood and went to the window.

“Shit.”

Dozens of soldiers had formed a cordon across the street with their shields locked, and behind them, a couple of phalanxes were hurriedly forming. Sunlight glinted off more than a hundred bronze helms and steel speartips.

He started to turn toward the kitchen at the back, but Ekyls emerged from it, hatchet in hand.

“Soldiers,” he said. “Many soldiers. You want me kill?”

Big Jake came stomping down the stairs before Shadrak could answer. “You seen what’s outside?” If he’d packed anything, he’d left it in his room.

“Yes,” Shadrak said, meaning it for Ekyls. “Go kill.” What did he care if the savage got cut to pieces in the process. Least it would make for a diversion.

The rattle of a carriage pulling up outside had him turn back to the window. Albert was waving frantically from the passenger seat.

“Second thoughts,” Shadrak said, “get out. Go with Albert. Tell him to meet me at the rendezvous.” If they could get out of the city. The Senate’s forces had moved alarmingly quickly, and with such coordination, he wouldn’t have put it past them to have the city on lockdown already. Still, if anyone could get out, it was Albert.

Ekyls pulled the door open and ran to the carriage. Cries of “Halt!” went up from the soldiers, and a group began to advance on the savage.

Shadrak drew both flintlocks and let off a few shots. The soldiers faltered, and the carriage sped off with Ekyls half-hanging out the doorway. It was just like Albert not to wait.

“Hold the fort,” he told Big Jake. “They’re after me, not you.”

There was a flutter, and Shadrak caught a glimpse of a raven winging its way outside. Of Bird there was no sign.

Big Jake shrugged, like he saw that sort of thing every day. That was his way. Even in the middle of a fight, you’d think he was half asleep. “You coming back?”

“Unlikely. Least not for the foreseeable. Fargin’s in charge now. You know what to do.”

Shadrak ran for the stairs. As he reached the landing, he heard Big Jake’s rumbling voice welcoming the soldiers to Queenie’s. A gruff exchange followed. Hopefully Jake wouldn’t do anything stupid.

Shadrak opened the window at the end of the landing and climbed out onto the drain pipe. Someone spotted him and called out, but he scrambled up onto the roof and sprinted for the edge.

Pain exploded in his head, and he stumbled. Something rose up to his right. He reeled round, and there it was: the psycher, loping toward him with one arm outstretched, the other raised high and wreathed in black mist. It thrust its featureless head at him, and Shadrak screamed as white hot needles stabbed into his brain.

Images flashed behind his eyes: Kadee, dried up and wasted, ulcerating bedsores weeping on the sheets; Nameless crusted over with blood, the way he’d been when they found him in Arx Gravis; and the thing that had attacked him on the rooftops before—a Thanatosian, the Archon had called it. It raised its gun too fast for him to even scream…

Shadrak tried to draw a flintlock, but his fingers were numb, and he couldn’t grip tight enough to free it from the holster. He reached behind for the Thundershot he kept tucked into the back of his belt for emergencies, but it wouldn’t budge. Cold crept into his bones, and the strength drained away from his body.

The psycher’s raised arm came down, and a fresh blast of pain ruptured Shadrak’s thoughts. His limbs shook, and his teeth rattled. Something warm oozed from his ears, and he could taste coppery blood in his mouth.

The psycher raised both arms this time, amid a swirl of charcoal haze.

In Shadrak’s mind, Kadee wept—no longer wasted, but her face was a mask of terror. Shadowy trees formed a backdrop behind her, and the skies above were swarming with smoky shapes drifting down on tattered wings. Kadee’s eyes burned with intensity, and she screamed silently at him.

Something snapped, and Shadrak pulled the Thundershot free. It felt heavy. So heavy. It took two hands to raise it, and he couldn’t steady his aim.

Summoning all his remaining strength, he pulled the trigger. There was an answering boom. The psycher’s screech cut gouges through Shadrak’s brain, and he pitched backward over the roof.


THE NICK OF TIME







Nameless strolled through the soldiers outside Queenie’s Fine Diner, as if he were simply going for a bite to eat. One of them called him back, yelled for him to get behind the perimeter.

There were faces at the windows, peering through the shutters. Thunder boomed from up on the roof. Something shrieked—a piercing howl that threatened to shred his eardrums. A dark shape pitched over the edge—a black cloak. A flailing body.

Shadrak.

Nameless took a lunging step and caught the assassin, dropping his new axe in the same motion. He grunted at the impact, dipped at the knees, and came up feeling like he’d squatted three times his body weight.

“Caught you, laddie.”

Pink eyes flashed up at him, from where he cradled Shadrak like a child.

“Nameless!”

“Little birdie told me you had a spot of bother.”

Shadrak looked up at the roof. Nameless followed his gaze, but there was nothing there.

The tramp of sandaled feet built to a roar around them.

Nameless set Shadrak down and scooped up his axe from the roadside.

“Is this a bad time to ask for a loan?”

Shadrak holstered his old Thundershot, whipped out two fancy new pistols, and sent a barrage of shots into the soldiers. Bullets pinged off shields, and the advance turned into a rout.

Nameless whistled with appreciation.

“Can it wait?” Shadrak said.

“Oh, there’s no hurry, laddie.”

Already, someone was barking orders, and the soldiers were reforming in disciplined rows.

Shadrak stole another glance at the rooftop.

More soldiers stepped out from Queenie’s. Nameless caught a glimpse of a big man giving Shadrak a shrug through the window.

“So, what’s the plan?” Nameless said. “I take it you do have a plan.”

The assassin looked unusually flustered, as if he’d been caught with his britches down.

He pointed a pistol at the cordon of interlocking shields bearing down on them. It can’t have been more than two deep, and behind was a clear path to the alley.

“I shoot, you charge,” he said. “Then I’ll get your back.”

Nameless took a two-handed grip on his axe and rolled his shoulders. “Ready when you are.”

“Go!” Shadrak yelled.

The assassin fired both pistols straight into the soldiers. He dropped four in quick succession.

The rest buckled when Nameless barreled into them. A spear glanced off his helm. He weaved past a thrust, then hammered the axe head into a shield with such force, metal caved, and wood splintered on the inside. The soldier screamed and pitched to the ground, nursing his mangled arm.

Nameless was through.

Shadrak unleashed another hail of shots, and soldiers scattered for the shelter of the nearest buildings.

A commander was hollering to the four winds, like it was someone else’s fault. Suddenly, Arnk’s Jethor Lult was looking like a master strategist in comparison.

Nameless kept on going as gunshots pounded behind him. The commander was cut off mid-bark, and then Shadrak came sprinting past, flying across the cobbles as fast as his little legs could carry him.

They fled down one alleyway after the next, in and out of stores, taverns, homes. Behind them, the stomp and cries of pursuit rolled out across the city, as if every legionary in New Londdyr were on their tail.

Panting for every breath, Nameless had to wonder just what kind of mess the assassin had gotten himself into.





THE MAD MAGE




Nameless bent over and clutched his sides. His breaths came heavy and fast, roaring like ocean surf inside the great helm. And shog, it stank in there. When was the last time he’d cleaned his teeth? Aristodeus should have thought of that when he’d hatched his scheme to insulate Nameless from the black axe. He probably had. He probably thought it was funny.

“How much…?” His lungs burned, and a stitch like a spear-thrust lanced through his side. “How much further?”

Shadrak was already on the other side of the alley, no more than a shifting shadow in his hooded cloak. He hopped lightly onto the bottom step of an iron staircase that ran up the outside of a crooked building. One crooked building among many. Everything had taken on a twisted, bowed, and precarious look the instant they’d crossed into the wizard’s quarter.

“This is it.”

Nameless straightened up and pivoted, so he could get a better look—another flaw with the helm. Most of the time, he could barely see where he was going, and he was constantly worried about embarrassing himself in a fight.

The buildings flanking the alley were tall and slender. Most of New Londdyr had the kind of masonry he’d grown up with in Arx Gravis. But the craftsmanship in the wizard’s quarter was as dwarvish as a shandy-drinking giant with no hair.

There was a hodgepodge of misplaced buttresses, warped overhangs, and crooked lintels. Atop the roofs, tiles of different shapes and sizes glinted in the light of the suns. He caught his own reflection in a window of contorted glass. It made his belly look huge, and his arms as long as a gibuna’s. He knew it for what it was: some kind of illusion; but all the same, he sucked his gut in and pulled his shoulders back.

“You coming, or what?” Shadrak said, and bounded up the staircase to a round wooden door at the top. “We ain’t out of this yet. Scuts had a psycher, and it got my scent.”

Nameless lumbered over to the stairs and clambered up.

Shadrak reached into a pouch and produced something tacky, which he rolled in his fingers for a few moments before pressing against the base of the door.

“What are you doing?” Nameless asked.

“He’s a wizard. Door’s warded with enough crap to keep an army out, and if I knock, he’ll just pretend he ain’t in.”

“Knows you well, then, does he?”

Shadrak stood back and gestured for Nameless to do the same. He slipped a pistol from its holster, then took a black cylinder from one of his belt pouches and screwed it onto the end of the barrel.

Nameless tensed as Shadrak pulled the trigger, but there was no thunderous boom. Instead, there was a rushing, popping noise. Smoke billowed from the sticky stuff on the door. It fizzed and burned, gave off a muffled blast and a burst of flame. When the smoke cleared, the door hung in ruins. Someone coughed and spluttered from inside.

“Magwitch, you old tosser,” Shadrak called out. “No magic, got it? Else I’ll string you up by your balls.”

Nameless bobbed the great helm in a show of respect. “Can’t say fairer than that, laddie.”

Shadrak tested the floor with his boot before stepping inside.

Nameless hesitated, shook his head, and followed him.

He couldn’t see a whole lot. Not just because of the helm this time; besides the dusty light from the twin suns spilling through the wreckage of the doorway, the only illumination was a gloamy haze that limned everything in red.

A man lay on the floor, muttering and moaning. He looked a lot like one of the scarecrows that protected the hops growing on ledges around Arx Gravis. He was bundled up in a long, dark coat with dozens of red flecks about the collar. No doubt they would have been white out in the daylight. Probably, they fell like snowflakes from his mussy gray hair whenever he scratched. Say one thing for him, though: he had a beard you could hide a mountain in.

The wizard searched about on the floor until he found his twisted spectacles and jammed them on the bridge of his nose. The instant he blinked his eyes into focus, he gasped and almost choked, then frantically tried to scurry backward on his arse.

Shadrak grabbed him by the ankle. “Hold still, Magwitch. It’s me.”

“Oh my gawd, oh my gawd,” Magwitch said. “I ain’t done nothing. I swear it.”

“Never said you did.”

“But my door.” Magwitch kicked his ankle free, turned onto his front, and started to crawl like a dog.

“That’s because you never sodding answer it.”

“Don’t want no assassins here, thanking you very much,” Magwitch said. “A wizard’s house is his sanctimony.”

“Eh?” Nameless said.

Shadrak gave him a wry grin. “You get used to it.” Then to Magwitch, he said, “No one’s here to harm you. We need your help.”

Magwitch stopped still and peered back at them through his legs. “And I’ve given it. More times than I care to remonstrate. Without my wards, Plaguewind and his Dybbuks would have found and killed you long before the Night of the Guilds.”

“Maybe,” Shadrak said.

“He was a Stygian, you know. Those nasty cretaceans have demons at their beck and callow.” He got his legs under him and stood on creaking joints. “So, it would be unjust of you to silence me for what I know, now that the curtain has fallen on your last advocate.”

“I think he means adversary, laddie,” Nameless whispered.

Shadrak ignored him. “You know about Morrow? About the theater?”

Magwitch tapped the side of his nose. “Know not to eat cherry pie, too. There’s nothing you can hide from me, Shadrak. I see all. Know all.”

Shadrak darted forward and thumped him in the fruits, doubling him up. “See that? See this?” He grabbed hold of Magwitch’s ear and twisted.

The wizard squealed, but green flames sprung up from his fingers. Shadrak showed no sign of having seen it, but Nameless did. He strode over, closed his hand over Magwitch’s, and squeezed.

The flames fizzled out, and Magwitch whimpered.

“How’d you know? And don’t lie.” Shadrak’s fingers hovered above the blades in his baldric.

Magwitch eyed him nervously, licked his lips, and said, “I worked for Morrow.”

“What?” A dagger danced free in Shadrak’s hand. “You work for the Senate and for me, shogger. No one else.”

“I forgot,” Magwitch said in a pitiful voice. “By the time I ruminated, Morrow had paid for my services, and I was too scared to renegade.”

Shadrak closed a fist about the wizard’s collar and pressed the blade to his throat. “So, you shogged me over.”

“No, no. Not at all,” Magwitch said. “It was just wizard eyes, that sort of thing. I could see him at all times, and warn him of danger.”

“But you didn’t,” Shadrak said. “He ate the pie.”

“Congruitious loyalties,” Magwitch said.

“What?”

“I think he means ‘conflicting’,” Nameless said.

“Yes, that.”

“Whatever,” Shadrak said. “You got one chance, Magwitch. Can you get us out of the city?”

The wizard’s eyes widened. “I can draw you a map.”

Shadrak pressed harder with the knife and broke the skin.

Magwitch gave a nervous laugh and held up a finger. “Come with me, and prepare to be impregnated. To the roof.”

They followed him up an extending ladder through a trap in the ceiling.

The tramp of feet and the bark of orders carried on the blustering wind. In the streets below, speartips glinted, and sunlight glanced off of bronze helms and shields.

Magwitch crossed the flat roof to a dilapidated chimney. A long metal rod had been bolted to its side. Tethered to the rod by a length of rope was a floating sheet of blackness the size of a bed.

“Help me haul her in,” Magwitch called over his shoulder.

Nameless took a hold on the rope and reeled it in. As the floating sheet drew nearer, he saw it was solid, and flecked with green, the same as his helm.

“That scarolite, laddie?”

“It is indeed,” Magwitch said. “Arcanistically aereogated.”

Shadrak sauntered over for a look. “Smuggled, if I ain’t mistaken.”

“And a bargain, too,” Magwitch said, producing a rectangular tin from his coat pocket and opening it. “Chocolate truffle, anyone?” When there was no response, he made a face and popped the truffle in his mouth.

Sight of him chewing with such relish caused Nameless’s stomach to rumble.

“It’s just a prototype,” Magwitch said, patting the floating sheet of scarolite. “But she’ll get you out of the city.”

“Looks like a flying door to me,” Shadrak said.

“It’s an air-raft,” Magwitch said. “If you bombusticate scarolite with… Oh, no. I’m not giving up my secrets so easily.”

“Just tell us how it works,” Shadrak said.

“Well, it doesn’t. For you, that is. Hop on.”

Magwitch rolled himself onto the air-raft and seated himself with his legs dangling off the edge.

Shadrak vaulted aboard and dropped into a squat.

“Where to?” Magwitch asked.

“The boreworm tunnels,” Shadrak said.

At the same time, Nameless said, “The Perfect Peak.”

Both Shadrak and Magwitch said, “What?”

Nameless climbed up. He’d been wondering how they’d keep from falling off once the air-raft started moving, but now he had his answer. The surface of the scarolite seemed to gently suck at his boots. It was like standing on boggy ground.

“I was heading there next,” he said. “For a feeding.” He hated admitting it. It was an embarrassment. But what choice did he have?

“Oh, for shog’s sake,” Shadrak said. “How long’s that bald bastard gonna keep his hold over you?”

Before Nameless could answer, he was distracted by the flapping of wings, and a raven alighted on the edge of the air-raft. The air about it shimmered, and there stood the homunculus, Bird, draped in his cloak of feathers.

One of Shadrak’s pistols was halfway to being drawn.

“This what you had in mind, laddie?” Nameless said.

Bird nodded slowly, but his eyes were on Shadrak.

“What’s your game, Bird?” Shadrak said. “Which one of us are you playing?”

“He’s a homunculus,” Nameless said. “It’s likely both of us.”

“Give me time,” Bird said to Shadrak, “and I will help you remember.”

“Remember what?” Nameless said. He thought he was the one with problems. Shadrak was supposed to have a perfect memory.

“What makes you think I give a shog?” Shadrak said.

“You will,” Bird said. “I know you will.”

“And this plan to remove my helm?” Nameless said. “You said it was time to destroy the black axe.”

“We now know there is a way,” Bird said. “Aristodeus was going to speak with you about it.”

Nameless turned the eye-slit on Shadrak. “Then, like I said, that’s where we should go: the Perfect Peak.”

“How exciting,” Magwitch said, cramming another truffle in his mouth and chewing noisily.

“You will need Shadrak’s help,” Bird said. “And you will need his plane ship.”

“How’d you know about that?” Shadrak whipped out a pistol and took aim.

“I know how you found it, Shadrak,” Bird said. “And I know where you come from. Where you really come from.”

“Bollocks,” Shadrak said. His pistol started to shake.

“You are compelled against your will, are you not?” Bird said. He switched his gaze back to Nameless. “And the same could be said of you. Be patient with me. Tolerate my presence, and see if I can’t help you both.”

Shadrak held his gaze for a long moment, then dropped his chin and holstered his gun.

Bird gripped his arm and said, “Your master is mistaken. Ask him for time, Shadrak. What he demands of you is too much.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Nameless said. “What master?”

The feathers on Bird’s cloak shuddered, and he whirled away from Shadrak. “Psycher!” He pointed at a neighboring rooftop, where a dark figure crouched. Its face was devoid of features, and as they watched, it thrust out a long, taloned finger.

Bird threw open his cloak, and hornets swarmed forth in a dark cloud. At the same time, Shadrak clutched his head and fell back against the scarolite of the air-raft.

“Go!” he screamed. “Get us the shog out of here!” Blood was seeping from his nose and ears.

The air-raft lifted straight into the air, and as its leash pulled taut, Nameless cut it free with his axe.

The psycher let out a piercing howl, and almost immediately, three more appeared on neighboring rooftops. Down below, shouts went up from the soldiers, and a team of archers hurried into position.

Bird waved his arms. The hornet cloud followed his directions and split into four snaking strands, each of which darted toward a psycher.

Arrows pinged off the underside of the air-raft.

As Magwitch took them higher above the city, the psychers were completely obscured by clouds of stinging insects, and the archers dropped out of range.

Shadrak sat up and wiped the blood from his nose.

“It’s stopped,” he said, tapping his temples.

Nameless turned back to gauge Bird’s reaction, but there was no one there.

A caw sounded from behind, and a raven beat its wings furiously for a moment, then spread them wide and soared in the wake of the air-raft.
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“So where’s the plane ship?” Nameless said.

There was nothing but rugged earth and craters in every direction.

Shadrak felt about before him and tapped something solid. A bedizened panel appeared out of thin air. He ran his fingers over it, and a rectangle of blue light rose up from the ground with a swoosh.

“So, this is how you got here from Urddynoor?”

Shadrak nodded. “When it was under the city of Sarum, the plane ship went on for miles. Big as a town. Maybe bigger. Part in the world, part out. Hurts my head just thinking about it.”

Nameless angled the great helm skyward and tracked the distant speck of Magwitch’s air-raft as it sped back toward New Londdyr. “Can’t say I care for it, myself, all this magic.”

“Ancient tech,” Shadrak said. “Sektis Gandaw’s stuff.”

“It’s all the same to me,” Nameless said. “Not natural. Like the Perfect Peak and all that junk Aristodeus keeps in working order. No good will come of it, if you ask me.”

“Yet you’re alive because of it.”

Nameless snorted and hung his head. With any luck, Aristodeus wasn’t stalling this time, and really had come up with a way to destroy the black axe. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could go on being fed via a tube, and in any case, what would happen to him if the philosopher died or simply vanished, as he was wont to do?

“You coming?” Shadrak said.

And the black dog chose that moment to pounce.

“Think I’ll wait here.”

“But the Perfect Peak…” Shadrak said. “You said you needed feeding.”

Nameless let out a long, world-weary sigh. “What’s the point? I’m starting to wonder. Wonder if there’s any way back.”

“Back where?” Shadrak asked, but then he seemed to realize and rolled his eyes.

“Arx shogging Gravis again. You gotta face facts, Nameless…”

Before he could say anything more, something caught his eye. Nameless followed his gaze.

There was a cloud of dust on the New Londdyr road.

“Albert,” Shadrak said, visoring his eyes.

Nameless watched disinterestedly as a carriage came into view. It trundled toward them at a snail’s pace. The horse pulling it looked ready to drop.

The driver gave Shadrak a two-fingered wave as he pulled up.

A tattooed savage kicked open the carriage door and jumped down. He landed in a crouch, hands curled about a hatchet.

Albert rolled out next. “How the devil did you get here before us?” the poisoner said. “And please tell me you’ve not drunk that cognac I gave you. I’m parched, and all the excitement’s gone to my nerves.”

“Touch it, and I’ll cut your hands off,” Shadrak said.

“Charming. Last time I give you anything. With you hogging the plane ship, chances of a trip back to Urddynoor to get some for myself are about as high as Joag’s intellect.”

“Eh?” the driver said.

“We’re taking the plane ship,” Shadrak said.

Albert raised an eyebrow. “Anywhere nice?”

“Not really, but it ain’t like we can go back to New Londdyr. Least not for some time.”

“Queenie’s,” Albert said with a long drawn-out sigh. “All that work wasted.”

“Tell me about it.” Shadrak gave a sharp look at Joag. “Well, go on. What you waiting for? Shog off.”

“To the city?” Joag said.

“Like I shogging care. Just go.”

“But the horse…”

“It dies, eat it. Then you’ll have the strength to walk.”

Joag snapped the reins, and the carriage lurched back toward the road.

Albert watched it go, as if caught between choices. Finally, he glanced at Nameless then back at Shadrak.

“So, what’s he want?”

“Money,” Shadrak said. “Well, he did, but it’s starting to get complicated.”

Nameless felt himself succumbing more and more to the black dog’s malaise. His thoughts dispersed into a spiraling mist that was heavier than air. His muscles hardened, not from use, but from slowly turning to stone.

“Last thing we need,” Albert said.

Veins stood out on the savage’s neck. He was all bunched up and ready for a fight, as if he saw Nameless as a threat. Normally, Nameless would have relished the challenge, but right now, he couldn’t be done with it. He doubted he’d have flinched if the savage had come at him with the hatchet.

“What is it with you, Ekyls?” Shadrak asked. “You have to have a pissing contest with every new person you meet? Would’ve thought Big Jake crushing you in an arm wrestle was enough to teach you a lesson.”

Ekyls scowled, but he averted his eyes.

“You two go inside,” Shadrak said. “I’ll deal with Nameless.”

Albert held out a hand, and Ekyls took it. The savage’s eyes flicked about like a child’s who was afraid of the dark as they passed through the rent in the air.

Nameless turned away to follow the wheeling descent of a raven. It alighted on an invisible ledge above the entrance. The black dog mood inured him to surprise when the air shimmered, and Bird stood there, shrouded in his cloak of feathers. The homunculus jumped down from his perch, and together, he and Shadrak led Nameless through the doorway.

Cold blue lights lit a metallic corridor that stretched away into the distance. As they progressed along it, wall panels sometimes slid open of their own accord. Beyond, Nameless caught glimpses of oval chambers. Within some, he saw the skeletal remains of animals in cages. Others contained round tables and half-egg chairs, and one or two had sleek gray pallets that Shadrak said were beds.

They reached a junction, where six corridors intersected at a hexagonal hub. Old Dwarvish numerals were engraved into the lintels above each entrance. Of course, it was more likely they were Ancient Urddynoorian.

Shadrak glanced at the numbers, then continued straight ahead until they came to a recess. The instant they entered, the wall closed behind them, leaving them in a cubicle as claustrophobic as the cell Nameless had awakened in at Arx Gravis. A whining drone started up, and the cubicle shuddered. When the door opened onto the same corridor, Nameless wondered what the point was. He turned the eye-slit of the great helm on Shadrak.

“We’ve gone up a level,” the assassin said. “And this is your cabin.”

He pressed a button on the opposite wall, and a door-sized panel slid back. He stood aside and gestured for Nameless to enter.

The room beyond was spartan at best: a gray pallet bed, a half-egg chair, and a single shelf.

“I’ve got something to do,” Shadrak said. “Settle in, and Bird can bring you to the control room when we’re ready to leave.”

The door slid shut with a whoosh behind him.

When Nameless looked round, Shadrak had gone.

“Thank you, Nameless Dwarf,” Bird said, “for aiding Shadrak back at the city. He means a lot to me.”

Nameless stood mutely. He felt as if tar coated his body, seeped into his veins. His mind was a mass of congealing memories that melted one into another: the homunculus fleeing the Scriptorium in Arx Gravis. The same creature waiting for him in Gehenna, and then again in the chamber of the black axe. Bird approaching him at Brink, asking him to come to Shadrak’s aid. How had he known Shadrak would be in trouble by the time Nameless arrived? And why did he care?

“We are not all alike,” Bird said, as if he could sense what Nameless was thinking. “It is possible to alter what our father bequeathed us.”

Their father—the Demiurgos. The homunculi were the children of deception. It made them what they were.

“I was there when Shadrak was begotten,” Bird said. “He was a sickly child with no place in homunculus society. You know what they do to our imperfect young?”

Nameless couldn’t bring himself to ask, but the homunculus had aroused his interest, and the solidifying husk encasing Nameless’s mind began to crack.

“He means a lot to you?”

Bird nodded. He interlaced his fingers and seemed absorbed in studying them. When he looked up, he had a grim set to his face, and his eyes were glittering pools of blackness.

“Do you trust Shadrak, Nameless?”

“I did. At least I thought I did. But—”

“He’s a homunculus, and homunculi are not to be trusted?”

Nameless took a shuffling step into the room. Darkness fell away from his mind like flaking plaster.

“Why doesn’t he accept what he is? Is it shame?”

Bird shook his head. “He really believes he’s human. His foster mother raised him that way.”

“Kadee?”

“Kadee,” Bird confirmed. “A Dreamer of the Barraiya people, primitives from Urddynoor who possess the ability to glimpse the life of Aethir. A good woman, and wise. Shadrak still feels her passing like a gushing wound.”

“And his real mother?”

“There was none. We have no mothers. We are but scales fallen from the flesh of our father.”

Nameless crossed to the bed and sat down heavily beside Bird. He had a recollection of hundreds of homunculi sitting in the branches of crystalline trees in Gehenna. He could have sworn some had been women.

“If there are no mothers,” he said, “why do you have males and females?”

Bird chuckled. “Gender has its uses in the ways of deception.”

“But do you…” Nameless said. He didn’t know quite how to put it.

“Our father cursed us with the same wants and needs as all beings, only, in our case, the mating is fruitless. But understand this about Shadrak: he might not have had a mother, but his foster mother meant everything to him. No other homunculus has ever had such an attachment to a human. Theirs was a bond stronger even than the love between a child and its natural mother.”

“Aye, well I never knew my ma,” Nameless said. “I’m told she was a great woman.”

“She was,” Bird said.

“You knew her?”

Bird shook his head. “Not I, but another of my group, the Sedition, knew her well. He has watched over the ravine city for a very long time.”

“Then he must be well hidden.”

“Yes,” Bird said. “He is.”

Silence fell between them.

Nameless sifted through his memories of Arx Gravis. They were coming together more and more, and the holes riddling the canvas of his life were getting smaller. But there was no recollection of a homunculus watching over the dwarves.

“Come,” Bird said eventually. “We should go to the control room. Travel is less turbulent there.”

Nameless shot him an enquiring frown, before he realized Bird wouldn’t be able to see it.

And then he recalled just where they were going and why.

If the Sedition and Aristodeus hadn’t really come up with a plan to destroy the black axe and remove the helm, he could see himself climbing to the top of the Perfect Peak and throwing himself off.
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The thought occurred to Shadrak he was being a stupid shogger. What was his problem? If he moved now, did what the Archon wanted, he’d be free once more.

But would it be that easy? Nameless might be out of it at the moment, but Bird… Shadrak had already seen what the homunculus could do against the psychers. He was an unknown, a random element. That’s why you had to be patient, know exactly what you were up against before you acted. If you acted. If you even wanted to.

Coming to a T-junction, he consulted the numerals on the lintels and turned right along another uniform metal corridor. He paused outside a door that would have been invisible to most. With practice, he’d developed the knack of spotting the hairlines of rectangles throughout the plane ship. He ran his fingers lightly down the side of the door, and a panel popped open. A quick tap of numbers, and the door slid back with a hiss.

Concealed amber lights flickered on and settled into a soft glow. A whirring started up, followed by the rush of air filling the circular chamber. One after another, clear glass plinths rose from the floor and settled at different heights. Well, it wasn’t glass. It was stronger and more pliant, with the texture of drowned flesh.

The air was still thin as Shadrak entered and broke the surface tension of a plinth. His hand disappeared up to the elbow. He’d seen a farmer do something similar to a cow once. It was a memory he could have done without. The plinth itself remained transparent; the shimmering amber wall was clearly visible beyond, and yet Shadrak could no longer see his arm.

He felt the coarseness of cloth, scrunched a section and pulled it free. There was a plopping sound as his hand came out clutching a black shoulder bag.

That was new. New and useless. Bullets would have been better, or a new weapon. Besides the flintlocks, the plinths had given up the long-gun he’d used to take out so many targets from a distance. That’s how he should’ve killed Mal Vatès. Would have done, if he’d been given the chance.

He tossed the bag on the floor and moved to another plinth. This time, he touched something hard and round.

Using both hands, he scooped out three spheres of darkened glass. Placing them gently on the floor, he reached back inside and felt around until he had twenty of the things, some black, some bottle-green, and others purple.

His first thought was, what the shog was he going to do with so many of them?—smoke bombs, bangers, sleep globes—but then he clapped eyes on the bag he’d discarded. He picked it up and dropped a globe into it; then another. Odd thing was, there was no clink. He shook the bag, but it was empty. More warily now, he placed another globe inside. This time, with his fingers still on the globe, he felt it touch against the others. When he withdrew his hand, though, the bag was still empty. He gave it a shake. No sound, besides the ruffle of fabric. He upended it, but nothing fell out. When he opened it wide to look, he saw only the emptiness of the Void. Yet, when he put his hand back inside, he could feel the globes.

This had potential.

He folded the bag up and crammed it into his pocket. It took up no more room than Albert’s handkerchief. He pulled it out again, unfolded it, and reached inside.

Still there.

He removed a globe as solid and real as he was. He held it for a moment, considering. What if he could fill this bag with bullets, globes, all manner of equipment he might need in his line of work? Did it have a maximum capacity, or could he just go on filling it? How would he retrieve everything, though? Surely he could only reach so far inside. There had to be more to it; some way it was meant to be used that he’d not yet discovered. Still, even if it could just hold the twenty globes and some extra ammunition, it would come in handy.

He quickly put the rest of the globes inside.

From the other plinths, he withdrew cartridges of bullets, canned food, and a pair of goggles with a pliant band for securing them to the head. When he looked through the lenses, colors sharpened, edges came into focus, and something whirred and clicked as he shifted his field of vision.

No matter how much he placed in the bag, it remained empty. As he folded it and crammed it in his pocket, the thought struck him: no matter what he’d lost back in New Londdyr, with a bag like this, the possibilities were endless. Especially if he got into smuggling.

When he reached the control room, he wasn’t sure whether to be surprised or angry that Albert was already strapped into one of the half-egg chairs, sipping on cognac. Ekyls was in the seat beside him, rigid with wide-eyed fear.

Albert raised his glass. “Left the bottle in your quarters,” he said. “Had to break the seal. Surprised you hadn’t started it.”

“You’ve been in my quarters?” Because if you have, two can play at that game.

Albert took a sip and swilled his glass. “I assumed you were joking earlier. Did I do wrong?”

A long pause settled between them, but finally Shadrak said, “Do it again, and you’re dead.”

“You’re too kind,” Albert said, tipping his head back and draining the glass.

Shadrak bent over the control plinth and swiped symbols across the screen.

The plane ship had a memory of sorts; that much he’d worked out. You only needed to find the right images, and it would retrace previous journeys.

“So, where are you taking us?” Albert said.

Shadrak glanced from him to Ekyls.

The savage was sweating and shaking in his seat. If they didn’t get moving soon, the suspense would probably kill him. Either that, or the stench of shite from his britches would kill everyone else.

“Remember how last time you didn’t get to see a whole lot of Gandaw’s mountain?” Neither did Shadrak. He’d been wounded by the Thanatosian, and Albert had been charged with getting him back to New Londdyr.

“Oh…” Albert said.

The door slid open, and Bird stepped inside, leading Nameless by the hand. The dwarf pivoted his great helm to look around, but he passed no comment. Bird snapped his fingers twice, and two more chairs rose from the floor. Shogger knew the plane ship better than Shadrak did. He strapped Nameless into a seat and lay the axe across his lap. Then he settled himself into the other.

Albert’s look to Shadrak said, “Who the shog is that?”

Shadrak scowled and made the introductions. “Albert, Bird. Bird, Albert.” In response to Albert’s upturned palms, he said, “Bird’s some weirdo Nameless picked up on the road. Don’t worry, you’ll be quite safe. It ain’t like he can change shape and summon swarms of insects or nothing.”

“What?” Albert said, glancing from Bird to Shadrak.

Ekyls let out a low growl and curled his hands into claws.

Nameless started to struggle against his straps. Bird reached over and tried to calm him with a touch on the shoulder.

“What’s this?” Nameless said. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t you remember?” Shadrak said. “Dinner time at the Perfect Peak.”

“Must’ve slipped my mind,” Nameless said. “But what’s with the straps? Did I do something wrong?”

“Ton of things,” Shadrak said. “None of them recent.”

He swiped the symbols toward the bottom of the screen, and the air grew heavy. The chamber distorted and then started to ghost out of view.

Ekyls let out a wild and howling scream.

Albert chuckled.

“Oh, my bristling—” Nameless started, but his words were cut off by a violent heave and a gurgling rush. He coughed and spat and cursed. “My helm! I’ve puked in my shogging helm!”


GAUNTLETS, ARMOR, SHIELD










Nameless was still spluttering and coughing when they arrived. The noise was a sodding distraction. More than that, it was cudgel up the arse.

Shadrak swiped a couple of symbols till the screen flickered and revealed what was outside. Darkness, mostly. A huge sea of it. The plane ship must have set down in the shadow of the Perfect Peak.

He turned at the sound of restraints snapping open.

Albert was first out of his seat, which sank back down through the floor.

“That sand?” the poisoner said, squinting at the screen.

“Bone,” Bird said.

Ekyls growled and thrashed against his restraints. He was red with strain as his growling turned into a shrill scream, and he began to hammer the seat with his fists.

Shadrak would have left him to it, till steam came out his ears and his head exploded. That would’ve been worth seeing, but then Albert went and ruined it, going to Ekyls’ aid like a doting mother.

Bird released himself then helped Nameless up.

The dwarf tipped his head back then flung it forward, sending a torrent of vomit through the eye-slit of his helm.

Shadrak stiffened. He shogging hated puke. Moments later, beads of liquid silver began to emerge from the floor. They oozed over the mess Nameless had made, and when they dispersed, the vomit was gone.

“Now, that’s the kind of magic I could learn to live with,” Nameless said. “Could’ve used it back home after a night at Bucknard’s Beer Hall. One thing I can’t stand is a puke-stained floor. Especially when it’s my own puke. Even my burps stink like the Demiurgos’s farts since I’ve been tube-fed. Still, can’t complain. It’s not half as bad as the flatulence I got from those raw egg protein drinks Rugbeard used to sell before he left Arx Gravis.” He dipped his head for a moment in silence, remembering.

Shadrak scoffed quietly to himself. Way he saw it, Rugbeard had been a drunken sot. Probably would’ve survived the silver sphere’s death-ray, if all the alcohol in his blood hadn’t ignited.

“All I need now is a bucket of water,” Nameless said. “To fill this shogging helm with and swill it around.”

“Here, let me,” Bird said. He placed a palm over the eye-slit. Two of his fingers slid free of his hand and slithered inside the great helm. “They’ll eat what’s left.”

Shadrak swallowed down bile. He could have sworn it was Bird’s two fingers that had broken free, but when he looked again, they were all still there.

Bird caught him staring and gave a tight smile.

“What do I do with them once they’ve finished?” Nameless said.

“I expect they’ll crawl in your ears and set to work on your brain,” Albert said. “Though, that won’t keep them sated for long.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “you’re not only a wit, but you’ve got guts joshing with me like that.”

Albert took a wary step back.

“A lot of guts.” Nameless jabbed Albert in the belly with the haft of his axe.

“Hilarious,” Albert said, and for a split second, Shadrak saw that calculating look flit across his face. Probably, no one else noticed. Albert was too good for that. The poisoner turned on his most infectious smile and gave a good-natured laugh.

Nameless laughed along with him, a deep belly rumble that was suddenly cut off when the slug-things oozed back out of the eye-slit and plopped to the floor like bloated sausages.

Ekyls hissed and raised his hatchet.

Albert whipped out his handkerchief and covered his mouth.

Bird scooped them up and rolled them about in his hands until they vanished.

“Finished?” Shadrak said.

Bird nodded.

“Good, then let’s go.”




***




A small man was waiting for them outside the plane ship. Small, but no smaller than Shadrak—or Bird, for that matter. If Shadrak didn’t know better, he’d have said it was a conspiracy.

What struck him about the man wasn’t so much his glistening black hair, perfectly cropped and not a strand out of place; nor was it his pressed gray tunic and trousers. It was the way he betrayed no surprise at them stepping out of thin air.

Albert hovered at Shadrak’s shoulder, breath thick with garlic and onions. Ekyls lurked behind him, muscles so bunched it looked like he had no neck. Nameless was fussing with his helm, slapping it on the side to make sure Bird’s slug things hadn’t left anything inside.

Bird glided across the bleached sand of the Dead Lands, cloak of feathers ruffled by the skirling wind. He clasped hands with the little man, and Shadrak didn’t miss the subtle pressing of Bird’s thumb to the other’s knuckle, the reciprocal tap of the little man’s pinky. Secret handshakes were second nature to a Sicarii, but neither of them struck him as an assassin.

“See that?” Albert whispered.

“Yeah, I saw it.” Shadrak fanned the air in front of his face.

Albert took the hint and stepped back, breathing into his cupped palm and sniffing at his own breath.

Nameless trudged past, boots leaving deep imprints in the white dust. “Mephesch,” he said to the little man. “You were expecting us?”

“Not exactly. The Perfect Peak got overexcited at the approach of the plane ship. Flashing lights, sirens, that sort of thing. His Grandiosity was not best pleased. Right in the middle of calibrating a portal, he was, when the alarms went off. Stood up too quickly. Banged his head on the underside of the console. No hair to buffer it, either.”

“Oh dear,” Nameless said. “Shame. Wish I’d been there to see it. So, Mephesch, Bird here tells me it’s time. I take it you’re in on this plan to destroy the black axe?”

Mephesch nodded. “Lore has been procured from the homunculi still loyal to the Demiurgos, but that does not mean it will be easy.”

“Nothing worth doing ever is,” Nameless said.

“And these others are?”

“The dandy fellow in the suit’s Albert, and the angry savage is…” Nameless looked to Shadrak. “I had it earlier. Help me out, laddie.”

“Ekyls,” Shadrak said. “And I’m—”

“I know who you are.” Mephesch’s eyes were shiny black pebbles, but pinpricks of silver light danced across their surface. “But do you know?” He flicked a look at Bird, who shook his head.

“Homunculi!” Nameless said, slapping Mephesch on the back. “Last time I saw so many together was in Gehenna. Shifty shoggers, eh, Shadrak? Always telling you one thing then doing another.”

Did he know? Did he know what the Archon had told Shadrak to do?

Nameless clamped a hand on his shoulder, squeezed so hard Shadrak had to grit his teeth to stop himself stabbing the dwarf on instinct.

“Present company excepted,” Nameless said. “Come on, lads. Who’s for a tour of the inside of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain?”

Mephesch guided them to a large black disk that stood out from the sand. Flecks of green glinted on its surface.

Albert whistled. “That’s enough scarolite to buy a mansion in New Londdyr.”

“Step on, if you please,” Mephesch said.

Ekyls hissed and pulled back.

“Don’t be such a baby,” Albert said.

The savage’s eyes flashed dangerously, but he relented under Albert’s expectant stare.

Mephesch tapped a vambrace on his forearm. The disk shuddered, then sunk below the ground.

Shadrak bit down the queasiness in his stomach. He tugged his cloak tight and retreated into the darkness of the hood. His shoulder throbbed, as if it remembered the impact of the Thanatosian’s bullet.

Nameless was humming a jaunty tune from within his great helm. Bird looked equally at home. Ekyls backed up against Albert, eyes wide, fingers gripping his hatchet so hard, the knuckles looked like nubs of protruding bone.

After dropping through blackness for a minute or so, the disk steadied, then sped off horizontally. Blue light streaked past. There was a whirr and a click as the streaks separated out into spaced dashes, and then they started to climb.

An aperture opened above them. The disk brought them through it and settled into the floor of a vast chamber.

Banks of screens, like those in the plane ship, only much bigger, wound their way up to the ceiling in ever-decreasing circles. Scarolite walls tapered to a point high above, forming the inside of an enormous cone.

Mephesch led them across the circular floor space to a hairline rectangle in the wall, which slid open as they drew near.

The room beyond was a colossal cube of scarolite. On the far side stood an arch made from blocks of the same dark ore.

Aristodeus was on his back beneath it, staring up at the keystone through tinted goggles. Teams of homunculi dashed about all over the place.

“Shit!” Aristodeus cried, as blue sparks showered from the underside of the arch.

The homunculi all froze. They exchanged looks that were hard to read. Worry, maybe. Or perhaps mirth.

The spark shower reversed its course and disappeared back into the keystone.

“Eureka!” Aristodeus sat up and slapped the block to his right. It answered with a low hum and a soft amber pulse. “How’s it look your end, Jezeel?” he asked a perfectly bald homunculus—a woman that Shadrak at first took to be naked and silver-skinned, till he looked again and realized she was wearing a very tight-fitting outfit of some shiny material.

“Calibrated, Techno… sir,” she replied.

“Aristodeus,” the philosopher said. “How many times?” He threw up his hands, shook his head, then reached inside his toga.

“Signal’s good from Londdyr,” a homunculus said, holding up a sleek gray slate, as if that proved his point. He had a beard so red it looked like his throat had been ripped out.

Aristodeus popped a pipe in his mouth, fished about in his pocket, and produced a box of matches. “Good,” he mumbled about the stem. “Then we’re ready to…”

He spun round and glared at Mephesch. His eyes widened as they took in Shadrak, Albert, and Ekyls, before coming to rest on Nameless.

Aristodeus broke his match as he struck it against the side of the box. “Can’t you see I’m busy?” The second match took. He lit his pipe and drew on it till he had it smoldering.

“The black axe, laddie,” Nameless said. “Bird here told me it’s time.”

Aristodeus glanced from Mephesch to Bird to Shadrak. “You brought the plane ship?”

Mephesch nodded. Bird cocked his head. Shadrak narrowed his eyes.

“Just don’t forget, I’m sticking my neck out for you,” Aristodeus said to Nameless. “There are some very powerful people who don’t see your worth as I do.”

You don’t say, Shadrak thought.

“Mephesch,” Aristodeus said, “I can’t deal with this right now. I promised the Ipsissimus I’d have the Urddynoor link up and running yesterday. Take them back through to the control room. Offer them a drink or something: champagne or wine. A snifter of cognac.”

“Cognac?” Albert said, almost beating Mephesch out of the room.

Nameless and Bird followed, but when Shadrak reached the door, it slid shut in his face. Brilliant light flashed, and he threw up a hand to cover his eyes.

“Not now!” Aristodeus yelled, jabbing his pipe at the vortex of white fire in front of the door. He scrunched his eyes shut and sucked in a sharp breath. When he opened them again, his face was taut with frustration. “Why does no one understand the concept of being too busy?”

The Archon coalesced into view, flames suppurating from the cowl of his robe. “So, now you have your plane ship.”

“I do.” Aristodeus chewed on his pipe. He wagged two fingers at the homunculi standing around gawping, and they immediately got back to checking the arch and tapping away at their rectangular slates.

“You have already taken too many chances, philosopher,” the Archon said. “You must desist.”

“But this could free Nameless from the black axe,” Aristodeus said. “We could remove the helm, bring him back onside.”

The Archon drifted around the room, the hem of his robe a few inches above the floor. “You are too personally invested, Aristodeus. My brother’s deceptions held sway long before you fell prey to them. They have always been there, behind Sektis Gandaw, behind the Lich Lord, behind the black axe and the butchery at Arx Gravis.”

“And he must be stopped,” Aristodeus said. “Before the next evil arises in response to his beguilement.”

“You don’t care about that,” the Archon said. “This is about freeing yourself from the Abyss.”

Aristodeus dipped his head and sighed. “You think I shouldn’t fight? You think I should just give up and throw myself to the flames for all eternity? Ask yourself this: who would there be to oppose the Demiurgos, if not for me?”

“The Templum on Urddynoor—” the Archon started.

“Yes, yes, your hands and feet. Remind me again why it is you need them to act on your behalf. Fear, wasn’t it? Fear the Demiurgos might be freed from his icy tomb by any direct action of yours. What is that, some kind of Supernal justice?”

“We fought before, and I won,” the Archon said, as if he were reassuring himself.

Shadrak scarcely dared to breathe. They’d forgotten about him, and he intended to take full advantage. All he had to do was listen, and everything they revealed, every flaw, every weakness, would be filed away until he found a way to use it.

“Hardly a victory,” Aristodeus said. “The Demiurgos survived in the Void. He threw up the Abyss to preserve his essence by an act of pure will. I’d like to see you do that. Or me, for that matter.”

“And he has grown stronger in the intervening aeons,” the Archon said. “I am not proud. I know I could not stand against him, should he once be released. But he has no way to free himself, unless I break the rules.”

“By actually doing something?”

Flames erupted from the Archon’s cowl. “The laws of the Supernal Realm are as far above this cosmos as Gandaw’s science is above primitive superstition.”

“Is that so?” Aristodeus said. “Explain. I’m not as stupid as I look.”

“We Supernals are linked. We cannot ever act truly independently. We are all one in the Supernal Father.”

“So, everything you do cedes ground to the Demiurgos? Presumably why you both use intermediaries. You’re fighting a war by proxy.”

The Archon made a slow, predatory circle of Aristodeus. “Which your blundering about in the dark has only made worse.” He came to a stop facing Shadrak.

So, he hadn’t forgotten, after all.

“What I want to know,” the Archon said, floating toward him, “is why your contract remains unfulfilled.”

Aristodeus slipped in between them. “Contract? You’re working for him?”

Shadrak hawked up phlegm and spat at the Archon’s feet.

“One more kill, Shadrak,” the Archon said. “Remember?”

“Like I could forget.”

“Let me guess,” Aristodeus said. “Nameless?”

Shadrak sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “It ain’t right. I mean—”

“An assassin with a conscience?” the Archon said. “How novel. A conscience, however, can be malformed.”

“No, it isn’t right,” Aristodeus said. “Thank you, Shadrak. Thank you for confirming that I am not the only one left alive with a modicum of common sense. You kill Nameless, and the Demiurgos wins another piece. A big piece, even if he’s just a dwarf.”

Hushed words were exchanged by several of the homunculi. The others, though, maintained a stony silence, eyes fixed on the Archon with either awe or loathing.

“It is not a game,” the Archon said.

“Oh, but it is,” Aristodeus said. “A game of wits; of reading the signs, spotting the threats creeping from the shadows; of discerning allies and identifying foes; of grasping opportunities when they present themselves. Shader couldn’t have succeeded against Sektis Gandaw without Nameless. You’re not proud, you claim, but neither am I. Shader was my plan. My masterpiece, but he would have failed without a missing element that came from without. You might think of me as a control freak, but at least I have the humility to admit I don’t have all the answers. What I do have are the eyes to see patterns in the game, and the ability to turn a weapon in the hands of the Demiurgos to our advantage.”

The Archon loomed over Aristodeus. “Unless you are deceived.”

The philosopher held up a finger, a smug grin splitting his face in two. “There is something about this dwarf; something that not even I suspected. Mephesch…” He looked about the room then rolled his eyes. “Silly me. Sent him off to feed Nameless. The thing is, Mephesch informed me—”

The homunculus with the grisly-looking beard dropped his slate on the floor, and it shattered in a spray of sparks. Subtler than the handshake Bird and Mephesch had exchanged outside, he gave a barely perceptible shake of his head.

Aristodeus’s mouth hung open, but then a light went on in his eyes.

“You make plans based on the word of a homunculus?” the Archon said. “A creature of deception?”

Aristodeus puffed out his cheeks and looked momentarily flummoxed. As an actor, he was in a league way above Dame Consilia. “You’re probably right. Never believe a thing they say, eh?”

Many of the homunculi in the room smiled at that, like they’d been paid the highest compliment.

“You are growing complacent,” the Archon said. There was an ominous churning of the flames beneath his cowl.

Aristodeus wagged his pipe, as if he were speaking to some dimwit pupil. “One step ahead, is what I am. Always.”

“Desperate, is what you are,” the Archon said.

Aristodeus ignored him. “Three quests. Three artifacts: Gauntlets of incomparable strength with which to break the axe; invulnerable armor, to withstand the resultant discharge of energy; and the Shield of Warding, to soak up any magical defense the axe might muster. If it fails, fine. Shadrak can take Nameless out. Agreed?”

The Archon shimmered in and out of reality. “And if it is not possible? The dwarf is no helpless victim. What if he should grow suspicious, or more powerful with each artifact found? The risk is too great. He must be killed now.” He ended by turning the blaze beneath his cowl on Shadrak.

“What is it Nousians have?” Shadrak said. “The Eleven Admonishments? Is that right?”

Aristodeus scoffed and shook his head.

Shadrak went on. “One reason I could never be a Nousian.” One among many. “Isn’t there an Admonishment against killing?” Least that’s what he thought the preacher Bovis Rayn had said, minutes before Shadrak had put a bullet through his skull.

“Figuratively speaking,” Aristodeus said. “Try not to take it too literally, or you’ll start sounding like Shader.”

“Yeah, that’s a point,” Shadrak said. “Always meant to ask him about that. For a man of peace, he killed more than most assassins I’ve met.”

“The Admonishment is correct,” the Archon said. “It is the Supernal Father’s will that we do not take life, unless it is truly necessary.”

“Spoken like a Sicarii,” Shadrak said. “Though it’s a bit different. We only take life when it’s truly profitable.”

The scarolite arch began to flash red. The attendant homunculi skipped back, rectangular slates held up in front of their eyes.

“Well, if you’ve quite finished,” Aristodeus said, “that’ll be Londdyr signaling they’re ready.”

“Adeptus Ludo?” the Archon said. “The Ipsissimus is harsh to punish him thus.”

“Then replace him,” Aristodeus said. “I, for one, preferred the last Ipsissimus. Granted me access to the best wine cellar in Aeterna. Oh, I forgot. You can’t replace him. That would require direct action. You’d get along with the dwarves of Arx Gravis like a house on fire.”

“Remember this, philosopher,” the Archon said, though his gaze was on Shadrak. “I too have free will. The day may be approaching when I decide that acting without intermediaries is less of a risk than allowing matters to proceed down the wrong path. Think on this, both of you: I have been patient, but my patience is not without limits.”

With that, he vanished.

“Was that a threat?” Aristodeus said with a look of mock horror. He turned to the homunculi for a reaction, but their attention was firmly on the arch.

“Yeah, it was a threat,” Shadrak said. It was also a sign of frustration. Frustration born out of fear. More information to file away for when the time was right.

The air beneath the arch turned black and rippled like water. A head poked through—a mule’s head. Its ears twitched, and its nostrils flared. It brayed and plodded forward.

With a sigh, Aristodeus strode over, took hold of the rope looped around the mule’s neck, and pulled. The beast resisted, and Aristodeus reddened with effort as he heaved. More of the animal emerged. Books poked out of the satchels slung over its back, and the ends of knotted prayer cords dangled from bulging sacks. The mule brayed again and darted forward, sending Aristodeus flying back to land on his arse.

Jezeel, the silver-garbed woman, sniggered. The red-bearded homunculus flashed her a look, and she put a hand over her mouth.

Next through the portal was an old man in a cassock. He was extremely tall, with ears like sails, and spectacles perched atop a bulbous nose. His eyes bulged above them as he took in the room. There was a brief moment of indecision, then he lurched forward and helped the philosopher up.

Then another man stepped through. This one was clearly a soldier. He wore a brocaded red jacket, buttoned tightly over a slight paunch that threatened to burst it wide open. His hand rested on the hilt of a saber hanging at his hip. Unkempt graying hair stuck up either side of a bald patch, but he more than made up for that with muttonchop whiskers.

“Are you all right?” the man in the cassock asked as Aristodeus got to his feet and brushed himself down.

“Fine, Ludo,” Aristodeus said. “Though why you felt the need to bring a mule is beyond me.”

The soldier stiffened and took a step forward. “It’s Adeptus Ludo to you.”

Ludo silenced him with a raised hand. “My fault. I pictured us arriving in the middle of a barren wasteland. I even entertained a fantasy of evangelizing hordes of unwashed barbarians. It hadn’t occurred to me we might step through into…” He trailed off, taking in the dark walls of the room, the still-glowing archway.

“Wasn’t it obvious?” Aristodeus said. “Or did you think the Templum’s archway was an open-ticket to just anywhere?”

“I hadn’t given it much thought, which I suppose I should have done. You see, Galen,” Ludo said to the soldier, “it’s basically a corridor.”

Galen snorted.

“But a corridor between what?” Ludo said. “Not points in space, surely.”

Aristodeus grinned and raised his eyebrows. “Very good, Adeptus. I can see you’re going to make the most of your exile.”

Galen clipped his boot-heels together and stuck out his chest. “The Adeptus is here to proselytize, and I’ll thump anyone who says otherwise.” His eyes roved the room, taking in the homunculi, who were all fixated on their slates, as if nothing out of the ordinary were going on.

“Who’s this?” Galen said, with a curt nod Shadrak’s way.

“This,” Aristodeus said, “is possibly the most crucial member of your team.”

“What?” Shadrak said.

Aristodeus went on talking right over him. “Unless you want to wing it, just cast yourself on Nous’s mercy, and head out into the Dead Lands?”

“Dead Lands?” Ludo said. “That doesn’t sound—”

“And the Sour Marsh beyond,” Aristodeus said. “Shadrak here’s been there and lived to tell the tale, haven’t you, Shadrak?”

“Shithole,” Shadrak said.

Galen bristled at that, and he clasped the hilt of his saber.

“Full of giant maggots and the like,” Shadrak said. “You’d last all of two minutes.”

“You survived,” Galen said.

“Always do.”

“Now,” Aristodeus said, “His Divinity the Ipsissimus gave me the impression you were to be exiled. He told me to make whatever use of you I wished, and seeing as you have arrived at rather an opportune moment, what I wish is for you to assist me with a matter of some importance.”

Galen harrumphed, but Ludo let out a gentle sigh.

“We were told something different,” Ludo said. “That we were to bring the light of Nous to new lands, but I always knew it was a punishment. I overstepped the mark with—”

“Shader,” Aristodeus said. “And I’m grateful for you getting him away from the torturers. The Judiciary might have failed to bring him into the Templum’s war with Sahul, but I still have hopes for him.”

“Oh?” Ludo said. “I think he’s left all that behind. It was a difficult road you sent him down. I trust it was worth your while.”

Aristodeus rubbed his beard and bit down on his lip.

“Well, I don’t know,” Ludo said. “Whatever it is you have in mind, I take it the Ipsissimus approves.”

“He has a rudimentary outline of what I’m trying to do,” Aristodeus said. “Shadrak and the others are going to need all the help they can get.”

“Hold on,” Shadrak said. “I ain’t agreed to nothing yet.”

Aristodeus rolled his eyes. “If all goes to plan, Nameless will be free, and—”

“I’ll be up shit creek,” Shadrak said. “One chance is all I’ve got to be done with this bastard pact.”

And to find Kadee.

The door slid open, and Mephesch entered, followed by Nameless, Albert, and Ekyls. Albert’s cheeks had a rosy glow, and he stumbled slightly as he walked.

“Ah, good,” Aristodeus said. “Come, let’s go to my quarters. You can introduce yourselves there, and we’ll be able to talk in more comfort. Not the mule, though. Last thing I need’s a carpet of manure.”

Aristodeus put his arm around Nameless’s shoulders and led the way back through the conical chamber.

“We should feed you before you go. Just thank your lucky stars Shadrak has agreed to help. I don’t think we could do this without a plane ship.”

A confusion of emotions battled inside Shadrak as he followed them. He was already second and third-guessing himself.

Could the Archon be trusted? Could Aristodeus? Could he really kill Nameless? Would he? He felt himself dragged along by the current of Aristodeus’s persuasion. There were choices, to be sure, but none of them good. Obey the Archon, and kill the only person he had any sort of respect for; or betray him and side with the philosopher. One scheming git or the other, and he still didn’t know enough about either of them to make a move.

Kadee’s face sat like a warm glow behind his eyes. She smiled, let him know this was the right thing to do.

As she faded away, Shadrak’s heart started to gallop.

He was on the cusp of finding her again, or losing her forever.

“So,” Nameless said, a hint of trepidation in his voice. “Where do we start?”

“Mount Sartis,” Aristodeus said.

“The fire giant’s volcano?”

Aristodeus nodded. “The same.”

Galen turned a quizzical look on Ludo and mouthed “Giant?”

“Last time dwarves set foot there,” Nameless said, “it was like kicking a hornet’s nest. Whole place was teeming with goblins.”

Ekyls snarled. “Mamba tribe hate goblins. Ekyls kill.”

“Good boy,” Albert said. “And I’m sure I can come up with something to even the odds.”

“There,” Aristodeus said. “Nothing to worry about. And now you have a veteran of the Templum Dragoons among you, it will be a walk in the park.”

Galen gave a double cough and puffed out his chest.

“In my experience,” Shadrak said, “the more people involved, the bigger the shog up.”





GOBLINS

Shadrak set down the plane ship a mile or so from the volcano. Bird said landing inside Mount Sartis was too risky: the heat could play havoc with the instruments, and they didn’t want to chance exiting into a pool of magma.

Only problem was, goblins must have picked up their scent as they entered the forest skirting the foothills. Ekyls scented them on the wind. Either they could keep on going to the volcano, and hope they weren’t being driven into a trap, or they could stay put and flush the shoggers out.

They’d decided on the latter.

Shadrak shifted his position on the high branch. A gust of wind sent up smoke from the cook fire on the ground. He waited for it to clear, then raised his rifle.

Nameless sat beneath a yew, tapping out a rhythm on his axe haft. Tongues of flame from the fire danced over his armor, set the green flecks in his helm aglow. He was bellowing some bawdy song about strumpets and shogwits.

Albert was crouched over the spit, sniffing the roasting rabbit meat, dipping his fingers into bags of spices, and touching them to his lips. He’d turned Adeptus Ludo’s mule into a walking kitchen, laden it with pots and pans, black bread, dried fruit, and jerky. Galen had thrown a fit when Albert had dumped all the holy books and prayer cords in the plane ship.

Every now and again, Albert would pause in his cooking to glance at the notes he’d scrawled on a scrap of paper, snippets of information they’d been given by Aristodeus pertaining to their mission.

Bird had left the minute Ekyls returned with the rabbit. He’d not been seen since.

The savage was somewhere about—he stank like a moldering carcass.

A blast went up from the volcano, singeing the treetops and swathing the sky in red.

Ludo shivered and clutched at the sleeves of his cassock.

Galen stroked his muttonchops, looking pleased with himself. “Your turn, Eminence.”

He took up his clay pipe and plucked a brand from the fire to light it. The breeze dislodged some thin strands of hair that had only just been meticulously wetted and combed over.

Ludo touched a finger to his lips and studied the twigs that were laid out in patterns between them. After a moment’s consideration, he moved a one.

“I believe that is game to me.”

Galen’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Blimey. Caught me napping there, wot.”

Ludo opened the leather-bound book in his lap. “Well, it’s been most enjoyable, but the Demiurgos loves an idler.”

Apparently, Galen got his point. “Yes, yes. Quite. Upon the hour, every hour, wot.” He produced his own book and started to thumb through it.

Shadrak scanned the tree-line through the sight of his rifle till he got the mule in the crosshairs. The beast was nervous. It dipped its head into a grain sack and swished its tail against the persistent flies. Every now and again, it threw back its ears and flared its nostrils.

Nameless stopped singing, swiveled his helmed head, and then resumed, louder than before.

Ludo began to read to an imaginary congregation in Ancient Urddynoorian.

Galen closed his book, muttered something beneath his mustache, and stood, stamping the dirt from his boots.

Ludo looked up from the page.

Galen pocketed his book and crossed to the mule. His hand rested on the hilt of his saber, and his eyes kept turning to the trees, no matter how nonchalant he tried to look.

Useless scut.

Shadrak followed him with the crosshairs, looked beyond, deeper into the forest; strained to listen. No mean feat, as Nameless was now in full flow above the chirping of the cicadas and the crackling of the fire.

“My shogging fat wife with her head full of gin…”

Rabbit fat sizzled as it hit the flames.

Ludo chanted a prayer in a sonorous tone.

The mule nickered and stomped its hooves.

Leaves rustled to the right.

Shadrak swung the rifle round.

Ekyls.

The savage was crouched at the end of a branch. His yellow eyes flashed Shadrak’s way.

“Come open the bar to us, let us come in,” Nameless sang.

Ludo’s droning was as insistent as the cicadas.

An owl hooted.

Ekyls pointed below.

Black fingers curled around the edge of a trunk. A head peeked out, long ears twitching, slitty eyes burning into Ludo’s back.

Another crept into view behind Nameless, small, naked, its dusky skin scabby and blistered.

Albert shaved off a sliver of meat with his cheese-cutter.

Nameless kept singing as he closed his fingers around the haft of his axe.

Shadrak held his breath. A mephitic stench rose from beneath his branch. There was a whispering of leaves, the squelch of mud.

Goblins tiptoed from the forest, jagged flints raised. Shadrak almost sniggered. For a moment, he could have been back in the theater, ogling Dame Consilia’s tits and yelling, “He’s behind you!”

Two of the goblins screeched and started hopping and holding their feet. A thorny branch snapped back across another’s face.

In one fluid motion, Nameless came to his feet, spun, and swept down his axe. A look of shock froze on the goblin’s face as entrails and green blood slopped to the forest floor.

More goblins poured from the trees, howling like wolves.

Galen slashed with his saber. Blood the color of snot spattered the blade.

Another hurled itself at Ludo, still seated, still praying.

Shadrak fired. The goblin dropped with a hole in its chest.

The two hopping goblins suddenly stiffened and toppled over. The one struck by the branch clawed gouges out of its own face. Purpling veins spread from the puncture marks left by the thorns. The goblin spasmed and crumpled to the ground.

A dark shape sprang at Albert. The poisoner stepped nimbly aside, wrapped the cheese-cutter around his attacker’s throat, and yanked with practiced efficiency. The goblin’s feet lifted from the ground. It kicked feebly, and then went limp.

Shadrak fired into the trees, hitting a goblin between the eyes.

Half a dozen more charged at Ludo.

Galen surged into them, hacked the legs from beneath the first, and skewered the second. Before he could free his blade, the others were upon him.

Ekyls dropped from his branch, rolled, came up, and brought his hatchet down, spilling brains.

Nameless seemed to glide as he felled first one, then another.

Galen let go his saber and delivered a fierce jab to the face of the last goblin. Its head snapped back, then it snarled and leapt for his throat. Galen’s right caught it on the chin, lifting it into the air and dumping it on its back.

Ekyls was on it in a flash, chopping at its neck over and over until the head came away. He lifted it proudly, letting the green blood stain his face and lips.

“There was no need for that!” Galen roared. “Bloody savage!”

Ekyls leered at him, and licked the blood from his lips.

Galen thumped his fist into his palm and cracked his neck.

Shadrak focused in on them with the rifle’s sight. This was going to be worth a laugh.

Ludo got to his feet, brushed the dirt off, and was about to say something, when a tremor rippled across the clearing.

Those on the ground pitched to their arses, and Shadrak yelped as he fell out of the tree. He hit hard. Pain shot up his arm. The rifle bounced, discharged, and clattered against a trunk. Tears stung his eyes. It felt like someone had rammed a dagger through his armpit. He struggled to his knees, left arm hanging useless.

A shadow fell over him as a looming figure stepped from the forest. How could he not have seen it before? Either he was getting careless, or there was more skill here than met the eye.

Or magic.

A large goblin glowered at him before reaching down and picking up the rifle. It was missing an ear, and a black patch covered one eye. The other was like a speck of blood in a pool of piss.

Shadrak struggled to his feet and started to back away. The goblin clutched at the air, and he froze. Movement behind told Shadrak his companions were getting up, but the goblin made a sweeping gesture, and silence fell in an instant.

A cold clump of panic formed in Shadrak’s stomach, rose through his chest, and lodged in his throat. He began to wheeze and shudder, fighting for every breath.

He saw something out of the corner of his eye. It was Nameless, barely a step behind, frozen in mid-stride.

With a grunt of effort, Nameless pivoted the great helm till the eye-slit glared at the goblin. He inched one foot in front of the other, leaning forward, as if he were resisting a hurricane.

“Ku-na-ga,” the dwarf growled. Then louder, “Kunaga!”

Something invisible snapped, and Nameless catapulted forward, swinging his axe.

The goblin’s hand came up sparking, and Nameless flew back across the clearing. There was a thud and a clang, the whuff of air leaving his lungs.

Shadrak couldn’t turn his head to see if the dwarf was all right—or the others, for that matter.

The goblin leveled the rifle at him and fumbled with the trigger.

Sweat poured into Shadrak’s eyes as he fought the paralysis, but he was dead in the water.

“Oi… scut-breath!” It was Nameless again, every word gasped with pain or effort. “Pick on someone… your own size. No, on second thoughts… just pick on someone… bigger than him.”

The goblin swung its aim toward Nameless, but the rifle was suddenly wrenched from its grip.

The goblin gawped, looked up. The rifle was amid the branches of a tree, suspended from a creeper wound around its barrel.

The crack of a twig caused the goblin to turn, but there was nothing there. It let out a whimper, then made a fist. Sparks danced across the knuckles, started to grow into dark flames.

Flies swarmed from the trees and smothered them. The goblin squealed and stumbled back, shaking its hand until the flies streamed away to a single point in the air and vanished.

Shadrak’s eyes were rooted to that spot. So were the goblin’s. It even flicked a look at him, as if they now faced a common foe.

Bark, leaves, sky all melded into a cloak of feathers.

Bird walked from the forest, holding a mole in one hand, stroking it with the other.

The goblin grunted guttural words Shadrak didn’t recognize. It raised a palm swirling with violet fire.

Bird hissed. Creepers lashed down to entangle the goblin’s limbs and lift it spread-eagled into the air.

Ignoring his captive, Bird moved among the companions, clicking and growling at the back of his throat.

Shadrak’s muscles twitched, and a thousand needles pricked at his veins. With a sigh, he sagged to the ground.

Groans, coughs, and murmurs came from the others as whatever spell held them was broken.

Shadrak tried to stand, but his limp arm overbalanced him. He shifted his weight and tried again, this time reaching his knees.

Ekyls glared up at the goblin and spat.

Ludo knelt beside Shadrak and examined his arm. “That was quite a fall. May I?”

Shadrak winced as the adeptus gingerly took hold of his arm.

“Can you grip my hand?”

Shadrak could, but weakly.

“What about raising it?”

Dead as shog. All he got for his efforts was cold, stabbing agony.

“Galen, some assistance please,” Ludo said. He adjusted his spectacles on his nose. “Just support him, will you?”

Strong hands gripped Shadrak from behind.

“Don’t worry, old chap. The adeptus used to be a field chaplain. He’s done this a thousand times.”

“Done what?”

Crunch!

Shadrak screamed. The ground lurched, but Galen held him firm. Nausea smothered him like a blanket, and he swallowed down bile.

“It will be sore for a while, and you may have some weakness,” Ludo said, “but, Nous willing, it will heal.”

Albert dabbed at the blood on his hands with a handkerchief.

Nameless belched loudly, rubbed his guts, and strode from the clearing, axe over one shoulder.

Ekyls nodded after the dwarf. “He strong, that one. Beat magic.”

Bird looked up from stroking the mole, pebbly eyes moist and mournful.

Shadrak felt the urge to question him.

There is something about this dwarf; something that not even I expected, Aristodeus had said. He’d almost let that something slip, but the homunculus with the crimson beard had stopped him.

Albert left the fire and hunted about on the ground until he found one of his caltrops. He cleaned it with a rag and dropped it into a pouch of boiled leather.

“Best to keep your distance until I’ve found them all.” He beamed as he scooped up another. “Enough poison on them to fell a horse.”

Albert lifted the thorny branch that had struck the goblin out of the way with his thumb and forefinger. “Now that was rather nifty.” He looked around with a self-congratulatory smile.

Nameless emerged from the trees, fastening his britches. He took a long look at the goblin. “No sign of any more. Think we got the lot of them.”

“Moths to the flame, my dear,” Albert said. “Just like when I was a boy with my first love of lepidoptery.”

Bird’s voice cracked out. “No, Ekyls of the Mamba!”

Ekyls’ hatchet came down. The entangled goblin screamed. Green blood sprayed. It was dead in an instant, but the savage continued to hack away at it, over and over and over. Gore stained his arms to the elbows, spattered his face.

Ludo took a half step toward Ekyls, but Galen pulled him back by the shoulder.

“You think that’s bad,” Shadrak said, “you should see what we do in the guilds.”

Ludo’s mouth dropped open, as if he couldn’t comprehend such brutality. Galen clenched his fists, then strode off to reclaim his saber.

“Laddie,” Nameless said to Ekyls. “I think you killed it with the first blow.”

Ekyls cursed and spat and hacked repeatedly at the goblin’s neck.

“Laddie, enough,” Nameless said.

With a triumphant howl, Ekyls ripped the goblin’s head away from the last shreds of sinew holding it in place. Green ichor spattered his body. He gave a wide, jagged grin.

Nameless turned away, as if he were ashamed. As if he’d been the one to do it.

Albert jingled his pouch of caltrops and held up a glass vial to Shadrak. “Out of the two, this was the more effective. Scorpion venom blended with the poison of a jellyfish from Portis.”

Shadrak accepted the vial and squinted at the contents.

“Better than the mamba stuff?” He swirled the liquid inside.

“Oh, no. Good grief, no.” Albert pulled another vial from his pocket. “Still holds its place as the philosopher’s stone of toxins.” He kissed the glass and tucked it back away. “Aggressive little buggers, mambas, and cunning the way they await their prey in concealed pits. The scouts hunting them for me fell into the nest and all died. Apart from Ekyls, and then only because I tested my antivenin on him.

“Do you know the thanks I got for saving his life and lugging him back to the tribe? The chief banished us both. Accused me of being a necromancer. Ekyls thinks he’s a dead man walking, with me holding the strings.”

Shadrak handed back the vial.

Already, the pain in his shoulder was no more than a dull ache. He was a quick healer, Kadee used to say.

Bird was studying him with furrowed brows, the hint of a smile curling his lip.

“Come,” Ekyls said. “Too much talk. We go kill Sartis.”

Maybe, Shadrak thought. That was the part of Aristodeus’s plan he liked least. His way of doing business was to know his target inside out. None of them had ever seen a giant, let alone fought one. It was leaving too much to chance.

“Hang on,” Albert said, bustling off to untie the mule. “Don’t forget Quintus.”

Shadrak waited for him as the others set off after Ekyls. “Quintus?”

“As in the poet. Met him once. Sold him a rare book that had come into my possession. Always thought he was a bit of an ass.”

Shadrak groaned and then looked over the camp. Where was Bird?

A quick scan revealed the mole burrowing back into the loamy soil, and above, perched on a branch, a raven watched. It rolled its head, studying him with beady eyes.

Shadrak’s hand flicked out, and a razor star thudded into the bark beneath it. The raven hopped aside, and nearly fell out of the tree.

“Don’t forget my shogging rifle,” Shadrak said. He nodded to where it still dangled from a vine.


THE LAVA VENTS







Nameless peered down the throat of a winding tunnel that had been burned into the mountain by lava. Its surfaces were blistered, dripping with rock. A lone stalactite twisted down from the ceiling. Misty vapor plumed from the floor, and the air was thick with sulfur.

“Stupid white, with your stupid mustache,” Ekyls snarled as Galen pulled in vain on Quintus the mule’s rope. “Mule tell you this place no good.” He tapped his temples. “You no listen?”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “call a man a shogger, by all means, but it’s a step too far when you disparage his facial hair.”

“Hear, hear,” Galen said. “And when I want the opinion of a savage, I’ll bloody well ask for it.”

Ekyls hissed.

Shadrak adjusted his baldrics, stroked the hilts of daggers, the grips of pistols. “You scuts pratting about like this reminds me why I prefer to work alone.”

Pots and pans clashed and clanged as Albert took the rope from Galen and led Quintus into the tunnel with no resistance whatsoever.

“How the Abyss did you do that?” Galen said.

“You’ve either got it or you haven’t, darling,” the poisoner said. “Good boy, Quintus. Uncle Albert will have to find you a carrot once we’re away from here.”

Nameless’s gambeson beneath his armor was damp with sweat. The air coming through the eye-slit of the great helm was dry, and prickled his face with heat.

Ludo stooped to study some rocks just inside the entrance. “Fascinating.”

Nameless stepped into the tunnel. “What is it?”

There were patterns in blue and green across the surface of the stones. Higher up, bright pink shapes tattooed the wall with the intricacy of a spider’s web.

“Mineral deposits, at a guess.” Ludo stood and straightened his cassock.

Albert bent down and sniffed at the patterns, dabbed at one and tasted it. He smacked his lips and rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. “Useless,” he muttered, “Utterly useless.”

The flapping of wings echoed along the tunnel as a raven alighted on the rocks. It gave a long, drawn-out squawk, and the air shimmered about it. There, where the raven had perched, stood Bird, swathed in his cloak of feathers, black eyes glinting as he said, “Bug shit.”

Ludo raised an eyebrow and let out a breathy “Ah!” He wagged his finger, as if commending a clever pupil.

Albert puckered his face up and reached for one of the waterskins hanging from Quintus’s back.

Bird’s clothes were already fading to reflect the gray of the tunnel walls, just like the concealer cloaks employed by the Krypteia in Arx Gravis.

Nameless set off ahead of the group. He wanted this over and done with.

The tunnel wound downward at a gentle gradient, its scabbed and noduled walls smoldering and glowing like dying coals. High above, there were broad shelves of sagging rock leading to tributary vents and natural steps.

After a few hundred feet, the passage narrowed to a vertical cleft barely big enough for Albert to lead the mule through. They emerged into a chamber like a hollowed-out column. Its heights were peppered with holes of varying sizes.

“Looks like the inside of a tree,” Ludo said.

“It is.” Bird stroked the wall.

Nameless could see it now: the perfect mold of an enormous tree, its wrinkled bark permanently pressed in stone. The holes were nothing more than the the mouths of channels left by its branches.

“Magma surrounded the tree,” Bird said, “cooled at the edges, and burned away the wood and sap.”

“Incredible,” Ludo said. “The outer layer forms a crust around it and preserves the shape.”

Nameless scrambled down a gully made by the tree’s roots and entered a tunnel of reddish rock that snaked into the distance.

Ludo clambered after him, coughing and spluttering.

Shadrak was a flowing shadow as he passed them and went to take a look ahead.

Nameless’s lungs burned from the acrid air. His breaths echoed around the great helm in rasping heaves.

Albert led Quintus into the tunnel, mopping his brow with a handkerchief.

Galen came next, wringing the moisture from his mustache.

Ekyls crouched at the lip of the gully before dropping lithely to the ground.  Rivulets of sweat streamed down his torso, and his tongue lolled from his mouth like a dog’s.

“Where now?” the savage asked.

“Down,” Shadrak croaked, popping back into view. He cleared his throat. “Toward the magma chamber, Aristodeus said. Apparently, the giant likes it hot.”

Nameless chuckled.

Albert tutted and shook his head.

Ludo tugged at Galen’s sleeve. “Do you know what this reminds me of?”

“No, Eminence, I do not.”

“Luminary Bertold.” The adeptus looked around to make sure everyone was listening. “Bertold was a stout fellow, possessed of great strength and fortitude. Actually, not too dissimilar to you.” He wagged a finger at Nameless. “A strong man, and zealous with it. It is said he marched straight to the fiery heart of the Abyss, where he glimpsed a gigantic figure entombed in ice.” He touched his forehead, and Galen followed suit.

Ekyls sniffed. “Why go there? Sounds like a fool, this Bertold.”

“He was serving the Lord Nous,” Galen said.

“Nous foolish, too,” Ekyls said, “if he allow fools to serve him. Mamba Tribe throw idiots into snake pits.”

“Makes you wonder who’s the biggest idiot,” Shadrak said. “The scut who gets thrown to the snakes, or the tosser who falls in by himself.”

“Pah!” Ekyls pushed roughly past them and loped down the tunnel.

The savage was on his stomach, peering over the edge of a crevasse when they caught up with him.

Scolding air wafted up from the depths in dirty plumes. The great helm started to fill with smog as Nameless crouched beside Ekyls to take a look for himself.

Hundreds of feet below, a slick stream of magma sloughed through a gorge. Black pillows of crust scabbed the surface of the flow. On and around them, licks of flame wavered and danced.

“End of road.” Ekyls spat into the chasm.

“You think?” Shadrak said from behind Nameless. “Albert, chuck us some rope, and tie the other end to your ass—the one with the ears and a tail.”

Quintus brayed and stamped, refusing to move any nearer to the edge. He caught Albert with a hoof, sent him hopping away clutching his knee.

Nameless turned as he stood, and raised a fist. “Stop being as stubborn as a mule, Quintus.” To Shadrak he said, “I’m winking, laddie. Not as good as yours, but who’s keeping score?”

Albert was, judging by the sour look he gave Shadrak.

Bird glared at the threatened fist, but Quintus lowered his head and stopped struggling.

“See, laddie,” Nameless said to Albert. “You just need to have the knack.”

He uncoiled a length of rope and passed one end to Shadrak, before tying the other firmly to the mule.

Shadrak looped his end around his waist and backed onto the edge of the precipice. “Pay it out each time I push off from the wall.”

“Right you are, laddie.”

“It’ll chafe your hands, Nameless,” Ludo said. “Perhaps some gloves?”

“Nothing he ain’t used to,” Shadrak said, and Nameless guffawed.

Ludo looked to Galen for an explanation.

Shadrak stepped back and began to rappel in steady, easy jumps.

When the rope ran out, Nameless inched closer to the edge and peered down.

Shadrak was hanging a few feet above a ledge. He glanced up at Nameless, then took a knife from his baldric and sliced through the rope. He landed like a cat, then disappeared through a fissure in the wall.




***




Shadrak emerged into a cavern bristling with rocky fangs that twisted from the ceiling and floor. Every surface was painted with the same vivid deposits they had seen at the entrance. A yellowish haze like fetid breath left the air thick and cloying, heavy with brimstone.

Shadrak walked among the stalagmites until he reached the banks of the lava lake. Its scabby ooze bubbled and seethed, coughed up gouts of dirty smoke.

He heard the others hollering, and looked up to see them peering over the brink high above. Ludo tossed down a coin to phwat upon the crust, sizzle, and slowly liquefy.

“Is there another way down?” Nameless bellowed.

Shadrak signed for them to wait, be quiet, before he realized only Albert would recognize the hand signals. He put a finger to his lips, made sure they saw it. Last thing he wanted was to bring the giant down on them, but with the racket they were making, it was probably too late.

When he was sure he had Albert’s attention, he signed for them to stay put while he did a quick recce.

He searched around the walls of the cathedral cavern, ducked in and out of tunnels, and had climbed part way up a winding vent, when he heard cries from above.

“Scutting arsewipes,” he muttered. “What the shog now?”

Someone screamed—Albert?

A sound like the roar of flames. In its wake, the rumbling wheeze of air echoing through the lava tunnels. Was there a surge coming? An eruption?

Shadrak dropped back down into the cavern. He swirled his cloak around him and slipped behind a stalagmite.

There was a shift in the play of light coming off the burning crust.

Steeling himself, Shadrak chanced a look.

A column of flame stood within the flow. It rose and fell. A second followed in its wake, wading through the magma, lifting, bending—

They were legs. Giant legs, wreathed in lava.

Slipping from one stalagmite to the next, Shadrak approached the bank.

Thunderous breaths blasted across the cavern. Laughter boomed and rumbled.

It was a man. A colossal man with charcoal skin and fiery veins. Heavy brows hung like outcrops of coal above blazing eyes. His hair was a raging conflagration, his beard a molten cascade. A tail of lightning skimmed the lake behind, and in his hands, held cupped before his face, were the bodies of Shadrak’s companions.


THE FIRE GIANT’S OVEN




Shog, it was darker than Ballbreaker’s Black Ale.

Stifling as a stout lassie’s chest hair, too.

Nameless’s skull was a burning agony radiating from a thudding pain between his eyes. His stomach knotted, but not from hunger this time. A hard floor pressed into his back. He tapped it with his fingers.

Metal.

He remembered heat. Tremendous heat, and then… nothing.

Not strictly nothing: an acrid stench first. The sensation of being hoisted aloft as the glow coming off the lava swirled away to a pinprick, and then even that went out.

He still had hold of his axe. That struck him as odd.

He sat up, relieved he had the head-space to do so. Rolling to his knees, he crawled ahead, pushing the axe in front of him. It stopped against something soft and giving. Someone groaned in response.

In the darkness beyond, he could see the hairline of a square etched in reddish light. He scrambled toward it until he reached a metal wall. Tracing the edge of the square, he found a little purchase and pulled. There was an answering rattle, but it didn’t budge. He pushed, but there was no give. With a swell of curses pressing up against his clenched teeth, he began to pound at it with the haft of his axe.

People started to moan and cough. He stole a look behind.

Bright yellow eyes stared back at him through the dark. There was soft hoot as they drew nearer.

“Calm, Nameless. Do not let on that we are awake.”

The blackness shimmered and danced with tiny lights—living lights that banked and twirled, drifted and hovered. More and more of the creatures swarmed into the air, casting their orange glow about the cramped room and the huddled bodies shifting and moaning on the floor. They were insects—fireflies, swarming from the beak of an owl.

Nameless climbed to his feet.

There was enough light now to see that they were in some kind of iron chamber, with just the one outline of a door but no visible lock or handle. A thicker ridge of metal skirted the walls. It was dotted with the mouths of tubes.

“Better,” said the owl, as the air around it buckled and folded, and Bird stood in its place.

“Where the ruddy Abyss are we?” Galen said as he lurched to his feet.

Behind him, Ekyls hissed and rose to a crouch. He still had his hatchet, and Galen his saber. Clearly, their captor didn’t see them as a threat.

Ludo, was starting to stir. Albert was sprawled against the unmoving body of Quintus the mule.

There was no sign of Shadrak. The assassin had been below when that monstrous face burst from the lava, its cavernous mouth spewing fumes over them.

“Right,” Galen said. “Observations.” No one said anything, so he pressed on. “Well, the way I see it, we’re trapped in a chamber of sorts—could be a cell.” He rapped the wall with his knuckles. “Iron, I’d say. Now, the first thing to do in a situation such as—”

“Shut your mouth, fool!” Ekyls said.

Galen stuttered to a stop.

The savage got down on his belly beside Nameless and started scratching around the bottom of the door.

Albert rolled away from the mule and sniffed the air.

“Rotten eggs.” He pulled a copper coin from his pocket and turned it over, examining it keenly before tossing it to Nameless.

There was a slight discoloration to the metal, nothing more. Nameless shrugged and flipped it back.

“Sulfur Dioxide.” Albert held the coin up, turning so the others could see. “It would seem our friend from the lava lake has a bad case of halitosis.”

“Bad breath?” Ludo said, coming into a sitting position.

“Stank like shit,” Ekyls growled.

“You know what I think this is?” Albert said, indicating the walls. “A furness. See, these are gas vents. If I’m not very much mistaken—and I sincerely hope I am—we’re in a massive oven.”

The blood drained from Ludo’s face.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Galen said.

“Be silent, idiot!” Ekyls was wide-eyed and shaking. “You get us out?”

Albert rubbed his chin. “I’ll do my best. The irony of the master chef becoming the main course is not altogether lost on me.”

He began to rummage around in the packs on the mule, who was looking increasingly dead. He found a pick and ran it around the edge of the door.

Nameless decided to inspect the vents. They were more likely inlets that might start streaming fire at any moment.

“I will take a look,” Bird said. He warped and shrunk into what Nameless took for a bee at first, but when it flew into one of the pipes, he could have sworn it had feathers and a slender beak.

Galen slipped out of his backpack and unfastened the straps. He removed something like a trumpet with a wooden stock and a trigger.

“Brother,” Ludo said, “that goes beyond the spirit of Berdini’s definition of proportionate resistance, don’t you think?”

Galen blew into the trumpet, coughed, and then upended the contraption to peer down its length. Satisfied, he gave it a shake and a pat, and then pulled a pouch from his pack.

“After what we saw in the lava, Eminence, I say to the Abyss with Berdini.’’ He poured some black powder into the trumpet. Then, like he had all the time in the world, he unclipped a metal rod and used it to ram the powder home.

Ludo snatched off his glasses and rubbed them on his cassock. “Shouldn’t you ask yourself something first, Galen, before you go blasting a creature that may mean us no harm? I mean, has no one even wondered why we are still alive?”

Albert paused in his efforts to get the door open. “To keep the meat fresh, I’d imagine.”

“Assuming this is an oven,” Ludo said. “So far, the evidence is not persuasive.”

“That’s what I said when Papa tried to convert me to your insipid religion,” Albert said. “It was just his bad luck Mama agreed with me, though I shall never forgive her for what she did to him.” He took out a handkerchief and dabbed at his eyes.

Ekyls sprang up from the floor. “Something come.”

“Remember its breath,” Albert said, taking a couple of steps back from the door. “Prepare to cover your mouth and nose.”

Nameless flattened himself against the wall to one side of the door. If the vapors didn’t overcome him, he’d take one shog of a swing at that ugly face. Maybe he’d get lucky and crush the shogger’s nose, drive bone-splinters into its brain. He was starting to puff up with the anticipation of a fight. The luck was upon him. He could feel it.

Ekyls crouched in the opposite corner. His fingers curled and uncurled around the handle of his hatchet.

Albert squeezed in behind the savage.

Galen waved Ludo to the far side of the dead mule and gestured for him to get down. When he was satisfied the adeptus was as safe as he could be under the circumstances, he swung back to the door and raised his trumpet-barreled weapon.

“This,” he said to Nameless in a stage-whisper, “is how we do it on Urddynoor.”

A grating and clanking came from beyond the door. The oven juddered, and wafts of rank gas rose from the tubes.

The tiny yellow bird came flying out.

More grating, the screech of tortured metal, then the door started to open outward.

“Steady,” Galen muttered like a ventriloquist. Only the twitching of his mustache gave him away as the speaker.

Gigantic fingers curled around the door.

“Steady…”

Smoke billowed into the chamber, but Nameless was already holding his breath.

With a final scream of dry hinges, the door swung open, and an enormous head thrust into the entrance, eyes flashing from cavernous sockets. Lava sloughed around the mouth and nose, falling from the chin in a steaming beard. The lips were crusted magma. Vapor spilled from them in swirls and puffs.

Galen pulled the trigger.

Fire and thunder blasted from the trumpet. The recoil flung him back against the mule. The giant bellowed as tiny craters spattered its cheek.

Nameless swung into the opening and crashed his axe into the giant’s nose. Heat shot along the haft, singeing his palms, but he held on. A second chop opened a crevasse between its eyes.

Ekyls screamed and hacked at its nose repeatedly.

Gouts of flame roared from the giant’s mouth, driving them back.

The blade of Nameless’s axe was burning with white heat, the haft smoldering. It was becoming a shogging habit, what with the burning wyrm he’d faced outside of Arnk.

The massive head withdrew, and in its place, an iron-clad hand pushed inside, feeling about with splayed fingers.

Albert stepped away from the wall. He glanced at a scrap of paper in his hand, then thrust it in his jacket pocket. “Sartis,” he cried out. “Sartis, Lord of the Jötunn, Son of the Flame, Rightful King of Aethir.”

Someone had been doing their homework.

The giant’s voice erupted from a cloud of soot. “I am known?”

Albert edged toward the opening. “I bring you gifts, o mightiest of the Jötunn.” He swept his hand out to encompass the oven. “A feast of flesh, and with it, the finest culinary skills on Aethir.” He bowed deeply, as the flickering shadows of Sartis’s face fell over him.

Ekyls glared daggers at the poisoner.

Galen struggled to his feet and tugged his jacket straight. He raised a questioning eyebrow at Nameless.

Ludo sat up, one arm resting on the mule. He seemed to have grasped the situation. His eyes narrowed with what looked like resignation, as if betrayal were always the inevitable outcome. He could have been right, too, but Nameless was willing to give Albert the benefit of the doubt. If the shogger was indeed a turncoat, there was little chance of him outrunning a flung axe, not with a physique like that.

“How do you know of me, fat man?” the giant rumbled. “I thought the world had forgotten.”

Nameless studied the charred face, watched the flames lapping across its brow. Globs of magma formed around the pockmarks left by Galen’s weapon, the damage done by hatchet and axe. They seeped and rolled like quicksilver. Sartis ran a finger as big as a man through the blaze of his beard.

“The world remembers, Lord Sartis,” Albert continued to fawn. “It remembers your stand against the Jötunn, the pain you endured.”

Sartis nodded and looked at his hands. They were encased in gauntlets of red-hot metal with wide flaring cuffs and articulated bands extending over the fingers.

“My people. I killed my people.”

The words echoed about inside the great helm, as if Nameless himself had uttered them.

Sartis’s eyes were clouded by steam, and a rumble like an earthquake sounded at the back of his throat. With a flicker of flame, his eyes cleared, and he said, “The Technocrat sent his metal men against me, once my people were out of the way. I hid from them here, inside the volcano.”

The bee-bird flew over to the mule and landed inside an ear.

Sartis dabbed away the drying magma on his face to reveal perfectly restored flesh. “I rue the day the Demiurgos’s son made me a gift of these gauntlets.”

Albert attempted to regain center-stage. “The Cynocephalus, you mean?”

“Powerful beyond all reckoning is the Cynocephalus. All Aethir owes its existence to him, but even so, he came to me in the semblance of weakness, tiny, like you—no more than a loping baboon with the head of a dog. In such a guise of humility, he offered me these gauntlets, the strength to best the combined might of the Jötunn.”

“Clearing the way for Sektis Gandaw,” Albert said.

Sartis inclined his head. “My people were once mighty, but they posed no threat to the Cynocephalus. He did not see it that way. He is a pitiful god, afraid his own creations seek to destroy him. He wanted them removed, and in return, I was to have dominion over the world. It was a hollow promise, and you are right,” he said to Albert. “The Technocrat filled the void left by the Jötunn. The dog-head never saw that coming, and he fled back to Gehenna, where his nightmares grew worse than ever before.”

Ekyls tried to slink from the chamber unnoticed, but the giant’s beard was a cascading curtain of fire filling the doorway. The savage’s skin reddened and grew slick. At first, he was pressed back by the scorching heat, but then he covered his eyes with an arm and lunged for a gap. He might have made it, if he hadn’t slipped in his own pooling sweat.

Sartis flicked him back inside like an annoying insect. Ekyls hit the far wall with a thud.

With slow deliberation, the giant turned his blazing eyes on Albert, as if he’d decided upon the choicest delicacy.

Albert inched away, until he tripped over the mule and fell on his arse. He scrabbled up quicker than a fat man should have been able to move. His chin quivered as he tried to speak, but the words refused him.

Fear did that to a man. Nameless had seen it time and again. He started to step between Albert and the giant; raised his axe.

“You are a cook, you say, fat one?” Sartis said.

Nameless stayed his hand.

Albert gave a delicate cough into his fist and seemed to reset himself. It was a masterful switch, almost as if he sensed an opening and instantly changed modes to take advantage of it.

“Not just a cook, Lord Sartis: a chef. The greatest who has ever lived.” When Sartis didn’t respond, he added, “This,”—he indicated the chamber—“won’t do. It’s an oven, yes?”

Sartis gave the barest of nods, and steam plumed from the corner of his mouth.

“Won’t do at all,” Albert said. “Cooking isn’t just about setting things on fire, you know. It’s an art, a vocation. Now,” he went on, as if he were no longer on the menu, “might I suggest a starter, one at which I excel.” He gestured toward the dead mule, and Nameless had the feeling this was about revenge for Quintus kicking him in the knee. “Once your palate is primed, I will prepare the entrée”—he indicated everyone else—“in a most exquisite sauce.”

Nameless knew he shouldn’t have been surprised by that, but it hit him like a punch between the eyes. The conniving shogger would kill his own mother, if it benefited him in some way. Probably already had. And to think, Nameless had been about to step in and face the giant to protect him.

Sartis’s forked tongue flicked around his lips, sizzling like sautéed beef. He reached into the chamber and picked up the mule.

Nameless had half a mind to wipe the self-satisfied smirk from Albert’s face. Ekyls looked to be considering something even worse.

Albert followed the giant’s hand out of the oven, and the door clanged shut behind him.

Nameless expected to be plunged back into darkness, but Bird’s fireflies continued to do their work. The homunculus seemed to have escaped in Quintus’s ear. It was scant comfort knowing that, of the three companions who weren’t locked in the oven, one was a self-serving poisoner, and the other two were spawn of the Demiurgos.

A bolt squeaked and snapped back in place.

“The ruddy scoundrel!” Galen said. His face was black with soot, whiskers singed and smoldering.

“Sartis thinks Gandaw’s still alive,” Nameless said.

Ludo peered over the top of his glasses. “What do you suppose he’ll do if he finds it’s safe to emerge from the volcano?”

Nameless snorted at that. “If it’s speculation you’re after, laddie, you’re asking the wrong person.” He sat down and inspected the damage to his axe. The blade that had struck Sartis was cooling but looked like melted wax. The other was fine, just needed honing.

He rolled his head as far as the helm would allow. His traps were tighter than Rugbeard’s clutch on a wineskin—gods of Arnoch rest his soul.

Setting the axe on the floor, he tried to shrug out of his hauberk, but it wasn’t happening. Ludo came up behind him and helped him off with it.

“You must be sweltering,” the adeptus said. “I’m half-inclined to remove my cassock, but Galen would probably report me. Mind you, if Sartis took one look at my cachexic torso, I’d probably be off the menu.”

Nameless gave a wry chuckle. “Aye. Either that, or he’d toss you in the stock as giblets.”

The chainmail sloughed onto the floor with the sound of heavy rain on a tin roof. He dumped the linen gambeson on top of it. He rubbed the sweat from his skin and stretched his aching muscles.

Ludo’s knees cracked as he crouched down beside Nameless. This close, the adeptus’s cheeks looked sunken, slightly jaundiced.

“Thanks, laddie,” Nameless said, “for helping with the armor.”

“When I was chaplain, it wasn’t all prayers and homilies, you know.” For a moment, Ludo stared off into some imaginary distance. With a barely suppressed shudder, he said, “Not out on the battlefield.”

Nameless rolled to his front and pumped out some press-ups, hoping Ludo would take the hint and leave him alone.

He didn’t.

“Used to be athletic myself,” Ludo said. “Trained with the troops, when I could. Don’t have the energy these days.”

Ekyls started to prowl around the oven.

Nameless put one arm behind his back and continued to press out reps, muscles straining, sweat pouring off him. The effort was the next best thing to pain, which was what it took to drive his inner darkness back into the corners.

“No point dwelling on what’s past, laddie, as my brother Lucius used to say. The moment’s all we have.” If only it were that easy.

“I couldn’t agree more,” Ludo said. “Although, I wonder what the present would be like, had one acted differently in the past.”

“Regrets?” Nameless grunted as he shifted hands, the repetitions growing slow and hard.

“Oh no, not really.” Ludo was whimsical. “But it would be dishonest to say I didn’t miss the old days. It all gets so much duller with each promotion. The life of an adeptus is a far cry from that of a simple priest. Promotion, power: it’s all the same, if you want it. Not saying that I did. These things just come to you in the Templum. You put your head down and get on with it. Always felt a bit of a fraud as an adeptus, like I should know things I didn’t, have more faith, be a bolder preacher.”

“Pretty bold thing you did that got us exiled,” Galen said. “Bold but ruddy scandalous.”

Ludo sighed, as if he’d heard the accusation a thousand times.

Nameless stood and pulled on his gambeson. “So, laddie, Aethir is your punishment?”

“Galen is perhaps a bit negative in his assessment,” Ludo said. “But he’s also mostly right.”

“His Eminence pulled rank with the Judiciary; got one of his seminarians released.”

“Shader,” Ludo said, helping Nameless on with the chainmail. “He was studying to become a priest. He mentioned you, by the way.”

Nameless started to ask what Shader had said about him, but he stopped himself. He wasn’t proud of how he’d acted in those last moments of the struggle with Sektis Gandaw. Shader had praised his efforts, but Nameless knew when someone was just being kind. He knew what he was, what he’d done, and what he’d failed to do.

Instead, he asked, “He is well?”

“Very much changed from the man you would have known,” Ludo said. “Not everyone approves, least of all the Ipsissimus. The Templum Judiciary had him tortured…”

A succession of clangs came from outside.

Ekyls dropped to a crouch and hissed.

Something rattled; something scraped, and then there was the telltale screeching and grinding of the bolt being drawn back.

Nameless picked up his axe.

Galen’s hand went to his saber, partially drawing it. He cast a look at Nameless, nodded that he was ready. “Give him ruddy murder, eh?”

Ekyls bared his teeth and raised his hatchet.

Ludo touched his forehead and backed away to the side.

The door rattled and shook but didn’t open.

Galen took a step forward, and his saber rasped as it came all the way out of the scabbard.

A fizzing noise sounded from outside. Greenish gas spilled through the hairline gap surrounding the door.

Nameless held his breath. If he gripped his axe any tighter, he’d have snapped it in two.

The fizzing petered out, and the gas dispersed.

Galen took another step—

There was a flash and a bang and the stench of sulfur.

Ekyls shrieked and scampered to the rear of the oven.

A hole the size of a fist smoldered midway up the door. Nameless glimpsed movement through it, and a pink eye pressed up close.

“Are you scuts gonna just stand there gawping,” Shadrak said, “or are you gonna help me get this shogging door open?”




THE FIRST SHADOW










Shadrak lay face down at the opening of a lava vent, the aroma of spiced meat thick in his nostrils. His finger rested lightly on the rifle’s trigger. Any more, and it would be too much.

Twenty feet below, Albert’s fat face was quartered like a pie in the crosshairs. The poisoner stood atop a natural table of rock, stirring a stone cauldron that steamed and bubbled.

The shogger had it coming, any way you looked at it. Call it paranoia. Call it intuition, but there was something about the way Albert looked at him; something not quite right about the things he said; a shift in the nuance of his tone.

Whatever it was, Albert was no mug. He’d bide his time, wait for the opportunity.

A wave of heat scolded Shadrak’s face as Sartis passed beneath the vent, the top of his head a forest of flames. The giant had paced relentlessly since Albert started cooking. Likely, the poor bastard usually feasted on nothing but goblins he caught and tossed into his oven. Even Quintus the mule was bound to be an improvement on that.

Perhaps this was it: the moment Albert showed his hand. However he’d managed it, he was in with the giant, at least for the time being.

Albert offered Sartis a taste, but the spoon was too small. Instead, the giant bent down and tilted the cauldron. His lips sizzled as he pressed them to the rim, and he sighed like a parched man taking a cool drink.

“Not too much, now,” Albert said. “Needs more spice.” He produced a glass vial from his jacket pocket, shook it vigorously, and poured the contents into the broth.

That started Shadrak second-guessing himself. Was that the mamba venom Albert had shown him in the forest? If it was, it meant the poisoner was double-crossing Sartis. Or had Albert showed him the vial earlier as a misdirection. That was certainly more in keeping with his style. The only question was, what did he hope to gain from an allegiance with the fire giant? The plane ship? Run of the guilds? With Shadrak out of the way, there would be nothing stopping Albert from returning to New Londdyr and deposing Buck Fargin.

“Ready now?” Sartis asked, licking the grease from his lips with his forked tongue. His tail snapped and coiled in anticipation.

“One last stir,” Albert said, “a pinch more salt, and it’s all yours.” He stood aside with a flourish.

“At last,” Sartis said, lifting the cauldron with ease and draining the contents in one gulp. “Good. Very good.”

Albert scrutinized him for a long moment, then grinned. “Glad you like it.”

“Now I’m really hungry.” The giant patted his stomach. “Let’s fire the oven.”

“One should wait awhile between courses,” Albert said. “Allow the digestive juices to… Wait, I thought we’d agreed they were to be sautéed. Do you have a skillet? Other than that, I’d recommend—”

“Now!” Sartis slammed the cauldron on the table, causing the cavern to tremble.

Shadrak backed down the vent, paused at the opening to sling the rifle over his shoulder, then dropped over the lip to hang by his fingertips. He found a foothold and swiftly started to descend.

“Laddie, what’s happening?” Nameless called up from below.

“Quintus is halfway to being a giant-turd,” Shadrak said. He let go and dropped the last ten feet, landing lightly in a crouch.

Nameless led them back down the slope into the mouth of the cathedral cavern.

Ekyls was slouched sullenly beside the iron oven. Ludo hovered over him like a guilty mother not knowing how to comfort a homicidal child.

Galen looked up expectantly as they approached.

“Positions, everyone,” Shadrak said, then scrambled up a natural ramp and clambered onto a high shelf.

“About ruddy time,” Galen said. He marched over to an enormous stalagmite and pressed his back into it. With a raise of his saber and a nod, he edged round the other side, out of view.

Ludo took up his place the other side of the oven with all the enthusiasm of a man going to the gallows.

Ekyls crouched down next to a natural plinth, twirling his hatchet.

Nameless ambled to his position behind a boulder at the cavern’s entrance. He looked as calm and sure of himself as ever, but Shadrak doubted even he could prevail against Sartis.

But what choice did they have? Even if they’d wanted to back out of the quest and leave empty-handed, the cathedral cavern was a dead-end. The only reachable vents all led to the cave with the table, and then on to the lava lake.

He should have come alone. Least that way, he could have taken Sartis out while he slept, and thieved the shogging gauntlets just like he used to thieve everything else, back in the old days.

Shadrak tested his sight by focusing in on Nameless’s half-melted axe. He shifted his aim to the eye-slit, and for the merest instant was almost tempted. Take the money and run, they used to say back in the Sicarii. Would that really have been so bad? It would get the Archon off his back and give him the chance of seeing Kadee again. But how could he face his foster mother after murdering a friend in cold blood? Shadrak had no doubt what Nameless would do if their situations were reversed.

He swung the rifle toward the entrance instead. It still seemed suicidal, but they were committed now. Who knew, maybe they’d get lucky. Ekyls was a rabid dog, too crazed to know when he was beaten. Nameless had that air of invincibility about him, like a child, oblivious to its own mortality. Galen was a duty-driven ass, who’d sooner die than retreat. Ludo, on the other hand, was a waste of shogging space. They’d have been better off staking him out as bait.

The ground began to shake with rhythmic thuds. Shadrak scanned the looming walls and reckoned he could reach a vent if the fight was going badly.

The air above a ledge grew hazy for an instant, and Bird appeared. He nodded at Shadrak.

So, the homunculus hadn’t abandoned them, after all.

A shadow fell across the cavern as the giant stooped through the entrance. Albert scurried behind, puffing and perspiring, small as a mouse in comparison.  Or a rat.

Sartis’s nostrils puffed out black clouds of soot, and flames licked about his lips. Sweltering heat and acrid fumes rolled off his charred flesh. Red streams of magma pulsed in his veins.

The fire giant crouched before the oven and peered at the hole in the door. With a roar of rage, he ripped the door from its hinges and thrust a hand inside.

“Gone,” he said. “Gone, gone, gone!” He surged to his feet. Flames roared toward the ceiling.

Shadrak rolled back from the edge. His lungs burned from the heat, and his beard was smoldering. He covered his mouth and nose against the fumes, and tried to find a part of the rifle stock that wasn’t too hot to touch.

“With a hey, Nonny, Nonny!” Nameless bellowed.

Sartis twisted at the sound, stooped to get a better look.

“I’m feeling rather bonny!”

The dwarf charged, smashing his axe into the giant’s ankle.

Sartis kicked out, but Nameless danced around his foot and chopped down on a toe. The axe head bit deep.

“With a hop and a hack, and a wench on her back…”

The giant screamed, and the ceiling shook in response. A stalactite crashed to the floor in a shower of rubble.

Ekyls pounced at the other foot, hatchet rising and falling, slinging blood in steaming arcs.

Sartis stomped, splitting stone and sending a booming shockwave rolling across the cavern. Ekyls was flipped to his back, and Nameless bounced and clattered into the wall.

As the giant went to stamp again, Bird unleashed a stream of hornets from beneath his feathered cloak. They swarmed around the giant’s head, fizzing and popping from the heat.

Galen leapt beneath the giant’s foot, saber held high. Sartis howled as steel lanced through his heel. Molten blood rained down.

Galen ripped the blade free as he leapt clear, but Sartis’s tail lashed out and sent him flying into the oven.

Shadrak rose on one knee and took aim. It had better be a good shot, because he was about to give away his position. He started to squeeze the trigger, but Nameless roared and ran back in, swinging his axe in a glittering arc. It ripped across Sartis’s shin.

Ekyls jumped up and hammered his hatchet into the giant’s calf. The impression was of a couple of manic loggers working a trunk from both sides.

Rubble cascaded from the ceiling as Sartis roared and raged.

Shadrak took a different tack, and got Albert in the crosshairs, but before he could fire, the giant’s tail undulated and coiled, leaving a hazy smog in its wake.

Sartis bent down and grabbed at Ekyls with iron-clad fingers. The savage was too quick, though, and sprang out of the way. The giant crashed his fist into the ground over and over, forcing Ekyls to leap and roll between the craters he formed.

The haze cleared, but Albert had ducked out of sight. Instead, Shadrak pointed the rifle at Sartis’s head.

The tail lashed out again, wrapped around Nameless’s chest, burning and constricting. The links on the dwarf’s hauberk turned red, then white. Nameless grunted and dropped his axe, legs thrashing, fists punching desperately.

Sartis rose to his full height and spun round—

—to stare straight down the barrel of the rifle.

Shadrak fired.

A deafening crack resounded about the cavern, and a tiny hole appeared between the giant’s eyes.

Sartis blinked and put a hand to his head. His tail went flaccid, pitching Nameless to the ground. The great helm struck rock with a thud and a clang.

The giant rubbed a silvery smudge from his forehead—the molten remains of the bullet.

Shadrak slung the rifle over his shoulder and leapt for the adjacent wall. Pain lanced through his injured shoulder, but he clung on, swinging from handhold to handhold, wincing against the thought of the giant’s fist pounding him into mush. He made it to a narrow ledge and rolled onto it.

Nameless was back up, swaying like a drunkard, hoops of partially melted links disfiguring his hauberk.

Ekyls poked his head out of a crater, snarling and hissing.

Sartis stumbled as he looked down at them. He clutched at his stomach and belched. Dirty yellow gas billowed from his lips, and his hands went to his throat. He coughed, staggered, and fell on his face. Dust spewed into the air, and fractures raced across the cavern floor. Cracks rent the ceiling. It groaned and sagged, then dropped a ton of rock on top of the giant.

It took a while for the collapse to subside, but when it did, all that could be seen of Sartis was a gauntleted hand and the limp tip of his tail.

Shadrak climbed down from his perch and crunched over the rubble.

Nameless rolled out from beneath a pile of rock.

Ekyls was curled at the bottom of his crater, boulders all around him. With painstaking care, he straightened his limbs and tested them.

Albert emerged from behind a stalagmite and offered him a hand up.

The savage flipped to his feet and vaulted over the lip of the crater. Before Albert could react, Ekyls screamed like a demon and came at him with the hatchet.

Albert side-stepped and took him round throat with the cheese-cutter. Ekyls’ hatchet clattered to the ground as he clawed at the wire, spitting and gurgling.

“It’ll take your fingers off, if you don’t cut it out,” Albert said. He turned to Shadrak. “It would seem I’m being blamed for something.”

Shadrak drew a flintlock. “Shrewd of you.”

Nameless salvaged his axe from the rubble and advanced on the poisoner.

“One more step,” Albert squealed, “and I’ll finish him.”

Nameless raised his axe.

“Stop! Wait!” Albert said. “I was trying to help.”

“Try another,” Shadrak said.

He pulled the trigger. The flintlock kicked and boomed.

Chips of rock flew up just shy of Albert’s feet. He yelped and dragged Ekyls back.

There was a flash of red behind him, then Galen crashed the pommel of his saber into the back of Albert’s head, dropping him like a bag of rotten apples.

Ludo crept out from behind the oven and attempted to examine Ekyls’ wounds. The savage snarled and backed away, clutching his throat.

Galen rolled Albert over with his boot. “Should be out for a while, ruddy blackguard. Heard the big chap fall. Terrific crash. Brought me to. Well done, everyone.”

“Right between the eyes,” Nameless said. “That was one shog of a shot, Shadrak. I’d buy you a drink, if there was a tavern close by.”

Shadrak scratched at his singed beard. There was something odd here. He’d hit the giant, sure enough, but the bullet had turned to molten mush the minute it struck.

He glanced at Albert’s prone form. What if the poisoner hadn’t betrayed them? What if there had been mamba venom in the vial? It was too late to worry about that now. Either Albert would recover from the blow to the head, or he wouldn’t. Problem was, if he didn’t have his sights set on betrayal before, he shogging well would now. Albert wasn’t the kind to forgive and forget.

“Best get what we came for,” Shadrak said, starting to roll the rocks from the giant’s body.

“I was just thinking about that,” Nameless said. “I might have inherited my pa’s shovel-like hands, but there’s no way those gauntlets are going to fit.” Nevertheless, he set about shifting boulders with an ease that belied his size.

Galen knelt and began to stack the rocks into neat piles.

Ludo was obviously above such manual work. He thumbed through his book, presumably looking for some bollocks to read in celebration of their victory.

Shadrak paused for a second as Ekyls slunk back over and squatted down beside Galen. Something passed between them. Galen gave Ekyls the barest of nods and then continued to stack rocks.

“All we need’s the gauntlets,” Shadrak said. “Don’t worry about uncovering the rest of the scut. Just mind the heat.”

Nameless already had a hold of one of the iron fingers, and pulled with all his might. The gauntlet slid free, and the dwarf fell on his arse. “Cool as a whore to a pauper. Same goes for Sartis. Must be because he’s out cold. Get it?”

Shadrak snorted a laugh but stopped abruptly when Nameless sat up holding a gauntlet no bigger than his own hand.

They worked together to free the other one, and it, too, shrank as Nameless pulled it off.

“Well I’ll be,” Galen said.

Ludo looked up from his book and touched his forehead.

Nameless put the gauntlets on.

“Well?” Shadrak asked.

The dwarf clenched and unclenched his fists, clapped the metal palms together. He took hold of the tip of Sartis’s tail and heaved. Slowly, steadily, he drew the giant’s body from beneath the rubble. He shrugged, as if the deed were nothing. With a roll of his helmed head, he stooped to pick up a small rock and closed his hand around it. There was a sharp crack, and rock dust spilled between his fingers.

“The giant’s still breathing,” Ludo said.

Sartis’s body was beset with fine tremors. His fingers curled, and his tail twitched.

“Not a one-shot kill, then,” Galen said. “Shame, that.”

“Held guts before he fall.” Ekyls looked at each of them in turn. “Seen before. Felt it myself. He cure me of it.” He jabbed a blood-soaked finger at Albert’s unconscious body.

“The vial,”’ Shadrak said. “I saw him put something in the broth.”

“Mamba venom,” Ekyls said.

Well that about shogging sealed it. It was Sartis Albert had double-crossed, not them.

“Oh,” mumbled Galen, staring down at the poisoner’s crumpled body. “Do you think he’ll be all right? It was quite a knock I gave him.”

“You might want to sleep with one eye open from now on,” Shadrak said.  They’d all have to. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

Nameless bent down to pick up a far bigger boulder than the one he’d crushed.

“We can’t just leave Albert,” Galen said.

“You knocked him out, you bring him,” Shadrak said. “Now come on, before Sartis wakes up.”

Galen tugged down his jacket and started to stammer a reply, but he stopped when Nameless hoisted the boulder on high and slammed it into the giant’s head. Bone crunched, and steaming gore splashed the cavern floor. Sartis moaned, but Nameless hefted the boulder and brought it down, again and again and again.

Shadrak couldn’t take his eyes off the butchery. Neither could anyone else. Even Ekyls was wide-eyed and slack-jawed. Ludo sank to his knees, and Galen swallowed the same lump over and over.

Finally, the giant stopped moving, and Nameless stepped away, drenched in blood from head to toe.

“I…” Galen said. “I…”

Shadrak frowned so hard his head hurt. It wasn’t like he hadn’t done the same sort of thing in his time, but Nameless…

Perhaps the dwarves of Arx Gravis had a point. Perhaps the Archon did. He had the feeling they had just taken the first step down a slippery slope, and that fulfilling the Archon’s contract, if it came to it, was now going to be that much harder.

“Sartis was the last of his kind,” Bird said, black eyes glistening with tears.

Nameless snatched up his axe. For a moment, it looked like he was going to take a swing at the homunculus.

Bird drew his cloak of feathers close, and the tension broke with an almost audible snap.

Nameless dipped his knees and sprang up to the lava vent fifty feet above.

The others gawped at him, but Shadrak locked eyes with Bird. For an instant, he felt a sense of familiarity, and he shared in a sadness bordering on despair.

Bird blinked, and the feeling lifted. One side of his mouth twisted into a smile, then he fluttered up beside Nameless in the form of a raven.

Albert moaned, flapped about in the rubble, and sat up, rubbing his head.

Ekyls scampered to his side.

“What’s going on?” Albert asked. “My head. I’m all woozy.” He blinked his eyes into focus on the blood pooling beneath Sartis. “Are we done?”

Shadrak looked up at the lava vent as Bird flew out of sight. “Yeah, we’re done.”

Nameless stared down at them through the eye-slit of the black helm.





THE LICH LORD’S ARMOR







No one spoke much on the plane ship ride back to the Perfect Peak. Nameless had the sense something sinister was going on, that maybe the others were conspiring against him. It was nothing anyone did, in particular. It was more the lowered eyes, the sullen silence, the heavy pall of tension that clogged the air of the control room.

When they reached the scarolite mountain, Mephesch was once more waiting for them outside. The homunculus sent Albert, Galen, Ludo, and Shadrak ahead to Aristodeus, but he detained Nameless, saying the philosopher had asked him to check the feeding tube coiled on his belly.

Mephesch led Nameless to a disused laboratory and seated him in a padded black chair. Nameless began to raise his chainmail hauberk, but the homunculus shook his head.

“That won’t be necessary.”

Something twisted in Nameless’s guts, and it wasn’t the tube.

“Aristodeus didn’t really ask you to examine me, did he?”

“Not exactly.”

It should have come as no surprise the homunculus was a lying, cheating little toe-rag, but Nameless hadn’t seen this coming. He curled fingers encased in Sartis’s gauntlets around the charred haft of his axe. With the barest of squeezes, he knew he could have snapped it in two. Uncanny strength suffused every limb. In the cavern where he’d killed Sartis, he had jumped so high, it was almost like flying.

“So, laddie,” he said in a low rumble, “what’s this all about?”

“Checks and balances,” Mephesch said. “It was my people, the Sedition, who put Aristodeus onto this scheme to free you from the helm. Three artifacts created by the Cynocephalus with which to counter and destroy the black axe of the Demiurgos.”

“Which your people made for him,” Nameless said.

“Homunculi, yes. But not us. The Sedition procured a lore book from our rivals that details the process used to forge the black axe, and it is from them that we found hints of the way to destroy it.”

“By procured, I take it you mean stole,” Nameless said.

“Some of us are skilled in such things.”

Nameless thought back to the forgeries in the Annals that had led Lucius to go after the black axe. “How do you know you weren’t meant to steal this lore book? What if this is all an elaborate trap?”

“We may be opponents of the Demiurgos, but we are still homunculi. Deception is the air we breathe.”

“Even self-deception?”

Mephesch raised an eyebrow but gave no answer.

“So, you’re not really sure this is the right course of action, are you?” Nameless said. “You wanted to check on me, check on the gauntlets.”

Mephesch took that as his cue to examine them. He ran his gaze over first one then the other.

“Could you please release the axe and splay your fingers?”

Nameless did as he was asked, leaning the axe against the chair.

“Make a fist,” Mephesch instructed. “Good. So, full articulation. And strength: do you feel any different?”

“Like I could move mountains,” Nameless said.

Mephesch nodded and pursed his lips. “Anything else? Any other changes you’ve noticed?”

“I killed him, Mephesch. Crushed Sartis’s head to pulp.”

“But it was necessary, no?”

Nameless was starting to wonder. He’d not even thought about it at the time. There had just been this insurmountable rage. Fear did that to him. But had there been anything to be afraid of at that moment? Sartis was already down. Couldn’t they have just left?

“Checks and balances, you said, laddie. What is it you are checking for?”

“Changes in you. Any sense you might be reacting as you did with the black axe.”

“I’m not seeing demons, if that’s what you mean.”

“And your desire for the axe hasn’t increased?”

“I want it destroyed, laddie. And out of my life. And once it is, once this bucket is off my nonce, I intend to get mightily and unashamedly drunk on whatever ale I can get my hands on. Shog, I’ll even take a flagon of Ironbelly’s, if that’s all there is.”

That answer seemed to satisfy Mephesch, and he visibly relaxed.

“Now that I’ve got you alone,” Nameless said, “perhaps you can help me with something I’ve been wrestling with for quite some time.” Since Arx Gravis, when the philosopher had insinuated his way into Lucius’s life. “Who exactly is Aristodeus?”

Mephesch shrugged. “He is a human from Urddynoor.”

“He’s awfully long-lived, though, even by dwarf standards. My pa said Aristodeus was there before I was born; that he knew my mother.”

Mephesch studied Nameless for a moment, as if weighing up how much to tell him. Finally, he said, “On Urddynoor, there was a cataclysmic event known as the Reckoning. The power of the Statue of Eingana was unleashed against the Global Technocracy of Sektis Gandaw. Nightmares from the realm of Qlippoth poured through the portals between worlds and devastated the civilization of the Ancients. But not everyone suffered. There were some who learned to use the influx of the Cynocephalus’s dreaming to enhance and extend their own lives.”

“And Aristodeus was one of them, presumably,” Nameless said. “But what about when his tower was poking through the floor of the conical chamber? Sektis Gandaw said Aristodeus was in two places at the same time, and that one of those places was the Abyss.”

“And that is true,” Mephesch said. “During the first attempt at the Unweaving, Aristodeus was defeated, and the very same chasm that you saw was opened by the power of Eingana. He fell into it, and has been trapped in the demesne of my father ever since.”

“But he’s not trapped. He comes and goes at will.”

Mephesch smiled at that. “He does and he doesn’t. The Demiurgos allows him a taste of freedom, but only so more chaos can be sewn by his futile attempts to escape. Aristodeus thinks he has outwitted the Demiurgos, that he has found a way to project himself wheresoever he wishes through the power of his own will. But always, his essence remains in the infernal city at the heart of the Abyss, running in endless circles. He is not even aware of it. He believes he has insulated himself from the flames by constructing an ivory tower through the power of his mind. And to some extent, he is right. He has, I believe, thwarted my father to a degree, but not so much as he believes.”

Nameless’s head hurt trying to understand all that he was hearing, but one thing was coming sharply into focus: “So, Aristodeus is responsible for all that has happened? For Arx Gravis? For Lucius, the black axe, the butchery?”

Mephesch shook his head. “No, that would not be fair to say. At times, he has fallen prey to the scheming of deception, but he still possesses free will. At first, he used it poorly. That business with Shader—interfering with time, and engineering the child’s upbringing so he could wield the Archon’s sword—is the sort of thing the Demiurgos craves.”

“And yet it worked,” Nameless said. “Shader prevented the Unweaving.”

“In large part due to you.”

“No, laddie. No, no, no. I was the one yelling at Shader to keep fighting, to heap power upon power and kill Sektis Gandaw. If he’d heeded me, everything would have been lost.”

“Even so…” Mephesch said, but if he had an answer to Nameless’s contention, he kept it to himself.

There was a brief spell of awkward silence. When it became too much to bear, Nameless asked, “So, what’s next for us, laddie?”

A shudder passed through Mephesch’s tiny frame. His pebbly eyes were wreathed with shadows.

“I’ll let Aristodeus tell you.”




***




The philosopher’s bald head was awash with the flickering glow coming off the mirrors that wound their way up to the top of the conical chamber. Thousands of pinpricks of light danced within wires snaking all around the spiraling walkways.

He was seated in an armchair, slurping tea, while discoursing with his usual condescension.

Ludo seemed to be lapping it up and giving as good as he got. Galen was at his shoulder, scowling, for the most part.

Ekyls, prowled around the perimeter, hissing with impatience. He looked like he could use a session with the weights to burn off all that pent-up energy. He received the occasional warning wag of a finger from Albert, who was jealously guarding some jerky he’d apparently found in a storage room aboard the plane ship. He chewed with evident relish, but the stink of garlic coming from him was overpowering.

Shadrak noticed Nameless enter behind Mephesch and showed him his middle finger. Nameless did the same back. It must have been an Urddynoorian greeting.

Bird was perched on the edge of a console, wrapped in his cloak of feathers. Nameless couldn’t help thinking he preferred the bat-winged women Gandaw used to keep wired into the screens. They were certainly easier on the eyes.

As he stepped into the chamber, icy cords wrapped around his mind and drew his gaze to a metal stand, on top of which was a block of crystal.

He started toward it, but Mephesch put a restraining hand on his arm. When Nameless turned to look at him, Mephesch shook his head.

“Not yet. Wait until all three artifacts are assembled. It may be that the gauntlets alone are not sufficient to combat the axe’s pull.”

“But the scarolite helm, laddie. The crystal. They were enough to ward me before.”

“Maybe the axe is growing in strength,” Mephesch said, though his frown told Nameless he wasn’t convinced. “Or maybe the efficacy of the helm and the crystal diminishes over time.”

Or maybe it was something else, Nameless thought. Maybe the gauntlets were amplifying the axe’s malice.

He decided to remove them then and there, resign himself to a lifetime in the helm. It was all very well risking himself, but last time the axe had possessed him, too many people had died.

“What is it?” Aristodeus said, finally noticing him as he struggled to remove one of the gauntlets.

“It’s stuck,” Nameless said. “I can’t get it off.”

“Here,” Mephesch said, “let me.”

The homunculus pulled, but to no avail. Then he felt around the cuff of the gauntlet, and stood back, shaking his head.

“It’s fused to the skin. Like the helm.”

Aristodeus paled, but he quickly recovered. “There are bound to be problems. They were made by the Cynocephalus, after all. It changes nothing. Combined, the three artifacts will be too strong for the axe. The lore can’t be much different to that we used to meld the helm with his neck.”

Mephesch shrugged.

“I’m sure we can come up with a way to remove them,” Aristodeus said. “But first things first: we have Verusia to plan for.”

Ludo nodded sagely, and steepled his hands in prayer. “Otto Blightey.”

Galen shook his head, as if he strongly disapproved. “The Lich Lord.”

“If you hadn’t been late,” Aristodeus said to Nameless, “you would have heard me explain to the others that you must travel to Urddynoor next. To the Castle of Wolfmalen in Verusia. The second artifact is a suit of plate armor created by the Cynocephalus to make him invulnerable to physical attack. The problem for him was he hadn’t reckoned on Dr. Otto Blightey, a lich so long-lived, so vile, there is hardly a period in Urddynoor’s history that has not been darkened by his necrotic touch.”

Ludo picked up the story. “Blightey was once considered holy, a counselor to the Templum hierarchy, the conscience of Nousia. His was a name once lauded throughout Urddynoor.”

“Once,” Galen snorted. “But not anymore. The blackguard’s a devil, I tell you. Eminence, we should not get mixed up in this.”

“Galen, Galen,” Ludo said. “Whatever happened to your Nousian charity? A man does not go from being the greatest theologian Urddynoor has ever known—a man so pious, it is said he once levitated on the wings of prayer—to an irredeemable monster.”

“Try telling that to the Gallians who lost their lives on Verusia’s border, when the Lich Lord’s hordes came. Try telling that to our brave lads of the Templum Elect when they stood against an army of cadavers at Trajinot.”

“All I am saying, Galen,” Ludo said with a trace of irritation in his voice, “is that no one is beyond the mercy of Nous. Not even Blightey.”

“Poppycock,” Galen said.

Ludo turned a chastising look on him, and Galen wilted.

“Forgive me, Eminence. I forgot my place. And I’m no theologian.”

“No, Galen. No, you are not. We should speak later, when you are ready to humble yourself before the lord Nous.”

“Eminence,” Galen said, clicking his boot heels together.

“I always thought the Lich Lord was a story to frighten children with,” Albert said. “What was that poem Quintus Quincey wrote about Blightey? My bitch of a mother used to relish reading me that one before bed.”

“The Ballad of Jaspar Paris and Renna Cordelia,” Ludo said.

“That’s the one.” Albert set aside his jerky and leaned forward in his chair. He half-closed his eyes, as if remembering:







“The maiden Jaspar rode until,

Her head fell on the floor;

Cordelia’s blade now slick and still,

A saving grace no more.




The skull did rise in curling flame

To fix poor Renna in

That deathly grin, that leeching pain

That drew her soul to him.”







It was deathly quiet for a moment, until Aristodeus said, “That’s what you will be up against.”

“A flying skull?” Nameless said. “Shouldn’t take more than a solid stomp of my boot to shatter it into a thousand pieces.” Especially backed up by the power of Sartis’s gauntlets.

Shadrak grinned, aimed two fingers, and cocked his thumb. “My way’s even easier.”

“It’s invulnerable,” Aristodeus said. “Just like the armor you will need to steal. Blightey has no body of his own, you see. He was burned at the stake by the Templum, but his skull had been infused with Supernal forces.” He looked about to explain but then said, “All you need to know is that the skull survived. It was cast into the Abyss by no less than the Archon himself. But that wasn’t an end to it. Blightey’s skull terrorized the infernal realm. He took a demon’s body for his own, melted away its head, and settled himself atop its neck. And then he went looking for the Cynocephalus. Even the son of the Demiurgos was cowed by Blightey’s malice. The Lich Lord took his invulnerable armor and used it to wade through the black river that runs like an artery through the Abyss.”

“No way to kill it, then?” Nameless said. “Sounds like a challenge.”

“The challenge ain’t to kill it,” Shadrak said. “It’s to get the armor.”

“Exactly,” Aristodeus said. “In and out like a thief in the night.”

“Or a baresark with a goat,” Nameless said.

But no one was laughing.


THE TRUTH OF WHO YOU ARE










Shadrak left the others in the plane ship’s control room in an atmosphere of doom and foreboding. Some of it was down to the horror stories Albert had been weaving about Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord of Verusia, but the rest was down to Nameless. Whatever Aristodeus said to the contrary, it wasn’t looking good. Not after what the dwarf had done to Sartis.

When he reached his cabin, Bird was waiting outside as arranged.

“So, let me guess,” Shadrak said as the door slid open and they went in. “You’re going to tell me we’re the same: a couple of shit-stirring homunculi spawned straight from the arse of the Demiurgos. You ain’t the first.”

Shadrak wasn’t stupid. No matter how much he kicked against the idea, it forced him to look at questions he’d left unanswered all his life: such as why he was so shogging small compared to everyone else; where he got his quick healing; and most of all, where the shog he came from, who his parents were. He’d always known Kadee was his foster mother—they resembled each other as much as fire and ice; but he’d assumed he had a real mother somewhere. And a father. He’d always told himself he didn’t give a shog, that parents who’d abandon a child weren’t worth the effort of finding. Unless they were dead, of course, but Kadee would have told him, if they were. That said, Kadee hadn’t told him a whole lot, except some cock and bull story about the gods of the Dreamers bringing him to her.

Bird seated himself on the edge of the bed. It was a shogging liberty that would have earned him a stab in the face under normal circumstances, but Shadrak needed to hear what he had to say.

“Do you ever wonder about this ship?” Bird’s eyes rolled about the room. “How you came by it? You, and no one else?”

It was a matter of blind chance, nothing more. He’d been fleeing for his life, and scurried down a filthy hole that turned out to be the entrance to the sewers the plane ship had merged with.

“Guess I was just lucky,” Shadrak said. He stood awkwardly for a moment, then settled himself cross-legged on the floor.

Bird shook his head. “You found it when you needed it, Shadrak, because deep down, you remembered it was there.”

“No,” Shadrak said. “Because that makes it sound like I knew about it and forgot; but I never forget.”

“You remember your infancy?”

Shadrak drew a blank.

“Seeing Kadee for the first time?”

“Nope.”

“Memory is a skill,” Bird said. “One you have honed over many years.”

He was right there. Shadrak had treated it as a muscle, like any other; practiced all manner of exercises until he could take in everything about a place, a person, a mission, and play it back in his mind when he needed it.

“It’s how you survive in the guilds,” he said. “Have to know what everyone’s doing, where they live, who’s said what to who.”

“Yes, yes,” Bird said, “but before you learned the skill, your recollection was as flawed as anyone else’s, yes?”

It seemed a fair point. Shadrak nodded.

“Children seldom remember much,” Bird said, “and a child of trauma even less.”

“Really?” Shadrak said. “You seem to know a whole lot about me. Stuff I don’t even know about myself.”

Bird looked away. He drew in a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “Kadee was good to you, was she not?”

“No one better.”

Bird faced him again, a sad smile curling his lips. “The Dreamer god Mamba chose her. I doubt many women would have taken in a sickly-looking child with such unnerving eyes. Even your own people, even the homunculi, rejected you.”

A sudden weight filled Shadrak’s skull, and he held his head to stop it from crashing into the floor.

“We are both homunculi, Shadrak, you must see that. Children of the Demiurgos.”

“Lies,” Shadrak said. He tried to stand, but swooned and would have fallen had Bird not sprung up to catch him. “Kadee is my mother, Kadee is my mother,” he said over and over, as if repeating it could make it true.

“Your foster mother, yes,” Bird said, making Shadrak sit on the bed and standing over him. “But you have no real mother. None of us do. We are begotten, not made. We are like scales sloughing from the essence of the Demiurgos.”

“The Father of Lies,” Shadrak said. “What’s that make you?” What does it make me?

“Deception runs thick in our blood,” Bird said. “But some of us have chosen to swim against the tide.”

Shadrak glared at him. “What does that even mean?”

“We are a race to whom trickery and betrayal are second nature. We work our father’s will beyond the confines of the Abyss. It was the homunculi who brought science to Sektis Gandaw, and we have influenced a thousand others besides. This ship is of our design. Without it, Gandaw would have perished on Urddynoor during the first uprising against his technocracy, long before the time you call the Reckoning.”

“You saying that’s why I do what I do?” Shadrak said. “Why I’m a thief and an assassin? Because it’s in my blood?”

“What I’m saying,” Bird said, “is that what we are does not have to determine what we choose to become.”

Shadrak lay back on the bed and shut his eyes against the pounding in his head.

Bird leaned over him. “Even the Demiurgos was created, Shadrak. Freedom to choose is not contingent upon his wishes.”

“So, let me get this right.” Shadrak opened his eyes so he could see Bird’s reaction. “You’re some kind of naughty child who won’t do your daddy’s bidding?”

Bird chuckled. “Not just me. There is a group of us—the Sedition. Perhaps one day, you might—”

“Join you?” Shadrak rolled over and looked the other way. “Yeah, right. Like I ain’t got enough on my plate without pissing off the Demiurgos.”

“You may already be pissing him off,” Bird said, sounding decidedly uncomfortable using Shadrak’s term. “What do you think these quests are all about? And what about your involvement in bringing down Sektis Gandaw?”

“Who’s to say these quests aren’t what he wants?” Shadrak countered.

“Mephesch doesn’t think so.”

“Aristodeus’s pet? What if he’s just hoodwinking you? Nameless said he was there before, working for Sektis Gandaw. You sure you can trust him?”

“It’s one of the reasons I know I can,” Bird said. “Who do you think delayed the start of the Unweaving? Gremlins in the machines? It was Mephesch, also, who inspired me to seek my own path above ground in Qlippoth.”

“The land of nightmares? That had to be fun.”

Bird chewed his lip and cocked his head. “I learned a lot there. Assimilated, you might say. If I had not done so, you would not be here today.”

“What?” Shadrak said.

Bird eyed him for a moment. “Patience, Shadrak. There is much to tell. I had been meaning to approach you since my brother Abednago mentioned an albino of our race leaving Arx Gravis with the Nameless Dwarf. It was never the right time back then. Our eyes and ears were focused on what Nameless might do. When he found the black axe, he became the chief threat to our cause, but encased in the helm, it was difficult to say how he would turn out. Aristodeus felt he could still be used against the Demiurgos, if only the black axe could be destroyed. Your friend, you see, is more than he seems; more than any of his kin in the ravine city.”

“Pity the Archon doesn’t agree,” Shadrak said.

Bird nodded. “But you must stay your hand. Give this a chance. These three artifacts we are after were crafted by the Cynocephalus himself. If anyone has reason to hate our father, it is his bastard child, the progeny of rape. Just think, freed of the axe’s evil, and in possession of the combined might of the gauntlets, the armor, and the shield, Nameless could wade through the waters of the black river and smite the Demiurgos frozen in his tomb of ice.”

“If you’re not mistaken,” Shadrak said. “If you’re not deceived. My way, you need to test every step of a plan, know your enemy inside out, before you overcommit.”

“We must not fall into the trap of trying to see all things clearly,” Bird said. “That is a strategy the Demiurgos frequently employs, and people like Sektis Gandaw, and even Aristodeus, have often fallen for it.”

“So, what do we do, then? Stumble around blindly and just hope for the best?”

“For now,” Bird said, “we keep Nameless alive.” The homunculus whispered the last, as if afraid of being overheard. “Be warned, Shadrak, your friend Albert has been contacted.”

“By the Archon?” He knew it. Knew something was up. He’d had nothing tangible to go on, just feelings, intuitions. “Does he want Albert to take over from me, get the job done quicker?”

Bird shrugged. “I only know that they have been speaking. I see things.” He put one thumb over the other and flapped his hands. “But they are discreet. What I must ask you is, would Albert do it? Or would he come to you first?”

The Albert Shadrak knew would kill his own mother if there was profit in it. Word is, he’d done just that, although he’d also heard profit wasn’t the motive.

“He’ll do it, right enough, and he’ll probably come after me, too.”

“So,” Bird said, “you’re going to kill him?”

“Not just yet. Not unless I have to.” But it never hurt to be prepared.

“Shadrak.” Bird lowered his eyes and hunkered down inside his cloak. “I wish… Will you allow me to show you what is missing? From here.” He reached out and touched two fingers to Shadrak’s forehead. “I learned many things in Qlippoth, and I would use my abilities to help you understand who you are, where you came from.”

“What makes you think I give a shog?”

When Bird looked up, a single tear tracked its way down his cheek. “Indulge me. Please.”

Shadrak knew he was grimacing, knew he was biting his lip. Every muscle in his body felt twisted, taut, ready to snap under the strain. It was as though the black hole that had swallowed up his infancy was rising from the depths of his mind, threatening to spill its contents.

“I don’t know,” he said. “What if I don’t want to see it?”

“You should,” Bird said. “In order to be whole. I would not show you anything you could not handle. For me. Please. For my sake.”

Shadrak started to say no, that he didn’t care about being whole, didn’t give a damn about Bird’s sake, but he already knew he’d come too far; and somehow, in some forgotten place within, he did give a shog. He cared. He cared a great deal.

Bird’s fingers slid down Shadrak’s face to his cheek, and he leaned in closer, doleful eyes becoming swirling tunnels. Bile rose in Shadrak’s throat. He tried not to blink, but slowly, like with the coming of sleep, he gave in.




Rain came down in sheets, splattered from leaves as big as shovels, and splashed in dirty puddles. Angry shouts pursued them, and streaks of silvery flame zipped past or sent up sprays of steaming mud. He held the bundle close beneath his cloak of feathers. He felt its warmth against his chest. Not his chest, he realized as the world lurched. He was the one being carried. Being carried, doing the carrying, and watching, all at the same time.

His guts rebelled against the unnaturalness of it all, threatened to spew their contents all over… all over…

Then the sensation was gone, and he knew he was the baby cradled within the cloak of feathers.

He was placed beneath a bush. Rain cascaded from the leafy ceiling. The sounds of pursuit: hoarse cries, angry. Leaves rustled. Insects—lots of insects, their collective buzzing rising to a deafening drone. Dark flecks swarmed into one undulating shape. Someone screamed; then someone else. The cloud of insects swooped and dived, climbed and roiled in pursuit of dozens of shrieking voices.

Leaves rustled again. Hands grabbed him, held him tight against sodden clothing. The cloak of feathers settled over him once more, then he was jostled violently as the one carrying him slipped and slid through the mud, dodged in and out of mangroves.

Rain continued to pelt them with the attrition of a thousand arrows. Thunder rolled across the darkening sky.

They entered a blanket of mist. He could smell stagnant water and rotting vegetation. The sharp stabs of insects harried his skin.

The one who bore him waded out into the swamp, oblivious to the things that rolled and gyred through its waters. There was a rasp and a hiss, then a gleaming silver door appeared in midair. It slid open, and they entered.

Stark blue lights winked into life along the ceiling of a corridor extending into the distance. Heavy footfalls pounded the metal floor, coming for them. Coming.

A shadow fell over him. He glimpsed something sinuous and writhing. His carrier held him out, and he looked right into the slitted eyes of a gigantic black snake.

Then he realized it wasn’t a snake, just the head and neck of one atop a man’s body.

It reached for him with enormous hands, cradled him to its cold, hard chest.

With a whoosh of air, the metal door closed, and the snake-man bore him away along the corridor.




Bird’s face came into focus, half warm smile, half empty blackness.

Shadrak tried to turn away but couldn’t move.

Bird reached out with a finger and tapped his forehead.

Shadrak coughed, then sat up on the bed. Spasms ran through his muscles. He clung to Bird’s cloak, anchored himself in the familiarity of its feathers.

“It was you,” he croaked, meeting Bird’s eyes, which had resumed their old solidity. They were dark pebbles, moist and glistening. “You were carrying me. Why?”

Bird took Shadrak’s hand in his own, gently stroked it. “You were different, Shadrak. People are afraid of difference, even homunculi. Pink of eye, pale of skin. They saw only weakness, sickness, and despite all their lore, their science, they viewed you as a curse.”

“A freak, you mean.” He’d gotten the same in Sarum. They’d called him corpse-boy, unclean, demon-child.

“The homunculi are a hard race,” Bird said. “They have no place for illness and deformity. The newly begotten are checked for defects. Those deemed no good are fed to the seethers and the other banes that dwell in the deepest chasms of Gehenna. I was tasked with disposing of you.”

“But you didn’t.”

Bird sat beside him on the bed. “Qlippoth changed me. There, amid the nightmares of the Cynocephalus, I glimpsed what that poor creature is afraid of. Together, the denizens of Qlippoth are like a fractured mirror, revealing the face of the Demiurgos. Seeing this for myself, I was repelled. Repelled, and ashamed of what we are, what I was.

“Upon my return to Gehenna, I no longer fit in. I tried, because I had nowhere else to go, but when I saw you, when I was told to… I felt only kinship and the need to get away.

“I knew there were dissenters among the homunculi. Knew and never approved, until that moment. I took you to them, to Mephesch, Abednago, and the others, and they arranged for your escape.”

“And this snake-man,” Shadrak said. “He gave me to Kadee?”

Bird pressed his hands together over his lips. “The Dreamers see Mamba as a god. Others would call him a freak, a hybrid of Sektis Gandaw’s making. But he has more in common with the beings of Qlippoth than any others, though his people are older—the firstborn of the Cynocephalus, you might say. The dog-head shed them like the Demiurgos shed the homunculi, and while there is antipathy between our races, the Sedition and the hybrids have a common aim: we would both see the Cynocephalus freed from fear, and his mother, Eingana, avenged for the rape visited upon her.”

Shadrak’s mind was a blur of competing questions, thoughts, realizations.

“So,” he said to Bird, “now you’ve gone and enlightened me, what am I supposed to do with it? Take orders from you? From Mephesch? Because I bet the Archon’s gonna love that. He’s got Kadee. She’s shogging dead, but he’s holding her hostage till I take Nameless down for him.”

“And even so, you must resist. Stall him a little longer. If we succeed in the three quests, and Aristodeus is proved right, the Archon may come to see things differently.”

“And if Albert gets to Nameless first?”

Bird raised a finger. His eyes rolled to one side, and he cocked his head, listening. “We have arrived.”

Sure enough, the background hum of the plane ship had stopped.

They were in Verusia, the realm of the Lich Lord.

With the singleminded focus that had kept him alive all these years, Shadrak shut down all inner chatter about Nameless, the Archon, and all the other crap Bird had dumped on him.

Out of old habit, his fingers danced over the blades and razor stars in his baldric, patted the handles of his pistols.

Then he headed for the control room, trusting that Bird would follow.


VERUSIA










Snow-dusted pines shone silver in the light of the waning moon—just the one moon, not the three of Aethir. It looked odd and alien to Shadrak after so long away.

He shifted the rifle on his back for the thousandth time, touched both his pistols, and the thundershot wedged in his belt. He did the same with his blades, every contact assuaging some irrational fear that bad shit would happen if he didn’t check they were all there.

The forest dropped down toward a dark artery that oozed along the valley floor. To the west, clusters of ghostly lights cut through the mist like a warning. Beyond them, a jagged tower jutted above night-blackened walls with battlements like teeth. Atop its turret, a flag shimmered argent in the moon’s glow.

Shadrak rummaged about in the bottomless bag, pulled out his goggles, and put them on.

The darkness brightened to a soft green tint, and he could now see squat houses as if he were up close to them. They were arrayed about a domed basilica in concentric circles, each with a hanging lantern marking the entrance.

Raising his eyes to the castle, Shadrak watched hazy red figures passing between the merlons, ascending and descending the steps coiling around the tower.

The flag came into focus next, its frayed and stained fabric bearing the emblem of a cross atop a triangle.

He lowered his gaze to the rocky plinth at the base of the curtain walls. There were scores of spikes thrust into the ground, sacks or rags hanging from them like an army of scarecrows.

“Place puts a creep in my crotch, laddie,” Nameless said, breath misting through the eye-slit of the great helm. “What can you see?”

Shadrak lifted the goggles and left them pressing against his hair. “Wolfmalen.” He pointed at the town, which had reverted to pinpricks of brightness against the black of night.

“In the heart of Verusia’s Schwarzwald,” Ludo said, squinting into the distance, arms hugging his chest. His lips had the faintest tinge of blue, and the  moonlight etched his face with deep crevasses and pools of shadow.

Galen stood at his shoulder, refusing to be cold, whiskers and eyebrows bristling with ice.

Albert sucked in his cheeks and shivered. “Couldn’t we go back to the plane ship, see if we can find some coats? Either that, or a cup of cocoa.”

“Should have thought of that last time you went snooping through my stuff,” Shadrak said.

“Your stuff?”

“My plane ship, ain’t it?” Or maybe the poisoner had gotten ahead of himself and considered it his already.

Albert huffed and sighed but said no more.

Shadrak did his best to ignore him. He could guess the sort of look he was getting, but it made no difference. The poisoner had no idea he knew, unless of course Bird was a double-crossing son of a scut.

He glanced at the homunculus, who was on his knees scratching about in the snow.

Ekyls was crouched beside him, still naked from the waist up. Ice formed in crystals on his chest, fringed his forehead.

“What is it?” Shadrak said.

Bird sniffed at the air, tilted his head this way and that. “I hear nothing,” he whispered.

The sweet scent of the pines washed over Shadrak as he strained to listen. Something rank mingled with it, made him put a hand over his nose.

“Sorry, laddie,” Nameless said. “It’s the muck old Baldy tube-feeds me. Plays havoc with the intestines.”

“Shush,” Bird said, holding up a finger for quiet. When he spoke, his voice was little more than a gasp. “Nothing. No life in the trees, in the air, below ground.”

He was right. Save for the merest breeze swaying the tops of the pines, there was no movement, and the only sounds were those they made themselves.

“Wait!” Bird said, pressing his ear to the snow. He made quick, clutching motions with his fingers. “Something to dig with.”

Ekyls passed him his hatchet.

Bird slammed it into the hard earth again and again, dislodging soil and stones until he’d made a small hole. Passing the hatchet back to Ekyls, he wormed his fingers into the ground, winced, and made a sharp clicking sound.

“Got you!” He stood and withdrew his hand.

At first, Shadrak thought he held a chunk of metal between thumb and forefinger. It was roughly ovoid and no bigger than a coin. As he peered closer, though, it moved. Legs like strands of silver wire uncurled; wings shook above an armored carapace; mandibles keen as scalpels clacked together.

“Don’t touch,” Bird said, palming the creature and cupping his free hand over it. “It can pierce steel, grind rock into dust. We are standing above a nest.”

Everyone stepped away, eyeing the ground nervously.

“And you’re holding it?” Galen said.

“May I?” Ludo said, balancing his spectacles on the end of his nose.

“No,” Bird whispered. “We must not alarm it.” He lowered his hands to the hole, and the insect scuttled back inside. He piled earth and snow over it then stood, rubbing his palms together. “Stone-eaters: leftovers from Sektis Gandaw’s Global Technocracy.”

“Nasty looking fellow,” Albert said. “Don’t suppose they’re venomous, are they?” 

The air shimmered, and Bird was gone.

A white owl glided into the trees without so much as a sound.

Shadrak patted his pouches again, touched each of the knives in his baldric, then started down into the valley. He’d given up worrying what Bird was up to. They had a job to do, and the sooner they got it done, the sooner they could leave.

“Keep up,” he called over his shoulder. “Let’s not hang about this shithole any longer than we need to.”

“Quite right,” Galen’s gruff voice came from behind. “Can’t ruddy argue with you there, wot.”




***




The sun was coming up, a single bloodshot orb in a slate-gray sky, as they entered the town. A wide avenue, paved in the herringbone style, cut through box-houses of neatly mortared bricks. Slatted shutters were closed against the dawn light, but smoke plumed from chimneys, and Shadrak thought he could smell bacon.

“There has to be somewhere half-decent to eat around here.” Albert patted his paunch. “Because I, for one, am famished.”

“I’m sure you’ll live, laddie.” Nameless looked up at the castle overshadowing Wolfmalen. “What’s that?” He pointed his axe at the tall spikes Shadrak had seen earlier, standing like a palisade around the base.

Shadrak pulled the goggles over his eyes. The spikes stood in sharp relief against the lime hue imparted by the lenses. The rising sun cast them in silhouette, but even so, he was starting to suspect they weren’t scarecrows. Least not the ordinary kind.

He raised the goggles and offered Nameless a shrug by way of explanation.

Somewhere beyond the houses, a rooster crowed as a beam of pale sunlight pierced the slurry of clouds.

Almost immediately, shutters clattered open, radiating outward from the center of town in quick succession. Heads poked from windows, faces flushed with health and looking far too awake for so early in the day. Voices rose in greeting, doors swung wide, and men in feathered caps leaned against the jambs, lighting pipes and exchanging platitudes.

“Now that’s more like it,” Galen said, striding over to a mustached man with woolen socks gartered below the knees. “Morning, sir. Could you tell us where we might break our fast?”

The man’s eyes bulged, pipe stem halfway to his lips.

“Hilda,” he yelled through the open door of his house. “Come quickly. We have guests. Wonderful, wonderful guests.” His voice was thickly accented, and the words sounded forced, unfamiliar. But it was the same common tongue spoken everywhere on Urddynoor.

A plump woman appeared behind him, mousy hair wound in buns beneath a straw bonnet. Her face was broad and plain—an honest face, it seemed to Shadrak. Like Kadee’s, only white; free from care, free from worry.

“Oh,” she cried, rushing toward Galen and embracing him like a long lost son. “Oh, oh, oh.”

Galen blushed and looked to Ludo for help. When the adeptus turned his palms up and shrugged, Galen coughed and said, “Breakfast, madam.” He managed to disengage himself and straighten his jacket. “Is there somewhere in town?”

“Oh, but you must come in.” She began to lead him by the hand. “Come in, all of you. There’s food a plenty for guests. We’d be honored to share our home. Honored.”

“We ain’t got time for this,” Shadrak muttered under his breath.

He glanced up at the forest of spikes beneath the castle. In and out, was how he’d thought it would be. Quick as you like. But once again, no one had bothered to plan, least of all that scut Aristodeus. He shook his head. They’d need time to scout the castle, find a way inside without being seen.

Galen and Ludo were first through the doorway, and Albert was close behind. You’d have thought the poisoner would have learned from his own practice that the surest way to catch a man off guard was through his stomach. 

Was Shadrak the only one who sensed it? The only one who thought these people were just a bit too shogging happy, a bit too welcoming of strangers?

Nameless waited in the doorway. “I like it even less than you, laddie,” he said. “The sooner we’re back on Aethir, the better. I’d rather take a stroll through Qlippoth than spend another minute in the shadow of that castle.”

“I was expecting worse,” Shadrak said. “Ghosts, dead-shit that walks, maybe even witches. I should be relieved, but I ain’t.”

“In my experience, that’s a good thing,” Nameless said. “Always keep your guard up, but don’t let anyone know you’re doing it. It’s a philosophy that’s got me a long way.”

“Yeah, well mine’s got me a long way, too: cut a shogger’s throat before they cut yours.”







***







With hot food in front of him, Shadrak felt his suspicions dwindle. Not all the way; just enough to let him wolf down his eggs and bacon without imagining himself choking on it. Not enough to unstrap the rifle from his back, even if it meant he had to stand rather than sit at the table. Of course, their hosts assumed it was on account of is short legs not being able to reach the floor from a chair.

Scuts.

On the other side of the table, Galen wiped yoke from his chops and stroked breadcrumbs from his mustache.

Ludo sipped water beside him, plate untouched. He tried to deflect their hosts by feigning interest in their pathetic little lives, as if he gave a shit about local culture and the pastimes of market gardeners, or whatever the shog it was these people did.

“May I?” Galen swapped plates with Ludo without waiting for an answer, and tucked in with gusto.

Ekyls stabbed at his food and glared at anyone who might have noticed.

Nameless had chosen to remain outside. He said it was to keep watch, but it was more likely because he couldn’t eat or drink in the great helm.

Their hosts continued to fawn and smile, pouring tea and talking about the weather.

Shadrak pushed his plate aside and nodded his thanks. Hilda handed him a cup and saucer. Her husband, George, hovered over him with a bowl of sugar lumps.

Albert slurped the dregs of his tea and held his cup out for a refill. “A splendid repast.”

Hilda and George exchanged glances, then, as if on cue, laughed politely.

“Thank you for your kindness, sir,” Hilda said, pouring Albert more tea.

“You are most welcome,” George said. “All of you.” He plopped a sugar lump in the cup, raised an eyebrow, and plopped in another one when Albert held up two fingers.

“What I’d like to know,” Shadrak said, setting his cup and saucer down, “is what those spikes are around the castle.”

Hilda coughed and spluttered, then started to wheeze.

George took her by the shoulders and led her to a seat. “Sets her off,” he explained. “Not breakfast table talk, but you weren’t to know, not being from around here.”

Hilda dabbed at her lips with a handkerchief. “Sorry. It’s my heart. Always been weak, hasn’t it, George?”

“Always been weak.” George put his arm around her. “The gentleman didn’t mean anything by it, dear. It’s only natural to ask.”

“Natural,” Hilda said.

George ducked his head and put a hand to his cheek. There was a pause, as if he were deliberating what to say, and then he flicked a quick look at Shadrak. “There have been… bad folk in these parts. We are all a little on edge still.”

“Bad folk,” Hilda said.

“Raiders, they say. Troublemakers. Terrorizers. It’s all the same thing. Happens from time to time. All dealt with now, isn’t it Hilda? Safe as houses.”

“Safe as houses, George. Thanks to the Prior.”

George turned to the window, where the looming bulk of the castle dominated the view. He touched his forehead. “Praise be.”

“This Prior of yours,”—Ludo leaned across the table, eyebrows dancing atop his spectacles—“do you see much of him?”

Hilda pushed down on her thighs and rolled out of her seat to start collecting cups and plates. “See him? See the Prior? Well, I don’t know!”

“Have you been up to the castle?” Galen said around a mouthful of bacon.

Hilda dropped a saucer. It crashed to the tiles and split clean in half. Both halves wobbled noisily for a moment, all eyes upon them until they clattered to a stop.

“No one goes up to the castle.” George was all grim seriousness. “Not decent folk, anyway. Not without an invitation, and they don’t come often.”

“There’s a lottery,” Hilda said. “Once a year. Only others that go that way are sinners.”

Albert leaned back in his seat with a smug look on his face. “So, a faceless watcher, your Prior, keeping an eye on you from his castle on the hill.”

“Oh no.” Hilda touched her forehead the same way her husband had done. “Not at all.”

“Nothing wrong with a distant ruler,” Galen said. “Hardly anyone outside the city of Aeterna gets to clap eyes on his Divinity the Ipsissimus.”

“No doubt all part of the mystique,” Albert said.

Hilda and George shook their heads, tutting and muttering.

“Well, this isn’t Aeterna,” Hilda said. “We don’t want any of that Ipsissimist tyranny here.”

“Tyranny?” There was nothing amiable about Galen’s tone. He lay down his utensils, pulled a half-chewed rind of bacon from his mouth, and dropped it on the plate.

“It’s all right, Galen,” Ludo said. “Different cultures…”

“The Templum holds no sway in Verusia,” George said. “And the Prior, Nous preserve him, aims to keep it that way.”

Galen pushed himself up from the table. “I will not eat at the table of heathens.”

“Galen…” Ludo started.

“No, I tell you. It’s ruddy scandalous, is what it is.” He strode across the room and ripped the door open.

“Thank you so much for your hospitality,” Albert said. “I do apologize for our companion. We are not all of one mind.”

They filed out of the house, and when George shut the door behind them, the lock clicked, and bolts were slammed into place.

“Didn’t go too well, then,” Nameless said.

“Lousy cooking,” Albert said.

Shadrak looked at him with disbelief. Albert had been dripping with compliments only moments ago. “You two-faced scut.”

“I, for one, will never set foot in that heretical hovel again,” Galen said.

Ludo may actually have rolled his eyes at that.

“Bird come back?” Shadrak asked.

“All I’ve seen is the locals,” Nameless said. “Any more of their niceties, and I’m going to need him to do that finger-slug thing and clean my helm out again.”

Shadrak looked over the rooftops, beyond the huge dome at the center of town, and up at the castle and the spikes set beneath it. He had an nasty feeling he knew what they were now.

Ludo must have read his mind. “Doesn’t bode well,” the adeptus said, whipping off his glasses and wiping them on his cassock. “Only sinners going to the castle, for the most part. Poor old sinners, eh? But what if the rules are different from the norm here? What if good is bad and bad is good? What then? I’m assuming this Prior is Blightey, and it’s no secret he has a passion for impalement.”

Shadrak swallowed thickly. Just the thought of it was… disturbing. But all the same, he felt compelled to get a closer look, see for himself.


VICTIMS OF THE LICH LORD







Curiosity might have killed the shogging cat, but Shadrak couldn’t help himself. He had to see if there really were bodies impaled on the spikes.

Galen was still muttering about George and Hilda as he took the lead up the incline that rose in slopes and steps toward the castle.

Albert seemed more concerned about the ruinous effect trudging calf-deep in snow was having on his pinstripe trousers.

Ekyls scampered beside him, defying the hardship, refusing to accept the bluish tint that had seeped into his skin.

Ludo’s long legs were made for the deep snow, but his spectacles kept frosting over. He repeatedly took them off to wipe the lenses on his cassock.

Nameless trailed the group. He seemed sluggish. Reluctant, even. As if he’d seen this sort of thing before, and didn’t want to see it again.

Even so, Shadrak had to work at it to keep ahead of him. He was by far the shortest, and the snow came up to his thighs.

Scudding clouds dappled the white ground with shadows, and the half-smothered sun lent a sickly corona to the castle’s highest tower.

The skirling breeze brought with it the stench of blood and shit. It only got worse as they drew closer. A couple of hundred yards from the spikes, and Shadrak had all the confirmation he needed. They were bodies all right. Bodies impaled arse to mouth on slender wooden poles whittled to vicious points.

“By all that’s holy!” Galen bent double, heaving and puking. By the time he was done, his breakfast was a spatter of yellow and brown all over his crimson jacket. Tears bled from his eyes, and oysters of snot clung to his mustache.

Shadrak pressed on ahead, vaguely aware the others were still following.

Up close, the smell was even worse: ordure and rotting flesh; ammonia wafting from the pools of piss and gore slickening the bases of the spikes.

“Forest of the dead,” Ekyls said. He licked his cracked and cyanosed lips, and glared a challenge at the carcasses.

Nameless let out a groan and dropped to his knees. Shudders racked his frame, as if he were weeping.

Albert studied the impaled victims with detached fascination. “This is for the townsfolk, I’d say. Keeps the sheep penned in.”

Shadrak moved from one grisly corpse to the next, craned his head to look up at the blood-soaked tips of stakes jutting from gaping mouths. He drank in every detail, as if subjecting the horror to the same scrupulosity he applied to his work could ward him from having it happen to him.

Ludo was fumbling through his leather-bound book with shaky fingers. He tried to read something, but his eyes kept leaving the page, drawn relentlessly to the victims.

Albert bent down to examine the insertion point on one of them. He nodded, as if he were acknowledging fine craftsmanship.

“Astonishing.” The poisoner looked around to see if he had everyone’s attention. He didn’t. They were all held by some dark spell. “Whoever did this found a way from the rectum to the mouth without asphyxiating the victim.”

“Shut it, Albert,” Shadrak said. He didn’t want to think about it any more than he had to.

“But imagine,” Albert went on. “Who could do such a thing?”

“Your mother?”

“Besides her,” Albert said. If he was offended, he didn’t show it. He actually seemed amused by the idea. “I mean, the poor sods probably hung there for hours, maybe even days. Every limb paralyzed, windpipe almost totally occluded. What do you suppose the cause of death was? Loss of blood? Perforated bowel?”

The wind turned, and carried with it voices from back the way they’d come.

A gaggle of locals had gathered at the foot of the incline. Heads were shaken, and then someone pointed up at the castle.

Shadrak spun round to look. Scores of black shapes were pouring out of the gatehouse.

“What the Abyss?” Galen said.

Shadrak pulled down his goggles, bringing the tide of dark figures so close he could almost touch the front ranks. They were swathed in black cloth from head to toe, with only a narrow slit for the eyes. None of them carried weapons, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t fight. It did suggest, however, that their intention might be to capture, rather than kill. The thought of what would happen to anyone unlucky enough to fall into their hands was all the incentive Shadrak needed.

“Let’s go.”

“And leave empty-handed?” Nameless said.

“We’re scouting, remember? Gathering information, so we can plan. Why is it so hard to get that?”

Nameless stood and swung his axe at the base of a spike. It sheered right through, and both pole and corpse toppled toward him. “Oops,” he said, throwing out a gauntleted hand to hold it up. With an effortless shove, he sent it back the other way, where it crashed into another spike, which fell into another, until up to a dozen were leaning at precarious angles or half-buried in the snow.

“You done now?” Shadrak said.

Nameless shouldered his axe and strode through the impaled dead toward the horde swarming down from the castle.

Something about the impalements had rattled the dwarf. He seemed forlorn, and not a little crazy. The stupid shogger was going to fight an army by himself.

“You stay, and I stay with you,” Galen said. “Never leave a man behind, I say.”

Nameless stopped and turned the eye-slit on him, then looked back at the approaching horde. He made a fist of one of the giant’s gauntlets, then started to shake.

Galen placed a hand on his shoulder. Nameless’s arm lashed out and sent him flying through the air till he hit the snow.

Shadrak drew a flintlock.

“No,” Ludo said. “Shadrak, no.”

Nameless swayed on his feet. He used his axe to steady himself. “Laddie?” he said, finding Shadrak with the eye-slit. “Laddie, what’s going on?”

“Shogged if I know,” Shadrak said.

Galen picked himself up. He half drew his saber, but Ludo stopped him with a raised palm.

“I’m not right, Shadrak,” Nameless said. “We should go.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Albert said.

Going down was far quicker than coming up. Shadrak stumbled, slid, and tumbled through the snow drifts, gathering speed near the bottom and hitting the flat at a run. The others came down on their arses. All save for Nameless. He just strode for the bottom like ice wouldn’t dare make him slip.

Shadrak led the group straight toward the onlookers from the town. He knew the type, knew they’d scatter, and he wasn’t disappointed. Scuts like that were timid as sheep without a sheepdog.

A flurry of movement along the main concourse made Shadrak falter, then stop.

More figures in black were lurching out of the domed basilica. Every inch of their bodies was bound in strips of cloth that looked like it had once been white, but was now mottled black with mildew.

“Oh, cripes,” Albert said. “Tits up one way, fanny fart the—”

Shadrak cut him off with a pistol blast. He dropped one of the figures like a big black turd in the snow.

Nameless stepped to one side of him, Galen the other. Albert and Ekyls started to back away, leaving Ludo standing there mouthing the words of a prayer.

The sound of Ekyls whining like a frightened dog made Shadrak glance behind.

The tide of dark figures from the castle had reached the top of the slope. There were hundreds of them, and yet there was no sound as they began to stagger and stumble down.

“Between a ruddy rock and a hard place,” Galen muttered.

An owl hooted, then swooped overhead.

In its wake, a colossal roar went up from the other side of the basilica. It was followed by the tramp of booted feet.

Dozens upon dozens of men and women surged onto the main concourse and ripped through the lurching horrors, hacking, cleaving, thrusting with spears. They were swathed in animal pelts, and wielded spears, swords, and wooden shields. The men were long-haired and bearded, the women tall with blonde hair twisted into ropes that whirled about their heads like flails as they fought. The newcomers flowed past Shadrak and the others and clashed with the shambling army coming off the slope.

The initial attack was devastating, but swiftly, the fallen creatures were replaced by more pouring in from the back.

Shadrak groaned. Against an endless sea, even a force of—what?—upwards of a hundred would ultimately tire and fail.

A giant of a man, bearded to the waist and wielding a long single-bladed axe, broke away from the fight and ran toward them.

“Follow me,” he said in a voice like a bear’s growl. “The others will pull back once you’re safe. The Prior’s cadavers won’t pass the borders of the town.”

“They won’t?” Nameless said.

“Don’t ask me why. Either following orders, or they can’t. Like most things in this hellhole, they ain’t exactly natural.”

Wings flapped, and Bird appeared behind Shadrak. “You can trust Lorgen,” the homunculus said, barely audible over the clangor of battle. “We share a common foe.”

“Move it,” Lorgen said, striding toward the far side of town. “I don’t want to lose any more of my people than I have to, and I don’t like the look of that.”

Shadrak followed his gaze, to where streamers of smoke were spilling from the castle and drifting toward them against the wind.

He didn’t need any further prompting.

Ludo, Albert, and Ekyls were already setting off after Lorgen.

Bird gave a grim smile before once more taking to the air in the form of an owl.

As soon as Shadrak started to move, Galen and Nameless came with him. He had the sense that, if he were stupid enough to turn back and fight, they would have followed.

He cast a final look at the clashing forces.

Lorgen’s people had already lost their advantage and were starting to withdraw.

Beyond the battle, closing with terrible swiftness, tendrils of mist were coiling about each other, thickening, coalescing, darkening into a vile brume that threatened to roll right over them.


THE MIST

Fingers of mist groped the edges of the promontory, tickled the nubs of rock poking through the snow, then recoiled, as if that wasn’t what they were looking for.

Because they were looking, Nameless was sure of that. He’d watched them questing, snaking, creeping through the trees since the setting sun had tinged the clouds with red.

At first, the mist had come on fast, harried them from the town of Wolfmalen, but then it had slowed in its pursuit, as if it had lost them. It still came on, though, feeling its way through the pines systematically, leaving no stone unturned. And it was getting closer. So close it made Nameless’s skin crawl with a thousand invisible insects.

He took a step toward it, axe gripped tight in the giant’s gauntlets. Better to face a thing than to fear it, he’d always said. Same as with the cadavers in mildewed wrappings that had come lumbering down from the castle. He knew he should have gotten out of there as soon as Shadrak said. Knew he’d placed his companions at risk. But it was fear that had almost made him stand and fight, and no natural fear at that. He’d felt something similar when he’d been under the spell of the black axe: a terror that could only be assuaged by blood.

Was it the gauntlets?

He splayed the fingers of one hand, held it up to the eye-slit of his helm. Made no sense. They’d granted him the strength of a giant. More, even, for they’d made Sartis the mightiest of all the Jötunn, given him the power to destroy his kin. The stronger you got, the less you had to fear. That was as plain as plain could be. But Sartis had been afraid, hadn’t he? So afraid of Sektis Gandaw, he’d hidden for centuries in the roots of the volcano. And the maker of the gauntlets, the Cynocephalus: wasn’t he said to cower in the bowels of Gehenna, right on the brink of the Abyss? A trembling god. A paranoid one, petrified by his ceaseless nightmares.

“Anything?” Lorgen said as he came up the hill from the camp.

It seemed his people had scores of similar hideaways scattered throughout the woods. They split themselves into small groups, the better to avoid detection, and employed runners in snow shoes for communication. More than that, Nameless hadn’t picked up. He’d not been in a listening mood.

“Nothing I can get a good swing at, laddie.”

And maybe that was the problem. Give him something to fight, and he’d not have the time to worry. But here, in the relative safety of Lorgen’s camp, all they had been doing was waiting.

Lorgen laughed deep down in his belly. It sounded good-natured enough, but that didn’t mean it was.

“Fighting’s not always the answer. Not here in Verusia. Kill one of those black-garbed pieces of dung, another replaces him. Seen it before, I tell you. There’s no end to them. Dark theurgy gives them the semblance of life, same as it conjures this bastard mist.”

“The Prior?” Nameless took a step away from the ghostly carpet still inching toward him. Talking had cost him his resolve.

“Aye, that’s what the lackwits in Wolfmalen call him. To the rest of us, he’s still Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord.”

“And what is it with the townsfolk, laddie? I found them a little…” Nameless struggled to find the right word.

“Docile?” Lorgen offered.

“Aye, that about sums it up.”

“Deluded? Beguiled? Because I tell you, they weren’t always that way. They were our people. They were free folk, till the Lich Lord put a glamor on them. Fodder’s all they are now. Well, not all. There’s more going on, but I can’t fathom it. He has them all believing he’s some holy man.”

“You think he’s starting a cult?”

“That’s just it,” Lorgen said. “To do that, he’d need more devotees, but Wolfmalen’s population never changes. Once a year, people go up to the castle. They don’t come back. But then the Lich Lord captures more, and within days, they’re as compliant as the rest.”

“What do you think he’s up to?” Nameless asked.

His question was met with silence.

Lorgen’s face was expressionless, his eyes focused inward. Either he was still trying to work out the mystery surrounding the townsfolk, or he had some sinister reason for not answering.

A creeping dread told Nameless it was the latter.

Lorgen was a big bastard. Big, and ugly with it. Face more scars than skin, outcropping forehead, and a beard even dwarves would have found ostentatious. He had an axe, too: a long-hafted single blader. Ordinarily, it would have been hard not to like him, on account of that alone. But Nameless was caught up wondering if that axe would be used on him; if he could take the big man down, should it come to it.

Why? he asked himself. Why think that? Lorgen had come to their aid; been nothing but friendly.

But other thoughts wormed their way into his mind:

That’s how it always begins. How do you think he got those scars? Are the giant’s gauntlets going to be enough, if he starts on you?

“I’ve a question for you,” Lorgen said. “What brings you to Verusia? Because you’re clearly not from round here.”

“Oh, laddie?” Nameless said. “And what makes you think that?”

Lorgen stooped to look down at him. “Your height, for one thing. Yours and the little fellow’s who came to me for help; not to mention the pale-faced midget in the cloak. Then there’s your accents.”

“Bird came to you, you say?” Nameless said. “I mean, I knew he led you to us”—in the form of an owl—“but how did he come to find you?”

How did he know he could trust you? Come to think of it, how could Nameless trust Bird? What if this was all some elaborate ploy? After all, the shogger was a homunculus, wasn’t he? As honorable as thieves and assassins, and twice as duplicitous. Which made him wonder about Shadrak, who was clearly both: spawn of the Demiurgos and a cutthroat to boot. A friend, yes, but did that really count for anything? How could you know? How could you really know?

“You have to wonder,” Lorgen said. “And I don’t mind telling you, he gives me the creeps, what with the way he changes form and all. Though, in a strange sort of way, that’s what persuaded me. Persuaded me he wasn’t from Blightey. The Lich Lord disguises himself, right enough, but he’s no changeling, and few are the animals that will come within a hundred miles of him. This Bird said there was trouble brewing. Said you’d wandered too close to the castle. That made you either stupid or ignorant, far as I’m concerned. No one deserves to be tortured and impaled for either. But the other one, the one with the pink eyes: I’ve not seen hide nor hair of him since we reached camp. He’s not foolish enough to go back there, is he?”

“Shadrak?” Nameless shrugged. “I wouldn’t call him foolish. He takes too many precautions for that, and he makes a virtue out of being unseen. He was planning to return to our…” How should he put it? “… transportation to pick up some more supplies.”

“But if we could return to my first question,” Lorgen said. There was a hint of steel in his voice.

Usually, Nameless admired that in a man, but now all he heard was implied threat. He may have misread the tone, because Lorgen was standing relaxed, and his gaze was roving over the encroaching mist.

“Why did we come here?” Nameless said. “Business with the Lich Lord.”

Lorgen stiffened, and his fingers tightened around the haft of his axe. “Aye, and what business is that?”

“He has something we need.”

“A friend?” The scars on Lorgen’s face were pulled tight as he grimaced.

“No, not a friend, laddie. Just something.”

The tension visibly melted from Lorgen’s muscles. “Good. Well, not good. Any business with Otto Blightey tends to end in suffering. But it is good you have lost no one to him. At least, not yet.”

“And you have?”

Lorgen shut his eyes and turned his head aside. He drew in a long breath and let it out in a sigh. When he opened his eyes, he looked down the slope at the mist.

“It’s receding. It hasn’t detected our camp. We only moved a few nights ago. The old site was compromised last time the mist came.”

“This is a regular occurrence?” Nameless said. “I thought we’d triggered it by straying too near the castle.”

“You probably did. But it’s a frequent menace, wafting through the woods, looking for us.”

“But why?”

Lorgen rolled his shoulders and looked off into the last ribbons of bruised sunlight creeping beneath the horizon.

“Because we are his.” He sneered. “All of Verusia is his. Mostly dead. Mostly undead. But the Lich Lord maintains a sizeable stock of the living.”

“Then leave,” Nameless said. “I know I would.”

“Getting in is all very well,” Lorgen said, “but you try getting out, and you’ll find the Gallic border patrols much more zealous. Not only that, but Blightey has things out near the fringes. Things that make sure no one tries to leave.”

“And this is better?”

Nameless’s imagination was running riot with the implications. What if they hadn’t got the plane ship? Would they have been trapped? Would he? He knew it shouldn’t have bothered him; knew he’d have normally risen to the challenge, but he wasn’t right. Something felt wrong.

Idly, almost absently, he pulled at one of the gauntlets, even though there was no point. They were as much part of him now as the helm.

“We survive,” Lorgen said. “In pockets of resistance, we survive. And we grow. The laughter of children graces our camps. Maybe one day, if we hold out long enough…” His voice trailed off, as if he lacked the conviction to continue. When he resumed speaking, it was in fits and starts, until he brought his tongue under control by some colossal act of will.

“Shit on him. Shit on Otto Blightey.” He may have been warding himself with curses. “I never want to look on that demon again. Three days I was in his dungeons with nothing for company but the sounds of screaming.” He winced and closed his eyes. “My daughters. My wife.” He shook his head. “Think hard before you go there. Think very hard.”

“Not sure I have a choice, laddie,” Nameless said. His own voice came out tremulous. Lorgen’s words had moved him, but he didn’t know what to say.

But he did have a choice, didn’t he? He’d survived well enough trapped in the great helm, and he’d done no more harm. It might have been a shogging inconvenience traveling to the Perfect Peak to be fed, but compared with the alternative…

He had to wonder: was that how the dwarves of Arx Gravis felt about him? The way Lorgen did about Blightey? The Ravine Butcher had slaughtered their loved ones, stuck their heads on spears.

The familiar cramps of despair gripped his innards. There was no coming back from what he’d done. No forgiveness. No atonement.

So, why was he risking his companions’ lives on some madcap quest to free himself from the helm? Free himself from the lure of the black axe? He had no right. No shogging right.

He pulled his shoulder blades together until his back popped. He was knotted up with tension, but there was shog all he could do about it.

“It’s heading out toward the crags,” Lorgen said, his focus back on the mist. “Where our old camp used to be. Guess it’s a good thing we moved.”

A chill deeper than that the snow had to offer insinuated its way into Nameless’s bones. He couldn’t tell if it was coming from the retreating mist, or the fact he couldn’t get the gauntlets off. He’d felt something similar in the darkness of Gehenna, when he’d found the black axe: an innominate dread that gave rise to whispers of thought, promptings, threats, warnings.

He had no defense against that sort of thing. An enemy he could stand toe to toe with, no matter how big, how strong, had never bothered him. If you could hit it, chances are, it would bleed; and if it bled, it could be killed. But intangible fears, be they born from powers he did not comprehend, or his own inner demons, pierced him sharper than any blade; cut him right to the marrow.

“Come,” Lorgen said, starting off back down the slope. “Least we can chance a cook fire now. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

Always, Nameless wanted to say. Always shogging starving. Not so much from the need for sustenance, because Aristodeus’s muck took care of that, but for the taste of food. And of beer. If nothing else, a flagon of ale would settle his nerves and get him feeling like a dwarf again.

***

There was more than one fire back at the camp. Most of them were little more than smoldering wounds on the surface of the white ground.

Lorgen’s people roasted skewered strips of meat over the flames. It was charred beyond recognition, and smelled vaguely of chicken.

The canvas shelters they’d erected around the perimeter were almost invisible under their blankets of snow. A couple of men were finishing off putting up new tents for the companions. It seemed likely these were the shelters of those who had fallen, or those who had been taken.

Such unexpected kindness, such consideration of total strangers, thawed the doubts Nameless had been having about their rescuers. Why go to all this trouble? Why come to their aid in the first place?

Albert glanced up from whatever he was roasting on a long stick. Looked like sausages. “Went with Shadrak back to the ship,” the poisoner said. “Picked up some supplies. I assume you’re hungry.” As if he’d forgotten, Albert waved apologetically and tapped his head. “Oh, of course, you can’t eat in that thing, can you?”

Lorgen settled himself with a clutch of his people. A woman offered him some meat, but he shook his head. The low hubbub of voices greeted his arrival. Probably, they had a lot to talk about.

Nameless couldn’t help wondering if he’d said something to offend the big man. If he had, though, he had no idea what it was.

He did his best to shrug the feeling off and went to sit next to Bird on the far side of Albert’s fire. The homunculus had his head turned pointedly away from what was cooking. Clearly, he wouldn’t be eating, either.

Ludo had his nose in his book. He looked ashen, and thinner than he had mere hours ago. Must have been an effect of the firelight sending flickering shadows over his face.

Galen was sharpening his saber with a whetstone—short, sharp licks and the occasional long, slow stroke all the way to the tip. Seemed he’d already given what was left of his hair the same meticulous attention, the way it was plastered over his scalp in finely combed strands. Why he didn’t just face facts, was anyone’s guess. It wasn’t like he was fooling anyone. At least Aristodeus was honest about being a bald bastard. Although, you had to wonder if that skimpy little box beard was just to deflect attention from his barren pate.

Still, one thing Nameless had to say for Galen: the man was no coward.

Never leave a man behind.

Not even a dwarf.

Galen acknowledged Nameless with a nod. He tested the edge of his blade, licked his finger, and went back to his honing.

Ekyls hawked and spat into the flames. When Albert handed him a sausage, he ripped into it with jagged teeth.

“Shadrak not back?” Nameless asked no one in particular.

Bird might have flinched, but Albert was the only one who indicated he’d heard.

“No sign of him. Not that that’s anything unusual. Left me to lug the supplies back by myself and slunk off to do his thing, whatever that might entail. Do you think I should save him one?” He held up a sausage, wrinkled his nose, and took a bite out of it. “Probably not much point.”

“Ho, Lorgen!” a man’s voice called from somewhere back in the trees.

Conversation around the camp died in an instant, leaving only the sound of spitting and crackling from the fires.

Fat sizzled loudly from one of Albert’s sausages, but he swiftly snatched it from the flames.

Lorgen rose to his feet and peered into the dark. Others started to stand, too, but when a man in a bulging fur coat stepped into the clearing, they relaxed. He wore wooden snow shoes and an animal hide hat with flaps that covered his ears. As he tugged off a glove, he nodded to Lorgen, then gestured with his thumb behind.

“What, Hoag? What is it?” Lorgen asked.

Three more figures emerged from the trees: two men leading a woman by the arms. Her gray dress, her auburn hair were frosted over with white.

Nameless stood and trudged over to Lorgen. “Everything all right?”

Lorgen cocked his head at Hoag for an explanation.

“This is Naithe Lysson,” Hoag said. “From the Lankwood cottages. We found her wandering alone and near death. The Lich Lord came to her home. Her husband and child… both…

“He drank them,” the woman said, her eyes empty and unfocused. “He drank their souls and made me watch.”

“Why?” Ludo said.

Nameless hadn’t heard him approach, he’d been so rapt by the woman’s haunted appearance.

The adeptus frowned with bewilderment, but when he next spoke, his voice was laced with anger. “Why would he do such a thing?”

Hoag looked to Lorgen for permission, then led Naithe to sit by a fire. Immediately, a knot of women gathered around her, consoling her with hugs and shared tears.

“Why would he do it?” Lorgen said. “Why would the Lich Lord murder her family? For pleasure. For the spark of life it engenders in him.”

Ludo shook his head and grimaced. His lips began to move, but Nameless couldn’t hear any sound. He assumed it was some form of prayer.

“Then why would he let her go?” Nameless asked.

Lorgen let out a sharp laugh devoid of all humor. “Because he enjoys her grief.”


THE FOOLISHNESS OF OLD MEN







It was a shog sight warmer in Lorgen’s tent, but Nameless didn’t miss the thickness of the tension that rolled off the big man. The shadows of Lorgen’s people gathering outside danced on the canvas like silhouetted flames. Probably, they just wanted to listen in, but he couldn’t be too sure.

Albert gave the impression of a truculent child who’d been caught doing wrong and didn’t give a damn. Ekyls skulked behind him, a dog that knew its place.

Galen folded his arms over his chest, like a man about to confer with a fellow general—not that he was a general. Far from it. Nameless knew his soldiers, and Galen was a grunt, through and through.

Bird was wrapped in his feathered cloak, Shadrak in his black one. They stood side by side, a pair of evil-looking dolls.

Ludo was the only one who appeared unaffected by the atmosphere. His eyes widened above his glasses, an encouragement for Lorgen to say what was troubling him. Because something was. His entire body shouted it.

“This ‘something’ you seek,” Lorgen said to Nameless, “it must be very important to you. To you all.”

Albert let out an exaggerated whuff.

“So what if it is?” Shadrak said.

“Now, now,” Galen said. “Hear him out. What’s troubling you, old chap?”

Lorgen chewed over his reply before he gave it. “Whatever you think you’re doing, messing with Otto Blightey, let me tell you, it is folly.”

“One man’s folly—” Ludo started, but Galen cut him off.

“You may be right, but what you need to understand—”

“What I understand,” Lorgen said, “is that your presence here imperils my people. We are hunted. Continuously. What happened at Wolfmalen is certain to intensify the Lich Lord’s efforts. The last thing we need is for you to provoke him further.”

“Nameless?” Ludo said. “After all, this is about you.”

“I put you all at risk back there,” Nameless said, turning the eye-slit of his helm on each of them. “And I’ve no wish to drag you down with me.”

“So, this has been a waste of my shogging time?” Shadrak said. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“Not just yours,” Albert put in.

“That’s not what I’m saying.” Anger tinged Nameless’s voice, but he swiftly tamed it. “I would say we should turn back now. Your lives are too precious to risk in pursuit of… of what? A half-baked plan to free me from this helm? So I can get back some sort of life and pretend Arx Gravis didn’t happen?” His excitement over the gym and beer hall had receded so far, he was starting to wonder if he’d really been to Brink at all.

“You see, I’m not even sure I want out of this helm anymore. It’s what I deserve. The only thing is, I think I may already have come too far.”

“It’s never too late to turn back,” Galen said.

Lorgen grunted his assent, but worry swept his brow.

“What do you mean too far?” Ludo said.

“I’ve started to change.”

“Change how?” Shadrak took a step toward him.

“I’m not myself, laddie.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I don’t think I can go back,” Nameless said. “And I can’t stand what’s happening to me. It’s kill or cure now. I have to go on, but I don’t expect anyone to come with me.”

“Then you are decided?” Lorgen said.

“Indeed,” Albert said. “I’ll just gather my things and scoot on back to—”

“Aye, laddie,” Nameless said. “Is that going to be a problem?”

Lorgen’s chest heaved. “Then I ask that you give us time, to break camp, and separate our path from yours.”

“We will, laddie,” Nameless said. “Or rather, I will. The rest of you should go back.”

When Shadrak started to protest, Nameless said, “I’ll pay you for lost time.”

“With what?” Shadrak said. “You came to me for money, remember? For this gym of yours.”

“But we can still go?” Albert said. “Wait for you at the plane—”

“Not a chance,” Shadrak said. “You even think of taking my ship again…” He stopped himself, but the look Albert gave him was sharper than any blade. “We all agreed to this, and we’re all going to see it through.”

“Fine by me,” Galen said.

Ekyls growled.

Bird steepled his fingers in front of his nose. His black eyes were inscrutable, but nothing about his demeanor said that he objected.

Ludo, though, took off his eye-glasses and gnawed thoughtfully on one of the arms. “There has to be another way. What do we know about the peril we face? What do we really know?”

“Shog all,” Shadrak said. “Which is kind of my problem.”

“Know your enemy, wot?” Galen said.

“Exactly,” Shadrak said. “Know him better than he knows himself, then cut his balls off when he ain’t looking.”

Lorgen scoffed at that. “You have no idea what you’re up against, do you?”

“I think I might,” Ludo said. He resituated his eye-glasses on his nose. “But still, I would caution against demonizing the foe. We have to understand the enemy, not merely revile him. We have to know what makes him tick.”

“Then I’ll make it easy for you,” Lorgen said. “Pain. Suffering. Sadistic pleasure. Blightey is evil to the core, and anyone who thinks otherwise will quickly learn the truth. It’ll be a sharp lesson, I can tell you. A stake up the shogging arse.”

“Ah,” Ludo said with a wag of his finger, “but Blightey wasn’t always that way. None of us starts out bad.” He swept the tent with his gaze.

Nameless flinched. He felt like Ludo was singling him out, but then the adeptus’s eyes moved to Shadrak.

“Bollocks,” Lorgen said. “Think what you shogging like, but my people are out of here come sunrise. “Keep the shelters Stane and Yardy put up for you. Least if you’re intent on dying, it won’t be from the cold. I don’t want that on my conscience.” He took a step toward Ludo, looked right into the adeptus’s eyes. “You’re a clever one, right enough. I can tell that from the way you speak; but let me give you a word of advice: dance with the demon, and he’ll take every last dreg of hope, humanity, and dignity remaining to you.”

Ludo swallowed and glanced at Galen for support.

“Your funeral,” Lorgen said. He strode to the tent flap and held it open. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to catch some sleep before we break camp.”




***




Outside, Lorgen’s people must have heard all they needed to, and were ducking into their tents, grumbling and shaking their heads. Any goodwill they might have had guttered like the fires left untended around the camp.

“Miserable scutting shoggers,” Shadrak said. “I say we get this over and done with. Coming?”

“No, laddie,” Nameless said. “We wait until morning. I gave Lorgen my word.”

“Whatever,” Shadrak said. He stalked off to one of the newly erected tents and slipped inside.

“Am I sleeping with you?” Albert said, scurrying after him.

“Shog off,” Shadrak said.

“Charming.” Albert held a hand out to Ekyls. “Looks like it’s me and you, then.”

“You go ahead,” Ludo said to Galen. “I’ll join you presently.”

The adeptus raised his eyebrows at Nameless. “May I talk with you?”

Nameless nodded, and they went to sit by the remnants of a cook fire.

“I need to know what is at stake,” Ludo said. “Galen and I have been quite swept away by events since stepping through Aristodeus’s portal. It’s all still very new to us. Even here, so close to home.” He looked up at the cloud-choked sky, where the moon was little more than a corona of filth. “Three moons on Aethir,” he mused. “Who’d have thought?”

“How did you get mixed up in this?” Nameless asked. “That business with Shader?”

“I used my position within the Templum to free him from the Judiciary’s dungeons,” Ludo said. “All dealt with now. He was relatively unharmed. Shader wanted to become a priest, you see. Wanted to give up fighting, but the Ipsissimus didn’t agree.

“So, Aethir was to be my penance. Oh, they dressed it up as more than that. Said it was an opportunity to evangelize, but I was never under any illusions about that. What I wasn’t prepared for, though, was the Ipsissimus granting Aristodeus permission to do with us as he likes.”

“He told you that, laddie?”

“Aristodeus did.”

“Then how do you know it’s true?”

Ludo shrugged. “There’s not much Galen and I can do about it either way. We are strangers to Aethir, and here on Urddynoor, we are loyal servants of the Templum, bound by obedience and humility.

“But this business with you, Nameless: I’ve picked up a little, but I don’t even know the half of it. And coming back to Urddynoor in a craft that travels between worlds, coming here to Verusia, it’s like entering the world of a fairy story. Only…” A haunted look came into his eyes. “Only, there are no fairies. Just a dwarf, Shadrak, Bird, and…” He shut his eyes and took a few short breaths. “Bodies on spikes.”

Even though Nameless knew Ludo was talking about Blightey, it felt like an accusation, as if the adeptus had somehow seen the horrors at Arx Gravis.

Nameless started to stand, but Ludo put a hand on his arm, entreated him to stay with eyes full of compassion. Fake compassion, Nameless immediately thought, like the kind Aristodeus liked to dish out. Only Ludo’s was more practiced and less obvious.

“What is it, Nameless?” Ludo said. “Anything I can help you with?”

Nameless settled back down and sighed. What would it hurt to tell the truth? Ludo and the others were only here because of him. He owed it to them to at least give them answers when they asked.

“Arx Gravis,” Nameless managed, dipping the great helm.

“I don’t understand.”

Of course he didn’t. How could he? He wouldn’t have had a clue where the ravine city was, let alone what had happened there.

Ludo’s understanding nod told a very different story.

Did he know? Had someone told him?

Before suspicion tore Nameless’s thoughts into a thousand spiraling descents, he looked the adeptus in the eye. He found only empathy there, and the glimmering sheen of unshed tears. This was no fake concern. Ludo seemed to be closer to him than he was to himself at that moment, as if he could see everything Nameless had done. See, and still not turn away.

Nameless’s defenses melted. He told the adeptus the bare basics he could recall, all the while watching him for any trace of condemnation.

Once or twice, Ludo looked up at the moon, as if he could glean understanding there, but then he returned to silently watching and listening.

When Nameless had finished, Ludo took his hand in both of his and said, “What else?”

“What do you mean?”

“When day breaks, we may all be in grave peril. You have no choice but to go on. Galen won’t back out now, and Shadrak… He’s conflicted, but he’s your friend, I’m sure of that, no matter how hard he tries to disguise it. If Lorgen is right about Blightey—and I’m not ready to concede that point yet—there may not be another chance.”

“For what?”

“For you to offload the things you haven’t told me; the things that weigh most heavily on your soul.”

Nameless tried to kid himself he’d told it all, but he hadn’t. He’d left out the gory details. First, about the heads on spears; and then there was Cordy: how ashamed he was of what he felt for her now she was out of his grasp. How he’d never noticed his feelings until it was too late; until she’d married Thumil. He recalled telling Thumil he would protect their marriage, and he would, but it wasn’t what he really wanted. He despised himself for that.

Still Ludo watched him, waiting for him to start, like he had no say in the matter.

Slowly, falteringly at first, Nameless began to talk again, accusing himself of all that he’d done, not just the generalizations he’d already given, but every last detail he could remember. It was like lifting the lid on a box of secrets: more and more memories came flooding back, one connected to another in a continuous stream of condemnation.

But it wasn’t about self-pity; it was about exposure, digging away the layers of snow and ice and revealing the dung pile beneath. When he was done, he sat, scarcely breathing. The pause was so long, he thought Ludo was too shocked or too repulsed to speak.

But then the adeptus recited a formula in Ancient Urddynoorian, as if Nameless weren’t the most cursed person in all the worlds. As if he weren’t a butcher of his own kin.

As if he were forgiven.

Nameless wept. He sobbed and smiled and felt the heat of gratitude rising from his guts to encompass the whole of his body.

“You see,” Ludo said. “No one is beyond the mercy of Nous.”

They walked together in silence until they reached the tent Galen had entered.

“Well, good night, Nameless,” Ludo said. “And don’t worry if the guilt returns. It’s a persistent foe, but over time, you will see yourself as Nous sees you.”

“If you say so,” Nameless said.

But already he could feel the black dog pawing at the edges of his mind.

It was a temporary fix, no better than getting drunk on beer. Come morning, he had no doubt things would be back to normal. How could it be otherwise? Ludo might have believed in a forgiving god, but he hadn’t done the things Nameless had done.

Some sins just couldn’t be wiped out.

Nameless felt sleep coming on, and at least most of the tension he wore all the time had ebbed away. He’d not felt so relaxed in ages.

Before he could ruin the moment, he said goodnight and went to find himself a tent.




***




Muckman Brindy was shaking like a leaf. His red cloak and iron helm—the uniform of the Ravine Guard—told Nameless he was dreaming.

They were in a mineshaft with Kaldwyn Gray and one other… Ming Garnik, but there was no sign of him. And then Nameless realized: Ming was already dead, and the thing that had killed him was hunting the rest of them.

“It’s in the walls, sir. It’s in the shogging—”

Muckman screamed.

Fingers of stone sprouted from the floor and wrapped around Muckman’s ankle.

Nameless charged in and swung his axe. The blade shattered, and the haft went flying. He grabbed Muckman’s wrist, pulled with all his might, but another rocky hand emerged and took Muckman round the waist. Muckman let out a gurgling yowl. Blood sprayed from his lips. Bones crunched.

Nameless woke with a start. Cold sweat streaked his face within the great helm. Something was wrong. Something about the dream taunted him. And then he realized: he’d not been Nameless in the dream. He’d had a name then, and it was… it was…

He was in a dark chamber. There were five walls. At the apex, the shadows coalesced into the shape of a twin-bladed axe.

Next, he was descending a sloping passageway. Rows of skulls on spikes lined the way. Dwarven skulls with their beards intact. They looked impossibly ancient.

One rose into the air and burst into flame. When the fire died down and the smoke dispersed, all that remained was a mottled skull with chattering teeth. It turned smoldering eyes of crimson on him. They swirled like the eddies of the Sea of Insanity, until they were vortices of blood sucking him in. Sucking. Sucking…







***




Hands grabbed him roughly by the shoulders, shook him.

“Wake up!” It was Galen.

Nameless sat bolt upright, blinked his eyes into focus.

“Ludo’s gone,” Galen said.

“Gone?”

“You were with him last,” Galen said.

“I saw him to your tent,” Nameless said. But he’d not seen him enter. As a sinking dread gripped him, he uttered, “Lorgen and his people?”

“Left at dawn, like he said they would.”

“Could they have taken him?”

Galen shook his head. “They headed west. Shadrak found a single set of footprints going in the opposite direction.”

“Toward the castle?”

Already the warmth of absolution was giving way to the chill of foreboding.

“But why?” Galen said. “Why would he do such a thing?”

No one is beyond the mercy of Nous.

Nameless gasped. Ludo had not just been referring to him. But this was crazy. More than that: it was suicide.

“He thinks he can save Blightey, and by doing so, save us in the process.”

Galen looked too dumbfounded to speak at first, but then his eyelids drooped shut, and he swallowed thickly. “Oh, Eminence.”

Shadrak poked his head through the tent flap. “It’s Ludo, right enough. The prints enter the mist. He must’ve lost his shogging mind.”

“Damn it,” Galen said.

“Let’s go,” Nameless said.

“No,” Shadrak said. “I’ll go. Give me a couple of hours. If I ain’t back by then, come running, and tear that scutting castle to the ground till you find me, because no one’s shoving a spike up my arse.”

“We should all go,” Galen said.

“Fine,” Shadrak said. “But still give me a head-start. Stealth first, hammer later.”

And with that, he ducked outside.


WOLFMALEN CASTLE










Shadrak retraced Ludo’s footprints to the fringes of the mist that lay like a blanket over the snowy ground. Wispy tendrils snaked toward him, but he skirted around them.

The sun slid from behind a cloud; was swiftly smothered again. A sinuous rope of mist separated out from the main body and quested in his direction. Others followed, sprouting like insubstantial branches to block his advance and forbid his retreat.

Shadrak backed away and then broke into a run. A feeler lashed at him, but he tumbled beneath it and kept on running, boots crunching through the snow. Others slithered in pursuit, and behind them, the entire carpet of mist changed its course like the turning of the tide.

A tendril tried to trip him. Shadrak leapt over it, swayed aside from another coming at him head-height. He danced between two more strands, twisted and backflipped over a third, and kept on flipping feet over head until he made the tree line.

Once there, he glided from trunk to trunk. Mist seeped over the roots, always just a heartbeat behind. Breaking into a sprint, he slipped and slid down a low bank. Vaporous threads curled over the ridge then began to worm their way down after him.

Shadrak rummaged in a belt pouch for a glass sphere. He palmed it for a second, then threw it at a tree. A flash of brilliance lit up the gloaming, and the mist recoiled.

Insubstantial plumes and streamers thrashed and intertwined. They began to feel every inch of the tree’s bark, as if they might find some trace of their elusive prey there.

That was all the distraction Shadrak needed to creep away unheeded. He cast fleeting looks over his shoulder, but the mist seemed to have lost him. As they fell away from the tree, the individual tendrils retracted into the swirling smog already rolling away across the forest floor. He lost no time making a beeline for the town.




Wolfmalen was eerily silent as he entered the main street. Either the people had been told to remain indoors in the wake of the battle with Lorgen’s people, or some other fate had befallen them.

Pink stained the snow piled up along the road, but there were no carrion birds, and no bodies. It was as if the dead had simply dusted themselves down and walked off.

The stench from the forest of impaled victims carried to him on the rising breeze before he’d made it halfway up the slope on the other side of town. This time, he gave it a wide berth, angling toward the castle in the cover of snow drifts and outcroppings of rock. He pulled up his hood and drew his cloak tight, trusting he’d appear nothing more than a shadow in the perpetual gray that passed for daylight.

In the shelter of the looming curtain walls, he edged around the perimeter, pausing only to listen, then moving off again. All his senses strained for the merest glimpse of movement, whisper of noise, waft of smell. Once or twice, he thought he heard muffled screams from deep beneath the foundations of the castle.

The smell of blood and shit coming off the forest of spikes never left his nostrils, but here, it was absorbed into the general odor of decay. It was the same smell that had haunted Kadee’s bedroom in the months after her death. The same smell that had finally forced him to leave and find a new home.

For a moment, the recollection fired his anger, fueled his resentment that the Archon had used Kadee to get him on board. If it hadn’t been for that scut, and if it hadn’t been for Nameless, Shadrak would never have dreamed of setting foot in Verusia. It was almost enough to make him turn his back on Ludo, refuse to play other people’s games anymore. It wasn’t like he owed the idiot anything, and no one had made Ludo come to the castle by himself, like a lamb to the slaughter.

But the memory of Kadee still had hold of him. Images of her cancer-wracked frame gave way to the glimmer that had never left her eyes, up until her last breath. It seemed to Shadrak she pleaded with him to go on, not to lose out on what the Archon had promised: that he’d see her again; that in some way, she endured after death.

He came to a low wall that jutted out from one of the buttresses. On the other side, it fell away into a pit. At the bottom, a tunnel mouth led beneath the castle.

Shadrak dropped into the pit and pulled on his goggles, blinking as they whirred and clicked into focus. He peered into the tunnel, seeing its bricked cylindrical walls in stark green outline.

The floor was packed with broken rock and strewn with dead rats that looked like they’d been throttled. Most had missing limbs.

The air was dank and musty. The walls sweated water and slime, and the rubble on the floor was slick with drenched moss.

Walking was so treacherous, he took to his hands and knees, until he came to a grille blocking the passage from floor to ceiling. A slender pick made short work of the rusted padlock holding it shut, and then he pushed the latticed iron open a crack and slipped through.

The floor was smooth on the other side: gray flags, neatly mortared and flanked with fluted pillars that were truncated by the low ceiling.

His footfalls here were hollow, muted, but their echo was unnaturally loud. When he moved more stealthily, the scuff and scrape of his boots was like a man shoveling snow.

He followed the corridor for long, tense minutes, until it opened onto a vaulted chamber. Three ribbed archways, left, right, and center, led from it to spiral staircases. Guttering torches were ensconced either side of the arches. They threw flickering shadows across a mosaic floor depicting a cross atop a triangle.

Shadrak raised his goggles now there was more light.

A plinth stood within the triangle, and chained to it, one leg clamped in a heavy iron band, was a living gargoyle. Its long face terminated in a snaggletoothed beak. Rough nubs atop its head were all that remained of horns. Wings like a bat’s—though cruelly lacerated—were furled upon its hunched and spiny back. The stub of a scorpion’s tail hung beneath them. The tip seemed to have been severed some time ago, and had healed over as a misshapen club of scar tissue.

Shadrak slid a flintlock free and cocked it. 

He edged closer, expecting the thing to pounce at any moment. It had enough slack in its chain to reach him, if it so wished.

That’s when Shadrak noticed it wasn’t a plinth it was secured to; it was a spool for yard upon yard of chain. On the top was some kind of ratcheting crank. With someone to turn the handle, the gargoyle had enough chain to get to the mouth of the tunnel, maybe even the pit. Probably, it was allowed there to feed on the limbs of rats from time to time. But why not the whole rat? Either rodents’ legs were its favorite delicacy, or it had the appetite of a sparrow.

The gargoyle tracked him with shark’s eyes. They were deader than a corpse’s. When Shadrak was a pace away, it curled in on itself and shuffled back. Strings of black blood hung from its beak, which remained clamped tightly shut.

“What are you?” Shadrak said. “Blightey’s guard dog?” He waved his pistol at the tattered wings, the tail, the horns. “Did he do this to you?”

The gargoyle let out a whimper and tucked its face into its chest. It brought the remnants of its wings overhead and hunkered beneath them.

“Why’s he keep you chained up down here, and not outside the walls on a spike?”

It rocked back and forth but said nothing. Shadrak started to feel stupid for assuming it could speak.

He stepped in, lifted its beaked face with the end of his gun. He could almost hear Kadee telling him to take pity. But pity wasn’t going to do anything for the poor scut. It was a wonder the gargoyle was still alive, the state it was in. And pity wasn’t going to find Ludo, either.

“Don’t suppose you know if Blightey had a visitor in the night, do you?”

The wings fell aside, as if the gargoyle no longer had the strength to hold them in place. They appeared to drag it into a deeper stoop as they drooped to the floor like a cloak that was too long.

“Can you understand what I’m saying? Because if you can, I need some answers.” Shadrak prodded its beak with his pistol, tried to wedge it open.

The gargoyle pulled back, but Shadrak grabbed the stump of a horn and held it in place. He shoved the gun past a curled fang, levered it up and down.

With a squawk of pain, the gargoyle stopped resisting. Its beak split like a gash, and it vomited forth dark blood.

Shadrak snatched the gun away. Shrill cries interspersed with wheezing breaths squeezed their way past something that was blocking the gargoyle’s throat. Shadrak felt bile rise as he stared, transfixed. Lodged at the back of the gargoyle’s mouth was something vaguely pear-shaped; only the pear had petals—metal petals—that were open and flush against its palate and tongue. Protruding from the center of the pear was some kind of corkscrew with a wing nut at the end. The wing nut was moving, turning in response to—what? A change in resistance now the gargoyle had opened its beak? A quarter turn, and the petals pushed deeper into the flesh of its mouth. Another, and the creature shrieked as its tongue ruptured in a fresh spray of blood. The shriek turned into staccato, sobbing moans as the petals forced its beak ever wider. Something snapped, and the lower part of the beak flopped to one side. Still the wing nut turned, and still the petals continued to open.

The gargoyle’s sobbing devolved into ragged gasps.

Shadrak stood spellbound by the black eyes staring at him. Imploring him.

And then he understood. There was no need for words.

He raised the flintlock.

The gargoyle shook its head, sending a spray of gore to the flagstones. It angled a tortured look up at the ceiling.

Someone would hear. Blightey would hear.

The gargoyle started to spasm, and the skin of its face around the beak ripped open.

Kadee’s voice cried to Shadrak from unfathomable depths. It roared like Mount Sartis erupting, and burst from his lips in a violent curse that was more of a scream.

He whipped out a knife and slashed it across the gargoyle’s throat. The creature shook violently for a few seconds, then its head fell to one side, and it dropped to the floor.

Shadrak’s hands trembled. He felt empty, riven by his reaction. And then he realized: if a gunshot could be heard, then so could a scream.

He wiped the knife on his cloak and returned it to his baldric, then, gun in hand, he headed for the central staircase.

Cobwebs thick with dust hung like drapes from the ceiling beyond the archway. The stairway hadn’t been used for years. Centuries, even. The same  with the one on the right, but the left hand staircase showed signs of recent use: a rent through the clog of webs, and footprints in the dust covering the steps, going up and down.

He followed the tracks upward, past niches set at intervals in the walls. They were veiled by curtains of web, but he could still make out statues within: a robed woman straddling a serpent; a child with the head of a fish; a man nailed to a tree. What kind of sick art was that?

He continued up the winding stairwell until he reached a corridor at the top. It was paneled with dark wood and lit by the ghostly glow of oil lamps suspended from curling brackets.

Straight ahead, the floor was carpeted with cockroaches. Many of them were dead, but others scuttled among the desiccated husks of their kin, as if they were feeding on them. The cobwebs were thicker here, drawn like curtains.

The right-hand passage was similar, only its ceiling had sagged in places and was dark with water stains and black mold. It gave off the acrid stench of pepper mixed with stale piss.

Once more, the only signs of activity were to the left. But even here, the corridor was not clear of filth and infestation. It was just that the frayed and tattered carpet had a depression worn into its center from decades of use.

Shadrak lingered at the junction, fighting back the urge to turn and flee. He steadied his nerves with a few deep breaths, and shrugged himself deeper into his cloak.

Unseen.

He was Shadrak the Unseen. Blightey should be afraid of him, not the other way round.

Shadrak needed more time. Needed time to observe, work things out for himself; time to get to know his enemy, probe for weaknesses.

Even as he thought it, Shadrak suspected that was the last thing he needed. He’d already seen enough to haunt him for as long as he lived. Delve any deeper, and his memories would be a hive of stinging pestilence. And what if it changed him? What if there was no limit to the horror and the depravity? What if it was addictive, and he needed to see more?

He shook himself free of the trance that was settling over him. The castle seemed to hold a macabre fascination for him. At once, it both appalled and intrigued; cautioned him and urged him to press on, uncover all its terrible secrets.

He patted each of his belt pouches, touched the blades in his baldric, felt for the grip of his second pistol, reached behind to check the Thundershot was still tucked into the back of his belt.

He closed his eyes briefly to center himself on Kadee’s face, but she wasn’t there. There was no room for fond memories amid all the images of suffering that had imprinted themselves on his brain.

Creeping on the balls of his feet, he edged along the corridor toward the door at the end. The walls here were hung with animal heads and display cases filled with spiders and scorpions. One held a preserved frog nailed to a wooden cross. Beneath the frog’s feet, a scrap of paper bore writing in a child’s hand. From what Shadrak could make out, it was scrawled in Ancient Urddynoorian, but he had no idea what it said.

The door was of heavy oak, banded with iron. Some sort of glyph had been burned into the wood: an octagon surrounding an eight-pointed star. There were blocky letters along each of the sides, but they were in a script he didn’t recognize.

He pressed his ear to the door and listened. Nothing. He put an eye to the keyhole. It was dark inside. He tried the handle, but as he suspected, it was locked. He selected a pick from his tool-pack and felt about inside the keyhole—just incase. There was a faint click, and a tiny needle dropped to the floor.

Oldest trick in the book. One of Albert’s favorites.

Switching to a snake rake, he slid it past the pins repeatedly, bouncing them until they reached the shear line and there was a resounding clunk.

He opened the door a hair’s breadth, waited exactly ten seconds, and then slipped inside, closing it behind him.

The room was black as the grave, silent and chill.

Goosebumps stood out on his forearms, and there was a prickling at the back of his neck. He tugged the goggles back down, illuminating the room in hues of green.

He was before a wide dais upon which stood a semicircle of outlines. They could have been pillars. The dais formed an island upon the sprawling checkerboard floor. There was a door opposite, but a massive statue had been placed in front of it. It resembled a man, perhaps ten feet tall, with full-bellied muscles shaped into the stone. The goggles revealed darker veins of green running through the surface. The face was broad, the jaw square and set in a grotesque leer.

Shadrak edged around the room. He kept flicking looks over his shoulder at the statue as he inspected the adjacent wall, tapping, prodding, listening, but finding nothing until he came to a freestanding rack bristling with weapons: a spear, a guisarme, a halberd, a bill-hook, and other polearms of exotic design. Then there was a jewel-studded scimitar; a curve-pronged sai; punch daggers; sword-breakers; a trident and a morning star. An immense greatsword hung from the wall behind the rack, its outsized blade serrated along one edge.

Turning back to the dais, Shadrak saw that what he’d taken for pillars were in fact statues of men and women in various styles of dress. He’d been mistaken due to one grisly oddity: they had no heads.

As he approached, he adjusted his goggles. The lenses whirred and clicked until they settled into a new mode. The rest of the chamber blurred out of focus as the red light of burning coals suffused the statues.

Not statues, Shadrak realized, reaching out to touch one, feeling the pliancy of flesh: bodies. Decapitated bodies. Still warm. Tremors ruffled their clothing, as if somehow, without heads, they continued to breathe.

There were twelve in total. The largest was that of a man over seven feet tall, encased in plate armor that glowed orange through the goggles.

A thud came from beyond the door he’d entered by.

Shadrak ducked down behind the dais and peeked around the edge. The goggles registered a reddish blur through the wood of the door. The handle shook violently, then clattered to the floor. There was a howl of wind, and the door flew open.

There were no footsteps, but Shadrak felt something enter the room. A cold thrill ran beneath his skin, and fingers of ice clutched at the back of his neck.

He waited, counting once more to his obligatory ten, and then he chanced a look.

A ball of crimson flame hovered in the air above the headless bodies.

Shadrak ducked down and raised the goggles. Whatever it was, it was kicking out a lot of heat. The blackness of the room was bathed with a flickering glow. Licks of orange, yellow, and red reflected from the weapons in the rack, limned the stone statue, bathed the bodies on the dais.

Holding his breath, Shadrak peeked again. This time, he fell back, heart pounding, blood like the roar of a waterfall in his ears.

It wasn’t a ball of fire hovering over the bodies. It was a skull. A skull with blazing rubies for eyes.

He heard a clacking sound and looked again. Its jaws were opening and closing as it moved from one headless body to the next, considering.

It circled behind them, and finally stopped directly above the armored colossus.

Shadrak could see the armor clearly now: intricately fluted plate, its dark metal embossed with swirls and leaves that wound about its surface like a strangler vine. He didn’t doubt for an instant this was what they’d come for: the Lich Lord’s armor, crafted by the Cynocephalus in the bowels of Gehenna. Armor that rendered its wearer utterly invulnerable to attack.

Slowly, purposefully, the skull started to descend. As it sunk onto the stub of neck protruding above the gorget, its jaws clacked maniacally, and then it pivoted once, twice, three times, as it screwed itself in place.

Waxen skin seeped up from within the armor to coat the skull. Black dots pushed through its scalp, sprouting like weeds and forming a mane of dark hair that fell limply over the ornate pauldrons capping the shoulders. Almost immediately, the hair faded to gray, and then white, and yellowish stains streaked through it like the ravages of disease. Pallid hands came up to twist the head from side to side, making sure it was secure.

Serpents writhed through Shadrak’s guts, and insects stung and bit beneath his skin. Waves of freezing air rolled off the armored figure, sent shivers deep into his bones. He pressed himself close to the floor, praying to Kadee not to let him be seen. He almost prayed to Nous, too, just in case, but then called out silently to the Archon instead. At least he might do something; might take pity and get him out of there.

But nothing happened. The Archon’s pity was as empty as his own had been for the gargoyle. As empty, and as useless.

Metal plates grated and squeaked. Had he been spotted?

He started to crawl on his belly to the statue by the door. Behind him came the chink of metal on stone. It was over by the weapons rack.

He slid behind one of the statue’s tree-trunk legs, rolled to his knees, lunged for the door handle.

There was a cracking sound—like the unbinding of arthritic limbs—and something cold grabbed the back of his neck, pinning him to the floor. He gasped for air, thrashed and twisted. He managed to wriggle onto his back, but fingers of stone closed around his throat. The dull eyes and implacable face of the statue glared down at him, and its leer now looked more of a self-satisfied grin.

“Splendid.”

The voice came from behind the statue, lisping, almost whispered, but with the force of thunder.

Metal scraped on stone. One step, two steps.

A shadow fell over Shadrak, and the same voice said, “A burglar in my castle? What’s the world coming to?”

Shadrak’s heart lurched. Maggots wriggled up from his guts. The statue slackened its grip just enough for him to turn his head toward the voice.

The armored man loomed over him, ruby eyes excoriating, blue-tinged lips twisted into a sardonic smile.

“A homunculus.” He leaned on the hilt of the greatsword. Blue veins webbed the back of his hands. “And an albino. My, did they cast you out? It’s a wonder they didn’t dash your brains out at birth or throw you to the seethers. I’m surprised you triggered the ward on the door. Oh, the poison needle was just a bit of fun, but a magic sigil… Even a defective homunculus should have detected that. After all, it’s your people I stole the idea from.”

He arched an eyebrow, waiting for a response.

Shadrak squirmed beneath the stone hand, fingers straining for his belt-pouch. The statue hoisted him into the air by the throat. He kicked and gasped as the armored man leaned in close, his breath rank with rot and old damp.

“I’d like a name, if that’s not too much to ask.”

Shadrak tried to say, “Shog you,” but he choked instead. Stone fingers squeezed, and his airways started to constrict.

“Perhaps, as your host, I should go first. Blightey. Dr. Otto Blightey. I have a thousand-and-one other titles, but we can dispense with them. There. Now you.”

“Shadrak,” he rasped, lips moving without his consent.

Blightey gave a slight nod, and the statue let go.

Shadrak landed in a crouch, then immediately put a hand to his throat. He wheezed and coughed, made sure he could still breathe.

“You know, the locals here call me the Prior,” Blightey said. “I like that. It’s both quintessential and ironic. The kind of paradox truths are made from.” He lifted one hand from the sword hilt and waved his fingers at the statue. “Good boy. Back to your post. I don’t think our visitor is going to be any trouble.”

Shadrak was already raising his pistol.

“Are you?” Blightey snapped.

The pistol slammed home in its holster before Shadrak knew what he was doing.

“I do so like these artifacts of Ancient-tech that crop up all over the place,” Blightey said. “Utterly ineffectual against this armor, and even if it weren’t, the body is not my own.”

“Wasn’t aiming at the armor,” Shadrak growled.

“Ah, head shot,” Blightey said. “Very sensible. But equally futile. The best of the best have tried to destroy this old noddle,”—he tapped his head—“but even the Archon”—Blightey enunciated the name as if he knew Shadrak was working for him—“gave up trying and dumped me in the Abyss. Not a good move. There are things I had access to there I will be eternally grateful for. A trifle boring after a few centuries, but all in all, not as bad a destination as they’d have you believe; not once you put the frighteners on a few principle demons.”

Shadrak reached toward a belt pouch, found himself grabbing his crotch instead.

“Now, now,” Blightey said. “Less of that, if you don’t mind. It’ll make you blind.”

“Where’s Ludo?” Shadrak said, snatching his hand away.

“Did you know it means ‘I play’ in Ancient Urddynoorian?” Blightey said. “No? Don’t they teach Ancient Urddynoorian in homunculus school anymore? Oh, of course, you didn’t go to homunculus school, did you? You’re a reject. But never you mind, we’re all rejects here, one way or another. You could even say, I’m the ultimate reject.”

Every instinct screamed at Shadrak to get out of there, but his legs wouldn’t obey him. Paralysis held him in its invisible grip, prevented him from reaching his weapons, for all the good they would do. He began to shake, felt the urge to plead well up from inside him, but he wasn’t giving Blightey the satisfaction. He fought against it with a lifetime of threats and intimidation.

“I said ‘where’, shogger. I don’t give a rat’s arse about the meaning of the scutting name.”

“My, you are testy,” Blightey said. “I can see we’re going to have lots of fun together. Your friend—I’m assuming you are friends, or is it more than that? It wouldn’t be the first time a consecrated Nousian has succumbed to the temptations of the flesh.” Blightey’s eyes flashed scarlet, and a frown crossed his face. He banished it in an instant. “No? No romance? Do you mean to say this friend of yours is truly holy? How novel. How stimulating. And what a fitting subject for our first bout of fun together.

“Yes, he’s here. Bold of him to come knocking at the front door, so to speak. It’s courtesies like that that intrigue me. Most visitors don’t make it past the barbican. Trips and traps, you know the sort of thing. You can never be too careful. I was just making a start with him when you set off the ward. Poor chap must be freezing down there without any clothes on. Come on, you can lend me a hand. I’ve not clapped eyes on a homunculus in donkey’s years. I just love all that conniving.”

Blightey crossed to the door Shadrak had tried to flee through, and held it open. “After you.”

Shadrak tried to resist, but his legs had a life of their own.

He glanced at the statue on his way out. It was still once more, nothing but inanimate stone.

“Come along,” Blightey said, following Shadrak onto a landing with stairs leading down at the other end. “Let’s not keep him waiting. I had the impression he wanted to give me a serious talking to, you know, about the error of my ways, the limitless mercy of Nous, that sort of thing. Last person who tried that was some itinerant friar or other, centuries before the Reckoning. I was young. I was heartless. But he had gumption, I can tell you. Poor fellow was still blabbing about forgiveness around the bloody tip of the spike protruding from his mouth. Well, maybe not blubbing. Gasping and frothing, more like. Let’s just hope, for your friend’s sake, that age has mellowed me.”





THE MOAT

Nameless glared up at the curtain walls either side of the barbican while he waited for Albert to pick the lock of the small door set into one of the two massive ones.

“No sign of the blackguards that came at us before,” Galen said. “I don’t like it.”

Nameless felt Galen’s looming presence behind, stifled the impulse to turn.

Ekyls prowled about the crest of the hill they’d climbed, an open invitation for who or whatever was inside to come out and fight.

For once, Bird stood with the group, rather than taking off and doing his own thing. Nameless didn’t know whether to be thankful or concerned.

“Must have got a look at my axe and soiled their moldy bandages,” Nameless said, doing his best to sound grim and dour. Let on he was worried, let on he was suspicious, and it might be all the encouragement these so-called friends needed.

Galen grunted.

Truth was, Nameless was relieved the walking cadavers hadn’t come streaming out of the barbican a second time. Relieved, but also bewildered. Why hadn’t they come? There had been no end to them before. What if they were holed up inside, waiting for the companions to enter, and the doors to close behind them?

“How long’s this going to take?” Galen said.

Albert cursed under his breath. “Keep your hair on. It’s no easy matter, a lock of this complexity.” He rummaged about in his pack for a bigger pick.

“There are wards on the door,” Bird said. He was staring at the wood, eyes flicking left to right, as if he were reading.

“Do I need to care?” Nameless said.

Bird made a series of sweeping gestures with a claw-like hand, and muttered incomprehensible words. When he’d finished, he said, “No. They are gone.”

Albert stepped back from the lock. “You may thank me for my brilliance.”

Galen put his shoulder to the door, but it didn’t budge.

Nameless pressed his gauntleted hand to the wood and shoved. It flew open as easy as a tent flap.

“There’s a portcullis inside,” Nameless said. A wrought-iron lattice from ceiling to floor, and whatever mechanism opened it somewhere on the other side.

Albert sighed and shook his head.

Done with wasting time, Nameless strode up to the portcullis and took a grip low down, as if he were dead lifting. Still not used to the power of the gauntlets, he heaved a bit too much and sent the portcullis flying upward with a clash and a clang. He half-expected it to come crashing down again, but when he looked up, he could see the metal was buckled beyond repair and lodged in the vertical grooves cut into the walls that housed it.

The barbican opened up onto a courtyard that formed a snow-capped island around the keep. The outer walls blocked what little sunlight eked its way through the cloud cover, and threw long shadows over the ground.

Galen headed straight for the bridge that crossed a narrow moat encircling the keep. Nameless had to jog to keep up with him.

The courtyard was deserted, and there was no movement atop the walls. Even the perimeter towers seemed devoid of life. Blightey’s creatures had known there were intruders amid the forest of spikes the day before, and Shadrak had seen shapes on the walls through those goggles of his. The fact there was no one in sight now only served to make Nameless paranoid. He felt like a mouse walking into a trap, with Ludo as the cheese to bait him.

He slowed as he reached the bridge and angled a look below. The moat oozed black. A large fin broke the surface and rolled back under. On the other side of the bridge, Nameless could see more fins circling, and once or twice, stubby snouts bristling with serrated teeth burst free of the tar.

“Keep up,” Galen called from the far side. He was already in front of the door to the keep, a slab of stone three times his height and wide enough to drive a cart through. At its center was a massive carving of a lion’s head, jaws parted not in a roar but a scream.

Nameless focused on that image of anguish so he didn’t have to think about the moat and the things swimming within its murk.

Ekyls pushed past him, followed by Albert, who practically skipped over the bridge as if it were on fire.

Nameless risked another look down at the dark sludge, found himself imagining what it would be like to be ripped apart by those jaws. He lurched, and steadied himself with a hand on the railing. The bridge juddered, and for a moment, he thought he’d misjudged his newfound strength again. He could have sworn he heard mocking laughter, the distant roll of thunder. There were voices, too: whispers, snide remarks; people talking about him. They coalesced into a single voice, calling out his name.

“Nameless!”—It was Galen. “The bridge!”

The surface beneath Nameless’s feet shuddered, and then he heard it crack. A line appeared between his feet and started to widen as the bridge split in two, each section dropping away toward the moat.

He lunged for the side nearest the keep, reached for Galen’s outstretched hand… and fell.





THE LIMITS OF MERCY










Ludo was spreadeagled naked on a rack, head toward the ceiling, streaks of blood smearing his forearms and shins. He twisted his neck as first Shadrak and then Blightey entered. His eyes widened at the sight of the Lich Lord’s armored frame, and then he frowned in confusion.

Seeing the adeptus like that brought home the full horror of Shadrak’s helplessness. Even if Blightey permitted him to draw a weapon, what would be the point? Even if he could have penetrated the Lich Lord’s armor, the skull was all that was left of Blightey, and that was invulnerable. The body was as expendable as an old coat. Destroy that, and the skull had already shown it could fly. And if it needed another set of arms and legs, it had plenty more headless bodies waiting upstairs.

First rule in any situation, Shadrak reminded himself, trying to reclaim an iota of professional calm: locate the exits.

There was a door on the far side, opposite the one they’d entered from. He gave it only a cursory glance. He didn’t want Blightey to know he’d seen it. It was bound to be locked, and even if it wasn’t, he suspected his legs wouldn’t obey his command to flee.

Beside the rack holding Ludo, a thing like a man stood. It was flayed head to toe, nothing more than blood-slick muscle and sinew. Tatters of flesh failed to completely cloak the pulsating black heart in its warped and twisted ribcage. Bloodshot eyes bulged from mushy sockets, perpetually terrified.

It dipped its grotesque head at Blightey and backed away, trailing crimson across the flagstones. Gore dripped like melting wax from its fingers, and Shadrak made the connection: the blood smears on Ludo’s limbs were not his own; they were the marks from where this thing had touched him, held him down, and stretched him out.

“Sorry to keep you,” Blightey said to Ludo as he clattered and creaked into the chamber. He propped the greatsword against a wall. “I took the opportunity to change.”

From hooks in the whitewashed walls, all manner of implements hung: pincers and prongs, saws and hammers, clubs and flails. There was a selection of manacles and thumbscrews—all the regular gear the guilds employed when someone crossed them or they needed answers no one wanted to give. There were bullwhips, a cat-o’-nine-tails; there was a brazier filled with hot coals, a set of scalpels laid out on a wooden bench; rats in cages—these ones were living; glass tanks containing snakes, spiders, and scorpions. In one corner, an iron maiden stood. Its door hung open, revealing wicked-looking spikes inside. A gibbet hung from the ceiling; something rotted within. Clamps and bear traps were scattered about the floor, along with chains in sloppy piles. Stacked neatly against a wall were half a dozen stakes like the ones outside the castle.

“Ah, I thought you might notice them,” Blightey said with a touch of pride in his voice. “It’s something of a passion. You saw my little display on your way up, I take it? I’ll teach you how it’s done, if you like.”

Ludo rolled his head forward and angled a look down at Shadrak. His eyes bulged above his glasses—he still wore his glasses, if not anything else. His black cassock was folded neatly upon a chair with his sandals on top. His book lay open on the bench nearest the rack. Bloody prints smeared its pages.

“We were practicing lectio together,” Blightey said, “until you interrupted us.” To Ludo, he said, “Do you still call it lectio? Lectio divina? I do, but I’m so out of touch, I expect the nomenclature’s changed since my day.”

The flayed monstrosity shuffled toward the book, but Blightey waved it back. “You are no longer needed. See?” He held up his hands. “Quite capable of riffling through the pages myself now.”

“Pray,” Ludo gasped. He licked dry lips and swallowed thickly. “You pray lectio.”

“Not me,” Blightey said. He looked at Shadrak with raised eyebrows. “Do you pray it? No? Thought as much.” He turned back to Ludo. “He doesn’t pray it, either. But let’s just call it a semantic difference.” He turned back to Shadrak and whispered, “That’s how you talk to these academic types. They love words like ‘semantic’.” Then to Ludo, he said, “What’s that other word you scholars are always slinging about? ‘Disjunction’. Yes, that’s it. Always makes me think of torn ligaments for some reason. Now, my little homunculus,”—he placed icy fingers on Shadrak’s shoulder—“help me out, if you will. Pater Ludo here—it is Pater, isn’t it?”

“Adeptus,” Shadrak said, almost to himself. “He’s an adeptus.”

“Is he now?” Blightey said. “Well I never. They all look the same with their clothes off. But as I was saying, I could use your help on this. The adeptus and I were having a little chinwag about scripture. I stand accused of doctoring it and obscuring the original meaning, and he thinks I have the wherewithal to remember which bit came from where so that I can—what’s the academic word for it, Adeptus?—deconstruct it and reveal what he terms the ‘Golden Thread’. Well, I’m buggered if I can recall the warp and woof of what I did, so we embarked upon a debate about what is really essential to the spirit of said original. We had reached an impasse, and I was hoping you might adjudicate.”

Shadrak’s brain was a scramble. He clutched in vain at threads of thought that might tell him what to do. His fingers twitched over his guns, but he could not draw them. He wanted to run—after all, Ludo had gotten himself into this mess—but his legs wouldn’t obey. Every word Blightey spoke, every piece of utter crap, captivated him. He had to listen, and yet all his instincts screamed at him to cover his ears, close his eyes, and curl up into a ball.

“Take this, for example,” Blightey said. He picked up Ludo’s book, licked his finger, and thumbed through it till he found his place. “‘The race of men is fickle, self-serving, and greedy of gain.’ Now, the adeptus here says this can’t be part of the Golden Thread, and yet I say it is the truth, and so it must be.”

The chains holding Ludo to the rack clinked as he struggled to shift position and failed. When he spoke, he kept his voice soft, as if he were exercising patience with a slow student. “There is a pattern of giving, of generosity, of love that runs throughout the scriptures. This is what constitutes the Golden Thread. Before your alterations, there was one unified holy book.”

“Was there?” Blightey said, with a conspiratorial wink at Shadrak. “Was there now? A single tome extolling the virtues of love? Theologians liked to think so, but even back then, it was an exercise in picking and choosing. I should know: I was like a boy in a candy store myself, memorizing all the phrases that brought me comfort, and studiously ignoring those that didn’t. It was only after life itself had tutored me in the truth that I afforded the other passages equal attention.

“How, for example, do you account for this—I’m quoting from the original—? ‘You shall eat the flesh of your sons and grind the bones of your daughters into dust.’ Or how about this? ‘I will lay waste your cities and open the jaws of the Abyss against you.’ Does that sound golden to you?” he asked Shadrak. “The scriptures I recall were more gristle than grist, but we understood that. In the midst of the necrotic plague, or the clash of civilizations, or the cold reign of Global Tech, the scriptures held up a mirror to life in all its cruelty. If anything, my modified version softened the image.”

“The Golden Thread doesn’t obscure suffering,” Ludo said. “It reminds us of the context of suffering; it weaves a path of hope, of love, of redemption through what otherwise would be unbearable.”

“Yes?” Blightey said. “Go on. Oh, before you do… Shadrak, do be a dear and fetch one of those stakes. I would do it myself, but this armor makes me so clumsy. You might ask why an invulnerable skull needs a body and armor. I ask myself such things all the time. But there are only so many options open to a skull. It’s amazing the difference a stout pair of arms and legs can make.”

He waggled his fingers, and tongues of shadow sloughed off them, leaving trails of fuligin in the air. With a flick of his wrist, Blightey flung the shadows.

The flayed man stiffened and began to putrefy. He let out a gurgling cry of pure anguish, then collapsed in a pool of slime. Another wag of Blightey’s fingers, and fire consumed the mess, leaving nothing but dust and ash in its wake.

“Come on now,” Blightey said to Shadrak. “Chop chop.”

Shadrak did as he was told and fetched a spike. Even without the display of magic, he doubted he’d have had a choice; Blightey had already demonstrated more or less total control over Shadrak’s limbs. It was as if the Lich Lord wanted to foster the illusion he might refuse, if he’d not been such a coward.

“Sorry about that,” Blightey said to Ludo. “Please, go on. You have my undivided attention.”

Ludo’s eyes tracked Shadrak’s return with the stake, but at the same time, he pressed on, as if he took hope from Blightey’s words. “The Lord Ain created man, out of all creatures, with free will.”

“Ain means ‘nothing’,” Blightey said.

“No-thing,” Ludo countered. “The infinite no-thingness that preceded the primal manifestation of Nous and the subsequent creation of all things.”

“Touché,” Blightey said. “So, you have cleared the first hurdle. Well done. Most people assume, when I tell them, that the meaning of Ain affirms them in their lazily reasoned atheism. There is, as you have so articulately asserted, a being who is not a thing like the rest of us things; or rather, the ground of all being, the unmoved mover, that which has no need or cause. Do you know what we used to call such a being?”

Ludo nodded. “The Templum forbids the use of the name.”

“Oh, pish,” Blightey said. “Deus is not a name. It’s a descriptor. Now, there was indeed a name it was forbidden to utter, but it was brought to the light of day anyhow and dissected, permutated, and made the basis for interminable conjurations. But the reason for me dropping ‘Deus’ from the scriptures was purely political: as a word, it was about as popular as smallpox. You can credit that to the efforts of my erstwhile pupil, Sektis Gandaw. Do go on.” He nodded enthusiastically at Ludo, and at the same time waved Shadrak closer to the rack with the stake.

Ludo licked his lips and again tried to shift position. Blood seeped from beneath the manacles holding his wrists and ankles. Despite the impression he tried to convey, he was struggling. Like Shadrak, he was terrified. He opened and closed his mouth several times, as if he didn’t know what to say. Eventually, he said, “So, you believe in Ain?”

“Of course,” Blightey said. “Although, the name was my little joke. It may also come as a surprise to you to learn that I agree with the basic Nousian position about free will giving rise to the fall that produced so much cruelty and suffering. And yes, I accept the argument that the anger, the wrath, the vengeance attributed to Ain is all a matter of gradualness, of imperfect understanding and attribution on behalf of the writers. What was it they used to say? Ain writes straight with crooked lines?”

“And His mercy?” Ludo said. There was a rasping quality to his voice, like he was almost holding his breath. He reminded Shadrak of nothing so much as player of seven-card, trying not to let on he held a hand that would trump Blightey’s.

“Yes, yes,” the Lich Lord said. “The ocean of forgiveness, in which we all swim.”

“All of us?” Ludo said. He was watching Blightey like a hawk.

“It has its limits.”

“Ain’s mercy is infinite.”

“No, it is not.” Blightey’s tone remained affable, but there was a finality to his words. Ludo started to protest, but Blightey held up a hand for quiet. “A moment, please, Adeptus. This is crucial.”

He stood at Ludo’s feet and beckoned Shadrak to join him.

“There,” Blightey said. He spread Ludo’s thighs wider with his palms. “You see the sphincter? Bring the top of the stake here. That’s it. A little to the right.”

Shadrak’s hands shook with the effort to pull away. His guts twisted and writhed, and pressure built within his head.

“Nothing is beyond Ain’s mercy,” Ludo said. His voice had gone up in pitch and betrayed the slightest quaver. “No one.”

“Ain and I no longer speak,” Blightey said distractedly. “My own view on mercy is somewhat at odds with His. Experience has taught me that people are seldom merciful, and so they must either be indulged or utterly destroyed. If you offend them, they do not forgive; they retaliate. It therefore stands to reason that you must injure them greatly, then they can do nothing in return. Now, I need you to remain quiet for a second. Ready?” he asked Shadrak.

Shadrak growled and tried to resist. He cried out to Kadee in his mind; to the Archon, but there was still no response. There was just him, and Ludo, and Blightey. And only one of them had the volition to act.

“Gentle now,” Blightey said. “Easy as she goes. Don’t want to rupture the bowel.”

The manacles holding Ludo’s ankles rattled and shook. His breathing quickened into staccato gasps that swelled into labored heaves. The tip of the spike touched puckered flesh, started to enter, and Ludo screamed.


THE LION’S MAW




The last thing Nameless saw was Galen’s hand reaching for him but not quite getting there. He pitched backward and dropped like a stone toward the water. He bellowed, a cry too primal to be a word; tensed against the pending splash, the snap of vicious jaws—

—and then talons gripped his shoulders; hoisted him aloft. The beating of enormous wings, the sound of their thwop, thwop, thwop was a balm for his stuttering heart.

The talons dumped him on the snowy ground at Galen’s feet. There was a violent flutter, cries of relief from his companions, and then Nameless found himself on his back, looking up into the gnarled face of Bird.

“Laddie?” he croaked. “Was that…”

Bird pulled his cloak of feathers tight. “Hazards abound,” he said, with a flick of his head toward the bridge. “And the next is before us.”

Nameless rolled to his knees, followed Bird’s gaze to the door.

“You all right?” Galen said, stooping to offer him a hand.

Nameless took it and climbed to his feet. “Better now, laddie.” Then to Bird he said, “The door is trapped, too?”

Albert was already running his hands over the stony surface. “No lock. No mechanism. If it’s trapped, it’s nothing I’ve come across before.”

Ekyls approached the embossed lion’s head on the door, growling softly in the back of his throat.

“Don’t touch,” Bird said, sweeping past Nameless to come before the savage and the door.

“I say we look for another way in,” Galen said, eyeing the battlements atop the keep, as if he planned on climbing.

“Here,” Bird said, indicating the lion’s gaping maw. “Optical illusion. See.” He placed his hand in the mouth. The darkness beyond was so complete, the hand disappeared, as if it had been amputated at the wrist. When Bird withdrew it with all his fingers intact, Nameless breathed a sigh of relief.

“An old homunculus trick,” Bird said. The lion’s mouth was so large, it could have swallowed him whole. Any of them. “It is a portal. Probably, the walls are impregnable, and there are bound to be more traps atop the battlements. I could fly up and check.”

“No,” Galen said. “No time. We need to find His Eminence.” He didn’t need to add, “Before it’s too late.” Everyone seemed to get that.

“Fine,” Nameless said, striding toward the door. “Me first.” It wasn’t what he wanted, but there seemed no other choice. Either he faced his fears head on, or he remained outside, cringing like a child afraid of the dark. It was galling to admit. He’d never been so scared in his life.

“Wait,” Bird said.

Nameless suppressed the urge to punch him. He needed to do this now: get inside, confront Blightey, before he was reduced to a quivering jelly.

“In Gehenna,” Bird said, “portals such as this lead to one of two places: where you expect them to go, or into oblivion. My people leave clues as to which, but sometimes the clues themselves are traps.”

“Shogging homunculi,” Nameless grumbled. This was all he needed.

“This is not one of ours,” Bird said, running his hand around the edge of the lion’s mouth. “But it is similar. The Lich Lord is known to our people. We have both aided and opposed him, as is our way.”

“He got this idea from you?” Galen said. “So what do we do?”

Bird shook his head. “With no clues, it is a gamble.”

“Fifty-fifty,” Albert said. “Seems reasonable. Ekyls.” He gestured to the opening, but the savage hissed and glared venom at him.

“No,” Galen said. “His Eminence was my responsibility.” He twisted the end of his mustache and set his jaw. “Duty demands that I…”

He trailed off as Bird pulled himself over the lion’s bottom lip and disappeared into the void of its jaws.

Nameless counted the beats of his heart, willing the homunculus to reappear.

One, two.

Galen turned a worried look on him.

Three, four.

Ekyls snarled and backed away a step.

Five.

“Oh, well,” Albert said. “Can’t win them all.”

Six.

Bird’s head poked out of the darkness, and he said, “Come.”

He ducked out of view again, and one by one, the companions climbed in after him.

Nameless was the last to go. He hesitated longer than he knew he should. Voices whispered at him to turn back, find another way across the moat. He could live with the great helm. Being fed through tubes wasn’t so bad. And it wasn’t like any of them were really his friends, was it? He barely even knew them.

He immediately cursed himself for a spineless shogger. Self-doubt was for the beardless. And as for fear, it was a simple enough trick to turn it to anger. He’d been doing it most of his life. He just had to think about what the Krypteia had done to Lucius.

Livid, and with a new resolve, he clambered over the lion’s lower jaw and rolled into the pitiless dark of the opening.

Dizziness swamped him, and his guts lurched into his mouth. For an instant, a new terror overcame him: the thought that he might once again vomit in the great helm. But then he was standing on solid ground, the pounding of his heart keeping time with a steady drip, drip, drip.

It was still dark, but not the absolute blackness of the lion’s maw. Here, it was murky, gray, sepulchral.

Galen was already pacing the floor, searching for some hint of which way to go. Albert and Ekyls were looking about with hushed awe. Bird seemed more intent on Nameless than on their new surroundings. Was it concern or something else?

They were in some kind of mausoleum. Ancient sarcophagi were nestled in crumbling alcoves behind spiderweb veils. The ceiling was high and vaulted. A single chandelier as big as a boat hung like a threat above them. It shed no light. Its candles had long since burned to nothing. Three steps stretched from wall to wall across the opposite side of the tomb. Galen had already climbed them. He turned, silhouetted in the flickering glow coming from the hallway at the top, and gestured for the others to follow.

Nameless looked warily about, eyeing the stone-carved coffins as if they might open at any moment.

The others made their way to the steps, but their tension was palpable. Nameless didn’t linger any longer. He felt exposed on his own. Vulnerable.

They followed Galen along a hallway flanked with burning braziers. The cloying scent of incense was heavy in the air, and beneath it lay the odor of dankness and mold.

Albert began to hum to himself, and quickened his pace. Galen frowned at him, but then slowed and let him take the lead.

Almost immediately, Albert stopped and held up a hand. He whipped out a handkerchief and mopped his brow, even though the stale air in the hall was as cold as the grave.

“What is it?” Galen asked.

Ekyls turned to keep watch behind them.

Bird was cocooned in his cloak. He merely looked on through bead-black eyes and nodded knowingly.

Nameless made his way alongside Galen as Albert crouched down to inspect the floor. Nameless saw it in an instant. He was a dwarf: stonework was in his blood.

“The flagstones,” he said. It was an old trick the Ravine Guard employed for defense, should the city ever be invaded.

“I spotted it first,” Albert said. He stood and addressed the group. “One foot on it, and you’ll likely feel nothing. Two, and it collapses. If the fall doesn’t break your neck, there’s bound to be something else down there that’ll get the job done. Spikes is most usual, wouldn’t you say?”

“Aye,” Nameless said. “Though sometimes snakes or scorpions. But this is the Lich Lord’s castle, so I’ll go with spikes.”

“Poison tipped, no doubt,” Albert said. “I wonder what he uses.”

“So, what now?” Galen said, his haste apparently curbed.

Albert cocked an eyebrow at Nameless. “You take one side, I’ll take the other? The rest of you can follow in our footsteps.”

Bird dissolved in a flutter of wings and flew ahead as a raven. When he resumed his own form at the far end of the hall, he pointed to three spots on the floor. “Pits there, there, and there.”

“Or not,” Albert said, as Galen made a beeline for Bird.

Nameless shrugged and went after him. Albert whistled as he followed, and and Ekyls brought up the rear.

The hall terminated in a wall with a staircase in the left-hand corner spiraling upward, and a gigantic painting set dead center. The canvas was mottled with black mold, but Nameless could clearly make out any number of men seated at table sharing a meal.

“There’s a door here,” Albert said from over on the right.

It was small enough to be a dwarf’s door, oak paneled, and with a barred window.

“There are steps beyond,” Albert said. “Twisting down.”

Bird was studying the painting, as if it offered a third possibility for further progress into the keep.

“It’s like the wedding feast of Nous and all His luminaries,” Galen said. He stepped toward it, reached out to touch the canvas, but snatched his hand back at the echoing sound of a scream from somewhere below.

“Eminence!” Galen said.

The poisoner was already working on the lock. “It came from down here,” he said. “Oh, look, I’m getting faster.” The lock clicked, and he pulled the door open.

Galen shoved him aside and barreled down the stairs. As he rounded a corner out of sight, his saber rasped clear of its scabbard.

Ekyls faltered for a moment, then went after him.

“Don’t mention it,” Albert said.

Nameless refused the fear gnawing at his nerves by taking a stranglehold on his axe. It wasn’t right. He used to look forward to the prospect of a good fight. Verusia had changed him. Or was it Mount Sartis and the fire giant’s gauntlets? Something had changed him, that was for sure, and he didn’t like it one little bit.

Bird shrunk and morphed into a sparrow, then fluttered down into the dark.

With a deep breath and a hammering heart, Nameless went next.

Behind him, the door clicked shut, and when he cast a look back over his shoulder, there was no sign of Albert following.





THE COST OF LIVING







“Easy now,” Blightey said. His graveyard breath was an icy chill on Shadrak’s cheek. “Realign and push.”

Shadrak’s hands shook with refusal, but it was wasted effort. He pushed anyway. He was compelled.

Ludo’s screaming went up a notch. It didn’t seem possible. Every inch the spike went in was a whole new level of pain. Shadrak felt it just as much as Ludo did. His innards recoiled like disturbed vipers. Feverous sweat poured off him, as if he fought an infection. And maybe he did, though not of the physical kind.

“Again,” Blightey said with a rasp of pleasure.

Shadrak’s hands obeyed. Something ruptured. Blood and filth slopped over his forearms, and the stench made him gag.

Ludo’s scream ripped apart into shreds of agonized wheezing. Crimson froth bubbled from his mouth.

“Ah,” Blightey breathed. “Almost there. Three quick shoves now: One, two, three.”

Ludo shuddered uncontrollably. His wheeze became a gurgling choke.

“Steady,” Blightey said. “Steady. One last decisive drive on my mark. And… push!”

Shadrak gave it more force than he wanted to. He tried to look away, but invisible hands held his head in place.

The tip of the spike burst from Ludo’s mouth in a spray of gore.

Blightey stepped in and closed his hands around it. Dark fire sprang up, then poured down Ludo’s throat. The adeptus screamed with his eyes, but the blood gushing from his mouth dried up almost instantly.

“Cauterized all the way to the point of insertion,” Blightey said. “Prolongs the agony. You should thank me.” He patted Ludo on the shoulder. “Everything a Nousian could ever want to learn about suffering packed into two, maybe three short days. Now, we just need to arrange for you to be taken out—”

Heavy footfalls cut him off—running steps, from beyond the door on the far side.

Ludo let out a low moan from somewhere deep in his chest. His tormented eyes bored into Shadrak, imploring him.

Something thudded into the door, once, twice, and then came the sound of muffled voices, clipped and urgent.

“Your friends?” Blightey said. “I was so caught up in the impaling, I’d quite forgotten about them. And no cadavers watching the walls, too. I must be getting old.” He cupped a hand to his mouth and called, “Sorry, we’re not in.” Then to Shadrak, he said, “Idiots. They’ve as much chance of opening that door as—”

An iron-clad fist smashed through the wood in a shower of splinters. It withdrew, and then the door flew apart as Nameless came crashing into the room.

If he registered the horror on the rack, he didn’t let on. Instead, he slung his axe over one shoulder and said, “You must be Blightey.” There may have been a quaver in his voice. Next time he spoke, though, the words came out in a booming cadence, like he was on the verge of bursting into song. “Well, if you are, I’ve a bone to pick with you.”

A sparrow flew between the dwarf’s legs and disappeared under a bench.

Galen slipped through the wreckage of the door and circled away to the right, saber in hand. He took in Shadrak with a glance, but when his eyes found Ludo, all color left his face.

The savage Ekyls came next, snarling like a rabid dog.

Of Albert, there was no sign. Now there was a surprise.

“Eminence!” Galen cried. He ran toward the rack.

Blightey splayed his fingers. Purple motes swirled about their tips and shot toward Galen.

At the same instant, the sparrow emerged from beneath the bench and swiftly grew into Bird. Even before the transformation was complete, a swarm of bees gushed from beneath his feathered cloak to intercept Blightey’s magic. There was a deafening drone, a succession of fizzes, and then the smoldering husks of insects carpeted the ground. Blightey’s sorcery died with them, though, and not a single mote touched Galen.

Chains fell away from Shadrak’s mind. He slid both pistols from their holsters and let rip with a barrage of bullets. Each shot ricocheted from the back of Blightey’s armor. He aimed for the head, and was rewarded with a spurt of blood, but it may just as well have been a flea bite for all the effect it had.

Blightey whirled on him, but before the Lich Lord could so much as raise a hand, Nameless barreled into him. Blightey flew across the room and crashed into a workbench, splitting it clean in two.

Shadrak had a feeling that wouldn’t be enough. Swirling his cloak about him, he slipped behind the open door of the iron maiden.

Ekyls moved in on Blightey like a hyena come to feast. Bird waved him back as the Lich Lord got to his knees, but the savage leapt and brought his hatchet down.

Blightey’s hand lashed out and caught him by the wrist. Ekyls screeched as black veins coursed along his arm. Blightey lunged to his feet, holding the savage aloft with ease. Ekyls writhed and kicked, as dark tendrils crept up his neck and across his face. He punched Blightey with his free hand, split open his nose.

Nameless swung his axe in a murderous arc. The blades shrieked across the fluted plate armor without so much as a scratch, but the force made the Lich Lord reel and stumble.

Ekyls dropped from his grasp. Half the savage’s body was webbed with black, and he seemed in excruciating pain. Nevertheless, he switched his hatchet to his good hand and hacked Blightey in the mouth. Blood sprayed, but the hatchet shattered against the Lich Lord’s teeth.

Blightey grabbed Ekyls by the throat. The savage’s face turned to coal in an instant, and he crumbled into dust.

Galen’s saber crashed into the back of Blightey’s head. A chunk of scalp splatted against the wall, exposing the unscathed bone of the skull.

Nameless hit from the other side, putting the full strength of the giant’s gauntlets behind his axe. Blightey slammed into the wall and slumped to the floor. This time, he was at least winded, and struggled to rise.

Shadrak took courage from that and opened fire.

Blightey flung a bolt of darkness at him. Shadrak leapt aside, but another bolt came, then another. Shadrak tumbled and swayed, sprinted and dived just to stay alive.

Nameless and Galen came at Blightey from either side. The saber sliced an ear off, and Nameless delivered a decapitating blow that was stopped by the gorget. This time, the force sent the Lich Lord skimming across the floor. He crashed into the greatsword he’d left leaning against the wall, sent it clattering.

Galen charged, but the flanged blade came up in Blightey’s hand, and Galen’s saber went spinning through the air.

Nameless’s axe swept down. Blightey blocked with the greatsword, but the dwarf had the strength of giants. Beneath its pauldron and vambrace, Blightey’s arm went limp, and the sword fell from his grasp.

Blightey made a fist of his other hand, then opened it. Two tiny shadows hopped from the palm and quickly swelled to the size of men. One grabbed Nameless by the right arm, the other by the left, and he froze at their touch, axe clutched tight in a death grip.

Blightey’s face was a mess of bloody tatters, and here and there the invulnerable bone of his skull showed through. He glared from Nameless to Galen, to Shadrak, but he had forgotten about Bird.

A hawk swooped down and ripped out an eye. Instantly, the shadow men holding Nameless dispersed. Blightey hurled jags of lightning after the hawk, but it banked away then landed in the form of the homunculus.

Where there should have been an empty eye socket, an angry red ruby burned out of Blightey’s face. His injured arm hung useless, but the other plucked a cloud the color of bruises from the air and sent it drifting toward Bird.

Shadrak held both guns in one hand, and with the other threw a glass sphere at the Lich Lord’s feet. A concussive blast swept the chamber, and Blightey bounced off the ceiling, then hit the floor with the clunk and clatter of armor.

And still he rose.

The cloud advancing on Bird drew back around Blightey, circled him faster and faster, until the Lich Lord stood at the eye of a raging vortex.

Shadrak did a quick check of his companions. Nameless was rolling his shoulders, gauntleted fingers clenching and unclenching around the haft of his axe. Galen’s face was a mask of horror and frustration. He had reclaimed his saber and taken up a position in front of the rack, as if he thought he might still protect Ludo.

Bird shot Shadrak a glance, then nodded to himself. He stepped in front of Nameless, then dropped to one knee. He spread his arms to hold open his cloak of feathers. A sound like the chipping of stone rose from the floor. It grew louder: cracking, crunching, clacking.

The swirling storm occluding Blightey contracted suddenly, then belched forth in streamers of mist.

Shadrak instinctively flung himself into a backflip. He heard Nameless cry, “Shog!” As he landed, he saw the mist coalescing on Bird’s outstretched palm. With a shove, the homunculus flung it back at Blightey.

The Lich Lord sighed and gave a lazy wave, and the mist dispersed.

The ground in front of Bird began to vibrate as a noise like an earthquake rose to a crescendo.

Blightey sneered and held up a finger. The sound ceased in an instant. Chains once more clamped down on Shadrak’s mind. Nameless lowered his axe. Galen threw down his saber. And Bird hunched over beneath his cloak.

“Well, that was fun,” Blightey said. “I was loathe to curb your enthusiasm. I find it quite exhilarating, but not a patch on the pleasure your friend has given me.” He indicated Ludo with a flourish. “So, what do you think?”

Galen’s face was creased with strain. Nameless seemed rooted to the spot, no more than a helmed statue. Bird was hidden beneath his cloak, but down on one knee like he was, he looked cowed, utterly compliant.

Shadrak tried to raise a pistol. Perhaps a shot would distract Blightey, weaken his hold. He moved it an inch, but then found himself holstering both guns against his will.

“You,” Blightey said to Shadrak, “are a naughty homunculus. I had considered taking you as an apprentice, but now I think you deserve the spike. As do you,” he said to Galen. “You’ll probably like it.” To Bird he said, “I wonder how a shapeshifter will respond to impalement. I can hardly wait to find out. And then there’s you,” he said to Nameless. “You have annoyed me more than I’m used to being annoyed. I’m going to have to find a bigger—”

“Shog off,” Nameless growled. He shook with effort as he raised his boot a smidgen and scuffed it forward an inch. It was the same as he’d done against the goblin in the woods surrounding Mount Sartis.

Something about this dwarf, Aristodeus had said.

Nameless moved another inch, then another. “I’m coming… for… you, scut-breath!”

Like he’d been straining against bonds that had suddenly snapped, Nameless hurtled toward Blightey.

A ball of fire burst from the Lich Lord’s fingers, punched into Nameless’s helm.

Shadrak winced, but nothing happened. It was as if the helm simply drank in the impact.

“Scarolite!” Blightey said.

And then Nameless swung his axe.

Flames erupted from Blightey’s head, and Nameless froze, suspended in mid-strike. The skin of Blightey’s face sloughed away, until all that remained was the skull, its ruby eyes blazing.

The Lich Lord pressed up close to Nameless, glared straight into the eye-slit of the great helm. Smoke plumed out in response.

Nameless began to shudder. He dropped his axe and pawed at the sides of the helm with the giant’s gauntlets, desperate to get it off, as if it were filled with maggots.

Blightey’s eyes bathed Nameless in their infernal glow.

The dwarf started to rattle and groan. He arched his back away, but at the same time forced his hand up with excruciating slowness. Gauntleted fingers fastened on Blightey jaw, and with a violent roar of “Ku-na-ga!” Nameless twisted the skull away from him, then pounded down on it with his other hand.

Instantly, the spell was broken, and Nameless slumped to the floor.

Galen snatched up his saber.

Shadrak whipped out a gun, got off a shot.

Blightey spun toward him, but Nameless was up in a flash, and thumped the Lich Lord in the back. As Blightey pitched forward, Galen hit him with a thunderous chop to the skull, but the saber rebounded.

Blightey gave a slight shrug and clacked his jaws.

Galen, though, was relentless, striking blow after glancing blow.

Shadrak fired repeatedly, not caring if anyone got in the way. He was beyond that. Things were too desperate.

Blightey’s eyes blazed crimson.

Nameless wrenched the Lich Lord away from Galen, bashed him skull-first into the floor, over and over and over.

Galen hacked uselessly at Blightey’s back with all his prodigious strength. Anyone else would have had a thousand broken bones, but not Blightey. The Cynocephalus had made his armor too well.

The air above the Lich Lord was rent, and a black-wrapped cadaver materialized. Shadrak shot it, but instantly, another appeared, then another.

Galen stopped hitting Blightey to defend himself, as dozens of mummified corpses appeared out of thin air.

Shadrak fired again, even as he realized the futility. They had to stop them coming. Had to—

Two cadavers lurched toward Bird. The homunculus was still hunched beneath his cloak, focused on the floor, which was once again vibrating amid a fearsome din.

Shadrak blasted twice, put them both down.

Galen, though, was on the back foot, pressed hard by a swell of mold-blackened mummies.

A group of them buried Nameless and pulled him off of Blightey. The dwarf flung them from him with the giant’s might, but that was all the time Blightey needed to resume his feet.

More and more cadavers appeared around the Lich Lord, smothering him in a protective phalanx.

A lightning bolt streaked from within the press of bodies and struck Bird. The homunculus’s cloak of feathers flared golden, and the lightning rebounded, arcing from mummy to mummy and dropping them in smoldering heaps. For an instant, Blightey stood exposed—

—and Bird thrust a palm toward him.

The ground at Bird’s feet ruptured, and thousands of silver beetles swarmed toward the Lich Lord.

Not beetles, Shadrak realized: stone-eaters.

Blightey stiffened as the swarm reached his armored feet and rolled over him in a seething carpet of argent. As he vanished beneath the tide, the remaining cadavers winked out of existence.

Bird stood, directing the stone-eaters with sweeping motions of his hands. More and more poured from the fractured floor, swelling the mass that covered Blightey. Shadrak could do nothing but watch with bated breath. Would it work? Had Bird found a way?

Slowly, one step at a time, Bird advanced, until he stopped before one of Blightey’s solleret-clad feet protruding from the mound of insects. He kicked it, and nothing happened. Satisfied, he lowered his arms, and the stone-eaters drained away from the Lich Lord’s prone body like water. Within moments, they had swarmed back through the fissure in the floor.

Shadrak stepped in for a closer look. The others did the same.

Blightey’s skull was rocking gently off to one side. It had been separated from the neck of the borrowed body. Then Shadrak saw that there was no neck. The stone-eaters had devoured it, along with every other scrap of flesh and bone beneath the invulnerable armor. They must have squeezed through the gaps, gotten within and did what only moments ago had seemed impossible.

Even as the others let out collective sigh of relief, Shadrak saw the danger.

The skull lifted into the air and came straight at Bird. Its ruby eyes blazed like hellish coals.

Shadrak fired, but his bullet ricocheted off.

Bird screamed as his eyes began to smoke.

Galen stepped in, but Blightey’s skull flared incandescent, and he was driven back, shielding his face against the glare.

Bird flopped to the floor beneath his cloak of feathers, and Blightey’s skull pivoted toward Nameless.

The dwarf swung for it, but it was like striking rock. Nameless had no choice but to back away.

Galen darted between the Lich Lord and the dwarf. “Run!” he cried.

The glare of gemstone eyes bathed Galen’s face in scarlet.

Nameless shoved him aside. “You run!”

Galen dropped his saber and lunged for the skull. He recoiled with singed fingers.

But he had the right idea.

Holstering his pistols, Shadrak pulled out the never-full bag from his pocket, opened it wide, and brought it down over the skull.

There was no resistance. Nothing. And the bag remained flat, as if the skull were no longer there. Shadrak clutched it tight and held it at arm’s length.

“Laddie?” Nameless said. “Is it—?”

Shadrak handed him the bag and knelt beside Bird.

Immediately, tears spilled down his cheeks. Warm tears. Hot. Any other time, any other place, he’d have knifed anyone who saw, but he couldn’t stop himself. Didn’t want to. He didn’t care.

Bird had carried him as a child. That much he’d learned, but there must have been more. Bird had deemed him worthy of being saved, and had disregarded the homunculi’s desire to throw him to the seethers in the chasms of Gehenna. It was Bird who’d taken him to the snake-man in the plane ship, and so it was Bird who had ultimately sent him to Kadee. For that act alone, he deserved to be eternally thanked.

And yet Shadrak hadn’t thanked him. He’d barely had time to process what little Bird had told him. And there was so much more to ask. It was the same with everything in his life—his blood-drenched, throat-slitting life: everyone he should have cared about took second place to the task in hand; then second place again to the next task. And it never stopped: he just kept on doing what he did, as if stopping would be the death of him.

Metal fingers pressed down on his shoulder, squeezed with a gentleness that belied their strength. He looked up into the eye-slit of Nameless’s great helm. He didn’t need to see the face to know what the dwarf was thinking, what he was feeling, what he was trying to offer.

Shadrak put his hand on top of Nameless’s gauntlet and nodded that he understood, that he was grateful. And in that moment, he knew beyond all shadow of a doubt, the Archon could go shog himself.

The agonized moan Galen let out opened Shadrak to pain that was not his own. It was something he’d not felt before: a bond of suffering, the disturbing clutch of empathy.

Galen’s hand hovered over Ludo, as if touching the adeptus might infect him. But then Shadrak realized he’d been wrong: It was horror that made Galen falter. Horror bordering on despair.

Nameless let go of Shadrak’s shoulder.

“Oh, shog, laddie,” he said, taking a stumbling step toward Galen. “Laddie, I’m so sorry.”

Galen’s chest rose and fell with suppressed sobs.

Ludo’s hand twitched, and he touched Galen’s lightly.

Galen leaned in as the adeptus gurgled around the spike sticking out of his mouth, but he was beyond all speech.

Two days, Blightey had said. Maybe even three.

Shadrak pushed himself to his feet with a wispy streamer of rage. He took a step toward the rack. Then another.

Galen whispered to Ludo, but the room had grown so still, Shadrak heard every word like he was hearing voices.

“A life is an orchard.” Galen paused to swallow. “You told me that once, Eminence.”

Ludo tapped the back of Galen’s hand once, telling him to go on.

Galen looked into his bloodshot eyes for a long moment, then nodded.

“Perfect fruits come like gifts. They ripen, they fall, but they do not linger.”

He stepped back and held out his hand for Nameless’s axe. His fingers were shaking, and tears streamed down his cheeks. The ghastly look on his face screamed that this was way beyond horror, or the loss of a man he considered a friend. Galen considered this an act of mercy, but at the same time, he saw it as an unpardonable sin.

Shadrak pushed past Galen, palmed a pistol, put it to Ludo’s head, and pulled the trigger.

The crack of the flintlock was a deafening roar that echoed off the walls, fled through the ruined door Nameless had smashed apart, and reverberated down the corridor in muffled retorts. Finally, it found its peace in the cold air outside the castle.

“Come on,” Shadrak said. “Let’s get out of here.”

He turned toward the doorway he and Blightey had entered by.

Nameless handed Shadrak the bag containing Blightey’s skull and took gallows steps across the floor to where the plate armor lay. “Go on ahead. I’ll bring it.”

Numbly, Shadrak headed for the door. When he reached it, he looked back.

Nameless began to remove his chainmail hauberk, like he aimed to put the Lich Lord’s armor on there and then. He caught Shadrak watching from the doorway.

“Don’t worry, laddie. It’ll be all right. And if not, it’s too late to turn back now. Too much has been lost.”

Shadrak wasn’t so sure. As Nameless started to buckle on Blightey’s breastplate, he suspected the Archon was right to be worried. More and more of his old friend was being hidden beneath craftings he could only guess the nature of: first the scarolite helm; then Sartis’s gauntlets; and now the Lich Lord’s armor. Would that cling to him like the gauntlets did? Would he be unable to remove it, like the helm?

Bit by bit, Nameless was becoming as obscured as his name.

Shadrak knew it would be his last opportunity for a shot, before Nameless was as impregnable as the Lich Lord had been.

What if Aristodeus was wrong, as the Archon believed? What if this was just another trap, a deception of the Demiurgos? After all, the armor and the gauntlets had been forged by the Cynocephalus, and he was the Demiurgos’s son. And the scarolite helm: had Aristodeus designed it, or had he borrowed from the lore of the homunculi, who now seemed to serve him, as they had once served Sektis Gandaw? Children of the Deceiver, they were. As riddled with deception and betrayal as the Father of Lies himself.

But wasn’t Shadrak the same? Isn’t that what Bird had tried to tell him?

His gaze wandered to Bird’s corpse on the floor, eyes no more than burnt-out cavities. Maybe Bird would have known what to do, because he was shogged if he did.

He shouldered the bag rather than fold it and put it in his pocket. Although there was no bulk, no indication of the monstrosity it contained, he shuddered.

As to what he was going to do with the skull, he hadn’t thought it through yet. All he knew was he couldn’t leave it here. Last thing they needed was for someone or something to set Blightey free, so he could come looking for them.

Galen had his head bowed in prayer beside the rack.

Shadrak turned and left the room.

He didn’t need to see Nameless armored head to toe. Didn’t need to see his friend lost behind all that eldritch metal.


BETWEEN FRIENDS







When they arrived back at the plane ship, Shadrak didn’t join the others in the control room, and after a while of sitting there going nowhere, Nameless went in search of him.

He found the assassin alone in his cabin, red rims surrounding his pink eyes. He held an empty glass in his lap. There was another glass on the table before him, along with a half-empty bottle.

Nameless entered, and the door slid shut behind him.

Shadrak glanced up and said, “That fat shog Albert’s been helping himself to my cognac again.”

“You let him in your cabin?”

Shadrak hurled the glass against a wall. It shattered. “No, I do not.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “what happened back there at the castle… with Blightey…” He couldn’t find the words to express his revulsion, the horror that clung to him like the blood that had coated him when he’d awoken in Arx Gravis. No matter how much he scrubbed, he doubted he’d ever get rid of the stink of it.

Shadrak nodded toward the bag he’d put over the skull. The odd thing was, it looked empty.

“You sure he’s still in there?” Nameless asked, scanning the cabin and instinctively raising his axe, for all the good it would do.

“I’m sure. Don’t ask me how it works. Some kind of weird homunculus lore, no doubt. Like this scutting plane ship.” He scoffed at some private joke. He looked up into the eye-slit, and when he spoke, his lips trembled. “What I did to Ludo… before you arrived… the stake…”

“Blightey made you do it, laddie.” Nameless knew exactly what it was like to be compelled, although in his case he’d also been duped. Shadrak had known exactly what he was being forced to do: you only needed to look at his face to see that.

“I should have been stronger, Nameless.”

“You were strong enough to capture that evil shogger when it mattered,” Nameless said. “But lore like Blightey’s, sorcery he’s been developing for centuries: how could mortal folk stand against that?”

Shadrak shook his head. “Maybe I ain’t mortal folk. All this time you’ve been calling me a homunculus, and I thought you were taking the piss. But Bird told me the truth of what I am on the way to Verusia. Told me how I came to end up with Kadee. How I’d originally been brought to Urddynoor as a baby in this very plane ship.”

Nameless took his time letting it all sink in before he made his reply. He had to tread carefully. Shadrak was raw with anguish, and one wrong word could send him over the edge.

“I ever tell you I never knew my ma, laddie?”

Shadrak dipped his eyes to the floor. “Least you had one.”

“True. And I’m glad of that. But when my ma gave her life so I could live, she probably never realized the hole it would leave. I don’t blame her. I love her dearly for what she gave up for me. My pa, too. When I woke up in Arx Gravis, I had no recollection of my pa or my brother at first. No idea who I was, and I’ve come to realize I’ll never know what name it was my parents chose for me. All this time, I’ve been working out who I am now, because I can never go back to who I was. It’s the same for you, laddie: everything you believed to be true was a lie, but it’s up to you to find the real Shadrak, the one you were born to be.”

“No,” Shadrak said. “It’s not the same. You had parents. You were born, you were raised. Me, from what I can tell, I fell like a scab from the Demiurgos. A diseased scab the homunculi wanted to discard. Bird saved me, had me brought to Kadee. He was different, see. One of the Sedition. They’re tying to be what they are not, Nameless, fighting against the scut that spawned them. But what’s the point? You can’t change what you are? The son of a scut is a scut himself, no matter what spin you put on it.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Nameless said. “The Shadrak I know, the one who spared Galen by putting a bullet through Ludo’s skull, he’s no child of the Abyss. He’s someone I’m proud to know. He’s my friend, and I’ll punch you on the nose if you say otherwise.”

Shadrak half-laughed, half-sobbed. He put his chin in his hands and closed his eyes.

“Yeah? Well he’s also the scut that was told to kill you.”

Chill seeped beneath Nameless’s skin. “Oh?”

Shadrak looked up, right into the eye-slit. “By the Archon.”

Nameless drew in a deep breath and bobbed the great helm. “Aye, that shogger’s been after me for a while. I have to ask, though, laddie, if you’re so good at your job, why am I still standing?”

Shadrak swallowed, looked away, looked back again. His pink eyes glistened with unshed tears.

“I’ll tell you why,” Nameless said. “Because you are my friend, as I am yours. Don’t ask me how, but I just know these things. I’ve had a lot of friends in my life, but only two I’d call good friends, so good they were family.”

He broke off, choked down his own tears. Even now, thinking of how he’d lost Thumil and Cordy hurt more than anything Blightey could have done to him.

When he’d restored his composure, he said, “And now, I’d say I had a third.”

Shadrak stared blankly at him for a long while. He grimaced, as if he were fighting back tears, but then he slumped, and the tears began to fall.

Nameless went to him, tried to embrace him, but the Lich Lord’s armor was just too bulky. It was a shell, a carapace, a barrier between him and others. And already, he was starting to see it as a curse, same as the gauntlets, the black axe, and the helm that was supposed to keep him safe.

He backed away a step. “Will the Archon know you’ve told me?”

Shadrak shrugged. “That’s what he’d like me to think. He’s in my head at times, telling me what he expects. But I’m a keen observer. You have to be in my line of work. And what I’ve learned so far is, he’s not all-knowing, and he’s definitely not a god.”

Nameless leaned in and kept his voice low. “So, he can be killed?”

Shadrak nodded. “It’s just a matter of how.” He tapped his temple. “But I already have the inkling of an idea. One more thing: I don’t think I’m the only one the Archon approached about killing you. You know how people change around you, become suddenly pally just before they ram the knife in?”

Nameless didn’t, and so he shrugged.

“It’s common among my kind,” Shadrak said. “You develop a sort of sixth sense about it, which you ignore at your peril. My gut tells me the Archon’s got tired of waiting. And Bird…” He paused to swallow. “Bird told me the Archon had spoken with Albert. I imagine that means we’re both for the chop, not just you.”

“Albert?” Nameless glanced at the bottle on the table. “You think he’s poisoned your booze?”

“Maybe,” Shadrak said. “But that wouldn’t account for what he’s got planned for you. He knows you can’t drink in that helm.”

“If the Archon really has approached Albert.” He didn’t need to add that Bird was a homunculus, and may have had his own agenda.

Shadrak’s silence conveyed that he’d made his mind up.

“Is there proof?” Nameless asked.

“In the guilds, when this sort of thing happens, you wait about for proof, and you end up bobbing down the river with your throat slit. No, I go by my gut, and if I’m wrong, well, shit happens, don’t it?”

Before Nameless could respond, the door swooshed open, and Albert stood there.

“Oh, I didn’t realize you had company,” the poisoner said. “I’ll come back later.”

“No,” Shadrak said. “I was wanting to speak with you.” To Nameless, he said, “Thank you. It means a lot to me, what you said. You should rest before we head back to the Perfect Peak.”

Albert stepped into the cabin as Nameless stepped out.

“Oh, and Nameless,” Shadrak said, “I’ve not had a friend before. Just make sure I do it right, eh?”

Nameless nodded that he would.

As the door shut behind him, he heard Albert say, “Charming. And I thought we were friends.”


A GAME OF COGNAC










Albert seated himself in the half-egg chair opposite Shadrak, and without being asked took the remaining glass and poured himself a cognac.

“You been sneaking in here and helping yourself?” Shadrak said.

Albert made a show of reading the label. “I knew you wouldn’t mind, not really.” He took a sip, closed his eyes, and swilled the cognac around his mouth before swallowing. “Look, Shadrak, we need to talk.”

“I’ll say.”

Albert lifted his glass to his lips for another sip. Shadrak was half-inclined to warn him, but decided against it. Whatever the poisoner had to say, he’d grown too dangerous, too much of a liability.

When Albert pushed the bottle toward him, Shadrak held up a hand and said, “Just talk.”

“It’s quite safe,” Albert said. “See.” He took a big gulp of his own.

If only he knew. Shadrak had been expecting something like this, though he hadn’t set a time on it. The first thing he’d learned about Albert was never to accept food or drink from him. He’d seen any number of Albert’s so-called friends die at his hands, usually over a gourmet meal or a drink. He was a cunning shogger. Sly. But not sly enough. Before Nameless had arrived, Shadrak had taken the precaution of slipping in a little something of his own. Well, not his own, strictly speaking: a sprinkle of Albert’s infamous sausage poison, for which there was no immunity. No known cure. Two could play at thieving from someone else’s cabin.

Shadrak chuckled. He tried to make it good-natured. “Just because you’re drinking it, doesn’t mean it’s safe. I know you, Albert. Know you spend weeks and months building up your tolerance to all the crap you use.”

“Well, you clearly don’t know me as well as you thought,” Albert said. He drained his glass and refilled it. “And I have to say, I’m deeply wounded that you would consider the dwarf a friend and not me.”

Shadrak shook his head. “So, what is it you want to discuss?”

He was expecting Albert to apologize for his absence during the fight with Blightey. On the way back through the snow, Albert had already done his best to convince the others he was sorry, that he’d heard something and gone to investigate. That when he’d returned, the door was locked shut, and this time he could do nothing to get it open, as if it were held by magic.

“In a word,” Albert said, “or rather, two: the Archon.”

Shadrak forced himself not to react, not to give anything away, even the fact he was surprised Albert was willing to risk bringing the subject up.

“He approached me,” Albert said. “At first, I didn’t know what to do, so I just listened. But now, with all that’s happened, with all that’s currently happening, I thought I should confide in you. It doesn’t pay for there to be secrets among friends. Not when the stakes are so high.”

That was the whiff of bullshit Shadrak was waiting for. Albert always had secrets, same as the other Sicarii. Same as Shadrak himself. Assassins were loyal to an extent, but only so far as it carried them. First sign of trouble, and they’d stick a knife in your back. Or wrap a cheese-cutter round your throat.

“What did he say?”

Albert leaned across the table conspiratorially. “That you’re supposed to kill the dwarf.”

“And?”

“And that he doesn’t think you’re going to do it.”

Shadrak leaned back in his chair, let his cloak fall open to reveal a flintlock at his hip. “So, he asked you to get the job done?”

Albert nodded.

Now, there was another surprise.

“What else?”

A frown crossed Albert’s face, and he closed his eyes.

“What else?” Shadrak repeated.

Albert held up a hand, puckered his lips, and screwed his nose up. He swallowed thickly a couple of times, and then belched.

“Sorry. Drank that last one a bit too fast. Are you sure you won’t?” He offered the bottle once more.

Shadrak raised an eyebrow and waited for Albert to continue.

“Now, understand, I’m only telling you this to cement our trust-based relationship.” Albert glanced around the room, then lowered his voice. “Can he hear us? I mean, does he know what we’re saying? What we’re thinking?”

Shadrak shrugged.

“Well,” Albert said. “He’s hinted that, if you don’t act soon, by which I think he means before Nameless gets all three artifacts, I am to step in.”

“What makes him think you would do that?” What was the Archon offering?

“Maybe I’ve already said too much.” Albert eyed the bottle on the table.

“Unless I join you in a drink?”

“It’s about trust, Shadrak. Bonding. You know the sort of thing.”

“I know what happens to those who trust you, Albert. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

Albert put a fist to his mouth and belched again.

“I’m fully aware of that. This isn’t easy, you know. I’m secretive by nature. We all are. But I don’t mind admitting, I’m out of my depth. Fine. Go ahead. Think I’m trying to poison you, if you like. But know this: I’ve been looking out for you, keeping the Archon off your back. He’s angry, Shadrak, and it’s all I can do to keep him at bay. You want to know more? Well, I’ll tell you more. He wants me to kill you. First Nameless, and then you. It seems you’ve become something of a loose cannon in his tidily ordered universe. An assassin is meant to assassinate. Empathy, or whatever it is that’s staying your hand, doesn’t fit the profile.”

Albert winced and clutched his stomach.

“What’s up?” Shadrak asked. “Didn’t build up an immunity to your own poison?”

Albert’s cheeks puffed up to twice their normal size. He leaned forward as if he were going to vomit, then flung himself back in his chair, wiped sweat from his forehead, and finally let out a colossal burp.

“For the last time,” he said, swaying to one side. “I did… not… pois…”

He slumped over the side of the chair. A stream of foul-smelling vomit splashed onto the floor, and when the torrent stopped, Albert was dead as a doornail.

“Yes,” Shadrak muttered. “But I did.”

He picked up the cognac bottle, peered at the dregs within to see if there was any trace of sausage poison discernible.

He wondered if Albert had tampered with the cognac. Wondered if he’d been telling the truth, if he really had been coming clean. There was no point speculating on it. Scuts like Albert lied so much, they didn’t know what the truth was anymore. It could have been he was being honest, for once, only to trick Shadrak into swallowing another lie. But with Albert, there was no way of knowing if he was bluffing or double bluffing, or even triple bluffing. Even if there was a way, Shadrak couldn’t be shogged with it right now. Albert had always been a danger, and with what Bird had said about him speaking with the Archon, the time had come for preemptive action. That’s how it was done in the guilds. The worrying thing was that Albert seemed to have forgotten. Either that, or he took Shadrak for a complete moron. Not that it made any difference now. The poisoner was out of the way, and that just left the Archon to deal with.

Shadrak pushed himself out of his seat. It sank back into the floor as he swiped shapes on the panel next to the bed.

Beads of quicksilver condensed out of the floor and oozed over Albert’s corpse, the same as the beetles had smothered Blightey. Within minutes, there would be nothing left of the poisoner. The plane ship’s army of cleaners was more efficient than an acid bath.


THE FINAL QUEST







“One last quest,” Aristodeus said when they arrived back at the Perfect Peak, “and then no more black axe. See, Nameless, I told you I’d have you out of that helm eventually. Where are the others?”

“Dead,” Galen said, slumping down on a console.

“All of them?”

“Ludo,” Nameless said. “Ekyls. Bird. Not really worth it, laddie, is it? All this, just for the sake of a dwarf with too much blood on his hands.”

“Blightey?” Aristodeus said.

“What do you shogging think?” Shadrak said.

“Don’t put the blame on me,” Aristodeus said. “In and out, I said.”

“And it would have been,” Galen said, in a voice thick with emotion. “If not for His Eminence.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said. “It wasn’t his fault.”

“Yes, it scutting was,” Shadrak said. “If he hadn’t gone waltzing up to the castle like he did, no one would have had to die.”

Nameless expected an eruption from Galen, but he merely twirled his mustache and said, “He’s right. No point denying the truth of what happened. But it takes nothing from…” His words choked away, and he sniffed. “From what…” He could no longer suppress the keening moan that welled up from his guts.

Galen’s pain was almost tangible, and somehow Nameless felt he was the cause of it. His cheeks beneath the helm burned with shame.

“I’m sorry,” Aristodeus said. “Truly sorry for your loss. Your losses. But we’ve come so far. It would be foolish to turn back now.” He suddenly looked round. “Where’s Albert, by the way?”

Galen looked up, as if he’d only just noticed, too, but he seemed either unsurprised or indifferent.

Nameless had a pretty good idea what had happened, but he deferred to Shadrak.

“Cognac,” the assassin said. “It’s why I don’t touch the stuff any longer. He’ll be out of action for a while.”

A very long while, Nameless imagined.

“No loss,” Aristodeus said. “If anything, the fewer the better for this last quest. And this time, you must stick to the plan. Same as before: get in, and get out as quick as you can. If anything, it’s even more vital. The portal you’ll be taking isn’t exactly stable. Mephesch is jury-rigging it as we speak. You are to meet him in the Great West back on Urddynoor.”

“What the shog do we need a portal for,” Shadrak said, “when we’ve got a plane ship?”

“Because,” Aristodeus said, “your destination is one place even a plane ship cannot travel.”

“Where?” Nameless said, dreading the answer.

“The last artifact you need is the Shield of Warding that protects against all manner of magic, even the backlash you can expect from the black axe when it realizes its peril. The Cynocephalus who made the shield sleeps beneath it, same as he used to sleep in that armor you now wear.

“Nameless, Shadrak, Galen, prepare yourselves. You are going to the deepest strata of Gehenna, and the fastest and surest way of getting there is via the Abyss.”




***




They left the plane ship by one of its many side doors, stepping out into stark light that came from overhead strips. All about them, homunculi scurried with their gray slates in hand.

They were in a hall of some sort. It was so vast, Nameless could only see the nearest wall: perfectly cut gray bricks, neatly mortared, studded with heavy doors painted cyan. There were yellow signs with black symbols on each of the doors.

The floor had been reduced to rubble, apparently dug up to reveal an immense circuit of interconnected pipes. They were made from some sleek red material, and followed a series of twists and turns until they terminated at the foot of a metal archway.

Mephesch, the homunculus who’d been Sektis Gandaw’s righthand man, was beneath the arch, inspecting the wires that connected it to the pipes. Suddenly, he looked up and raised a hand. The other homunculi—there must have been upward of thirty—seemed to glide to the walls and melt away from sight.

One of the doors opened, and a man came in. He was armored in splint mail beneath a black cloak. There was a clenched fist emblazoned on his shield, and he carried a spear.

The soldier turned his eyes on the companions, opened his mouth to shout, but a homunculus emerged from the wall behind him. There was a fizz, a buzz, a flash of violet light, and the soldier collapsed in a heap.

More homunculi stepped away from the walls to drag him deeper into the room, which is when Nameless saw there was quite a pile of dead soldiers.

“Step this way,” Mephesch said. “Once you are all beneath the arch, we will fire up the…” He hesitated, searching for the right words. “Portal maker. You must be alert. The transition will be disorienting. You will be as close to the cavern of the Cynocephalus as I can get you without waking him. Make haste, for the portal will not be stable. Grab the Shield of Warding and don’t look back. If the Cynocephalus wakes, run, and don’t stop running. Any questions?”

“How do I know this isn’t a trap?” Nameless said. “Another deception?”

“It’s a bit late to back out now,” Mephesch said. “And besides, I’m a homunculus. Any answer I give is likely to be tinged with trickery. Isn’t that what they say in Arx Gravis?”

Nameless turned the eye-slit of his helm on Shadrak. “Laddie?”

Shadrak shrugged.

“I say we go,” Galen said. “If not for us, for His Eminence. Let his death not be in vain.”

That was enough for Nameless. Ludo hadn’t deserved his fate. His only crime had been to hope, to believe even a monster like Blightey could find forgiveness. Even a monster like the Ravine Butcher.

He stepped beneath the arch, and his two remaining companions came with him.

“Now,” Mephesch said into a vambrace on his wrist.

The drone of a thousand insects ripped through Nameless’s eardrums. White light strobed all about him, and then he was falling.




















CHAPTER ONE

Son of the Demiurgos




SON OF THE DEMIURGOS







Nameless groaned as he came to. There was a rhythmic growl, a reverberating rumble. He was hot. Too hot to sleep. And what was that smell? Something was burning.

He sat bolt upright. Only he didn’t. He was already standing, and the act of trying to sit threw him off balance. He stumbled and almost fell.

There. Ahead of him: the orange glow of flames. Sulfur was thick in his nostrils, and smoke heavy in the air, so dense he could barely see through the eye-slit. He coughed on instinct, and he heard Galen and Shadrak cough in response.

At his feet there were nubs and gnarls of coal. Behind them was the stark blaze of the portal. It formed a cavity of blinding brilliance in the dark rock of a wall.

And then he remembered. He’d not been sleeping. It must have been the disorientation Mephesch had warned them about. They had passed through the portal. They were in the Abyss. And the portal was already flickering, as if ready to fail.

A heavier pooling of the shadows told him Shadrak was beside him, wrapped in his cloak.

Galen was turning on the spot, gawping at the fiery glow behind the smog.

They were atop a promontory that looked down upon a smoke-wreathed river.

Nameless squinted against the stinging fog, saw that the river oozed rather than flowed; that it was tar rather than water. It gave off an odor that was overwhelming. He drew in a breath, trying to identify the mephitic stench, but was rewarded with dizziness and the urge to jump in.

Galen put a hand on Nameless’s arm, pulled him back. “That noise,” he said. “The rumbling. What is it?”

“Ain’t it obvious?” Shadrak said. “It’s snoring.”

“The Cynocephalus?” Nameless asked.

“Come on,” Galen said, heading toward the source of the rumbling. He sounded grim as death.

A harrowing wail echoed along the tunnel through which the black waters sludged. It was followed by a maniacal cackle, and what sounded like the chatter of a thousand gibunas, the flesh-eating primates that infested the foot of the ravine that housed Arx Gravis.

With as much haste as they dared make over the uneven surface of the promontory, Shadrak and Nameless caught up with Galen.

He had stopped before rough-cut steps that led down to the level of the river. The rumbling snores were louder here, and they merged with the slop, slop, slurp of the black waters pouring over the lip of a chasm in a parody of a waterfall.

A narrow bridge that appeared to have been woven out of dried strands of tar spanned the river, and on the far side there was an immense opening in the wall. It was at least thirty feet tall and half as wide. Two obsidian megaliths flanked the opening, and atop them sat a capstone inscribed with glyphs and sigils in cobalt, the same hue as Aethir’s sky.

A shriek sounded from somewhere behind them, and then came the crunching steps of an army, or the banging of a hundred drums.

“Keep going,” Shadrak said. “In and out, remember?”

Galen led the way down the steps to the bridge and started to cross. When he reached halfway, a figure materialized in front of him. Galen stumbled back and drew his saber.

“Blightey!” he yelled in horror as the figure took on more clarity.

He lunged, swung for the head, but before the blade connected, the Lich Lord turned to smoke and dispersed amid the smog coming off the river.

Ludo appeared in his place, as he had been before Verusia: tall, kindly, ungainly. He peered at Galen over his glasses, smiled. And then blood erupted from his mouth as the spike came through, and Galen moaned.

Nameless felt it, too, though his dismay was washed away by a new wave of anger. He breathed deeply of the noxious fumes from the river, and watched as Galen made it the rest of the way over the bridge.

On Shadrak’s turn, an ancient crone appeared, floating in the air before him. Her hair was bound in dreadlocks, beaded with crystals. Her rheumy eyes had been taken over by her pupils. She was naked, all wrinkles and sags, with flaccid breasts like empty wineskins. Bones showed through her paper-thin skin, and she was disfigured by weeping sores.

“Kadee!”

Shadrak reached for her.

She smiled—the loving smile of a parent for a child. And then she, too, was gone.

When Nameless reached halfway, the surface of the river broke in five places. Dragon heads atop sinuous necks streamed into the air, belching fire, lightning, fluid, gas, and rock-dust. Most of it struck the Lich Lord’s armor and the scarolite helm and did no harm. Nameless swung his axe, but the monster vanished, as if it had never been there. He hurried across to the other side.

It had been like this before, when he’d entered Gehenna to go after Lucius. When he’d found the black axe. Illusions, visions, tricks and traps at every juncture. Here, where the Abyss and Gehenna met, it was bound to be worse.

“Courage, laddies,” he said. “The Demiurgos is playing with us.”

“Bullshit, is what it is,” Shadrak said. “My opinion: ignore the crap out of everything, and just get the job done.”

“I’m with you there, laddie,” Nameless said.

Galen started toward the looming entrance.

Nameless glanced at the symbols on the lintel, and tingles of warning crept beneath his scalp.

“Laddie, wait!” he cried.

Galen stopped dead.

“This reminds me of something. In Arx Gravis. Remember, Shadrak?”

“The archway old Baldy primed so it would raise the alarm if anything from the Abyss passed through.”

“Exactly. We are on the threshold, at the meeting place between Gehenna and the realm of the Demiurgos.”

“And we’re on the shit side, I suppose,” Shadrak said.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Nameless said. “To the Cynocephalus on the other side of the entrance, we are no more than demons of the Abyss, a threat, a nightmare.”

“So, what happens if we just walk through?” Galen said, even as he did so.

The thunderous approach of drums or marching feet increased tenfold. The tunnel walls began to judder, and chunks of black rock fell from the ceiling into the river, sending up splashes of viscous sludge.

“Twat!” Shadrak said, but he still followed Galen through the maw of the entrance.

Nameless saw no choice but to do the same.

The din from outside grew faint, muffled, as they entered a smooth tunnel veined with scarolite. From up ahead, though, the fitful growl of the Cynocephalus’s snoring rolled toward them like a landslide. Blasts of hot air slammed into them, made them work for every step, every inch of progress.

Shadrak was a shadow against the left wall. Galen’s saber reflected green phosphorescence. Nameless dipped his head and took the brunt of the expulsions of breath.

Purplish light splashed the scarolite floor in front of them, where the passage opened up onto a vast cavern. As Nameless reached the entrance, Shadrak stepped away from the wall.

The cave was roughly bell-shaped, and stretched as far as the eye could see. The ceiling was domed, awash with rainbow hues, a misty dweomer that rippled as one color replaced another in soothing succession. The walls were furred with velvet moss in shades of mauve and crimson. Patterns of intertwining snakes wound about them in yellow and orange, and a sibilant hissing seemed to come from them. The air was fragrant with lavender. At the center of the cavern, curled up beneath a massive black shield, was a gigantic baboon with slick black hair and patches of green-tinged scales that gave it the appearance of organic scarolite. Its snaggletoothed snout protruded from the edge of the shield, purplish tongue lolling, lips curled back in a grimace that could have been pain, could have been a different kind of torment. It must have been close to thirty feet tall when standing, with limbs as big as tree trunks, and teeth that could rend boulders.

Oddly, the snoring seemed softer here, dampened by the velveteen coating on the walls.

Nameless took a step into the cavern.

Shadrak passed him and circled the Cynocephalus, silent on the balls of his feet.

Galen drew alongside Nameless. He spoke in a half-whisper.

“How are we going to move that shield, let alone carry it?”

It was big enough to fill a small room.

“The gauntlets and armor shrank, remember?” Nameless said.

Galen shrugged, and took a step forward.

“No, laddie, I won’t risk it,” Nameless said, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Won’t risk losing anyone else. If that thing wakes up—”

“It will,” Shadrak said, gliding back toward them, having completed his circuit. “One eye’s half-open, and its breathing changed subtly when we entered.”

“So, what do you suggest?” Galen asked. He meant the question for Shadrak, but it was Nameless that answered.

“Head back to the portal. I’ll grab the shield, and then run as fast as these stumpy legs can carry me.” Nameless held up a gauntleted hand. “These should give me the strength to move it. And let’s hope I’m right: if it’s anything like the other artifacts this beastie made, it’ll shrink the instant it’s away from him and in my grasp.”

“And if it doesn’t?” Shadrak said.

“Then I guess you’ll all be going home, and I won’t.”

“Then we all stay,” Galen said.

Shadrak nodded. “We’ve come this far together. And if there’s any chance this is going to get that bucket off your head—”

“I don’t think there is,” Nameless said. The deeper they got into Aristodeus’s master plan, the more anxious he grew. “But it’s too late me worrying about that now. Let me do this alone.”

“We stay,” Galen said.

“And I’ll punch you on the nose if you say otherwise,” Shadrak said. He almost smiled.

Nameless studied each of them in turn. “Thank you. It means a lot to me. But the plan remains the same. I grab, we run. Agreed?”

“Meticulous,” Shadrak said.

Galen merely saluted.

“Right, then,” Nameless said. “Would you?” He passed his axe to Galen, then strode with a purpose to the sleeping form of the Demiurgos’s son.

As he neared the the gigantic form of the dog-head, his heart began a fierce pounding that seemed to resonate around the inside the helm. The shield hung above him, too high for him to reach. He looked back at Shadrak and Galen and spread his hands. He was going to have to climb.

He took a grip on the hair of the Cynocephalus’s back and started to pull himself up, hand over hand. It was effortless, with the strength the gauntlets fed him, and thankfully, the Cynocephalus didn’t so much as move. Nameless climbed under the shield and then pushed his back into it.

Slowly, he straightened up, one vertebra at a time, and the shield began to rise. It wobbled at first, but then he threw his arms out to steady it, shifted his legs for for balance. He pressed his palms to the underside and jerked the shield above his head, and instantly it began to shrink, until it was small enough for him to thrust his arm through the straps.

The Cynocephalus tossed and turned.

Nameless started to fall, but he got his legs under him and bounded, like he’d done in the fire giant’s cavern. He landed in a crouch on the floor and broke into a run.

The Cynocephalus roared, and the cavern shook. A huge fist slammed down, sending a shockwave across the cavern floor.

Nameless flipped into the air, landed hard, flat on his back.

The Cynocephalus found its knees, then its feet, and reared up to its full height.

And Galen charged.

The monster reached for Nameless with enormous fingers, but Galen got there first, hacking with Nameless’s axe, slashing with his saber. The blows bounced off, and in a flash, the hand grabbed Galen and hoisted him into the air.

Nameless got up, just in time to catch the axe as it fell from Galen’s grasp.

The Cynocephalus roared again. Something cracked, and Galen screamed.

Shadrak ran in, blasting away with both flintlocks.

Nameless shook his axe, raised the Shield of Warding, and yelled, “I’m coming, laddie!”

“No!” Galen cried. “Don’t you dare.” He arched his back to glare down at them. Blood bubbled from his mouth, stained his whiskers. “Go! Don’t let it be for nothing.”

“He’s right, Nameless,” Shadrak yelled. “There’s nothing we can do.”

He grabbed Nameless by a pauldron, spun him around, and propelled him toward the passage.

Nameless faltered at the entrance, started to turn back, but Galen yelled, “Keep goi—”

His voice was cut off by a sickening crunch.

“No!” Nameless cried, but Shadrak hooked an arm under his and kept him moving.

They tore along the passage with the roars of the Cynocephalus close behind. Its thunderous footfalls shook the walls.

Hot breath blasted Nameless’s back. He felt rather than saw enormous fingers reaching for him.

Shadrak shoved him forward. He heard the sharp retort of the assassin’s guns. The Cynocephalus howled with rage. Not because the bullets had injured it, he realized as he turned and saw they had passed back beneath the lintel, but because its prey had moved beyond its reach, and its precious shield, its last defense against evils real and imaginary, had been taken.

The marching-drumming clamor they had heard before resumed even louder than when Galen had triggered the wards on the lintel.

The dog-headed monster stood on the other side of the entrance, as if it feared to cross over into the Abyss. For an instant, its haunted eyes caught Nameless’s through the helm’s slit. He saw anger there, but more than that: he saw dread, and the forlornness of an abandoned child.

“What are you waiting for?” Shadrak said.

He was right, but before they’d gone halfway across the bridge, the Cynocephalus’s roars turned to sobs that echoed away down the black river.

No illusions assailed them this time. Perhaps they were deterrents only to entry, but not egress.

Shadrak flowed rather than ran up the steps. Nameless pounded up them. Armored head to foot, and bearing the obsidian shield, he felt more like a denizen of the Abyss now, than a dwarf.

When he reached the top, Shadrak was already at the stuttering light of the portal. The assassin hesitated at the threshold, looking anxiously back toward Nameless.

Further along the promontory, shadows were gathering, swelling toward them, and the beat of drums or feet rose to a deafening crescendo.

Nameless’s legs were burning with exertion. Every breath drew fetid smog into his lungs. But he was almost there. Almost…

“Nameless!” Shadrak yelled, waving him on frantically.

“Go, laddie!”

Shadrak slipped back into the flickering brightness and was gone.

The tide of shadows was almost upon Nameless. He could see differentiated shapes within it: winged demons with ebon swords; armored corpses, all mottled bone and rust; and towering above them, goading them with flaming whips and eyes like lightning, pallid giants with fangs as long as daggers.

Shadows lunged for him. He leapt straight through them, feeling Sartis’s gauntlets empowering his legs so that he soared through the air. He landed amid the swirls and howls of demons. Blue light flashed to his side, and he threw himself into it, just as the portal winked and died.


THE ARCHON’S ASSASSIN










The plane ship ride back from the Great West was silent. It was a wake for Galen.

When they reached the Perfect Peak, Aristodeus seemed indifferent to the news, but he made a pretense of mourning.

Two homunculi carried the block of crystal containing the black axe across the control chamber and set it on a table beside Aristodeus’s armchair.

The philosopher sipped tea from a china cup, as if this were an everyday occurrence for him. As if he really didn’t care about the result. He’d done his part, hatched the plan, tried a new strategy. If it didn’t work, it was no skin off his nose. It was becoming clear Nameless was no more than a tool to him. A pawn. They all were.

The dwarf stood rigid before the crystal, glowering at the axe that had ended his old life as assuredly as the lives of those who’d fallen beneath its twin blades.

Shadrak remained on the disk they’d entered by, where he could keep everyone in sight, but he kept a special eye out for the philosopher. It was a shogging effort not to put a hole through that bald head right then and there.

“Ready?” Aristodeus said to Nameless, setting aside his teacup and standing.

“You’re sure about this?” Nameless asked. “Maybe everyone should leave, in case it goes wrong.”

“The theory’s sound,” Aristodeus said with a dismissive wave. “Either the three artifacts combined will grant you the power to destroy the axe—”

“Or?” Nameless said.

“Or they won’t, and we maintain the status quo. After all, the helm provides a buffer against the axe’s influence. You see, it’s a win-win situation. I don’t gamble with people’s lives.”

“Should I break the crystal?” Nameless said.

Aristodeus snapped his fingers.

A homunculus stepped up, tapped away at his gray slate, then slunk back again.

“No need,” Aristodeus said. “Just put your hands in.”

Nameless raised the gauntlets, splayed the fingers, looked at them long and hard.

“Enough!”

The Archon appeared in a whirling conflagration. His hooded robe was aflame with fire that did not burn, and his face was an explosion of brilliance.

“Not now,” Aristodeus said. “You agreed, remember?”

“Not to losing Ludo, I didn’t. Nor Galen. Nor any of the others.”

“Even Albert?” Shadrak said.

The Archon turned on him. “I’ll deal with you later.”

“All things come at a cost,” Aristodeus said. There was sorrow in his voice, but how much of it was genuine was anyone’s guess.

“No,” the Archon said, switching his ire back to the philosopher. “Not this time. The cost has been too high. It stops here.”

“So much for nonintervention,” Shadrak said. “Might as well fetch me Kadee back, while you’re at it.”

“You’ll get everything you deserve, homunculus,” the Archon said, “when you go kicking and screaming back to the Abyss that spawned you. You failed me. Failed me utterly. My favored one is dead by your hand. You will wear the guilt of Ludo’s passing for as long as you live.”

“He will not, laddie,” Nameless said. “Blightey’s the one that did it. He compelled Shadrak. Or are we going to have a disagreement?”

“Do not think to challenge me, dwarf. That armor you wear, those gauntlets, the Shield of Warding: they might make you mighty beyond belief among mortals, but they were crafted using Supernal lore. I am a Supernal.” Flames gouted from him as his voice took on the cadence of thunder. “I can snuff you out with but a thought.”

“Then do it,” Nameless said. Nonchalantly, he lay down his axe and turned back to the crystal. His fingers sank into it as if it were water.

“No!” the Archon stormed. “I forbid it!”

Nameless hesitated for a second, and then his iron-clad fingers encircled the haft of the black axe.

Silence fell.

Even the Archon seemed to wait with bated breath.

Slowly, inch by inch, Nameless drew the black axe out of the malleable crystal. He held it before the great-helm’s eye-slit, studied it, as if he dared it to do something.

“That’s it,” Aristodeus said. He licked his lips, circled away to Nameless’s left. “Focus now. Grip it tight. Use the full force of the gauntlets to break the haft. Don’t worry if it kicks back; the armor will protect you. And if it tries something else, something magical, you have the shield to soak it up. Concentrate now. Everything you’ve got. Everyth…”

Nameless turned. Crimson burned from the eye-slit of the great helm. In his hands, the black axe bucked, and flames of fuligin flared about its length. Inky threads crossed over to the gauntlets, the armor, the shield, and even the helm.

“You see,” the Archon said. “Its evil spreads like a contagion. Did I not warn you?”

“Deception,” Aristodeus breathed. “But I was certain.” He visibly wilted, looked around for support, but found none.

“The axe is Supernal, too,” the Archon said. “Crafted by the homunculi under the direction of the Demiurgos himself, and far greater than anything forged by his cowering son. It harnesses the power of the other artifacts; uses it to overcome the wards of your scarolite helm. You leave me no choice.”

He raised a porcelain hand. It blazed with argent.

“Yeah,” Shadrak said, drawing both flintlocks. “And you leave me no choice.” He opened fire.

The bullets melted before they made contact, and the Archon countered with bolt after bolt of silver lightning. Shadrak backflipped out of the way, but where the Archon’s blasts struck the floor, they sent up chunks of debris, and the force of the explosion slung him across the room. He hit the wall hard, dropped both guns, but he wasn’t finished yet.

Nameless roared—a spine-chilling, demonic howl of madness. The black axe came up with murderous intent, but the Archon turned on him and unleashed a storm of lightning. Nameless blocked with the axe, but the lightning arced around it, formed a net of argent about the dwarf. Nameless fell to his knees as the sparking web began to contract.

Shadrak was up and running at the Archon, reaching into the never-full bag at his shoulder.

Holding the net of lightning steady with one hand, the Archon took aim at Shadrak with the other. Silver streaked, but Shadrak tumbled beneath it and came up holding Blightey’s skull. Mottled jaws clacked, hellish eyes hungered with crimson ire—

—And the Archon screamed.

He raised his blazing hands to shield his face, and the silver web fell away from Nameless.

The skull ignited with its own conflagration, and Shadrak let go, flinging himself out of harm’s way.

For a moment, there was a frantic war of flames, but Blightey’s fire was stronger, more demanding, insatiable. His ruby eyes glared, scorched, excoriated. In their scathing light, the skull appeared to leer, as if the Lich Lord knew he had won.

With a cry of rage, the Archon blazed hotter than a small sun. Fissures of quicksilver ran through Blightey’s skull, but still he didn’t waver in his death-locked gaze.

The Archon shrieked, as the fire beneath his cowl stuttered and went out. In its place there was blackness. The blackness of oblivion. The skull jerked toward it, as if tugged by some invisible force. Its jaws opened wide in a silent scream, and then it shot into the darkness beneath the Archon’s hood and vanished. The Archon’s empty habit dropped to the floor. Within seconds, it was nothing but ash.

“No,” Aristodeus said. “What have you done?” He trembled like a man who’d at last lost control.

And then Nameless powered into the philosopher, flung him aside like a rag-doll. Before anyone could think to act, he let out a harrowing cry and ran at the wall of the control room.

“Stop him!” Aristodeus cried as he tried to rise, but sagged down again.

Shadrak whipped out a pistol, got off a shot, but it bounced off an armored calf. A second ricocheted from the backplate.

Nameless launched himself at the wall and swung the black axe in a terrific arc. With a boom like an exploding star, the axe head sheered clean through scarolite, and smashed a hole out onto the bleached dust of the Dead Lands hundreds of feet below.

Nameless turned to face Shadrak. The red glare from the eye-slit cried murder, and Shadrak took a step back. The fire giant’s gauntlets trembled from where Nameless gripped the axe haft so tightly, as if he were exerting tremendous pressure restraining it.

“Friend,” Nameless said. His voice grated with the effort of getting that single word out.

But Shadrak understood. He nodded, and lowered his gun.

Then, with a howl of utter anguish, Nameless leapt through the hole in the wall.

Shadrak cried out. He rushed to the opening and glanced down.

Nameless landed in a squat, recovered as if it were nothing to fall so far, and set off at a sprint toward the Sour Marsh.

Shadrak looked round as Aristodeus hobbled to join him, clutching his ribs. “What’s he doing? Where’s he going?”

Aristodeus took in Shadrak with a look of pure horror. His face was as ashen as the bone-dust below. When he spoke, it was in a voice devoid of hope; the voice of a man who’d thought himself smarter than everyone else, and then realized he’d been hoist by his own petard.

“The Butcher is returning to Arx Gravis.”





PART THREE







GEAS OF THE BLACK AXE













“A despotism may almost be defined as a tired democracy. As fatigue falls on a community, the citizens are less inclined for that eternal vigilance which has truly been called the price of liberty; and they prefer to arm only one single sentinel to watch the city while they sleep.”




(G.K. Chesterton, The Everlasting Man)


NEW AGE OF GLORY










Nameless ran till he could no longer feel his legs, till his lungs were shredded with each breath in, each breath out. And still he didn’t stop.

A day and a night he had run, fueled by nothing save Aristodeus’s liquid feed. A day and a night since he’d left the bleached sand of the Dead Lands, since he’d smashed his way free of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain with such strength surging through him—more than the first time he’d held the black axe, when he’d been all but unstoppable.

The giant’s gauntlets, the Lich Lord’s armor, and the Shield of Warding seemed to amplify the axe’s power. It thrilled and jolted through his veins even now, even after his body had been taken beyond every limit, beyond the point his heart should have ruptured from the strain. Unbounded strength. Preternatural. Godlike.

He balked at the acknowledgment. Every fiber of his nature rebelled against the thought of what he had become. It terrified him, and yet he wanted it. He needed it.

The scarolite helm was a mountainous weight all the way through his traps and down his spine. The Lich Lord’s armor was one moment a chitinous oppression, stiff in the joints and threatening to drag him beneath the earth, and then the next, it was light as a gossamer-woven garment.

The shield was the same. It promised protection and inspired terror. It made him want to hide beneath it, like the Cynocephalus, but at the same time, it promised it could ward him from any spell.

The gauntlets were gloves either of granite or silk. It depended on his mood, on whether the axe fed him fear or rage.

He was torn between the desire to burrow below ground and hold his breath in case anyone heard him, or to take the fight to Arx Gravis, do to the dwarves what they had wanted to do to him. What they still wanted to do.

Because that was the way of it: kill or be killed.

Only, did he have the strength? Did he have the courage?

The black axe balanced perfectly in his right hand barked at him that he did. It screamed for him to head straight for the ravine city and bathe its walkways in blood. That was the only way, it inveighed—not through his ears like any ordinary voice, but from a fissure deep within.

The long, gnarled line of hills above the scarolite mines flanked him to the left, while to the distant south, Mount Sartis belched clouds of mustard-colored gas high above the smudge of the forest that skirted it.

Nameless chanced a look behind, but there was nothing. A cluster of dark dots in the sky was all—vultures, most likely, or a murder of crows. No sign of pursuit, but that didn’t mean a thing. Shadrak was called the Unseen for a reason, and as a homunculus, he was canny enough to lull his victims into a false sense of security.

It didn’t matter that a thready thought told him Shadrak was his friend. The effort of restraining himself from putting the black axe through the assassin’s skull back at the Perfect Peak had used up every last ounce of resistance he had left.

Or was it resistance? Maybe it was the last gasp of beguilement leaving him.

With a will, Nameless looked ahead and forced his legs to keep pumping. 

Never look back, Thumil used to say.

Thought of his old friend almost brought a smile to his face. There was a dwarf he could trust. Him and Cordy both. They were as close to family as Nameless had these days, and to think he’d almost killed them last time he’d held the black axe.

Not this time. He was scared, same as before; but this time he knew what to expect, and something told him he could handle the rage. They’d help him, Thumil and Cordy. They’d understand.

Wild hope flooded him with new energy, heaped atop the unnatural vitality the axe bled into him.

“Thumil!” he cried out across the hills. “Cordy, I’m coming home!”

Stupid, a thunderous voice boomed from the base of his skull. You really think they’re going to welcome you with open arms?

Nameless slowed to a jog; slowed again to a walk, then a stumble.

“You silly shogger,” he mumbled. His voice seemed somehow distant, far removed from the mind that thought the words.

The Krypteia’s assassins would be waiting for him, should he be foolish enough to return. Dwarves had long memories, and what he’d done would linger longer than most.

The inner voice was right. He couldn’t go back.

His gaze through the eye-slit was wrenched to the black axe.

For an instant, he perceived them: almost tangible threads of darkness linking the blades to his head, to the exact same spot within that gave rise to the voice.

His heart thudded at the realization. He tried to throw down the axe, but it stuck like glue to his fingers.

But its advice was sound, wasn’t it? If anything, it had cut through the fug of his insanity, told him the cold hard facts. The only way he could go back to Arx Gravis was as a conqueror.

As a killer.

Better to not go at all, then, he decided, forcing himself to look elsewhere, anywhere but at those hungry blades. He should hide himself away for a very long time, just as the fire giant Sartis had done.

There… Was that a cave mouth low down on the craggy range? A long-forgotten entrance to a mine, from a time when the dwarves had walked upon the surface?

He started toward it, intending to run, but the armor felt like he was carrying a house on his shoulders. The gauntlets, too, seemed to pull him the other way, and the Shield of Warding grew heavy on his arm.

He’d gone barely twenty yards when scree cascaded from an incline. Fingers of shadow he’d not been aware of till then streaked across the gully, sent ice through his bones. He scanned the hills for any sign of what had caused the rock fall, but there was nothing. Had he imagined it?

Slower even than before, and with even greater caution, he inched forward and stepped onto a boulder beneath the opening. From there, he could see granite joists supporting the walls inside.

Something glinted.

His breath caught. Was it a blade? Was someone lurking in—No, it was the light of the twin suns reflecting off a length of chain hanging down from the ceiling. There had likely been a pail attached to it at one time, so the miners could lower down ore. Probably, they had taken it with them when the order came to retreat from the outside world.

Inside, he felt safer, less exposed. Thin cracks webbed through one or two of the joists, but they didn’t look ready to ditch the roof on him just yet.

Heaped at the back was a pile of rocks that seemed to have come from the rear wall being collapsed—deliberately, most likely, by sappers with instructions to make the mine unusable to anyone else.

The thought struck him there would be no way out if anyone tracked him here. It was no more than a cave now, maybe twenty feet wide and thirty deep.

So be it, he felt rather than heard the axe say this time. It was as if it had grown more familiar of a sudden. More intimate. The thought warmed him as much as it chilled.

There lay the crux of the matter: his attitude toward the axe. Everyone told him it was evil, on account of what it had made him do, but how much of that was true? How much had been him, with the axe merely providing the power to follow through on it?

Had it really changed him so much? Could it?

Surely, if he understood the nature of the beast, honed it to his will, it could be a force for good. Maybe, with enough time holed up in the mine entrance, he could figure it out, and then, if he still wanted to return home, he could do so with the might to protect himself. And it was a power he could use for the good of his people. Maybe one day, he could make them great again, give them the courage to leave the ravine.

That was a thought he could live with. A good thought, presaging all manner of glory to come. A hard path, no doubt, to convince them, but once he’d mastered the axe, and once he’d shown them the truth of it, they’d thank him, maybe even give his name back, if there was a way to find it again. If not, they could give him a new one, and to show their gratitude, maybe they’d even make him a king, like the mythical kings of Arnoch.

He settled down on his haunches and held the axe to his chest. It sighed, and then it soothed him with a silent threnody that rippled and pulsed through his marrow.

He knew then just how wrong he’d been before. How wrong they had all been. All save for his brother Lucius, who had known it all along.

This was no cursed weapon forged in the Abyss. If he had done wrong before when he wielded it, that was because the homunculi had tricked him and made him see dwarves as demons. And then Aristodeus had persuaded him and everyone else the axe was to blame.

“Pax Nanorum,” he whispered, and the axe purred in response.

Suddenly, he knew without a shadow of a doubt, he was right, that it was the true Axe of the Dwarf Lords he held.

“Sleep now,” it crooned. “Sleep.”

With a yawn, he lay himself down and rolled to his side. The metal encasing him scraped on rock, but it was a consoling scrape. He let his head loll one way then the other, till it found a comfortable resting place within the great helm. He drew the Shield of Warding on top of him like a blanket, and hugged the axe to his chest.

And when sleep claimed him, he dreamed of the glories of Arnoch, of fighting dragons and beating back the worst of the Cynocephalus’s nightmares.

At some point during the night, he awakened. A thrill of energy coursed through his veins, as if he’d been struck by lightning.

Leaving the cave, he took to the road beneath the hills with confident strides, as full of purpose as he’d ever been in his life. He surged into a run, then bounded through the air in long-reaching arcs.

His dream had shown him what he needed to do, what he had been born for.

Salvation would indeed come from his mother’s womb, like the homunculus had told his pa, and a son of Droom would usher in a new age of Dwarf Lords.


RETURN TO THE RAVINE













Raphoe’s silvery face hung directly above the ravine, showing it up for what it really was: a hideaway for skulking cowards, dwarves who’d grown too afraid to reclaim their rightful place in the world. They should have been Dwarf Lords, protecting the weak, reining in the strong. And like the mythical lords of old, they should have driven back the nightmares, not just those that sprang from the tortured mind of the Cynocephalus, but every menace that plagued the people of Aethir: Sektis Gandaw, the corrupt Senate of New Londdyr, the reavers on the Sea of Insanity.

It was shameful, the way the dwarves did nothing, while the lands above Arx Gravis went to wrack and ruin. And it was never going to change, not while the Council of Twelve had their heads up their arses, debating and debating and never doing a shogging thing. Never even wanting to.

Well, all that was about to change.

Nameless craned his neck to angle a look at the moon, check that it wasn’t mocking him. Then, by its light, he gazed down into the chasm.

Silver limned the walkways radiating out from the vast central tower of the Aorta that sprouted from the bed of the ravine. Tier upon tier of interconnected platforms, dimly lit by amber glowstones, shone like the luminescent webs of a gigantic spider.

Moonlight flickered across the ravine walls in an eerie shadow play. In its macabre animation, he saw all manner of ghouls and wraiths, but not the scaled demons he’d seen before, when he’d returned from Gehenna with the axe. He knew them for what they were now: trickery; a desperate attempt by the Demiurgos and his ilk to hide the truth from him.

He felt Pax Nanorum’s pulsing throb, even through the gauntlets. It found its resonant echo in the Lich Lord’s armor, the black plates of which covered him neck to foot and rendered him utterly invulnerable. With his head encased in scarolite above the armor’s gorget, and with the Shield of Warding strapped to his arm, the dwarves could do nothing to harm him.

As wind skirled into the chasm and ebbed away, he entertained thoughts of a second massacre, this time starting at the top and working his way down to the Dodecagon on the seventh level, the seat of the Council’s power. But his dream had given him another way. A better way that involved far less killing. Why would he want to end his people, when he could lead them into a glorious tomorrow?

With that heady thought filling his veins with fire, he studied the walkways below, plotted a passage between them, then leapt from the brink.

He plummeted like a meteor falling from the sky. Wind whistled past the great helm, tugged at the shield and axe. Faster and faster he hurtled, until the seventh level walkway came up to meet him, and he hit it like a thunderclap.

Stone fractured beneath his feet, sending a fault-line all the way to the scarolite door of the Dodecagon. The statues of Dwarf Lords and Arnochian kings wobbled. Either side of the door, the mummified figures of former councilors teetered and almost fell.

The two black-cloaked Krypteia on guard duty gawped, as if one of Arnoch’s gods had just appeared to them.

They wouldn’t have been far wrong.

Nameless strode toward the door.

One of the Black Cloaks raised a horn. His hand shook so much, he couldn’t find his lips.

Nameless flung the black axe. It streaked like dark lightning, sheered straight through the horn-blower’s neck. The other Krypteia threw up his hands, even as the Pax Nanorum reversed in midair and flew back to Nameless’s grasp.

Nameless knew the door could only be locked from the outside—a peculiar mystery of the Dodecagon’s original purpose that no one had shed much light on. He also knew the Krypteia held the means to open it.

Nevertheless, he shoved the trembling Black Cloak against a side wall with the shield and held him there, not firm enough to crush him, but just hard enough for him to think he was being crushed.

Nameless raised the axe and slammed it into the scarolite door. The impact rocked the walkway, but the door was unscathed. He hit it again, and one of the statues cracked and toppled over the side. A third strike, and whistles began to peep on the level below, soon to be met by the blast of horns.

It wasn’t right. He’d smashed through the scarolite wall of the Perfect Peak. Why could he not do so here? Was there more to the doors of the Dodecagon than mere scarolite? Some other secret of homunculus lore shared with the Founders, now lost in the haze of history?

The Ravine Guard were coming. He was half-inclined to meet the challenge, but his mission was to save.

“Open it,” Nameless said, releasing the Black Cloak from the pressure of the shield.

The Krypteia’s eyes flitted left and right, as if he thought he might run for it, but then they fastened on the axe. He’d seen what it could do.

He drew back his sleeve to reveal a silver vambrace, touched it to a crystalline panel on the wall, and the door ground upward.

The tramp of booted feet made Nameless look behind.

A platoon of Red Cloaks had responded quicker than they used to back in his day. But then they would, wouldn’t they? After what they’d faced the time death came to the ravine.

Ignoring their challenges, he grabbed the Krypteia by the cloak, swung him around his head, and launched him at the gathering Ravine Guard.

Nameless turned before he saw the result of the impact. The clatter and clang that followed brought a smile to his lips, but then he was through the doorway and once more within the sanctuary of the Dodecagon.

There were twelve walls, and twelve black doors flecked with green that each opened onto a different walkway or plaza. Blue light from an unseen source suffused the chamber. The head of a Dwarf Lord was embossed in the center of every door. They appeared to regard him with pride.

Twenty-four ribs of scarolite stretched from the edges of each wall to meet at a hub of gold in the middle of the ceiling. The hub was molded in the form of twin axe blades, symbolizing the Pax Nanorum, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said to hang above the throne of the king of Arnoch.

But the architects had got that detail wrong: the Pax Nanorum was black, not golden; and it was here in this chamber, in Nameless’s gauntleted hand, not in the mythical city of origin.

Twelve white-robed councilors stood up from their chairs at the debating table.

At their head was the Voice, Thumil.





A NEW KIND OF RULE










“Thumil,” Nameless said, “how’s that wife of yours? I trust you find her satisfactory?”

Thumil’s eyes flitted to something behind Nameless’s shoulder.

There was a whoosh of air, a concussive clang, and a spray of rock shards that clattered as they hit the floor. A hammerhead by the looks of it. Big one, too. But not big enough to dent the Lich Lord’s armor. Nothing was.

Nameless didn’t even bother to look round to see who’d struck him. He heard the scuff of boots on stone, backing away.

“Close the door on your way out,” he said, without taking his eyes off the Voice of the Council.

Thumil nodded that the unseen assailant should do as he was told.

Muttered voices came from outside, but then slowly, the door began to grind back down. When it thudded shut, the atmosphere in the Dodecagon changed in an instant. Nameless could read it on the councilors’ faces, that they felt it, too.

“Tomb-like, isn’t it?”

No one answered.

“It’s odd how I still can’t remember my own name, but I know all of you.”

Councilor Castail, every inch a Dwarf Lord in his bearing, and his aquiline nose doing nothing to dispel the impression. Old Moary, so ancient, you had to wonder if he’d known the Founders personally. Yuffie the Corrupt—the epithet was Nameless’s, but if it fit… Councilor Crony, a tattooed brute who everyone thought was half-baresark. Weaselly, pedantic, Tor Garnil; the bespectacled Dorley with a stack of statute books before him; withered-up Jarrol, who can’t have been a day over two-hundred; blubbery Bley; Stang, whom Nameless had only shaken hands with at Thumil’s wedding. They’d been damp hands, as sweat-slicked as Stang’s balding head looked now. Then there was Konin the Gibuna—not that he looked anything like the flesh-eating primates from the foot of the ravine, but when Dythin Rala had been Voice, Konin had allegedly aped his every mannerism, right down to the smoking of a pipe. A dwarf like that could come in handy.

And last but not least, Throam Grago, the councilor who would be king. He was barking in the right direction, but he wasn’t the dwarf for the job. Not while there was a stronger candidate.

The councilors’ eyes flicked to one another as Nameless slowly panned the eye-slit along the table, taking them in, judging them wanting or useful. Behind the white-robes, he noticed a slight bulging of the walls. He turned a quick circle, then shook his helmed head.

“You can come out now. We’re all dwarves here.”

Hesitantly, twelve concealer-cloaked Krypteia stepped away from the walls, one for each councilor. They were armed with hand crossbows, but no one had dared to fire. The Krypteia were any number of things, but they weren’t stupid.

“Concealer cloaks in the Dodecagon? What’s this, enhanced security? And I thought they were a rarity, only available to the guards at the top of the ravine. Councilor Grago, have you been placing orders with Gehenna?” Because no dwarf could make such a garment. The ones they had were left over from the time of the Founders, and they had been made by the homunculi.

“We, uh, we discovered a stash of concealer cloaks.”

“You’re lying, of course,” Nameless said. “Which one of you has contacts among the homunculi? You Grago? Thumil, perhaps?”

When no one answered, he chuckled. “It’s quite all right. I’m not chastising you. I actually think it’s a good thing. The Founders were allied with the homunculi, and we should be, too. Only, our alliance must be negotiated from a position of strength.

“Now, tell me, Councilor Grago, are the Black Cloaks still yours?”

Grago had control of the Krypteia, same as Marshal Mordin commanded the Ravine Guard: checks and balances against the power of the Voice.

Grago wetted his lips, exchanged glances with Thumil, and said, “They are.”

“Well, now they’re mine.”

Fire flashed in Grago’s eyes, but he swiftly lowered them and gave a curt nod. He was as pugnacious as a circle fighter, and uncharacteristically ambitious for a councilor—qualities Nameless could use to his advantage.

He took in the bewildered Krypteia with a sweep of the great helm. “Kill Councilor Grago.”

Grago’s head shot up, his eyes aghast.

Crossbows took wavering aim.

“Just joshing,” Nameless said. “Like to know who’s onside. You lads passed with flying colors.”

“What is it you want, old friend,” Thumil said through clenched teeth.

“So, we are still friends?” Nameless said. A thread of violence wrapped itself around the lump that formed in his throat. It coerced him to curse and yell, to accuse of betrayal—with Cordy, if nothing else. His fingers tightened around the axe haft, and the Pax Nanorum moaned in his head, as if it took pleasure from the touch.

And he felt it then, so vividly he could almost see feelers of fuligin passing between the axe, the gauntlets, the armor, and the shield—a web of darkness that contained him like a shadowed womb. He felt their puissance, their protectiveness, their overwhelming love for him.

Thumil shuddered as he sighed. “We will always be friends.”

Nameless stared at him for a long moment, until Thumil looked away.

“Cordy, too?” he asked. “Does she feel the same way? Oh, that reminds me, did Shader’s blessing work? Did she have that baby?”

Thumil closed his eyes and nodded, hands splayed out on the tabletop to take his weight.

“Then why so glum? You should be happy. We all should. That’s what Arx Gravis needs: children. Lots of them, if we are to become great again.”

“That is why you came back?” Grago said, the spark of opportunity in his eyes. “Not to… I mean, not to…”

“Rivers of blood? Is that what you were thinking when I came in?”

Looks passed up and down the table.

“The Butcher returned to the ravine? That was different. I was deceived. A double-deception of the Demiurgos, you might call it. What’s golden was indeed black,”—he hefted the axe, and everyone flinched—“but how better to disguise true treasure than to cast it in shadow? I see it now, clear as day. This,”—he rapped the Shield of Warding with the axe head—“guards against sorcery. It also protects against beguilement. I am immune. Untouchable to the Abyss. Invulnerable.

“But a baby, Thumil: that is wonderful. I must insist on being the soul-father. Tell me you agree.”

Thumil was wide-eyed with shock. “We… We have already named her.”

Nameless felt the rip of betrayal once more, scoring a fissure through his ribcage and tearing at his heart.

“Marla,” Thumil said. “We named her Marla, after my grandma.”

“Not Yyalla, then?” After Nameless’s ma. “I thought Cordy would have—”

“She wanted to,” Thumil said. “We both did. But after what happened…”

“You mean, after the butchery?”

Silence crept down from the ceiling to smother them. No one dared speak, and Nameless was left reeling once more with the full extent of what he’d done.

One by one, the councilors lowered themselves into their seats, until only Thumil was left standing.

“We had no soul-father,” Thumil said, the moisture in his eyes glistening in the hidden blue light. “There could have been no one else but you.”

Nameless’s eyes brimmed with tears as he stared blearily out of the great helm. “Thank you. Thank you, Thumil.”

The axe throbbed in his grip. His field of vision narrowed to a bloody line. Rage erupted from every pore.

He wrenched his gaze from Thumil before he acted on the impulse to cut his shogging head off. Every instinct told him to do it; all but one that seemed to come from a well of darkness at his core.

“Now, councilors,” he said in a voice that came out a growl, “things are going to be different round here. Change is coming to Arx Gravis.”

“Well, I don’t know—” Old Moary started, no doubt sensing the beginnings of a new round of debate.

“Real change. Action. Decisiveness. And war.”

“War?” Thumil said. “What do you—?”

“Is that pervert Mordin still in post?” Nameless asked.

“Marshal Mordin commands the Ravine Guard.”

“Good. Summon him at once.”

“Not if your intention is—” Councilor Stang said, leaping to his feet.

The black axe launched itself from Nameless’s hand and exited the back of Stang’s head. Everything from the nose up slopped away to the floor. The jaw remained attached to the body, which crashed into the table.

Nameless opened his hand to receive the returning axe.

“War is indeed my intention. War with New Londdyr.”


THE CORRECTOR










“Ah, Mordin,” Nameless said as the scarolite door ground upward and the marshal ducked inside the Dodecagon. He was wearing Thumil’s old golden helm, and the red cloak of the Ravine Guard.

Mordin’s eyes sought out Thumil. “I was told you wanted to see me, my Lord Voice.”

“You can close the door now,” Nameless said to the Black Cloaks outside. “No need for anyone else to see this.”

A frown passed across Thumil’s face.

“No need to worry, Thumil,” Nameless said. “You and I are thick as thieves. Yes, we both loved the same woman, but the best man won, eh? And at least Cordy is a woman, not like the wee lassie Mordin here slipped his dwarfhood to.”

“What?” Mordin said.

“She was ninety-six, for shog’s sake,” Thumil said. “We’ve already had this conversation.”

“You have?” Mordin said. “I did nothing wrong, according to the law, and Bethyn is more than happy being my wife.”

“Widow,” Nameless said.

Mordin’s face went pale. He leaned over the debating table to Thumil. “My Lord Voice, just give the word and—”

Nameless ripped the golden helm from the marshal’s head and slung it across the room.

Mordin spun, half-drew his sword, but Nameless grabbed him by the wrist and squeezed. Power flowed through the fire giant’s gauntlet. Mordin whimpered, then squealed, then screamed as cartilage cracked, sinew snapped, and bones shattered.

“Stop!” Thumil cried, coming round the table.

Nameless placed a hand either side of Mordin’s head then slammed his palms together. Everything in between was pulp that shot upwards in a spray, then showered down on the floor.

“All because I nominated him my replacement,” Thumil said, “instead of you.”

“Thought never occurred to me,” Nameless said. “This is all about change. Thumil, consider yourself reinstated as marshal. There’s no need for a Voice anymore. Grago, you will be my right hand.”

Grago stood and gave a low bow. The other councilors looked at him with horror, but Grago’s shrug said he was just being pragmatic, like any shrewd politician.

“Dorley,” Nameless addressed the scholar, who was hiding behind his stack of books. “If we’re going to do this without more blood than is necessary, I’m going to need propaganda: emerging from darkness into light, that sort of thing. A return to Arnoch… Whatever it takes to fire the imagination of the people, fill their heads with dreams of glory.

“Garnil…” He sought out the weasel. “You’re dead.”

Before Garnil could react, Nameless threw the black axe, and it came back to his hand bloody.

“Konin…”

Konin stood and bowed obsequiously.

“Second to Councilor Grago.”

“Castail: token distribution. Let it be known there will be extras for anyone who blows the whistle on dissidents. And work on the appearance. Make them think you really are descended from the Lords of Arnoch.

“Bley…”

The enormously fat councilor stood and lowered his eyes. His portliness reminded Nameless of Lucius. It was the only thing that saved him.

“I like a dwarf who eats more than his fair share. Shows he knows how to get what he wants and rise to the top of the heap. You’ll be quartermaster general to the army.”

“Army?” Thumil said.

“Yes, army, Marshal. The one you are about to assemble. I want every serving Ravine Guard ready to march come morning. Not only that, but every able-bodied dwarf, man or woman, who does not directly provide an essential service to the city.” They were all trained at the Ephebe from the age of seven. They could all fight. “The Krypteia will keep watch over those who remain.”

“But,” Old Moary said. A fine tremor had started up in his fingers. “That would mean thousands leaving the ravine.”

“And I want thousands, Councilor Moary.”

Nameless wondered why the old councilor was still alive, what possible use he could be. But then he remembered: it was Moary who’d delivered his pa Droom into the world. Moary had apparently been a surgeon, before the shakes had forced him into retirement. For now, that would have to be good enough to justify his place in the new order.

“But there is not the armor,” Thumil said. “Nor cloaks, weapons, shields.”

“Then make do, Marshal. Make do. Tell the new recruits to bring what they have from home. We are dwarves, warriors from the womb to the grave. The Senate of New Londdyr won’t know what’s hit them.”

Grago coughed into his fist.

“Yes, Councilor?”

Grago bowed even lower this time.

He was good. Out of them all, he was destined for the longest life.

“What are we to call you? I mean, Nameless Dwarf hardly seems fitting anymore.”

Nameless thought about that. Grago was right. Nameless Dwarf denoted a criminal, someone convicted of the most heinous crimes. It wasn’t the sort of title to inspire a downtrodden people to greatness.

Then he remembered something Rugbeard had told him; something the old drunk had found in the Annals, and it seemed suddenly prophetic.

“You will tell the people the Corrector has come among them. He has come, let them know, so that they may truly live again. That they might rise from the bowels of the earth and stride upon the surface, a new generation of Dwarf Lords.”


SOUL-FATHER







Nameless followed Thumil down the steps that wound around the Aorta until they reached the fourteenth level from the top. They were trailed by half a dozen blacked-cloaked Krypteia, not because they were needed, but because they created an impression.

Thumil carried the golden helm that had been returned to him following Mordin’s demise. He seemed reluctant to put it on. Still, he may have been saving it for when he re-donned the armor and red cloak of the marshal of the Ravine Guard. Certainly, the helm would have looked incongruous above the white robe of the Voice.

Arx Gravis hadn’t changed at all since Nameless had left. It shouldn’t have surprised him. Save for security, that was: there were noticeably more Red Cloaks patrolling the walkways and plazas on every level they passed, and the Krypteia were much more visible than they had been before.

Crowds had gathered in response to the horns and whistles that had sounded upon Nameless’s arrival outside the Dodecagon. It was early yet, and many took the opportunity to grab a kaffa and a bite to eat from the stalls set up to feed the miners on their way to work. Dwarves muttered and pointed at Nameless. Their worry was almost palpable in the air.

There were Black Cloaks either side of Thumil’s front door when they reached the house. There would be more dotted around out of sight. Standard precaution for a Voice and his family. They would have to be recalled, and Thumil could go back to stationing Ravine Guard around his property now that he was marshal again.

Nameless checked behind. He had the feeling the Krypteia trailing him might any second plunge a knife into his back. It was an irrational fear, swiftly quelled by a whispered voice inside his head.

They are not stupid. They know they cannot penetrate the Lich Lord’s armor. You are quite safe, so long as you manage these dogs with a firm hand and a rod of iron.

The Krypteia exchanged looks with each other, and quick glances with those on the door.

“My Lord Corrector?” one of them said. He was a tough-looking bastard, face carved from stone, hair shaved into a narrow strip that ran across the crown of his head.

Nameless glared at him through the eye-slit, and the Black Cloak looked back unwaveringly.

“You are?” Nameless said.

The Black Cloak clicked his heels and thumped his breast. “Margun, my Lord Corrector. Margun Coalheart.”

“Coalheart? Is that your real name?”

“No, my Lord Corrector, it is not. My family name is—”

“I like Coalheart.”

“My Lord Corrector.”

“You believe we can rise as a race, Margun Coalheart?”

“I do.”

“You want our enemies crushed, so we can return triumphant to the surface?”

Coalheart grinned, and the answering glimmer in his eyes showed he’d do whatever it took to make it happen.

“What do you think I should do with the Council of Twelve?”

Thumil flinched at that. More looks passed between the Black Cloaks.

“Whatever you decide, my Lord Corrector, you have my full support,” Coalheart said.

“And what of you others?” Nameless asked. “What do you think?”

A dwarf with cheeks cratered by scars from the pox slammed his fist into his palm. “You won’t just get vague pledges of allegiance from me, my Lord Corrector. I tell it as it is.”

“Oh? And you are?”

“Kordred. Kordred Kin-killer, they call me, on account of—”

“Your real name,” Nameless said.

“But I thought…” Kordred said, glancing at Coalheart.

Nameless rapped the black axe against the Shield of Warding.

“Pyrite, my Lord Corrector. Kordred Pyrite.”

“Pyrite, eh?” Nameless said. “Fools’ gold. So, Kordred Golden-fool, what advice were you going to give me regarding the Council? And do please, as you said, ‘tell it as it is’.”

Kordred licked his lips and looked to his companions for support. They were mask-faced, and they seemed to imperceptibly shuffle toward Coalheart.

“It’s no secret, my Lord Corrector. Everyone knows they indulge in endless circular debates and make sure nothing ever changes.”

He huffed out a sigh, as if to say, “There, I’ve said it.”

Nameless let the silence hang between them for a dozen heartbeats, then a dozen more. Kordred’s lick-lipping turned to cheek twitching. He gave a nervous cough, wrung sweaty hands together.

Finally, Nameless turned the great helm on Coalheart.

“Kill him.”

Without hesitation, Coalheart lunged at Kordred, got him in a chokehold, and squeezed. Kordred sputtered, Kordred flailed, Kordred weakened, Kordred died.

And Coalheart went to the top of the class.

“You have command of the Krypteia, Coalheart,” Nameless said. “Under me, of course.”

Coalheart clicked his heels again and gave his chest-thumping salute. He really was very good.

“Right, Marshal,” Nameless said, turning back to Thumil. “Let’s go see this soul-daughter of mine.”

Nameless pushed the door open. Something else that hadn’t changed: good old fashioned dwarven hospitality, where everyone was always welcome, although some more than others.

“Thumil?” Cordy’s voice came from down the hall.

She stepped out of the hearth room, a tiny bundle cradled in her arms.

She’d gained a little weight, but it looked good on her. Her golden hair was in disarray, her blue gown ruffled and a little stained. The swell of her breasts above the neckline drew his gaze more than it should have. In the past, he would have looked away with shame, but now, he stared with unabashed desire.

She’s yours, if you want her, the black axe whispered. Who’s going to stop you? Thumil?

Cordy’s eyes were fixed wide with horror. Instinctively, she pulled the baby closer, shielded its head with her hand.

Nameless wrenched his eyes away. His pa would never have looked at a woman that way; least no woman but his wife; and she’d have encouraged it, if what folk said was true: that no dwarves ever had greater love than Droom and Yyalla.

Thumil set his golden helm on the table inside the front door, the same spot he’d reserved for it when he was marshal before. It brought a sense of completion to the house.

No one moved for a long while. Cordy’s eyes flashed accusation at Thumil, as if she were asking what he was thinking bringing the Butcher to their home, exposing their daughter to this monster.

Nameless broke the stalemate by slipping his arm out of the Shield of Warding and leaning it against the wall. He was surprised it let him, but maybe it sensed he was safe here. The axe, too, allowed him to set it down, and then he extended his arms and took a step toward Cordy.

She flinched and drew back.

“Cordy, it’s all right,” Thumil said. The quaver of his voice didn’t carry the same message, though. “He just wanted to see the baby.”

She ran her eyes over Nameless, taking in the helm and plate armor that encased him head to foot. Her eyes strayed to the shield, then lingered on the axe.

“Is he…” she breathed. “Is he all right?”

Nameless ran his hands over the Lich Lord’s fluted breastplate, gestured at the shield.

“I was duped before, Cordy. Duped by the homunculi. By the Demiurgos himself. They made me see demons in place of dwarves, and they blinded me to the truth of the axe. Lucius was right all along. This is the true Axe of the Dwarf Lords. The armor, the shield, these gauntlets… they ward me from deception and reveal the true greatness of the axe. It is a gift to us, Cordy, the means to raise us from the ravine to take our place upon the surface once more.”

Cordy looked past his shoulder at Thumil. In her eyes, Nameless read that she thought him mad.

“I know it’s hard to see, right now. All I ask is your trust, your friendship. Arx Gravis will become a city of heroes, and New Londdyr… New Londdyr will become another Arnoch.”

She was trembling. He’d never before seen Cordy tremble.

“Am I scaring you?” he asked in the gentlest voice he could muster.

She nodded, and the baby snuggled into her breast began to cry.

“Let me see,” Nameless said. “Babies like me. You remember when Blodd Nowyn had her first? The little dwarflet thought my pecs were udders.”

He reached for the baby, and Cordy turned her back on him.

Streamers of shadow arced from the black axe and fired his anger. He clenched his gauntleted hands into fists.

“What the shog’s wrong with you?”

Thumil stepped past, got in between them. “Please. Nothing is wrong. She’s just tired. Having the baby, you know, it took its toll. Forgive me, my Lord Corrector, perhaps some other—”

“Now,” Nameless said. “I want to hold my soul-daughter now.”

“Yes,” Thumil said. “Of course. Cordy…”

She turned a glare on him and bared her teeth.

“Please, Cordy. It will be all right.” Thumil flicked a look at the great helm, as if seeking a guarantee.

“Of course it will be all right,” Nameless said. “We three are family. Isn’t that what you wanted when you shacked up together? Isn’t that what you said?”

“That was before,” Cordy said, her voice thick with emotion.

Thumil placed a hand on her cheek, made her look him in the eye. They were both terrified, Nameless could see that, but it was ridiculous, and he was growing more than a little impatient.

“I’m not leaving without holding the baby.”

“Please, Cordy,” Thumil said.

He pried her arms from the child and held it aloft. He kissed it on the head then passed it to Nameless, eyes not straying, even for a second.

Nameless gasped as he brought the baby to rest against his breastplate. Instantly, the child stopped crying.

He couldn’t feel the softness of its skin, its warmth, as there was no part of him free from steel or scarolite. So, he contented himself with gazing down into its rosy face, where the first wisps of beard were already in evidence.

“Marla, you say?” he said to Thumil.

“After my grandma,” Thumil said.

“It is a good name.” Not as good as Yyalla, but he could live with that.

With great care, he handed baby Marla back to her mother.

“Congratulations, Cordy. You, too, Thumil. I’m proud of you both.”

The looks that passed between them were masked, but they both betrayed relief and bewilderment.

“And I would be honored to be the soul-father, even if belatedly. I take it that’s not going to be a problem.”

Cordy’s eyes flashed at Thumil, but the marshal put a hand on her arm, and said, “There could be no one else.”

“Then we must celebrate,” Nameless said. He looked behind at the doorway, where Coalheart stood at the head of his Black Cloaks. “You are not required here, Coalheart. I am among friends. You will wait for me outside.”

Coalheart saluted and shut the door behind him.

“I should put the baby down,” Cordy said. “It’s time for her nap.”

“So soon in the day?” Nameless said.

“She’s not sleeping at night,” Thumil said, rather too quickly.

“I see. Well, it’s good to see she’s being cared for so diligently. Very good. Family is important, you know. Sometimes, I think it’s the most important thing we have.”

Cordy took Marla toward the back of the house, where the bedrooms were, and Thumil led Nameless into the kitchen.

“It’s tidier than when you lived alone,” Nameless said. Before, there had always been dirty crockery all over the place, but now everything was put away exactly where it should be.

“That’s Cordy for you,” Thumil said. He sounded more relaxed, but it was forced. Tension oozed from every muscle.

“It’s sad,” Nameless said, not intending the words to come out. He really meant that: sad that he had fallen so far from his oldest and dearest friends. Sad that they no longer trusted him; that they were scared half to death of him. But he would change that, make them see sense.

“Sad?” Thumil said. “Me and Cordy, you mean?”

He stood with his back to Nameless, looking for something to drink on the beer shelf. At least that was the same as Nameless remembered it: fully stocked, and something for every occasion. Except maybe this one.

The black dog’s pawing took him unawares, but he almost welcomed it. At that moment, he thought he would trade all his newfound power just to be able to remove the helm and drink with Thumil once again, sing bawdy songs together.

He lowered himself onto a stool at the kitchen counter.

Then the thought occurred to him: Aristodeus and his homunculi friends must have had a way to reverse the melding of the helm to his flesh. The philosopher had only not done so because, he claimed, removing it would leave Nameless prone to the malice of the axe. So, either Baldilocks had been duped, or he was in on the deception all along, which would be no surprise. Either way, he would suffer for it. Once the dwarves had taken New Londdyr for their home on the surface, he would send them against the Perfect Peak.

Thumil turned away from the beer shelf. “I’m sorry. It was thoughtless of me. You can’t drink in that helm, can you?”

“It is enough for me to watch you drink, old friend,” Nameless said. “Please, select a beer. Wait, is that Urbs Sapientii mead I see? Pour yourself one.”

“I couldn’t,” Thumil said. “It wouldn’t feel right.”

“I insist.”

With tremulous hands, Thumil opened the bottle and poured himself a flagon of golden mead.

Nameless watched intently as Thumil took a sip and set the flagon down.

“More, Thumil. It hardly wet your lips.”

Thumil eyed him nervously, and took a longer pull.

“Keep going. Drain the flagon.”

It’s what the marshal would have done in the past. It’s what Nameless would have done, too. The first drink never touched the sides. The second was slower, unless they had a surfeit of tokens and someone was buying a third.

Thumil drained the flagon and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Pour another.”

With a barely suppressed sigh, Thumil did so, but he sipped this one more slowly.

“Sing,” Nameless said.

“What?”

“Like in the old days. A bawdy ballad. A shanty. Something to get the blood flowing.”

“I don’t think I can,” Thumil said.

“Try.”

“But Cordy’s just put the baby down.”

“Ah, yes,” Nameless said. “The baby. Your baby. And hers.”

The silence that hung between them was broken by the scrape of the axe making its way down the hall. Thumil watched in horror as it slid across the floor and flipped itself onto Nameless’s lap. The Shield of Warding came next, skimming across the flagstones, till it came to rest against his stool.

“It is good you are a thoughtful father,” Nameless said. “I trust you have been a good husband to Cordy?”

Thumil had a grim set to his jaw, but he nodded. “I hope so. It has certainly been my intention.”

“So, tell me, Marshal, how is your strategy?”

Thumil took a quick glug of mead. “My Lord Corrector, our people have not fought a war in almost two-hundred years, and even then it was in defense of Arx Gravis against the goblins.”

“I know. You told me. I think it was our last beer together, before you were made Voice. Actually, I seem to remember I drank your beer, because you had to rush off to the Dodecagon. You lost your parents in that battle. You said you were angry with the marshal, even though she’d done nothing wrong. You remember telling me that? You remember telling me that she later came to you—my mother, the marshal—and that she wept with you. You said she was a great woman.”

“And she was,” Thumil said.

“Then you’ll know what I have in mind, Thumil. You have your model of greatness.”

“But Yyalla was no conqueror.”

“She could have been, if she hadn’t been made to pay for Maldark’s betrayal. If we all hadn’t. One dwarf’s slip up, Thumil, and a slip up he did everything possible to rectify, and yet the Council would have us cower below ground in case we make the wrong choice. In case we fall prey to deception.”

“And we still might,” Thumil said.

“We already have. Me, when I returned to the ravine and thought it was overrun with creatures from the Abyss, and you and everybody else now, when the truth is staring you in the face and you still can’t see it. You are blinded by fear, Thumil. Fear and shame for a sin that was nothing to do with us. Maldark was his own dwarf. How long are we going to pay for what he did? We are destined for greater things. Where do you think those stories of the Dwarf Lords and Arnoch came from? If at the last there is no kernel of truth to them, don’t they at least show us what we aspire to be? What we can be, with the right leadership?”

“But war, Corrector? Is there no other way?”

“You know what the Senate of New Londdyr did when faced with the threat of Sektis Gandaw? They tried to appease him. They thought if they suppressed the Wayist religion he reviled, he would spare them. How long do you think you’d have lasted under that regime, Thumil? You and that book of yours? These people are not fit to govern, and New Londdyr does nothing to protect the weak and rein in the strong. What the upper-lands need is just rule, firm and impartial. The nurture of a father for those who accept governance; brutal discipline for those who do not.”

Thumil looked like he was about to object but thought better of it.

“What, Marshal? Nothing to say? You were always so vocal in debate?”

“But the logistics of a war with New Londdyr,” Thumil said. “The training, equipment, our lines of supply…”

“Tomorrow at suns up, Thumil. I want the army marching by then. Assemble every man and woman we can spare at the top of the city. It will be an unstoppable force, which you will lead. And don’t worry, I’ll see to it Cordy is well looked after.”


THE PEOPLE’S ARMY







Thumil wasted no time sending messengers up and down the Aorta in virtually unbroken relays. Businesses were stripped back to a skeleton staff, as those deemed fit enough to fight were summoned to platoons, which were assigned to brigades, which came together to form divisions. Put it all together, and the dwarves had an army of at least forty-thousand, even if most of them had barely touched a weapon since their mandatory training at the Ephebe. It wasn’t enough, not if they were to storm New Londdyr.

Coalheart put the fear of shog in the councilors. He was proving a good choice. Suddenly, the prevaricating scuts were decisive and well-organized, and competing to outdo one another.

Grago came up with the bright idea of using miners as sappers and sending them to undermine New Londdyr’s Cyclopean Walls. There were grumblings and the kindling of protest, but the Krypteia silenced the naysayers and put an end to that. Sometimes, the health of a race could only be restored by excising all traces of disease or dissent, the black axe said. Nameless saw that now, as if it should always have been patently obvious.

Coalheart reported that folk were calling it a second butchery, and recommended a mass roundup of the most outspoken. On the black axe’s advice, Nameless ordered a string of assassinations, Councilor Konin among them. Konin had swiftly proven a disappointment. Rather than aping Nameless, or even Grago, and entering into the spirit of the cull, he’d continued with his poor imitation of Dythin Rala, and fallen asleep in the Dodecagon. While everyone accepted it had been a long day, there really was no excuse.

Nameless instructed Councilor Dorley to put the word around that it was a purification, the honing of the dwarves into a unified force capable of rising to unparalleled heights of greatness. Dorley had teams of scholars and students copy out some hastily written words, and by mid-afternoon, a stirring manifesto was in the hands of every brigade leader for the evening’s pep talk to the troops.

Already, Nameless could see glimmerings of the Dwarf Lords in his people. Cut free of the chaff that had weighed them down and turned them into cowards with their heads in the sand, they were suddenly driven, industrious, and honed to a keen point. Within less than a day of Nameless’s arrival, Arx Gravis would have rivaled an ants’ nest for organization.

That night, though, he didn’t sleep. He went with an escort of Black Cloaks to the greenery of the Sward on the sixteenth level, with its ledge-top forest and gardens; to the house he’d grown up in, the home he’d shared with Droom and Lucius.

The Krypteia kept watch outside in shifts, while Coalheart was sent back to the Dodecagon to inform the councilors they were permitted home for the night, on condition that they were ready to see the troops off at dawn.

Something about the councilors irked Nameless, and the black axe felt it, too. It advised sweeping them aside before they could conspire against the new regime. Perhaps in the morning, if they even looked at Nameless the wrong way, he’d do just that; but for now, he couldn’t see any real threat, even if he felt one. He doubted any of the councilors had the guts or imagination to flee the ravine, and even if they did, Coalheart had already tripled the number of Krypteia in concealer cloaks at the top. No one could get in or out of Arx Gravis, unless they were marching with the army.

Nameless seated himself at the kitchen table with a steaming cup of kaffa before him. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t drink it; just having it there anchored him in some small way to the dwarf he’d once been.

From time to time, the murmur of voices drifted to him from outside. It was the Krypteia changing shifts, he was sure. Strain as he might, he didn’t hear anything to confirm his suspicions they were talking about him.

He felt cold beneath the Lich Lord’s armor, clammy with gooseflesh. It was odd how the invulnerability it conferred did nothing to allay fears of a dagger in the dark.

Shadows danced in macabre patterns around the walls, coalesced in front of the hearth. Once or twice, they startled him; they took on the density and shape of dwarves, as if Droom hadn’t really died in a mining accident, and Lucius hadn’t been flayed alive by the seethers.

Nameless stared at the darkling forms until they dispersed. His heart beat a stuttering tattoo that his teeth rattled in time to. His guts lurched, and he swooned, as if the room had just revolved around him. When he steadied himself with his hands on the table, wood splintered from the force of the giant’s gauntlets.

Had they been ghosts, or was it just lack of sleep?

Then a new strain of fear gripped him: What if he was the ghost, and the shadows were all he was permitted to see of the living? What if these were the scraps thrown to him by the Demiurgos as he suffered an eternity in the Abyss?

He waited and waited for some clue to the reality of things, and the axe waited where he’d left it, leaning against the door jamb. Its whisperings were subliminal, yet its presence was palpable, a deeper opacity against the dark. The air throbbed with the empathic pulses it sent him. Muted echoes rippled out across the room. They felt every bit like the house’s very own heartbeat.

The shield atop the table rocked and clattered, as if it slept fitfully. Shudders passed through the plates of the armor, and the gauntlets tightened then slackened on his hands, over and over.

Once or twice, Nameless felt himself nodding off, but inky feelers from the axe whipped out and shocked him alert. He could feel them weaving through his brain, building networks and tracks of shadow for his thoughts to hurtle along. He came to see them as the only thing binding him together. Without the efforts of the axe and the other three artifacts, he felt he would drip away through the cracks in reality.

When horns sounded outside, and the tramp of booted feet passed the window, he leapt from his seat to peer through the shutters. He was sure the army was coming for him, that dissent had fomented into outright rebellion.

A handful of Red Cloaks marched at the head of a column of civilians, each of whom was armed with whatever they could find. Some had shields, swords, axes, and hammers that had likely been handed down from generation to generation. Others had knives more suited to the kitchen, or farm implements and blacksmith’s tools. They looked either surly or grim, cowed or totally focused on the task in hand.

When they headed across the Sward toward the Aorta, and Nameless spied the first speckles of red light on the treetops in Tranquility Park across the way, he sighed with relief. Dawn had come, and it was time to see the army off.




***




Coalheart met him from the Aorta when Nameless and his bodyguard of five Krypteia reached the top level of the city.

“All ready and waiting, my Lord Corrector,” Coalheart said with evident pride.

Beyond him, the walkways and plazas were filled to bursting with dwarves armed for war. A smattering of Red Cloaks stood in with each platoon, and there were hundreds of platoons. Through the gaps in the walkways, Nameless could see it was the same thing on the three levels below: crowds upon crowds of dwarves ready and waiting to do as he commanded.

A lump formed in his throat. This is what they had been born for. After so many centuries skulking within the ravine, the people of Arx Gravis were on the cusp of their true destiny.

“There’s barely a thousand left to run the city,” Coalheart explained as they walked toward the central arch Aristodeus had set with wards against the Abyss. It was still being disassembled according to the black axe’s instructions. There was no threat from the Abyss. There never had been. It was all part of the scaremongering the Council of Twelve had used to maintain absolute control.

The councilors themselves were on the other side of the arch, most of them bleary-eyed and barely suppressing yawns.

Nameless scanned the group as he approached, watching for the slightest hint of betrayal. He saw none. They were either innocent, or extremely good actors, and there was no easy way of knowing.

Grago stepped toward him and offered an obsequious bow. It wasn’t what was wanted, but at least he was making an effort. Bowing and scraping was too demeaning for a dwarf, or at least what Nameless had in mind for his people. He wanted obedience with dignity, and a society in which the strong prospered and weren’t afraid to challenge and take what lay within their grasp. So far, only Coalheart seemed to have got that in its entirety, but Grago was a close second.

“Magnificent, is it not, my Lord Corrector?” He swept out his arm to encompass the entire level.

Nameless nodded as he turned a slow circle, running the eye-slit over the massed troops. He rested his gaze for a moment on the tunnel mouth that led away to the scarolite mines. That was the route Droom had taken to work most mornings. He remembered taking it himself once, before he went into Gehenna after Lucius. Rugbeard had taken him, Kal, Muckman, and Ming by train to the headframe. They’d descended to the sump pit at the base of the mine. He recalled fleeting glimpses of shifting walls, hands reaching out of the stone, and then slaughter as Thumil led the Red Cloaks to contain the threat. They had been lucky that time, but it had been a presage of the massacre that was to come.

The rush of water drew his attention away from the tunnel to the artesian well pumping its load to the top of the aqueduct that hugged the ravine wall. The flow was stained red by the rising suns, and it cascaded in bloody torrents to each successive level, until it found it resting place in the Sanguis Terrae at the bottom.

Nameless came full circle then glared at the councilors behind Grago. Something wasn’t right, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Everything was in place just as he’d commanded. If anyone was in opposition, they were doing a good job of disguising it. He thought at first it was because he hadn’t prepared a speech, words with which to fire the troops and send them into glory.

But then he realized what it was, and he turned the great helm on Coalheart.

“Where is the marshal?”

Thumil should have been there, waiting for his arrival. He was supposed to be the focal point, the strategist, the leader of the army. More than that, he should have been the one to give a speech.

Coalheart’s eyes roved the assembled soldiers. There was a slight tightening of his cheeks.

Grago said, “All the generals are here. I can only assume Marshal Thumil has been delayed.”

Nameless clenched his fist around the axe haft, and Grago took a step back.

“You will give a speech, Councilor Grago,” Nameless said. “Just make sure they understand not to return without victory, and that deserters will be eviscerated, and any family left behind will be fed to the gibunas.”

He turned on his heel, no longer wanting to see the army process up the switchback pathway that led out of the ravine.

“Coalheart,” he barked over his shoulder. “With me.”




***




When they reached Thumil’s house on the fourteenth, the front door was locked and the window shutters all closed.

Not waiting for the Black Cloaks that had come with them to break in, Nameless shoved the door, and it shattered into a thousand shards and splinters.

He strode along the hall, checked the hearth room, the kitchen, the bedroom, but the house was empty.

Sometime during the night, after delegating the assembly of the army to his generals, Thumil had fled.

And he’d taken his wife and daughter with him.


THE SEDITION







The conical control room at the heart of the Perfect Peak was brimming with homunculi when Shadrak stepped through the sliding door. They lined every walkway, all the way to the truncated ceiling at the apex. It was like entering a hall of judgment, the way they all stopped whatever it is they had been doing and stared at him, most with barely disguised loathing on their faces. He was a discard, he got that. Imperfect on account of his pallid skin and pink eyes. To them, he was untouchable.

Aristodeus stood center stage on the ground floor, his theatrical props a pipe and a steaming mug of kaffa. Mephesch stood beside him, angling looks up to the overshadowing crowd.

“And here he is,” Aristodeus said, beckoning Shadrak over.

Mephesch smiled warmly, but his eyes were filled with calculation.

“This is it?” Shadrak said. “Your plan to stop Nameless? Bring in the scuts responsible for everything that’s gone wrong.”

“This is the Sedition, Shadrak. They had nothing to do with the black axe. All they’ve ever done is try to destroy it.”

“Yeah,” Shadrak said, with a withering look at Mephesch, “by sending us on a fool’s errand to get the three artifacts that made it possible for him to reclaim it. Face it, Baldy, you shogged up. And you, Mephesch: either your rival homunculi saw you coming and pulled the wool over your eyes, or this Sedition business is just more bullshit, and you’re all in it up to your necks.”

“Hear us out,” Aristodeus said. “There may yet be hope. If you’d gone rushing off after Nameless like you wanted to, either he’d be dead, or you would.”

“He would,” Shadrak said.

“The Lich Lord’s armor renders him invulnerable,” Mephesch said.

“Yeah, well how did that work out for Blightey? Only pity is, Bird ain’t here to do that trick with the beetles again, is he?”

A low moan passed among the homunculi on the walkways.

“And besides,” Shadrak said, not wanting to dwell on Bird. Losing the shapeshifting homunculus was a blow he’d not even begun to recover from. Bird was the link between what Shadrak remembered as a child and what he didn’t. More than that, Bird had saved him. Saved him from being thrown away by a people who had no use for imperfection. “It ain’t like the armor covers his head, is it?”

“His mother’s helm is scarolite,” Aristodeus said with a roll of his eyes. “It’s just as resistant to force.”

“Not the eye-slit.”

“Do you want him dead?” Aristodeus said. “I was under the impression that was the Archon. I am trying, once again, to find an alternative to killing Nameless.”

“Tell that to the dwarves, assuming there’s any left. I take it he’s reached the ravine?”

“He has,” came a voice from the second tier.

The homunculi gathered at the railing parted to reveal one of the screens above the consoles dotting every walkway. It showed the face of a homunculus with olive skin and hair twisted into long gray ropes.

“Abednago is our eyes and ears at Arx Gravis,” Mephesch said.

“This time it’s different,” Abednago said from the screen. “At first, there were only a handful of deaths, but within hours the killings mounted. But it’s not just him doing it this time. The Black Cloaks have formed into assassination squads. And this morning, an army left the ravine to wage war on New Londdyr. Everybody who can fight has been sent, leaving barely a thousand behind to keep the city running.”

“Sounds reckless,” Shadrak said. “Does the Senate know?”

“They should do by now,” Mephesch said. “We sent word to the Academy wizards.”

“So, what’s this plan of yours?” Shadrak asked Aristodeus. “This alternative.”

“I don’t know yet. Hence this meeting. If we all put our heads together, we may yet come up with something.”

“Right,” Shadrak said. “And in the meantime, you’re going to rely on prayer to stop Nameless going on the rampage?”

“I do not pray,” Aristodeus said.

“No, that wouldn’t stoke your ego, Baldy, would it?”

Mephesch raised a placating hand. “We of the Sedition bring much lore to the table. With time, we will find a way. Trust me.”

“Trust you? Mate, you’re a homunculus. You gotta be having a laugh.”

“As are you,” Abednago said. The face on the screen looked down at Mephesch. “Or didn’t Bird tell him?”

“He told me,” Shadrak said.

“And you believed him?”

“I believed Bird, but that don’t mean I trust the rest of you shoggers more than I can throw you.”

“That is a shame,” Mephesch said. “We were hoping you would replace Bird. We were going to ask you to join the Sedition.”

Shadrak shook his head. “Bird said he was there when the homunculi wanted to kill me. I was a baby, for shog’s sake, and you wanted me dead, just because of what I looked like. Or are you going to tell me you lot had nothing to do with it, that it was these rivals of yours?”

A homunculus on the third level leaned over the rail. His skin was dark as coal, and his eyes were burning embers. “Oh, they were there, Shadrak the Unseen. Back then, there was only a fledgling resistance—Mephesch and a handful of others. They wouldn’t have dared stop a culling at the time. The only person you have to thank for your life is Bird, same as I will ever be indebted to him for mine.”

“Enos is right,” Mephesch said, “though it pains me to be reminded. Bird was changed by his sojourn in Qlippoth, and when he returned, he showed some of us another way. Yes, we share the guilt for your rejection. At the very least, we were indifferent. But now, you are as precious to us as Bird was, and I can’t tell you how grieved we all are at his passing.”

Shadrak glared up at the homunculi crowding the walkways. He suspected Mephesch was telling the truth for once, but how could he know for sure? And why did he care? You can’t discard a child then treat them as family when you realize the error of your ways.

“Want to know what I think of your offer?” Shadrak said. He raised his middle finger and turned to make sure he took everyone in with the gesture.

“I’ve wasted two days waiting for Baldy to come up with a plan, time I could’ve spent following Nameless, gauging his new strengths, looking for opportunities. But, do you know what?” he said, turning his eyes on Abednago’s face on the screen. “Mr. Ropey-Head here has given me a glimmer of hope. If Nameless hasn’t gone back just to butcher, then maybe he’s still in there,”—he tapped his head—“still reasoning.”

“Yes,” Aristodeus said. “My thoughts exactly. If we could get you into the ravine with a team of the Sedition—”

“No,” Shadrak said. “I work alone.”

Shadrak swirled his cloak around him and headed for the door.

“Won’t you at least let me guide you?” Abednago said. “I know Arx Gravis. It’s virtually my home. Right now, the top of the ravine is crawling with Krypteia. There’s no way in from above.”

Shadrak turned back to face Abednago’s screen. “So? I have a planeship.”

“I know,” Abednago said. “And I can show you exactly where to land it.”


RESISTANCE










The plane ship came to rest beneath the lake at the bottom of the ravine. Shadrak exited via a hatch at the top that protruded an inch or so above the surface of the water. Under his feet, fish continued to swim by, unobstructed, as if a ship the size of a city hadn’t just landed smack in the middle of their domain. And it hadn’t, in a sense. According to Abednago, whenever the plane ship came into contact with anything denser than air, it was as insubstantial as a ghost, and only those who knew where to look, and how, were capable of finding the myriad entrances that dotted the hull.

He hesitated a moment, adjusting to the perception that he was standing on water. But the instant he stepped away from the hatch and it started to close, he plunged beneath the surface.

Burdened by the sealed bag strapped to his back, which contained his rifle and his bundled black cloak, Shadrak struck for the shore with slow, easy strokes.

Overhead, pockets of crimson sunlight bled between the walkways spanning the chasm all the way to the top.

As he drew near the shore, he caught snatches of gibbering from the sheer ravine walls that loomed behind squat buildings and covered stalls.

He climbed up onto the embankment then slipped between a couple of warehouses and emerged by a canal. The barge moored there was in darkness, so he climbed aboard and entered its single cabin.

He unslung the bag, opened it, and fumbled around inside until he felt his goggles. He put them on, and they whirred into life, granting him enough green-tinted light to see by while he assembled the sections of the rifle. Once he’d finished, he donned his black cloak, ran his fingers over the blades in his baldrics, checked the glass spheres in his pouches, his two flintlocks, and the Thundershot tucked into the back of his belt.

Only then was he ready to go.

As arranged, the homunculus, Abednago, met him by the ravine wall behind the wharfs.

“It is brave of you to do this, Shadrak. Bird would have been proud.”

Shadrak ignored the compliment. Nothing these shoggers said meant a thing to him. All he cared about is whether there was a way to free Nameless from the black axe; and if there wasn’t, he’d do everything in his power to put the dwarf out of his misery.

“Come,” Abednago said. “A resistance is already forming, but it could be snuffed out at any moment.”

He led Shadrak along the banks of the canal till they reached a system of caves set into the rock face.

The stench was overpowering as they made their way down one twisting passage after the next. Bones and half-eaten carcasses littered the floor.

“Gibuna warrens,” Abednago said. “Flesh-eating primates that have been known to snatch dwarf children. The resistance expelled them during the night. They’ve taken to the ledges and the struts beneath the walkways now.”

Abednago held up a hand as the sound of voices reached their ears. The air shimmered around him, and in his place stood a dwarf in a patchwork of rags and a crooked, tall hat.

“They don’t trust homunculi,” he said. “They would sooner listen to a fool.”

As they rounded the bend, flickering orange light cast long shadows across the wall of a cathedral cavern. Upwards of two-hundred dwarves were seated in a circle on the floor. More stood back from the rest. These ones were wild-looking, thickly muscled and bare-chested—both the men and the women. They were inked over with so many tattoos, there was scarcely an inch of untainted skin.

At the center of the gathering, a golden-helmed dwarf in a red cloak and white robe paused mid-sentence to take in the new arrivals.

Shadrak recognized the face from when he’d left Arx Gravis the first time: Thumil, head of the Council, and a one-time friend of Nameless’s.

“Stupid,” Thumil said to the dwarf who had moments ago been Abednago. “And Shadrak. No one else?”

“Shadrak works alone,” the motley fool said.

“Not enough. We need the homunculi, Stupid. We need their lore.”

“Yeah, well I am homunculi,” Shadrak said. It felt odd, hearing himself admit it. “And from what I’ve been told, homunculus lore is about as helpful as shog in this situation.”

“So, you have a better idea?” a woman holding a baby said. Shadrak remembered her, too. “Because last time he was unstoppable.”

“Forgive me,” Thumil said. “Shadrak, this is Cordy, my wife. We are the closest thing to family the Nameless Dwarf has left.”

“Corrector,” Cordy half spat. “That’s what he calls himself now. And he’s no part of my family, not after what he’s done this time.”

“Then it’s a good job he has me,” Shadrak said. “And as to a better idea: no I don’t shogging have one. But that doesn’t mean I won’t come up with one. If there’s some way to stop him, free him from the spell of that scutting axe, I aim to find it.”

“And if not?” Cordy asked.

“Killing’s what I do for a living, lady. And believe me, there’s always a way to get the job done.”

He’d proven that with the Archon, hadn’t he? Some targets just took longer to work out, to observe for signs of weakness. But they were always there, if you looked hard enough.


PHANTOMS







The third day after the army had left for war, reports started coming in about insurgent attacks throughout the city. Black Cloaks had been killed, and stockpiled food and supplies had been taken. Graffiti on the Aorta walls denounced the Corrector’s tyranny and pledged undying support for the rebellion. A rebellion everyone said was led by Thumil.

Discontent spread like cancer among the thousand or so dwarves left in the city. The skeleton staff assigned to keep things running had diminished even further. People simply hadn’t turned up for work, and those that had were disgruntled about having to double up on their chores. It was fresh produce that was chiefly affected, and Nameless decreed that folk would simply have to make do.

Dorley gave a speech to the Council about the people’s sacrifice in aid of the war effort, and then the councilors were sent out to tour every level and show solidarity. Nameless had half a mind to send them all the way to the bottom, to show solidarity to the baresarks and gibunas who lived down there. It would certainly have been entertaining, but he decided against it. While the councilors did as they were told, they were a useful means of delegating control. Even with most of the population gone, and with the Black Cloaks on constant patrol, Arx Gravis was still too big a city for one dwarf to manage by himself.

The mines had come to a standstill, but that was to be expected, with the majority of the miners now recruited as sappers, in what was perhaps the most crucial part of the attack on New Londdyr.

Taverns remained open, but most were empty.

The Ephebe continued with only the most basic training for the children. Many instructors had gone with the army, to hone the rusty skills of the civilian soldiers.

News came via carrier pigeon that the siege of New Londdyr was underway, and that teams of sappers were already tunneling beneath the Cyclopean Walls and planting explosive charges.

It seemed an opportune moment to go on a tour of the city, raise morale by telling the people how close they were to victory.

By early evening, as Raphoe peeked down into the ravine, Nameless rode a goat cart at the head of a parade of Black Cloaks and councilors. The straggly crowd that had been assembled along the seventh level walkways was halfhearted in its cheering, but he attributed that to overwork and anxiety about the war.

Whenever he saw a mother with a baby, he had the driver stop the cart, and he got out to hold the child and offer his thanks to the mother for helping to make Arx Gravis strong again. Most of them were tight-faced and tearful. What woman wouldn’t be, to be told her offspring was going to one day be a Dwarf Lord?

As Nameless’s entourage passed beneath the arch of an aqueduct, something glinted in the moonlight as it fell from on high and hit the walkway in front of the goat cart. Flames erupted. There was a thunderous boom. The cart flew apart, and Nameless was flung over the edge of the walkway. He hit the stones a hundred feet below. The Lich Lord’s armor bore the brunt of the impact, but it did nothing to lessen the shock.

He thought he heard cheers from above, but as he clambered to his feet, axe still in hand, and the Shield of Warding on his other arm, he was met with silence. Hundreds of wide-eyed faces stared down at him from above. They’d thought him dead, he could see that, and now they were both astounded and horrified that he’d survived unscathed.

Coalheart rappelled over the side and dropped down beside him.

“My Lord Corrector, you are all right?”

Nameless scanned the crowd overhead. Black flames surged from the Pax Nanorum, mirroring his anger. People started to step back out of sight.

“Heads on spikes, Coalheart. Heads on spikes.”

“My Lord—”

“Take them from the civilians. Give these rebels something to think about. Ten for the cart, another ten for the goat, and fifty for the attempt on me. They need to learn, Coalheart. Dissidents will not be tolerated.”

Coalheart nodded approvingly. “Seventy heads, then. I’ll organize death squads.”

“You can use the spikes from the mines,” Nameless said. “Hammer them into walkways, walls. If anything like this happens again, we’ll make a railing of spiked heads all the way down the steps of the Aorta.”

Coalheart’s smile showed he was the dwarf for the job. He swiftly wiped it off and returned to a grim look of sober professionalism. “I’ve dispatched Black Cloaks to apprehend the assassin.”

“Good,” Nameless said. “But be prepared to be disappointed.”

“You have my word, Corrector, that we will—”

“I know who it is, Coalheart. He makes an art out of being unseen.”

The exploding glass globe that had dropped from the top of the aqueduct had been a dead giveaway.

But Shadrak was no fool. He’d have known from their fight with Blightey anything he might try was futile. He was just testing Nameless out, garnering ideas, looking for the slightest weakness. And then, when he knew all there was to know, he’d strike so swiftly, Nameless would never see him coming.

“There’s a homunculus assassin in the ravine, Coalheart. If he came in from up top, it was only with permission. I want every concealer-cloaked Krypteia stationed there put to death. I want their heads on spikes, too. Replace them with men you handpick yourself. Ensure they are aware of the consequences of treating with the enemy.”

“My Lord Corrector.” Coalheart clicked his heels and nodded. The hint of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. He was still relishing his new role.

“And Coalheart, I want guards stationed at every ladder leading to the foot of the ravine. No one comes up, no one goes down, is that clear?”

“My Lord Corrector?”

“The portal beneath the Sanguis Terrae.” The way Nameless had entered Gehenna. They way he’d come back with the black axe. “He could have come in that way.”

And then he remembered the plane ship. With a craft like that, Shadrak could have come in any way he wished. The plane ship could even merge with the ravine walls.

For all his invulnerability, Nameless was gripped with dread. A foe that could be anywhere, who could strike at any given moment, and who was skilled in all the various ways of killing… Even if there was only one crack in the Lich Lord’s armor, enough to slip a knife through, Shadrak was bound to find it.

“Forget that order. He could be anywhere.” He turned a circle, hunting for the barest hint of movement. His breaths came in ragged gasps. His breastplate resonated with the racing of his heart.

“I’ll double your personal guard, Corrector,” Coalheart said. “Triple it.”

“No,” Nameless said.

His guts twisted, and his legs suddenly felt like they were missing bones. He reeled, and Coalheart steadied him.

It was stupid, he knew. Utterly stupid, wielding such power and yet being afraid of phantoms. He’d never felt so terrified in his life. He’d never before been particularly frightened of dying.

See, the black axe said, and the shield, armor, and gauntlets silently concurred, you are safe from no one. Nor will you ever be, while even one enemy remains. These people who applaud as you parade among them would cheer louder with you at the end of a hangman’s rope. You have no friends here, Corrector. Not among these people who stripped you of your name. To them, you are less than nothing.

“Take me back to the Dodecagon,” Nameless rasped. “Lock me inside.”

“Corrector?”

At least that way, Shadrak couldn’t come at him, not without opening one of the doors and giving himself away. And the scarolite that lined the chamber would be another layer of protection.

“Now, Coalheart!”

Together, they made their way to the steps of the Aorta and back up to the seventh level.


NEWS OF THE WAR







It wasn’t the first time Nameless had felt the Dodecagon was like a tomb, but as the door ground shut and left him alone within its twelve impregnable walls, he wished it really was. Anything had to be better than the panic that had turned the blood in his veins to ice and set his limbs trembling. Even the oblivion of death.

You must resist, the black axe said in his mind. This assassin is a homunculus, a creature of deception. You are under a beguilement. The only way out is through the force of your righteous anger. You know this. You have always known this.

The axe was right. It seemed to know him better than he knew himself. How many times in the past had he turned fear into rage, weakness into strength? But this was different. This was no natural fear: it infected him all the way down to the marrow.

He seated himself at the head of the debating table and rested the Shield of Warding against his knees. The empty chairs served only to remind him of absent foes. What kind of a way was that to govern? Twelve squabbling idiots, each determined to have his own way, and in the process ripping the city to shreds, or bringing it to a grinding standstill.

He glanced about the chamber, at the embossed heads of the Dwarf Lords peering from the center of each of the twelve doors. They glared judgement at him, made him feel the butt of some secret joke.

He lowered the helm to stare at his hands encased in the fire giant’s gauntlets. He grew fascinated watching his metal-clad fingers clench and unclench around the haft of the black axe.

He stopped abruptly, suddenly scared even to breathe, in case some invisible enemy located him by the sound.

He sat and he sat and he sat. He had no idea how long. It could have been an hour. It could have been a day. All he knew was that when he looked up from  the tabletop, the Dwarf Lord’s head opposite was mocking him with a smirk.

He threw back his chair, and charged across the room. With concussive force, he struck the embossed head with the black axe, but it was unscathed. It was as though the door had absorbed every last drop of energy from the blow. When he stepped back to try again, the Dwarf Lord had resumed an expression of regal stoicism.

What if Coalheart had tricked him? What if he was locked inside and could never come out?

His heart began to frantically scud about his ribcage. He flung himself in a wide circle. They were all the same: twelve scarolite doors, and there was no other way in or out.

Would Coalheart have done it? Had he been duping Nameless all along? No, he can’t have been. He’d killed, hadn’t he? Killed anyone Nameless had told him to, and with relish. If he were really working for the other side, he wouldn’t have been so compliant.

Or would he?

It made a certain kind of sense. Obedience had brought trust in its wake, and Nameless had trusted Coalheart to lock him in the Dodecagon. They wouldn’t have to find a way to penetrate the Lich Lord’s armor now. They could starve him out. Even with all this power, he couldn’t remove his ma’s great helm. He was still dependent on Aristodeus to feed him. He should have sent the army to the Perfect Peak first, he realized. Should have secured the feeding apparatus.

How long did he have? Weeks, at best.

He’d sooner face an unseen assassin than rot away in his armor, or starve to death.

He strode to the door he’d entered by, crashed the axe into it again and again. Even the sound was muffled by whatever peculiar lore enhanced the scarolite’s ability to absorb force. He felt a scream of despair welling up from his guts, but before he gave it voice, the door started to grind open.

Coalheart ducked beneath it before it had fully risen. Behind him was a mud-caked dwarf who looked set to drop from exhaustion.

“My Lord Corrector,” Coalheart said, pushing the dwarf in before him. “A messenger from the army.”

Ice locked Nameless in position, like the Demiurgos frozen at the heart of the Abyss. He knew from the look of the messenger it was bad.

“The sappers breached the walls, Corrector,” the dwarf said with a stammer. He dropped his eyes to the floor. “But they were waiting for us inside. Their legions were too disciplined. They were a wall of advancing shields, and their swords…”

“I remember,” Nameless said, lost in a daze. “Short stabbing swords. I bet they were brutally efficient.”

“We fell back before them, Corrector, but they kept coming till we were routed. Then they opened the gates and sent cavalry to ride us down. General Garnk rallied his division, did some real damage, but then wizards appeared atop the walls, and they unleashed a storm of fire.”

The messenger’s eyes were aghast.

“How many?” Nameless asked. “How many survived?”

“The miners had already withdrawn when it started, Corrector. Last I saw, there was a bunch of them fleeing the field.”

“Who else?”

Blood drained from the messenger’s face.

“No one.”

Forty-thousand. Forty thousand dwarves lost in a single battle. Nameless turned away. He almost dropped to his knees, but then he whirled back to face the messenger.

“No one but you.”

“Corrector?”

Nameless turned the eye-slit on Coalheart. “Kill him.”

Before the messenger could protest, Coalheart drew a dagger across his throat. A spray of blood, a few twitches, and the traitorous scut slumped in a heap on the floor.

“Summon the Council,” Nameless said.

“They’ve vanished,” Coalheart said. “After the assassination attempt, my men saw them fleeing toward the foot of the ravine. Many of the people took flight then and followed them.”

“And you let them?”

“Corrector, I was with you at the time. I have singled out the Black Cloaks responsible. I was merely awaiting your order to execute them.”

“But why?” Nameless asked. “Why would they flee to the bottom? They’d last all of two minutes among the baresarks and gibunas.”

“It might have been the spiked heads, Correct—”

And then he had it.

“Thumil!”

It’s why the rebels had evaded detection. They must have based themselves where no one would think to look.

And it’s why the army had been defeated. Thumil should have been with them, strategizing, guiding, encouraging. He would have seen what the defenders were up to and countered. But he hadn’t wanted to. He’d engineered the army’s defeat. Him and the Council. They would stop at nothing to keep the dwarves shut away in the ravine.

“How many Black Cloaks remain to us, Coalheart?”

“Nearly three-hundred, Corrector.”

“Assemble them, quickly. It’s time we put an end to this. Our people had a choice: greatness or death. I only hope they can forgive Thumil for making their minds up for them.”


DOOM OF THE DWARVES







Nameless leapt from the walkway and landed in a crouch at the foot of the ravine. The butt of the black axe struck rock on one side, the Shield of Warding on the other. A shock wave rolled across the ground, shook the walls, and echoed up through the levels. Gibunas shrieked and gibbered from the ledges.

He paused a second to listen. Then another.

Horns blasted, and a savage roar erupted from the mouth of a cave. One after another, dozens of baresarks poured from the opening, howling shrill, ululating cries.

Nameless waited until they were almost upon him, then lunged upright, cutting left and right with the axe. Two baresarks fell. A third crashed into him, but it was like running headlong into a cliff. A kick sent the baresark flying backward till he hit the ravine wall with a pulpy splat. An axe shattered against the Lich Lord’s armor. A hammer clanged from the shield. The Pax Nanorum rose and fell, slinging gore in its wake.

In a massive surge, the baresarks stampeded straight for Nameless. He set his feet, raised the shield, and leaned into the avalanche of bodies. He was an immovable object. He had the strength of giants.

Baresarks bounced off of steel. Some clambered over the top of those in front. One found a headlock, gave his all to pull Nameless off balance, but the black axe spun itself into the air and split the baresark’s skull in two.

Nameless caught the axe on the return, then powered into the horde, bashing with the shield, chopping, chopping, chopping. And then he saw something he’d never thought possible: the baresarks backed off, the rage in their eyes replaced by fear and uncertainty.

He stepped across mangled bodies toward them, but a second wave spilled out of the cave entrance, eyes rolled up into their heads, and froth spewing from their mouths.

A score of Red Cloaks ran from a passage at the rear of the cave. They were deserters who’d not marched with the army. He saw Kaldwyn Gray among them, and the dwarf Thumil had assigned as Cordy’s bodyguard when they were married—Duck, he liked to be known as, on account of what he bellowed when he swung his mace. Duck was snug behind his massive shield and looked as rooted as a mountain.

For a moment, Nameless faltered. In the flashback he’d experienced beneath Sektis Gandaw’s mountain, when he and Shader had reeled from the horror of the mutilated babies, he’d seen himself bringing the black axe down on Kal. And yet here Kal was, still very much alive. And then he recalled Duck coming between them, taking the axe blow on his shield.

More and more dwarves emerged from the cave, wielding all manner of improvised weapons: iron spikes, climbers’ pitons, mallets, clubs, bottles of beer. There were old men, old women, and youngsters among them.

At first, Nameless didn’t understand why they had come out to face him, when all they could expect was death; but then he heard the crying of babies from the tunnel at the back of the cave, and the despairing wails of women.

He smiled inside the great helm.

They hadn’t expected so sudden an attack, and the caves must have been a dead end. Thumil, the great strategist, had trapped them.

And then Thumil showed himself. He pushed his way to the front of the defenders, every inch the heroic marshal in his golden helm and red cloak. He still had on the white robe of the Voice beneath his armor. He held a wavering sword in one hand, and a round shield was strapped to his other arm.

“Stop this, old friend,” Thumil said in a shaky voice. “For pity’s sake, stop.”

“Was it pity that made you abandon the army, Thumil? You heard what happened, I take it? You know they all died?”

Thumil staggered back, as if he’d been punched in the stomach. Others dropped to their knees or let out keening moans.

They hadn’t known. It made telling them all the more sweet.

“They went through with it?” Thumil said. “But I told the generals to send to the Senate for help.”

“I’m sure you did.”

Suddenly, all eyes were turned toward the walkways above as ropes were played out over the edge, and Black Cloaks swarmed down them.

“No one left up top that we could find,” Coalheart said, as he dropped to the ground and approached.

The rest of the Krypteia fanned out in a semicircle behind Nameless, nearly three-hundred of Arx Gravis’s most deadly fighters, and yet, to his mind, they were redundant. He needed no help putting an end to these traitors.

“So, all the rats fled to the bottom, to the protection of good old Marshal Thumil,” Nameless said. “Well, Thumil, I have some bad news for you. News that will rival the bad news I had about the army. There is absolutely nothing any of you can do against me. You are completely at my mercy, and do you know what? After you reneged on your orders, after the attempt on my life, and now, after the complete and utter failure of the army, any mercy I might have had has shriveled up and died. Oh, by the way, speaking of the assassination attempt, where is Shadrak?”

Thumil’s face went blank, and he said nothing.

The Black Cloaks advanced without Nameless ordering them to. He was about to say something, but then, he thought, why not? The idea of Thumil’s rebels realizing that each Black Cloak they took down was one step nearer to facing certain death at Nameless’s hands was faintly amusing.

A gurgling choke from behind made Nameless turn. At first he couldn’t comprehend what was happening. Coalheart was flailing and twitching. A Black Cloak had a garrote around his neck and was straining to keep it tight. Coalheart’s eyes found Nameless’s through the great helm. He reached out a hand, fingers splayed. A violent spasm ran through his body, then he went rigid.

A roar went up from the baresarks. Thumil’s few remaining Red Cloaks clashed weapons on shields, and the double-crossing Krypteia bore down on Nameless in a roiling black tide.

He abandoned himself to the Pax Nanorum’s power. Dark fire erupted in his mind, surged through his veins. He glided into the massed Krypteia and brought the black axe to bear with the savagery of a hurricane.

Baresarks slammed into him from behind. He spun to meet them, windmilling the axe and shield in a furious dance of destruction. All around him, dwarves fell, and he mounted their piling bodies, reveling in the slaughter, ecstatic on the stench of blood.

Then, before he had even warmed up, he was left standing upon a mound of the dead, as a handful of Krypteia scattered for the closest buildings.

Of the Red Cloaks, only Kal, Duck, and Thumil were left alive. Duck’s shield was so dented, it was virtually turned inside out.

A few dozen baresarks backed away, bloodied, and nursing injuries that would have killed a normal dwarf.

But it was the normal dwarves who advanced next, grim-faced and knowing the futility of their last stand. But what could they do, with their children wailing in the cave behind them?

Nameless took a step toward them. Some flinched, but all stood their ground.

For a second, he hesitated. He saw it then. Saw the defiance, the honor, the sheer bloody-minded bravery that could have made these people Dwarf Lords, if only they’d done his bidding.

And then Cordy pushed her way through them, baby Marla screaming in her arms.

“Enough, you shogger!” she railed with such loathing, it drove Nameless back a step. “Leave!” she screamed as she advanced on him. “Shog off, you butcher! Just go!”

Thumil tried to pull her back, but she shrugged him off and came on.

“You kin-killing piece of scum,” Cordy spat. “Wasn’t it enough for you last time? What, you had to come back for more? Look around you, scut-breath. Look at what you’ve done. They’re dead. They’re all dead. But you’ll not kill my baby, you hear me? Mine or any of the other children back there.”

The black axe shot jolts of lightning through Nameless’s veins. In spite of himself, he drew it back.

Cordy gasped, and turned to protect baby Marla.

The axe scythed toward her neck.

Thumil darted in front.

Blood sprayed. Thunder cracked. Something pinged off the inside of the eye-slit. Sparks erupted, then swiftly died. Nameless blinked against flash-blindness.

He was dimly aware of a body dropping in front of him, something clattering and bouncing away. He heard Cordy screaming. But it was movement on a distant ledge that caught his attention—the source of the thunder-crack:

Shadrak.

The assassin was lying face down on a low ledge, the barrel of a rifle aimed Nameless’s way. Even as Nameless spotted him, there was another retort, and a flash from the barrel. Air whistled, and Nameless swayed aside. The bullet hit the side of the great helm and ricocheted away.

Shadrak was up and running back along the ledge.

Nameless hurled the black axe with all the might of the giant’s gauntlets. The Pax Nanorum streaked across the intervening space like black lightning. It struck the ledge and rocks exploded.

Shadrak dived. His gun went flying. He hit the ground, rolled, and went on tumbling, until he was lost from sight behind a building.

The black axe spun back into Nameless’s hand. He started toward where he’d last seen the assassin, but Cordy slammed into him, screaming and cursing.

He swatted her away with the shield of warding. She cannoned into the ravine wall and slumped to the ground.

And then Nameless realized.

“Where’s the baby?” he cried. “Where’s my soul-daughter?”

His eyes came to stop on a headless corpse, red cloak like an extension of the blood pumping from the neck. His heart lurched. He panned the great helm till he saw what it was that had clattered and bounced:

Thumil’s head, still wearing his golden helm, face set in a death-mask of terror.

Duck and Kal ran to Cordy’s side. Duck helped Cordy to her feet, pulled her into a fierce hug. Kal bent down and came up with a blood-spattered bundle in his hands.

“No!” Cordy wailed as she saw her mangled child. “No!”

Nameless ran straight at her. “Look what you made me do!” he bellowed. He swept down the axe.

Duck got his shield in the way. He grunted and dropped to one knee. The axe struck again, and Duck was forced onto his back beneath the shield. Nameless drew back for a blow that would pulverize the shogger, leave him a splat at the center of a crater.

“Leave him!” Kal shouted, holding baby Marla’s blood-drenched corpse out like a talisman. “Back off, you evil shogger.”

Nameless froze. He couldn’t take his eyes from his soul-daughter.

Kal was trembling so much, he nearly dropped Marla. Cordy stepped in, took the child from him, and wailed away the last of her strength. She collapsed to her knees, gasping and sobbing.

Kal stood protectively over her. His eyes yelled accusation.

“You blame me?” Nameless said. “You shogging blame me?”

He singled out a dwarf wielding a miner’s spike. “Give me that!”

The dwarf didn’t dare move as Nameless snatched the spike in his shield arm, then strode toward Thumil’s severed head. He lay down the axe so he could grab the head.

“This is who you should blame.”

He drove the butt of the spike into the ground with such force, fissures webbed away through the rock. Then he rammed the head onto it.

He’d expected screams. Lots of screams. But no one made a sound. Even Cordy’s bawling had stopped.

He made a circle of Thumil’s staked head. “You chose him over me, Cordy. And you,”—he addressed the rest of the dwarves—“you sided with him, a liar, a cheat, a betrayer worse even than Maldark.”

“No,” Cordy said, laying down her baby as she stood. “My husband did everything he could to save them. Thumil was the leader they wanted. The leader chosen by the Council. We reject you, Corrector. We reject you, Butcher. We reject you, Nameless scutting Dwarf. What more do you think you can do to us? Kill us? Go ahead? You’ve already killed everyone we care about. Go on. Shogging kill us!”

Nameless snatched up his axe and strode toward her.

Gunshots ripped out across the ravine floor. Bullets bounced off his armor.

Nameless whirled away from Cordy.

Shadrak was running toward him, flintlocks bucking in either hand.

Nameless charged.

The dwarf, Stupid, rose up from the ground, as if it were a ghost-wall. A dazzling spray of prismatic color burst from his palm and streaked outward in an expanding funnel. Instinctively, Nameless checked his charge, but before the kaleidoscopic attack reached him, it faltered, then swirled away into the Shield of Warding.

A bullet pinged off the great helm. Then another, and another.

Stupid sank back down through the rocky floor.

Nameless threw the axe. Shadrak swayed around it, still running, still firing. The axe looped back behind him, shot toward his back. At the last instant, the assassin tumbled, and the axe passed overhead to slap back in Nameless’s palm. 

Shadrak came up blasting, blasting, blasting, and then, within ten feet of Nameless, first one flintlock clicked, and then the other.

Shadrak flung them to the ground with a curse.

He was out of bullets.

Nameless laughed out loud. He struck the axe head against his shield, and he advanced.

Shadrak just stood there. He’d run out of options, that was clear. It was written all over his face. To his credit, the assassin didn’t even try to run. Not that it would have done him any good. It was a rare thing for the black axe to miss when thrown. It wouldn’t happen again.

Nameless crossed the space between them with brisk, unwavering steps, raised the axe—

Shadrak reached behind. His hand came back, aiming a stubby black pistol—his Thundershot. He lunged in, pressed the barrel into the eye-slit of the great helm, and fired.

Nameless’s head exploded.

Thunderclaps rolled over him in ever-increasing echoes. He saw Droom and Lucius, Cordy and Thumil. They were laughing. Drinking.

And then he was falling. The black dog’s maw leapt up at him, engulfed him. Light swirled away into a diminishing point, but just as it was about to wink away, power surged from the axe. Everything it had, it poured into his skull. It throbbed in his grasp, bucked and kicked. Answering surges of puissance poured from the gauntlets, the armor, the shield. They wove virulence around him, braided it into a twisted lance of blackness, then drove it between his eyes.

They were as much a part of him now as his lungs, his heart, his mind. He was bound to them, but they were also bound to him. And they gave everything they had to keep him alive.

His heart pumped shadows, not blood. They swelled to an irresistible pressure that continued to build.

The Lich Lord’s armor rattled and shook. The gauntlets pulsed upon his hands. The Shield of Warding began to warp and buckle.

The Pax Nanorum throbbed. Its haft swelled in his grip. It kicked and screeched and juddered.

And then it shattered into jagged shards of obsidian that dissolved into wisps of smoke.

The giant’s gauntlets sloughed away from Nameless’s hands, as if they were made of oil. The Lich Lord’s armor melted into shadow, and the Shield of Warding crumbled into dust.

Finally, the scarolite great helm cracked down the middle, then fell away, like the shell of a husked seed.

Nameless’s eyes opened on a misty haze.

He was on his back, and as his vision came into focus, he could see a gibuna hanging from the underside of a walkway high above.

Tension bled away from him, left his limbs heavy but blissfully relaxed, like he’d soaked for an age in a hot tub.

The only thing that ruined it was the sound of someone bawling. He shut his eyes against the noise, and when he did, he saw a woman—a woman he was sure he’d seen in a painting. She was fair-haired, but had Nameless’s hazel eyes. What he could see of her torso was chiseled granite. A strong woman, a fighting one.

And he knew her then for his mother, as captured in the picture Droom had commissioned from Durgish Duffin.

Tears tracked down her cheeks, and she mouthed something to him. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought she said, “It is over.”


CITY OF BLOOD










Shadrak took aim at Nameless’s unprotected head. The dwarf’s beard was matted into clumps, and his skin was pale from being shut away from the suns.

Nameless stared up at him in shock and bewilderment.

“Laddie? Laddie, what’s going on?”

He wore only a frayed gambeson and soiled britches. His boots were scuffed, the leather wrinkled. Angry welts encircled his wrists, where the giant’s gauntlets had refused to be removed. It was the only proof they had ever existed. The Lich Lord’s armor, too, and the Shield of Warding: gone, as if they had been but conjurers’ tricks.

Without them, Nameless was just flesh and blood. Without them, he was vulnerable.

“Shadrak.”—Stupid’s voice from behind. “It is finished. Do not let them kill him.”

Shadrak whirled round but only caught a glimpse of a crooked hat sinking beneath the rocky ground.

Cordy’s sobbing drew his eyes back the other way.

White-robed councilors were coming out of the cave mouth, leading children by the hand. There were women nursing babies, too. The dwarves assembled for their last stand parted to let the newcomers through.

A hawk-faced councilor—Grago—saw Nameless was down, and yelled, “Finish him! Before it’s too late!”

A red-cloaked soldier helped a comrade to stand from beneath a battered shield.

“You two,” Grago said. “It is your duty. Do it!”

They started toward Nameless, and the mass of dwarves with tools for weapons followed like a lynch mob.

Shadrak switched his aim from Nameless to the crowd. They kept on coming. He let off a shot in the air, and they stopped. A long line fanned out across the ravine floor. Angry eyes flashed his way.

Nameless sat up and looked around dumbly.

The mob parted as Cordy came to the front with the bloody body of her baby clutched to her breast.

Realization flooded Nameless’s face.

“Oh, shog. Oh, shog. Oh, shog.” He let out a whimper that turned into a groan, that grew into a wail of inconsolable torment.

Cordy advanced on him, and Nameless stared at her child, eyes wide with the horror of what he’d done.

Through the opening in the line of dwarves, Shadrak saw Thumil’s spiked head glaring at them.

Nameless saw it, too, and he threw himself face-first on the ground, sobbing and shuddering.

Cordy knelt in front of him, grabbed his hair, and forced his head up. Made him stare at her baby.

He wailed and thrashed and screamed, but she would not let him look away.

“Enough!” Shadrak said.

But she was relentless.

Shadrak pointed the Thundershot at her. “I said enough!”

Her eyes spat fire at him. “It can never be enough,” she growled. “Never!”

She smashed Nameless’s head into the ground, then kicked him in the ribs.

“Get up!” she yelled. “Get up, you shogger! Finish what you started!”

“Cordy…” Nameless groaned. “Cordy…”

“It wasn’t him,” Shadrak said, his voice shrill and childlike. “It was the axe. It was the scutting axe.”

Cordy opened her arms, her baby hanging limply from one hand. “Kill me, shogger,” she said to Nameless. She kicked him in the head. “Kill me!”

“I’ll shogging kill you, if you don’t back off,” Shadrak said. The Thundershot wavered in his hand.

Cordy walked up until the barrel pressed against her head. “Go on, then. This scut’s already killed everything that was good about me. If he’s too pathetic to finish the job, then do it for him.”

Shadrak snapped his eyes shut. Kadee’s face was there waiting for him. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her chin trembled, and her eyes pleaded with him.

He lowered the gun.

“Fine,” Cordy said, turning away and striding back through the line of dwarves. She dropped to one knee beside her husband’s decapitated body and lay the baby on his chest. Gently, she lifted each of Thumil’s arms in turn and closed them around the tiny corpse of the child they’d had together.

“I gave you an order,” Grago yelled at the silently watching dwarves.

An elderly white-robe placed a hand on his shoulder. “Come, Grago. It is finished.”

“No, Moary. It is not finished while the Butcher still breathes.”

Moary tightened his grip on Grago’s shoulder and pressed his face up close. “I said, it is finished.”

Looks of shock passed among the other councilors. Grago opened his mouth to protest, but changed his mind and strode away.

Cordy stood and came back toward Shadrak and Nameless. This time, it wasn’t her baby she held, it was a book.

Nameless pushed himself to his knees and watched her approach, as if she were his executioner.

She came to a halt in front of him. Her eyes were narrowed to seething slits of hatred. She struck him in the face with the book, then dropped it on the ground. A violent shudder threatened to unbalance her, but she clenched her fists and turned away. She stumbled, then walked, then ran through the crowd and headed for the ladders leading up from the base of the ravine.

The two surviving Red Cloaks looked at each other, then ran after her.

“Cordy, the baby,” one of them cried. “Thumil.”

But Cordy reached a ladder and started climbing without a single look back.

Councilor Moary cast his rheumy eyes over Nameless, closed them a moment, then said in a voice full of grief, “Councilors, dwarves of Arx Gravis, we must leave this place. Leave and never come back.”

He took a shuddering breath, then turned and started to shepherd the remnants of his people toward the ladders.

Shadrak looked to Nameless for a reaction, but there was none. Nameless remained on his knees, staring at the book Cordy had dumped in front of him.

“It was Thumil’s,” he muttered. “Thumil’s.”

“Nameless,” Shadrak said. “They’re leaving.”

“Thumil’s,” Nameless said again.

“Nameless, for shog’s sake. You can’t just stay here.”

“It was Thumil’s.”

Shadrak’s eyes found the impaled head once more. It seemed to him it shed tears of blood for the bodies heaped around it in mangled piles.

The floor of the ravine was slick with gore. Streams of crimson came together in an oozing lake. The stench was suddenly overpowering.

Shadrak gagged. No matter how many times he’d killed, how much death he’d seen, nothing could have prepared him for this, and now it was all over, now his body was starting to stand down, he was overcome with the true horror of all that had transpired.

His guts twisted, and he vomited. He staggered away from Nameless and went on heaving till nothing else would come up.

And still Nameless stared dumbly at Thumil’s book, muttering his friend’s name over and over, as if it could undo all that he’d done. He’d lost his shogging mind, and there was nothing Shadrak could do about it.

As the dwarves continued their exodus from the ravine that had housed them for untold centuries, he turned on his heel and ran toward the lake, and toward the plane ship that waited just below the surface.

As he waded out into the waters, a wailing cry echoed out across the ravine floor, and he knew without a doubt, Nameless was as lost to the world as the damned screaming away eternity in the Abyss.


THE GARDEN OF TRANQUILITY







Six levels of the city, Nameless carried baby Marla, all the way to the sixteenth he used to call home. The trees of the Sward, where he and Lucius had played as children, were no more than a brooding presence at the fringes of his awareness. The tinkling waters of Lord’s Fountain seemed to him a sonorous death knell.

He found a spot beneath a juniper bush in Tranquility Park, set Marla down, and began to dig away at the loamy earth with one of the broken halves of his ma’s scarolite helm.

An hour he dug. Maybe more. But still it was not deep enough. He climbed into the hole he’d made and scooped out loose soil with his hands, till he reached the rock beneath. Satisfied at last, he reached up for the baby and lay her gently to rest.

But he wasn’t finished yet.

He headed back to the floor of the ravine, back to the heaped and bloodied corpses. Back to Thumil’s headless body. He dragged it to the end of a rope the Krypteia had left trailing from the walkway above. He took his time securing it, then went back for the head.

Thumil stared at him with dead eyes. Gore dripped from the stump of his neck and ran down the spike it was impaled upon. Nameless licked his lips and reached for the head, drew back his hand. All he saw in his old friend’s blank gaze was accusation, and the promise that Nameless would never forget what he’d done, never be free of its stain.

He turned away and ran for one of the ladders that led up. When he made the walkway, he hauled up the body, unbound the rope, and hoisted Thumil to his shoulder.

It felt like his kneecaps were riddled with shards of glass as he climbed the steps around the Aorta. The sweat soaking his gambeson dyed the fabric pink from all the accumulated blood. But he refused to rest, even when he reached the sixteenth once more and began the long, slow walk to the grave he’d prepared.

He lowered Thumil into the hole, then climbed back in to return baby Marla to her father’s cold embrace.

By the time he’d covered the bodies with dirt, the suns were going down, leaving the ravine in a limbo of half-light.

He sat by the graveside and thumbed through the pages of the book Cordy had left him: Thumil’s Liber Via. There was very little within he understood. The death of Old Dwarvish as a language suddenly felt like a portent of the fate that awaited the survivors of his race, the few hundred who had fled from the site of the slaughter, and from the butcher they had left alive.

He closed the book and made his own wordless prayer of tears that seemed like they would never cease. But eventually, even the fullest of wells runs dry, and when he was reduced to dry sobs and heaves, he stood and made his way to Lem Starkle’s smithy.

He’d seen what the upper-lands had to offer, seen how wondrous and how terrible they could be. But the dwarves of Arx Gravis hadn’t left the ravine in a millennia. They would be prey to the people and beasts of Malkuth.

He entered the forge and found himself a sturdy double-bladed axe, tested it for balance.

Well, he was going to make sure the last of the dwarves survived. And then he would show them it was safe to return home, even if that meant they had to kill him first.


EPILOGUE







As Raphoe disappeared below the horizon, and plunged the world into a darkness broken only by the two smaller moons and a smattering of stars, Buck Fargin parked his covered wagon in the shadow of New Londdyr’s walls. He jumped down from the driver’s seat and checked on his boy, Nils, who was lightly snoring in the back. The lad had wanted more involvement now Buck was boss of the Night Hawks, but already he was proving a shogging waste of space, no better than his useless cow of a mother.

Still, if the dwarf was as good as his word, there’d be plenty of work for the lad to do, packing the wagon with a shitload of merchandise fresh from the ravine city.

If it had been anyone else, Buck would have let Big Jake or one of the others handle the transaction; but the dwarf was a mate of Shadrak’s. Or at least he had been. No one had seen the former guild lord since he’d killed the the newly elected First Senator and fled the city. But Buck felt he owed him, all the same. It was Shadrak who’d arranged for him to take charge in the event of just such a crisis.

Bang on time, the dwarf emerged from the night, leading a heavily-laden goat.

“You got the stuff?” Buck said.

The stench that preceded the dwarf on the breeze was rank: stale sweat and blood.

The dwarf handed him the rope he led the goat with.

“Scarolite mining tools, laddie. Should fetch you a fortune in the markets.”

“You ain’t kidding,” Buck said, checking the bundles on the goat’s back to make sure it was all there.

“Did you find them?” the dwarf asked.

“It weren’t easy,” Buck said. “They’re doing everything to cover their tracks. No wonder you lost them. Couple of my boys picked up the trail past Brink. You ask me, they’re heading toward the brigand settlements. I can only imagine what sort of greeting a few hundred homeless dwarves are gonna get there.”

“Brigands?”

“All the scum that overflows from Malfen. You know, the shithole gateway to Qlippoth on the other side of the Farfalls.”

“You think that’s where they’re heading? Into the land of nightmares?”

“If they are,” Buck said, “they’re shogged. But look, mate, you ain’t paying me to stand about talking. You got your news, I got my scarolite tools. Nice doing business with you.”

The dwarf lurched toward him. The cloth-wrapped head of an axe poked up over one shoulder. He had on a bulging backpack that clinked when he moved.

“Take me there, laddie, to these brigand settlements.”

“That’ll cost you extra.”

The dwarf closed in on him. “I’ve already paid you more than enough.”

Buck licked his lips and took a step back, leading the goat with him. His heart was thudding in his chest, and his bladder was suddenly full to bursting.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Now,” the dwarf said.

“Yes. Yes, of course. Now.”

Buck rubbed his chin, racking his brains for a plan. There was no way he was going out to the brigand settlements. Last time he’d done that, he’d almost been given his fruits to wear as a necklace. They were hard people out there, not the kind he wanted to mess with again.

He thought about who he could send from the guild, but they’d want far too much in the way of payment. It would eat up most of his profits.

And then a thought occurred to him. He turned and looked back at the wagon, then handed the dwarf the rope that held the goat.

“Hold on. I’ll be right back.”

He scurried to the wagon bed and shook his boy awake. It was about time the good-for-nothing little runt made himself useful.

“Nils, get up, you lazy toe-rag. I got a job for you.”


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS







Thank you especially to:




Amber Leigh, Anthony Prior, Barbara Prior, Chris Taylor, Conrad Bucsis, Dayve Walsh, Frederick Holbrook, Jared Johnson, Kenny Howell, Melinda LeBaron, Mitchell Hogan, M.R. Mathias, Paula Prior, Ray Nicholson, Roel Cisneros, Scott Morrison, Zak Reynolds, Bob Neufeld (“Voice of the Nameless Dwarf”), Anton Kokarev, Mike Nash, Patrick Stacey, Laurie McLean, and Valmore Daniels.










Cover art: Anton Kokarev: http://kanartist.ru




Cover Design: Alisha, Damonza.com: https://damonza.com




Editor: Paula@Quills2Keyboards Editing Services:  http://bit.ly/1MFsdR6




Literary Agent: Laurie McLean: http://www.fuseliterary.com





ALSO BY D.P. PRIOR







LEGENDS OF THE NAMELESS DWARF




1. CARNIFEX

2. GEAS OF THE BLACK AXE

3. REVENGE OF THE LICH

4. RETURN OF THE DWARF LORDS







SHADER




ORIGINS 1. WARD OF THE PHILOSOPHER

ORIGINS 2. THE SEVENTH HORSE




1. SWORD OF THE ARCHON

2. BEST LAID PLANS

3. THE UNWEAVING







STANDALONES




HUSK

THE ATTIC (writing as Derek Prior)







www.dpprior.com





FEEDBACK & SPECIAL OFFERS







It would be a huge help and support if you could leave a brief review on Amazon and Goodreads, and share on social media.




If you are kind enough to subscribe to my mailing list (see link below), you’ll automatically be entered into competitions I hold throughout the year for Nameless Dwarf merchandise, free books, audiobooks, and special draws. The mailing list is only ever used for new D.P. Prior releases and special offers. Your details will never be shared with any other party.




Please email me at namelessdwarf@dpprior.com with any comments or feedback.




You can follow me at:




Twitter: @NamelessDwarf

Facebook: www.facebook.com/dpprior

Blog: dpprior.blogspot.co.uk




MAILING LIST for freebies and new releases: http://eepurl.com/zacJT
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Thank you for reading!
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